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'Bringing families up to scratch' 

THE DISTINCTIVE WORKINGS OF MAORI STATE 
WELFARE, 1944-1970 

IN 1947 the Hon. E.T. Tirakatene received a plea f rom Mrs Haldon, of Makirikiri, 
about her poor living conditions. Mrs Haldon and her two children lived in a 
one-roomed mud-f loor shack, divided into two rooms with a curtain. It had two 
small windows and an open fireplace, and was draughty and damp; there were 
no conveniences. The shack contained a double bed, small table and cupboard, 
a chair and some boxes used as chairs. Mrs Haldon collected f i rewood f rom the 
Wanganui River some distance away, or cut gorse. Drinking water was carried 
f rom her neighbour 's tank or f rom the river. The family were all suffering f rom 
colds, and the children had skin diseases. The district nurse had declared the 
place unhealthy. Mrs Haldon 's husband, who was Maori , was away in the army 
and they had an application in for a state house. 

The letter was referred to the local Maori welfare officer. She was unaware of 
the case and it had not been brought to her attention on visits to the district. 
Despite the nurse 's concern she commented that the place was kept clean and 
tidy and there was a small f lower and vegetable garden. Two months later the 
welfare officer contacted Mrs Haldon again. Her second report noted that the 
shack and the land were owned by Mrs Haldon's mother-in-law and two cousins 
and recommended that no further action be taken until the husband returned. 
She also noted that representations should be made to secure his early release 
on the grounds of family hardship. The off icer observed that Mrs Haldon was a 
European while the Controller of Maori Welfare noted in the margin of the 
report that: 'As Mrs Haldon is a European and is no doubt in receipt of allotment 
and al lowances she should be capable of seeking better accommodat ion for 
herself. She should be asked to say what steps she has taken in that direction. ' 
The welfare officer made further enquiries and found that Mrs Haldon's husband 
was due to return home and 'she was told as a European to take steps herself ' .1 

This inquiry reflects the fact that living conditions were a huge problem for 
Maori families. Poor living conditions, or ' l iving in native condit ions ' as it was 
of ten described, were widespread. In 1951, for example , there were 2275 
occupied huts and whare; 568 tents and camps; and 32% of all Maori houses 
were ei ther shacks or o v e r c r o w d e d houses . 2 The o f f i c e r s ' reports g ive a 
tantalizingly brief insight into the process of investigations by Maori welfare 
officers and the different standard of assistance applied to non-Europeans. The 
case tells us much about how Pakeha - even when married to Maori - were 
expected to show greater standards of initiative and self-help than Maori, and 
that the status and welfare of the children was considered differently in this 
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context. Yet despite the availability of such suggestive sources, Maori (and by 
e x t e n s i o n ' r a c e ' ) r ema in absen t in m u c h of the N e w Z e a l a n d w e l f a r e 
historiography. Until very recently, most scholars assumed a convergence of 
Maori and Pakeha interests (despite differential entitlement to pensions and 
other forms of discrimination), and therefore failed to explore Maori welfare 
services and client experiences more directly.3 Maori welfare services remain a 
little-studied area of state welfare provision.4 

Two recent surveys begin to explore this area in more detail. Margaret 
McClure ' s history of social security policy integrates ' race ' to a greater degree 
than any studies to date. McClure shows that after social security was inaugurated 
there was still a belief that Maori needs were smaller than Pakeha needs and 
that the Second World War, rather than the Depression, was the generator of 
change for Maori. The 1945 Maori Social and Economic Advancement Act 
finally stipulated an equal level of benefit payments to Maori.3 Bronwyn Dalley's 
history of child welfare policy and services also pays careful attention to policy 
for Maori. She notes that child welfare staff relied heavily on Maori welfare 
officers, Maori honorary child welfare officers and other local Maori welfare 
groups to carry out many of their services and other forms of assistance to 
children and families.6 Official child welfare policy was to keep Maori children 
with their whanau in their own tribal areas or with other Maori families. Despite 
lapses .in practice and the inevitable fact that ' some policies, however well-
intentioned, caused considerable harm to their recipients ' , Dalley concludes 
that child wel fa re agencies ' endeavoured to work with and within Maori 
communit ies to safeguard children and family welfare ' . 7 

The discussion of Maori by these two scholars, while more sustained than 
earlier accounts, is limited by their particular institutional focus.8 The role of 
the Department of Maori Affairs recedes into the background in their works. 
This article extends existing analyses by examining directly the work of Maori 
welfare off icers within the Department of Maori Affairs and the needs of Maori 
families who came into contact with them. 

Focusing on Maori welfare services illustrates the complex nature of welfare 
provision within the welfare state. The welfare state was a compartmental ized 
system, but no endeavour stood alone, although the different parts did not 
automatically work for the same ends. The concept of a 'mixed economy of 
welfare ' consisting of central and local government , families, voluntary groups 
and philanthropists in varying combinat ions has been a feature of recent welfare 
histories,1 ' but the work of off icers in the Maori Affairs Department raises the 
possibility of a mixed economy within the state, and underlines the importance 
of scrutinizing social services across departments. The fact that the state is not 
a unitary force and that there is considerable diversity across the state sector is 
not always heeded. On the other hand, the voluntary sector has long been assumed 
to be complex and to have many and varied constituent parts. 

The provision of state welfare for Maori families is one of the distinguishing 
features of New Zealand 's welfare system and provides an opportunity for a 
fresh look at the relations between Pakeha and Maori in New Zealand society. 
These services were instituted during a period of enormous change in Maori 
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society and in the configuration of relationships between Maori and Pakeha. 
An examination of Maori experiences offers a new and more nuanced view of 
' the welfare state decades ' and of the s tate 's relat ionship with indigenous 
members of society. Unlike in other countries, where social work services 
infl icted change upon indigenous cl ients , and chi ldren and fami l ies were 
deliberately dislocated,10 Maori welfare off icers intervened in ways that made 
their work both acceptable and extremely useful to Maori families, even though 
it invited greater scrutiny of those families. 

The Department of Native Affairs began providing welfare services during the 
Second World War. State contact and welfare work with Maori famil ies was 
intermittent before then, partly due to Child Welfare 's policy of leaving Maori 
children with Maori families, and working through kaumatua and local leaders. 
It was also because the Maori and Pakeha populat ions were to a large degree 
still living separately in both geographical and social terms. Maori were rarely 
seen in towns and cities, and in rural areas, ' there was a degree of racial 
antagonism that belied the widely held assumption that Pakeha were tolerant of 
Maor i ' . " At that stage, the Department of Native Affairs was primarily a ' legal 
and accounting agency ' , which then moved to a focus on land, and later added 
housing.12 By 1940 the depar tment ' s land and housing work dealt with only 
about 20% of the Maori popula t ion ." Many Maori problems were invisible to 
the central government . 

The Second World War and its associated urbanization created new economic 
and c u l t u r a l i s s u e s f o r M a o r i . M e n le f t h o m e to s e r v e o v e r s e a s and 
' m a n p o w e r i n g ' encouraged many people to leave their s i tuat ion of rural 
subsistence and join the urban wage-labour market. Marginal and uneconomic 
incorporations and dairy schemes were rapidly abandoned as Maori travelled 
to the cities for work, money, and also for pleasure.14 Urbanization was facilitated 
by the Maori War Effort Organisation ( M W E O ) , which was established in 1942 
to harness Maori participation in support of the war. It set up a network of tribal 
c o m m i t t e e s to m a i n t a i n r e c r u i t m e n t , f o o d p r o d u c t i o n and f a c i l i t a t e 
'manpower ing ' . Other areas of life such as housing condit ions, educat ion, 
vocational training, land use, and the alleged misuse of social security benefi ts 
were also brought into the M W E O ' s orbit as it became the largest and most 
comprehensive national Maori organization ever.15 

At the end of 1942, the position of young Maori women working in Auckland 
and Wellington was brought to the M W E O ' s notice. Most of these women, who 
had 'grave social problems' , worked in hotels and restaurants, lived in the poorest 
parts of the city, and had little contact with other welfare agencies. In response, 
women welfare officers were appointed to the National Service Department on 
the M W E O ' s recommendat ion to work with the Maori communi ty in the main 
urban areas. They assisted with j ob placements and accommodation.1 6 

As the M W E O ' s l ife was ex tended , the Depar tmen t of Nat ive Af f a i r s 
increasingly felt that it was moving into areas over which the department should 
have jurisdict ion, such as welfare . In his 1944 annual report , the minister 
proposed a system of welfare officers in his department. The new welfare branch 
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was set up in September 1944, beginning with a chief welfare officer and by 
March 1945 there were welfare officers in Ruatoria, Gisborne and a 'lady officer ' 
at head off ice in Wellington. '7 

The Maori members of Parliament, on the other hand, supported the M W E O 
and wanted a new Department of Maori Welfare, which would continue, in 
peacetime, the M W E O ' s autonomy and eff iciency and its grassroots way of 
operating.1 8 The 1945 Maori Social and Economic Advancement Act was an 
a t t empt at c o m p r o m i s e . Dra f ted by the depa r tmen t , it kept the ex is t ing 
d e p a r t m e n t a l s t ruc tu re but , s o m e w h a t uneas i ly , i nco rpo ra t ed the tr ibal 
commi t t ees set up by the M W E O . Provision was made for expanding the 
depar tment ' s existing welfare branch by appointing a Controller and as many 
welfare off icers as were necessary. New off icers were stationed at Te Kuiti, 
Paeroa, Opotiki , Ruatoria, Wanganui . Christchurch and Auckland.1 9 

Upon its inauguration in 1944 the special welfare branch of the Department 
of Native Affa i rs envisaged a broad and multi-faceted role for its officers. 'Not 
only should this step ensure that full advantage of the various benefits and 
services available to the Maoris f rom the State is obtained — but also provide 
the means of better liaison or direct contact with the other State departments 
whose activities embrace matters of Maori welfare ' . 2 0 The branch would also 
be a 'connect ing l ink' between the department and voluntary organizations 
concerned with Maori wel fare , such as churches , local bodies and Maori 
associations. As well as liaison and ensuring full assistance was provided, the 
officers would 'act as Placement Off icers in furthering the material well-being 
of the Maori people in their absorption into the industry of the country ' and co-
operate with vocational guidance officers in advising parents and children leaving 
school. Off icers would ' investigate cases of distress and explore avenues for 
improving the lot of individuals and famil ies . . . and, generally, to seek means 
of improving social condit ions and the implementation of the policy of the 
Government in measures taken for the improvement of the conditions of the 
Maori people ' .2 1 

These roles reflected the needs of a populat ion living in marked disadvantage 
in material terms and in condit ions of life (life expectancy, health statistics, 
mortality and so forth). The needs encompassed jobs and vocational training, 
as well as money, food and other more convent ional aspects of 'we l fa re ' . 
Moreover, officers had a key role in ensuring that Maori received all the benefits 
they were enti t led to and in helping individuals in their interactions with 
gove rnmen t depar tmen t s that had previous ly decl ined to deal with them. 
Fundamentally, Maori welfare off icers dealt with every facet of their clients ' 
lives. 

Development of the Maori people as a whole was increasingly seen as part of 
the delivery of welfare services. As part of the implementation of the 1945 
Maor i Social and E c o n o m i c A d v a n c e m e n t Act the d e p a r t m e n t ' s wel fa re 
operations were 'greatly expanded in an endeavour to meet the needs of the 
Maori people in a changing wor ld ' . The 1945 Act was 'designed to facilitate 
the full integration of the Maori race into the social and economic structure of 
the country ' .2 2 Welfare off icers visited their districts to publicize the 1945 Act, 
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explain what was available to Maori and to investigate problems. Welfare in 
this sense was linked to development and the ability to be a successful inhabitant 
of Pakeha society, in the sense of integration and assimilation, but not necessarily 
cultural absorption. 'An important feature of the 11945] Act is that it does not 
seek to impose standards f rom without; rather it calls upon the Maori people to 
exercise control and direction of their own communi t ies in the essentials of 
good citizenship and responsibili ty ' .2 1 A degree of autonomy was implied in 
aim. if not always in practice. Addressing the 'essentials of good citizenship 
and responsibili ty ' relied heavily on welfare off icers ' initiative in observing 
and defining 'p roblems ' and therefore 'need ' . The definit ions of ' integrat ion ' , 
' s tandards ' , 'good cit izenship' and ' responsibil i ty ' were to vex welfare off icers 
and officials, not to mention Maori families, in subsequent years as off icers 
tried to carry out their role of promoting social change. 

Maori welfare officers were meant to be, and were in practice, proactive in 
discerning where assistance was required and acting as they saw fit. Their mode 
of working went far beyond the regulatory and surveillance duties required of 
child welfare officers, for example. It was noted by officials with regard to 
housing, but the claim applied to all their work, that the Maori Affairs Department 
was 'probably unique . . . in that it combines the functions of seeking out families 
. . . awakening them . . . to a realisation of their need and a will ingness to co-
operate in measures to meet it'.24 This goal was unprecedented. Stirring up the 
desire for advancement and development was a key element of Maor i welfare 
of f icers ' work. Their mandate thus included overt direction leading to the 
articulation of appropriate needs and desires, and hence it involved socialization, 
as well as amelioration. Maori welfare officers and the Maori Affairs Department 
as a whole were directly and self-consciously concerned with 'race up-l i f t ' . 
Their role shared many characteristics with the ideas of Black female welfare 
leaders in the Amer ican South at the beginning of the twent ie th century: 
's imultaneously charity, self- improvement through education, and campaigns 
for more respect for the race ' . Such work necessarily involved f ighting against 
discrimination and exclusion f rom white welfare programmes.2 5 Black leaders 
in the United States undertook 'campaigns for more respect for the race ' , whereas 
Maori welfare officers were more frequently anti-prejudice advocates, rather 
than ' race ' advocates, in the period up to the 1970s. 

Now that Maori had proved themselves as citizens, it was a question of both 
claiming entitlement and developing them into better citizens in terms of lifestyle, 
housing, jobs and so forth, by telling them what their needs should be. 'The 
advice given by the Welfare Off icers is intended to help the Maori people to 
realize and to face up to their obligations and responsibilities as citizens. It is 
the intention of the Act to make the Maori self-reliant rather than dependent 
upon others for assistance' .2 6 This philosophy subverted the autonomy and self-
direction promised in the M W E O model. It entailed paternalism: by the mid-
1950s welfare off icers were 'primarily concerned to introduce modern ideas' .2 7 

Women had a special role to play in these developments . Female off icers 
began to organize Maori women into small local groups to work on health and 
welfare issues concerning women and children in particular, and this move 
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enabled w o m e n ' s views to be heard outside the male-dominated tribal structure. 
The off icers were encouraged to emulate the local branches of the Women 's 
Health League, formed from 1937. The Controller of Welfare asked the Health 
Leagues and the groups working on health and welfare issues to form one national 
organization, under departmental guidance. In 1951, when the Leagues decided 
not to join but to revert to their independent status, the officer-initiated groups 
formed the national Maori Women ' s Welfare League (MWWL). 2 8 The M W W L 
had welfare officers as members and was formally supported by the department. 
It ope ra t ed as an ins t i tu t ional coun te rpa r t to the tr ibal c o m m i t t e e s and 
execut ives . 2 ' ' U n d e r the 1962 Maor i Wel fa re Act the M W W L and tribal 
committees gained independence f rom the department, but the pattern of activity 
and relationship held fast. The tribal committees became Maori committees 
defined in geographical, rather than tribal terms. Their executives were organized 
at a district level and an umbrella body, the Maori Council , operated at a national 
level — a male body corresponding to the M W W L . 

In 1968 Maori Affairs (as it had become in 1947) was amalgamated with the 
Department of Island Territories to become the Department of Maori and Island 
Affairs . There was no change in overall policy or the types of work done; 
Polynesian welfare off icers were appointed to the staff to work with the small, 
but growing, number of Pacif ic Island immigrants . 3 0 The depar tment now 
characterized its welfare work in cultural, as much as material ways: helping 
people ' re-establish their cultural links, take a full part in the life of their 
communi ty and develop the potential, both of themselves and their chi ldren ' . 
The department contrasted this understanding with the first generation of officers 
who had ' forged a link between the Maori people and the department ' .3 1 Yet in 
1970 off icers were still helping Maori to access state services. There had been 
increasing impatience during the previous two decades with the way that Maori 
clients were nearly always referred on to Maori welfare officers. Even though 
language or cultural obstacles might necessitate the help of Maori welfare 
officers, other departments did not feel the need to employ skilled staff to deal 
with Maori on an on-going basis in the way they might institute more limited 
programmes for immigrants or refugees. 

In the 1940s and 1950s increasing numbers of officers were employed, but 
their workload continued to expand. From ten officers in 1945. there were 81 
by 1970. Towards the end of the period honorary welfare officers were also 
employed: in 1970 they numbered 46.32 Total numbers of cases dealt with are 
available only for the first f ive years of the branch 's existence.33 These jumped 
f rom 7500 to 62,000 between 1947 and 1950, out of a total population of only 
around 110,000. Numbers cont inued to grow rapidly if the Tokerau district is a 
reliable guide. Covering the whole of Northland and half of the city of Auckland, 
Tokerau off icers reported a rise in cases f rom nearly 7000 to just over 8000 
between 1959 and 1961. There were just six off icers in the district: a district 
welfare officer, a senior welfare officer, two male welfare officers and four 
female welfare officers.34 In 1961 Northland alone contained 21,627 Maori or 
12.9% of the Maori population. With the inclusion of central Auckland, the 
total population served by the six officers would have totalled 46,925 or 28% of 
the Maori population.3 5 
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The biggest and most persistent problems were material, and centred on 
housing, social security benefits, and other necessities in life, such as blankets 
and clothing.36 The frustration of off icers unable to make any real headway 
with housing is frequently evident. When the local medical off icer in Hamilton 
referred yet another case of unsanitary living condit ions to a welfare officer, the 
dictatorial tone of his memo riled the welfare off icer so much, that instead of 
personally talking it through with him he resorted to correspondence. In this 
case the welfare officer felt that Mr Ngarimu was quite able to make limited 
improvements to his dwelling because he was a carpenter and had done a lot of 
work for the Ngahiwi pa, 'but apparently he seems content to remain under his 
present condit ions ' . The off icer noted that Mr Ngarimu was well known to the 
office and that he was aware of the assistance available under the 1935 Maori 
Housing Act. Until he made an application and satisfied the conditions, the 
Maori Affairs Department could do nothing to help him.37 Mr Ngar imu 's case 
raises the issue of whether families always wanted the 'he lp ' they received. 
These kinds of living conditions were not necessarily seen by the welfare officers 
as just a matter of lack of suitable housing. For officials, housing condit ions 
revealed character and racial defect . One woman was asked by a Pakeha Native 
Land Court Judge, 'how could I be so clean if I lived in a nikau house' .3 8 

A 'good home ' was increasingly recognized by officials as ' the source of all 
social p rog re s s ' . "The re is much continuity here with the goals of child welfare 
officers in the same period — a decent family life centred on the house in the 
suburbs — albeit with different meanings for Maori. 'Social progress ' , with its 
echo of 'moderni ty ' , signalled the wider goal of Maori adjustment to modern 
life, implicitly contrasted with the traditional, rural pa and its extended living 
arrangements. Because family itself meant something different for Maori, the 
goal of a good home also meant something different in this context. 

One lady welfare of f icer ' s report demonstrates the types of judgement that 
frequently coloured provision, and also the close relationship of decision-making 
to the Pakeha norm: ' H o m e s , homes and more h o m e s is the genera l cry 
throughout the Dominion, for without homes we cannot educate our children 
f rom early childhood in the simple rules of hygiene. Only when our populace is 
adequately housed can we expect to compare with the pakeha. There are of 
course certain types of people who are content to live in hovels, and would 
make no honest efforts to better themselves, suggestions fall on deaf ears, the 
simple word "deposi t" when referring to housing loans being sufficient to scare 
them away. Happily these types are rare. '4 0 

Welfare officers brought ' to the Maori the basic conditions of the pakeha 
social and economic structure'.41 They concentrated on the provision of adequate 
and modern housing: assisting and advising with applications for loans for state 
houses; investigating and reporting on housing applications under the Maori 
Housing Act. District welfare off icers were members of the District Priority 
Committee and the Maori State Housing Allocation Commit tee , and kept local 
welfare officers informed. Although there was a shift f rom rural to urban cases 
as the population urbanized, a significant rural portion remained. From the late 
1940s and right through the 1950s housing applications formed a large part of 
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off icers ' work, as did accommodat ion for newly urbanized workers. By the late 
1950s the focus was almost wholly on housing and relocation programmes.4 2 

Many of the houses allocated to Maori were of poor quality, which meant that 
fo l lowing up structural defec ts and main tenance was a continual job . The 
question of who to talk to about applications or problems was also an issue. The 
Controller noted in 1949 that individuals visiting off ices were only seen by 
Maori welfare officers and not necessarily passed on to other officers with more 
technical knowledge.4 1 

Housing problems could be entwined with other difficulties, rather than just 
s temming f rom shortages, defects or loan approval. For example, an honorary 
welfare off icer phoned the Controller in 1961 about three families who were in 
'dire straits ' concerning their housing conditions. Two of the families were 
struggling because their breadwinners were in gaol. He was also concerned 
about the education of the children and wanted some suggestions to assist in the 
matter. For two years he had been trying to get an interview with a Maori welfare 
off icer through Child Welfare, to no avail, hence he was writing to the top. He 
had been doing things h imself such as ar ranging credit ex tens ions at the 
grocer 's.4 4 

The equation of a 'good life' (in health, family and material terms) with a 
' home ' echoed strongly the drives and ambitions of many families. There was a 
huge emphasis on home pride at this t ime generally as part of the 'decent ' family 
life, Maori ' deve lopment ' , and welfare of a broad kind. Not all Maori shared 
these aspirations at this stage, although more would do so; their collective and 
extended family social structures were at odds with this nuclear, individualistic-
focus. Increasingly welfare off icers ' duties extended to overseeing repayments 
of loans and advising about the furnishing and care of houses. The department 
published a booklet Your New Home in 1954, which was given to owners of 
homes built by the department. 'In simple story form this booklet will show the 
way a new home owner plans his | sic] home and grounds, furnishes, decorates, 
builds some simple improvements in the home, and meets his [sic] various new 
financial obligations, including some money laid by for future maintenance 
needs' .4 5 Off icers also supported the M W W L ' s widespread 'best kept home 
and garden ' competit ions, and some suggested further competit ions for the best-
kept Maori home with an emphasis on grounds and exterior homecraft .4 6 As 
Kuini Te Tau recalled, 'all these people moving into their homes — didn't know 
what it was to pay rent or anything . . . . So we used to make them wear short 
pants and dress the kids and teach them to have a garden and what to grow. But 
I got very unpopular. Dad said to me "Oh, very smart with those leagues of 
yours, the next meeting you go and tell them, you buy toilet paper — you don ' t 
use the Auckland WeeklyV41 These steps were taken before the outcry in 1964 
over the Education Depar tment ' s Washday at the Pa booklet. That publication 
was accused by the M W W L , among others, of portraying a less than favourable 
image of Maori life. Its critics charged that through its depiction of a dwelling 
without electricity and hot water, the booklet suggested that all Maori lived in 
sub-standard condit ions and were happy to do so, that they were accustomed to 
a 'p re-modern ' way of life. The M W W L asked for the booklet to be withdrawn 
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f rom circulation. But at the same time the M W W L was aiming to uphold the 
maintenance of traditional family roles, rights and obligations and ' t radit ional ' 
Maori arts and crafts. There were tensions in the desire for 'modern ' homes, 
between modernizing and defending or preserving existing practices, as welfare 
officers found in other areas of their work. 

A focus on a well-appointed home in the suburbs brought further difficulties, 
which were seen as problems of adjust ing to town life, but were of ten largely of 
a financial nature. In 1963, 70 Maori families in Whangarei , about a third of 
whom had moved in within the last f ive years, received advice f rom the Home 
Counsell ing Society. Some brought with them 'a pile of debts and judgement 
summonses ' . It was argued that budgeting advice, including printed budget 
sheets, should be given upon application for a house.48 

Other government depar tments and their commit tees saw these financial 
issues, and the exclusion of many Maori f r om rental housing because of a 
perception of not being good tenants, as a problem of Maori adjustment . They 
classed them as examples of 'problem housing ' . The district officer at Auckland 
reported a rather different story in 1957: the numbers of families housed that 
were giving trouble or had 'moral problems ' was only 7.5%. He noted that this 
was a very low proportion and that the welfare staff had each problem case in 
hand. No families that had been housed had problems involving the preservation 
of law and order, al though police had been involved in three cases because of 
overcrowding or the need to ensure good behaviour. He noted that many families 
had been re-housed on the g rounds of overc rowding and decadent l iving 
conditions, with the support of the Health and Welfare Departments. The district 
officer brought up one of the reasons for problems with Maori housing: the 
colour bar or discrimination encountered when applying for rental houses or 
flats. As other historians have noted, there was a colour bar in jobs , the rental 
and real estate markets, when being served at hotels, with seating at c inemas, 
and even at hairdressers 49 

Housing was also refused because of ' i rresponsibil i ty ' , al though the off icer 
did not define what that was. He concluded that of those who had been housed 
by the department, 92 .5% 'have been seized with their civic responsibilities 
and live up to normal European standards' .5 0 There were quest ions about how 
many people lived in Maori houses, the larger number of children present, and 
the larger gatherings in them for social occasions. The responsibilities and the 
European standard, it went without saying, were def ined as living in a suburban 
home in a particular way. Maori used houses very differently f rom Pakeha. The 
files reflect this wider discomfort with Maori usage. Tuberculosis cases, families 
who needed loans to sort out their f inancial worries, and the occasional family 
or alcohol problem were all perceived in 'Maor i ' terms, despite the particular 
circumstances, and they were def ined as not being of 'European ' standard.51 

Identification of problem housing was concurrent with a set of problems dealt 
with by welfare officers, but not initiated by families: complaints about behaviour 
by neighbours. These are evident f rom 1949 and reflect the greater visibility of 
Maori families in Pakeha suburbs as well as the policy of 'pepper-potting' Maori 
families by distributing them among Pakeha (often single Maori families in 



170 BRONWYN LABRUM 

streets consist ing entirely of Pakeha families) after the publication of the 1960 
Hunn Report. This report was 'one of the first systematic attempts to document 
the racial disadvantage of the Maori, and it presented this issue as a problem 
that had to be addressed by New Zealand society' .5 2 It spelt out in chilling 
statistical appendices a range of measures — populat ion, land sett lement, 
housing, education, employment , health, land titles, legal differentiation, crime 
— which itemized gross disparity between Maori and Pakeha, and 'questioned 
the myth of racial equali ty ' .5 3 

Complaints by neighbours were about specific forms of social behaviour, 
such as consumpt ion of a lcohol and ext ravagant ly f ree hospital i ty in the 
d i s a p p r o v i n g e y e s of P a k e h a . T h i s w a s a n o t h e r f o r m of i l l - d e f i n e d 
'unsat isfactory ' living conditions. The Keith family was visited because of their 
'weakness for alcoholic drinking and their apparent disregard for those things 
that would help them in bettering their lot ' . Their neighbours found the family 
a nuisance, and believed the parents and three children lived in unsatisfactory 
condit ions. The welfare off icer noted that they had been there for 12 months 
and had not shown 'any improvement in their personal possessions and code of 
l iving ' . She believed that the children should be taken f rom their parents until 
they could prove they were fit to look after them. Interestingly the senior child 
welfare officer, who also investigated this case, disagreed with this conclusion. 
She thought that despite the 'really appalling' conditions. Mrs Keith was making 
the best of the situation: the home was clean and tidy and the children looked 
well and were suitably dressed.54 The Maori welfare officer clearly had higher 
expectations and standards. 

Publicity in the press about other instances of problematic behaviour did not 
help the reputation of Maori families. Press coverage sometimes stimulated 
investigations. The elements of racism entailed in the complaints illustrate that 
rather than having ' the best race relations in the world ' as many contemporaries 
and historians later thought, there were unforeseen difficulties in the official 
assimilationist policy. The complaints were not necessarily to welfare officers. 
Often they were more formal , and used official channels, such as writing letters 
to senior staff. The complaints had become so frequent by 1961 that the Maori 
Affa i rs Secretary wanted all reports about social behaviour, especially those 
relating to complaints f rom neighbours and other people, collated, analysed by 
type and locality, so that consideration could be given as to what action, if any, 
would be worthwhile.5 5 This move, together with the existing defences made 
by officers, suggests that the department was engaged in a conceptual struggle, 
at tempting to establish Maori as entitled recipients of state assistance. The 
struggle had ' race ' and class dimensions and tied in with wider developments. 
As Maori became more conspicuous recipients of state benefi ts , especially 
housing, and became more urbanized, living in close proximity to Pakeha, 
popular understandings of ' the welfare state' hardened. Pakeha believed it was 
not designed for, nor should be directed primarily at, ' t hem' . There was a fear 
that, given the obviously greater need of Maori , too many welfare resources 
would be swallowed up by Maori families. This harked back to the earlier racist 
undercurrent that Maori were 'unworthy ' or unable to make use of such resources 
properly. 
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The Auckland district welfare off icer reported that one of the most significant 
aspects of the work in his office for that year was ' the indifferent social behaviour 
of many Maor is ' . Because the number of complaints was increasing to such an 
extent, he feared a large-scale breakdown in public relations, not only between 
Maori and Pakeha, but also between welfare officers and the complaining public. 
He was worried that ' the object ionable conduct of some Maori individuals and 
families would inevitably harden public opinion against the Maori people as a 
whole' .5 6 He had investigated 25 cases and believed complaints would increase 
as the number of houses increased, that rural families moving to the city had a 
poor standard of 'social educat ion ' , and that trouble between Maori and Pakeha 
neighbours was a cause of bad relations and likely to increase. Almost all of a 
random sample of 18 cases concerned parties, visitors, late hours, noise, bad 
language, fights, cars and trucks coming and going, children unattended and 
'lack of consideration for the comfor t of all those in the vicinity'.57 

A Dannevirke case illustrates the kind of complaint and the lengths to which 
officers went in their response. Mr Henderson, a Pakeha, was unhappy with his 
neighbour Jackie Reihana, citing 'wild part ies ' , and the constant presence of 
Reihana 's 'notorious in-laws' the Marshalls, so that somet imes up to 20 or more 
people were in the house at one time. The Controller asked the local welfare 
officer to undertake a full economic and domestic survey of the family, including 
details of the ownership of the house, ascertain the landlord's view if applicable, 
and to itemise 'what efforts have been made in the past to bring this family up 
to scratch ' . The off icer also had to investigate the extent of involvement by the 
tribal committee, the health inspector, the borough council, and Child Welfare. 
Finally he was to see whether prohibition orders against those attending 'wild 
parties' would effect any improvement.5 8 

The case history was ambivalent in a number of respects. Mr Reihana was 
described as 'not a bad sort of man, but he is easy-going and shift less ' . It seemed 
that the Marshall family was a bigger problem, 'notor ious for immorali ty, 
impecunity. dirtiness, disease, and irresponsibili ty ' . However, their behaviour 
had not so far been bad enough to warrant court prosecution. Reihana did not 
have the strength of character to keep his wife ' s nearest relatives out of their 
home. Mrs Reihana 'is only a fair housekeeper and although the house is not 
very clean it is not very dirty. The grounds are in much the same state. ' The 
officer was obviously equivocal. Significantly, he believed that if the house 
were in another area of Dannevirke, it would not stand out, but it happened to 
be in a very select area. The off icer had ' long discussions ' with Mr Reihana, 
warned the tribal commit tee that offensive behaviour would not be tolerated in 
this house or any other, and that Mr Reihana 's house would be kept under 
observation. Child Welfare would be asked to look into the children under Mrs 
Marshall 's care. He concluded his report by saying that most Maori in the area 
were well behaved.59 

Besides issues to do with housing, another key element in material need 
concerned pensions and benefits. Up until 1945, when benefi ts were finally 
paid to Maori and Pakeha on an equal basis, access to benefits and the lower 
rates generally paid to Maori were the principal issues. Families in isolated 
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rural areas often did not know what they were eligible for, and their qualification 
for benefi ts was frequently clouded because of questions over the legitimacy of 
cus tomary marr iage and the widespread practices of informal fostering or 
tamariki whangai . With the Maori Purposes Act of 1950, customary marriage 
was excluded f rom law, although family benefits were paid for all children 
whether legitimate or not. The Minister of Maori Affairs reiterated this policy 
to the depar tment ' s Secretary in 1955, in relation to the suggestion of a well-
meaning nurse in Gisborne, who advocated withholding family benefits in her 
area as a way of encouraging parents to marry."" Maori welfare officers continued 
to have a role in defending access to benefits, even after they were granted in 
full . 

By far the greatest issue for famil ies and welfare off icers after the war was 
how the benefi ts were spent. The 1946 universal family benefit in particular 
made a huge dif ference to many poor and rural Maori families, and the ready 
and c o m p a r a t i v e l y s izeable a m o u n t s of cash were very ev iden t in local 
communit ies . Alleged mis-spending of benefits betrayed how thin a veneer the 
commitment to equality expressed in the 1945 Maori Social and Economic 
Advancement Act was. As Margaret McClure has argued, ' the idea that social 
security symbolised cit izenship and was a shared communi ty right was less 
clear in the state 's relationship to Maor i ' . Maori communit ies were not allowed 
the ' f reedom from official curiosity and supervision, which was vital to other 
citizens, and which social security had been designed to dispel' .61 Part of the 
reason for this was the different nature of welfare for Maori. The job of the 
welfare officers was to ' awaken need ' , to make access easier. In other words, 
official curiosity, albeit for positive ends, was actively promoted. Again welfare 
off icers were caught in an ambivalent position, not only between defending and 
modernizing as discussed above, but also between gate-keeping and prying, 
and oversee ing and encourag ing use. The ambiva lences and the mult iple 
possibilities of welfare provisions through cash payouts, most obviously in family 
benefits, are apparent. 

During the war, tribal commit tees had been directed to intervene in benefit 
spending, report on abuses and recommend Maori agents where necessary. This 
role continued into peacetime. Their efforts were patchy; some operated very 
enthusiastically and others were more concerned with community affairs.62 After 
the M W W L was established in 1951 its members took over this supervisory 
role in many places, overseeing spending and highlighting misapplications of 
the cash and so forth. Yet even in this role league members showed some 
ambivalence and were alert and acted upon the other possibilities offered by 
cash payouts. Mona Wiikaira related how she helped women stand firm against 
their husbands ' assumption that the benefits were for their use, thus bolstering 
women ' s independence: 'The family benefit had started to come in then and 
most of the women around here that I had known, their husbands used to wait 
and collect the money. The league taught them to assert themselves; they had 
no independent thought at all. '63 Mira Szazy battled against men who suggested 
that the family benefit , rather than a portion of their wages, be used as house 
payments."4 Whether f r om within the league or f rom the department, the female 
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Maori welfare officers played a similar role to their Pakeha counterparts in 
terms of intervening in the balance of power within families, often on the side 
of the weaker members , and between spouses. 

By the 1950s and 1960s, more pleas appeared in the records f rom individuals 
asking for help with benefits on their own behalf, for example, on the occasion 
of losing a social security book. Mrs Millen had lost her book five months 
earlier, had an unemployed husband and a new baby, and was becoming frantic. 
She had to be contacted through their neighbour.65 Many Maori famil ies lacked 
the usual amenities that Pakeha families had, such as telephones. Others had 
problems filling out forms and doing the paperwork. Mrs Simpson wrote to 
head office saying she was in a desperate plight. She had just come out of 
hospital and had a sick husband. It transpired that benefit money was waiting 
for her but she had to file a Nil Return Schedule and her husband had to forward 
a medical certificate. The off icer expressed her frustration with Mrs Simpson 
and what must have been a great many similar situations. Despite Mrs Simpson 
saying that she 'didn ' t have a clue ' about these processes, the off icer declared 
her to have a 'dilatory a t t i t ude . . . They have brought the attitude upon themselves 
by being so apathetic in complet ing forms. Incidentally, there does not appear 
to be any starvation in the family. Mrs Simpson weighs all of 16 to 17 stones. '6 6 

Officers were often caught between helping and defending. They were better 
educated than their clients and much more familiar with systems and bureaucracy. 
They were also usually of reasonably high status in their own communities.6 7 

While the focus in this article is on their relationship to the Pakeha world and 
policies of integration, there were also issues of stratification and class within 
Maori society. 

The dwindling value of benefi ts over this period had a greater impact on 
Maori than on Pakeha. The 1951 census showed, for example, that the median 
male Maori income was 72.4% of the median Pakeha income, and it had to be 
spread over larger families.68 Yet f rom the off icers ' point of view it was inability 
to use money wisely and well that was the problem, rather than the insufficiency 
of it. In 1952 the Kaikohe Welfare Off ice noted in its annual report: 'The Maori 
people are getting wonderful opportunities through the advent of the Social 
Security benefits. It is up to the individual Maori now to put such benefi ts to 
good use and purpose. He is, however, a long way behind in that respect owing 
to many reasons. The Maori on the whole possess no knowledge of weighing 
his coin, in other words, lack the knowledge of economy. He has no value for 
money. '6 9 Budgeting was seen as the solution and welfare off icers continued to 
hold up Pakeha familial life as the model, disregarding the different nature and 
circumstances of Maori families. It appears that in this area of need Maori were 
not given the reasonable license that child welfare off icers and social security 
officers awarded to careful and prudent Pakeha, because the focus was on 
development of the people as a whole, as much as, if not more than, individual 
need. Development of the 'social enti ty ' took precedence. It was deemed that 
Maori could not handle money, not that they had other ways to use it or that 
there were ambivalences and a range of possibilities surrounding its use. K. 
Laurence, the Palmerston North district officer, had emphatic views on this 
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issue, but was perceptive enough to note that: 'When Maori families get out of 
their depth in money matters it must build up other tensions and what is observed 
in excessive spending on liquor and gambl ing may be more the effects of 
ineffective money management rather than any particular desire to drink heavily 
or gamble recklessly' .7" Even allowing for reckless and heedless individual 
families, it appears that Maori could not win. They were expected to 'embrace 
a modernity enjoyed by white society'7 1 without the same experience and skills, 
yet they were harshly judged when they lapsed, even though Pakeha were falling 
into the same traps.72 

Beyond housing and benefits, there was a multi tude of other needs. Partly 
this broad range was because of the al l-encompassing nature of Maori welfare 
off icers ' work, but it was also a response to the greater degree of need of all 
k inds . O v e r the 1950s and 1960s the needs c h a n g e d gradua l ly (but not 
completely) f rom instances of absolute poverty — for example, cases of underfed 
and poorly fed children,71 the need for blankets and clothing for those living in 
'nat ive cond i t ions ' 7 4 — to furnishing houses, buying school uniforms, paying 
electricity arrears and so forth. This perceptible shift reflects the changes among 
Maori as they urbanized and entered into predominantly Pakeha lifestyles, based 
on permanent employment , a cash economy, more participation in education 
and a house in the suburbs. The problems of transferring to a totally cash society 
are evident in cases of unfamiliarity with how banks and bank accounts operated. 

Although many Maori had less money in their pockets than Pakeha, they 
shared the aspirations of the growing consumer society. Case files pay regular 
attention to the particular perils of hire purchase.75 There are frequent references 
to victimization by door-to-door salesmen as well. Mrs Makara, for example, 
got into repeated trouble for trying to 'live like the Joneses ' . She was supervised 
by the budgeting scheme for three years because of her inability to budget and 
to 'keep her accounts within reason ' . As part of the scheme she was answerable 
to a ' sponsor ' but this relationship foundered. The sponsor returned her accounts 
to her and no one else would take her on. The off icer did not think she 'was 
really bad ' but that she 'has at times divorced herself f rom the hard realities of 
life' .7 6 

While off icers voiced heavy moral assessments in some cases of material 
need , o ther k inds of pr iva t ion were r ecogn ized and addressed with less 
judgement . These cases involved the distribution of monies f rom a specific 
fund — the civil list — and f rom a separate source in Vote: Maori Affairs. The 
civil list was designed for 'purposes generally beneficial to the Maori people' .7 7 

Ironically, it had been called 'Victorian Bounty ' previously, and appears to have 
been a legacy of nineteenth-century government arrangements for the care of 
indigenous peoples. Several thousand pounds were available each year. In 1947, 
the first year of its operations, £6862 was spent.78 Under section 12 of the 1950 
Finance Act it was renamed 'Welfare Work: temporary assistance in necessitous 
cases ' and was also known as 'distress grants ' , although the term 'civil list' 
continued to be used. By 1963, £3490 of the civil list was spent on 'wel fare ' , 
clothing and furniture and £7000 was budgeted.7 9 In 1968 $ 13,255 was granted, 
including $1420 on education, $2801 on welfare, $340 on clothing, $400 on 
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furniture, $280 on funerals and $831 on miscel laneous needs. Clubs and marae 
received $7183 f rom this source.80 These are similar or perhaps equivalent 
amounts given the conversion to decimal currency and inflation. The expenditure 
was small in terms of the overall expenditure of the welfare section. Initially 
the civil list funds were not recoverable but all grants became part recoverable. 
Most grants were much smaller amounts of £5 each to tide people over in 
immediate circumstances and these were often used for travel. In 1965 the figure 
was increased to £10. Civil list grants ranged anywhere f rom tens to hundreds 
of pounds. There were both one-off and infrequent demands f rom famil ies but 
some recipients turned into long-term cases that became troublesome. 

The grants covered almost everything imaginable, f rom money to get a ticket 
back to a home district, for coal and wood, clothing, furniture, furnishings and 
bed linen, to payments for electricity arrears, funeral expenses and groceries. 
Educational expenses such as fees, books and uniforms were sometimes covered, 
and one grant assisted families of several Maori All Black team members while 
they were away on tour. The general wel fa re nature of the Maori Af fa i r s 
Department was cemented with these grants and they show how the department 
attempted to both fill gaps in the larger welfare state and also support cultural 
practices, such as going home for tangi. Providing this kind of financial assistance 
also kept families coming to Maori Affairs instead of, or as well as, going to 
other agencies, and perpetuated the d i lemma about where Maori families should 
go for assistance. 

Hemi and Marama Davis applied for £50 f rom the civil list. They had recently 
been allocated a state house in Otara. Before this their family of seven children 
had lived in a dilapidated shack in Northland. One of the children was a suspected 
tuberculosis case. Although a good worker, and with a new job at the Ministry 
of Works, Mr Davis was reported to be unreliable financially. The family had 
budgeting assistance. Charitable organizations had supplied most of the furniture 
they would need, but they still required blinds and linoleum. The off icer noted 
that it would be some time before the family would be able to stand on its own 
feet and that is why they should receive a grant of £50 for furnishings. The 
letter Mr Davis received f rom the minister perfectly captures the tone of this 
interaction: 

These are things you must have for reasonably comfortable living: and in order that you 
may have them without running into debt — which you should avoid as far as you 
possibly can — I have the pleasure in approving a g r a n t . . . . The District Off icer . . . will 
advise you soon of arrangements for the purchase of the articles you need. 

I am pleased that your housing difficulties have now been solved, and I would urge you 
to look after the house carefully, and to make full use of the household budgeting advice 
which I understand you are receiving.81 

Grants f rom the civil list and temporary assistance funds were made to families 
where the outlook was positive or officials felt they would uphold the reputation 
of Maori more generally. With little training and lots of pressures, Maori welfare 
officers made many finely balanced assessments and put faith in many famil ies 
to 'do the right thing ' . 
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In rural districts welfare off icers were called upon to check truancy and 
absenteeism. Welfare off icers frequently responded to headmasters ' written 
enquir ies about alleged neglect and poor feeding of school children, their 
deprived appearance and clothing and related issues. In these cases lady welfare 
officers, district nurses and M W W L members were brought into the welfare 
circle. Like the complaints of neighbours, these were comments on 'Maoriness ' 
as much as on poverty. They were imbued with moral value judgements , which 
the parents did not necessarily share. 

Domest ic confl ict occurred regularly and appears to have intensified, or 
become more visible, under the pressures of urbanization, relocation and living 
in a nuclear family style. Money troubles and the commonly accepted high 
rates of Maori drinking only made matters worse. In 1958 the Secretary informed 
the Minister of Maori Affairs that welfare officers were constantly being called 
upon to mediate in 'domest ic disputes ' and needed 'tact and diplomacy plus a 
fair share of good for tune ' to solve such cases. The reports coming in f rom the 
districts suggested excessive drinking, unequal distribution of family income, 
unfai thfulness , and bad living conditions, among other things, as reasons.82 The 
depar tment began to explore the possibil i ty of training welfare off icers in 
marriage guidance, but only wanted to undertake it as long as the Marriage 
Guidance Council realized Maori attitudes were different and that Maori would 
want to be counselled by Maori.8 3 None of the cases read for this study used 
marriage guidance counsellors; instead officers seemed resigned to leaving a 
couple to separate when things had gone too far, and otherwise to make sure the 
requisite social security benefits were applied for, and accommodation was sorted 
out. Somet imes family connections were brought into the situation to help, if 
the off icer knew the couple.84 

Officers also had to deal with problems between parents and children. During 
the war the category of 'moral welfare ' appeared in the department 's annual 
reports. As other historians have argued, the perception of increasing female 
juveni le delinquency was linked to wart ime social change, partly because of 
the presence of so many young men in the main centres that were close to 
training camps. Off icials reported increases in young women being charged 
with morali ty of fences . Anxiety over female sexual del inquency was also 
racialized. Maori women, who were believed to be 'naturally ' promiscuous and 
have lax moral attitudes, had. it was understood, a detrimental effect on Pakeha 
young women.8 5 Parents shared these worries, if not the reasoning. In 1948 and 
1949, for example, famil ies wanted assistance with young women camping out 
with men in Add ing ton and dr ink ing with ex-soldiers . In the latter case 
neighbours also complained about the girls ' behaviour. More general requests 
for help in controlling children were also evident, and it is not surprising that 
welfare officers dealt with these situations as well, given their involvement in 
most facets of family life. 

Welfare off icers were also most concerned about 'carnal knowledge ' cases, 
al though this was not necessarily a problem for the families concerned. As with 
adoptions and marriage, Pakeha law was at odds with Maori practice. The very 
young age of marriage and childbearing for Maori is reflected in these cases. 
The different view of family structure and relationships held by Maori meant 
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that adoptions were not entered into in very great numbers. Tamariki whangai 
were theoretically outlawed in 1909, but the practice continued right through 
this period. The Native, and then the Maori Land Court dealt with adoptions of 
Maori children by Maori and applications increased markedly in 1944, because 
social security agents told Maori that children needed to be legally adopted to 
get the family benefit.1"' The 1955 Adoption Act closed Maori adoptions as well 
but registrations remained the province of the Maori Land Court . The 1962 
amendment transferred proceedings to Magistrates ' Courts and applications 
actually declined. 

There were never large numbers of Maori or Maori -Pakeha couples wanting 
to adopt. As Child Welfare 's senior inspector bewailed in 1966, there had 'been 
little progress in Wanganui in the attitudes of Maori re custody and "possession" 
of children since he had gone there in 1947'.87 Anne Delamere recalled that in 
the 1960s nine out of ten adoption cases she dealt with were not closed: the 
adoptive and birth parents knew each other and had agreed before coming to 
see her that they wanted the adoption to go through.88 In some areas child welfare 
officers were involved and most at tempted to work with local Maori officers 
and share the responsibility, as well as information on suitable placements.8 9 

Yet child welfare officers did not understand the importance of bloodlines and 
descent to Maori and therefore of kin knowing where a child was being placed 
for adoption. Even in cases of prospective adoptive children with both Maori 
and Pakeha parents , child wel fa re of f icers of ten fai led to real ize that the 
respective families might have different wishes. 

Unsurprisingly, it was in the area of family relationships that Maori welfare 
officers had most contact with child welfare officers. Finding suitable homes 
for Maori children under Child Welfare 's care was a constant worry, because it 
was felt that Maori wards should be fostered with Maori families, otherwise 
one would be asking ' for delinquent problems which are not apparent in [the 
child's] own environment ' .9" The main issue that Maori famil ies approached 
Maori welfare officers about was the fate of their children once under the care 
of Child Welfare. Despite the fact that Child Welfare sought Maori care situations 
and worked with Maori families over long periods of time, there was a perception 
that Child Welfare officers were ' those people who come to take your children 
away, and you never see them again' .9 1 Cases in Maori Affairs files offer some 
support for this view. In one straightforward case where the boys were committed 
through the courts, the mother, Mrs Warahi, was advised to deal with Child 
Welfare; Maori officers declined to assist. In Mrs Moke ' s case it is not clear 
what eventuated, and the circumstances were more ambivalent . Her poignant 
letter to the Under Secretary of Maori Affairs is one of the few preserved in the 
files: 

I now appeal to you to get my children home. I have sent in applications hut they have 
always been declined by Miss Riley I have seen Mr Royal, been to the Child Welfare, in 
Wellington, seen Dan Taylor, even had Mrs Hirini Boyle as my mouth piece, but all 
turned out a failure. 
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The cause of it all its through living a moral life. I'll be frank why I took to this man hes 
made my home a mansion to me hes kind to my children & myself. 

I have two children by him at home now. Well Sir I think I've just about explained 
everything now so I hope to hear from you in the very near future. 

PS. My children were taken away cause my husband had TB which he died of 3 years 
Q1 ago. 

Interviews and advice dominated the early years of Maori welfare off icers ' 
work. In some of the early case notes, the positions of interviewer and interviewee 
appear to have been reversed, although that may be a stylistic quirk of the more 
formal language Maori welfare off icers used. One Christchurch welfare officer 
reported: 'An urgent call over the phone called me to Rangiora and on arrival I 
was interviewed by the above named soldier 's mother ' .9 3 This tendency may 
a l so i l lus t ra te the f l a v o u r of the w e l f a r e r e l a t i onsh ip when it invo lved 
straightforward material assistance, rather than the more paternalistic provision 
in terms of development , integration or good citizenship. It does, nevertheless, 
convey the way that, regardless of articulated or perceived need, Maori welfare 
off icers were there for the people, to help in any way they could. This role was 
as important as distributing a closely regulated and economically run programme 
that filled gaps in existing provision, tided families over, or helped them deal 
with difficult personal situations. Obvious signs of respect and deference were, 
nevertheless, part of the drive to ' l i f t ' s tandards and citizenship, and point again 
to evidence of stratification within Maori communit ies . 

The use of the term 'lady welfare o f f ice r ' is another example of the more 
formal relationships structure that operated in the Maori welfare area. The term 
continued to be used into the 1960s. As ' lady welfare off icers ' , female staff had 
an elevated role with regard to women in the home, respectability, and supporting 
capable housewives. Even though gender roles took on particularly heightened 
meanings in this decade more generally, they contained specific significance 
with regard to Maori women. 'Race ' was not only classed, it was also gendered. 

The need for knowledge and guidance continued in a different form in the 
1950s and 1960s but remained an integral part of a Maori welfare off icer ' s 
work. It was not commented upon as much as in the earlier years, except in 
reference to social security. Rather than being tied to wart ime exigencies and 
indus t r i a l d e v e l o p m e n t , Maor i c o n t i n u e d to need a s s i s t ance acces s ing 
government departments, running the house and handling money, furnishing 
the house and caring for the property suitably. It is not always clear if the families 
themselves sought out this counsel. Given the paternalism and socialization 
goals of officers, it appears that, especially in the 1960s, many clients felt they 
had more than enough advice to be going on with. 

The views of families and welfare off icers were often quite divergent. There 
is evidence of assistance matching need, and satisfaction and gratitude all round. 
Yet other famil ies were clearly frustrated and unhappy and felt powerless. 
Initiative lay with off icers and other officials, rather than in their hands. Some 
off icers noted that adequate information was not always given to clients, that 
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they did not understand their situation, and so clients became embittered. Other 
prospective clients were angry and cynical because wrong information was given 
to them before they came to the department.9 4 Welfare officers recommended 
more training as well as the publication of brochures publicizing what they did. 
Mrs Katene, af ter sorting out her electricity arrears, but 'brassed o f f ' at still 
being shuttled around between Social Security, Maori Affairs and the Power 
Board, told her officer that she had had 'enough of Govt Depts who have spent 
some considerable time enquiring into her affairs with no result and it appears 
that this is the attitude she adopted when interviewed by the Social Security 
Dept' .9 5 

Paternalism and the potentially demeaning and negative impact of state help 
was always a feature of Maori famil ies ' relationships with welfare officers. Yet 
despite their socializing role and their aim of ' introducing modern ideas ' ,9 6 

officers knew the limits to which they could go and they, too, relied on famil ies ' 
willingness to enter the spirit of the relationship. 

For their part, officials were often in an invidious position. Maori welfare 
officers were 'nearly all of the Maori race ' . For example, in the mid-1950s only 
four out of 45 welfare officers were Pakeha.97 They were looked down upon 
and misunderstood by other government departments, and within the department 
there was still much paternalism and racism, especially given that many officials 
and successive ministers in this period — except Tipi Ropiha (1948-1957) — 
were Pakeha. At times officers appear to be manifest ing the departmental spirit 
of social change and paternalism, although in face-to-face contact with families 
they were more likely to be sympathetic, even if they shared the official goals. 
Male officers in particular were impatient to be seen to be moving beyond charity 
and such basic welfare work. For example, one off icer who received an offer of 
a parcel of used clothing for the needy felt whakama (ashamed at having lost 
face). He handed it over to the M W W L to distribute instead. 

Their exasperation and stress was quite palpable at times, as they dealt with 
recalcitrant clients and other departments who wished they dealt with all Maori 
cases. The ever-present bureaucracy and issues of professional development 
and training impeded their work. Overwork was compounded by the extra work 
for other departments ' officers. The task was becoming 'most intolerable' , wrote 
one off icer in 1954. There was no local social security staff in his area and the 
registrar came only once a month, and sat in his off ice for half a day for both 
Maor i and P a k e h a c a s e s . His o w n o f f i c e w a s f u l l of soc ia l s e c u r i t y 
correspondence and the local Maori were already accustomed to coming to his 
office.98 Members of the public in places such as Invercargill complained that 
Maori welfare officers were neglecting their towns. The challenges of geography 
that Maori we l fa re o f f i ce r s f aced were clearly fa r greater than for o ther 
government welfare officers. 

Maori welfare services covered a wide range of needs and desires. The malleable 
nature of need was absolutely central for Maori. It was greatly influenced by 
the marked disadvantage of Maori relative to the coexisting Pakeha population. 
Maori need was linked to poorer material conditions — housing, income, assets 
and access to education and jobs — and the social consensus surrounding ways 
to deal with 'race up-lif t ' and the imperative for 'development ' . State assistance 
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therefore had a much larger positive effect on Maori compared with Pakeha, 
because Maor i l iving condi t ions were general ly so much worse . Equal ly 
importantly, the different perceptions of 'need ' by Pakeha and by Maori welfare 
off icers were critical factors . Individual Maori had to battle continually to 
establish entitlement and legitimate need. They also lived in a culture that was 
different to the one embodied by the welfare state, which was predicated on 
Pakeha familial models. Some Maori attempted to adopt this model and others 
ignored it. Consequently some Maori families had needs that were quite outside 
the experience of Pakeha families. The more directive role of Maori welfare 
off icers in the Department of Maori Affairs was both a catalyst and consequence 
of these realities. As I have shown, Maori welfare off icers were mediators and 
frequently acted as 'go-be tweens ' in relation to other state departments and to 
the larger Pakeha society, at both an individual and group level. In contrast to 
Pakeha welfare officers, Maori off icers of ten demonstrated a greater amount of 
pa t e rna l i sm in the c a s e w o r k re la t ionsh ip , but th is h inged on the wider 
contemporary ideology of integration. In turn, this protectiveness was intersected 
by a sense of responsibility for Maori as a group and the need to defend them. 
The different articulation of needs by Maori and their varying ability and desire 
to live up to Pakeha norms and standards required Maori welfare officers to 
mount public relations exercises on behalf of their clients in the face of mounting 
Pakeha criticism of Maori entitlement and behaviour. The definitions and patterns 
of work used by Pakeha welfare off icers proved impractical and meaningless in 
a Maori context because Maori famil ies (and Maori welfare officers) had a 
unique relationship to the state and def ined their needs, and therefore 'wel fare ' , 
in quite different ways to Pakeha. Examining Maori welfare helps throw the 
characteristics of and motivations and funct ions of all welfare into sharper relief. 
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