
Australian historiography has not
been free of what Alan Kidd and
others have described as the grand
narrative of progress in its
approach to the history of social
provision (Kidd, 1999, 6). In a
country that, in the early years of

the twentieth century, claimed to be
a social laboratory for the world, the
heavy reliance on voluntarism in its
founding years appears as an
embarrassment, an old-world relic
that needed to be overcome before
the nation could reach its full
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From the earliest days of Australian colonisation the emergence of
voluntary philanthropic organisations was cited as a measure of civility
and indeed civilisation, a defence against degeneracy in a society
where traditional markers of class and gentility were lacking and
boundaries were permeable. In this article colonial philanthropy is
understood as performance designed to establish divisions in the
highly fluid society, simultaneously disciplining and denigrating the
poor and validating the status of the emerging elites. Through such
activities philanthropy, a major constituent of colonial society
throughout the nineteenth century, became a major, if unsuccessful,
contestant in the nation-building project, allied to conservative forces,
at odds with the claims of the new nation to be a democratic
exemplar and a social laboratory for the world.

‘Even in this distant and
obscure corner of the world, the
British character does not
degenerate’: philanthropy in the
Australian Colonies
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potential as the bastion of an
egalitarian mateship. This paper,
however, is a response to calls for
an examination of the complexities
and ambiguities underlying such
triumphalist myths (Daunton, 1996,
1). Drawing primarily from sources
relating to Victoria, the gold-rush
colony in the south-eastern corner
of Australia, in which voluntarism
reached its peak, it is an attempt to
place Australian colonial
philanthropy within its own historical
context. Philanthropy, it will argue,
was a major constituent of colonial
society throughout the nineteenth
century and a contestant in the
nation-building project as that
century came to its end. 

Central to this article is an
understanding of charity as
performance taking place within a
unique cultural environment (Kidd,
1996, 180-1). In her recent study of
nineteenth-century German
voluntarism, Jean Quataert has
argued for an understanding of
philanthropy as a stage on which
actors allied with conservative
interests rendered the state as
caring in the minds of its citizens
(Quataert, 2001, 3, 6). In the
Australian colonies it would be
more accurate to argue that by the
performance of philanthropy
emerging elites rendered
themselves as caring in the face of

a state which they insisted should
recognise no right to relief.
Quataert identifies the funeral
oration as a site that was central to
the German philanthropic
performance (Quataert, 2001, 94-
8). In the Australian colonies the
annual meeting performed a similar
function, for here elites gathered to
hear their endeavours commended
by those whose status was
uncontested: governors, bishops
and leading members of
parliament. The proceedings of
such meetings were reported in full
detail in the daily press, ensuring
that the message was received by
a wide audience able to recognise
from the attendance list the status
the meeting had conferred on those
whose activities it had
commemorated.

Rather than functioning, as Martin
Gorsky has argued, to forge
consensus across social divisions
(Gorsky, 1999, 8-9), colonial
philanthropy served to establish
divisions in a highly fluid society,
validating the status that emerging
elites were seeking to claim. In
Germany, Quataert has argued,
philanthropy ‘was an effort to
dominate public opinion by those
seeking new ways to conserve the
social order’ (Quataert, 2001, 14).
In Australia, where the recentness
of settlement left the shape of that
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social order open to contestation,
philanthropy was a major tool in the
repertoire of those who wanted to
construct the new social order in
the image of the old. Few, however,
were born to the status to which
they now aspired. While they had
seized the opportunities offered by
migration, most remained acutely
aware of the tenuousness of the
status that they now enjoyed.
Hence the need for a regular
affirmation that their deeds
demonstrated their fitness for the
position they now enjoyed. 

A mere twenty-five years after the
arrival of the First Fleet, the
founding moment in Australia’s
European history, the Society for
the Promotion of Christian
Knowledge was able to report: 

... that even in this distant and
obscure corner of the world, the
British character does not
degenerate; but that Englishmen, in
every clime and on every shore,
cease not to remember the
characteristic benevolence of their
native land; and which benevolence
is not the least cause of her
present exalted greatness (quoted
in Berreen, 1994, 9).

The report, with its potent reference
to degeneration, says as much
about the anxieties of the colonists

as it does about their
achievements. While Evangelicals
may have used the term
degeneration as a euphemism for
moral decay (Hind, 1987, 321-2), it
functioned more generally in both
Britain and the United States as a
pointer to an increasingly influential
discourse with complex political
implications (Pick, 1989, 3). During
the nineteenth century, Pick has
argued, ‘the dominant scene of
degeneration ... was displaced from
the individual ... and even the
family ... to society itself’ (Pick,
1989, 4), its breeding ground the
overcrowded cities ‘where wealth
accumulates and men decay’
(Jordan, 1993, 9). Projected on to
colonised peoples, the concept of
degeneration both explained their
decline and justified paternalistic
intervention, but such projection
also served to provide additional
metaphors for those concerned with
degeneration within their own
community (Pick, 1989, 37, 39).
The founding populations of the
Australian colonies – largely
composed, at least in the popular
mind, of convicts, paupers and
remittance men – were essentially
Britain’s internal degenerate world
transported. While the hopeful side
of the immigration project
recognised a potential for
redemption, the threat of continuing
degeneration lingered and its
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actualisation needed to be
constantly denied.  

The derivative nature of Australian
philanthropy needs to be
understood within this context
(Godden, 1986, 41). To the
colonists, Britain epitomised
civilisation, and a central marker of
this civilised society was the
voluntary association (Gleeson,
1995, 195; Godden, 1986, 42).
Although the earliest such
charitable associations in the
colony of Victoria were established
by non-British groups, primarily
Jewish and German settlers, this
fact was overlooked in the rush to
affirm the presence of the marks of
British civilisation in the new land.
In staking their claim to
respectability, the emerging elites,
predominantly large landholders
and the most successful of the gold
rush migrants, cited the proliferation
of voluntary associations as
evidence that the shadows of
degeneracy were being kept at bay.
One Victorian Governor declared:

Such acts of benevolence would do
greater honour to the colony than
even our gold mines and would
raise it higher in the opinions of the
people of England (Argus, 1856). 

The establishment of a Benevolent
Asylum was hailed as:

... an emphatic declaration of the
presence of men here who thought
it one of their first duties, on taking
possession of a new colony to
establish a retreat for the widow
and those who had no friend
(Argus, 1862).  

The founders of the first Dorcas
Society, from which sprang both the
Melbourne Ladies’ Benevolent
Society and the Protestant Orphan
Asylum, were acclaimed because
‘through their succour of
orphanhood, [they] raised this
colony in the scale of beneficient
communities’ (Argus, 1863b). By
1876 the incoming Governor was
arguing for the colony being in
advance of the home country:

In common with all men visiting
Melbourne for the first time, he had
been much struck with the number
and general good order of the
public charities of the place, and he
considered them creditable to the
people. They had all heard and
read of what was called the
paternal government of the old
despotic monarchies of Europe, but
here, in free and self-governing
Victoria, where both the
Government and the Legislature
were practically emanations from
the popular will, the state was the
true parent of the people (Argus,
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1873a).

The democratic temper of the
colony to which the Governor
referred was regarded by the
philanthropic as simultaneously a
risk and a virtue. Universal white
male suffrage and the lack of clear
markers of class had given most of
them significant access to power,
the status they enjoyed in the
colony being well beyond anything
they could have expected at home.
However, taken to its extreme, this
openness threatened to undermine
the entire philanthropic project.
Although most voluntary societies
adopted the British subscriber
charity model, all of the major
colonial institutions received
substantial government assistance.
Given that the citizens funded the
government, did this qualify them
as subscribers? This was an
alarming thought for those who
made donations over and above
their contribution through taxation.
As one subscriber to Melbourne’s
Immigrants Aid Society pointed out,
‘if the principle was followed ... the
inmates ... could claim an equal
right to vote with any other portion
of the community’ (Argus, 1873a).
The leaders of philanthropy in
Melbourne, like the emerging elites
in the growing urban centres of
England, were seeking to use their
involvement in such voluntary

associations to validate difference
rather than promote equality
(Shapely, 1998, 159; van Leeuwen,
1994, 589ff.). In those colonies
where the ‘luck’ associated with
gold rush migration was grafted
over the older, less reputable
founding population, the need to
establish clear status boundaries
was pressing. Whereas Gorsky has
argued that in nineteenth-century
Bristol philanthropy served as an
alternative base of power for those
excluded from the franchise
(Gorsky, 1999, 30), in Victoria it
functioned to differentiate the self-
defined elites from an enfranchised
majority, legitimating the privileged
positions to which they aspired
(Godden, 1986, 51). Hence the
importance of the published reports
of annual meetings, with their
accompanying lists of donors, all
combining to give a higher moral
purpose to the project of wealth
acquisition to which these elite
colonists owed their positions at the
top of the colonial social hierarchy
(Kidd, 1996, 189). In taking upon
themselves the responsibility for
reforming or re-forming the colony,
members of the philanthropic elite
were able to constitute themselves
as the repositories of the strengths
or virtues in which the recipients of
their aid were so sadly lacking.
Their newly acquired wealth served
as evidence of their ability to
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withstand the temptations to
improvidence, intemperance and
immorality which the colony offered
in abundance. 

To the philanthropic community, the
widespread prosperity of the colony
was at the root of such temptations.
Wages were higher than in Britain
and, as labour was scarce, rates of
unemployment were generally low.
However, the philanthropists
believed, not everyone was
equipped to deal with such
unaccustomed affluence. An early
temperance activist declared:

It was notorious that Victoria was
the most drunken community on
the face of the earth. In no other
country could they indulge to such
an extent in intoxicating drinks; for
it was only here they had the
money to throw away (Argus,
1854). 

Life in the colony, leading Anglican
philanthropist Judge Pohlman
believed, was too easy, leaving
‘young men ... liable to get into
habits of idleness and dissipation
after leaving school’ (Argus, 1859).
The temptations for young women
‘in a new country, where so large a
proportion of the population are
comparative strangers, without
family connections, and even
without local acquaintances, and

more especially in a crowded
metropolitan city like this’ were
even more extreme (Argus, 1868b).
The excess of males in the colonial
population, advantageous
employment conditions and even
the mildness of the climate were all
believed to predispose such women
to be less than zealous in guarding
their reputation, although the
consequences of a ‘fall’ were
equally as harsh as at home.

Speaking at the Benevolent Asylum
annual meeting in 1872, the Chief
Justice, Sir Redmond Barry, who
kept a mistress by whom he had
fathered several children, piously
declared:

There was no more favoured
individual in Her Majesty’s broad
dominions than the working man of
Australia, who laboured or not, as
he pleased, for eight hours a day.
His wages were equivalent to the
pay of a captain in the army, a
clergyman of the Established
Church of England, a gentleman of
the medical profession, or a
gentleman of his own profession
struggling to get into practice. But
many were in the habit of
squandering in foolish dissipation
as much money in the course of a
few hours as, if prudently
husbanded, would maintain them,
in their latter days of poverty and
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sickness (Argus, 1872).

While there was some recognition
that the prosperity of the colony
also brought higher costs for the
essentials of life, the charitable
reserved their greatest sympathy
not for the struggling working man
but for the genteel, the ‘unfortunate
educated’ (Argus, 1873b) and the
‘refined’:

... brought up, most of us, in a
totally different sphere of life ... but
forced, through loss of parents or
fortune, to work for our daily bread,
strangers, as many of us are, in the
country, too often friendless and
homeless (Argus, 1875b).

Such priorities are indicative of the
place of philanthropy in colonial life.
Prominent philanthropists displayed
no commitment to a more open
society – rather they used their
wealth to attempt to affirm, or
reaffirm, the naturalness of the
supposedly God-given imported
social order with its inequalities
enshrined. The goal was decidedly
to refute the claims of its radical
democratic contestant, even though
many – or, more accurately, most –
of those seeking to claim elite
status were beneficiaries of the
social fluidity they were now trying
to control. 

This is not to deny the elements of
empathy and compassion that lay
at the base of the charitable
relationship but rather to
acknowledge, as Kidd reminds us,
that such cultural meanings
coexisted with opportunities for
‘self-fulfilment and self-expression’
in providing for the donor access to
a ‘public identity’ (Kidd, 1999, 69).
The more closely a colonial
charitable institution approximated
its British equivalent, the greater its
potential to confer status on both its
subscribers and the new society
they were attempting to construct.
Melbourne needed a city mission,
supporters argued, because such
missions were ‘amongst the most
valued and honoured institutions of
our Fatherland’ (Argus, 1855). The
‘best proof of the need of a sailors’
home was the simple fact that at
the present moment no fewer than
twenty-five of such institutions were
to be found in the seaports of the
United Kingdom alone’ (Argus,
1863a). Walter Wilkins wrote: 

The self-supporting medical aid
societies were first established in
England for the purpose partly of
relieving the continued strain on the
hospitals, but more especially to
provide for the industrious labouring
classes a means of obtaining
professional attendance. How much
more essential is the establishment
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of a self-supporting institution of this
nature in the colony, where one of
our great aims is to prevent a
tendency to pauperism (Argus,
1868a).

Charity Organisation Society founder
Professor E.E. Morris said:

Our city and its charities are yet
young, but it is better to organise on
wise lines now than to let scandals
grow up to be violently reformed
hereafter (Argus, 1887).  

Just as the presence of such
institutions and organisations was
used to justify a colonial city’s claims
to great city status, so the activities
of its founders and subscribers
demonstrated the presence of elites
in the colonial environment.

In the young city, philanthropists
were quite overt in their use of
charity to discipline behaviours that
threatened the colony’s tenuous hold
on respectability. This is not to
advance a crude social control
argument, but rather to suggest a
more complex place for philanthropy
in the process of social
differentiation, acknowledging the
interests which these newly formed
elites had in ‘civilising’ those who
had been less successful (van
Leeuwen, 1994, 63). In the
Australian colonies metaphors of
philanthropy as civilisation were not

applied primarily to the indigenous
peoples, on whose dispossession
the fortunes of many of the
philanthropic had been founded.
‘The heathen perishing at ... [our]
doors’ were swiftly reclassified as
objects of mission, placed in the
same category as the ‘heathen
Chinee’, their continuing presence in
the sites of settlement denied
(Argus, 1852; Swain, 2001). With the
initial conquest now complete, the
risk to the success of the colonial
project, as Sir James McCulloch
pointed out to supporters of the City
and Suburban Mission, came from
within:

It was fearful to contemplate the
amount of sin and misery which
existed in cities like London and
New York, and we ought to bear
carefully in mind that it was only at
the beginning of a city’s history that
we could deal effectively with crime
and wickedness ... our first object
should be to deal effectively with
those who were living in our midst in
as great a state of heathenism as
the inhabitants of the Pacific Islands
(Argus, 1871).

The need to enforce frugality,
morality and industriousness was a
constant refrain whenever
philanthropists gathered to reflect on
their labours (Argus, 1861; 1873c).
They were agreed that the poor
needed to be taught that menial
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employment was ‘no disgrace, and
that common civility to those who
pay them liberally, and provide them
with board and lodging, is not
exacting too much from them’, an
argument which intersected neatly
with the constant complaints in the
colonial press about the impossibility
of getting good servants (Argus,
1875a).

Taking the Victorian maxim that
‘good government was limited
government’ (Kidd, 1999, 2) to its
logical extreme, colonial
philanthropists argued that voluntary
action was sufficient to meet
whatever need did arise in a new
environment. The shift from notions
of relief as a right to relief as a
privilege or gift bestowed by the
wealthy on the less fortunate (Kidd,
1999, 4) was intensified in a colonial
situation, where the comfortable
assumption was that poverty did not
need to exist. In the light of such
certainty the Poor Law was
repeatedly denounced as a
disfigured benevolence that Australia
could do without (Godden, 1986, 41-
2). In reality, voluntary action was
never enough, but the popular
distaste for the Poor Law ensured
that the extent of government
involvement in relief was never
acknowledged, even though its
contributions in land and subsidies
underwrote the operations of most of
the major charities and its juvenile,

psychiatric and penal institutions
catered for those with nowhere else
to turn. The philanthropic, however,
were able to position themselves not
only as the primary source of
benevolence in the colonies, but as
the last line of defence against the
Poor Laws that they constantly
vilified (Argus, 1867). Speaking at
the Melbourne Ladies’ Benevolent
Society annual meeting in 1870,
Judge Pohlman reaffirmed this basic
belief:

In the old country the poor law might
be regarded as in a measure a
compensation to those in distress for
many drawbacks which, from the
nature of things in a large
community, they had necessarily to
contend with. As long as this colony
could do without a system of poor
laws, and while the people were not
unmindful of the wants of their
suffering fellow creatures, it would be
better that they should depend upon
voluntary contributions (Argus, 1870).

The concomitant of the shared belief
that there was no such distress in
the smaller colonial communities was
the understanding that, should a
Poor Law have to be introduced
because the level of voluntary
contributions continued to fall, it
would have negative consequences
for donors and recipients alike
(Argus, 1858; 1861; 1878; 1879).
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By the end of the century, however,
the notion of a right to relief was no
longer understood in terms of the
hated Poor Law, nor was the
benevolence of the philanthropists
so safely assumed. Shapely has
argued that, in Manchester, the
value of charity as a source of
symbolic capital diminished over
time, weakened by the rise of the
working class as a political force and
the emergence of a consumer
society conferring status on a wider
range of activities (Shapely, 1998,
177). In Australia a similar transition
took place. Philanthropists were not
the only actors with a vision for the
new nation. The onset of a severe
depression in the 1890s dissolved
what remained of notions of an open
or classless society, forcing many
previously independent labourers on
to the mercies of the charitable. As
long-term contributors to charitable
organisations – if not directly, at
least through public collections and
other fundraising activities, they
believed they had an entitlement to
relief when times were so hard. The
charitable, however, treated them no
differently than they had the
imagined improvident, intemperate
or immoral applicants of the past.
Anger at this immiseration, refracted
through a solidifying of labour and
nationalist movements, ensured that
philanthropy would be marginalised,
tainted by the conservatism that
architects of the ‘social laboratory’

wanted to overcome. Their eyes on
Australia rather than Britain as the
source of validation, they did not
subscribe to fears of degeneration
but rather looked forward with hope
to the just society that sons of labour
would be able to produce. The
success with which they sold their
alternative vision is reflected in the
national historiography, for while
most of the voluntary organisations
that provided the source material for
this paper survived well into the
twentieth century they have attracted
little historical interest. Although the
activities of such organisations have
underwritten the welfare state
throughout its twentieth century
expansion and decline, the focus for
elite formation had moved
elsewhere.

The author would like to
acknowledge the contribution of Dr
Ellen Warne, who undertook much
of the research on which this paper
is based.
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