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What has been the role of the state in providing income support for women in the last hundred years? What forms of assistance were established and why? This paper summarises the findings of a survey
 of the major pieces of legislation over the period and, with the exception of maternity benefits, on forms of income maintenance which involved the state providing a cash benefit or pension. It is not concerned with other legislation, such as that for a minimum wage or equal pay; nor with other forms of assistance – via taxation, or health, housing and childcare provisions – which have also affected the lives of women. The focus is on continuity and change – in attitudes, social and economic conditions, and in the roles of women – as reflected in income support provisions for women over the last hundred years.

The "feminisation of poverty" – the notion that women suffer disproportionately from poverty – was first noted in the 1980s and 1990s, but existed in fact from the early years of Pākehā settlement in New Zealand. It was, and remains, a reflection of women's economic dependence, their responsibility for children and the low wages that their skills can command. Before the introduction of the first state pension in 1898, poor women in New Zealand were served by religious and philanthropic organisations and by charitable aid. The latter refers to the discretionary assistance distributed by hospital boards and other local government bodies in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

The story of welfare benefits, however, is not one of simple advance from niggardly, piecemeal charitable aid to comprehensive, generous state provisions since passing of the Social Security Act 1938. The reality if more complicated. Social security never entirely replaced charitable aid; the passage of welfare legislation merely complemented earlier forms of assistance. Nor has there been a progression from a moralistic and minimalist beginning to an increasingly humanitarian welfare state: a "series of cycles" is more apparent than constant advance (Thomson 1991:111). In the 1980s and 1990s, for example, the increasing concern with efficiency, targeting incentives, and the concept of the state as providing a "safety net" only for the most needy are notions familiar also in the nineteenth century.

It is particularly useful to locate the introduction of the various provisions in the social and political context of the time. For example, both maternity benefits and family allowances grew out of concerns about declining birth rates and eugenic notions of population quality. Both these provisions were, at least implicitly, aimed at reinforcing women's maternal role.

In the provisions for women without male providers can be seen the distinction in public attitudes between widows (who have been regarded most sympathetically), deserted wives (in an intermediate position in public sympathy) and unmarried mothers (who have often been the target of public opprobrium). The order in which provisions for these different groups were introduced (widows' pensions in 1911, deserted wives in 1936 and unmarried mothers in 1973) reflects this implicit moral hierarchy in public perceptions of unpartnered women needing income support.

A mixture of universal and targeted benefits has been available for both women and men in the period covered by this survey. Universal benefits have been paid to all those within a particular category, such as the elderly or the blind, without consideration of income. Targeted benefits have given assistance to those considered in greatest need. Various forms of means test have been used to establish need: the two such mechanisms are income exemptions (the level of income allowed before a benefit starts to reduce), and the abatement rate (the rate at which a benefit reduces once income exceeds the exemption level).

The assessed level of need which determines who qualifies for income maintenance is only part of the picture. Equally important especially for women, has been the issue of who is supported by the benefit, whose income is taken into account in assessing eligibility, and which benefit rate should be paid. The unit of assessment may be a married couple, which in practice meant a husband and his dependent wife, or it may be an individual.

The monetary support offered to women has been of two kinds. The first was available to them as men's dependents: the second was theirs in their own right, usually in recompense for their contribution as mothers. In the 1890s and early 1900s, it was accepted that most men had dependants and women did not, and that most married women did not work in paid employment. So when cash benefits were first introduced, they were in most cases granted to make bread-winners for themselves and their dependants. Despite a strong concern to support motherhood and to provide for children, the assumption was that husband and wife were one unit when determining need for state support, and there was little recognition of women's separate contribution of paid and unpaid work. Not until the 1970s was there some move towards using the individual as the unit of assessment in benefit provision, and treating women as individuals in their own right rather than as dependents. These trends are apparent in the support given to single mothers in 1973, in the retirement pension (National Superannuation) of 1976, and in the 1986 provision for benefit payments for a couple to be split evenly between the applicant and the spouse.

Today, the unit of assessment for most benefits remains the couple. While this applies to both sexes, it is mostly women who are disadvantaged because they are less likely to be supporting a non-earning husband. The more general use of the individual as the unit of assessment for benefits has not come about, and is unlikely to do so in current circumstances because of the greatly increased government expenditure it would involve.

Māori and ethnic minorities have also experienced injustice and discrimination in the provision of income support. In the 1920s and 1930s, as their own economies broke down under the strain of land loss and dislocation, Māori were by and large excluded from the assistance provided by charitable aid boards. But it was 1945 before they were granted equal access to the state pensions which had gradually become available from 1898 onwards. However, Māori were still mostly confined to rural areas until the 1940s, and probably had in place networks of support which made them less dependent on state provisions than non-Māori. It is also likely, although this is as yet a largely unexplored area, that Māori and non-Māori women have been differently affected by the growth of state provisions, and have responded differently to them. A separate survey is needed to address the many unanswered questions about Māori women and income support between 1893 and 1993.

Most women's lives have been touched in some way by the state's social security legislation, as they have given birth and raised children, become sick, disabled or unemployed, lost partners and reached old age. Whatever the contingency leaving them without sufficient means of support, the legislation introduced an element of security for the most vulnerable. Today women in every age group are more likely than men to be relying on benefits as their main source of income. Despite the imperfections of the system which has evolved in the last hundred years, dire poverty and the fear of being entirely abandoned in their time of greatest need have by and large been removed from most women's everyday lives. Governments do not, however, enter people's lives out of simple altruism. The introduction of income support provisions for women and the various amendments to these over the century can be seen as the state's response to the changing needs and diverse pressures- political, social and economic – of the wider society, not just those of women.

A range of government departments has been responsible for administering social welfare and benefits over the last one hundred years. The first state pension introduced in 1898 was administered by the Pensions Department. This department was also responsible for other benefits introduced in the early twentieth century, such as pensions for widows and family allowances. From 1938 the Social Security Department, established under the Social Security Act 1938, assumed responsibility for all benefits until the formation of the Department of Social Welfare in 1972.

Since the restructuring of the Department of Social Welfare in 1992, most pensions and benefits have been the responsibility of the New Zealand Income Support Service. Most of the benefits administered have been taxable since 1986.

Although government policies have generally reflected the view that assistance to citizens suffering economic hardship should be given in ways that foster their independence, provisions for women have tended to promote their dependence on men. The notion of a male bread-winner supporting a dependent wife and children has disadvantaged women in most ways, but has also had some benefits for them. Widows and older women, for example, have been in a favoured position in relation to men, as well as in relation to other women.

Today more women than ever before, and Māori and Pacific Islands women in particular, are dependent on state support. This is both good and bad for women. Many would be worse off materially without the income support of the state. However, the state provides only a basic standard of living, and there are personal costs associated with being a beneficiary.

During the century covered by this study, many aspects of women's lives underwent major transformation. Although at times the benefit system has been slow to respond to new social pressures, there has been an attempt to make state provisions fit changing social patterns. The family has remained central in income maintenance policy, but there has been increasing recognition since the 1970s that families do not always conform to the traditional pattern of husband/father as wage-earner and wife/mother as homemaker.

There have been major injustices to women over the century, but also considerable improvements in the provisions available to assist them. Measures such as Family Benefit, the Domestic Purposes Benefit and National Superannuation have improved the lives of women incalculably.

Social security provisions have expanded and contracted in response to New Zealand's changing economic climate. At the same time, income maintenance legislation has been introduced, amended or withdrawn in response to changes in the social climate. The social security system for women has been compared to a board of snakes and ladders (Nolan 1991:15). This is an apt analogy, in view of the ups and downs for women revealed in this survey. The state's policies have been uneven and at times contradictory. Gender inequalities have been perpetuated, but women have sometimes benefited.

Comparison of Benefit Rates, Wages and Cost of Bread at Key Period of Survey

	Year
	Benefit
	Value (weekly)
	Weekly Wage (tailoress)
	Weekly Wage (carpenter)
	Cost of Bread 
(loaf)

	1898
	old-age pension
	6s 1ld
	£1 1s
	£2 12s
	1d

	1911
	widow's pension
	4s 7d (widow with one child)
	£1 8s
	£3 6s
	1d

	1926
	family allowances
	2s per child
(families with more than two children)
	£2 4s
	£4 17s
	3d

	1936
	deserted wives' benefit
	£1 10s
	£2 2s
	£4 8s
	3d

	1939
	1938 Social Security Act
	
	£2 10s
	£5 12s
	3d

	
	widow's benefit
	£1 15s (women with one child)
	
	
	

	
	deserted wives'
benefit
	£1 15s (women with one child)
	
	
	

	
	sickness benefit
	£1 (aged 20 or over)
	
	
	

	
	invalids' benefit
	£1 (single rate)
	
	
	

	
	unemployment benefit
	£1 (aged 20 or over)
	
	
	

	
	age benefit
	£1 10s
	
	
	

	
	Universal Superannuation 
(from 1940)
	£3 8d
	
	
	

	1946
	Family Benefit (Universal)
	10s
	£3
	£6 3s
	3d

	1973
	domestic purposes benefit
	$36.50 
(women with one child)
	$80
	$95
	18c

	
	widows' benefit
	$36.50 
(women with one child)
	
	
	

	
	invalids' benefit
	$23.70 
(single women aged 18 or 
over)

$19.75 
(married women)
	
	
	

	
	sickness benefit
	$23.70 
(single women aged 18 or 
over)

$19.75 
(married women whose 
husband cannot support her)
	
	
	

	
	age benefit and Superannuation
	$23.70 
(single women aged 18 or 
over)

$19.75 
(married women whose 
husband cannot support her)
	
	
	


	Year
	Benefit
	Value (weekly)
	Weekly Wage (female)
	Weekly Wage (male)
	Cost of Bread 
(loaf)

	1977
	National Superannuation (Universal)
	$49.64 
(single person)
$82.72 
(married couple married rate 
is set at 80% of the average 
weekly rate
	$76
	$93
	18c

	
	Other benefits
	$41.30 
(single women)
$68.84
(married rate)
	
	
	

	1993
	(net rates)
	
	$474.95
	$612.75
	$2

	
	Family Support
	$42 per week 
(for first child)
$24 per week 
(for subsequent 


children aged 0-12)
$35 per week 
(for subsequent 


children aged +)
	
	
	

	
	unemployment benefit
	$110.69 
(single person aged 18-24)
$132.84 
(single person aged 25 or 
over)
$218.50 
(married couple)
	
	
	

	
	sickness benefit
	$138.37
(women aged 25 or over)
$251.60
(married couple)
	
	
	

	
	invalids' benefit
	$166.04 
(single women aged 18 or 
over)
$276.74
(married couple)
	
	
	

	
	domestic purposes benefit
	$190.27
(sole parent with one child)
Family Support is also available
	
	
	

	
	National
Superannuation
(gross)
	$230.38
(single woman living alone)
$210.19
(single woman sharing 
accommodation)
$343.36
(married couple)
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� Appended to this paper is a table comparing benefits, wages and the price of a loaf of bread over the period covered by the survey.





