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It is a great pleasure to write a short tribute to Michael O’Leary and his work to document and explain the extreme neglect, adverse criticism and/or trivialization of the work of New Zealand women writers in the 1945/70 period. When I was approached to act as a joint supervisor for his Victoria University doctoral thesis on this topic, I was doubtful, fearing that my feminist economics expertise was insufficiently central to the project. And perhaps I was initially a shade uncertain about a man writing this particular thesis! However, I am very glad to have been persuaded that I could be useful, adding context to the specific literary side where Alison Laurie would provide major assistance. 

Raised in England and with a limited knowledge of the women writers Michael was discussing, I learned a lot (as supervisors often do!) – and he was a pleasure to supervise. His extensive background as a reader, author, publisher, bookseller, and social justice advocate with unique access to unpublished material and literary figures of the time equipped him wonderfully to write this thesis and book. Michael’s own writing includes 5 novels and several volumes of poetry and short stories, as well as non-fiction. His Earl of Seacliff Art Workshop imprint has published over 120 titles of New Zealand literary works over 28 years. He has clearly put his money where his mouth is - of the 61 authors published in its first 25 years, 26 were women writers – I have enjoyed several recent launches of books under his imprint by local women authors such as Annabel Fagan and Frances Cherry. 

This book clearly establishes the anti women biases of the male literary establishment of this period, showing how Allan Curnow’s Modernist school of thought echoed T.S. Eliot’s ‘ban on the personal’ and dominated the Georgian school. His evidence is sufficient “to show a definite trend, and at times specific deliberate examples, of male indifference and at times malevolence directed towards female subjects, sensibilities and styles of writing as well as individual women writers themselves.” His case studies are fascinating and provoke an appetite for more. So some readers may well want to go to the thesis itself, which is on line, to read the detailed appendices with bibliographies of selected women authors, together with fascinating correspondence and reviews which flesh out the book even further. They also contain material on the reclamation of many of the women writers by second wave feminists and include an interesting interview with poet Heather McPherson from the Spiral publishing collective. Michael points out interesting differences between the treatment of women novelists of the time and women poets. The novelists were, in the main, ignored by the literary world, though many, such as Ngaio Marsh, Dorothy Eden, and Dorothy Quentin, published successfully overseas. Meanwhile the poets, particularly Eileen Duggan, were not ignored, but instead treated “with a mixture of disdain and hostility”. Michael puts his work in context, with discussion of the economic, social and historical context, including the impact of the Second World War. He covers the Rosie the Riveter effect which pushed women back to the home until increasing labour demand together with women’s education and desire to re-enter public life led to major change throughout society, including the literary world. Do read this book!
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Introduction

This book explores the reasons why so few women writers in New Zealand appear as prominent figures in the literary scene during the period from the end of World War Two up to the time when the second wave of the New Zealand feminist movement began, in the late 1960s and early 1970s. It discusses whether women writers were deliberately under-represented and their work trivialised by the male writers and publishers of the time. If so, what were the factors accounting for this under-representation? 

I provide an overview of the women writers and their acceptance or otherwise in New Zealand literature from 1945 to 1970, based on an investigation of the literary world of the time, plus one example from the art world which in many respects is similar in attitude and underlying conditions. This includes an examination of the evidence regarding the extent to which many New Zealand women writers felt excluded or belittled by their male counterparts and their analysis of the reasons for this – together with discussion of the accuracy of their perceptions. What are the factors accounting for their seeming lack of representation and how significant is each?

To what extent were there successes and achievements, literary, commercial, and academic, for the women writers of the time, despite any real or perceived exclusions? The dates selected are significant for it was in 1945 that Allen Curnow’s anthology of New Zealand verse appeared for the first time. One of the striking things about the collection is that only two of the sixteen poets, Robin Hyde and Ursula Bethell, represented are women. Curnow’s book went into a second edition in 1951 with twenty men and three women included, Ruth Dallas being the third. Were more women asked to contribute to the anthology but refused and, if so, why? 

Subsidiary questions relate to specific issues and groups of women writers. The year 1945 saw the end of WW2 and the return of many thousands of servicemen to New Zealand from Europe. Did their return also mean a return to traditional family gender roles, not just in the home but also outside the domestic situation, including the literary world? Was there a residual resentment held by the men returning from the war towards the women who stayed at home, and did such attitudes also cross over into the post-war literary environment? Beyond individual women writers there is evidence to suggest that in the period 1945 to 1970, different groups of women were treated differently, or simply ignored as being ‘other’, in particular, Māori women writers and lesbian writers. 

One of the motivations for me to write this book came from a previous publication of mine. The subject for that study was small press publishing in New Zealand from 1969 to 1999, published by Wellington publishers Steele Roberts in 2007. My introductory chapter outlined some of the history of New Zealand literature as printed word up to 1969. What struck me was the under-representation of women writers in the period before the 1970s, according to most of the literary commentators. However, I knew this to be untrue because of my many years as a second-hand bookseller. I realised this was an area that needed further investigation, and that the questions raised in my book signalled a direction for important new research. 

The time period of this present book ends in 1970, so does not cover the explosion of energy running through the 1970s in what is often referred to as Second Wave Feminism. Yoko Ono in her 1972 song ‘Sisters o sisters’ brought into popular culture some of the frustrations and sentiments that women were feeling at the time.


We lost our green land, we lost our clean air,

We lost our true wisdom and we live in despair.

O sisters, o sisters, let's stand up right now,

it's never too late to start from the start

(Ono, 1972: song lyric).


During this period of the early 1970s women in New Zealand began to ‘start from the start’ with the Women’s Art Movement that set up art galleries, holding their own exhibitions so they were no longer reliant on gallery owners and art dealers who were predominantly men. At the same time women writers established publishing houses and bookshops, no longer reliant on the male publishers. These responses in New Zealand and elsewhere came as a reaction to the treatment of women during the period of this study 1945 to 1970 and changed the position of women writers. 

Another more recent event which made me want to write on this topic was the twentieth anniversary of Keri Hulme’s The Bone People winning the Booker Prize, the only New Zealand book to have done so. A symposium was held to celebrate this achievement at Victoria University and apart from myself, none of the male university literary academics, VUP writers or other male writers in the Wellington region turned up to honour Hulme. When I asked writer and academic Lydia Wevers, one of the conference organisers, what she thought about this situation she told me that they had certainly been invited. As, despite this, they did not attend, I concluded that the silencing of the ‘other’ (in the case of women, half the population) continues despite such international success.

While there has been a body of published work on New Zealand women writers in recent years, including those of the period I am investigating, such work is to a greater or lesser extent deficient in feminist critique. It does, however, provide the raw material for such a critique. Thus I also investigate the sociological, economic, class, racial, and cultural pressures which either hindered or encouraged women writers, including norms related to gender division of labour within families and their impact on women’s opportunities to put writing at the centre of their lives. In particular, several of these issues are investigated in Chapter 3 which addresses the social and historical themes. The issues relating to Māori women writers are discussed in Chapter 8.
The book looks at the apparent marginalisation of women writers by male writers, critics and publishers. One example I will in some depth involved the poet Ruth Gilbert. In 1957 the literary magazine numbers published a letter by Willow Macky in which she ‘criticises the critics’ of the New Zealand literary scene, as will be discussed in the study of the poets in Chapter 5. Gilbert, whose work sparked this controversy, will be examined in some detail. There were also some interesting marriages between creative people during this period, for example, poets James K. Baxter and J.C. Sturm, Meg and Alistair Campbell, and artists Anne and Colin McCahon. 

I examine the work of Māori women writing in English during the period, in particular the works published in Te Ao Hou, including waiata and reviews. For example, J.C. Sturm was writing book reviews and Arapera Blank short stories. The waiata of women such as Rangi Dewes and Erihapeti Murchie, whose husband has given me access to her unpublished waiata, and the influence of Māori women’s writing on cultural and sociological subjects is also relevant during this period and is explored. Having access to unpublished written material has allowed this study to discover women writers’ stories that may have gone unrecognised. In Murchie’s case it is doubtful that her writing would have been accessible beyond her whānau. In the case of Renée and Karen Butterworth, had I not encouraged them to contribute their stories these may have not have become available until either of them wrote a memoir. I hope this will encourage them to do so.

The book investigates lesbian writing, whether identified either explicitly or implicitly, among the women writers of the time. Academic, Aorewa McLeod, reminds us: ‘Mander, Marsh, Escott, and in the art world Hodgkins, all lived before second wave feminism and gay liberation came to New Zealand in the early 1970s and made lesbian visibility possible’. In this it is argued that writing by women who dealt with lesbian themes was unacknowledged as such by the publishing and critical literary establishment; where acknowledged, these writers were not published or recognised in the 1945-70 period. The reason that most of the lesbian writers in this chapter are from outside the 1945-70 period highlights the fact that lesbian writing and lifestyles were not written of during this time. Heather Murray in The Oxford Companion to New Zealand Literature on the ‘New Zealand Writer’s Conference, 1951’ writes: 


regardless of which men were in or out [of favour], nearly all women were out. Between Author’s Week 1936, which celebrated a mainly female creative literature, and 1951, women’s writing had been demoted by the middle generation of male writers as trivial, irrelevant or ill-disciplined. As literary arbiters, editors (Brasch), critics (Bertram, Curnow, Brasch), publishers and printers (Glover and Caxton), and compilers of influential anthologies (Curnow), this generation shaped the course literature was to take until the 1970s. Only then did women’s writing begin its hard-fought move back in from the margins (Murray, 1998: 406). 


A metaphorical undercurrent to this work is provided in A Room of One’s Own by Virginia Woolf, which imagines Shakespeare having a sister who is also a gifted writer. Woolf writes of the short-lived attempts of ‘Judith’ Shakespeare to employ her talents in the same way as her famous brother. This may also say something about the New Zealand women who could perhaps have been writers during the period. The women I have included in my study did at least manage to get published – there are undoubtedly others, who, like Judith Shakespeare, did not even manage to get started. 

While it is outside the scope of this work it is important to note here that some of the New Zealand women writers who were successful during the period 1945-70 found success overseas. I conclude this introduction with a quote from Woolf in which she states the situation women are often perceived to be observed from and which view underpins this study:


but women feel just as men feel; they need exercise for their faculties and a field for their efforts ... they suffer from too rigid a restraint, too absolute a stagnation, precisely as men would suffer; and it is narrow-minded in their privileged fellow-creatures [that is, men] to say that they ought to confine themselves to making puddings and knitting stockings, to playing on the piano and embroidering bags. It is thoughtless to condemn them, or laugh at them, if they seek to do more or learn more than custom has pronounced necessary for their sex  (Woolf, 2000: 89).
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Feminist methodology

It has been important in understanding the issues raised in the book to provide a feminist background. Thus, the methodology underpinning this study is based on feminist theory. I examine the views expressed at the time by the women writers themselves and accord their views the status of material evidence rather than dismissing these as subjective opinion. My study also draws upon a range of feminist literature and ideas. In particular, my approach is informed by the ideas of Shulamit Reinharz (1992), Gayle Letherby (2003), Adrienne Rich (2001) and Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1992). My work is essentially an attempt to ‘salvage from the wreck’ (Rich) an understanding of an era in our literature in which many women writers were unacknowledged simply because they were women.

Feminist theory is concerned with sexism in any given society, and asks how does the theory describe and understand the position of women in society? What are the sources of women’s oppression and who gains from negative stereotyping of women? Researching a wide range of feminist research methods Reinharz (1992) explains the relationship between feminism and methodology and challenges existing stereotypes. She concludes there is no one correct feminist method, but rather a variety of perspectives and argues that such a diversity of methods has been of great value to feminist scholarship. Australian feminist writer Renate Klein states: 


An emerging postulate for feminist - is using a variety of methods to generate multifaceted information (Klein in Reinharz, 1992: 197). 


Among the ‘Multiple Methods’ suggested by Reinharz that are relevant to the literature based thesis I am presenting are ‘Commitment to Thoroughness’ and ‘Integration of the Personal and the Social’, which in my case also includes interface with the literary information of the women’s own writing, and the ‘Quest Image’ which entails the ‘quest’ for the truth behind the ‘known facts’. This approach is particularly pertinent to my way of ‘looking’ at the subject due to my own involvement in literature as a writer and publisher who is seen as being outside the literary ‘establishment’. 

Feminist literary criticism looks at literary works and their creators differently from much traditional criticism which has tended to see works of literature in an hierarchical, comparative, judgemental and what claims to be ‘objective’ manner. However, as Elaine Showalter points out in her introduction to her edited collections of early feminist criticism:


Since the late 1960s, when feminist criticism developed as part of the international women’s movement, the assumptions of literary study have been profoundly altered. Whereas it had always been taken for granted that the representative reader, writer, and critic of Western literature is male, feminist criticism has shown that women readers and critics bring different perceptions and expectations to their literary experience, and has insisted that women have also told important stories of our culture (Showalter, 1985: 3).


While Showalter is an American academic, the fact that New Zealand generally comes under the banner of ‘Western culture’ means that her analysis of the situation of women’s writing can be adapted to the New Zealand cultural and literary climate. The period this thesis deals with ends roughly at the time Showalter regards as being ‘part of the international women’s movement’, that is the late 1960s and early 1970s, which illustrates the relevance of that change and coincides with the loosening of the traditional and sexist attitudes which dominated literary and cultural life for New Zealand women writers before the ‘liberation’. In her essay, ‘Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness’, Showalter investigates the question also posed by many of the New Zealand women writers in this study, that is: what exactly is feminine or women’s writing? She discusses Virginia Woolf and Hèléne Cixous, who take differing positions to this question. Woolf discusses feminine perspective by stating:


A woman’s writing is always feminine, it can’t help being feminine; at its best it is most feminine; the only difficulty lies in defining what we mean by feminine (Woolf in Showalter, 1985: 247).


However, Cixous thinks it cannot be defined:


It is impossible to define a feminine practice of writing, and this is an impossibility that will remain, for this practice will never be theorized, enclosed, encoded – which doesn’t mean that it doesn’t exist (Cixous in Showalter, 1985: 247-8).


Much of my argument inherent in this study revolves around the question of how so many of the women writers in New Zealand in the period 1945 to 1970 also ‘did not exist’ in terms of the N.Z. literary world’s recognition. 

Gayle Letherby argues that there is no such thing as a ‘feminist method’ but rather a ‘feminist methodology’ – one which is respectful of respondents and acknowledges the subjective involvement of the researcher, using the word ‘I’ rather than ‘One’. New Zealand academic, Alison Jones, in discussing the objective versus subjective approach to academic writing, argues that the orthodox view on knowledge has been changed by postmodernists and feminists, and points out that the ‘I’ is central and people’s accounts of the world are constructions, made up from the language, meanings and ideas historically available to them as the ‘I’. This is significant to my approach, due to my own involvement in the literary world.

The concept of ‘Otherness’ is discussed and suggests that the lack of proportion in power relationships is central to the construction of ‘otherness’. Only the dominant group is in a position to impose the value of its particularity and to devalue the particularity of ‘others’ while also imposing discriminatory measures on the ‘Other’. French existentialist philosopher Simone de Beauvoir’s example, that if the Other of ‘Man’ is ‘Woman’, and if ‘Man’ is the dominant group, this indicates that women’s secondary political, legal, and economic status relative to men, are evident in myths such as the Biblical tale of creation where God creates Adam first and Eve second, as Adam’s companion.

According to de Beauvoir, male-dominated cultures represent humanity as male and define woman as relative to man. Woman, while not a minority numerically, is the ‘Other’, an object reflective of men’s desires and fears. Women, as an oppressed caste, are forced to accommodate themselves to this identity, denying their own freedom. The domestic confinement of women can be analysed as reducing the woman to her domestic role, that patriarchal society creates and reproduces gender inequality. In The Second Sex de Beauvoir argued that women must counter these myths with phenomenological descriptions of their own lived experience and challenge their secondary status in a political struggle for women’s liberation. In this she was prophetic, and by the end of the period covered by this book, the late 1960s and into the 1970s and beyond, third wave feminism had brought de Beauvoir’s ideas and ideals into reality. 

Otherness also equals a form of binarism: that is the opposition of colonist/native or White/of Colour, Man/Woman. For example, in his book Orientalism, Edward Said states that the West/Orient duality encompasses all of the components of Otherness. The Oriental is characterized by his barbarity, his savageness and his race. The Orient is the geographical fiction that gives him geographical basis. Orientalism is the discourse through which the West constructs the Otherness of the Turks, Moroccans, Persians, Indians, Japanese: all reduced to the same stigmatizing stereotypes, and thus gives itself an identity in opposition to them. 

However, taking Said’s ideas further, not all forms of Otherness are fully (or even mainly) geographical in nature. Women, homosexuals and the insane, all major figures of Otherness in the West, owe their stigmatization to something other than their location. Aspects of these forms of ‘Otherness’ are also discussed. For example, Māori writer Linda Tuhiwai Smith is concerned not only with colonialism and its effect on Māori traditional society, but how Otherness in the racial sense does not necessarily sit well with Otherness in the sexual sense, that is, in the context of Pākehā feminism. The Otherness of Janet Frame is discussed in Chapter 6 and the particular form of Otherness that is lesbianism in Chapter 9 in relation to lesbian writers in New Zealand.  

Dominated groups in society are Others precisely because they are subject to the categories and practices of the dominant in-group and because they are unable to prescribe their own norms. However, women represent a particularly singular type of Out-group. Not because they are numerically less in number than the dominant group, but because of their sex alone. Out-groups cease to be Others when they manage to escape the oppression forced upon them by in-groups, in other words, when they succeed in conferring upon themselves a positive, autonomous identity. It is, therefore, one of my aims to facilitate this idea - if the women writers of the 1945 to 1970 period in New Zealand can be considered in terms of their Otherness to New Zealand male writers of the time. 

However, any chapter on Māori women writers from the period, for example, will have difficulties due to the paucity of written and published literature available. Also, in adopting a feminist critique it will be seen that feminist methodologies and studies arose from the thinking of ‘white women’, which may not necessarily fit into a Māori perspective. As Māori academic, Tuhiwai Smith, points out that when Māori women control their own definitions the fundamental unit of identity which can make sense of different realities lies in whakapapa, and this ‘reality’ can often be in conflict with theoretical ideas about how things should be. The position of Māori poet J.C. Sturm provides one example of the difficulties faced by Māori women writers during this period.  

Post-colonial literature often involves writings that deal with issues of de-colonization or the political and cultural independence of people formerly subjected to colonial rule. It is also a literary critique of texts that carry racist or colonial undertones, as similarly feminist literary critique identifies sexist undertones. According to New Zealand academic, Patrick Evans, the New Zealand that began to thaw and stir in the early 1970s had been mono-cultural for more than 50 years. It could also be said that the literary world in New Zealand from the 1940s to the 1970s could be described as having been ‘mono-sexual’ and I draw that aspect of the New Zealand ‘blokes’ literary culture out and to ask: where are the women, and why aren’t they there? 

Post-colonialism and feminism both investigate particular instances in human culture where one conceptual thread that links all its various interpretations
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