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Editorial: Congruity and Controversy 

PHYLLIS HERDA, March 1997 

The articles included in this first issue of 1997 reflect the ab­
sorbing and varied array of contributions received by the Women s 
Studies Journal editorial collective during 1996. Eluned Summers­
Bremner discusses the way in which modern dance is gendered in 
Aotearoa/New Zealand and how audiences relate to or distance them­
selves from dance performances. How Maori women are represented 
in historical texts is examined by Siobhan McKimmey. Vickie 
Hearnshaw chronicles the life and work of New Zealand photogra­
pher Jessie Buckland, who worked in the South Island late last and 
early this century. Judith Galtry investigates the link between 
breastfeeding and parental leave in this country. Ettie Rout and is­
sues of professionalism in nursing around the First World War are 
considered by Jan A. Rodgers. Also included in this issue are two 
poems which explore a tie between insects and women by Meta 
Assink. The issue is set off by Alexis Louise Neal's stunning art­
work, 'Tawhiri', which graces the cover. 

Paulette Benton's essay, 'Feminist Ethnography: On the Politics 
of Doing Research on Women' was selected by a committee of the 
editorial collective as the winner of the Student Essay Competition. 
Benton, a University of Auckland M.A. student, debates ethical is­
sues of participant observation research in the context of her own 
employment in the New Zealand cafe and restaurant environment. 
Her essay is published here. An array of interesting essays were con­
sidered by the committee who were impressed with the nature of the 
entries as well as the enthusiasm of their authors. The competition is 
open to Stage III undergraduate and first-year graduate students en­
rolled at a New Zealand university or polytechnic. Entries for the 
1998 Student Essay Competition should reach the editorial collec­
tive by 31 December 1997. 1 

Reports from participants at the Women's Studies Association 
Conference held at Massey University, Palmerston North in Febru­
ary 1997 indicate that the diversity and quality of the presentations 
were outstanding and that the Conference was a great success. Annabel 
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Cooper's presentation on the intersection of feminism and the sexual 
abuse debate as depicted in Felicity Goodyear-Smith's First Do No 
Harm and Camille Guy's 'Feminism and Sexual Abuse : Troubled 
Thoughts on Some New Zealand Issues' is published here. Cooper 
raises issues in need of public debate. 

Responses to the commentary 'The Nineties ... Men in Women's 
Space' published last year in the Women s Studies Journal 12:2 have 
been divided- like the discussion of the same in the editorial collec­
tive and, I understand, the debate and vote in the AGM of the Wom­
en's Studies Association Conference. An interesting observation was 
that the Journal has, in fact, already published contributions from 
males, with the inclusion of a co-authored article, as well as several 
photographs made by men. 2 The vote at the Association Conference 
AGM was close (a narrow margin of one vote for the Journal to 
remain 'women's only space'), with the decision to reconsider the 
issue at the next Association Conference. The present editorial col­
lective will reflect the outcome of the vote at the AGM and continue 
with our present policy of publishing only the work of women. How­
ever, this should not be read as a lack of appreciation of the problem­
atic nature of the debate by the collective, nor an end to the discus­
sion. 

NOTES 
Send entries to: Student Essay Competition, Women 's Studies Department, 
University of Auckland, Private Bag 92019, Auckland. 
Alice, Lynne, Jeff Home, Sarah Williams and Caroline McCaw, ' Sex Times 
Technology Equals? Feminist Practices on the Internet', Women s Studies 
Journal, 10: I (1994) pp. 127-139. See also the comments of Lynne Alice, 
'Think Tank: The Nineties .. . Men in Women's Space ', Feminist Studies in 
Aotearoa Journal (FMST), 53, ( 15 November 1996). 



Talking Dancing: 
Choreographing the Audience in Some Recent 
Dance Work in Aotearoa 

ELUNED SUMMERS-BREMNER 

The dancer who expresses herself by dance steps understands no other 
eloquence, even that of gesture.1 (Mallarme) 

Dancing is talking 
Talking is dancing2 (Dunn) 

DANCE, THE FEMALE BODY, AND DEATH: Western cultural traditions 
It is no secret that in Western culture dance is a feminised art 

form. 3 Traditionally associated in the popular mind with artifice and 
masquerade, loose morals and the rampant display of unclothed flesh, 
the feminisation of Western theatre dance is also a product of mid­
nineteenth-century classical dance history, in which the female bal­
let dancer was fetishised as a sign of passion strictly controlled in the 
culture at large. Susan Foster has documented the way in which in­
dustrial capitalism 'supported and enhanced the objectified dancing 
body and the commodified female dancer' so that ballerinas were 
pitted 'one ... against another in intensive, objectifying advertising 
campaigns' and became the focus of viewer criticism.4 The intro­
duction of the proscenium stage in the mid-seventeenth century 
marked the onset of a 'pictorial aesthetic' by which the dancing body, 
and particularly the female body, was increasingly scrutinised in re­
lation to a set of stylised, ideal bodily forms. 5 In Foster's words, 'dance, 
with its concern for bodily display, its evanescent form, and its re­
sistance to the verbal, distinguished itself as overwhelmingly femi­
nine in nature' .6 

Dance's 'femininity', then, resides in the way in which its de­
ployment of the body provokes viewer response, including verbal 
response, while remaining outside the realm oflanguage itself. 7 Femi­
nist film theory, indebted to the insights of Freudian and Lacanian 
psychoanalysis, has made familiar this aesthetic model, in which 
pleasure is achieved through viewing bodies which function as a 

Women's Studies Journal vol. 13, no. 1 Autumn 1997 
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representation of our lack and so confirm us as whole beings, since 
we project our fears and desires onto them while they do not simi­
larly 'speak back' to us.8 In carving up the body of the female ballet 
dancer for viewer consumption and in publicising dancers as sexual 
commodities the traditions of Western theatre dance satisfy the viewer 
with masculine-coded pleasures. 

The tendency to see Western concert dance as an otherworldly 
art form and by association as feminised and inarticulate, protects 
audiences from knowledge of the ways in which their own bodies are 
implicated in theatrical performance. As Valerie Rimmer observes, 
also drawing on psychoanalytic notions: 'the performing body acts 
as a place where the audience fantasises at the level of represented 
image using it as a type of mirror that allows for the transformation 
of the everyday' .9 It is in this context and with the help of psycho­
analytic theory that I wish to consider the current practice of ' talking 
dancing', dancers speaking to the audience in their contemporary 
performances in Aotearoa. Although by no means new, this practice 
has emerged recently on numerous occasions, and in this paper I will 
specifically consider three of these. 

Although modernist and postrnodernist forms of dance have ar­
ticulated a growing awareness of the politics of dance reception, the 
equation between women, dance and the inarticulate crystallised in 
the lines from Mallarme in the epigraph above remains a central prob­
lematic for contemporary dance. The classicist, ballet model of audi­
ence and performers in which there is a rigid separation of the two 
upheld by the belief that they inhabit different worlds, with dancers 
on the side of the mysterious and ineffable and audiences inhabiting 
the quotidian, seems to be alive and well in Aotearoa today. It can be 
seen in the reluctance of dance-goers to comment on contemporary 
dance performance, a reluctance which does not extend as greatly to 
other art forms such as literature, drama and music. The view that 
dance is a language which resists verbal explanation is often used as 
a claim for the unique status of dance, yet its flipside is that dance, 
seen as being outside of spoken language, becomes the repository of 
those things about which Western culture does not wish to speak. In 
classical ballet the idealisation of the ballerina serves to mask an 
enactment of the symbolic processes in which Western capitalist so­
ciety is constituted and by which death is denied. In classic Roman­
tic ballets the spectacle of woman appears as sign of(male) mortality 



Talking Dancing • 9 

- the swan queen, the sylph, the mad peasant girl who returns as 
death-dealing spectre. 1 0 As Elizabeth Dempster describes her, the 
balletic heroine is: 'the unravel er of the social order, the unrnaker of 
categories ... the seducer who draws man away from his social du­
ties'. 1 1 

The figure of the ballerina, aligned with death and the forces of 
social disruption, becomes, in a feminist psychoanalytic reading, a 
sign of the inert maternal body which pre-exists language and forms 
its material ground. The body signalling death is the mother's which, 
upon the child's recognition of its loss, heralds the fear of a return to 
origin: mortality. This fear is played out in veiled fashion in the grand 
narratives of the classic Romantic ballets, where the ballerina be­
comes a phallic object par excellence, signifying the dream of im­
mortality (the wili, the swan queen, the sylph) which stands against 
the masculine-articulated terror of death and irreversible privation. 1 2 

Foster observes that in the nineteenth century: 

As a figment of the imagination, as in the sylphide, or as an independ­
ent and volatile gypsy, [the ballerina] augmented male sexual potency 
before she vanished. Or if she passed from one male partner to the next, 
she lubricated the exchange of their sexual power ... Her body, fetishized 
both on- and off-stage, offered itself up to the viewer from the same 
abstract distance as that from which the burgeoning capitalist market 
offered its goods ... She danced out the erotics of acquisition under a 
system that measured all objects with a common symbolic denomina­
tor. In all these mutually reinforcing roles, the ballerina conferred phal­
lic power upon male viewers by enacting their scenarios and appearing 
as their fantasy projection. 1 3 

In the ballets which survive from this period and are still per­
formed today, the sylph in La Sy Ip hide, the peasant girl who becomes 
a wili in Giselle, and the character of Odette/Odile in Swan Lake, all 
lead the male hero to his doom through his choice of an inappropri­
ate love object. In these ballets narrative closure occurs when the 
hero and/or his ethereal love die and are eliminated from society. The 
figure of woman dancing is both the undoing of society and, through 
her sacrifice, its salvation. The ballerina's role as the 'unrnaker of 
categories' or disruptive element in classic Romantic ballet narra­
tives thus places her as the sign marking the limits of the social, 1 4 so 
that, to quote Elisabeth Bronfen: 'femininity is ... installed ... as the 
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material through which (and as the barrier against and over which) 
the hero, society and culture and their representation are constituted'. 1 5 

Since she functions as the sign of the limits of the social (the 
barrier between death and life), the ballerina as seductress/ghost also 
facilitates economic and symbolic exchanges in a veiled fashion, or 
as Foster has described, she functions as the phallus. 1 6 This is so both 
symbolically in terms of the narratives of the classic ballets, in which 
she is exchanged from man to man, and literally in the historical 
sense in which ballerinas sought the patronage of wealthy men in 
order to augment their meagre salaries, and were harshly scrutinised 
and compared with each other by male patrons and critics. 1 7 

The mystique of the female dancer in ballet, or the ballerina as 
phallus (object of exchange) effectively masks or equates to the in­
visibility of the affective contract between performers and audience 
members which subtends the economic one: the buying and selling 
of entertainment. Ballet continues to be marketable precisely because 
its rigidly defined conventions allow us, in forgetting ourselves, a 
cathartic response. As Rimmer observes, 'In [ballet] performance 
male and female bodies are the site of economic, social and sexual 
oppression but they are represented structurally as bodies that are 
free of conflict' .1 8 We identify unproblematically with the dancers 
onstage, who in their apparent obliviousness to us allow us also to 
remain unaware of the dynamics of this interaction. Thus is ballet 
depoliticised. 1 9 

In contrast to the ballet tradition, modern and postrnodern or 'new' 
dance forms seek to explore the common ground and sites of differ­
entiation between dancing and everyday bodies. Modernist forms of 
dance sought to ground the body and explore the relation between 
spirit and flesh in regard to human mortality rather than celebrate 
ephemerality at the expense of the physical, while postrnodem dance 
has intensively studied the body's quotidian movement, and has taken 
literal steps to break down the barrier between performer and audi­
ence imposed by the proscenium stage. 2 0 The dancers associated with 
the Grand Union and Judson Church in the 1960s and 70s in America 
- the heydey of new or postrnodem dance - would often dance amidst 
the audience, and performed in non-theatrical spaces. They might 
'appear as neutral as their props and costumes', wearing the same 
clothes as the average audience member and manipulating everyday 
objects, or, alternatively, 'display all the natural impulsiveness tradi-
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tionally pruned out of dance performance'.21 

Foster describes some of the postmodern dance work arising from 
the Judson experiments as investigating the narrative processes in­
volved in the 'distribution of power inherent in the project of using 
the body to communicate to a passive receiver' . 2 2 lil other words, the 
politics of dance reception. She also locates, in the work of Meredith 
Monk, Twyla Tharp and the Grand Union itself, specifically, what 
she calls a genuinely 'resistive postmodernism [which] .. . includes 
its viewer in the formulation and critique of its own meaning'. 2 3 

Contemporary occasions of talking dancing reflect their 
postmodern legacy through questioning the audience, implicitly when 
not explicitly, about where the dancing body ends and the audience 
member's body begins; about what makes a movement 'dancerly' 
and why an audience member has come to watch it performed 'on 
stage' . Talking dancing also raises the question of what an audience 
desires from dance performers, and requires that audience members 
address this question rather than take their position as spectator for 
granted. All of these aspects of talking dancing imply a kind of' cho­
reography' mounted by dance performers on their audience, an im­
age which I find appropriate not only because many dance perform­
ers do choreograph but also because it suggests a reversal of the old 
idea that dancers, because they work with their bodies, are unthink­
ing, uninvestigative creatures. 

The following occasions of talking dancing suggest to me a sense 
of playful reversal of attitudes to dance and dancers which circulate 
in the culture at large. They also reflect an attempt to choreograph 
the audience in the dancer's sense: to engage in the work of co-crea­
tion ( a dynamic, participative event, in which both creating and per­
forming parties are essential to the artistic process); to make signifi­
cant, even intimate, contact by way of discovering what a body can 
say and do; to require that the bodies present remain aware of their 
possibilities for motion (and emotion), in short, to encourage in the 
audience an awareness of their reciprocal relationship with the bod­
ies and affects of dance performers. 

At the very least I argue that in these examples of contemporary 
performance, talking dancing encourages the audience to psychically 
enter the performing space and to become aware of their relationship 
to it: one of desire, projection, fear, anxiety, and also movement, since 
audiences no less than performers adhere to certain 'rules' ofbehav-
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iour when they attend performances and regulate their bodies' activi­
ties accordingly. In contrast to ballet's veiled enactment of psychic and 
symbolic processes, talking dancing in a contemporary dance context 
draws attention to the dynamics of the affective contract operating be­
tween performers and audience. In this way it can open up for explora­
tion some of the facets of performance which classical ballet masks: 
the nature of the investment of audiences in bodies deemed 'beyond 
language' (and what this says about their/our attitudes towards our 
embodiment); the social and political context in which a performance 
arises and how this affects its reading and reception; and, significantly, 
the gendered nature of the binary talking/dancing which informs the 
history of dance as a secondary art form and is destabilised when dancers 
operate as subjects oflanguage and speak.24 

TALKING DANCING: Audience Affects 
In Douglas Wright's Forever and its companion piece Buried Ve­

nus, performed at Auckland's Maidment Theatre in 1994 and 1996 
respectively, Wright forms a connection with viewers by gently sati­
rising the social behaviour and awkward body language of New Zea­
land women and men. Spoken language is used in both these pieces, 
although it is only in Buried Venus that the audience is directly ad­
dressed. In both performances speech is used in those parts of the 
work which include socially recognisable movements, the use of 
speech, which dancers and audience have in common, highlighting 
the fact that the dancers performing on stage are playing 'us', are 
showing us the 'bodies we know'. 

In Forever speech functions as a natural adjunct to the dancing 
and does not disturb the seamless flow of movement taking place on 
stage. As an audience we can watch in relative peace. In Buried Ve­
nus, however, speech exceeds the bounds of the enclosed stage-world 
inhabited by the dancers. Wright has said he intended the second 
work as an exploration of male-female relationships from a female 
point of view, in contrast to Forever's obsession with male-male so­
cial bonding and its attendant joys, anxieties and fears. Buried Venus, 
like the first work, mines the embodying of social habits in New 
Zealand culture for material to construct a kind of dialogue between 
the sexes. That is, Buried Venus contains examples of female social 
behaviour to match Forever's sequences of back-slapping, yahooing, 
all-blokes-together male camaraderie - there is a memorable sequence 
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with cups of tea and a kitchen table where two women comfort another 
who has suffered a loss in love. The dancing is punctuated with out­
bursts of crying from the woman in distress. Another unforgettable 
scene is the one where two dancers - one male, one female - mime a 
heterosexual couple dancing in a nightclub, each in the self-conscious, 
rather restrictive style belonging to the male and female genders re­
spectively in the less than cool variants of Kiwi party culture. 

But the moment in Buried Venus which most disturbs the viewer/ 
viewed dynamic between audience and dancers is where one of the 
dancers speaks to the audience in direct reference to the ways in which 
the body betrays unconscious affects on social occasions, and the 
embarrassment this can cause. Following a danced sequence, the 
dancer walks on and faces the audience at the front of the stage, 
shuffling his feet and making nervous movements with his hands. He 
starts to speak about how he feels about his body- how it makes him 
uncomfortable, how he'd like another body, how he doesn't know 
what to do with himself sometimes, the silliness he feels in social 
scenarios. This fairly authentic-sounding revelation is both humor­
ous and somewhat discomforting for the audience. While we have all 
no doubt seen aspects of ourselves in some part of the performance 
prior to the point of the social inept's soliloquoy, that recognition has 
been softened by our sense of relative anonymity in the darkened 
theatre space. When the dancer speaks to us directly there is a mo­
ment of uncertainty forus: his speaking to us as 'himself' (and whether 
or not this is a truthful confession or a manufactured one, we can't be 
totally certain) disables us from performing a complete fantasy pro­
jection onto the dancer/s, and from safely laughing off the satire on 
our habitual social malfunctions in the belief that those performing 
them are not 'like us' and are not subject to those same failures . 

We are, then, forced to place ourselves in the performance con­
text. The effect of the personal confession played as real in Buried 
Venus is to make us question the nature and status of dance perform­
ance itself as a discourse: Wright's dancers have mimed our own fail­
ings for us and made us laugh at them/ourselves. They have done this 
through a staged dance which employs the body as material for the 
articulation of emotion. While we recognise these echoes in the danc­
ers' movements we feel safe enough to laugh at them, but when the 
dancer speaks personally about his/our own anxieties we are made to 
see that the dancer's labour is no guarantee of a true distinction be-
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tween us : dancer and audience member alike engage in socially 
scripted movements which betray us, displaying more than we in­
tend. The spoken confession forces the audience to some kind of 
awareness of the commonality between performing and viewing bod­
ies, and of the unspoken agreement by which this equation is nor­
mally suppressed. As an audience we may be reminded of our need 
to see dancers as people who embody the wholeness we lack - as 
unfailing, gravity-defying, immortal bodies. In Buried Venus we are 
unable to completely sustain the unconscious belief that in watching 
dancing we buy the right to a remission of the certain knowledge of 
our death, and that dancers bear the unspoken but emotionally 
weighted burden of this knowledge by virtue of their trade, a burden 
which they themselves may not express. 

The director of Blackgrace Dance Company, Neil Ieremia, has 
stated publicly his hope to attract audiences who do not normally 
come to dance performances, and that those audiences should feel 
that they are an active part of the performing space. To this end 
Blackgrace, an all-male, largely Polynesian and Maori member com­
pany, include speech in their shows, most particularly in the latest 
one, New Works (performed at the Maidment Theatre in Auckland in 
June 1996) to encourage the audience to relax and ' talk back' to the 
dancers, which they usually do. Blackgrace commonly use speech to 
introduce themselves and welcome their audience at the beginning 
of a show. This is intended as an acknowledgement of the perform­
ers' cultural heritage and of the ancestors who have enabled them to 
attain a dancing career. But these personal introductions also func­
tion as a form of resistance to the anonymity and indifferentation 
traditionally accorded dance performers - even contemporary dance 
performers - on European stages. An assertion of cultural difference 
such as Blackgrace perform in dance and spoken language also makes 
the audience aware of their own cultural specificity: the Eurocentrism 
which supports the false universality of ballet 'classics' and renders 
dance-goers neutral observers is called into question. 

Further, Blackgrace seek to provoke an affective response in those 
who attend their performances. In their desire to broaden the cultural 
base of their audience they foster an environment for dance recep­
tion which is more Polynesian than European, in that the audience 
are encouraged to forget themselves, to enter into the performance 
through gesture and voice. As the company attracts growing num-
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bers of viewers who are new to dance performance, their ability to 
direct their audience's responses away from the 'sit quietly, don't move, 
talk only in the interval' model of European theatre-going increases. 

Insofar as they speak, apparently truthfully, about themselves and 
their experience as men who dance, Blackgrace members resist the 
equation with femininity that attends Western males who dance for a 
living. However, in their readiness to talk 'as themselves' , particu­
larly with regard to their cultural and spiritual heritage, company 
members must also engage in a complex negotiation of the role of 
the black male performer in Western theatrical traditions. While the 
dancers ' colloquially spoken, personally oriented introductions have 

the effect of presenting them as desiring subjects rather than objects 
of audience desire or projection, their tendency to make jokes against 
themselves and their backgrounds also echoes the music hall and 
minstrel show, in which the specularisation of black performers, their 
being fixed as an exotic object in the audience 's gaze and so rendered 
incapable of genuine challenge or comment, was a condition of their 

being seen. 2 5 There was more than one piece in this season which 
used slapstick moves, and one of them was based on the choreogra­
pher's teenage experience of ' going out stealing ' and performed to a 

Beastie Boys track, among other things. I am unsure of the extent to 
which this sort of work questions or endorses stereotypes of young 

black men, although the use of a personal, spoken introduction does 
at least ground the representation in a particular context, and it is 
possible that the personalising of this piece lifted it above the stere­
otypical. 2 6 It remains to be seen how far Ieremia and Blackgrace will 
attempt to open up and question cultural attitudes to race, given that 
their rationale at present is focused on increasing audience numbers. 
But with their sights set on attracting non-Paheka, generally non­
dancegoing audiences, it is quite possible that in the future their work 
will become more confrontational, or at least more subtly nuanced. 

'ARE YOU FOLLOWING ME?': Choreographing the Audience 
In Carol Brown's The Mechanics of Fluids, performed initially at 

the University of Surrey at Guildford and then at the Watershed in 
Auckland in 1995, the audience is explicitly and implicitly invited to 
reflect on the nature of their function and role. The work is described 
by Brown as: 
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comprising a trilogy of different responses to the problematic represen­
tation of the female body- as object, icon and image - from a feminist 
perspective. The Anatomy of Reason combines text and movement in a 
parodic manoeuvring ofmy body as ' object' through the discourses of 
psychoanalysis and philosophy. The Mechanics of Fluids re-appropri­
ates the image of the still and silent, prone and naked female body which 
abounds in western art history and turns her into an object gone hard, 
resistant and febrile. The final work in the programme, Acts of Becom­
ing, concerns history and genealogies, my own dancing history and its 
crossings with other subjectivities. Positioning myself both inside and 
outside the dance it is both an acknowledgement of the co-presence of 
other dancing selves and a celebration of the pleasures of embodiment. 2 7 

Clearly, then, The Mechanics of Fluids attempts to cross the in-
visible boundary separating dancer from audience by directly address­
ing those attitudes which inform our expectations of the female per­
former. Brown resists the traditional encapsulation of the female 
dancer within the audience 's gaze by using speech to commentate on 
her parodic acts: in the first section (The Anatomy of Reason) she 
steps out of a black cocktail dress to face the audience in a white bra 
and French knickers. Walking forward, she announces 'I'm miming 
philosophy' , by way of beginning a speech about attitudes to 'woman' 
held by Western philosophy and psychoanalysis. She punctuates this 
speech with suggestive movements, adjusting her underwear to cover 
her buttocks, peering inside her knickers, demonstrating the ways in 
which 'woman' physically exceeds her construction within these dis­
courses and is presented within them as an object of mystery, requir­
ing vigilance and regulation. 

In the work's second section (The Mechanics of Fluids) Brown 
seems to deploy a kind of self-conscious hysteria. Her body, initially 
seen naked on a plinth and later clothed and dancing, is fluid yet also 
mechanical, articulating opposition to the plasticity of interpretations 
men have made of the (naked) female form over the centuries. After 
rising from the plinth and clothing herself, the dance in this section 
involves frantic brushings and preening movements as though Brown 
is hyperactively playing the part of a woman before a mirror. Again 
this suggests femininity as a role that is perpetually exceeded in 
everyday performance, or the way in which women necessarily fail 
to compare with the stereotypes presented to them in culture. 

Throughout Mechanics Brown also manipulates a doll she has 
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brought on stage in the opening section, and many of the work's 
movements parody those of dolls. The dancer winds herselfup, sketch­
ing winding movements with her hands, ironically commenting on 
the ways in which women are required to be doll-like (Barbie-like): 
innocent, mindless, dumb body, in Western culture. There are mo­
ments in the second section where Brown turns her head to the side 
with her hands and lets it spring back of its own accord, miming the 
placing ofherselfin a position as 'object' and then allowing her body 
to stage its own resistance. 

Throughout Mechanics, Brown performs a self-conscious exceed­
ing of the idea of the doll-girl-woman through engaging artifice for 
feminist political ends. She is explicitly concerned with charting the 
territory between the construct 'woman' and the experience of the 
female dancer and choreographer (Brown herself), and in exploring 
how feminist artistic production might move beyond the constraints 
of the feminine model. 2 8 She thus constitutes herself as a dancing 
hysteric: performing twice over the cultural requirements of femi­
ninity in the masculine symbolic, through miming on the stage, with 
a political agenda, how women strive to meet these terms. 2 9 

Hysterics are, of course, the founding bodies of psychoanalysis 
and there are, for me, some pertinent connections to be made be­
tween Freudian and post-Freudian versions of psychoanalytic theory 
and the practice of talking dancing. In The Mechanics of Fluids Brown 
alerts us to some of the factors governing the interpretation of fe­
male dance performers and the ways in which we learn to see them, 
by referring to psychoanalysis as a science based upon the observa­
tion of female bodily movement, the politics of which it has some­
times neglected to address. I think that psychoanalysis also has a 
broader application to the viewer-dance performer relationship, which 
I will discuss briefly before returning to talk about Mechanics, and 
to explain what interests me in this connection. 

Psychoanalysis is itself a dramatically charged body of knowl­
edge,3 ° made mobile through its allegiance to the disruptive and un­
predictable power of the unconscious. Its truths are borne originally 
out of attention to the exchanges which take place in a darkened room 
where a woman, often troubled by bodily innervations that exceed 
the expectations offeminine comportment (I'm talking, of course, of 
Freud's hysterics), speaks, or 'performs' to the analyst, an audience 
of one. 3 1 Later the analyst interprets this occasion of performance; 
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his own investment in it contributing to his conclusions as he recalls 
the flow of energies that has dynamised the contract between clini­
cian and patient. 

Psychoanalysis is built upon a display of attention to the (suffer­
ing) body speaking even if it cannot avoid a certain colonisation of 
that speech. Yet it does at least allow for the possibility of a reciproc­
ity of interpretation from hysteric (read performer) to analyst (read 
viewer) and back again. The analyst Monique David-Menard describes 
the psychoanalytic attention to the dynamics of the particular mo­
ment of analytic performance in this way: 

Freudian thought ruins every philosophical or scientific idea of truth, 
not by dissolving the difference between interpretation and theory, but 
by making it possible to say at what price the universal is constructed -
by making interpretation the aftermath of constructions of concepts that 
pretend to put an end to interpretation. 3 2 

Psychoanalysis, then, is founded on the irresolvable (and pro­
ductive) tension between the task of paying genuine regard to the 
discourse of the hysteric - or the unconscious -which wreaks havoc 
on its conscious dreams, and attempting to resolve those conflicts in 
writing, through the production of the case history. The psychoana­
lytic case history can be likened to the work of the dance critic: in 
both scenarios the writing momentarily fixes the disconcerting mo­
bility of the symptom or performance (and separates performer from 
viewer) in order to draw conclusions from it. In this moment of ana­
lytical displacement the clinician/critic allows their words to literally 
take the place of the movement (of hysteric or performer) that has 
been observed and has now vanished, its trace remaining in the ob­
server's mind and memory. The psychoanalyst attends to the dynam­
ics of this displacement by investigating the transference: the com­
plex pathways traversed by their own affective investments as they 
navigate the underground circuitries forged by the patient's symp­
tom. The analyst attempts to choreograph or discern a pattern in the 
dual movement of the hysterical symptom and their own responses 
to it. This written choreography will replace the performance of the 
symptom, but the replacement will bear unmistakeable signs of the 
analyst's own investment and the symptom's (or the <lance's) excess. 
Peggy Phelan describes the congruence between psychoanalysis and 
the work of dance writing thus: 
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Freud tracks the movements of the unconscious as they do the work of 
repression, he follows the trace of that which has disappeared from con­
sciousness. In this regard, Freud's work precedes our own - to write 
about dance is to fix and make secure the thing that reveals itself as it 
disappears. 3 3 

But as with the analytic case history, the trace of the dance per­
formance in the work of the critic can be discerned only because we 
have a written record of the encounter. How do we begin to theorise 
the affective exchanges which take place between dance performers 
and their audiences when the audiences leave no record, and when no 
audience is the same as another? In a discussion of performance art 
Simon Frith reminds us that: 

Performance requires an audience and an interpretation ... Rhetorically, 
performance is a way not of acting but of posing; it takes for granted an 
audience's ability to refer these bodily movements to others( . .. ). The 
performance artist ... depends on an audience which can interpret her 
work through its own experience of performance, its own understand­
ing of seduction and pose, gesture and body language; an audience which 
understands, however 'instinctively' (without theorising), the constant 
dialogue of inner and outer projected by the body in movement. For 
performance art to work it needs an audience of performers; it depends 
on the performance of the everyday. 3 4 

So we relate the movements we see on the stage to other move­
ments we have seen or those we perform ourselves - the perform­
ance of the everyday.3 5 I want to argue that 'Talking Dancing' inter­
venes in this space of recognition and translation by using speech to 
command a ( dancing) subject position; in contrast to the way in which 
we have come to think of writing and speaking as having their own 
agency, yet of dance as requiring speech or writing before we can 
make sense of it. 3 6 A further effect of this shift in the space of dance 
performance is to deny the audience the opportunity to project a one­
way fantasy onto the performers; and to force us to a recognition of 
the investments we bring to the performing space. 

The equation I have mapped out above between dance critic and 
analyst also reminds us of the feminisation that inheres in the 
specularising of the hysteric/performer. Hysterics and dancers in the 
Western world are mainly women, and the traditional performance space 
is, as I have argued, historically feminised by virtue of the fact that 
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bodies are presented within it as signs of desire, visible commodities. 3 7 

Yet I suggest that a dancer talking in a performance context can have 
something of the effect of the hysteric's speech in defence ofher symp­
tom: it can question the mastery of the viewer and force the viewer, 
who is also a listener (the analyst, the audience member) to awaken to 
their own imaginative habitation of the performance space - or their 
transference, if you like - and their own feminisation in the sense that 
they too are being watched (by the performer/s) and directly addressed: 
they in turn become markers of the performers' desire. 3 8 

In Section One of The Mechanics of Fluids Brown follows a brief, 
cryptic autobiographical speech about her experience of her body 
with a pause and then the words: 'Are you following me?'. The line 
is delivered with an intonation suggesting challenge, as though ac­
costing a voyeur, and works as simultaneously ironic, parodic, and 
questioning of the audience in a similar manner to the question ar­
ticulated by the hysteric 's symptom. The ambiguity of the words the­
atrically enacts the duplicity that is associated with women in order 
to destabilise the audience's position. This is what the hysteric is also 
reputed to do. We are aware that the line has more than one possible 
meaning. It could mean: 'Are you following my reasoning, my argu­
ment?' as well as 'are you spying on me? Attempting to objectify me 
with your gaze?' . I suggest both, since Brown is attempting to stage 
a female-bodied, kinetic intervention into the masculine nature of 
reason, or philosophy: 'Are you following me? ' alerts us to the fact 
that we cannot follow her reasoning in this context without at the 
same time objectifying her, since logic and reason are predicated on 
the invisibility of the female body, what Luce Irigaray calls ' the blind 
spot of an old dream of symmetry' . 3 9 And the pause in performance 
which follows this question marks the audience's sudden awareness 
of the affective entanglement- the mingling of desires - which oper­
ates in a veiled fashion between ourselves as watchers of perform­
ance and the dancer in the theatre space. 

Brown's interruption of her performance as girl-doll-woman with 
the masculine-coded question 'Are you following me/my reasoning?' 
- her destabilising enactment of two genders in one body - disturbs the 
relationship we as audience members conventionally take up when we 
watch a performance, projecting our desire outward onto the bodies/ 
body on the stage (the feminised space). Not only do Brown's words 
disrupt this viewer position, but they require participation ofus as well. 
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Inevitably when we watch a performance we follow the dancer/per­
former, seeking to take in what s/he has to give us, yet rational argu­
ment is seldom what we expect nor what we generally go to a dance 
performance for. So we are taken by surprise when Brown plays both 
these assumptions about the nature of our connection with her back to 
us in the form of speech, making us aware of the dualistic conditions 
under which we habitually interpret (female) dance performance. 

The final section of Mechanics perhaps comes closest to effec­
tively staging the ways in which female experience of embodiment, 
insofar as it exceeds conventional formulations of woman as passive 
object, can be mobilised for female empowerment. Acts of Becom­
ing, a danced tribute to Brown's dancing foremothers, the teachers 
whose bodies' articulation of movement have shaped her own, presents 
a model of woman-to-woman communication which cannot be colo­
nised, since the divisions between teaching and dancing bodies are 
difficult to mark. Brown speaks in the voice of her teachers (at the 
microphone) and dances as herself, but where does one end and the 
other begin? No trained dancer knows this for sure. Brown's speech 
in this section bears the traces of her dancing in her shortness of 
breath: dancing and speaking (instructing) blend. Acts of Becoming 
produces another take on the parody of mothering (the doll-play) 
enacted in the work's first section. The mothering portrayed in Acts 
of Becoming is that by which female teachers nurture their dancing 
protegees, a relationship of rearing and dependence which is yet a 
relationship between equals, since the dance teacher no less than the 
dance student learns through a constant process of re-embodying 
movement, and once a dancer has learned through a teacher's work, 
it becomes impossible to say what aspect of her movement is her 
own, what her teacher's. 

This model of woman-to-woman communication which Brown, 
quoting Irigaray, suggests as a challenge to the containment of 
'woman' within Western aesthetic tradition's specularising gaze, im­
plicitly addresses too the relation between audience and performer. 
The message that in dance practice bodies are not as separate from 
each other as we might tend to think reminds us of our own incorpo­
ration of ideas from the performance through a process of being forced 
to attend to the nature and politics of our reading of Brown's per­
forming body. Brown continues dancing as we leave the theatre: our 
egress becomes a conscious choice of which we are physically aware 
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since in making our exit we must also perform a departure from the­
atrical convention, leaving her dancing on the stage. There is an un­
canny feeling that she may be watching us as we leave, and a definite 
shift in the power relations which operate unnoticed when, according 
to custom, we demonstrate our approval ( or otherwise) of the danc­
er's finished show and ready ourselves to leave the auditorium. 

The words of Irigaray, spoken last by Brown ('be what you are 
becoming, without clinging to what you might have been, what you 
might yet be'),40 force us to an understanding that we cannot produce 
meanings from a woman's performing body without putting our own 
bodies into play, without becoming aware - even on an unconscious 
level - of our relationship to the performer, and of the dynamic energy 
which, circulating between us, fuels our understanding and mobilises 
our respective kinds of speech. In Irigarayan terms we might make this 
reading of the audience-performer contract a model for a new use of 
language: one which does not require a repression of the body's re­
sponses in order to achieve an unambiguous mode of discourse. We 
might regard 'talking dancing' as a possible move towards closing the 
gap between the denial of the body's immediate sensations necessary 
for speech and the view, still prevalent, that the body and by implica­
tion dance, does not speak intelligibly itself. 41 

Dancers, I think, address these issues of necessity frequently, even 
if the address is not put forward in linguistic terms. In arguing for an 
interpretation of talking dancing which highlights the interdepend­
ence of dancer and audience in performance, and the exchange of 
desires between them, I hope to move towards giving articulate voice 
to the dancing body and to gesture towards an audience which can 
read or trust its own bodily and affective responses to dance per­
formance . It is only when both these things occur that dance can 
thrive and grow and people watching dancing can feel enlivened in 
the dance-viewer relationship. 

Eluned Summers-Bremner teaches in the Women s Studies Pro­
gramme at the University of Auckland. Her doctoral research was on 
Luce Jrigaray and she is currently working on a book on psychoa­
nalysis and contemporary dance practices. Eluned is trained in bal­
let and contemporary dance and is aiming to integrate her knowl­
edge of feminist theory with dance practice and performance work. 
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versity Press, Bloomington and Indianapolis, 1991, reprinted 1993) pp. 
205-31. 
See Foster, 'Textual Evidances ' , pp. 233-4. 
In fact, the increase in numbers of female hysterics and the popularisa­
tion of the Romantic ballerina take place in the same historical mo­
ment, so that they can almost be seen as an inversion of each other. The 
ballerina, as Foster observes, operated as a sign of male desire : ' as de­
sired mate within the heterosexual union, she fulfilled the procreative 
part of the social contract; as spectacularly charismatic fantasy, she 
proved the self-sufficient fantasy of the male character; as the entity of 
exchange within a homosexual or heterosexual male economy, she en­
sured male potency and rationalized their entitlement to governance; 
and as the fetishized promise of sexual acquisition, she ordained male 
capitalist competition within a society of consumption' . Foster, 'The 
Ballerina's Phallic Pointe' , p. 12. In contrast, Freud recognised that fe­
male hysteria was an attempt to avoid this equation, for as Jacqueline 
Rose reminds us, Freudian psychoanalysis begins in the mid- to late­
nineteenth century, a cultural moment when European women were seen 
to be responsible for the 'well-being of the nation', and where, if a woman 
failed in this duty, she was considered 'disordered or diseased'. Rose 
writes that 'the hysteric was either the overeducated woman, or else the 
woman indulging in non-procreative or uncontrolled sexuality' . 
Jacqueline Rose, 'Femininity and its Discontents', in Jacqueline Rose, 
Sexuality in the Field of Vision (Verso, London, 1989) pp. 83-103, p. 
96. The hysteric's symptom, as so many of Freud's analyses make clear, 
functioned as a kind ofuncontrolled dance which disrupted the organi-
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sation of family life. The hysteric is considered by many feminist psy­
choanalytic thinkers to be articulating with her body an unconscious 
protest at her constitution as a sexual subject within the prevailing 
economy of masculine desire. The hysteric thus performs, although no 
less theatrically, a sort of inversion of the specularisation of 'woman' 
which was simultaneously occurring in dance on the European stage. 
See Dianne Hunter, ' Hysteria, Psychoanalysis, and the Case of Anna 
O.' , Feminist Studies, 9:3 (1983) pp. 465-88; Luce Irigaray, This Sex 
Which ls Not One (Cornell University Press, Ithaca, New York, 1985) p. 
136; Elizabeth Grosz, Sexual Subversions: Three French Feminists (Allen 
and Unwin, Sydney, I 989) pp. I 34-136. 
The Lacanian formulation describes hysteria as that which questions 
the structures of knowledge and so must always evade or reformulate 
the analyst's answer. Jacques Lacan, Encore: Seminaire XX (Editions 
du Seuil, Paris, I 975), cited in Martha Noel Evans, Fits and Starts: A 
Genealogy of Hysteria in Modern France (Cornell University Press, 
Ithaca, New York and London, 1991) pp. 190-192. See also Ellie 
Ragland-Sullivan, 'Hysteria', in Feminism and Psychoanalysis, pp. I 63-
166, p. 165. Ragland-Sullivan observes that, in a general sense, ' Lacan 
saw the hysteric as embodying the quintessence of the human subject 
because she speaks, as agent, from the lack and gaps in knowledge, 
language and being. In her "being" she reveals the incapacity of any 
human subject to satisfy the ideals of Symbolic identifications' . There­
fore, ' Lacan argues that hysteria is the condition of the division of any 
speaking, desiring subject' (pp. 164-165). Evans traces the develop­
ment of Lacan's thinking on hysteria and points out that, in his early 
thoughts on the topic, the hysteric 's inability to conform to specific 
gender requirements in the symbolic reiterates the 'nonbiological, non­
necessary character of gender' within Lacanian theory (Evans, p. 179). 
But later, Lacan gave more emphasis to the fact that the hysteric articu­
lates a question to the analyst and to the structures of knowledge in the 
symbolic; therefore her language articulates the limit point of the ana­
lyst's/symbolic understanding. The hysteric 's symptom becomes more gen­
erative than symptomatic at this stage of Lacanian theory: 'If the address 
of her question to a Master implies the hysteric's submission to him, it 
could also be said that she "invents" him, creates his place in language ... 
There is something about the question that woman both poses and is 
which cannot be mastered, cannot be put into language ' (p. I 91 ). 
Irigaray, Speculum of the Other Woman (Cornell University Press, Ithaca, 
New York, 1985) pp. 13-129. 
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Irigaray, This Sex, p. 214. 
My ' Reading Irigaray, dancing ' explores Irigaray's work on the sensible 
transcendental, an attempt to revalue the material side of the mind/body 
dualism foundational to Western thought through attention to the pro­
ductive nature of the body's mobile and porous qualities. The essay takes 
up the idea of the sensible transcendental as a possible means to de­
velop a language for dance, or bodily movement, itself. Currently, the 
subjection of the rhythms and vicissitudes of the body to the singular, 
authoritative mode of linguistic speech is the norm in Western culture. 
Yet dance articulates a language of the body which can enliven and 
reverse the dulling effects of monopolistic language, and insofar as dance 
is equated with femininity in the West, it can also produce a challenge 
to masculinist linguistic politics. 

The interdisciplinary prognmme in Women's 
Studies at the University of Auckland offers study 
leading to BA, MA and PhD degrees. 
In the undergraduate programme, students can do ei­
ther a major or minor in Women's Studies, choosing 
from 22 papers which focus on women or gender and 
are taught either by Women's Studies staff or staff in 
contributing departments. 

Women's Studies teaching staff have research interests in dance and 
performance, sexuality studies, social policy, science and women, film 
and narrative and women in Aotearoa/New Zealand and the Pacific. 

To receive our handbook and an introductory brochure contact: 
Professor Maureen Molloy 
Director, Women's Studies Programme 
University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019, Auckland, New Zealand 
Phone: (09) 373 7599 ext. 5057 
Fax: (09) 373 7087 
Email address: ma.molloy@auckland.ac.nz. 



Representation and Self-Presentation: 
The Use of Oral History in Texts about Maori Women 

SIOBHAN McKIMMEY 

Oral history is an invaluable means of recovering and presenting 
the experiences of Maori women. While not necessarily without mana 
among their own people, too often these women have been overlooked 
by the western, document-based historical tradition. As women, and 
as Maori, they have been, until recently, historically marginalised. 

The rise of women's history (that is, history which recognises the 
value and importance of women's experiences), coupled with the re­
alisation of the need to recover and record the histories of colonised 
peoples, has led to the emergence of a body ofliterature which makes 
Maori women and their experiences visible. Oral history has been 
increasingly used by historians over the past few decades in order to 
recover 'history from below', that is, the experiences of those people 
who have not traditionally been part of the historical record, and whose 
stories are unrecorded, except in memory. Among Maori, history was, 
and in some areas still is, primarily transmitted orally, and women 
have always been important purveyors of such history. It might, then, 
be argued that oral history is an eminently suitable means of recover­
ing the experiences of a group which has been historically 
marginalised along the lines of both race and gender, and which has 
traditionally transmitted its history by oral means. But important 
questions about the uses of oral history need to be asked. To what 
extent do oral narratives retain their subjectivity when published, and 
to what extent do they become subordinate to a master narrative or 
controlling narrative voice? What should be the relationship between 
the interviewer and the informant? This essay will attempt to answer 
these questions with reference to published material about Maori 
women which draws on oral sources. 

An important result of bringing Maori women into historical fo­
cus through the use of oral narrative has been the correction of a 
popular misconception. Judith Binney writes that 'it is said to be 
axiomatic that indigenous women living in a society that is struc­
tured by a numerically pre-eminent European culture, itself based on 
male gender dominance, will inevitably form the most oppressed stra-

Women's Studies Journal vol. 13, no. 1 Autumn 1997 
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tum in that society'. 1 However, when Maori women are able to present 
their own stories, it becomes immediately obvious that this generali­
sation is incorrect. While a certain amount of acceptance of Maori 
poverty is evident in many narratives, it is clear that within their own 
communities Maori women were not without status. 2 The narrative 
of Heni Brown, one of a group of women connected to the Ringatu 
faith interviewed by Binney and Gillian Chaplin and presented in 
Nga Morehu: The Survivors, is intimately concerned with establish­
ing the mana of her great-grandmother, Meri Puru, and, by associa­
tion, her own status. Meri is shown to be a woman of great spiritual 
power, her connection to the prophet and founder of the Ringatu faith , 
Te Kooti, being the origin of this power. Heni connects the tapu of 
her great-grandmother to the loss of one of her own children; she 
recounts her unwitting donning of one of Meri's petticoats as the 
cause of this tragedy.3 The use of oral sources allows Maori women 
the opportunity to dispel the Western notions of female subordina­
tion surrounding their culture, and present themselves as people with 
a great deal of mana. 

Nga Morehu presents the oral life histories of eight Maori 
women, all of whom were raised, and lived much of their lives, in 
communities connected with the Ringatu faith . Thus, the stories 
are not only personal narratives, but are intricately connected as 
'part of the larger history of those who followed Te Kooti '.4 The 
narratives are essentially concerned with family- 'the whanau gives 
particular identity, the source of its mana is its ancestors'. 5 Each 
story is shaped by tradition and shared communal knowledge. Thus, 
they are not simply stories about Maori women. They come out of a 
particular context, that of the Ringatu faith or close association with 
it. The informants have a great deal more in common than race and 
gender. They are also poor, rural and influenced by the Ringatu 
faith. The stories are thus bound together by many commonalities, 
and Nga Morehu is just as important a book for its insights into the 
lives ofRingatu followers as it is for what it can tell us about Maori 
women. 

Nevertheless, as a book about Maori women, Nga Morehu is very 
significant. The narratives presented in it are the personal, unrnediated 
stories of the lives of eight women, constructed by the women them­
selves. Only in a very limited sense have they been shaped by Binney 
and Chaplin; the informants were asked basic questions about their 



Representation and Self-Presentation • 33 

lives, families , education and values. Binney writes that 'we left the 
direction and the development of thought to each woman ... Each 
dialogue generated its own shape and its own life ... The narratives 
are the women's stories, the subjective reality of their lives '.6 The 
comments and questions of the interviewer have been deleted in 
the published text, and material recorded on separate occasions has 
been brought together so that each story is a continuous narrative, 
but it is obvious that there is no desire to impose any other words 
upon the stories. This is evident in the choice to conduct the inter­
views and record the women's stories in English. Although the in­
formants' fluency in English varied, Binney and Chaplin ' consider 
it ... more appropriate to record their spoken words than to have 
translated them from Maori , thus imposing our own words upon 
them'. 7 The women themselves, they believe, are their own most 
eloquent translators. 

What comes through, in these personal, unmediated narratives, 
is a strong sense of what has been and is still important to the inform­
ants, both as individuals and as Maori women. One of the most feared 
experiences for Maori women is childlessness, or wharengaro, liter­
ally 'the house destroyed ' .8 Even recently, the statistics for Maori 
post-neonatal deaths were double those of the European population. 
In 1984 there were 13.9 Maori post-neonatal deaths per one thou­
sand live births compared to only 6.1 for non-Maori.9 The strength 
and centrality of this fear in the lives of the women in Nga Morehu is 
very apparent in their narratives. Almost all of the women have expe­
rienced the loss of a child, and in each case, an explanation for the 
tragedy, seldom in line with European ideas of causality, is sought. 
Heni Brown's story of her great-grandmother's petticoat is one such 
story. Another, within the same narrative, recounts the still birth 
which Heni believes was caused by her disobedience to instruc­
tions not to swear. 1 0 

At the same time as this predictive, spiritual view of history is 
maintained, the women also offer insights into their daily lives, do­
mestic arrangements, diet and living conditions. Putiputi Onekawa, 
for example, recounts the process of childbirth in a simple and mat­
ter-of-fact manner: 'We don't lie flat on the bed like that. We just sit 
up, like this ... The only time I want Mac is when the baby is born. I 
pick him up, and cut the cord .. . And wrap the baby in a towel and 
give it to Mac ... While I attend to myself for the afterbirth.' 1 1 While 
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readers might find the contrast between such practical acceptance of 
life's events and the religious and spiritual explanations offered for 
their personal tragedies somewhat incongruous, nevertheless, this is 
how these women have interpreted their experiences and how they 
have remembered them. To offer different explanations would be to 
deny them their subjectivity. 

A book which operates on a similar premise is Mira Szasay's Te 
Timatanga Tatau Tatau: Early Stories from Founding Members of the 
Maori Women s Welfare League. 1 2 The common or shared experi­
ence among the informants for this book is their participation in the 
Maori Women's Welfare League in its early years and beyond. As in 
Nga Morehu, the testimony of each woman is mediated only in so far 
as basic questions are asked and removed from the published text. A 
point in which Te Timatanga Tatau Tatau differs from Nga Morehu is 
that well over half of the narratives are in Maori. Others are in Eng­
lish, and still others are spoken in both languages, the informants 
switching from one to the other, sometimes in mid-sentence. At no 
point is any translation of Maori offered to the reader. This is not 
only indicative of the intended audience (the book was created espe­
cially for the League, as well as for a wider audience), but also makes 
a similar point to that of Nga Morehu - translation means imposing 
other words on to the narrators'. These are their stories, and should 
be told only in their words. 

Thus, Te Timatanga Tatau Tatau presents us with a collection of 
stories, shaped by individual memory and experience. It is not pri­
marily a history of the Maori Women's Welfare League (although a 
potted history of the League is provided), rather it is a record of its 
members' lives, aspirations and values. By reading these accounts, 
one discovers not so much what the League has done for those it 
sought to help, as what its individual members have gained from 
their own involvement. Many of the women stressed a spirit of fel­
lowship, friendship and togetherness as being their own most im­
portant gain. Emily Paki, for example, tells Mira Szaszy that, 'the 
League played a big part in our lives - it got us to know one another 
all over the country. Sharing fellowship, love and understanding -
that can't be beaten.' 1 3 Many also pointed to an improvement in the 
position of Maori women, not only through the League's work, but 
through its very existence and women's involvement in it. Louise 
Carkeek believes that 'the League made Maori women aware of 
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what a strong voice they could have in Maoridom'. 1 4 

Amiria: The Life Story of a Maori Woman also presents the reader 
with the personal, unmediated narrative of the life of a Maori woman 
as recalled and recounted by her. 1 5 The cover of the book indicates 
immediately that this will be the case. The authors are listed as 
'Amiria Stirling with Anne Salmond', reflecting the fact that it is 
the former who is telling the story, a story of her own construction. 
Salmond is not representing Stirling; what she is doing might be 
referred to as presenting us, as readers, with Amiria Stirling's own 
presentation of herself. As with the stories in Nga Morehu and Te 
Timatanga Tatau Tatau, Amiria is the story of a Maori woman, al­
most entirely unobstructed and unconstructed by anyone but the 
subject herself. Salmond asks only basic questions (for example, 
'tell me all about when you went away to school') which are de­
leted from the published monograph, and she also includes appen­
dices and some explanatory footnotes. 1 6 The main body of the text, 
however, is Amiria's story, told in her own words. Thus, the title, 
Amiria: The Life Story of a Maori Woman, can be read two ways. 
Not only is this the story of Amiria Stirling's life, it is also her 
story, constructed and narrated by her. 

The Book of New Zealand Women offers another such personal 
account of a Maori woman's life in the self-narrated story of Erana 
Ahuahu Brown. Here, some brief biographical notes precede Erana 
Brown's short but detailed narrative, which recalls experiences from 
her childhood years: Maori medicines and cooking, fishing and col­
lecting shellfish, the tattooing of moko and the karakia that went 
with it, and the use of puha for chewing gum. 1 7 All of these experi­
ences are significant to the narrator, in that she has chosen to relate 
them. A less subjective account ofEranaAhuahu Brown's life might 
have stressed other aspects - births, deaths and marriage (as the bio­
graphical notes do) - but in this account it is the old ways of doing 
things which come to the fore. There is also the possibility, of course, 
that what is printed here is simply a selected piece from a larger taped 
narrative, in which case the subjectivity ofErana's story is consider­
ably lessened, in that its contents have been chosen, ifnot constructed 
by others. 

Two other narratives in The Book of New Zealand Women oper­
ate in a different manner. The stories ofNgoi Pewhairangi and Mere 
Kingi Brown are told by people who knew them, and, thus, are not 
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the women's own stories, but the memories and perceptions of oth­
ers. Thus, Heni Sunderland's recollections of her great-grandmother, 
Mere Kingi Brown, present the recollections upon which Heni places 
significance. Henare Te Ua's account ofNgoi Pewhairangi operates 
in the same way. He admits that his knowledge ofNgoi is confined to 
his own experiences of her: 'these are my own little reminiscences. 
Other people could talk about Ngoi Pewhairangi who was with the 
mokopuna, sweeping out the dining hall, and add another dimension 
to the person we all knew and loved as Ngoi .' 1 8 While these stories 
do not purport to present the subjective experiences of the women in 
question, they do present the unmediated memories of people who 
were close to them, and in that capacity they are valid and often ex­
tremely moving. 

In contrast, Michael King's Te Puea: A Biography operates in a 
very different manner. 1 9 While he does draw on oral sources to a 
large extent, the voices of his informants are effectively drowned by 
his own narrative voice. Many of his footnotes refer to oral inter­
views, but the corresponding section of the text is almost always told 
in King's words. His is the dominant narrative voice, to which the 
subjectivity of the oral sources are subordinated. Te Puea, as Jock 
Phillips writes, is a book which is ' unashamedly addressed to an edu­
cated pakeha audience. It scrupulously obeys the rules of western 
professional history.'2 0 In the preface to the first edition, King draws 
upon the words of 'one ofacademia's highest gurus' , Professor J.G.A. 
Pocock, in order to establish the significance ofTe Puea Herangi as a 
political figure . Pocock refers to Te Puea as 'possibly the most influ­
ential woman in our political history ' . 2 1 King's book, while in many 
ways a valuable and sensitive account of Te Puea's life, does not al­
low those who knew Te Puea Herangi to construct their own accounts 
of her within its pages. The voices of these people are denied in the 
face of King's master narrative. 

Michael King 's Te Puea also raises another important question. 
'There was criticism', he writes, 'from some Maori quarters that a 
Pakeha should have written this book. I believe it was misplaced.' 2 2 

Barbara Brookes and Margaret Tennant also pose the 'insiders and 
outsiders ' problem: 'Who is entitled to write about a particular cat­
egory of women?' 23 With oral history this question becomes even 
more important, as interviewers and informants are frequently in 
close contact with each other. Cushla Parekowhai answers the ques-
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tion from the point of view of a Maori oral historian: 'being born 
slightly brown does not necessarily privilege you with a highly de­
veloped ability to "hear" what is really being said. It helps but ought 
not preclude the valuable insights available to other pinker kinds of 
listeners.' Judith Binney and Gillian Chaplin found it easier to talk 
with women, but denied that barriers were set up for them as 'out­
siders', because they were viewed not as manipulators of knowl­
edge, but recorders of it. 2 4 Difference then need not hamper com­
munication. Open-mindedness and a desire to learn many different 
ways of seeing and doing things are more important qualities than 
similarity. 

A relationship which involves trust and sharing is also important 
in recording narratives like those in Nga Morehu, Te Timatanga Tatau 
Tatau and Amiria. In the case of Binney and Chaplin, the relation­
ship was built through the interviewer/interviewee situation, the long 
hours spent with the informants, and the laughter, conversation and 
reflection which took place during this time. 2 5 In the cases of Salmond 
and Szaszy, a common background or friendship existed prior to the 
interviews. Mira Szaszy was herself a founding member of the Maori 
Women's Welfare League, and it stands to reason that many of her 
interviewees would have known her personally and for some time. 
This is evident in the narratives - Szaszy is often addressed by the 
narrator as one with shared experiences, and she is sometimes turned 
to in order to back up or confirm parts of the narrative. Emily Paki, 
for example, asks, 'do you remember all those men that used to sit at 
the side there - opposite where their women were?' 2 6 Anne Salmond 
and Amiria Stirling had a strong and special relationship, which 
Salmond likens to a 'grandparent-grandchild closeness' long before 
work on Amiria began. 2 7 What is clear is that these relationships are 
not based on shared race, tribe, or even gender, but on the less tangi­
ble qualities of respect, trust and sharing. 

The appeal ofbooks like Nga Morehu, Amiria, and Te Timatanga 
Tatau Tatau comes from allowing the informants to tell not only the 
story of their experiences, but their own stories. These stories are 
told as they are remembered, with individual belief systems and val­
ues intact. In contrast, Michael King's Te Puea does not allow the 
memories of those who knew Te Puea to remain as they were con­
structed and told to King. He writes, it would seem, with a particular 
historical tradition behind him and a particular audience in his mind. 
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Differences in background, however, need not preclude one group of 
people from writing about another. A desire to learn, to share and to 
record, rather than to reshape and manipulate knowledge is more 
important than similarities along the lines of race or gender. An im­
portant means of learning about Maori women is to give them the 
opportunity to present themselves, and to open up the historical record 
to new kinds of narratives. 

Siobhan McKimmey is an MA student in the History Department 
of the University of Auckland. She is currently working on a thesis 
about Irish immigrant women in nineteenth-century Auckland. This 
article grew out of her more general interest in the history of women 
in Aotearoa. 
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A Study in Black and White: 
The Life and Work of Photographer Jessie Buckland 

VICKIE HEARNSHAW 

Naomi Rosenblum's A History of Women Photographers comes 
as a welcome addition to the literature on women in the visual arts, 
spawned in the heady days of the early 1970s with Linda Nochlin's 
seminal essay, 'Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?' .2 

In her book, Rosenblum examines the contribution of women pho­
tographers of North America and Europe within the context of the 
overall development of the history of photography. She concludes 
that women have been actively involved in photography since its in­
troduction in 1839. It was a medium that women found congenial. 
Furthermore, with the advent of the less cumbersome dry plate proc­
ess in the 1870s and the roll film camera at the end of the following 
decade, their participation greatly increased. 

Rosenblum acknowledges that reclaiming early women photog­
raphers and retrieving their work remains difficult. Social conven­
tions of the nineteenth century were such that women, no matter how 
committed they were, frequently worked at home, without recogni­
tion. Unless examples of their photographs have survived, largely 
through the intervention of relatives, there may be no evidence of 
their involvement in the medium. However, Rosenblum finds the 
cursory treatment meted out to the countless women photographers 
actively engaged in photography since these early years to be unac­
ceptable. Figures on the numbers of women listed as working profes­
sionally at the turn of the century make interesting reading. She states 
that in the United States between 1880 and 1910 the number of pro­
fessional women photographers rose from 271 to 4,900. By 1920, 
twenty per cent of all professional photographers were women. The 
standard histories of photography do not reflect the increasing role 
of women in the profession. Rosenblum concludes, 'if one agrees 
that history is an artefact . . . [that] does not exist until it is remem­
bered and written down, then one compelling reason for a history on 
women photographers is to represent those who have helped shape 
the field of photography'. 3 

Women 'sStudiesJournal vol. 13, no. 1 Autumn 1997 
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In New Zealand, scant attention has been paid to women photog­
raphers and their work by historians. 4 In arguing the case for the rec­
ognition of women photographers and their contribution to the art 
form, Rosenblum identifies the issues and provides a model for un­
dertaking a critical study. 5 The biographical details of more than 240 
women photographers of significance offer a profitable comparison 
with those in New Zealand. 

Jessie Lilian Buckland (1878-1939) is one of the few women 
photographers to have received acknowledgement in surveys of New 
Zealand photography. 6 However, recognition commensurate with her 
outstanding record as a photographer for more than forty years has not 
been forthcoming. This study seeks to examine Buckland's develop­
ment as a photographer within the context of her social, cultural and 
artistic background in the light of Rosenblum 's observations. 

Jessie Buckland follows the recognised pattern of early women 
photographers. She was self taught, working initially in comparative 
isolation, in association with her family. In her choice of subject matter, 
she relied almost exclusively on her immediate surroundings and its 
people: first, the Strath Taieri region in Otago, and after 1902, Banks 
Peninsula in Canterbury. Unlike many of her contemporaries, includ­
ing her equally talented sisters whose early interest in photography 
soon lapsed, Buckland continued taking photographs. Eventually, she 
turned a stimulating pastime into an enterprising business which she 
ran from the township of Akaroa for twenty-five years. 

Jessie Buckland was born at the family property ofTumai, near 
Waikouaiti in East Otago, on 9 May, 1878. She was the sixth child of 
seven, and the third daughter of Caroline, born Fairbairn, and John 
Channing Buckland. In the early 1890s the Bucklands moved to Cen­
tral Otago to take up the leasehold of Taieri Lake Station near 
Middlemearch, where they remained until 1900. 7 

Although the Otago Central railway line had reached the town­
ship ofMiddlemarch in 1891 , the comparative isolation of their situ­
ation meant that the children of the family had to find their own amuse­
ments and to seek activities that they might not have chosen had they 
been living in a more closely settled community, with greater possi­
bility for more social interaction. It was in her early teens that Jessie 
took up photography, in the company of her siblings. 

The young Bucklands' first attempts were with a 'pin hole ' cam­
era which they purchased by mail order and made up for themselves. 8 
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Their aunt, Elizabeth Mary Hocken, a very accomplished woman 
who took an active role in the cultural life of Dunedin, was probably 
responsible for introducing her brother's children to photography.9 

As a practising photographer, she was well qualified to offer them 
both initial encouragement and technical advice. She may have pro­
vided them with their first working camera. 

During the 1890s the two families were very close, as indicated 
in the letters of her daughter, Gladys, who spent many holidays up 
country with her cousins. In her letters Gladys Hocken describes regu­
lar sorties with the camera out into the Central Otago countryside. 10 

She writes that all three sisters, Carrie, Susan and Jessie, as well as 
brother Harold, were actively involved in the taking and the process­
ing of photographs. Gladys writes that 'Susan is going to send you 
another photograph of "Corning through the Rye"' (Fig. 1), which 
suggests that although the photograph was her sister Jessie's idea and 
set up by her, images were not jealously guarded once taken, but 
worked on freely by other members of the family. 11 

This collective attitude towards the photographic process means 
there can be difficulties in assigning a particular photograph to an 
individual family member. The three extant albums of photographs 
from this period offer no clues.12 Unless a specific photograph was 
credited to one of them at the time of publication, it is not clear who 
was responsible for a particular photograph. As Naomi Rosenblum 
argues, this is one of the prime reasons why women's contribution to 
photography has so often been denied.13 

In setting up their photographs the Buckland sisters could draw 
on skills acquired through their study of drawing and watercolour 
painting; the intense observation required in sketching assisted them 
in photographic composition. Rosenblum explains that some previ­
ous training in the fine arts gave women an advantage when they 
took up photography, and was a natural development for those who 
already had an interest in the visual arts. 14 

Like other young women of their social background, the Buckland 
girls had received some art training. Examples of their work in the 
Hocken Library demonstrate that they were all technically proficient. 
In the early 1890s, probably prior to the family 's move to Central 
Otago, Susan Buckland received art lessons while attending a pri­
vate school in Dunedin. Her teacher was Fanny Wimperis who had 
trained in London and recently arrived in this country.15 Sisters Carrie 



44 • Vickie Hearnshaw 

Fig. 1: Coming through the Rye, c. 1897, Akaroa Museum, Akaroa. 
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and Jessie may also have taken lessons with Wimperis or another 
member of this artistic family. Their aunt, Bessie Hocken, was also a 
recognised artist and exhibited regularly with the Otago Art Society 
during this period. At the annual exhibition of 1893 Hocken submit­
ted a watercolour entitled 'On the Rock and Pillar Range' which sug­
gests that she had been staying with her brother and his family at 
Taieri Lake Station. 16 It is likely that the Buckland girls would have 
gone out with her, observing their aunt's methods. 

During the 1890s the advent of pictorial supplements in newspa­
pers such as the Otago Witness would have been an important influ­
ence on the Bucklands as photographers and the formulation of their 
ideas. For instance, Jessie Buckland demonstrates how she had as­
similated many of the pictorial devices of realism and adapted them 
to a local context in her photographs of this period. The expansive 
Central Otago landscape was well-suited to the type of anecdotal 
subject matter favoured by the realist school. Following a recognised 
pictorial formula, Jessie characteristically positions her figures stand­
ing close to the picture-plane, outlined against the rugged contours 
of the Rock and Pillar range, omnipresent in the background of her 
photographic studies. In 'Coming through the Rye' Jessie, as the man, 
and Ina Burnett, her friend and neighbour, as the woman, pause mo­
mentarily in a field of sun-ripened grain, before the craggy peaks. 

The activity of 'picture making' as opposed to 'picture taking' 
was an important part of the whole process, with much time spent in 
the planning stages of each photograph. An idea had to be thought 
up, then suitable costumes organised and poses rehearsed with all 
the camaraderie of an amateur theatrical performance. For the suc­
cessful outcome, Jessie was reliant on the co-operation of her family 
for technical assistance. In many cases, after setting up the scene, 
Jessie would have a 'helper', another member of the family, to re­
lease the button, as in 'Coming through the Rye' where Jessie was 
also a protagonist in the scene. 

Presumably it was Bessie Hocken who also encouraged the 
Buckland children to send examples of their photographic work for 
publication. Carrie, Jessie and Harold Buckland all submitted photo­
graphs to newspapers in New Zealand and Australia during the 1890s. 
Jessie Buckland's first success in the photographic competition run 
by the Melbourne bi-monthly paper, the Australasian, · came with the 
photograph entitled' Such a Big Basket' and 'We Have Caught Noth-
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ing' entered in the figure subject section in the latter part of 1895 . 
Buckland was awarded second place for her entry, with prize money 
of two guineas.17 

In this photograph Jessie on the left, with a fishing net, and her 
mother, Caroline, on the right, with an enormous cane basket, are 
both dressed presumably as fishwives who have not had a good catch. 
In this photograph Buckland followed the format she preferred for 
her narrative genre photographs, with one or two figures in the fore­
ground, set against a high horizon line, in this case the bank of the 
river where the two women stand. 

When the photograph was reproduced in the Australasian, it ap­
peared next to her aunt's submission of ' Mother's Treasure Box', which 
was awarded first prize in the san1e section. For Jessie, her sister 
Carrie and brother Harold, the prize money which they regularly re­
ceived from their photography must have been welcome pocket money. 

After her initial success, Jessie regularly submitted photographs 
to the Australasian and was frequently placed in their photographic 
competitions. However, she always used a pseudonym. Her nom-de­
plume for 'Such a Big Basket' and 'We Have Caught Nothing ' was P. 
Gay. Why Buckland should seek anonymity for her photographs at 
this stage is a puzzle. As an adult she always acknowledged her work; 
first by a capital 'B', then, after she turned professional, she used her 
initials and surname in full. 18 Perhaps she felt if it became known 
that she was still in her teens, her work might have been taken less 
seriously. 

Although Jessie Buckland exhibited such prodigious skill as a 
photographer, it was the teaching profession that she decided to enter 
as a career. From 1899-1902 she was engaged as a governess in the 
boarding house of the Otago Girls' High School in Dunedin, at an 
annual salary of £30, assisting students with their studies out of school 
hours and with gymnastics. 19 However, in June 1902, due to falling 
numbers in the boarding house, the school board decided that Jessie's 
services were no longer required. The principal, Allman Marchant, 
intervened on her behalf, urging the board to retain Jessie in some 
capacity but to no avail; her position was terminated. 20 

Nevertheless, the period in Dunedin was formative for Buckland, 
who seems already to have decided on a career rather than to enter 
into marriage. Marchant, a strong advocate for women, was an admi­
rable role model for Buckland. Jessie's father's involvement in poli-
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ties on a local and national level meant that there would have been 
lively debate in the home on issues of the day such as women's suf­
frage. 21 Jessie Buckland would have had the opportunity to explore 
and develop attitudes that may have led her to question the tradi­
tional roles for women ofhomemaking and mothering. 

It was during the four-year period at Otago Girls' that Buckland's 
father relinquished the lease on Taieri Lake Station. Following the 
safe return of brother Harold from the South African war in July 
1901 , her father took over the running of 1,000 acres offarmland in 
partnership with him on the western side of Akaroa harbour on the 
steep slopes of Mt Bossu above the settlement ofWainui.22 In May 
1902 her father also purchased an eleven-acre property known as 
'The Glen' on the other side of the harbour at Green Point, near the 
township of Akaroa. It was here that Jessie joined her parents and 
sister Carrie. The Glen remained her home until several months be­
fore she left Akaroa in early 1935. 

In Akaroa, Jessie resumed her interest in photography, which she 
appears to have neglected while in Dunedin. One room in the large 
twelve-roomed house at The Glen, known to the family as Jay's room, 
was set aside for Jessie and her photographic activities.23 Here, she 
did her developing and retouching in the early years in Akaroa and 
kept her library of books on photography. 

Her first images from the Akaroa period feature views taken from 
her home at The Glen. The view looking towards Akaroa township 
from the· extensive garden which ran down to the water's edge be­
came a favourite subject. In one of her first photographs taken after 
her arrival and possibly one of the last taken in the spring of 1934, 
she recorded the same scene. 'Sunrise, The Glen' , describes the early 
morning mists rising off the sea. In contrast to the strong outlines 
under the clear skies of the Central Otago landscape which she had 
formerly known, the soft air of the maritime climate is apparent in 
Buckland's work of this period. 

The monument at Green Point, erected in 1898 to mark the site 
where Captain Stanley of HMS. Britomart hoisted the Union Jack 
in 1840, claiming British sovereignty over the South Island, was also 
within the bounds of the property. The definite outline of the historic 
monument in the foreground of the composition, silhouetted against 
the softened forms in the background, became a recurrent motif in her 
work. One of the most impressive examples belongs to a series ofpho-
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tographs taken by Buckland during the five-day visit of HMS. New 
Zealand to Akaroa in May 1913, showing the warship at anchor 
shrouded by sea mist with the Green Point monument in the fore­
ground (Fig. 2). 

Buckland also sought out from an early date local activities of 
specific significance to Banks Peninsula, for instance, the harvest­
ing of the cocks foot for grass seed. Cocks foot seed was an important 
cash crop in the region at the turn of the century. Between 1904 and 
1906, she undertook a series of photographs depicting the cutting, 
harvesting, threshing and exporting of cocksfoot. Possibly the best 
known photograph in the series is the image of Fred Kegan 's bullock 
teams, with filled sacks of seed piled high on top of the wagons, 
slowly wending their way along the waterfront at Akaroa to the wharf 
in readiness for shipment (Fig. 3). 

This series of photographs was most probably used to support 
the display featuring each stage in the processing of cocksfoot for 
the Banks Peninsula Court at the International Exhibition held in 
Christchurch over the summer of 1906-1907. Buckland 's father, who 
was actively involved in local government until 1908, was a member 
of the committee responsible for the collection of photographic ma­
terial for the Banks Peninsula exhibit. 24 

Jessie Buckland also received recognition for her Akaroa photo­
graphs from the Department of Tourism in Wellington. Representa­
tives from the department visited Akaroa on at least two occasions, 
in 1906 and 1910. On each visit a selection of her photographs was 
purchased by the department for publicity purposes. Her photographs 
from this period were also selected for inclusion in the publication 
by James Cowan entitled Lovely Akaroa, the first of a number of 
publications to which Buckland contributed photographs during her 
Akaroa period. 25 

Buckland's first postcards of Akaroa and Peninsula scenes, later 
to become a lucrative part of her photography business, also date 
from this period. At some early stage she purchased a camera de­
signed specifically for this purpose by the Kodak Company, who also 
produced photographic paper of the required size to facilitate post­
card production. In many of these views we can see how Buckland 
adopted the popular contemporary practice of taking a second pho­
tograph using a yellow-absorbing filter which increased the blue and 
violet in the spectrum, which was then superimposed onto the origi-
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Fig. 2: H.M.S. New Zealand, 1973. Macmillan Brown Library, 
University of Canterbury, Christchurch. 

Fig. 3: Bullock Waggons (sic), Akaroa, 7906. Macmillan Brown 
Library, University of Canterbury, Christchurch. 
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nal image to enhance the cloud effects. This technique has been used 
in the view looking towards the township of Akaroa from The Glen, 
taken during the winter months of 1909. Winter, when the air is still, 
was her preferred season for view taking. 

From the beginning, Buckland took a business-like approach to 
the distribution of her postcards. Her nephew Dr Geoffrey Orbell 
recalled arriving as a small boy at the hotel at Hilltop on the way to 
Akaroa 'where [his aunt] had postcards for sale '. 26 Buckland also 
sold the rights to other publishers who reproduced her work under 
their names, notably, Isabel Ltd of Akaroa, Frank Duncan and Co. of 
Auckland, and Tanner Brothers of Wellington. In the late twenties 
and the early thirties she employed an English firm to produce a 
series of twelve scenes, some hand-coloured, which sold under her 
own name or under the name of her designated agent. These views, 
promoted on the presentation packet as ' real photographs for your 
snap shot album' and retailing for two shillings, proved very popular 
with locals and tourists alike. 

Despite these successes, Jessie Buckland was slow to realise that 
her talent with the camera could sustain a living. Akaroa was a town­
ship ofless than 600 inhabitants at the turn of the century. There was 
already an established photographic studio of T. E. Taylor and Co. 
ably serving the community. 

There were certainly other women photographers in New Zea­
land working in a professional capacity, but they usually worked in 
partnership with a spouse. Rosenblum's observations in this area are 
useful. She reminds us that photography was one pursuit where women 
were successful in business, and that the initial outlays were in fact 
minimal if the woman already had all the necessary equipment, which 
Buckland had. 27 

Prior to making her decision to tum professional, Buckland had 
been actively seeking some worthwhile occupation outside the con­
fines of the family home. Following the family's arrival in Akaroa, 
her sister Carrie had been operating her own small private school, 
before she was required to relinquish this position to take over the 
day-to-day running of the family property for her mother and ailing 
father. A notice in the Akaroa Mail in February 1906 announcing 
that Jessie Buckland intended holding classes for elementary stu­
dents in English, French, calisthenics and drawing leads us to be­
lieve that Jessie wished to continue her sister's small school. 28 How-
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ever, this did not come to pass. 
During these early years inAkaroa Jessie continued to send pho­

tographs to competitions in newspapers and journals. In April 1907, 
she won overall first prize in the photographic competition run by 
the Auckland (Herald) Weekly. For this competition entrants had to 
submit six photographs that had not been previously published. 
Buckland's entry included photographs of the cocksfoot seed har­
vesting, among them the photograph of Kegan 's bullock wagons re­
produced in the Weekly on 23 May 1907, with the caption: 'The pa­
tient bullock team: Produce waggons [sic] ready for the road at 
Akaroa, South Island•. 29 This public acknowledgement may have been 
the recognition that she needed to start out on her own account as a 
professional photographer, for in the following weeks she announced 
in the public notices of the Akaroa Mail her intention to open a pho­
tographic studio in Akaroa. 30 

Buckland's Akaroa studio was located on Beach Road in a brick 
building back from the street, which she rented from Alex Munro 
who ran the shoe store at the front. She used his shop window to 
showcase her most recent work.31 In a carefully composed study of 
Buckland dating from this period, we glimpse her standing at the 
open window of her studio, a handsome woman, one who commands 
our attention (Fig. 4). She holds a wooden plateholder in her right 
hand as an attribute of her chosen profession. In her dress she reveals 
her preference was for the less restrictive code adopted by the pro­
gressive woman of the period. Older Akaroa residents' most frequent 
memory of Buckland is of her cycling to and from her home to the 
studio, an image consistent with the 'new woman' of the turn of the 
century. 32 

Buckland's Beach Road studio was quite small. The original en­
try to the studio was converted into a small reception area with a 
darkroom partitioned off at one side.33 Initially, Buckland not only 
undertook work by appointment, but also took in films from the pub­
lic for processing, a service she continued to offer for many years. 
She employed an assistant to carry out the more routine work of the 
business, such as the developing and processing of films, retouching 
and assisting her when out on assignment. Lucy Youngman, whose 
father was the Akaroa postmaster from 1911 to 1921, was one who 
ably filled this position for some years. 34 

For youngsters coming to have their photographs taken the stu-
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Fig. 4: Jessie Buckland at the window of her Akaroa studio, 
c. 1907. Macmillan Brown Library, University of Canterbury, 
Christchurch. 

dio was like 'a magic cave' , with all the mystery of the camera, black 
hood and flash combined.35 At first Jessie used a 1/2 plate camera 
which exposed by the simple removal and replacement of the lens 
cap. Later she acquired a whole plate camera with a rubber pressure 
bulb to release the shutter.36 In the studio, she had a selection of toys 
and other objects to capture the attention of the younger sitter while 
the photograph was taken. 

In venturing into portraiture Buckland was following a recog­
nised path for women photographers. It was generally agreed at the 
time, Rosenblum tells us, that women photographers were equipped 
with the right sensibilities to take photographs of mothers with chil­
dren or children alone. 37 They were felt to be naturally more in tune 
with these subjects than their male counterparts, who were consid­
ered to have a more mechanical approach to their portrait-taking. 

Certainly some of Buckland 's photographs of youngsters re­
veal an empathy with her sitters. One of her early studio portraits 
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Fig. 5: Louise and Iris Kearney, 1912. Macmillan Brown 
Library, University of Canterbury, Christchurch. 

was of Louise and Iris Kearney, aged three and four (Fig. 5). In this 
study Buckland posed the two sisters against the framework of a 
colonial-style chair back which their small hands entwined. In the 
portrait of young Alymer Newton dating from the early twenties, 
she again captured the innocence of childhood. In this particular 
photograph the little girl is shown looking down, absorbed in tink­
ering with the workings of a wind-up clock that has been placed in 
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her hands. During this period Buckland introduced to her portrait 
studies the technique known as vignetting, achieved by using a black 
filter at the time of processing to effect a white outline round the 
margins of the photograph - an artful device to draw attention to the 
subject. 

Buckland did not confine her studio portraits to small children, 
although they may have been a large part of her business. She took 
photographs of groups for the school and Sunday school as well as 
the occasional wedding. One of the more memorable early group 
portraits was the study of three well-known old identities dating from 
1912, published in the Weekly Press under the title, 'Three Sturdy 
Pioneers of Banks Peninsula'. 38 In this photograph she poses the eld­
erly gentlemen in pensive mood, close to the picture plane. The pho­
tograph is reliant for its impact on the contrast of the dark cloth of 
their suiting with their faces, collars and cuffs, reminiscent of the 
Dutch masters. It was one of several portrait studies Buckland sub­
mitted to the pictorial supplements of the two Christchurch weekly 
papers during this period. 

An area where women photographers were less to the forefront 
in the first years of the century was documentary and news photog­
raphy. It was seen as a specialised discipline and photographers in­
volved in this type of work were usually in the direct employ of the 
newspaper for which they worked. Jessie Buckland, working free­
lance, used her camera to document and report on local events for 
more than thirty years on the Peninsula. 

One of the most famous incidents which she was to record was 
the arrival of the Terra Nova in Akaroa harbour in April 1912, after 
two years in the Antarctic. It had been secretly arranged before the 
ship sailed to the South Pole that it would make Akaroa its first port 
of call on its return. It was from this location that Lieutenant Pennell 
wired London with news of the fate of Captain Scott and his men. In 
Buckland's photograph of the Terra Nova we see it alongside the ship 
Hammonds Launch which normally ran a ferry service to the settle­
ments across the harbour. This image was subsequently published in 
the pictorial section of the Auckland Weekly News and reproduced in 
postcard form. 39 

Over the years, Buckland was on hand to record other notable 
events, such as the opening of the wharf at Takamatua (1910), the 
opening of the swimming baths (1914), the opening of the post 
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office (1915) , the official visit of General Pau (1918) , the Armi­
stice day celebrations ( 1918), the peace celebrations ( 1919) and 
the opening of the war memorial (1924). 

In the early 1920s Buckland purchased a panoramic camera. It 
was a camera ideally suited to her and one that she had quietly han­
kered after. She had an initial trial with a borrowed camera in 1903, 
but resisted buying, presumably due to cost.40 Prior to her purchase, 
Buckland had already experimented with the concept of a panoramic 
view by overlapping a series of photographs to produce this effect. 
One of her most popular images was a series of three joined photo­
graphs of Akaroa township, the harbour and surrounding hills of 1913 
and reprinted in 1928. She also used this idea in a series of postcards, 
where two postcards can be placed together to form a panoramic 
view, for example the beach at Akaroa and the adjoining swimming 
baths taken in 1914. 

The panoramic camera provided Buckland with a new facility 
which she used with characteristic success. One of her first photo­
graphs taken with the camera was of the view from the hill up behind 
her home at The Glen on 7 August 1921 . A sudden winter storm the 
previous day had brought snow down to sea level. Buckland went out 
after the weather had cleared to capture this unusual occurrence. The 
inclusion of the walking sticks in the composition provides human 
interest to the scene and a sense of scale. This snow scene was printed 
in a variety of ways, without a caption, with a caption and a special 
version with hand-painted highlights. 

In 1923 Buckland bought a Morris Cowley coupe. A woman driv­
ing a motor car in those days was fairly unusual, but that she had the 
means to purchase one herself was very unusual and suggests the 
sound state of her photographic business at this period.41 

One of her most successful panoramic photographs was of a fam­
ily enjoying a picnic on the beach at Wainui (Fig. 6). Here, Buckland 
captured the relaxed mood and conviviality of the scene, something 
which was almost impossible with earlier cameras because of the 
necessary longer exposure times. This photograph was to be one of a 
pair, with another scene of boys playing by a beached boat. Together, 
the photographs provide an expansive view of the beach looking out 
towards the Akaroa Heads. 

From the 1920s Buckland used her panoramic camera on many 
occasions to document events in the town, such as the opening of the 



Fig. 6: Picnic at Wainui, Banks Peninsula, 1920s. Macmillan Brown Library, University of Canterbury, 
Christchurch. 
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war memorial in March 1924, an event in which the whole commu­
nity participated. To capture the occasion from various standpoints, 
she set up a number of cameras. In one of the panoramic views, her 
assistant has caught Buckland poised behind her camera about to 
take a shot of the ceremony taking place in front of her. 

One of Buckland 's best-known images, 'Home in the Evening' , 
also dates from the mid-twenties (Fig. 7). In this photograph, Buckland 
captures the reunion of the Newton family at the close of day. Mother 
and daughter have come up to the may tree paddock at the top of 
Alymer's Valley, high above the small township, to greet the father 
on horseback, returning after a day's work on the farm. He has lifted 
his young daughter up onto the saddle in front of him. Together the 
family pauses in the golden light of evening to survey the beauty of 
their surroundings. 

This particular photograph found its way onto the walls of many 
homes in Akaroa. In its subject matter Buckland returns to the nar­
rative genre themes of the 1890s, which relied to some extent on 
anecdote or sentiment for their attraction. A close-up view of the 
same scene entitled ' Riding Home with Daddy' was published in 
the Christmas issue of the Auckland Weekly News in 1924, with 
three other Akaroa scenes including 'On the Road Near Akaroa', a 
droving scene.42 Again, in this photograph, she returns to pastoral 
themes that she had first explored as a girl at Taieri Lake Station. 
Subsequently the photograph of 'On the Road Near Akaroa' was 
published in an information booklet on Akaroa under the title 'The 
Golden Fleece'. 43 

After the initial collaboration with James Cowan in the early 
1900s, Buckland contributed photographs to a number of publica­
tions relating to the promotion of Akaroa and Banks Peninsula. Au­
thor and poet Blanche Baughan approached her to supply photographs 
for her book Akaroa which was first published in 1919 and was re­
printed in Glimpses of New Zealand Scenery in 1922.44 In this publi­
cation Buckland included Akaroa scenes and rather incongruously, 
an occasional scene taken during her years at Taieri Lake Station, 
including the Central Otago photograph 'Why the Mail Bag was 
Late?' .45 This was not an isolated occurrence, for throughout the 
Akaroa period Buckland reprinted photographs from the earlier pe­
riod, sometimes assigning new titles to them. For example, the pho­
tograph entitled 'Coming through the Rye' was reprinted in postcard 
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Fig. 7: Home in the Evening, 1924. Macmillan Brown Library, University of Canterbury, Christchurch. 
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format as 'Coming through the Rye, Akaroa'; the pastoral scene of 
sheep being driven through an open gate, formerly known as 'Evening, 
June', when reprinted was issued as 'Sunset'. 

After the death of her sister Carrie in 1930, Buckland gradually 
wound down her photographic business so that she could devote her­
self to the care of her elderly mother. In this she was assisted by her 
friend Margaret Mackenzie who came to The Glen as a live-in com­
panion for the next four years. Following her mother's death in April 
1934, there was little to hold Buckland in Akaroa. After settling her 
mother's estate and concluding her own business affairs, she left 
Akaroa in January 1935, for a long-awaited trip to Great Britain with 
Margaret Mackenzie.46 Buckland's extended visit to Britain has yet 
to be documented. To date, not even one photograph from these years 
has come to light. In March 1939, Buckland was diagnosed as suffer­
ing from cancer and received treatment at a hospital in London.47 

She secured a passage to New Zealand on the Tamaroa, embarking 
on 8 May and she died during the voyage on 8 June.48 In accordance 
with her expressed wishes, she was buried at sea.49 

Jessie Buckland was a photographer for more than forty years. 
Photography brought her personal fulfilment and security. Celebrat­
ing Buckland's life and work and her contribution to our artistic and 
cultural heritage serves to highlight Rosenblum's case for the recog­
nition of woman photographers and their work within the context of 
the overall development of the history of photography. 

Vickie Hearnshaw studied art history at the University of Can­
terbury and now works as a freelance researcher. Her interest in docu­
menting the lives and work of New Zealand photographers, particu­
larly those from the Canterbury region, has come as a result of her 
association with the Macmillan Brown Library from 1990 as part­
time curator of photographs. Since that date she has published a 
number of articles on Canterbury photographers represented in this 
collection and curated several exhibitions for the library. Presently, 
she is actively seeking to enlarge the historic photographs collec­
tion, especially photographs taken by women. 
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Poetry 

Lover's Invitation to Dinner 

In our doorway sits a prickly insect. 

Mantis poised, arms pressed in 
prayerful longing. 
Long hooked claws tucked under 
drooling jaws. 

Eyes red-beaded by bloodlust 
twist as triangular head angles 
after the insect movement of its 
timid creeping prey. 

This time it is the lover who comes. 
Succumbing to a risky temptation 
he caresses her tasty foreleg . 
Softens her. 
Strokes her into submission. 

Deed done, off he strides. 

But brutal femininity ambles after 
and bites off his satisfied head. 
Annoyed by the softened sexual 
ritual she refuses to ignore the 
crisp invitation to dinner. 

METAASSINK 

Women 's Studies Journal vol. 13, no. 1 Autumn 1997 



64 • Meta Assink 

Insects (And How They Relate to Women) 

The rhythmic chirrup of crickets 
accompanies ine through this night. 

Now, keeping me awake, they annoy me. 
Now, lullaby-like, they soothe me. 

Remember those mornings in childhood? 

Pulling tough plastic covers off the sandpit. 
Standing startled listening to the rustle and clatter 

of small brittle bodies each seeking to evade 
the light. A creeping mass of waving insect legs 

as they scrambled in hopping haste over one another. 

Remember also, 

A boy who bit the heads off cicadas 
with a sickening crunching-munching sound. 

He said he thought it made him a man. 

Another who tore dragonfly wings from struggling bodies 
and scattered them like cellophane wrappers in the stream. 

He said he thought it made him a man. 

Yet another ripped the limbs from startled grasshoppers 
leaving dismembered emerald legs in the green. 

He said he thought it made him a man. 

The sun rises, birds stir, a lone cricket offers 
a cricket's lament for some of the things that 
some men do to women which are, likewise, 

cruel and inhuman boys' games. 

Meta Ass ink is a student at the University of Auckland 



'Sameness' and Suckling: 
Infant Feeding, Feminism, and a Changing 
Labour Market 

JUDITH GALTRY 

Feminism has always had some difficulty with biology. On the one hand, 
feminism was founded on the rejection of the idea that the positions 
accorded to women and men in current society are the inevitable result 
of biological differences between the sexes. On the other hand, femi­
nism had to recognize that there are such differences and that they must 
have some effects. 1 

Parental leave policies have long been the subject of debate in 
New Zealand, particularly since the mid 1970s. Initially, the debates 
were seen to fall within the realm of 'women's issues', but lobbying, 
mainly by women's groups, meant that the subject of leave around 
the birth of a child came to be increasingly perceived as a labour 
market concern. Embedded in these debates, however, are some com­
plex and fundamental issues concerning the reconciliation of wom­
en's reproductive biology with the goal of gender equality in the 
market-place. The complexities of these issues are emphasised when 
the subject of breastfeeding is brought into the analysis.2 

In New Zealand, although some reference has been made in dis­
cussions about the development of labour market policy to the need 
for women to recover following childbirth, breastfeeding has not sig­
nificantly featured, especially in recent years. In this paper, I exam­
ine the possible reasons behind the exclusion of breastfeeding as a 
subject for explicit feminist analysis within these debates. I then go 
on to argue that this exclusion, although understandable within the 
context of developing more gender-inclusive parental leave and fam­
ily-friendly workplace policies, may have had the dual effect of as­
sisting some groups of women to achieve equality with men in the 
market-place while, inadvertently, failing to address the needs of an­
other group in terms of 'choice' over infant feeding. Recent labour 
market changes, in particular, the increasing numbers of women in 
paid employment who have infants, along with a developing body of 
biomedical research on the benefits of breastfeeding have brought 
this problem into focus. 

Women's Studies Journal vol. 13, no. 1 Autumn 1997 
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THE COSTS OF 'DIFFERENCE' IN THE LABOUR MARKET 
An extensive body of literature makes the point that any devia­

tion from the traditional male work cycle is costly in labour market 
terms.3 Thus, within discussions concerning the development of la­
bour market policy, there has sometimes been a well-justified fear of 
calling attention to women's reproductive biology. To do so threatens 
to raise the twin spectres of essentialism and biological determinism, 
or the notions that women and men have uniquely different natures 
which are biologically derived and, therefore, justify particular roles, 
responsibilities, and positions in society. Breastfeeding, in particu­
lar, has traditionally served as a powerful, and often convenient, ra­
tionale legitimising a gendered division of labour which assigns 
women the primary responsibility for child rearing. 4 

While pregnancy, like breastfeeding, constitutes a potent and vis­
ible sign of sex-specific 'difference' or ' otherness ' in the market­
place , unlike the latter it is inevitable for most women in the process 
of metamorphosis to motherhood. 5 In contrast, breastfeeding repre­
sents a female reproductive process which is, in most instances, no 
longer necessary to infant survival, at least within industrialised na­
tions. Accordingly, breastfeeding can be more conveniently located 
within a discourse emphasising individual choice over infant feeding 
decisions. This emphasis on individual choice, which also reflects an 
understandable desire to avoid the prescriptive pitfalls which have 
historically marred the issue of infant feeding, has contributed to the 
marginalisation of breastfeeding within feminist debates concerning 
the development of labour market policy in recent years.6 I will re­
turn later to the implications for various groups of women of this 
increasingly powerful discourse of individual choice in relation to 
infant feeding. 

In order to more fully understand the marginalisation of infant 
feeding issues within the development of labour market policy, it is 
necessary to briefly outline and contextualise the development of 
female-specific labour legislation in this country. 

AN HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF PROTECTIVE LABOUR LEGISLATION 
The late nineteenth and early twentieth century saw the enact­

ment in New Zealand, as in many other Western nations, of legisla­
tion aimed at protecting women employees from adverse working 
conditions, including long hours of work. In 1873 , the New Zealand 
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Employment of Females Act limited the hours women could work in 
factories to eight per day. Over a century later, as recently as the 
1970s, there were reported instances of women being dismissed by 
their employers on becoming pregnant and even, in some industries, 
on marriage. 7 

Female reproductive biology has traditionally served as the ex­
plicit rationale for these protective labour laws restricting women's 
involvement in paid work. In general, it was believed that women 
needed such legislation in order 'to safeguard their health as future 
mothers'. 8 In an overview of protective legislation enacted in Eu­
rope, the United States, and Australia between 1880-1920, Alice 
Kessler-Harris, Jane Lewis and Ulla Wikander claim that it is com­
monly agreed that a discourse of matemalism underlay such policy­
in most instances, the emphasis was on women's presumed maternal 
role rather than on their right and, often, their economic need to be in 
paid work. 9 Invoking the issues of both declining fertility rates and 
high infant mortality rates, these matemalist discourses, promulgated 
at times by women reformers and conservatives alike, stressed the 
need for 'protection' for women workers of childbearing age, but 
placed the emphasis on protection from paid employment as opposed 
to protection of it. 

Nowadays, as Kessler-Harris et al observe, accounts of the his­
tory of labour legislation often express ambivalence about the 
maternalist creed which inspired such 'protective' laws. Neverthe­
less, in real welfare terms, many women and their offspring did, in 
fact, benefit from such reforms. Hand-in-hand with these benefits, 
however, was the tendency for women's interests to be perceived as 
'in opposition to those of their children and thus to insist that women 
subordinate their own interests to some greater good'. 10 This 
matemalist discourse, embracing not only pregnancy and childbirth 
but also breastfeeding and often motherhood in general, has some­
times served to legitimise a compulsory period ofleave ( often with­
out wage replacement) or even dismissal from paid employment 
for women workers. 

With the benefit of hindsight, then, recent feminist accounts have 
demonstrated the way in which much sex-specific labour legislation, 
although at times well-intentioned, served in effect to undermine the 
interests of many women workers, justifying their exclusion from 
the workforce and their low pay and status within a sex-segregated 
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occupational hierarchy. 11 As a result, feminist policy makers and those 
organisations lobbying for workplace improvements for women have 
tended to view any allusion to female reproductive biology within 
the context of developing labour market policy with well-justified 
susp1c10n. 

In an international overview of demography and public policies 
potentially supportive of gender equality, Alena Heidinger maintains 
that, despite the somewhat tarnished history of labour legislation 
aimed specifically at women, there is a need to differentiate between 
two types of protective measures. 12 These include those 'based upon 
historically specific (and outmoded) views about women's capabili­
ties and appropriate roles in society, and those aimed at protecting 
women's reproductive and maternal functions'. 13 Heidinger contends 
that although the former rationale is highly dubious, protective legis­
lation aimed at ensuring 'reproductive and foetal health', despite pre­
senting some difficult and complex challenges for the formulation of 
public policy, is sometimes necessary. 14 One of the challenges for 
public policy, according to Heidinger, is how to reconcile these health 
considerations with the goal of equal employment opportunity. In 
this paper, I argue that this analysis needs to be extended to include 
breastfeeding and its intersection with women's participation in the 
labour market. 

ISSUES OF EQUALITY AND DIFFERENCE IN PARENTAL LEAVE DEBATES 
IN NEW ZEALAND, 1970 - 1990: The feminist input 

Lucinda Finley, in an analysis of the American workplace, stresses 
the need to distinguish between 'old-style' protective labour laws, 
characteristic oflate last century and early this century, which served 
to constrain or exclude women from paid employment, and labour 
legislation which is inclusive in its effect on women's labour market 
involvement. Using the specific example of maternity leave with 
guaranteed job protection, Finley contends that although this provi­
sion represents a form of sex-specific protective legislation, it is nev­
ertheless 'designed to foster the inclusion of women'. 15 

In New Zealand, it was not until 1948 that some form of job­
protected maternity leave was introduced, despite the fact that the 
International Labour Organisation had established its maternity con­
vention as early as 1919. 16 Even then, it covered only maternity leave 
within the public service. Over thirty years would pass before statu-
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tory leave was extended to private sector employees. 17 During the 
1970s, a decade in which there was a dramatic resurgence of interest 
in feminist issues, various organisations and committees submitted 
recommendations calling for some period of maternity, and often 
paternity, leave. 18 

In late 1979 the National Government introduced the Maternity 
Leave and Employment Protection Bill. The proposed legislation 
sought to enable women to take 26 weeks of leave around the birth 
and/or adoption of a child while ensuring job protection. Just under 
half of the 70 or so submissions to the select committee considering 
the Bill were from women's organisations or other groups with pre­
dominantly female membership.19 It is important to note, however, 
that many of those groups who prepared submissions may not, at that 
stage, have had well formulated policies on parental leave. More­
over, the viewpoints expressed may not necessarily have been fully 
endorsed by the organisation concerned. These submissions repre­
sent, nevertheless, a public record and can be taken as indicative, to 
some extent, of the particular organisation's thinking at that time. 

In general, the introduction of this Bill was welcomed by wom­
en's organisations. The proposed legislation was seen to represent a 
first step towards enabling women to reconcile labour market and 
family responsibilities. It was, however, the focus of much conten­
tion. For many, this related primarily to the fact that, within the terms 
of this draft legislation, there continued to be a very obvious uphold­
ing of differences between the responsibilities of women and men 
with regard to both paid work and child rearing. In particular, as indi­
cated by its title, leave for infant care was seen to be relevant only to 
mothers. Highlighting the ambivalence of many feminists towards 
this Bill, were the great number of submissions which argued for 
some additional provision for parental and/or paternity leave. Some 
groups also invoked the need for leave payment. 

Not surprisingly, the goal of most of these groups was legislation 
potentially supportive of gender equality in both family and workplace. 
It was recognised that fundamental to this goal was the need not only 
to preserve and enhance women's employment paths but also to en­
able and encourage men to take a more active role in child rearing. It 
was foreseen that if, as proposed, such legislation was to apply solely 
to mothers, there would not only be reinforcement for inequitable 
patterns of unpaid work within the household but, within the market-
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place, employers would also be more likely to discriminate against 
female employees by not hiring those of childbearing age. 

Given the particular political context and the mainstream femi­
nist goal of more gender-inclusive leave legislation, it is not surpris­
ing that the majority of submissions failed to mention the subject of 
breastfeeding. Possibly, there was some recognition that to draw at­
tention to this sex-specific practice might, in fact, prove deleterious 
to the desired outcome. Strategically, there was little point invoking 
it as a specific issue. The proposed legislation would, in any event, 
potentially enable those women in paid work who were both eligible 
for, and could afford to take, leave to breastfeed if they so wished. 

What is perhaps surprising is that several women's organisations 
did raise the subject of breastfeeding, although, in most instances, 
indirectly. 20 The difficulties posed by this issue in the particular con­
text of debate are highlighted in the Labour Women's Council's men­
tion of breastfeeding in, ironically perhaps, its call for the provision 
of paternity leave: 

The Bill makes the sexist assumption that the care of a young child is the 
sole responsibility of its mother, even in the case of adoption where the 
woman is unlikely to be breastfeeding the child ... The Bill is guilty of 
discriminatory practice in that it neither provides paternity leave as of 
right, nor extends maternity leave to parental leave where appropriate. 21 

This may be read as meaning that the one exception to the sex-
ism of assuming that the care of a young child is the sole responsibil­
ity of its mother is during the breastfeeding period. Similarly, the 
Wairarapa branch of the Women's Electoral Lobby, in calling for more 
gender-inclusive legislation, argued that: 

In our knowledge and experience we can see no justification for mak­
ing provision for the adoptive mother and the non-lactating mother which 
is not available to fathers. We know that men are quite capable of per­
forming the tasks necessary to care for small babies.22 

Again, the breastfeeding mother is held to be an exception to the 
principle of gender-neutral child rearing. Notably, where breastfeeding 
is invoked directly it is as a major rationale for extending the dura­
tion of maternity leave from the proposed 26 weeks to 52 weeks: 

Many women prefer to continue breast-feeding for 9 months, and this is 
medically favoured if possible where there is a history of allergies such 
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as asthma etc. 2J 

Citing breastfeeding in order to justify a longer period of mater­
nity leave, however, could potentially undermine the broader goal of 
more gender-neutral legislation. The submission of the National Coun­
cil of Women points out, yet again, the problems associated with a 
focus on legislation aimed only at mothers: 

The Bill confines itself to maternity leave only. We would have wel­
comed some recognition of the role of the father ... Several of our 
Branches have favoured paternity leave, in the interests of equality in 
both the home and employment situations. If the Bill were to deal ex­
clusively with maternity leave, this could be discriminatory and could 
operate against women's employment prospects in the first instance. 
There was also the possibility of the loss of the mother in childbirth, or 
protracted recovery following the confinement due to either physical or 
mental impairment. The Minister in his introductory speech mentioned 
the establishing of the mother-child bond. In cases such as the above 
the granting of paternity leave would ensure that this important bond­
ing can still obtain. 24 

Some submissions called for a combination of provisions includ­
ing gender-specific leaves, that is, maternity and paternity leave, as 
well as an extended period of gender-neutral parental leave. At times, 
the need for maternity leave appeared to be located within a disabil­
ity framework. For instance, the Auckland branch of the National 
Organisation for Women, while arguing for all three provisions, posed 
the need for maternity leave specifically to 'cover the birth period, 
adequate recovery time ( 4-6 weeks), any pre-natal ill-health, any post­
natal ill-health or complications' .25 

Stressing the need for leave legislation which would enable par­
ents to share equally in child rearing, this submission construes the 
period following childbirth primarily in terms of the time required 
for post-birth recovery and any potential ill-health or complications. 
This reference to ill-health and complications potentially invokes 
disability, thereby minimising notions of 'difference' which the sex­
specific process of breastfeeding so starkly highlights. Recourse to a 
disability discourse within the context of calling for more gender­
inclusive legislation may be construed as an attempt to emphasise 
'sameness'; or, the need to accommodate women's biological proc­
esses within, or partially within, a conceptual framework which cov-
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ers those conditions potentially experienced by men as well as 
women. 26 While the attainment of 'sameness' with the dominant group 
is commonly seen as synonymous with, or a prerequisite to, the at­
tainment of equality, the previously mentioned example appears to 
represent a qualified attempt at 'sameness' . It is invoked, not within 
a strictly gender-neutral framework but, rather, within the context of 
citing the need for some provision for gender-specific maternity leave 
as well as gender-neutral parental leave. The American situation, 
whereby federal family and medical leave legislation has been de­
signed to be explicitly gender neutral, at least in terminology, if not 
in practice,27 provides an interesting contrast.28 

Attaching maternal embodiment to a discourse of disability, how­
ever, has its costs. Heidinger, for instance, notes that the ' language 
of disability assigns pregnancy a negative value '. 29 This analysis can 
be extended to include not only childbirth and postbirth recovery but 
also breastfeeding. According to Wendy Chavkin, 'A model based on 
the male as the norm offers an equality of form only; it does not take 
into account the physical and social realities of women 's lives '. 30 

There also appears to be some allusion to disability contained 
within the submission of the Hawke 's Bay branch of the Women's 
Electoral Lobby. However, this submission, which calls for a combi­
nation of maternity leave, parental leave, and paternity leave, as well 
as an additional extended period of childcare leave, simultaneously 
registers the need for a longer duration of maternity leave, partly on 
the basis of breastfeeding: 

We consider that a mother and child need up to twelve months together 
in order to develop a lasting and stable relationship, and to enable a 
reasonable period of breastfeeding, the benefits of which are widely 
acknowledged. A loving and close relationship between parent and child 
has already been proven necessary for a baby to thrive and develop both 
physically and mentally. Deprivation of a parent 's constant care in the 
first year is as detrimental as malnutrition.31 

The shifting ofreferent from 'mother' to 'parent ' in this submis­
sion seemingly represents an attempt to reconcile the need for leave 
provisions potentially supportive of breastfeeding with those accom­
modating of gender-neutral child rearing practices. In contrast, the 
Blenheim branch of the National Organisation for Women, in their 
support for gender-neutral legislation, endeavoured to reduce as much 
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as possible any conception of 'difference' between women and men: 

Conjoint with this proposal is the necessity of removing the word fe­
male through the Bill. Females only become pregnant and therefore it is 
they who have leave before birth. Care after birth can be given by either 
parent, if desired. The word female and use of the feminine gender be­
comes redundant when this concept is accepted.32 

Even at what appears to be the 'purely' biological level, this sub­
mission explicitly accepts only the need for women to take leave be­
fore, and obviously during, birth. 

These submissions throw into relief the feminist dilemma con­
cerning the wisdom of drawing attention to female reproductive bi­
ology, particularly within the employment arena. Although sharing 
the overriding goal of legislation which would both support 
childbearing and the early period of child rearing and ensure em­
ployment protection, these submissions exhibit varying degrees of 
ambivalence regarding the issue of breastfeeding. 33 

Despite the extensive calls for gender-neutral legislation, includ­
ing those from the Labour Opposition and the National government's 
own member for Waipa, Marilyn Waring, the Maternity Leave and 
Employment Protection Bill was enacted in 1980. A minimum code 
for maternity leave was established, but there were no provisions for 
leave for the father of a child or, for that matter, other partners or 
family members. 

BREASTFEEDING AND THE PARENTAL LEAVE AND EMPLOYMENT 
PROTECTION BILL 

Despite the introduction of a Labour government in 1984, it was 
not until late 1986 that the Parental Leave and Employment Protec­
tion Bill was introduced. The most significant feature of this pro­
posed legislation was the expansion of leave provisions to include 
fathers . However, it also proposed extending the period ofleave enti­
tlement from six months to a year. This Bill was clearly less conten­
tious than its predecessor, receiving only 16 written submissions, of 
which 60 per cent supported the proposed legislation but wanted pro­
visions further liberalised. For those in favour of the legislation, three 
key issues emerged: eligibility to take leave, flexibility in its use, and 
payment. 

There were six submissions from women's organisations to the 
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labour select committee considering the Bill and, as in 1980, several 
from other groups with a high female membership, including the 
Nurses' Association, the Clerical Workers ' Association, and the Ho­
tel Workers' Association. These organisations were generally in fa­
vour of the introduction of 12 months parental leave which would 
apply to both parents within heterosexual families equally, although 
several submissions also raised the need for a more inclusive defini­
tion of family to include lesbian, gay, and extended families . Not 
surprisingly, perhaps, given the desired legislative outcome, the sub­
ject of breastfeeding lay dormant. It was, however, cited by both the 
Federation of Labour and the then Combined State Unions. As in its 
1980 submission, the F. 0 . L. upheld the recommendations of the 
International Labour Organisation, in particular the maternity pro­
tection convention established in 1919 and revised in 19 5 2, and raised 
the need for breastfeeding breaks in the workplace.34 Echoing this 
recommendation, the C. S. U. speculated that the lack of breastfeeding 
breaks in the workplace was probably one of the reasons why many 
mothers did not return to paid work following the 26 weeks leave 
entitlement. 35 In commenting on the Bill and its submissions, the 
Department of Labour claimed, however, that ' unless childcare is 
available at or near the place of work, there is little point in providing 
breastfeeding breaks. In most cases in New Zealand, childcare is not 
provided at the workplace' . 36 

In 1987 the Parental Leave and Employment Protection Bill was 
enacted. Despite the extended parental leave provision which treats 
parents equally, some notion of' difference' between women and men 
continues to be upheld in this Act. This is evident in the provision of 
separate leaves for parents around the time of childbirth, with women 
having access to a considerably longer leave period. 

CURRENT DISCUSSIONS ON PARENTAL LEAVE AND 'FAMILY-FRIENDLY' 
WORKPLACE POLICIES: The positioning of breastfeeding 

In the 1990s parental leave is no longer perceived primarily as a 
'women's issue '. Instead, discussions generally occur within an in­
dustrial relations and labour market framework. 37 Within this frame­
work, in 1995 the Ministry ofWomen's Affairs published a compara­
tive analysis of the parental leave policies of five countries including 
New Zealand.38 Although this report states that one of the policy ob­
jectives of parental leave schemes is health protection for mothers 
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and children, no mention is made of breastfeeding. This omission is 
understandable, reflecting the international literature on parental leave 
which generally makes little or no mention of breastfeeding, a major 
exception being within the Swedish policy context. 

Later in the same year, the Equal Employment Opportunities 
Trust, in conjunction with the Ministry of Women's Affairs, the Em­
ployers' Federation, and Telecom, published a report entitled Work & 
Family Directions: What New Zealand Champions are Doing.w It 
describes the family-friendly provisions, including parental leave 
measures, instituted by various national workplaces. The centrepiece 
of this publication's front cover depicts a woman walking a tightrope. 
In her right hand, she balances a baby's bottle and a briefcase. The 
obvious deduction is that she is both a mother and a 'career woman'. 
On the periphery are several smaller figures, including what appears 
to be a man in a suit, also carrying a briefcase and treading a tight­
rope. 

This imagery is significant. It captures the fact that paid work 
has increasingly become a reality for many women with children under 
one year of age.40 However, it embodies, perhaps unwittingly, some 
complex and disturbing implications.41 In the social and economic 
landscape of the occupational elite, both briefcase and baby bottle 
appear to be potent symbols of gender equality, albeit of the 
assimilationist kind. Both accoutrements are deliberately and self­
consciously gender-neutral, equally employable by both partners 
within heterosexual families, or at least the dual-career version. 

Despite the way in which these twin symbols interactively con­
note gender equality - suggesting that men, and indeed other part­
ners and farnily/whanau, can share child rearing, thereby enabling 
women to compete on equal terms in the market-place - this depic­
tion does not reflect the reality of most women's lives. Not only, ac­
cording to labour market data, are there far fewer women than men in 
those jobs where briefcases are commonplace, there is also little evi­
dence that when babies are bottle fed, whether on infant formula or 
expressed breastrnilk, men share equally in feeding them. 42 In any 
event, it is the woman who balances both bottle and briefcase, or, 
more precisely, the responsibility for paid and unpaid work; the man, 
clearly less central to the overall image, sports only a briefcase. 

Although accurate in depicting many women's double burden of 
paid and unpaid work and at the same time optimistically evocative 
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of equality, at least of opportunity, between middle-class women and 
men, this portrayal throws into relief the deeply rooted and complex 
tensions within the equality/difference dilemma. Differences become 
apparent not only between women and men but also between various 
groups ofwomen.43 Clearly, not all women can aspire to those occu­
pations which warrant a briefcase, but, as I hope to illustrate, neither 
are the women in such occupations those most likely to bottle-feed 
their babies. 

Inadvertently perhaps, this imagery misrepresents the reality of 
infant feeding practices in relation to the market-place. Not surpris­
ingly, it seems that labour market involvement is taking a greater toll 
on 'choice' over infant feeding among those women who occupy 
some of the most disadvantaged positions within the workplace. For 
instance, recent findings from the Plunket National Child Health Study 
indicate that, for women from Pacific Islands communities, resump­
tion of paid employment, or study, represents the primary reason for 
stopping breastfeeding between six weeks and three months after the 
birth. This was also a major factor influencing cessation of 
breastfeeding within the first six weeks, and from three to six months 
following the birth.44 

While it might be tempting to view these findings as evidence of 
some form of resistance to dominant cultural prescriptions embed­
ded in health policy directives, it is clear, by virtue of its extensive 
practice in recent years, that breastfeeding is valued within Pacific 
Islands communities.45 A recent case study describes the distress ex­
perienced by a Samoan mother, economically compelled to resume 
paid employment one month after giving birth, over her inability both 
to recover fully from childbirth and to continue breastfeeding her 
baby. The researchers report that: 

The mother in this family was in the paid workforce during the year 
before the child was born. She had two older children aged 2 and 8 
years at the time of birth ... When the infant turned one month of age 
she resumed a 40-hour week of shift work, leaving the infant at home in 
the care of his grandfather. 'I had no choice, we needed the money so I 
went back to work when [ child] was I month old, I went full-time.' The 
mother explained that she was still breastfeeding her baby and, had she 
been able to afford it, she would have stayed home for a year. But she 
could not afford to wait for the lump sum payment - she needed the 
money on a day-to-day basis ... She summarised her own experience 
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this way: 'I would have loved to have stayed home longer with my ba­
bies. For my own health as well, but because of all the bills' .46 

A review of overseas literature suggests that there are several 
key factors which facilitate the integration of breastfeeding and paid 
employment.47 These are a period of time out of the workforce fol­
lowing the birth of a child; involvement in part-time as opposed to 
full-time paid work in the first few months following birth; and pro­
fessional or semi-professional occupational status. Relating these find­
ings to the New Zealand situation, it becomes apparent why many 
mothers from Pacific Islands communities are constrained in their 
choice of infant feeding method. Concentrated in the types of jobs 
identified as least accommodating ofbreastfeeding in the workplace, 
Pacific Islands women are also likely to be among those women eco­
nomically compelled to return to full-time paid employment in the 
immediate post-birth period. 48 Moreover, it is increasingly probable, 
given recent labour market changes, that the infant feeding options 
of a significant number of New Zealand women across all ethnic 
groups will be severely circumscribed by economic and employment­
related factors. 

Despite the no-win nature of the image of a woman balancing a 
baby's bottle and a briefcase for many mothers, the implications of 
this model of equality are potentially more serious for certain groups 
of women and their infants. Highlighting the constraints of this di­
lemma, this imagery begs the question as to whether feminists need 
accept a version of gender equality which may be contingent, at least 
for one group, on a lack of choice over infant feeding.49 This ques­
tion becomes particularly pertinent in the light of an increasing body 
of biomedical research indicating a range of benefits associated with 
breastfeeding to infants and to mothers in industrialised nations. 
Maternal benefits, although arguably not as extensive as those to in­
fants, include possible protective effects against breast cancer in pre­
menopausal women, ovarian cancer, and osteoporosis. Benefits to 
infants are comprehensive. They include increased protection against 
sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS) and otitis media with effusion, 
commonly known as glue ear, both of which are major concerns for 
New Zealand infants, particularly those from low socio-economic 
groups. Maori infants are noted to be at increased risk of SIDS, while 
both Maori and Pacific Islands infants are identified as particularly 
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at risk of developing hearing problems associated with recurrent bouts 
of glue ear. While hearing problems often result in learning difficul­
ties, the importance of human milk in terms of infant brain develop­
ment has also been indicated by a range of studies. Other potential 
benefits conferred by breastfeeding to infants include protective ef­
fects against asthma and certain chronic conditions in later life.50 

While this body of research cannot be easily dismissed, privileging 
biomedical knowledge is, nevertheless, problematic. Feminist analy­
ses of women's health have been instrumental in identifying the way 
in which such 'knowledge' has come to represent the only legitimate 
understanding of the body and its processes, supporting, in many 
instances, prescriptions and practices which have adversely impacted 
on women. On the other hand however, denunciation of ' best prac­
tice' recommendations for infant feeding as merely another example 
of patriarchal prescription tends to both trivialise the influence of 
this advice on women's lives and to reinforce the current situation 
whereby only certain women have any choice over how they feed 
their infants. Moreover, this lack of choice may, at times, have far­
reaching social and economic consequences for those families who 
can least afford them. The costs of infant illness to families , and of­
ten to individual women, can be debilitating, leading among other 
things to increased absenteeism from paid employment and, as a re­
sult, increased potential for dismissal. 

Given the inter-relationship between various economic and em­
ployment-related factors and the degree of choice experienced over 
infant feeding method, the image of 'baby bottle and briefcase' is 
misleading. Perhaps more realistic, although less glamorous, would 
be the juxtaposition of bottle and mop, given that a high proportion 
of Pacific Islands women work as cleaners,51 or, alternatively, breast 
and briefcase, in view of the fact that, as already mentioned, women 
in semi-professional and professional occupations are among those 
with most options concerning the integration of infant feeding and 
labour market involvement. Not surprisingly, this is generally attrib­
uted to the greater flexibility and control experienced by such em­
ployees in the workplace. Within the private sphere, too, this group is 
more likely to be able to afford the necessary support to facilitate this 
integration. For instance, there are examples of mothers in high-paid 
and high-status occupations having 'nannies ' who bring the baby into 
the workplace to be breastfed.52 
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In paving the way for gender equality, this depiction seeks to 
abolish any potential impediments to either the equal involvement of 
fathers, other partners or family members in early child rearing or to 
women's trajectory in the labour market. In doing so, it is seemingly 
necessary to deny maternal _biological 'difference', as epitomised by 
breastfeeding. As argued by Gisela Bock and Susan James, 'a sense 
of mutual insecurity is fuelled by the fact that both these ideas [that 
is, equality and difference] can be, and have been, used against women; 
formal equality has all too often been defined in male terms, and 
appeals to female difference or otherness continue to be used to jus­
tify the inequality of the sexes.'53 This analysis is relevant to the di­
lemma which the subject of breastfeeding poses in relation to labour 
market issues. Arguing for a period of paid leave and workplace pro­
visions to assist mothers who wish to breastfeed threatens to rein­
force the significance of this sex-specific process, with the risk for 
all women workers of being construed primarily in terms of their 
presumed maternal role. As in the past, this matemalist discourse 
has the potential to justify systematic and sometimes subtle discrimi­
nation against women in economic and employment terms. Not to 
draw attention to the issue of breastfeeding, however, although con­
veniently side-stepping essentialist connotations, provides tacit ac­
ceptance for the current situation, whereby only some mothers have 
the opportunity to breastfeed their infants while remaining attached 
to the labour market. 54 

Drawing on post-structuralist theory, Joan Scott highlights the 
impossibility of the dilemma confronted by feminists when equality 
and difference are viewed as mutually opposed, 'When equality and 
difference are paired dichotomously, they structure an impossible 
choice. If one opts for equality, one is forced to accept the notion that 
difference is antithetical to it. If one opts for difference, one admits 
that equality is unattainable.' 55 Scott points out that, rather than be­
ing in antithesis, the notion of equality is predicated, by its very ex­
istence, upon an acknowledgement of differences. She claims that 
while there is a need to be ever vigilant regarding the inclusion of 
differences, this must, nevertheless, be attendant upon an awareness 
of their conditionality and specificity, so as not to invoke 'absolutist, 
and in the case of sexual difference, essentialist categories' for either 
women or men. 56 Consequently, argues Scott, political claims based 
on difference/s need to be assessed for their usefulness within par-
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ticular discursive contexts. 
Although Scott makes the point that viewing complex policy and 

theory issues in terms of the equality/difference formulation tends to 
rule out the identification of strategic alternatives, scepticism has 
also been expressed concerning the possibility of completely tran­
scending this dichotomy, particularly at the level of practical poli­
tics. For instance, Lise Vogel claims that, 'Declaring a dichotomous 
opposition to be an illusion or intellectual trap that must be tran­
scended is one thing; actually doing so, another.' 57 

Strategically, the issue of infant feeding and its intersection with 
women's labour market involvement presents difficulties for femi­
nists.58 Questions are raised as to how the goal of gender equality in 
both home and market-place can be reconciled with what is an obvi­
ous highlighting of maternal biology in a context where 'difference' 
is often costly. It is, nevertheless, my contention that the issue needs 
to be brought forward and reconfigured by feminists involved in the 
development oflabour market and health policy as one of 'reproduc­
tive choice' to be extended to all women. 

CONCLUSION 
Within the context of debating appropriate parental leave and, in 

more recent times, 'family-friendly' workplace policy, there has been 
an understandable concern among many feminists over drawing at­
tention to female sex-specific processes, as epitomised by 
breastfeeding. In latter years, however, it seems that what has previ­
ously been a benign and strategically salient form of relative neglect 
has become potentially more insidious. The adoption of bottle feed­
ing imagery reflects, even if unintentionally, an opting for a model of 
equality predicated upon ' sameness' with the male market-place 
norm. At the same time, it reinforces the assumption that infant feed­
ing is a matter of individual choice, with all women potentially expe­
riencing such choice. 

As has been shown, however, many women in paid work experi­
ence very little choice over how they feed their infants. Recognition 
and advocacy is therefore required for those social and economic 
changes which might expand the infant feeding options of all women. 
As noted, one of the key factors enabling women in paid work to 
breastfeed appears to be access to a period of leave following the 
birth. However, while in New Zealand there exists national legisla-
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tion providing for 14 weeks maternity leave and 12 months parental 
leave, this leave remains unpaid. For many women, then, taking a 
period of leave to breastfeed their baby does not represent a genuine 
option. 59 

As evidenced by both the 1980 and 1987 submissions on ma­
ternity/parental leave and employment protection, women's groups 
have been at the forefront of support for paid parental leave. The 
connection between the need for leave payment and the issue of 
breastfeeding has not, however, been made.60 While strengthening 
the case for some form of payment, arguing for paid leave on the 
grounds of breastfeeding nevertheless presents a dilemma. Invok­
ing breastfeeding as a crucial aspect of parental leave debates has 
the potential to support a conservative policy agenda, whereby leave 
might be re-construed as relevant to mothers only. Difficult issues 
are raised in relation to the goal of gender equality in both home 
and market-place. 

Despite this quandary, the issue of access to breastfeeding needs 
to be reconfigured within feminist debates in terms of expanding 
choice over leave, primarily through access to payment, not only to a 
greater variety of family types but also to those whose options over 
infant feeding are severely circumscribed by economic and employ­
ment-related factors. Failure to address this issue condones, in ef­
fect, a situation in which only a small and privileged group of women 
workers have the option of accruing for themselves as well as pass­
ing on to their offspring the physiological advantages of breastfeeding. 

POSTSCRIPT 
Since the original submission of this paper to the Women s Stud­

ies Journal, the EEO Trust, with the support of the Ministry of Wom­
en's Affairs and the Employers' Federation, have issued a public state­
ment urging employers to support breastfeeding within the workplace 
(New Zealand Herald, 14 April 1997, p. A4). 

Judith Ga/try is undertaking doctoral research within the Wom­
en s Studies Department at Victoria University. Her thesis involves 
an examination of the intersection of breastfeeding, feminism and 
labour market policy. The initial interest for this topic was inspired 
by working for many years as a health professional amongst women 
in very disadvantaged positions in the labour market. 
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p. 13) claim that an unintended outcome of much equal opportunity prac­
tice is its tendency 'to widen class divisions among women '. 
The findings of this longitudinal cohort study of 4,286 New Zealand 
infants born in a twelve month period between 1990 and 1991 are 
reported in Charles Essex, Paul Smale and David Geddis , 
('Breastfeeding Rates in New Zealand in the First 6 Months and the 
Reasons for Stopping' , New Zealand Medical Journal [8 September 
1995] pp. 355-357). 
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Murray Bathgate et al., The Health of Pacific Islands People in New 
Zealand (Public Health Commission, Wellington, 1994) pp. 99-100. 
Valerie Podmore and Theresa Sawicka, 'Parents' Voices: Case Studies 
of Families' Employment and Childcare Arrangements', in Callister et 
al, Striking a Balance, p. 119-167, 154. 
Judith Galtry, 'Mothers: Breastfeeding, Parental Leave, and Paid Work', 
in Callister et al, Striking a Balance, pp. 24-39. 
Judith Galtry, 'Breastfeeding, Labour Market Changes and Public Policy 
in New Zealand: Is Promotion of Breastfeeding Enough?', Social Policy 
Journal of New Zealand, 5 ( 1995) pp. 2-16. 
While it may be claimed that, technically, the bottle represents a recep­
tacle for expressed breastmilk as well as for infant formula, health ad­
vocates have long argued that the primary association of this symbol is 
with the latter. 
The previous biomedical studies are referenced in Judith Galtry, Strik­
ing a Balance, 1 pp. 24-26. 
Vasantha Krishnan, Penelope Schoeffel and Julie Warren, The Chal­
lenge of Change: Pacific Island Communities in New Zealand, 1986-
1993 (New Zealand Institute for Social Research and Development, 
Wellington, 1994) p. 64. 
'All in the Family', Next, (November, 1992) pp. 91-93. 
Gisela Bock and Susan James (eds), Beyond Equality and Difference: 
Citizenship, Feminist Politics and Female Subjectivity (Routledge, Lon­
don and New York, 1992) p. 3. 
Elizabeth Spelman, Inessential Woman: Problems of Exclusion in Femi­
nist Thought (Boston, Beacon Press, 1988) makes the point that silence 
does not erase difference/s but, rather serves to disguise and perpetuate 
privilege, thereby reinforcing conventional structures of power. 
Joan W Scott, 'Deconstructing Equality - Versus - Difference: Or, the 
Uses of Poststructuralist Theory for Feminism', Feminist Studies, 14: I 
(1988) pp. 33-50, p. 43. 
ibid., p. 47. 
Vogel, p.5. 
Lucinda Finley (1986) makes the point that the equality/difference di­
lemma arises only in the context of societal and workplace values and 
structures which are unsympathetic to the needs of most women. 
A period of paid leave may enable those women in low paid, low status 
occupations with little negotiating power in the workplace to have some 
recovery time following the birth of a child as well as greater choice 
over infant feeding method. However, in relation to eligibility criteria, 



88 • Judith Goltry 

60 

there are some complex policy issues as to what type of leave provi­
sions would be most effective. While some form of paid leave is one of 
several complementary strategies which would enhance the integration 
of paid work, postbirth recovery, and breastfeeding, there is also the 
need for national provisions for infant feeding breaks in the workplace. 
Marilyn Waring (If Women Counted: A New Feminist Economics [Harper 
and Row, San Francisco, 1988), p. 210) points out, however, that, 
'[w]omen who breastfeed in accordance with the best practise for the 
health of mother and child are simply expected to get on with it , to 
continue their valueless productive and reproductive activity in their 
own time' . 
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Ettie Rout' s Other War: 
New Zealand Nurses and Their Campaign 
Against Ettie Rout 

JANA ROGERS 

This article examines a six-month period during World War I 
(June to November 1915) when Ettie Rout attempted to implement a 
nursing service for soldiers at Trentham Camp, and in doing so threat­
ened the livelihood of trained nurses. Jane Tolerton, in her book Ettie: 
A Life of Ettie Rout, focuses on 'safe sex', the term used to equip 
New Zealand soldiers for sexual freedom during World War I. 1 How­
ever, Rout began her war career fighting to enter the army as a nurse. 
For the thousands of soldiers who survived their wounds and their 
illnesses during World War I, nurses figured significantly in their 
care. 2 But it was not only nurses who provided a service for soldiers. 
Numbers of amateur women, especially in Britain, volunteered their 
services. Here in New Zealand, amateur women were kept to the 
fringe, assisting with bandage-making, Red Cross parcels and, later 
in the war, helping the trained nurses in the wards. 

Rout's initial foray into war work during 1915 challenged and, in 
fact, coveted the professional military work of New Zealand trained 
nurses - work that nurses had been trained to do. The one legitimate 
way for women to work for the military was as nurses, and while 
trained nurses had been accorded the opportunity to become mem­
bers of the New Zealand Expeditionary Force, untrained women found 
their role restricted to womanly duties of knitting, sewing and per­
forming voluntary work for the troops. Rout attempted, indeed vol­
unteered, to 'nurse our boys' by joining the war effort as a nurse. So 
began her military campaign through the conventional route of wom­
en's war-time work - military nursing. By choosing this route, she 
was undermining the 'professionhood' of trained nurses and in do­
ing so encountered a complex situation of resistance against her and 
her Volunteer Sisterhood scheme. 

Ettie Rout's challenge to nurses' military role during 1915 de­
veloped into a 'war among women' who wished to nurse the sick and 
wounded soldiers. In a period o(history when nurses were reinforc­
ing their sphere of professional practice, Rout attempted to have her 
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Volunteer Sisterhood, a group of volunteers keen to do their 'bit' for 
the soldiers, included as nurses. Her route to war exposed a conflict 
of interests. While the belief that all women 'by their nature' were 
nurses still held sway throughout World War I, and in Britain the 
Voluntary Aid Detachments had gained a stronghold in military nurs­
ing, here in New Zealand, nurses ostracised women who failed to fit 
the prescription of a registered nurse. Rout felt the full force of nurses ' 
antagonism. 

World War I provided trained nurses with the opportunity to 
attempt to change the existing structures of military nursing and 
they enthusiastically joined with nurses of other nations in provid­
ing an indispensable service for the sick and wounded. Throughout 
their military nursing experiences, nurses confronted complex so­
cial situations that reinforced the traditional beliefs about women's 
work which, in turn, shaped nurses' contribution to the war effort. 
In order to emphasise their professional status within gender-based 
professional and military hierarchies, nurses adopted various strat­
egies to prove their womanly qualities and to ward off the untrained 
women who practised nursing. These strategies, however, were un­
dermined within military structures by nurses' professional empha­
sis on women's duty to care, even though the particular nursing 
skills gained through training were identified as a useful service to 
the army. 

Ettie Rout has, in retrospect, challenged the professional claim 
of trained nurses. She has been alternately praised or blamed for her 
lifestyle and her work during World War I. Historians have variously 
called her a 'socialist feminist' , an 'exceptional woman' and an 'ec­
centric'. 3 Before Rout began her war work she had earned her living 
as a reporter and advocate for workers ' unions. 4 Her newspaper arti­
cles, however, drew indignation from some women's groups for what 
they considered to be the 'aspersions cast on New Zealand women' .5 

Although the period of history brought the bicycle to the fore and 
knickerbockers were items of wear at the tum of the century, Ettie is 
recalled by one acquaintance as bicycling around Christchurch, her 
home town, in knickerbockers, and considered to be wearing unu­
sual clothes. Her attire was obviously worth comment, as one writer 
referred to her style of hat balanced precariously on the back of her 
head and remarked that it would be easier to imagine Rout 'flying 
than flirting ' . 6 
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Regardless of her sartorial looks, Rout is one of the outstanding 
women of the early twentieth century publicly involved in war work 
in a variety of settings during World War I. To become involved in 
the war, she flouted the prevailing constraints on women in the early 
part of this century through strategies that managed to side-step 
mechanisms of military structures. Rout began this journey through 
the conventional route of women's war-time work - military nursing. 
This route led her into conflict with trained nurses who saw their 
professional strategy as military nurses jeopardised by those they 
considered amateurs. For some thirty years, the new order of nurses 
had struggled to preserve nursing as the right of those who had un­
dertaken nurse training. 7 Although by 1914 few would have identi­
fied a New Zealand nurse as other than a woman trained in the skills 
of nursing, a number of untrained women still practised nursing, their 
work now mainly confined to the private sector, while the public hos­
pitals employed probationer nurses supervised by trained nurses. 

From 1883 New Zealand formalised its nursing structure and, 
like other occupations and sectional groups, nurses had sought to 
secure recognition for their expertise and standing, to stipulate con­
ditions of entry to nursing, to achieve pay rates appropriate to their 
professional standing, to encourage nursing as an occupation for sin­
gle women, and to achieve a situation which would exclude or disad­
vantage outsiders. From the turn of the century Maori nurses were 
encouraged in some areas to undertake nurse training, but the system 
failed to progress past 1910. 8 Through its appropriation of the British 
nursing concerns of domesticity, nursing skills and womanly propri­
ety, the new order of New Zealand nursing emphasised the exclu­
siveness of the profession for European women and took pains to 
prevent those they considered amateurs from caring for the sick. The 
introduction of nursing legislation in 1901 helped the profession to 
mark off its territory and define who was entitled to be called a nurse. 
The legislation also emphasised that nursing belonged to women and 
reinforced the belief that trained nurses had the right to nurse the 
sick. By creating an image of a profession that was measured in terms 
of nurses' ability to be womanly, dedicated and morally respectable, 
nursing developed into a solid occupational group with legal and social 
structures that gave power to the profession. 

Martha Vicinus in Independent Women: Work and Community 
for Single Women 1850-1920, gives an account of single women's 
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quest for a public life.9 Vicious describes single women's organisa­
tions in British society between 1850 and 1920 as a 'paradox of power 
and marginality, of enormous strength within narrow limits, of unity 
and support linked with division and doubt' .1 0 In her chapter on 'Re­
formed Hospital Nursing: Discipline and Cleanliness', Vicious fo­
cuses on the British nurses and their fight for professional status. 
She examines the strategies that the leaders of nursing used to carve 
out a profession based on women's 'natural' ability to nurse. Vicinus 
examines the difficulties faced by nurses who based their profes­
sional claim on the premise that educated women with impeccable 
moral standards and skills could transform the hospital environment. 
The development of nursing as a womanly profession which elevated 
womanly concerns and values also brought conflicts between trained 
nurses and those who were labelled amateurs. Strong professional 
leadership and adherence to high standards of moral virtue were re­
quired in order for nurses to replace the untrained women employed 
as nurses. From 1883 the moves to promote a new system of New 
Zealand nursing included a deliberate campaign to limit the place of 
the untrained in the nursing work force . This campaign continued to 
direct strategies nurses used during World War I to ward off the ama­
teur war-time workers brought in to help with nursing duties. 

While nurses received recognition for their nursing skills and 
special knowledge of caring for the sick, it was through their adher­
ence to the widespread belief in women's claim to be morally virtu­
ous that they gained their professional standing. As a united group, 
morally scrupulous and disciplined, nurses gained increasing control 
over civilian nursing in both the public and private sphere and by 
1914 successfully challenged the place of those amateurs still prac­
tising. 1 1 Well placed to expand their professional status, nurses saw 
the opportunity presented by World War I to expand their service to 
include military nursing. Nevertheless, the achievements ofnursing, 
accomplished through the rhetoric that nursing belonged exclusively 
to trained nurses, met resistance from within military structures. 

While the opportunity for members of the NZANS to provide 
overseas military nursing became a reality in April 1915, there seemed 
little chance that the same opportunity would occur at home. The 
New Zealand Government authorities saw no need for nurses at mili­
tary camps and little concern was given to the medical need of sol­
diers undertaking training. Unlike Britain with its military hospitals, 
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the New Zealand military organisation had only limited medical serv­
ices. Trentham Military Camp, the main base for training soldiers 
was a large tented camp, situated at Upper Hutt, some forty kilome­
tres from Wellington. It had a six-bed hospital annex staffed by or­
derlies, where visiting doctors diagnosed and organised treatment at 
'sick' parade. As early as January 1915, Hester Maclean, a trained 
nurse and the Assistant Inspector of Hospitals, had attempted to have 
nurses appointed to Trentham Camp. She approached the Minister of 
Defence, James Allen, and Colonel J. R. Purdy, the Army's Director 
of Medical Services, informing them that nurses could help instruct 
orderlies in their duties. 1 2 The publication of this initiative received 
support from a writer to the Wellington morning paper, the Domin­
ion, who stated that orderlies, trained only in first aid, could hardly 
be considered suitable to give nursing care to sick soldiers. 1 3 In fact, 
claimed the writer, the appointment of orderlies would be 'prejudi­
cial' to the welfare of sick soldiers. No official action occurred, how­
ever, and the sick soldiers at Trentham remained in the care of fifteen 
to twenty conscripted orderlies. 

Although evidence of increasing illness among soldiers in train­
ing could be identified from May 1915, it was not until infection 
swept through the camp a few weeks later that nurses had the oppor­
tunity to prove their worth on the national front. Between November 
1914 and July 1915 about thirteen hundred men had passed through 
Trentham Camp, 7,000 of them between May and the end of June 
1915. 1 4 With this number of men in training, the inadequacy of the 
medical services soon became apparent. A measles epidemic spread 
throughout the camp in June, followed within weeks by cerebro-spi­
nal meningitis and a virulent form of influenza. 1 5 Not only the camp 
facilities but also the local public hospital services soon became over­
crowded. Early in May, Wellington Hospital had re-opened an old 
plague hospital at Berhampore in an attempt to accommodate the 
increasing numbers, while Trentham Camp extended its sick-bay to 
the nearby Trentham Race Course buildings. 

Against a background of public concern over medical services at 
the camp, which could no longer stand up to scrutiny, Thomas 
Valintine, the Inspector of Hospitals, appointed trained nurses to cope 
with the epidemic at Trentham Camp on 27 June 1915. In this crisis, 
the nurses assumed the control of ward duties and delegated the house­
keeping to the orderlies. The orderlies appeared to know little about 
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nursing and at least one orderly had been offering sick soldiers non­
prescribed drugs.' 6 Soldiers who were healthy became pressed into 
orderly duties, cleaning the wards and attending their sick comrades. 
At first, the causes of the severe illnesses remained undiagnosed, 
some doctors suspecting typhoid, others meningitis. Supervising the 
isolation procedures became a nightmare as convalescent patients 
and those with more virulent forms of disease were crowded together 
to make room for more beds and stretchers. 

By July the death-rate from complications of measles at both 
Berhampore and Trentham Camp totalled nineteen, with deaths from 
cerebro-spinal meningitis reaching the alarming figure of forty. 1 7 

Wellington's Evening Post alerted the public to the numbers of sol­
diers suffering from infection: 

During the past few weeks there has been some uneasiness among the 
public in regard to the measles epidemic at the Trentham Camp. People 
are asking whether the provision for coping with the trouble among the 
soldiers is up to the point desired, and whether the authorities are taking 
adequate precautions. 1 8 

Despite the appointment in May and June of a limited number of 
nurses ( eight to be exact), concern continued to be exacerbated. 
Women, in particular, agitated for a more active role in caring for 
soldiers. What was becoming the almost exclusive domain of trained 
nurses in peace-time, became an especially attractive occupation to 
many untrained women during the war. A month in advance of the 
beginning of the war, August 1914, the Red Cross Society and St 
John's Ambulance Association had established strong lobbies for their 
women members to contribute to overseas nursing service if re­
quired.19 Individual women holding St John's nursing certificates 
waited in the wings hoping for the call. 2 0 Publicity given to the plight 
of wounded soldiers overseas had brought nursing into the limelight, 
and now the Trentham affair re-emphasised the possibility that women 
could become useful to the nation through using their 'natural' abil­
ity to care for the soldiers. 2 1 

Ettie Rout, in particular, organised a voluntary scheme for un­
trained women to nurse the soldiers at Trentham. Calling her organi­
sation the Volunteer Sisterhood, Rout launched her service at the end 
of June when the epidemic was at its height. Through the organisa­
tion of the Volunteer Sisterhood, Rout saw an opportunity to secure a 
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place for the untrained in the nursing of soldiers. 2 2 Nursing held the 
key to women's involvement in war and, in a report written especially 
for the Maori/and Worker, Rout claimed that women's work should 
be to ' render aid' to the fallen soldier. She envisaged it being wom­
en's patriotic duty to 'tend the sick and wounded'.23 Rout's knowl­
edge of formal nursing appeared to be a brief encounter with mid­
wifery during her time as a reporter for the Maori/and Worker when 
she investigated a report from Australia on the correlation between 
midwifery training and a decline in the birth rate. 2 4 

Rout timed the initiative well. The public outcry over the Trentham 
epidemic was at its height in late June 1915. Rout claimed in a press 
report that she had been requested to find women to work at Trentham 
and suggested she had the support of both the Government and Health 
Department. In fact, she had contacted Valintine (Inspector of Hos­
pitals) offering to supply her volunteer workers for Trentham. 
Valintine, in some desperation for nursing support, whether it be from 
trained or untrained women and possibly influenced by such wom­
anly patriotism, referred Rout's offer to Louise Brandon, a trained 
nurse who had assumed control of the nursing at Trentham Camp 
from 27 June.25 One day later, twenty-one untrained women, mem­
bers of Rout's newly formed 'Volunteer Sisterhood', moved in to 
Trentham Camp. 

Although Rout originally planned for her volunteers to act as 
nurses, Valintine and Brandon determined from the start that this 
would be an unwise move. Rout's offer, accepted on condition that 
the volunteers assumed ' the work instructed to military orderlies ', 
seemed to have succeeded to some degree. 2 6 From July to September 
1915 a total of thirty-two recruits of the Volunteer Sisterhood as­
sisted with the care of sick soldiers 'by sorting sheets, washing floors , 
mending, cleaning, cooking ... and doing everything asked of them 
willingly and cheerfully'. 2 7 The self-styled 'honorary-secretary', re­
cruiting officer and treasurer of the organisation, Ettie Rout, selected 
married women over the age of thirty-five, different criteria from 
those used to select nurses for training - twenty-one years, single 
and of middle-class status. The July issue of the New Zealand Nurs­
ing Journal did warn that 'great damage to our [nursing] profession 
will be caused if these untrained women are encouraged in a nursing 
capacity, unless, of course, there [was] a shortage of trained nurses'. 2 8 

This letter, no doubt written by a trained nurse, highlighted the view 
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that nursing required more of women than just a desire to do good 
deeds. Skill and knowledge, the cornerstone of the professional nurse, 
was being undermined by a flurry to rectify the nursing conditions at 
Trentham. 

With her women ensconced at Trentham, the rationale behind 
Rout's Sisterhood became clearer. In mid-July, as the numbers of 
volunteers at Trentham grew, Rout suggested that members of the 
Sisterhood could see their work extending to assist with nursing the 
troops overseas. New Zealand had no organised voluntary nursing 
service along the lines of Britain's Voluntary Aid Detachments 
Schemes and it appears that Rout hoped to replicate this British sys­
tem. Up to this time, the members of the New Zealand Army Nursing 
Service remained the sole, formally recognised, New Zealand wom­
en's group involved in overseas military work. Individual women had 
moved overseas to join British voluntary organisations, and in Sep­
tember 1915 the Government had supported three women from 
Wanganui to assist with housekeeping duties at the Aotea Convales­
cent Home at Zeitoun in Egypt. 2 9 For Rout, the only way to move 
overseas was to accept the contract devised by Brandon and Valintine 
as a temporary expedient, in the hope that it might open the way to an 
overseas consignment. 3 0 

The prospect of Rout extending her untrained volunteers into the 
realm of overseas military work intensified the prejudice that trained 
nurses held towards amateurs, and Rout in particular. Affronted at 
the bid by untrained women to nurse combatants, nurses complained 
that a 'body of untrained women should style themselves nurses, and 
abhorred the request that patients should address the Sisterhood as 
sisters or nurses when on duty' .3 1 The Evening Post published a let­
ter from 'Registered Nurse' asking: 

Has this scheme, which involves the sending of untrained women on ac­
tive service abroad to assist in the nursing of the sick and wounded, the 
full approval of the Minister of Hospitals and of the registered nurses? ... 
In the lists of nurses published as having joined the sisterhood some are 
described as trained and registered nurses. If that is so, how is it that not 
one of these names appears on the register of general trained nurses - the 
latest copy of which is before me?3 2 

'Hater of Sham' added her voice to the argument giving sup­
port to the questions raised by 'Registered Nurse'. 33 Not a 'mite' 
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would be forthcoming from 'Hater of Sham' for those married 
women who abandoned the duty of the home when many single 
women, well-trained nurses, had no home ties. However, despite 
the objections from 'Registered Nurse', some writers applauded 
the independent action of the Sisterhood and supported the 'natu­
ralness' of nursing as women's work. 'No Sham' scathingly attacked 
the 'bitter and small-minded' pettiness of trained nurses who op­
posed the 'truly self-sacrificing' women of the Sisterhood who were 
'fulfilling a womanly duty in a time of need.' 3 4 While Rout had 
originally called her women 'nurses' and dressed them in nurses' 
uniforms, she now dismissed these complaints as irrelevant. Ac­
cording to Rout, members of the Sisterhood merely assisted the 
trained nurses as did the probationers in public hospitals, 'not as 
nurses or as nursing sisters'. 3 5 

While Rout and her Sisterhood posed the greatest challenge to 
the nursing profession, other women's organisations also campaigned 
to provide nursing services for soldiers at home. Concern was also 
being expressed that the number of trained nurses would become 
depleted. A meeting of the Dunedin branch of the St John's Ambu­
lance Association argued that Rout's Sisterhood had no prior claim 
to nurse soldiers overseas and fifty-one women gave their names as 
being ready to nurse soldiers should the need arise.36 The 'girls' of 
the Auckland Women's Navy Relief Fund, women between the age 
of twenty and thirty-five years, offered to pay their own way to Egypt 
for the opportunity to apply their skills in 'first aid' for the benefit of 
the soldiers.' 3 7 Other Auckland women joined the local St John's 
Ambulance Association, receiving instruction on care of patients with 
diseases, and the Nursing Division of the Red Cross began meeting 
weekly to teach practical nursing. 3 8 

The pressure from voluntary women's organisations to allow 
amateurs to nurse the sick and wounded became so strong through 
the months of July and August 1915, that G. W Russell, the Minister 
of Public Health, called a conference to address this thorny issue. 
Undoubtedly, Rout's bid to send women to Egypt was a central factor 
in the calling of this meeting. Russell's conference had two agenda: 
the first to coordinate women's nursing efforts and the second to con­
trol those who might attempt to move overseas to nurse the soldiers. 
It became clear early in the meeting that the government was not 
prepared to send unqualified nurses abroad. Russell 'forcefully' 
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informed those present that sufficient trained nurses existed and no 
untrained women would be nominated by government to nurse the 
combatant soldiers.3 9 No further discussion on this point took place. 
This was not surprising as before the meeting the Trained Nurses' 
Association had 'approached the government protesting that until 
the supply of trained nurses failed, untrained women should not be 
used to take their place'.40 With Grace Neill and Sybilla Maude 
representing Hester Maclean, who was overseas with the first con­
tingent of fifty nurses who had left for service in April 1915, num­
bers of trained nurses attended the conference ready to defend their 
military role and professional abilities. Valintine had also consulted 
the Trained Nurses' Association on the supply of trained nurses. He 
received assurance that adequate numbers of trained nurses remained 
available for military nursing and that, if needed, probationers could 
act as assistants to trained nurses. With this background and with 
Valintine's firm support for trained nurses, Russell confidently en­
dorsed the place of nurses for overseas service, and considered who 
might coordinate women's voluntary efforts.41 The Trained Nurses' 
Association attacked Rout directly, declaring its unqualified ap­
proval for either the Red Cross or St John's Ambulance Associa­
tion. Rout, representing the Volunteer Sisterhood, received no sup­
port. In fact, she faced a conspiracy against her involvement in any 
nursing venture.42 Russell who supported the Trained Nurses' As­
sociation, insisted that the St John's Ambulance Association act as 
coordinator of women's voluntary work and advised Rout to 'merge' 
with them.43 

The conference reaffirmed the professional status of nurses and 
placed all untrained amateurs in a subordinate role. Now, with minis­
terial backing, only trained nurses would have the opportunity to work 
abroad and, in the event of a need for greater numbers of nurses, the 
St John's Ambulance Association, with an established interest in nurs­
ing and first aid, would coordinate women's voluntary efforts. Rout's 
voluntary organisation created a problem for the government, not 
least because it had moved beyond the parameters of voluntary wom­
en's work which was seen as knitting, sewing and packaging parcels. 
With voluntary women's services organised and medical services at 
Trentham improved, the Sisterhood's days at Trentham were num­
bered. By September, with the worst of the epidemic over, Valintine 
informed Rout that her last twenty members were no longer needed. 4 4 
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With the crisis over, these women were now identified as preventing 
orderlies from gaining the experience needed for their service over­
seas. Despite the failings of orderlies, as shown by the Trentham in­
quiry, their work remained secure within the military domain, and 
their services would still be required in the event that front-line war 
work was needed. 

While Rout and her volunteers had given service and support 
during the crisis, they received little other than thanks from Allen for 
their patriotic spirit, their due payment of l 0s per week, a minimal 
amount in relation to trained nurses, and criticism from other wom­
en's organisations. Undeterred, Rout sought other ways to have mem­
bers of the Sisterhood serve overseas. Despite Allen's denial, she 
claimed that Allen had given permission for the volunteers to pro­
ceed overseas and, finally, by October 1915 succeeded in posting 
members of her organisation to voluntary overseas duty. Funding the 
venture with a heavy mortgage on her life insurance policy and the 
support of her friends, Rout had by November achieved her personal 
goal of reaching Egypt. Following a period of work in Red Cross 
canteens, she moved into independent practice, quite apart from nurs­
ing, advocating prophylactic treatment for venereal disease.45 In the 
following years she proved her ability as an organiser, attending to 
the social and sexual welfare of New Zealand soldiers - including 
supervising a brothel run on 'safe sex' lines.46 

By September 1915, trained nurses had won permanent posi­
tions at military camps in New Zealand. 4 7 On the completion of the 
building of the twenty-bed Trentham Camp hospital, with a further 
twenty-bed extension in November, members of the New Zealand 
Army Nursing Service became a regular part of the staff establish­
ment. 4 8 Public donations to the camp hospital not only provided 
the beds, linen and clothes, and supplied the furnishings for the 
nurses' quarters, but also contributed cushions and curtains made 
by women's voluntary work. 49 The appointment of nurses to 
Trentham soon extended to other camps. From late 1915 the em­
phasis placed on medical and nursing services for soldiers in New 
Zealand was expanded and included special hospitals for convales­
cent soldiers. 5 0 At the beginning of 1916 King George V Hospital 
in Rotorua opened as a hospital and convalescent facility to pro­
vide special care for soldiers with orthopaedic problems. In addi­
tion, civilian hospitals set aside wards for military patients, although 
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a number of beds within the general wards were also used for sol­
diers. 5 1 Returning members of the NZANS, appointed to military 
hospitals and soldiers' wards within civilian hospitals, reinforced 
their control of military nursing on the home front. Members of the 
nursing division of the St John's Ambulance Association and the 
Red Cross Society, at first unpaid, carried out housekeeping duties 
- washing linen, cleaning, preparing meals and assisting registered 
nurses. 

Rout was not spared other humiliations. In 1916, when attempt­
ing to find a passage home on a troop ship, she met another •hitch' to 
her endeavours. The captain refused her a berth because she was to 
travel as a passenger and not a nurse. Jessie Mackay, Editor of the 
Canterbury Times had this to say: 

If the War office has good words to spare for the New Zealand staff 
nurses, the military organisation in Egypt, it seems, has neither good 
words nor good help for a woman who has done and dared as much as 
any nurse, and perhaps done more to keep our New Zealand men in 
Egypt fit and fed, clean and honorable than any woman in that lurid 
country.52 

In a period of history when nurses were reinforcing their sphere 
of professional practice, Rout's attempts to have her Volunteer Sis­
terhood included as nurses threatened the status of the New Zealand 
trained nurses and challenged their professional knowledge. Rout's 
route to war exposed a conflict of interests. Trained nurses saw it as 
their job to nurse the sick and wounded soldier - to protect • our boys' . 
Rout and her Sisterhood of untrained women represented a threat to 
thirty years of development in the nursing profession. While the be­
lief that all women were nurses still held sway during World War I, 
and in Britain the Voluntary Aid Detachments had gained a strong­
hold in military nursing, here in New Zealand nurses turned on women 
who failed to fit the prescription of a nurse and Rout felt the full 
force of nurses' antagonism towards the untrained. Her controversial 
war work as a fighter against the organised professional nurses makes 
an interesting contrast to the usual story of Rout's work as a marginal 
worker for the welfare of soldiers in Egypt. 
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Feminist Ethnography: 
On The Politics of Doing Research on Women 

PAULETTE BENTON 

ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH AND THE PARTICIPANT OBSERVER 
In March 1996 I undertook in my place of employment a partici­

pant observation exercise. The aim was to consider the phenomenon 
that is the sexual division oflabour and the way that it operates, in a 
service industry workplace, to maintain power relations which place 
particularly female workers in subordinate power roles to the major­
ity of male workers. The workplace observed can briefly be described 
as a cafe and bar which provides meals and coffees or alcoholic bever­
ages from rnidmorning until after midnight seven days a week. It is 
characterised from the worker's perspective by a division of work sites 
into kitchen, bar and restaurant floor. All of these work sites employ 
the labour of both male and female workers, although in varying and 
significant proportions; there are distinct hierarchies that operate 
within each of the work sites, in terms of worker seniority, and be­
tween the work sites, in terms of work valuation. I was employed at 
this workplace on a part-time basis as senior wait person prior to the 
start of the university year. Hence, I was already a participant in 
workplace relations (and I brought with me knowledge acquired from 
previous workplaces of similar nature) prior to beginning ethnographic 
research into the role of gender in the maintenance of workplace hi­
erarchies. 

My intention was to make a brief re-study of the ethnographic 
research conducted by Spradley and Mann in the early 1970s (The 
Cocktail Waitress: Women s Work in a Mans World) in so far as it 
considers the sexual division of labour. 1 Their work documents the 
assignment of job roles on the basis of gender within a cocktail bar in 
mid-west America. They found that the most basic function of the 
sexual division of labour is that: 

routine tasks become symbols of sexuality. The values that underlie 
femininity and masculinity are restated continuously each night merely 
by the act of working. As a symbol of one's sex, work is transformed 
into a ritual activity that announces to the audience of customers the 
significant differences our culture attaches to sexual gender.2 

Women's Studies Journal vol. 13, no. 1 Autumn 1997 
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Their account of the workplace sex roles in a cocktail bar yields up 
specific rules and gender assumptions which underlie relations be­
tween the male and female workers in ways that entrench the control 
exercised by males and the relatively subordinate position of women. 

By considering their study in relation to my workplace I hoped 
to see what changes had occurred in male-female work relations over 
the twenty-year period since The Cocktail Waitress was published 
and with regards to the New Zealand setting. In general, I expected 
to find that the use of gender in workplace power dynamics had be­
come more complex, in that formal structures of the sexual division 
oflabour are no longer legally acceptable and the workplace has been 
undergoing continual development with the ever increasing number 
of women entering and remaining in it. To some extent that is what I 
saw. But I also discovered that the power relations no longer sup­
ported by formal manifestations of the sexual division oflabour con­
tinued to exist within the workplace and between workers. They were 
implicit in the structures used by management to regulate and differ­
entiate between workers and work roles which were in turn internal­
ised and utilised by the staff. Behaviours which on a formal level are 
no longer acceptable in the workplace, such as sex discrimination in 
employment appointments, the use of sexually explicit language and 
behaviours in reference to staff, as well as behaviours which could be 
considered sexual harassment, were endemic to the functioning of 
informal interstaff relationships. Ostensibly, for the men anyway, this 
kind of behaviour is an acceptable expression of their sexuality. For 
the women however, it engenders a considerable ambivalence to their 
workplace and towards work itself. 

Seemingly this is a very appropriate site to conduct feminist re­
search into the social structures that maintain sexual segregations 
which are oppressive and difficult for women. Ethnographic research 
processes have been depicted by many feminist researchers as most 
suitable to feminist research processes that require the drawing out 
of highly complex social realities, the slow and complex definition 
of meaning, and the development of alternative and empowering 
meanings and actions for women. However, I found the process of 
developing an ethnographic research project which constructed me 
as both a participant and an observer in my own workplace difficult 
and conflictual. My early responses to the process of observing and 
being conscious of the gendered dynamics of my workplace involved 
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a growing awareness of my position as marginalised and relatively 
powerless because of the very real operation of gendered hierarchies 
and oppressive dynamics. I discovered that most of the men in my 
workplace were in some way involved in the perpetuation of power 
dynamics that were oppressive and antagonistic towards the female 
workers in ways that were gendered- that is, the devaluation of work 
that is performed mostly by women and hence defined as 'women's 
work' - and sexed- that is, involving male expressions of a sexuality 
that is male defined. A developing awareness of my position and 
interaction within these gendered power dynamics made operating 
in my workplace on a day-to-day basis very difficult for me and un­
balanced the delicate relationship that I maintain between my aca­
demic study and my paid work. As a consequence I discontinued the 
process of collecting ethnographic research in my workplace rather 
than place myself at risk. 

I have, however, continued to think about the difficulties I had in 
undertaking ethnographic research in my workplace and the relevance 
that the issues raised have for the continuing project of conducting 
feminist research into power relations that oppress women. In par­
ticular, I have questioned the sociological literature that takes an 'ob­
jective/objectifying' approach to the ethnographic process and takes 
little account of the personal/subjective content inherent within the 
construct of the participant observer. Sociologically defined partici­
pant observation research lacks a reflexive analysis of the politics of 
doing research and in consequence maintains a false distance be­
tween the process of researching and the cultural place that the re­
search is in.3 In such a way ethnographic research within sociologi­
cal discourse can be accused of failing to consider the contextuality 
of doing research that involves an active dialogue with issues of class, 
race and/or ethnicity and gender in particular. There are, however, a 
few emerging texts by women within sociology which begin to deal 
with issues of personal response and reflexivity in social science that 
are relevant to the project of conducting research that is feminist de­
fined and are worth exploring. 

Ideally, that project should be undertaken in conjunction with 
feminist considerations about doing research in situations where the 
researcher is not privileged but rather situated within the research 
context. It would seem, however, that there is little accessible litera­
ture directly on the issue of the context and situatedness of the re-
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searcher who is a participant observer in a concrete and context-laden 
research location. Much feminist writing to date on conducting re­
search has been focused on reversing the androcentric bias in the 
social sciences that has resulted in the invisibility of women in socio­
logical studies. Feminist analysis has advocated research that is by, 
for and about women, and in doing so has gone some way toward 
developing a careful analysis of the politics of doing research. It is, 
however, still necessary to bring together divergent strands of thought 
when considering such questions as: what does it mean to do re­
search in a setting where as a participant the researcher is intimately 
involved in the process and outcome of the research? and to do field 
research in a social setting where the researcher is in a relatively 
powerless position? or to do research where the possibilities of change 
and empowerment for women are limited? But before I turn to con­
sider these questions more fully, I wish to discuss in more detail my 
initial research project and findings . 

GENDER AND SEX IN THE SERVICE WORKPLACE 
Spradley and Mann note that a division of labour takes place in 

all but the smallest societies and that the most frequent method of 
doing so employs differences based on gender. 4 It is arguable that 
class or social standing is also an important factor in the allocation of 
work, and is closely linked to gender as an allocatory sign. They found 
that there was considerable significance in the division of work roles 
into male and female for the meanings that a culture attaches to sexual 
gender. By discovering the underlying cultural rules and implicit defi­
nitions of masculinity and femininity they were also able to discover 
the significance of 'men's work' and 'women's work' .5 They found 
that specific social rules maintained the demarcation between men's 
and women's work which, in turn, assigned relative value or value­
lessness to the work done. Amongst the rules identified were the 
'handicap rule ' whereby women were arbitrarily forbidden from en­
gaging in certain social rituals by virtue of being women and the 
'cross-over phenomenon' in which women are permitted to perform 
work which is normally defined as male work and are required to be 
grateful for the opportunity to perform more valuable work despite 
the asymmetrical nature of the rule, the labelling of the same func­
tion as work or non-work depending on the gender of the person 
performing it. In short, Spradley and Mann found that there were 
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significant demarcations between the work performed by women and 
by men, that men's work was considered more valuable than wom­
en's work, and that definitions of masculinity and femininity in a 
wider social context were both the consequence of and the reason for 
the lower valuation of women's work.6 

The aim of making a re-study of The Cocktail Waitress was to see 
how much the general theme of work as a symbol of gender remains 
central to my service industry workplace twenty to twenty-five years 
after the original ethnographic study. The workplace has undergone 
considerable change in that time, not least of which has been the 
increased numbers of women entering and remaining in the labour 
force at all levels. This has meant that not only is the demographic 
make-up of the workplace changing, but also that juridical discourse 
on the workplace has been forced to develop in accordance with that 
change. Today there are laws against sex discrimination and sexual 
harassment in the workplace, as well as procedures for dealing with 
personal grievances that make the overt employment of a sexual di­
vision of labour illegal. It is also arguable that women are in general 
more aware of their formal rights and expectations of treatment in 
the workplace today than in the 1970s. Although equally, more women 
seem to be aware that there are institutional structures that continue 
to disadvantage them in workplace relations. Such ambivalence sur­
rounding women's position in the workplace is especially relevant in 
the service industry, where a large number of particularly young 
women find work because of its characterisation as lowly skilled, 
casual or part-time and easily available. These factors also contribute 
to the relatively little power that women in the service industry have 
available to them when negotiating on all matters with their employ­
ers and in other employment scenarios. To what degree then, does 
gender continue to be a signifier of value in the workplace and how 
does the sexual division oflabour manifest itself in such a workplace? 

On a formal level my workplace operates three work sites which 
are distinct and yet interdependent. They are: the kitchen which cooks 
and serves food with a minimum of customer contact; the bar which 
provides coffees and beverages within the restaurant but operates on 
request of the wait staff; and the restaurant floor where the wait staff 
interact with customers so that they may be served food and bever­
ages. I found that the amount of customer contact was a significant 
factor in the hierarchisation of work sites and roles. In an inversion 
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of actuality, the more contact the worker has with the customer the 
less value is assigned to the work role. 

This may be as a consequence of the relative valuelessness that 
is attached to work roles throughout society that are concerned with 
the aiding, helping or serving of others. Such roles have been tradi­
tionally occupied by women in jobs defined as women's work and 
have historically been devalued. Such traditions do however continue 
to have an effect, despite the operation of sex discrimination laws 
and the rhetoric of 'women [workers] can do anything ' in today's 
workplace. They are integrated into management style and strategy 
which defines hiring patterns, work role allocation, work site rela­
tions and dispute resolution and which, in turn, are internalised and 
later performed by the staff. I consider it no coincidence that all ex­
cept two of the workers in the kitchen and the bar are males, whereas 
eighty per cent, or four out of five of the restaurant wait staff are 
female. Revealingly, at the time I was hired, despite my substantial 
experience in bar work and previous position as a bar manager, I was 
assigned work on the restaurant floor and have been allocated con­
tingent bar shifts as I have proved my reliability and quality of work. 
A male worker hired at the same time with less bar experience was 
allocated bar shifts immediately and is only occasionally approached 
to work fill in restaurant floor shifts. Management are often prepared 
to undertake considerable rearrangement to oblige bar staff, usually 
at the convenience of wait staff. This implicit hierarchisation of work 
roles involves a gendered dimension by virtue of the operation of 
informal sex discrimination in staff hiring patterns and has conse­
quences for interstaff relations. 

The kitchen is characterised by mostly male workers in a male­
orientated atmosphere that can be openly hostile to female interven­
tion. Their work is the least subject to scrutiny from the customers, 
and workers operate with relative autonomy. Most of the workers are 
full-time and enjoy a slightly higher wage rate. Supervision, rather 
than being directly through management, is via a senior and some­
what autonomous staff member. These circumstances, together with 
a hierarchy that privileges the kitchen as work site, create a ' female­
hostile' environment. I identified two types of behaviour which are 
utilised by the kitchen staff to maintain their privilege and which are 
gendered. One involved the marginalisation and effective expulsion 
of a female staff member. In a complex play of meanings, a now past 
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head chef, currently accused of sexual harassment, hired a young 
East Asian woman to work in the kitchen. The response of the kitchen 
staff was hostile to say the least. They maintained an antagonistic 
and unfriendly attitude, refused to speak to the woman, made racist 
and sexist comments in reference to her competence and generally 
maligned her in and outside of the workplace. They were, however, 
required to work with her because of her sponsorship by their supe­
rior for the period of his employment. Once he completed his em­
ployment, however, their behaviour towards her became so openly 
hostile that she quickly resigned and left. The attitude and behaviour 
of the kitchen staff was not commented upon by management and, as 
a result, their gendered and racist use of power and privilege en­
trenched their ability to maintain a sexual division of labour. 

Another way that the kitchen maintains its position of privilege in 
a gendered labour structure is through overt sexual reference and be­
haviour in the presence of and toward the female wait staff. Verbal 
reference is often made to sexual acts, genitalia, sexy women and sexual 
desire when women are working nearby. Actions which are suggestive 
and explicit in relation to sexual acts are often made in conjunction 
with verbal references. To a large extent this behaviour goes on at times 
when the restaurant floor is busy and the kitchen is not, so that the wait 
staff are intermittently and briefly in the kitchen or at some location 
nearby. Occasionally, usually at times when the whole workplace is 
especially quiet, such references will be extended to directly include 
the female wait staff. As an example of the behaviour being discussed 
is the sexual innuendo present in this interchange between a male kitchen 
worker and a female wait person. A brief discussion about meat takes 
place in which the woman discloses that she is vegetarian. 

Male Kitchen Worker: What sort of vegetarian are you? 
Female Wait Person: I just don't eat meat. 
Male Kitchen Worker: You don't eat any meat at all? 
Female Wait Person: Nope. 
Male Kitchen Worker: Do ya stick it in your mouth? 

This is followed by laughter by all the kitchen staff and the wom­
an's response of 'ha-ha'. A response that at once acknowledges the 
double meaning intended and attempts to dismiss its relation to her 
sense of subjectivity. 

The middle ground in the hierarchy of work sites is occupied by 
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the bar. It has more contact with customers than the kitchen, but is 
not directly responsible to them as is the restaurant floor staff. Of the 
four permanent bar staff, one is a woman. She is the longest serving 
staff member. It is the intermediary nature of this work site's valua­
tion that influences its interstaff structures and relations. Its reliance 
on wait staff to make its job as easy as possible means that it cannot 
afford to alienate the largely female floor staff with processes of fe­
male marginalisation that are as overt as those employed by the 
kitchen. Instead, I identified a tendency toward what I termed the 
sexual objectification of women. In effect this involved a projection 
of sexual desire onto women by the male bar staff that is alienating 
and conflictual for the female wait staff. For example: female cus­
tomers are admired in terms of a single body part; 'nice legs' , 'great 
tits', 'swish bum'; or denied subjectivity: 'that's nice', 'look at that' , 
'check that out', 'schwing'; or infantilised: 'babe', 'chic', ' sweetie' . 
Such conceptualisations of women and their sexual desirability are 
internalised by female wait staff and reinforce the divorce between 
the working, autonomous, self-possessed woman and her sexuality. 
Considering the extent to which a woman's value is attributed in ac­
cordance with her sexual desirability in our society, such a technique 
is very effective for maintaining gendered hierarchies of work site 
and work role valuation. 

There were also instances where the hierarchy between bar and 
restaurant floor was more overtly referred to. Comments are frequently 
made by bar staff to the effect that they make the decisions that con­
cern the operation of the restaurant. One comment made was: 'Ifl say 
the bar's closed then the bar's closed. What the barman says goes'. Bar 
staff are referred to by all the male employees as barmen, despite there 
being a permanent female bar server. She also plays an important, al­
though inadvertent role, in maintaining gendered hierarchies. Her pro­
motion from wait staff to bar staff came by virtue of proving herself as 
an exceptionally loyal and hardworking staff member and she defends 
that promotion in a very active way. The reason for this is that the 
intermediary valuation of the bar as a work site defines it as man's 
work. The distinction between the restaurant floor and the bar relies 
upon the historicity of women as servers and men as drinkers to main­
tain a gendered hierarchy of valuation. Techniques such as the sexual 
objectification of women serve to undermine women's subjectivity and 
bolster male acts of definition. 
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The participant observation study I undertook did reveal a 
gendered division oflabour that relies on conceptions of masculinity 
and femininity and their respective sexualities that are oppressive to 
women. By using displays of male-defined sexuality in a cop.text of 
historicity that defines women as passive receivers of male sexuality, 
as servers in a male economy that does not value serving, and as 
workers that cannot be feminine in a way that is sexually desirable, 
women workers in the service industry are defined as being of little 
value and denied their subjectivity. In line with the findings of 
Spradley and Mann, I found that there were specific meanings asso­
ciated with work roles and work sites that defined them as men's 
work or women's work and attributed greater value to men's work. 

There were, however, significant contradictions operating along­
side the ostensible performance of a sexual division of labour. Not 
least of which is the juridical discourse which backgrounds today's 
workplace. The Employment Contracts Act 1991 makes illegal: dis­
crimination in the workplace on the grounds of gender ( amongst oth­
ers), sexual harassment, and provides procedures for dealing with 
personal grievances. 7 It is feasible that at least some of the behav­
iours encountered by female staff in their workplace could constitute 
one of these grounds and that an action for recompense could be 
successfully made by one or a group of female workers. It would 
seem that an action for sexual harassment is now pending against an 
ex-kitchen worker where sexual touching is alleged. But equally it 
would seem that none of the female staff consider that the verbal, 
sexually suggestive or sexually explicit behaviour that is endemic to 
their workplace constitutes sex discrimination or sexual harassment. 
This is not to say that the female staff are unaware of the gendered 
dynamics of their workplace, or that they lack the agency to con­
demn those dynamics. Instead, what I understood as being their posi­
tion was that they considered themselves obliged to work and were 
reliant upon their continued employment for economic survival. And 
they didn't consider that other workplaces would be any different. I 
believe that these women, far from being the victims of sexist 
workplace dynamics, were only too well aware that the institution of 
labour and the workplaces within it are male defined and signifi­
cantly advantage male workers. Their response to such knowledge is 
to be better workers than their male counterparts. These female wait 
staff endeavour continually to outperform the male workers within 
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their work site and in other work roles. And to a large extent they do. 
So, when a female co-worker is promoted to bar staff she defends 
that promotion vigilantly and even though that behaviour entrenches 
the division between men's work and women's work the other female 
staff will defend her right to defend her position because she is prov­
ing that a woman can beat a man at his own game. 

It was not until I came to understand the dynamics of female 
negotiations of the seemingly oppressive gendered hierarchies that 
operate in my workplace that I was able to see why my ethnographic 
research had placed me in such a conflictual and difficult situation. 
Not only did I find it difficult to observe directly the methods used to 
marginalise me as a woman worker, but I found it increasingly diffi­
cult to make the necessary and usually only partly conscious nego­
tiations that allow me to operate in such an environment. Addition­
ally, I was very conscious that my female co-workers would not (and 
proved not to) be responsive to the research I was undertaking. For 
them to be aware of or to partake in an explicit unmasking of their 
marginalisation would place them in an equally vulnerable position. 
The contradictions and ambivalences within our identity as workers 
and as women are such that to be reminded of their potency is to 
undermine the limited agency that we possess in relation to our 
workplace. 

POLITICS AND ETHICS IN DOING FEMINIST FIELDWORK 
What, then, does this say to the politics of doing ethnographic 

research in a feminist context? How can I justify asking how the 
sexual division of labour operates in a service workplace to 
marginalise and devalue women workers when to do so is to contrib­
ute, in an indirect way, to their ambivalence toward their work? In 
considering these questions I looked at sociological and feminist texts 
in the hope of discovering guidance on the issues of the politics and 
ethics of conducting research. In particular, I hoped to find discus­
sions on the politics of doing research in social locations where 
gendered hierarchies do exist but their operations have complex mean­
ings for women, where the researcher is intimately involved as a par­
ticipant in that social location, and where not only are gender differ­
ences manifested but where they and other signifiers such as race 
and class play a significant role in the processes and meanings of 
such research. I was dismayed to find, however, that very little re-



Feminist Ethnography • 115 

search theory attempted to interact with these questions. In fact, I 
encountered a significant near silence in sociological texts on the 
political dynamics of doing ethnographic research, despite the seem­
ingly endless texts concerned with the intricacies of the processes of 
research. Within feminist discourse there is a greater willingness to 
interact with theory and there is a considerable volume of work ex­
ploring the meanings of feminism within research but, even so, there 
seems to be a level of naivety or ungroundedness in relation to the 
realities of doing research within a feminist framework. What fol­
lows is an attempt to bring together some of the questions raised in 
my field work experience with the relevant but divergent strands of 
thought in research theory that may go some way toward developing 
a more reflexive and grounded context for feminist research. 

The most vital influence in shaping the development of my am­
bivalence towards ethnographic research within the context of femi­
nist politics was the emotional conflict I felt. With my growing aware­
ness of the power dynamics that operated in my workplace to 
marginalise and devalue me came an equally important awareness 
that individuals informed and performed those techniques which 
upheld the gendered hierarchies described. The difficulty was that I 
had a personal, intimate and complex relationship with each of those 
individuals. During the actual research period, those relationships 
being exceedingly difficult to manage, I developed a hostile and de­
fensive attitude towards my workplace and workmates. That hostil­
ity, coupled with the knowledge that I am financially dependent on a 
service industry workplace, became so conflictual that I resolved to 
cease doing fieldwork. From that time on the conflict subsided and I 
have re-established strong and affectionate ties with many of the peo­
ple in my workplace. The process of writing up my fieldwork, whilst 
being problematic for a number of reasons, has enabled me to think 
more clearly about the workplace and social power structures and 
dynamics within which the individual operates and which s/he sub­
consciously reproduces. The ability to watch how an individual per­
forms their 'split' subjectivity within social power relations allows 
me to see how they play out the conflict around their signifiers -
factors such as gender, class and race, but including also the historic­
ity and contextuality of influences such as upbringing, education, 
role models, etc. that inform identity - within a social location that 
not only captures the complexities of the sum total of those signifiers, 
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but is also informed by a history of labour relations. 
That ability, however, only evolved with an understanding of 

the validity and importance of emotion and personal response in 
ethnographic style research. Catherine Kirkwood explores the dy­
namics of personal response in social science research in her arti­
cle 'Investing Ourselves: Use of Researcher Personal Response in 
Feminist Methodology'. 8 She asserts that experiences of emotional 
response in field research can be used as a valuable and effective 
means of understanding women's lives in the context of feminist 
research.9 Such an assertion is made despite a near absence of analy­
sis of the role of emotional response in traditional sociological texts, 
where the inclusion of the research subject within the bounds of the 
ostensible research object is unacceptable. That absence, as well as 
the dichotomy that exists between research subject and object, is 
the result of what Kirkwood explains as a 'cultural belief that feel­
ings are irrelevant. It is also due to the desire to create an objective 
science of sociology based on the principles of physical science '. 1 0 

These principles incorporate the gendered notion that good science 
is based on reason and objectivity - traits traditionally associated 
with men. The historical association of engagement and emotion 
with the feminine has been used to keep women and feminist analysis 
out of mainstream anthropology and sociology. 1 1 Kirkwood argues 
that, in fact, good social science requires an openness to emotional 
response and the skill to perceive and explore personal responses 
so that they may be transformed into significant understandings. 
Those understandings will be the result of noting emotional re­
sponses and using them as information about how we are experi­
encing social reality. Such transformations, she argues, are impor­
tant to feminist research because they form the basis of ' reflective 
experiential analysis' , whereby the researcher actively attends to 
her own reactions to the research, including her emotions about 
women's experiences and how they relate to her own experiences, 
and moves between the content of the research arid these reactions 
in the formation of a methodological process that reflects feminist 
understandings. 1 2 

In line with those feminist understandings, Kirkwood suggests 
that such an analysis is empowering. In doing so she uses a defini­
tion of empowerment that focuses on the 'process through which an 
individual discovers the potency and value of her own resources and 
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abilities'. 1 3 By using such a definition her emphasis is on the re­
searcher as much as the research subject, and she reports that explor­
ing her own emotions and valuing the information they gave her about 
herself as well as her research was empowering for her. The impor­
tance of empowering the researcher is said to be relevant to the qual­
ity offeminist research because it enables the researcher's analysis to 
reflect the wealth and depth of the information collected. 14 Kirkwood's 
analysis is relatively unique in this sense but, I think, important to 
feminist research theory. It was certainly through considering my own 
feelings and responses that I was able to understand more fully the 
dynamics of my workplace. It also went some way toward answering 
my concerns about the 'who' of my dilemmas about doing research. 
I could not feel comfortable about doing research on women who 
had little to gain from it but I sensed that the understandings I was 
developing were in some way important. Having the knowledge I 
gained valued, reinforced that feeling of significance in my research 
and stressed also the need for reflexivity in feminist research. The 
concept of reflexivity in research is implicit in Kirkwood 's work. In 
conclusion she says: 

The outcome of exploring the content and pertinence of our responses 
to researching will lead to a more holistic relation between feminist 
researchers and their work, one in which the personal is acknowledged, 
understood and integrated with research methodology. Such an outcome 
can only create a more healthy context for conducting feminist research, 
for both researchers and research participants, and thus more vital and 
profound research. 1 5 

The concept of locating and being conscious of the self in re­
search is one that has been prevalent in feminist research theory. It is 
a result of the knowledge that objectivity in research creates false 
understandings that do not reflect the influences that the researcher 
has on the knowledge gained. To be reflexive in ethnographic re­
search the researcher needs to consider linked issues such as the 
dynamic surrounding her role as both participant and observer, the 
process of writing ethnographic texts, and the taking of signifiers 
such as gender, race and class seriously. Anne Williams describes 
the process of doing experiential reflexive ethnography: 

But in doing fieldwork ... my work is a cultural performance ... From 
the stream of action I encounter, I select bits and pieces. It is like Clifford 
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Geertz's (1973) description of ethnography. Summarised very crudely, 
the fieldworker pulls together the bits and pieces of the so-called ac­
tors' constructions of what is going on to create her own constructions. 
Understanding emerges out of interaction between me as a researcher 
and the situation within which I find myself - out of the questions that 
emerge from my response to the situation. 1 6 

These issues become especially relevant when doing ethnographic 
research in a social location where I was very much a participant and 
that role as a participant did shape and influence the research process 
significantly, where personalities and power dynamics are so com­
plex that to say something about that social location is not to say 
something else, and where the interactions of social signifiers such 
as gender, race and class have such variable meanings that capturing 
their complexity is impossible. 

Williams is very conscious of the problematics of locating the 
self in research. She questions the complexity of the notion of self 
and argues that we can only ever be incompletely reflexive and that 
only by making very conscious efforts 'to elucidate constructions 
of my "self' in ethnographic text. · 1 7 A first step can be made by 
looking for emotions in the sense described by Kirkwood, as well 
as by being aware of the part they play in marking the boundaries 
between participant and observer, and around research, valuable 
information and general knowledge. Williams suggests that alle­
giance to a group in terms of gender, class or race is commonly 
assumed to create a sensitivity towards others in that group, but 
this is not always the case. There is always an interpretation of so­
cial events that is coloured by individual and personal experiences 
with the individual's interpretation of those experiences. She sug­
gests that this tension can be explored by 'teasing out' the research­
er's position as both participant and observer, whilst bearing in mind 
that these are separations which are used to think about what is a 
whole or continuous experience. 1 8 These are important considera­
tions for feminist research theory because they feed into established 
feminist concerns about the class dynamics involved in the process 
of doing research and focus on recognising that the significance of 
reflexivity and empowerment in feminist research is furthered by 
locating the researcher and the researched in the same critical plane 
of activity and understanding. 
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A feminist reading of my notes, in the sense that I try to explore the 
presence of myself in my research, illuminates methodological and epis­
temological problems in the process of doing ethnography. Further and 
very importantly, I find links between my day-to-day practice and the 
day-to-day practice of those whom I encounter. I begin to see how the 
problems I speak of, particularly in connection with my relationships 
with others, are mirrored in the relationships of those I encounter and 
vice versa. It is in this way that I can speak of beginning to understand 
the experiences of others, by recognising that we are located in the same 
critical plane of activity and understanding. 1 9 

That the self of the researcher is complex and affected by fluctu­
ating power dynamics is particularly meaningful in the context of 
participant observation research. As a participant in my workplace, 
as a female worker, even as I was becoming more aware of the way 
that gendered hierarchies operated in my workplace, I was conscious 
that I performed those dynamics alongside my workmates. I felt that 
my identity was 'split' - not just in the sense that I have a shifting 
and contradictory subjectivity - but in the sense that I was a split 
person. I was a student doing an exercise for university credit, a femi­
nist academic committed to producing feminist informed theory, a 
feminist in the practical sense that I felt ill at ease with the ethno­
graphic process because it might negatively affect my female work­
mates, a worker who needs to do her job as well as possible because 
she is financially dependent upon it and out of a sense of personal 
pride, a female worker who has worked hard to climb the gendered 
hierarchy and is defensive of her position in that hierarchy, a female 
who has a sexuality in her workplace and in relation to her work­
mates, and a feminist at work. I know that my sense of split personhood 
is what is meant by the phrase 'shifting and contradictory subjectiv­
ity' , but it feels like so much more. Despite all the different roles that 
I was playing and the conflicts between them, they do not even begin 
to take into account the relevance and meanings of factors such as 
my race, class or sexuality. What for instance is the relevance of and 
meaning for my analysis that two of the men in my workplace are 
Maori and that both of them are homosexual, or that despite being 
near the bottom of the gendered work hierarchy I have significantly 
more formal education than any of the men? By paying attention to 
the performance of my 'self' in my workplace within the context of 
being a participant observer, I at once deconstructed and created 
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meanings for the social relations that inform those positionalities. 
In my readings I came across Liz Stanley, who argues that good 

research is research which is reflexive and results in what she calls 
'unalienated knowledge'.20 She considers unalienated knowledge to 
be a necessary precondition for the exploration of a feminist ontol­
ogy in research. A feminist ontology, it is suggested, determines how 
we experience and respond to particular social contexts and how we 
perceive and perform the research process. Such a feminist ontology 
is said to arise from 'the experience of and acting against perceived 
oppression'. 2 1 Hence, to do ethnographic research is to become in­
volved in a complex web of power relations in which the researcher's 
social signifiers create an intersubjective dynamic. To develop an 
awareness of those relations and attempt to understand their relevance 
and meanings is to take social signifiers such as gender, class and 
race seriously and to begin the development of unalienated 
knowledges. I found her analysis to be alluring until I realised that I 
am not entirely sure what exactly unalienated knowledges are and 
how they are beneficial to the possessors of them or feminism. If 
unalienated knowledges are 'truths' or knowledge that exists outside 
power dynamics, then surely what I have understood from my exer­
cise in ethnography is that they cannot be achieved. The Foucauldian 
insight that 'knowledge is construed as contested and partial, an 'ef­
fect of power' shaped by the interplay oflanguage, power and mean­
ing' is more 'true'.22 

CONCLUDING ISSUES 
I can only assume that what Stanley means is that knowledge 

that is constructed within a feminist context should be reflexive in 
that it takes the interplay of social signifiers and their relation to the 
researcher seriously, and empowering, in that it adds to the growing 
knowledges that feminism possesses about the way that gender, in 
particular, is utilised and performed in ways that are oppressive to 
women. Reflexivity seems to me to be vital in feminist research be­
cause it acknowledges the centrality of social signifiers to the mean­
ings of social reality that women operate within and perform them­
selves. It can account for the ways that women perform their 'shift­
ing and contradictory subjectivities' by acknowledging that the re­
searcher performs her own. It wasn't until I considered my own split 
personhood in my workplace that I was able to comprehend how the 
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women in my workplace manage the ambivalences derived from the 
constructed contradictions between femininity and worker by aspir­
ing to power. My understanding of the women in my workplace is 
derived from my personal experience of operating within tp.e very 
real power dynamics of my workplace and watching and listening to 
the responses and experiences of my workmates. It is that women are 
aware of the power dynamics that perform gender hierarchies which 
disenfranchise them and seek to confound them by aspiring to power. 
Women want to beat men at their own game because to do so will 
give women power that is not available if they make their own rules. 

What then can be said of empowerment? Much of feminist re­
search theory focuses on the ostensible purpose and benefit of doing 
research on women, that is, the empowerment of women. Usually 
' empowerment' is taken to mean consciousness-raising, the process 
oflearning how patriarchy creates and performs the relations of power 
in ways that systematically disenfranchise women. In that sense this 
research has empowered me. My consciousness about the complexi­
ties of gender oppression and its relation to the power relations that 
play out meanings of social signifiers has been considerably raised. 
My understanding that my female co-workers are on some level aware 
of the effects and dynamics of that gender oppression came as a con­
siderable surprise. And it is important because the strategy being 
employed by these women to overcome the effects of gender oppres­
sion is in no way unproblematic. If this research in some way adds to 
our feminist knowledges base and raises our awareness of the con­
crete realities of power dynamics for these women, then we are in a 
position to aid them. Feminists can begin to theorise ways of disrupt­
ing gendered hierarchies from the inside and I can be less ' split' in 
my workplace and be more supportive of women in their daily strug­
gles with their own 'splitness'. 

Paulette Benton completed a BA majoring in Women s Studies in 
1994, and an LLB in 1995 at the University of Otago. She is cur­
rently a Masters student in the Women s Studies Department at the 
University of Auckland, researching her thesis on state intervention 
and regulation in violent families. 
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Feminism and the Sexual Abuse Debate: 
A Troubled Response to Camille Guy 

ANNABEL COOPER 

This paper is a revised text of a talk given at the New Zealand 
Women s Studies Association conference held at Massey University 
in February 1997. 

This paper is a very preliminary foray into a subject which I have 
only just begun to consider in any depth: the recent history of think­
ing and practice associated with child sexual abuse. As a field it draws 
my attention in part because of my interest in personal narratives and 
subjectivity - it is an area in which questions about self-representa­
tion, the cultural production of subjectivity and the politics of repre­
sentation are critical. There are other questions, however: it is a field 
upon which some public meanings of ' feminism' have been played 
out, and an issue which confronts aspects of feminist thinking and 
practice with some difficult and important questions. 

In this paper I look at two texts: First Do No Harm by Felicity 
Goodyear-Smith, an Auckland general practitioner, and an article by 
feminist journalist Camille Guy, 'Feminism and Sexual Abuse: Trou­
bled Thoughts on some New Zealand Issues', which was published 
in the British journal Feminist Review in 1996. 1 I focus on First Do 
No Harm, but my framing and initiating question is with Camille 
Guy's defence of it. I address each text in a very limited way; there is 
more to be said about Guy's article in particular, for which I do not 
have space here. 

First Do No Harm is a critique of the field of sexual abuse. It 
was published in 1993, twelve years after the first publication of 
Miriam Saphira 's The Sexual Abuse of Children introduced to many 
New Zealanders the idea that child sexual abuse was a common 
phenonemon.2 Since the early 1980s, in New Zealand as in other 
Western countries, the currency of child sexual abuse has shifted in 
public debate, with widespread acknowledgement of the problem, 
and a network of systems which ranges over a number of disciplines 
and professions has developed. Felicity Goodyear-Smith is one of a 
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number oflocal figures recently to express grave concerns about 'the 
sexual abuse industry', as she calls it, but the only one who has writ­
ten a book on the topic. 

'FEMINISM AND SEXUAL ABUSE' 
I have mixed feelings about dealing with First Do No Harm. My 

reason for discussing it in any detail is the reference made to it and to 
Goodyear-Smith in Camille Guy's article 'Feminism and Sexual 
Abuse', a sceptical account of New Zealand feminism's handling of 
the subject of sexual abuse. In this article, and in an earlier one, Guy 
expresses concern at the tone and the practice of much feminist de­
bate in New Zealand, identifying personal trashing, anti-intellectual­
ism, and high moral grounding as characteristic. She traces this char­
acter to what she sees as domination by radical feminism. 3 'Femi­
nism and Sexual Abuse' covers a number of sexual harassment inci­
dents and texts over the last ten or fifteen years, beginning with the 
Mervyn Thomson incident and concluding with a discussion of First 
Do No Harm. 4 Her critical reference point is Helen Gamer's The 
First Stone, a controversial book about an allegation of sexual har­
assment at Melbourne University. 5 Following Gamer, and recent dis­
cussions of sexual harassment by Alison Jones, Guy seeks a reading 
of 'sexual abuse' which would recognise sexuality as marked by 'com­
plexities and ambiguities ', and argues that by failing to offer such a 
reading, 'New Zealand feminism set serious limits on its own under­
standing of legal-sexual issues'. 6 

I both agree and disagree with Guy. I know that the trashing and 
so on does go on, but I see it as more circumscribed than she does. 
From the vantage point of the South Island and other feminist con­
nections, I think that her characterisation of 'New Zealand feminism' 
depends on a too narrowly focused perspective, that it takes a part for 
the whole. However, and more to the point, I, too, think we need a 
more complex discussion of sexual abuse than we have so far had, 
one in which battle lines are not drawn before discussion commences, 
and in which the conclusions are not established before the work 
begins. Like Guy, I find myself attracted to Gamer's The First Stone, 
primarily for its willingness to engage in exploration which is both 
doubting and self-doubting. My response to Guy arises, then, out of 
my agreement that we do need a more complex and self-critical un­
derstanding of sexual abuse. The concern I articulate here is not spe-
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cifically to do with Guy's case, but rather with one of the intellectual 
alliances she seems to be making. I consider that she has made a 
serious misjudgement in her assessment of the book First Do No 
Harm, and that to argue from such a text is to risk confounding the 
debate. 

Guy sees Goodyear-Smith, like Garner in Australia, as an 'out­
cast', and characterises First Do No Harm as 'partisan but carefully 
documented', presenting 'a serious and well-documented challenge'. 7 

Her defence of First Do No Harm is the conclusion to Guy's article 
and effectively its punch-line; Guy has also written newspaper sto­
ries about the book and its author. 8 She sees Goodyear-Smith as of­
fering the kind of debate which this issue needs, but she is concerned 
at what she sees as the failure of feminists to address the book seri­
ously: 

First Do No Harm is a book to be reckoned with, presenting a serious 
and well-documented challenge to New Zealand sexual abuse workers. 
What, then, has been the feminist response to it? Largely it has been to 
deplore it, unread, and to refuse to engage with its author. Our women 's 
bookshop refuses to stock the book. Goodyear-Smith says t~at when­
ever she has speaking engagements or university seminars, a sex abuse 
workers' organization writes to the organizers challenging her creden­
tials and attempting to have the events cancelled. Several public de­
bates have been cancelled because nobody was willing to appear on the 
same platform with her and represent 'the other side' .9 

This very public call is the reason, and the only reason, why most 
of this paper will address First Do No Harm. 

FIRST DO NO HARM 
The subject of First Do No Harm is the development and charac­

ter of the 'sexual abuse industry in the Western World', but it has a 
focus on New Zealand and is aimed primarily at a New Zealand read­
ership.10 The rise of the 'industry' and its direction are framed in a 
discussion of 'sex in the twentieth century' . It discusses the context 
of the development of the sexual abuse field - the historical under­
recognition of child sexual abuse and the fact that many victims were 
not believed when they complained of it - and the context of social 
and cultural change during the last decade and a half which saw the 
rise of programmes to prevent and address it as a problem. It ex-
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presses concern about an early influx of 'women with strong [femi­
nist] political beliefs' into the field and a perceived emphasis among 
them on the need for 'redressing political concerns' to the detriment 
of attention to the needs of individual clients. 11 

It then discusses some areas ofresearch bearing on issues within 
the field. It considers research on memory, pointing to findings which 
suggest that memory is not as accurate as is often believed, and par­
ticularly the ways in which it can be distorted by poor interview­
ing or therapeutic interventions such as hypnosis. It reviews the data 
on prevalence and discusses the difficulty of interpreting statistics 
where definitions of sexual abuse vary between studies, and, it is 
contended, are often problematic. A chapter on childhood sexuality 
points to the historical and cultural specificity of prohibitions on adult/ 
child sex, and argues that harm can as readily come from therapeutic 
or other-adult reaction to such sexual encounters as from the encoun­
ters themselves. 

The book then turns to its specific concerns about developments 
within 'the industry' and society. It reviews high-profile legal cases 
concerning day-care centres, satanic ritual abuse, alternative com­
munities and child pornography rings. It discusses the incidence of 
false complaints in relation to custody cases, vengeful teenagers, pres­
sure from others, the victim syndrome, and financial inducements 
(such as Accident Compensation payments). It discusses what it claims 
is the 'sexual abuse industry's' feeding of an 'epidemic' and the po­
litical motivations behind it, the detrimental effects of' industry' prac­
tices, and the perceived failure of appropriate checks and safeguards. 

The book concludes with an argument concerning 'victimocracy', 
asserting that feminism and associated beliefs are stuck in a commit­
ment to the notion of male oppressor/female victim, and that instead 
of resolving these problems they replicate them. Its final section pro­
poses an 'alternative model of female/male relationships' which re­
jects 'dualisms' and blame-seeking, emphasising instead love, holis­
tic spirituality and the taking of personal responsibility for one's own 
emotional health. 12 Remedies of a more pragmatic nature, consisting 
of briefly sketched suggested changes to, for example, 'research', 
education, diagnostic practices, court procedures, treatment and the 
media, are included in the appendix. 

There are legitimate questions around many of the areas raised 
in this book. For reasons which will become clear, I do not address 
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those issues here: my more pressing question has to do with the na­
ture of the case which Goodyear-Smith presents. 

I would like to begin by asking: what kind of book is First Do No 
Harm? Goodyear-Smith's own claims in the foreword, articulated 
against anticipated criticisms, hinge on its grounding in scientific 
literature: 

The arguments presented in this book offer what I believe is a scientific 
and rational perspective backed by substantial studies and research. 13 

The detailed case studies and research papers I have accumulated over 
the years gives [sic] me a knowledge and understanding of the issues 
available to few others, and I believe it is important for me to share this 
publicly. 

What I have to say in this book is backed by a substantial body of 
reputable literature. I ask the reader to evaluate what I discuss on this 
basis. I know there are those who will try to use my personal associa­
tions and connections to discredit me and invalidate my assertions. 14 

My training as a doctor has taught me to respect the scientific method 
in testing a theory or treatment. A new drug might appear to have excit­
ing possibilities as a wonder-cure. Careful trials must be run, however, 
to determine its actual effectiveness and the possibility of harmful side­
effects. Wherever possible, we must avoid disasters such as the Tha­
lidomide tragedy, where a drug used to settle nausea in pregnancy re­
sulted in the birth of a large number of seriously deformed babies. 

We must also beware pseudoscience, where opinions and theories 
masquerade as proven facts without the testing required to validate them. 

It is my contention that the sexual abuse industry operates on a number 
ofuntested premises and assumptions with regard to diagnosis an.d treat­
ment of abuse. The ill-effects of some of these are having far-reaching 
and tragic consequences. I believe that these investigation and manage­
ment protocols should be subject to the same evaluation as any medical 
therapy. Whenever any intervention is contemplated, the primary con­
sideration should always be that which forms the basis of the Hippocratic 
oath: first do no harm. 15 

What interests me is the legitimating authority to which Goodyear­
Smith appeals here: it is, above all, science: scientific method, repu­
table literature, and medicine. Evaluate what I have to say, she asks, 
on the basis of the 'substantial studies and research' put before you. 



130 • Annabel Cooper 

It is on this basis that I approach First Do No Harm. This is not to say 
that I don't have some questions about Goodyear-Smith's position­
ing in this debate: I do. However, in this paper I shall take the book 
on the terms it claims for itself. 

What kind of book does it claim to be, then, and who is it written 
for? It purports to be an account of the development and current state 
of a field, and a report on current international scientific research 
which bears on that field. It is not a book for scientists, however: as 
the back cover tells us, it is written in 'language you can understand' 
- for readers who are not specialists. It states clearly that it presents a 
perspective, to counter prevailing views. However, as the foreword 
indicates, the book's readers can be assumed to be relying on its rep­
resentation of the research to evaluate its case. 

The question arises, therefore, whether First Do No Harm presents 
its readers with an adequate representation of the literature. Let us 
take Chapter 4, on memory, as an initial sample. As Goodyear-Smith 
tells us: 

In the past two to three decades there has been considerable research in 
the field of memory. 

Much of the scientific debate about memory appears in the more aca­
demic psychological and sociological journals not read by social work­
ers, counsellors and therapists. 16 

The account which Goodyear-Smith offers of 'the scientific de­
bate about memory' does not square particularly well with the litera­
ture in this area. I'd like to take one forthcoming review of the re­
search on children's memory as a reference point for comparison. Its 
authors, Mel Pipe, Karen Salmon and Gina Priestley, are research 
psychologists involved in a large ongoing study of children's memory 
at the University ofOtago. The results of this programme are usually 
published in major international psychology journals, but this review 
will appear as a chapter in a New Zealand collection on psychology 
and family law. 17 It reviews research from the 1970s until the present, 
almost all of which would have been readily available to Goodyear­
Smith. 

Goodyear-Smith's chapter is entitled 'Can Memories Always be 
Believed and Trusted?' If we were to take on trust the representation 
of the literature the chapter offers, the answer would be 'No, memo­
ries, especially those of children, can seldom be believed and trusted' . 



Feminism and the Sexual Abuse Debate • 131 

One consequence of such an answer could be to eliminate what is 
often the only evidence in allegations of child sexual abuse. The ques­
tion, and the response to it, are therefore important, and have been a 
matter of ongoing debate both in academic journals and in the mass 
media. · 

Goodyear-Smith's report of the 'scientific debate about memory' 
covers a number of areas which are subject to ongoing research. Her 
report can be summarised thus: childhood memories, she argues, are 
frequently inaccurate, especially when longer time periods have 
elapsed before testimony is given. Inaccurate memories can be pro­
duced by subsequent misinformation such as misleading questions, 
and such new inaccurate 'memories' can be strongly believed in, espe­
cially if provided by someone trusted by the subject. Interviewer ex­
pectation can also distort memory, particularly where interviews are 
long or repeated. Thinking or writing about memories, and discussing 
them with others, can also distort them. Very young children can have 
difficulty separating reality from fantasy, and 'harmless' experiences 
in childhood can be reframed retrospectively as bad or harmful in later 
years. Hypnosis tends not to produce accurate memories. 18 

The emphasis of the review by Pipe, Salmon and Priestley is 
somewhat different to that of Goodyear-Smith: indeed, a comparison 
between the two chapters points to the extent to which Goodyear­
Smith diverges from the accepted practices of representing scientific 
literature. Goodyear-Smith's title question implies a negative answer, 
and gets one: she provides, however, only evidence which, at least on 
her representation, points to the unreliability of children's memories. 
Pipe, Salmon and Priestley's opening questions are: 'How much cre­
dence should we give to what children tell us? Are young children 
indeed unreliable, prone to fantasy and distortion as characterised at 
the turn of the century? Or can we rely on them to accurately recount 
their observations and past experiences?' 19 Following scientific con­
vention, they proceed to present and assess research findings which 
offer support to both sides of the debate, so that their response is not 
an unqualified assertion of the accuracy of children's memories, nor 
does it offer an unqualified 'yes' or 'no' to any of these questions. 
Their approach, instead, is to attempt as good an assessment as is 
currently available from psychological research on children's ability 
to remember accurately and to report memories. They cover a number 
of issues also raised by Goodyear-Smith, and their report raises con-
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cerns about her account. They are, however, a great deal more cau­
tious and specific. 

The question of whether inaccuracy of memories increases over 
long delays, for example, is discussed: the research which Pipe et al 
cite suggests inaccuracy does increase over time ( the claim made by 
Goodyear-Smith), but they also note that: 

The effects oflong delays may, however, depend on the nature and con­
tent of the questions asked; for example, Goodman, Hirschman, Hepps, 
& Rudy (1991, Experiment 4) found that children's responses to mis­
leading questions relevant to child abuse cases ('abuse questions') 
remained reasonably accurate over a 4-year time period. It is also possi­
ble that children remember salient, personally-experienced events over 
extended periods of time better than more neutral events.20 

In contrast to Goodyear-Smith's assertion that 'mentally shock­
ing events actually cause poorer recall of details' Pipe et al conclude 
that there has as yet been no clear relationship established between 
stress associated with an event and recall. 21 They also discuss the 
issue of 'errors of commission' (reporting events which did not oc­
cur) arising from interviewing, either because of the child's desire to 
please the interviewer by providing the 'right' answer, or because the 
child has been asked misleading questions and incorporates infor­
mation from them into her memory. Pipe et al report on studies which 
show that certain kinds of question tend to support accurate recall, 
and other kinds may lead to errors, especially if they include mis­
leading information or if direct questions are asked repeatedly, and if 
a 'misleading' interviewer is trusted (all points noted by Goodyear­
Smith). They also report that: 

There is evidence, however, that young children , including 
preschoolers, can resist even strongly misleading suggestions under 
some conditions (Rudy & Goodman, 1991; Saywitz, Goodman, 
Nicholas, & Moan, 1991 ). This may occur where the child has been a 
participant in the event, rather than a bystander, where the event is 
highly relevant to the child, or where he or she has experienced the 
event many times. Under these circumstances, the event may be more 
likely to be recalled and thus the memory may be less susceptible to 
the misinformation effect of misleading questions ( Goodman & Reed, 
1986; Rudy & Goodman).22 
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This last point, which describes the conditions of much child sex 
abuse and is therefore clearly important in the debate, is not noted by 
Goodyear-Smith. 

There are a number of issues upon which a similar kind of com­
parison could be made between these two chapters. The outstanding 
and underlying differences between the two, however, are that one 
(Pipe et al) adheres to the scientific convention of presenting and 
evaluating a range of evidence, and seeks to establish and demon­
strate as nearly as possible the conditions under which children are 
likely to be able to be accurate, and those under which they are not. 
The other (Goodyear-Smith) does not adhere to that convention, and 
presents only the information which points to the unreliability of 
children's memory. Goodyear-Smith's account is skewed and over­
simplified. 

Goodyear-Smith's chapter relies heavily on a few researchers who 
are primarily aligned with criticism of the sexual abuse field, although 
Goodyear-Smith does not identify this bias. For example, frequently 
cited is Elizabeth Loftus, who, although her research in this area is 
highly regarded, is subject to controversy because of some of the 
claims based on her findings . Goodyear-Smith's report gives no ink­
ling of this debate. 

A researcher less highly-regarded in the field who is cited sev­
eral times in Goodyear-Smith's chapter is Ralph Underwager, who 
has, according to Juliet Broadmore, testified for defendants in two 
hundred child abuse prosecutions, to the point that one judge has 
questioned his credibility. 23 Broadmore notes that Underwager is the 
most frequently cited researcher in First Do No Harm . Most of the 
references to his work come from the journal Issues in Child Abuse 
Accusations, the title of which strongly suggests its commitments. In 
Australasia it is held in only one, relatively obscure, library and, again 
according to Broadmore, it is not subject to peer review. In them­
selves, of course, the points I have made about Underwager and Is­
sues in Child Abuse Allegations do not disqualify the cited research: 
my point is that they do not put these sources into the category on 
which Goodyear-Smith claims her book stands: reputable science. 
Nor, according to the standards she claims, is her own representation 
of the literature acceptable practice. 

A perhaps minor related point, but one worth noting, is the way 
in which Goodyear-Smith cites the book The Courage to Heal, by 
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Bass and Davis, as an 'abuse textbook for workers in the field' . It is 
in fact a US self-help book written for women who have been, or 
think they may have been abused; it is subtitled 'A Guide for Women 
Survivors of Sexual Abuse' . It is not 'an abuse textbook' , and is cur­
rently (and deservedly) subject to much criticism. To describe it as a 
textbook allows unsubstantiated claims such as the following to be 
made about the sexual abuse field: 

the mainstream sexual abuse industry ... are teaching therapists that 
memories of abuse are usually repressed, and that most women will 
deny or not remember that they were abused as children. Abuse text­
books for workers in the field claim that many women do not remember 
they were abused until they undergo therapy (Bass and Davis, 1988). It 
is claimed they can gain their memories through regression therapy, 
hypnosis, or from dreams. It expected [sic] that memories will get more 
and more detailed with time. 

Counsellors are instructed to believe their clients have been sexually 
abused, even if they doubt it themselves. If a client is unsure that she 
was abused but thinks she might have been, the counsellor should work 
as though she was. If she denies it, she should be asked again later. 24 

This passage is apparently based on the arguments of The Cour-
age to Heal. It conflates the book's position with that of 'the main­
stream sexual abuse industry' (which is not specified any more pre­
cisely than this) . No source other than The Courage to Heal is of­
fered; no evidence or explanation is given to support the conflation. 

This brings us to a further dubious practice, characteristic of this 
chapter as well as of the book as a whole: the sporadic character of its 
referencing. While some assertions are referenced, giving the book 
the initial appearance of thoroughly referenced research, important 
claims are made with no source cited. One claim made, for example, 
is that: 

The rapid growth of the sexual abuse field meant that a fairly small 
group of people were responsible for training and educating the others. 
Networks quickly developed, and those writing about sexual abuse based 
their work on the theories of those initial workers. Most of the huge 
body of literature now available has this same base. 25 

This assertion is one of the major claims of the book. It is a po­
tentially very interesting and important line of inquiry, and of course 
similar arguments have been made about other professions and fields: 
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this is the stuff of intellectual history. At this stage of my own in­
quiry, it is a question which I would regard as worth pursuing. But in 
First Do No Harm it is never supported in any way other than by an 
account from 'personal experience' . No attempt appears to have been 
made actually to do the research on this question, despite its central­
ity to the book. 

Let us now look beyond this chapter to address further Goodyear­
Smith's claim to adhere to 'scientific' practice. A number of articles 
cited by name in the text do not appear in the bibliography, so the 
account of them given in the text cannot always be checked. The 
accounts given of articles which do appear in the bibliography might 
give rise to suspicion of these omissions. Amongst the material I did 
not know, I selected two references and looked at them in some de­
tail. They were the first two I chose. The first is an article by Douglas 
Besharov, which interested me because of the way his position is 
used to lend authority to an argument. If I may quote in some detail, 
first from First Do No Harm: 

Although many authors claim that false allegations are rare (Rush, 
1980; Summit, 1983; Macfarlane, 1986), extensive studies by research­
ers such as Besharov (1985), the former director of the US National 
Centre on Child Abuse and Neglect, has [sic] indicated that about 
65% of suspected child abuse cases are unfounded. The incidence of 
false reports has increased markedly where mandatory reporting has 
been introduced. Anonymous telephone hot-lines are similarly exac­
erbating the problem. 26 

The text makes a point here of asserting the authority ofBesharov 
and his previous position, a move which strengthens the truth-value 
of his 'findings' as against those of Rush, Summit or Macfarlane. 
Note, however, that there is a slippage from 'child sexual abuse' (the 
topic of book, chapter and the previous paragraph), to 'child abuse' . 
It would not take a particularly careless reader to miss the absence of 
the word 'sexual'. In the source, although Besharov does not immedi­
ately make a distinction between physical and sexual abuse, it is clear 
from the article that child abuse in general, not specifically child sexual 
abuse, is his topic. Furthermore, all his examples concern the over­
reporting of physical abuse, suggesting that this is his particular con­
cern. This suggestion is supported by the categorisation and the em­
phasis in his concluding section on remedies for over-reporting: 
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First, we need a more realistic definition of child abuse. We regularly 

hear that there are upwards of a million maltreated children (including 

those that are not reported). This is a reasonably accurate estimate. But 

the word 'maltreatment' encompasses much more than the brutally bat­

tered, sexually abused, or starved and sickly children that come to mind 

when we think of child abuse. A federal study found that only 3 percent 

of these 'maltreated' children are physically abused to the extent that 

they require professional care. And only about 7 percent are sexually 

abused. The remainder are either victims of unreasonable corporal pun­

ishment, emotionally abused (mainly 'habitual scapegoating, belittling 

and rejecting behavior'), or neglected (mainly educational neglect and 

emotional neglect, such as 'inadequate nurturance' and 'permitted 

maladaptive behavior'). Recognizing that these other serious but in no 

way life-threatening problems are lumped under the term 'child abuse ' 

would go a long way toward reducing current hysteria. 27 

From this I think we can infer that he considers that 'sexual abuse' 

should generally be placed in the more serious category, rather than 

in the 'over-reporting' category. 
The passage from First Do No Harm also suggests a further ma­

nipulation of evidence. Goodyear-Smith slips from 'unfounded' to 

'false reports' , the word ' false ' hinting towards a problem of mali­

cious reporting. But Besharov never uses the term 'false reports ', 

only 'unfounded reports' , and he points specifically to confusion, 

not malice, as the primary motivation for over-reporting: 'Few of 

these reports are made maliciously; most involve an honest desire to 

protect children coupled with confusion about when reports should 

be made'.28 I think it can be said, therefore, that Goodyear-Smith's 

representation uses Besharov's status to authenticate a point, and a 

broader account, which his article does not support. 
The second source which I followed up was chosen because it is a 

reference to Kate Millett, and represents an infrequent example in First 

Do No Harm of a feminist source. It occurs under the heading 'Chil­

dren's Sexual Rights' . I'd like to discuss the passage it occurs in more 

generally first. The section begins by stating that 'there is a power 

differential in all relationships', and 'the potential for exploitation of a 

child is particularly high' in sexual relationships and between children 

and adults.29 It then proceeds to discuss groups labelled 'radical' , such 

as the Paedophile Information Exchange, the Rene Guyon Society and 

the North American Man/Boy Love Association: 
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These organisations largely expressed the belief that what was impor­
tant was whether the child was willing to take part in the activity in 
question, and that unwilling children should never be subjected to sexual 
acts. There was no need for the child to know the 'consequences' of 
engaging in harmless (especially non-penetrative) sex play, simply be­
cause it was exactly that: harmless. 

As would be expected, these societies have mostly been disbanded or 
outlawed in the sexually repressive 1980s and 1990s. 

The concept of children being able to consent to sexual activity has 
also discussed [sic] by less radical groups and individuals, however. 
Even feminist writer Kate Millett ( 1991) believes that one of children's 
essential rights is to express themselves sexually. Dutch judge Edward 
Brongersma ( 1988) claims that consent does not require understanding 
but rather willingness that something should take place.30 

My first point is the odd transition of identification, from the 
opening disclaimer of the section ( on the potential for exploitation) 
and the first paragraph of this quotation (where the ideas are pre­
sented as those of the organisations), to the second paragraph, when 
it becomes clear by implication that these societies are seen as 
'liberatory', as against the repressiveness of the 1980s and 1990s 
which causes them to be disbanded. This suggests a somewhat stronger 
authorial identification.31 

The third paragraph is more intriguing. The reference to Millett 
is sandwiched between two sentences which make claims about con­
sent. The discussion of consent is not actually attributed to Millett, 
but the placing of the sentence implies that she does support the 
idea. Let's see what we find if we go back to the interview with 
Millett. We do find her saying, literally, 'Certainly, one of children's 
essential rights is to express themselves sexually, probably prima­
rily with each other but with adults as well'. 32 But to my mind at 
least the interview then becomes a lot more interesting, as the in­
terviewer, Mark Blasius, and Millett get more and more at odds 
with each other. Blasius clearly has it in mind that Millett should 
say it is oppressive to children not to let them have consensual sex 
with adults, and his questioning repeatedly tries to elicit such a 
response. Millett insists, repeatedly, that you can't think about sexual 
relationships between children and adults without taking inequali­
ties into account, and she points to the locus of interest in contem­
porary debates. She goes on immediately to say 'Children are in a 
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very precarious position when they enter into relationships with 
adults not only in a concrete material sense but emotionally as well 
because their personhood is not acknowledged in our society'. 33 A 
little later, Blasius asks: 

Blasius: Don't you think that age of consent laws are barriers to explor­
ing possibilities for non-exploitative cross-generational relationships and, 
more importantly, serve to further deny the right of youths to sexual 
expression? 

Millett: Well, they were originally meant to protect the child from ex­
ploitation. But what's interesting is that the right to child sexuality is 
not being approached initially as the right of children to express them­
selves with each other, which was the issue in the '30s with the early 
sexual liberationists. Instead, it's being approached as the right of men 
to have sex with kids below the age of consent and no mention is made 
of relationships between women and girls. It seems as though the prin­
cipal spokespeople are older men and not youths. 34 

I would have thought this might prompt some reflection by 
Goodyear-Smith about the interests at stake, the operations of power 
circulating around the question of adult/child sex, and in particular 
some critical attention to who's asking for what. But Millett is quoted 
only as supporting children's rights to sexual experiences: nothing 
else. The citation therefore constitutes a further 'authentication' of a 
point which the source does not support. 

A final point concerns the 'Dutch judge' Edward Brongersma, 
and Goodyear-Smith's reference to his claim that 'consent does not 
require understanding but rather willingness that something should 
take place'. Broadmore observes that Brongersma is on the editorial 
board of the pro-paedophilia journal Paedika.35 First Do No Harm 
does not provide this information, which might enable readers to 
contextualise the evidence presented. 

What I have tried to do so far is to point to some of the ways in 
which First Do No Harm fails to adhere to the methods and practices 
of 'science' to which it has nailed its colours. I suggest that its claim 
to the practices of 'science' and 'reputable literature' is open to seri­
ous question, especially given the lay readership at which the book is 
largely directed. Indeed, I have approached the material I have dis­
cussed so far as a lay reader, and have attempted to demonstrate, by 
looking at specific examples, the difference that opens up between 
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Goodyear-Smith's representation ofher sources and the sources them­
selves once they are followed up. But, and this is a particularly odd 
characteristic of the book, the legitimating authority of science is 
already unsettled in the book by quite a different kind oflegitimating 
claim. For despite the claims in the foreword and elsewhere that 'sci­
ence' and rationality are the book's reference points, in the very first 
chapter it proceeds to explain that 'What is actually observed in a 
scientific study is not nature itself but the interplay between nature 
and the observer'. 36 Indeed, a large section in the first chapter, headed 
'The Subjective Nature of Reality', sets out the historical and cul­
tural specificity of beliefs and practices. 37 As the book proceeds, it 
relies sometimes on the claim to the authority of empirical science 
and at other times on a kind of constructionism. This points to a ma­
jor impediment to a serious criticism of the book: it is something of 
an epistemological stir-fry. I suspect, however, that an analysis of the 
pattern of shifts between these legitimating authorities would have at 
least some curiosity value. To take only one example, the assertion 
that science is not unbiased is followed almost immediately by a claim 
beginning 'Studies have shown .. .'.38 

Even if we were to take the appeal to constructionism on its 
own terms, however, there would be problems. If anything, 
Goodyear-Smith is more out of her depth in these waters. For ex­
ample, a brief and manifestly inadequate case for constructionism 
is followed by the bald claim that because in telling stories we make 
sense of our lives, 'By changing the stories we can change our so­
cial realities'. 39 The notion that 'social realities' can be so readily 
manipulated runs directly counter to constructionist arguments. The 
misrepresentation of sources also continues, although here it ap­
pears more frequently to be a function of unfamiliarity. The follow­
ing quotation, for example, falls significantly short of characteris­
ing Marx and Foucault: 

Revolutionary writers such as Karl Marx and deconstructionalists [sic] 

such as Michel Foucault have examined the social, political and eco­
nomic forces which have created modem moral beliefs. They recognise 
that power grabs and conspiracies often shape the social definitions of 
reality.40 

To turn to the 'history' presented in the book: it is transparently 
selective, reductive and slight to the point of nonsense. Goodyear-
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Smith appears to have little familiarity with what constitutes evi­
dence in the humanities, or with the modes of argument in the fields 
in which she is attempting to operate. In chapters one and two ('The 
Politics of Sexuality' and 'Sex in the 20th Century'), series of cli­
ched examples are presented as if they amount to argument. These 
chapters are notable for a couple of points at least: first, the parallel 
implied between current 'repressive' attitudes to child sexual abuse 
and the 'repressive' Victorian prohibition on masturbation.41 This 
is a curious analogy once we recall that masturbation in this con­
text cannot by definition entail a relationship of power between 
persons. The fact that this analogy is used more than once is there­
fore perhaps revealing of the kind of erasure happening ·in First Do 
No Harm. 42 Second, here and elsewhere in the book the 1960s and 
1970s are characterised as periods of sexual liberation and 'free­
dom', and the 1980s and 1990s, by contrast, as an era of 'anti-sex ' , 
or 'repression'.43 This assertion is accorded the status of fact with­
out any case made for it or evidence presented, though I would have 
thought it arguable. Similarly, the 'women's liberation' of the 1960s 
and 1970s is regarded as encouraging women's sexual expression, 
but feminism of the 1980s and 1990s is represented as a simplistic 
and limiting belief system which produces women as victims. Again, 
evidence is lacking (the only citation is of Camille Paglia).44 Nor, 
again, is the notion of expression/repression treated at all critically 
here, despite the book's deployment of Foucault and of The History 
of Sexuality in particular. 

The chapters on sexuality and the sections on women are also 
remarkable for the almost complete absence of reference to femi­
nist writing, despite the fact that it constitutes one of the largest 
contemporary literatures on these topics. Even the chapter entitled 
'The Politics of Sexuality' does not cite feminist authors, although, 
oddly enough, it makes use of historical material which would sug­
gest at least an indirect debt to feminist historians. Some feminist 
writing might, however, have been most useful for the arguments 
of First Do No Harm . For example, Gayle Rubin 's famous article 
'Thinking Sex' is a very cogently argued case for what Goodyear­
Smith seems to be attempting to argue with regard to sexuality. 
Rubin argues that 'modern Western societies appraise sex acts ac­
cording to a hierarchical system of sexual value. Marital, reproduc­
tive heterosexuals are alone at the top of the erotic pyramid.' Then 
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in descending order, she argues, are progressively more stigmatised 
sexual practitioners, who may be unmarried, homosexual, non-pro­
creative, promiscuous, commercial, and so on, but 'lowliest of all 
[are] those whose eroticism transgresses generational boundaries' . 45 

There is much in this article which would support Goodyear-Smith's 
position - indeed it is critical of other feminist perspectives on sexu­
ality - but it is not referred to. 

One of the few exceptions to the absence of feminist sources is 
the reference to Kate Millett, mentioned earlier. If I can come back 
to it briefly, I would like to make one more point: 

The concept of children being able to consent to sexual activity has also 
discussed [sic] by less radical groups and individuals, however. Even 
feminist writer Kate Millett ... 46 

It is hard to think of a term which better describes Millett to a 
feminist mind than 'radical', and radicalism in a loose sense is a 
term generally associated with feminism. What is going on here? 
What is the importance to this text of characterising contemporary 
feminism as uncategorically conservative? 

Here's one possible explanation. If it acknowledged that femi­
nists think and write about these questions in the way that Rubin for 
example does, First Do No Harm would be robbed of one of its most 
powerful rhetorical tools: the opposition between the forces of femi­
nist repression and the pro-sex innocents who have become caught 
up in the fury of their crusades. The argument of First Do No Harm 
cannot allow for complexity and difference within feminism: it de­
pends on an underlying interpretation of feminism as an inflexible 
dogma dominating attitudes to sexuality and the field of child sexual 
abuse.47 

In summary, therefore, I do not agree with Guy's characterisa­
tion of First Do No Harm as 'well-documented'. I think it constitutes 
'a serious challenge' only insofar as it is plausible to a lay reader­
ship, but the possibility that it might have some credibility in that 
context is a matter of concern: it could do harm. I am worried by the 
fact that Guy defends the book: I think it risks this debate being pre­
cipitated into an old puritan versus libertarian split which will not 
take us far at all. More worryingly, it disturbs me deeply to contem­
plate the possibility that the debate over child sexual abuse could 
continue at the level of First Do No Harm. I would have preferred to 
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argue over the ideas rather than the quality of the scholarship. Given 
the quality of the scholarship, however, the kind of commentary which 
I have done becomes the only one possible. At present, New Zealand 
researchers in a number of fields are doing important work on areas 
which bear on child sexual abuse. I am most familiar with the two 
large Otago projects on prevalence and long-term effects, and on 
children's memory, but I know there are others around the country. 
Chris Atmore's is the most serious local work from feminist theory 
as yet, but she now works in Australia.48 I think we need ongoing, 
careful, well-founded and nuanced discussion from within Women's 
Studies and feminist scholarship, and I think that now we must enter­
tain critical questions about many of the areas of concern which First 
Do No Harm addresses. This may seem something of a turnaround: 
what I am saying is that I do not think Goodyear-Smith does an ad­
equate job, and that I think her agenda is dubious, but nevert~eless, I 
do think that many of the questions in the book need to be explored, 
if not on her terms. 

I say this especially because in my admittedly limited and rela­
tively recent dealings with clinicians and researchers, and in my dis­
cussions with the feminists I spend much of my time with, I have had 
a different sense than Guy's of discussions about critical questions in 
the field of sexual abuse. For me, these critical questions include 
such issues as memory, interviewing, the authority of personal expe­
rience, child sexuality, the historical and cultural specificity of age 
and incest taboos, the complexity and fluidity of relations of power, 
the issue of satanic ritual abuse, and the specificities of such circum­
stances as custody cases and compensation payments, as well as the 
way that all these issues have been dealt with in the media. When I 
talk about them with clinicians they are interested, not defensive, and 
they address them with a complexity which speaks familiarity with 
the dilemmas of working with uncertainties. For example, the clini­
cians I have spoken to have a strong sense of the need for a high 
standard of training and very careful interviewing. A couple of them 
expressed strong reservations about the establishment of courses 
which train counsellors in sexual abuse work only. I have talked with 
clinicians and researchers about the notion, promoted in some me­
dia, of a specific and inevitable outcome of damage, and listened to 
their criticisms of that narrative. 

Whenever I tell other feminists about what I'm starting work on, 
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I have a long conversation - much more than with any other research 
I have done. My critical questions are addressed with considerable 
interest as genuine difficulties, areas of real uncertainty which pose 
epistemological and ethical dilemmas to clinicians, researchers, vol­
unteers and courts - and to feminist thinkers. I think that many femi­
nists do talk - endlessly - about these issues, and in a variety of 
ways, although usually privately. This raises the question, however, 
of why it is that these debates are for the most part kept to the level of 
the informal. 

One of the more obvious conclusions, though I don't think it is 
the only one, is that, because any contrary opinion on the child sexual 
abuse debate is so risky, so liable to be reappropriated, it is an issue 
on which critical feminist debate in public is particularly guarded 
and circumspect. We have only to think of the way in which Goodyear­
Smith cites Millett, or to remember the series of misrepresentations 
perpetrated on Miriam Saphira and Hilary Haines for years after the 
Telethon debacle. 49 Doubts are generally expressed privately for pretty 
good reason. Feeding into this tendency, of course, is the routinely 
unsubtle media interpretation of what 'feminism' stands for. It's no 
use pretending that these questions can be aired in a political vacuum 
- and of course, this constitutes another of the 'critical questions' 
which requires exploration. Obviously, another point to be made here 
is one point Guy is making: that 'breaking ranks' leaves a critical 
voice open not only to misappropriation but to ostracisation from 
within feminism. Yet, and I think that this is important, the relative 
absence of debate leaves public perception of 'the feminist attitude 
to child sexual abuse' in a currently unfortunate state, and open to 
precisely the kind of account which First Do No Harm is purvey­
ing. It could be argued that feminist anxiety about the child abuse 
debate may in a sense have allowed this kind of representation; that 
there has been a critical vacuum which First Do No Harm has been 
able to occupy. It seems almost to replicate the clinician's dilemma: 
there is harm potentially attached either to believing or not believ­
ing a child's story.5° For feminists, the question is whether not to 
give searching, open, critical attention to some of these issues is as 
risky as to criticise. 

Annabel Cooper lectures in the Women s Studies Programme at 
the University of Otago. 



144 • Annabel Cooper 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 
In preparing this paper and in discussing the issues it considers, 

I have been grateful for conversations with and comments from more 
people than I can thank individually, including those who provided a 
very thoughtful and searching discussion when I gave the paper at 
the Women's Studies Association conference in February 1997. I thank 
them all. 

NOTES 
Felicity Goodyear-Smith, First Do No Harm: The Sexual Abuse Indus­
try (Benton-Guy Publishing, Auckland, 1993); Camille Guy, ' Feminism 
and Sexual Abuse: Troubled Thoughts on Some New Zealand Issues ' , 
Feminist Review, 52 (1996) pp. 154-68. A broader response to Guy 's 
article than I offer here, by Chris Atmore, is forthcoming in Feminist 
Review. 
Miriam Saphira, The Sexual Abuse of Children (Mental Health Founda­
tion, Auckland, 1981 ). 
The earlier article is Alison Jones and Camille Guy, ' Radical Feminism 
in New Zealand: from Piha to Newtown', in Rosemary Du Plessis et al 
(eds), Feminist Voices : Women s Studies Texts for Aotearoa/New Zea­
land (Oxford University Press, Auckland, 1992) pp. 300 - 316. 
For another discussion of the ' Mervyn Thomson incident ' , in which a 
university lecturer was tied to a tree as a reprisal for alleged sexual 
harassment, see Chris Atmore, "'Branded": Lesbian Representation and 
a New Zealand Cultural Controversy', in D. Bennett ( ed), Cultural Stud­
ies: Pluralism and Theory (University of Melbourne, Department of 
English, Melbourne, 1993). 
Helen Garner, The First Stone: Some Questions about Sex and Power 
(Picador, Sydney, 1995). 

6 Guy, p. 162. 
Guy, pp. 165, 167. 
Camille Guy, ' Mind Bending' , New Zealand Herald, 30 October 1993; 
and 'Think About It' , NZH 8 October I 994. 
Guy, p. 167. 

10 Goodyear-Smith, p. 5. 
11 Goodyear-Smith, p. 7. 
12 Goodyear-Smith, pp. 127-37. 
13 Goodyear-Smith, p. 5. 
14 Goodyear-Smith, p. 6. 
15 Goodyear-Smith, p. 13 



16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

29 

JO 

JI 

32 

JJ 

34 

35 

36 

37 

38 

39 

40 

Feminism and the Sexual Abuse Debate • 145 

Goodyear-Smith, p. 41. 
M-E. Pipe, K. Salmon and G. Priestley, 'Listening to Children in the 
Court Room', in M-E. Pipe and F. Seymour (eds), Psychology and Family 
Law: A New Zealand Perspective (University ofOtago Press, Dunedin, 
in press). 
Goodyear-Smith, pp. 40-53. 
Pipe, Salmon and Priestley. 
ibid. 
Goodyear-Smith, p. 52; Pipe, Salmon and Priestley. 
ibid. 
Broadmore discusses his positioning with regard to the child sexual abuse 
field at some length in her review, 'False Concerns About Sexual Abuse 
Allegations?: A Review of "First Do No Harm - The Sexual Abuse 
Industry"', New Zealand Family Physician, 22:3 {1995) pp. 107-109. 
Goodyear-Smith, p. 50. 
Goodyear-Smith, p. 41. 
Goodyear-Smith, p. 107. 
Douglas J. Besharov, 'An Overdose of Concern: Child Abuse and the 
Overreporting Problem', Regulation: AEI Journal of Government and 

Society (11) Nov/Dec 1985 pp. 25-28. 
Besharov, p. 26. 
Goodyear-Smith, p. 70. 
Goodyear-Smith, p. 71 
It strikes me, in passing, that it was one thing to support those views in 
1980 (when the Millett interview first appeared), in the pre-AIDS era, 
and a somewhat different thing to be presenting them rather uncritically 
now. 
Kate Millett, interviewed by Mark Blasius, 'Sexual Revolution and the 
Liberation of Children', in Daniel Tsang ( ed), The Age Taboo: Gay Male 

Sexuality, Power and Consent (Alyson Publications, Boston, 1981) pp. 
80-83. Goodyear-Smith does not give a full reference; I have used an 
earlier reprint of the interview. 
Millett/Blasius, p. 80. 
Millett/Blasius, p. 81. 
Broadmore, p. 108. 
Goodyear-Smith, p. 17. 
Goodyear-Smith, p. 15. 
Goodyear-Smith, p. 17. 
Goodyear-Smith, p. 18. 
Goodyear-Smith, p. 17. 



146 • Annabel Cooper 

41 

42 

43 

44 

45 

46 

47 

48 

49 

so 

Goodyear-Smith, pp. 22-23. 
Goodyear-Smith, pp. 22-23, 33. 
Goodyear-Smith, pp. 28-30, 22. 
Goodyear-Smith, p. 32. 
Gayle Rubin, 'Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics 
of Sexuality', in Carole S. Vance ( ed), Pleasure and Danger: Exploring 
Female Sexuality (Routledge & Kegan Paul, Boston, 1984) pp. 279, 
281. 
Goodyear-Smith, p. 71 (my italics). 
For example, see Goodyear-Smith, pp. 7-8, 22, 25, I I 0-111. 
Chris Atmore, 'Essential Fictions, Fictional Essences: Some Recent Me­
dia Constructions of Child Sexual Abuse in Aotearoa', Women s Studies 
Journal, 7:1 (1991) pp. 29-54; 'Conflicts over Recovered Memories -
Every Layer of the Onion', Feminism and Psychology, 7: I (1997) pp. 
57-62. 
Inaccurate child sexual abuse statistics used in the advertising cam­
paign for the 1988 Telethon, a national fund-raising event, became the 
focus for quite intense media scrutiny in that year; a series of magazine 
articles focused attention not on the advertisers responsible for the mis­
take but on lesbians involved in the sexual abuse field, particularly 
Saphira and Haines. For example, Carroll du Chateau, 'How the Mental 
Health Foundation is Trying to Drive us Mad', Metro, October 1988. 
Haines' own response to the furore gained little attention: 'Research in 
Focus', Mental Health News (August 1988) pp. 21-23. Atmore, 'Essen­
tial Fictions, Fictional Essences', discusses the media handling of this 
controversy. 
This, of course, is the dilemma which the title of First Do No Harm 
critically fails to recognise. 



Book Reviews 

THE STORY OF SUZANNE AUBERT 
Jessie Munro 

Auckland University Press and Bridget Williams, Auckland, 1996. 
$49.95 

Suzanne Aubert was the founder of the Daughters of Our Lady 
of Compassion. In Wellington, where they have run a general hospi­
tal, a large inner-city creche and a soup kitchen since the turn of the 
century, their name is synonymous with the care of the most needy in 
society. They are the Catholic Church's only surviving New Zealand -
founded female religious congregation. 

While The Story of Suzanne Aubert will hold particular interest 
for Catholics, Jessie Munro has produced a superbly researched con­
tribution to the social history of New Zealand, that meets the best 
academic standards. The bonus is that she writes in a style which 
hooks readers, academic and non-academic, from start to finish. 
Aubert's story could have been (and has been elsewhere) produced 
as a pious piece of hagiography, but this is biography par excellence. 

Suzanne is portrayed as a truly heroic figure, nonetheless heroic 
for her all too human faults. She had a tongue like a razor. Short and 
plain, she had extraordinary stamina, and scant sympathy for those 
of her Sisters whose strength did not match her own. She was a for­
midable woman to cross, name-dropped shamelessly, and cultivated 
society men and women to achieve her ends. The younger Suzanne 
would have been a confoundedly uncomfortable woman to live with. 

The towering moral, spiritual and personal stature of Mother 
Aubert, her significant influence on the New Zealand Catholic Church 
and the wider society of her time are done full justice in Munro's 
biography. We have a three-dimensional portrait of a determinedly 
independent, highly intelligent, educated young Frenchwoman who 
resisted an arranged marriage, but fell for the practised charms of 
Bishop Jean Baptiste Pompallier. Pompallier was seeking missionar­
ies for his romantically pictured diocese at the end of the world. Also 
influenced by the spirituality of the mystical Cure of Ars and his 
predictions for her life, Aubert eloped from her family in 1860 to 
join Pompallier's party of New Zealand-bound missionaries. 

Women 's Studies Journal vol. 13, no. 1 Autumn 1997 
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In the course of her vocation to love and care for the most 
marginalised in New Zealand society, Suzanne was both greatly as­
sisted and greatly hindered by men in positions of ecclesiastic au­
thority. Her experiences were similar to other founders of nineteenth­
century women's religious congregations: Catherine McAuley, Mary 
Potter, Mary MacKillop and Euphrasie Barbier. All were subjected 
to oppressive clerical control of their work and, in contrast, some 
splendid support and encouragement which enabled their institutes 
to survive and then flourish in the Church. As with most of the women 
who founded active (as opposed to contemplative) religious insti­
tutes, Suzanne would have preferred to keep her congregational gov­
ernance flexible . Pressure from the hierarchy led to the imposition of 
semi-monastic structures and canonical protocols ill-suited to the 
demands of their pastoral work. 

I found the dramatic clashes between Aubert and Bishop O'Shea 
(Wellington) and Bishop Cleary (Auckland) extraordinarily revelatory. 
The story of Cleary's effort to make her quit foundling care because 
it could be misconstrued by Protestant bigots, is an eye-opener, espe­
cially for someone, like myself, raised on the bedtime stories ofLunky 
Lee, Cleary's pseudonym. Suzanne, long before her time, had a phi­
losophy and a practice of child care which stressed that discipline 
should be loving. 'The Sisters shall love the children' was the oft­
repeated injunction. Sisters were expressly instructed not to slap or 
'give any signs of impatience or severity'. Aubert's decision to con­
tinue and expand her care for orphaned or unwanted children also 
brought her into conflict with government authorities who favoured 
individual fostering to institutional care. Their motives were ideo­
logically progressive; her motives were pragmatic and consistent with 
her lifelong support for powerless women. She aimed to offer alter­
natives to infanticide, the refuge of the desperate and the destitute. 
Fostering sickly or handicapped babes proved difficult. The Homes 
were a vital social service. 

In another generation, Suzanne would surely have qualified in 
medicine. As it was, she learned from her Maori women companions 
and became a renowned dispenser of a range of herbal medicines, 
plus a skilled bone-setter. When it came to the founding of her hospi­
tal in Wellington, she was determined her Sisters should qualify as 
state-registered nurses, and despite her years and frailty, successfully 
fought bureaucracy to achieve it. 
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At an age when most founders of institutes could look back and 
bask in their achievements, Aubert was faced with her greatest trial: 
the take-over of her property and works by the Bishop of Wellington. 
She used her high-class lawyer (later a Chief Justice) effectively to 
stave off immediate take-over, then left for Rome - the last resort -
in 1913, aged 78, powerless and penniless. Caught by the outbreak of 
war, she nursed fourteen-hour shifts in slum hospitals and sought the 
necessary Papal injunction to thwart episcopal control. The process 
was byzantine: the time in Rome stretched to a six-year separation 
from her Sisters. But the work went on, and Suzanne wrote constantly 
to buoy them up. Finally, with the decree in her pocket, she made for 
home in 1919 where, now well into her eighties, she pursued her 
vision of a general hospital for the poor. Aubert died in 1926, five 
years before the hospital and training school opened. The work and 
the vision live on in her 'Daughters' today. 

Mother Aubert was a woman of phenomenal achievements, to­
tally committed to a 'preferential option for the poor' generations 
before it became a theological cliche. A prophetic ecumenicist in an 
age of denominational bigotry, she embraced the language and the 
culture of the tangata whenua at a time of culturally destructive Chris­
tian evangelism and attempted political assimilation. Jessie Munro 
has delivered a definitive portrait, rich reading and food for thought. 

PAULINE ENGEL, Office of the Vicar of Education, Catholic dio­
cese of Auckland 

THE INTERNET FOR WOMEN 
Rye Senjen and Jane Guthrey 

Splnlfex Press, North Melbourne, 1996, $34. 95 

Rye Senjen and Jane Guthrey set out in The Internet for Women 
to provide a woman-friendly guide to the Internet. It is their belief 
that the Internet has a lot to offer users in terms of low cost, fast and 
efficient communication and information, and that women should be 
availing themselves of this new technology for feminist activities. 
'We believe it is vital for women to help shape the Internet so that we 
can create a place where women feel a sense of belonging. We need 
to take ownership of a technology that has immense potential for 
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social change.' (p. x) To this end, throughout the volume, the authors 
select examples which will appeal to feminists and also provide an 
interesting chapter which outlines the role women have played in the 
development of computers. I also must admit that I found the surf­
ing witch who negotiates the Internet waves as you flip through the 
book a fun addition. 

By and large Senjen and Guthrey succeed in their aims for the 
volume. The Internet for Women is written in accessible language 
which explains cyberspace and computer jargon in plain English - a 
welcome change from the array of available Internet manuals. These 
include those which are written in a computer-speak jargon which 
require translation into English as well as those patronising manuals 
allegedly published for non-experts, which also assume a less than 
average level of reader intelligence. Instead, the authors carefully craft 
a how-to manual which takes the reader on an intelligent and useful 
journey through the most commonly used features of the Internet. 
These include: email, mailing lists, Usenet News groups, the World 
Wide Web, Internet Relay Chat programs, Multi-User Dimensions 
and commercial on-line information services. Aiming at both begin­
ners and experienced Internet users, Senjen and Guthrey provide ad­
vice on how to acquire Internet access inexpensively, sensible ques­
tions to ask a potential provider, pointers on setting up commonly 
used programmes for both DOS and Macintosh computers as well as 
instructions on setting up a home page on the World Wide Web and 
locating FTP sites. They also discuss issues surrounding security and 
privacy on the Internet, with special concern and helpful instructions 
for women working in sensitive areas or groups which may be sub­
ject to surveillance. Sensibly, the authors block off direct instruc­
tions for implementing the various tasks they describe in separate 
shaded areas and provide email addresses and web site locations of 
individuals and organisations they mention. In addition, they employ 
a technique of marking important messages and warnings with ani­
mal icons. Undoubtedly, these simple but effective stylistics increase 
the usability of the volume as a companion computer manual. 

On the down side, some of the information provided is rather 
superfluous and could easily have been edited out. For example, do 
we really need to know that Barbara Ann O'Leary, founder of Virtual 
Sisterhood, 'lives with her husband in a 130-year-old former farm­
house ' (p. 24) or that Jo Sutton and Scarlet Pollock who publish 
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Women'space, have 'three dogs, seven cats, ten goats, four cows, three 
sows and an assortment of ducks, geese and chickens' (p. 29)? Simi­
larly, the chapter on sexual harassment on the Internet, while clearly 
an important topic, labours the point after making the very sensible 
argument that harassment on the Internet is very much like harass­
ment elsewhere in the world and that this should certainly not stop 
women from employing the technology for their own ends. It is also 
a pity that the authors feel the need to denigrate the woman who 
wrote Netchick without an adequate description of what the book is 
about: 'Carla and her admirers appear to have embraced the new tech­
nology in order to be outrageous, to shock, and to ultimately behave 
in the same ways that men do - and they imagine they're being radi­
cal' (p. 30). I have not looked at Netchick and may, in the end, have 
agreed with Senjen and Guthrey about its dubious creativity and lack 
of usefulness, but in an otherwise very positive volume, their criti­
cism seems out of place. These are, however, minor detractions from 
an otherwise appealing Internet volume which novice and regular 
Internet users should find interesting and valuable. 

PHYLLIS HERDA, Women s Studies, University of Auckland 

HER WORK AND HIS: FAMILY, KIN AND COMMUNITY 
IN NEW ZEALAND, 1900-1930 
Claire Toynbee 

Victoria University Press, Wellington, 1995. $34. 95 

'Woman Knitting' is the caption for the photograph on the cover 
of Her Work and His, the anonymity of the woman reflecting the 
wider invisibility of women's work in the past. Clare Toynbee set 
out to remedy this deficit through an oral history project exploring 
the domestic work of women, men and children in the years 1900 
to 1930. The oral histories are examined through a sociological 
framework, considering issues of class, gender and geographic lo­
cation. The study pays particular attention to the way domestic work 
was differentiated in urban and rural communities and argues that 
there was a shift from patriarchal family forms towards 
'masculinism', an economically driven ideology which defined 
women as 'perpetually alien in the market-place' while regarding 
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them as the moral guardians of the household (p. 89). 
The book is clearly written and will be useful for those who want 

a guide to sociological concepts concerning the family. The author's 
aim 'is to fill in some of the gaps in our knowledge about Pakeha 
family and kin relationships in New Zealand in the twentieth cen­
tury' (p. 9). Oral history is her main source and this has been used 
carefully to ensure that the sample included sufficient numbers of 
rural and urban dwellers and covered respondents from different 

classes. 
Toynbee 's respondents make clear the authority of parents in the 

early twentieth century. Children's work was often indispensable if 
families were to be economically viable. It is no surprise to learn that 
the work of girls and boys was differentiated in the expectation that 
boys would go on to become 'cherished breadwinners ' while girls 
would become housewives. Housework was time-consuming and ar­
duous, some husbands shared the daily burdens but most made their 
contributions outside the house in the vegetable garden. Relations 
between fathers and children could be distant: Toynbee cites the ex­
ample of the father who would not acknowledge his son in the street. 
Mothers, on the other hand, were considered by many of the working 
class respondents to be 'unequivocally the boss' (p. 163). The most 
constrained lives were perhaps those led by eldest daughters, expected 
to care for siblings when young and elderly parents later in life. 

By the early twentieth century, Toynbee suggests, ' Individual men, 
who had grown accustomed to controlling their wages, were now 
required to take more responsibility toward the family ' (p. 167). The 
evolution of the ' respectable family man' is asserted rather than ex­
plained. From the time of European settlement men had always had a 
statutory duty to provide for their families . What appears to have 
changed are the aspirations of these families: couples aimed to have 
fewer children and more material possessions. Home ownership was 
a key aspiration and may well have been a mark of masculine inde­
pendence securing the man's position as 'head of the household'. 
What is masked, of course, was men's dependence on the domestic 
work of women through individual men ( and children) were well aware 
of the centrality of the housewife's budgeting and domestic work. 

Toynbee 's evidence, while charting the allocation of work in fami­
lies, rarely touches on this question of aspirations. Some questioning 
of respondents about their views of other ways oflife (how did urban 
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dwellers view rural dwellers, and vice versa?) might have given some 
insight into the transition to an urban society beyond a purely eco­
nomic explanation. Perhaps the nineteenth-century dream of the in­
dependent farmer gave way to different aspirations as the realities 
of working the land sank in. Large families were useful in a rural 
setting with the myriad of farm tasks to be done. Yet just as few chil­
dren had as large families as their parents, perhaps they also had 
different ideas of the good life. The delights of rural life might have 
faded in the face of the bright lights ( at least the possibility of elec­
tricity supply existed) and more regular, less strenuous working hours 
and more dependable pay packets of the town. Toynbee has executed 
her brief and filled some gaps. We look forward to her next work, 
using the data on 'Growing Up' , which will, no doubt, address the 
question of generational change more fully. 

BARBARA BROOKES, History, University ofOtago 

EUGENIA 
Lorae Parry 

Victoria University Press and The Women's Play Press, Wellington, 
New Zealand Playscrlpts 

Mrs. Bassani: He was the most beautiful woman I ever knew. He knew 
how a woman liked to be treated. 

Violet: She was the most romantic man I ever knew. 

In 1996 Lorae Parry's play was performed at Taki Rua Theatre, 
Wellington, and The Watershed, Auckland, with the two main roles 
acted by Parry and her partner, Madeleine McNamara. In February 
1997 it will be performed with the same two leads at the Belvoir 
Street Theatre, Sydney, as part of the annual gay and lesbian Mardi 
Gras. Set in Wellington, partly in 1916 and partly in the present, it 
tells the story of an Italian woman, Eugenia, who has lived her adult 
life as a man and is accused of murdering her wife. In the present, 
interlaced with this plot a secondary school drama teacher is con­
structing a play about Eugenia. There is sexual tension between her 
(played by the actor who also plays the wife Violet) and the deputy 
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principal (played by the actor who also plays Eugenia). The pupils 
recreating Eugenia's story become involved to the point of obses­
sion, and the Board of Trustees refuses to allow the play to be per­
formed. This section, because of the time constraints on a play, re­
mains sketchy and the characters underdeveloped. The emotional heart 
of the play is in the story of a passing woman in 1916. 

In the brief introduction to the playscript Parry states: 'In writing 
Eugenia, I have created a fiction, yet the play has been inspired by 
the lives of several women, throughout history and in the present 
day; women who have crossed the lines of gender and who have lived 
and loved as men'. She acknowledges the influence of the story of 
Brandon Teena, a young Nebraskan woman, born Teena Brandon, a 
cross-dresser who lived as a man and who was raped and murdered 
in 1994, and of Suzanne Falkiner's 1988 book Eugenia: A Man . 
Falkiner, an Australian journalist, records the life of Eugenia Falleni 
who lived her adult life as a passing man. Born in Italy in 1875, 
brought to Wellington aged two, she was the oldest of 17 surviving 
children out of 22 births. As a youth when Falleni was prosecuted for 
impersonating a man, her employer at the brickfield, 'testified that 
she could work as well as his best worker' . The real Falleni moved to 
Sydney where she had a daughter as the consequence of being 'vio­
lently used' on a ship where she was working as a cabin boy. She fos­
tered the daughter out with an Italian family and continued to work 
and pass as a man, Harry Crawford. In 1920, aged 45, she was sen­
tenced to death for the murder of her wife in 1917. By 1920 she had 
remarried. Her second wife did not know she was not a man and at the 
time of her arrest thought she was pregnant to Crawford. 'An exhibit' , 
which Crawford described as 'something I have been using', presum­
ably a dildo, was displayed at the trial. Falkiner writes: 'Harry - had 
apparently evolved a technique that only the sexual mores of the day 
could have made possible; drawn blinds, an extinguished light, and in 
the darkened bedroom an assumption of modesty - so that his wives 
and mistresses never saw him unclothed or uncovered'. Falleni was 
released in 1931 and lived the rest of her life as a woman. 

It's a fascinating story, even as told in Falkiner's factual repeti­
tive prose. The Fallenis' relationship was said to be unhappy, and the 
'accused was abusive'. Falkiner hypothesises that Falleni/Crawford 
adopted all the macho characteristics of a working class man of the 
period and was a heavy drinker, violent and uncommunicative. Par-
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ry's play is only loosely based on Falleni 's story. Her Eugenia is young 
and dashing, speaks a charming broken Italian-English, plays the 
mandolin, sings Italian love songs and she and Viola are in love. Par­
ry's Eugenia is loved by women because, as the opening lines state, 
he was romantic and knew how to treat a woman. (Also, as one of his 
lovers, Mrs. Bassani, says, she suspected he was not a man because: 
'The first night we were together, we made love for many hours -
She was the best man I ever knew'.) The women respect and love 
Eugenia knowing her sex, it is the men who persecute and abuse her. 
And the love scenes are both sensitive and sexy with characters who 
are anachronistically outspoken about sex. Parry creates a macho 
heavy-drinking male competitor for Violet's favours, who the play 
suggests was the murderer. So, the play is as much a love story as a 
portrayal of a woman who thinks she is a man in a woman's body. 
And it is a love story told from a lesbian-feminist perspective. After 
Violet discovers that her husband is not a man, she begs Eugenia to 
come away and live with her as a woman: 'People would think we 
were friends, they'd think we were sisters even. They'd never know 
anything about our private ways. Aye. That's the answer. That's the 
way we can be together. That way you can be yourself.' Eugenia, who 
thinks of herself as a man, refuses: 'You cannot know what it is like, 
to be born in the skin of the wrong sex. To lie is the only way to live 
my truth.' But then, when Eugenia comes back and finds Violet dead 
she screams: 'I am a woman. lo sono donna. lo non sono piu homo.' 

Parry 's first published play, Frontwomen, about the development 
of a relationship between a closet TV presenter and a married woman, 
was New Zealand's first lesbian play. In its interest in transgender, 
Eugenia is very much of the queer nineties. In the same year that 
Eugenia was first staged, a play about a Fa'afafine, A Frigate Bird 
Sings, was a smash success in Auckland. In the States books have 
appeared such as Leslie Feinberg's 1993, Stone Butch Blues, an auto­
biographical fiction about growing up a butch lesbian in the sixties, 
passing as a man in the seventies and, finally, becoming a spokesper­
son for transgender people. Feinberg 's 1996 book, Trans gender War­
riors: Making History from Joan of Arc to RuPaul, is an account of 
those people, who like Eugenia Falleni, have not conformed to our 
culture's unproblematic association of gender with biological sex. 
Feinberg writes: 'You probably already know that those of us who 
cross the cultural boundaries of sex and gender are paying a terrible 
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price. We face discrimination and physical violence. We are denied 
the right to live and work with dignity and respect.' The play has the 
intent of making us sympathise with Eugenia, and it does it with 
panache, energy and style. It's an important New Zealand play. 

AoREWA McLEOD, English, University of Auckland 

THE WOMEN'S PARLIAMENT: THE NATIONAL COUNCIL OF WOMEN 
IN NEW ZEALAND, 1896-1920 
Roberta Nicholls 

Victoria University Press, We/1/ngton, 1996 

THE NATIONAL COUNCIL OF WOMEN IN NEW ZEALAND 
Dorothy Page 

Auckland University Press with Bridget W/11/ams Books and the 
National Council of Women, We/1/ngton, 1996 

Published separately with assistance from the 1993 Suffrage 
Centennial Year Trust, these two books commemorate the 1896 for­
mation of the National Council of Women. Although they may be 
seen as competing publications they are, in fact, complementary. The 
Women s Parliament is an in-depth study of the early National Coun­
cil of Women, its decline and revival in 1918. Page's book is the 
official history of the NCW, and covers its fortunes from 1890s to 
the 1990s, with a postscript by the most recent president, Janet 
Hesketh. Its longer time span provides a fascinating study of an or­
ganisation over time, its relationship with the state, and the influence 
of different leadership styles. 

The history of the NCW is co-terminous with 'first-wave' femi­
nism in New Zealand, drawing together organisations which had been 
formed to fight for suffrage and others with more specific social 
targets. At its early meetings were representatives of organisations as 
seemingly diverse as the Fabian Society, the Women's Christian Tem­
perance Union, the Vegetarian Society and the Salvation Army. The 
Women s Parliament, with its chapter-by-chapter survey of the Coun­
cil's conventions, shows the varied and sometimes inconsistent inter­
ests of its members. Throughout, however, the early NCW was at­
tuned to the progressive role of the state, seeking state intervention 
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on the side of justice and equality. Both books attempt to assess the 
influence of the NCW on governmental policy, Nicholls concluding 
that the absence of entrenched community and private organisations 
made the impact of the NCW and its individual members stronger 
than might have been the case with equivalent bodies in older white 
societies. Watered down versions of many NCW resolutions made it 
onto New Zealand's statute books, though, as Page points out, the 
Liberal government had decided how far it intended to go, and Seddon, 
the Premier, could be both dismissive and patronising of women's 
deputations - even while praising women's influence for overseas 
consumption. Generally speaking, both the National Council of 
Women and The Women s Parliament show links between feminists 
in New Zealand and those overseas during this first phase of the NCW, 
give clear, serviceable accounts of the main themes and concerns of 
successive conventions, and supply valuable portraits of NCW lead­
ers - Nicholls provides especially useful coverage of Lady Anna 
Stout's activities both in New Zealand and in Britain, where she joined 
that country's fight for women's suffrage. Both books make the point 
that women continued to work for women's and children's welfare 
even when the NCW had gone into recess, suggesting that earlier 
depictions of the post-1904 period as one of decline in the women's 
movement may have been overdrawn. 

Nicholl's coverage of the NCW goes up to 1920, but she ends 
with a useful survey of similarities and differences between 'first' 
and 'second-wave' New Zealand feminists (which will, no doubt, be 
mined by students set this perennially popular essay topic) . Painting 
on a broader canvas, Page takes the revived NCW into the l 920s and 
beyond, concluding that it was more conservative and its annual con­
ferences more prosaic than those of its predecessors. Women of a 
radical bent tended to be drawn to the new Labour party, while the 
more democratic affiliate structure put in place after 1918 tended to 
temper radicalism and result in compromise - as Page notes, the pas­
sion and verve of the 1890s was muted in this later stage by the slow 
process of consultation and democracy. Even in its more conserva­
tive form, the NCW nonetheless provides a barometer for women's 
issues over the decades: we come across the discussion of the 'white 
slave traffic', eugenics, jury service, women police, contraceptive 
slot machines, equal pay, the environment, biculturalism and the 
Cartwright Inquiry, to touch upon just a few of the multitudinous 
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issues canvassed by the NCW over time. Discussion boxes give bio­
graphical portraits of successive NCW presidents. Delicately inci­
sive, they give an intriguing insight into the varied backgrounds and 
personalities of generations ofliberal feminists, whose common char­
acteristic seems to have been enormous energy and social involve­
ment across a wide sphere. 

The National Council of Women is written with elegance and a 
quiet wit. As a commissioned history, it obviously operates within 
certain constraints. The author of a commissioned history myself, I 
know that these constraints tend to be more self-imposed than other­
wise, and they reflect the fact that history is not simply something 
back in 'the past' - it reflects and affects the present. There are al­
ways recent issues which can only be referred to obliquely, and which 
require the distance of time for a fuller (though not necessarily any 
more 'objective') analysis. The question of audiences is also a diffi­
cult one for writers of such histories to gauge. Except for specifically 
targeted text books (for which academic authors, who are also course 
controllers, can guarantee a market), New Zealand books need to ap­
peal to the broader public. A commissioned history is not written sim­
ply for other historians and cannot, in general, be permeated by the 
postmodernist thrust and uncertainty which characterises some aca­
demic feminist historiography. A good story, well told and illustrated 
is what is usually required, and this is what is delivered in both The 
National Council o/Women and The Women s Parliament. The publica­
tion of histories is one way in which an organisation positions itself in 
the present and substantiates its claim to a voice in public life. Of course, 
in the 1990s where change is exalted in itself, claims based upon length 
of existence, experience and consistency of purpose may count for 
little. While the NCW remains the single largest women's across-the­
board lobby group in New Zealand, both books raise sobering ques­
tions about the relevance of its approach to present-day politics. 

Page and Nicholls have provided excellent supplements to a de­
veloping body of published material on the history of feminism in 
New Zealand, extending Pat Grimshaw's early Women Suffrage in 
New Zealand, such recent publications as J:Vomen Together, edited by 
Anne Else, Charlotte Macdonald's The Vote, The Pill and The Demon 
Drink, and The Suffragists. Students will find their bibliographies 
and lists of references a useful resource for future research (though 
Nicholls has a rather irritating tendency to attribute information in 
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references to the editor of books, such as Women Together, rather 
than the actual authors of the essays). Page's broader survey will ul­
timately be the more useful for the non-historian, but those with an 
interest in first-wave feminism in New Zealand will want to have 
both books on their shelves. 

MARGARET TENNANT, History, Massey University 

MONEY-GO-ROUNDS: THE IMPORTANCE OF ROTATING SAVINGS 
AND CREDIT ASSOCIATIONS FOR WOMEN 
S. Ardener and S. Burman (eds) 

Oxford/Washington, 1996, £ 14. 95 

This 300-page book of 16 new papers and an extremely valuable 
facsimile reprint of Ardener's 1964 'state-of-the-art' article which 
started them all off, is a very welcome addition to the literature on 
gendered finances. Rotating Savings and Credit Associations (hence­
forth, as in the book, ROSCAs) are found world-wide, in numerous 
variants on the basic theme of regular contributions to a common 
fund which is, then, disbursed to one of the contributors. They are 
part of informal 'alternative banking' systems, perhaps of special 
use to those societies in which interest is unacceptable as a banking 
practice; to those who are so poor that mainstream banking neither 
meets their requirements nor will lend to them, especially in social 
crises; and to those seeking to keep their financial affairs from the 
knowledge of tax collectors. 

The papers in this collection will, perhaps, be of little direct in­
terest to those with a research focus on Oceania, for none deals with 
this part of the world. Six deal with Africa (South Africa, Kenya, 
Ethiopia, Ghana and - two - Cameroon), four with Asia (Indonesia, 
Japan and - two - India), and five with 'diasporas' of migrants (South 
Asians in Oxford, making an interesting comparison with the section 
on Eritrean women in the same UK city which is built on Almedom 's 
paper on Ethiopia; Northern Somali women in London, Koreans in 
Los Angeles; Turkish women in Northern [Turkish] Cyprus; and the 
Caribbean diaspora both in the Caribbean and overseas - notably the 
USA and UK). Clearly, although the geographical coverage is wide, 
it leaves much open space for comparative material from Europe, the 
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Americas and Australasia, in both 'traditional' cultures and diasporas. 
Ardener's introductory chapter is an admirable summary of the 

main findings, and addresses important points of comparative 
definitional detail. However, I did not read it as attempting to move 
b~yond the 'stock-taking' focus of her path-breaking 1964 paper. 
Indeed, I was disappointed in the lack of theory in all but one of these 
papers. Their main value lies in the new ethnographic evidence they 
provide on the importance of ROSCAs to women, and of women to 
ROSCAs. The sole exception, Mike Rowland's very thought-provok­
ing and most appropriately entitled 'Looking at Financial Landscapes: 
A Contextual Analysis of ROSCAs in Cameroon', undoubtedly has 
relevance well beyond Cameroon probably to all contemporary pa­
triarchal states struggling with the problems of uneasily hybridised 
societal foundations based on both kinship and bureaucratic ideals, 
where men and women do not trust one another financially, even 
(perhaps especially!) within marriage. 

The theme of gendered financial distrust is reflected in many of 
the other papers too, with appropriate cultural variations regarding 
both cause and manifestation. And a few do begin to address the 
wider economic contextualisation, both national and international, 
which is necessary to understand the financial rationality of this or­
ganisational form, especially among professional and/or middle class 
women and those self-employed men and women responsible for the 
finances of family businesses. Jane Khatib-Chahidi's data reflect a 
sophisticated understanding among Turkish-Cypriot women of infla­
tion and how to limit its impact on savings in a economy suffering 
from high inflation, but mercifully free of exchange controls; and 
useful questions are asked by Linda Mayoux and Shri Anand about 
the role ofROSCAs in providing gender-differentiated start-up capi­
tal for small silk-reeling enterprises in South India. 

It would seem to me that to 'theorise' teinale involvement in 
ROSCAs, there will have to be substantial future co-operation between 
anthropology and economics: for in this collection the aims of pre­
dominantly anthropological analysis have not looked beyond issues of 
classification, and the one sociological paper begs more methodologi­
cal questions than it tries to answer. And yet, anyone interested in gen­
der and money should read this book, even if they do not buy it! 

ANGELA CHEATER, Social Anthropology, University of Waikato 
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