'Making New Zealand Articulate':
The Progressive Publishing Society,
1941^5
BETWEEN 1942 and 1945 the Progressive Publishing Society (PPS) produced
55 publications. It was a brief but significant appearance on the New Zealand
cultural scene. Forty-seven of its publications were new New Zealand titles,
three were new editions of New Zealand books, five were reprints of overseas
titles.
The PPS was in part a product of the developing 'New Zealand' cultural
consciousness which has defined the 1930s-1940s in New Zealand cultural history. J. C. Beaglehole, writing on the history of the book trade in New Zealand,
looked to the PPS along with the Caxton Press, Bob Lowry in Auckland, the
Department of Internal Affairs(with the Centennial publishing programme), and
the New Zealand Council for Educational Research as representing in this period
the beginnings of an independent New Zealand publishing industry.1 In a more
immediate sense it was also a response to the extraordinary conditions of the war
years. Stringent censorship regulations and the normal disruptions of wartime,
combined with the impact of import licensing restrictions introduced in 1938,
made literature a scarce commodity. In Australia, similarly, censorship and
wartime conditions generally, along with an increasing sense of national
consciousness, have been seen as contributing to the dramatic upsurge in
Australian publishing between 1939 and 1946.2
The PPS was also part of a left-wing cultural movement in the 1930s and
1940s. The heightened political atmosphere of the mid-late 1930s—the growing
threat of Fascism and world war, following the Depression — produced a
widespread swing to the left among Western artists and intellectuals. This
attraction to socialism was based on a perception of cultural as well as political
crisis, of Fascism and capitalism as a threat not only to Western democracy but
to culture itself. It was supported ideologically by the policy of the Popular Front,
adopted by the Communist International in 1935, which called for collaboration
between all progressive classes and organizations in the struggle against Fascism.
New Zealand did not escape the impact of these political and cultural forces,
1 'Book Production in NZ\ Studio, 661 (April 1948), pp.130-1; 'From Bookshop Assistant to
O.M.', Bookseller, 3418 (26 June 1971), pp.2594-7.
2 Lynne Strahan, Just City and the Mirrors — 'Meanjin' quarterly and the intellectual front,
1940-1965, Melbourne, 1984, p.41.
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although the emphasis of our literary historiography on a 'nationalist' cultural
renaissance in the 1930s-40s has minimized its influence. The figure of the artist
turned Communist and working-class activist was relatively rare (R. A. K.
Mason is the most notable example). But a range of left-wing political/cultural
activity developed, including New Zealand branches of the English-based Left
Book Club, left-wing theatre, and left bookselling and publishing. These leftwing cultural initiatives were inspired by the ideal of creating a socialist or
'popular' culture. While they failed to achieve this goal, they did nevertheless
exert a very significant influence on the development of the cultural infrastructure in New Zealand in this period.
These simultaneous cultural movements — nationalist and left — while
holding different implications for the direction of cultural development, were in
important ways related in respect of their impetus, their theoretical basis and terminology, and the people involved. It was in the PPS that these movements
combined in a practical experiment in fostering a popular New Zealand literature.
The PPS was formed as a partnership of three co-operative book societies
which had been established in Auckland, Wellington, and Christchurch in the
late 1930s; these were joined by a fourth established in Dunedin, under the
impetus of the newly formed PPS, in 1943. In simultaneous developments in
Auckland, Christchurch, and Wellington between 1937 and 1939, existing leftwing bookshops, which were run by, or closely linked with, the Communist
Party or Friends of the Soviet Union (a Communist-aligned 'fraternal' organization), were restructured to form co-operative societies. The initiative in this
development came, not primarily from the Communist Party, but from broader
interests. Registered under the Industrial and Provident Societies Act, these
societies were non-profit-making, owned by shareholders and controlled by
elected boards of management which were representative, in varying degrees, of
a range of liberal and left opinion, working class and professional or academic
backgrounds, Party members, and 'fellow travellers', according to the principles
of the Popular Front. Their stock was broadened from a narrow range of political
pamphlets, Marxist and Soviet literature, to include general political material,
economics, history, sociology, science and psychology, literature, arts, and
children's books. This expansion was in part a product of a desire to attract as
wide an audience as possible for progressive ideas, in part of the demand that
existed for quality literature of all kinds in the absence of good bookshops at the
time and, increasingly, of economic necessity.
The Popular Front Period was the immediate context for the emergence of the
co-operative book movement. The political climate changed dramatically in the
two years following the Nazi-Soviet Pact in August 1939 and the outbreak of
war, with ideological confusion on the left and the Communist Party's eventual
adoption of an anti-war policy. But the invasion of Russia by Germany in June
1941, and the Party's shift to a pro-war stance, created a renewed atmosphere of
left-wing fervour and climate for Popular Front-style activities.
The extension into publishing by the co-op book societies was first mooted in
April 1941, in correspondence between the Auckland Progressive Book Society
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(which ran Progressive Books), the Caxton Press, and the Wellington Cooperative Book Society (or Modern Books). The proposed society was intended
at this stage to involve the Caxton Press and Paul's Book Arcade (run by
Blackwood Paul in Hamilton) as well as the three co-op book societies.
However, a later policy decision to include only co-operative booksellers
excluded Paul's and Caxton from the venture. Following a series of national
meetings and the election of an interim committee, publishing activity got under
way by the end of 1941. Initially titled the New Zealand Co-operative Publishing
Society, it could not be officially registered as a co-operative, the legislation
requiring that there be at least seven members of a co-operative organization. The
PPS was formally constituted as a partnership of the three co-op book societies
in early 1943 (and joined by Dunedin later that year). In addition to publishing
the PPS centralized importing and distribution for the co-op bookshops. It was
envisaged as the co-ordinating body of 'a network of co-operative bookshops
distributing progressive literature to the people'.3
Like its constituent societies, the PPS was founded upon democratic principles and upon a deep antipathy to the impact of a prevailing profit-motivated,
capitalist ethos upon culture. It was to be 'a co-operative democracy in publishing', a society which, adopting the phraseology of William Morris, 'is owned by
the people and... publishes for the people'.4 Membership could be obtained by
taking out a share in any of the four co-op book societies, with a proportion of
each share automatically transferred to the publishing society unless otherwise
stated. With shares at £1, membership was designed to be 'open to all and beyond
the reach of none'.5 A nine-member managing committee was elected annually
by a conference of delegates from each of the shops which represented the final
controlling body of the society. The committee in turn appointed a full-time
manager. Manuscripts were selected by a selection committee which could call
upon 'about sixty readers specially qualified in various fields'.6
A promotional booklet, Freedom to Publish (1944), outlined the motives
behind the society. Prefaced by a quotation from Milton's Areopagitica, it
argued that a genuine freedom of the press depended not only on the absence of
censorship, but on access for all to the medium of print. While 'the printing
presses of the world are operated by only a minute percentage of the world's
people' and the decisions even of liberal publishers are dictated by profit, 'the
mute inglorious Miltons and the village Hampdens are only mute . . . because
no-one will take a risk on their glory'.7 The co-op bookshops were not stocking
New Zealand books alone because there were so few being published. The PPS
would fill the gap by publishing on the principle not of profit but of 'worth'. The
implicit connection in theoretical terms between the socialist and 'nationalist'
ideals which inspired the PPS is suggested most explicitly in the following
3
4
14.
5
6
7

Co-op Books, 1, 1 (November 1943), p.2.
Freedom to Publish—evidence in a case for appeal, Christchurch, Auckland, etc., 1944, pp.5,
ibid., p.12.
Co-op Books, 1, 6 (April 1944).
Freedom to Publish, p.4.
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statement by W. B. Sutch, one of the initiators and the first chairman of the PPS,
in the Society's newsletter Co-op Books: 'It's a strange thing — or is it? — that
the publications read by New Zealanders are either predominantly produced in
another country or are the newspapers belonging to the most conservative groups
in this country. Those in the first category are not of New Zealand while those
in the second category represent only a fraction of New Zealanders.'8
By 1944 the society had 'two thousand odd' members.9The absence of full
membership records precludes an assessment of the extent to which, in this
respect, it attained its populist goal. But certainly it was not a 'popular'
organization in terms of its management. Unlike, by comparison, the Auckland
and (to a slightly lesser extent) Christchurch societies, the PPS did not attract the
active involvement of trade union officials. It reflected in part its Wellington base
in the predominantly professional and academic background of its committee
members, some of whom were involved in other left-wing political or cultural
activity, some whose interest was purely literary. W. B. Sutch was succeeded as
chairman in 1943 by broadcaster Ian Mackay (who remained chairman until
1945). Other members of the committee at different times included: A. H.
O'Keefe, a Victoria graduate then employed with the Public Service Association; R. F. Griffin, publisher' s agent and active communist; Ron Meek, a Victoria
law and economics graduate and Communist Party member; journalists Les
Edwards, L. D. Webster, and H. L. Verry, also a Party member; J. C. Beaglehole
(mainly responsible for the typographical side); Blackwood Paul (of Paul's
Book Arcade), and Janet Paul, then working for the War Histories Branch of the
Department of Internal Affairs; R. S. Parker, Professor of Political Science;
Wellington Teachers' College lecturers W. J. Scott (English) and A. J. D. Barker
(science); F. L. Combs, school publications editor for the Department of
Education; J. L. Ewing, also in the Education Department; J. P. Lewin, a lawyer;
and others of similar background — a teacher, an advertising manager, public
servant, printer, and manufacturer. Wolfgang Rosenberg, an economist, was the
society's accountant. Its manager from 1942-45 was Harold Fenton, a former
newsagent and manager of the Christchurch Co-op Bookshop.
The PPS divided its resources between the two objectives defined by its
chairman in the first issue of Co-op Books: 'the encouragement of New Zealand
writers and the desire to keep people informed on New Zealand problems and on
International Affairs together with their relationship with and effect on New
Zealand.'10 Approximately half of its publications were works of social, political, and economic criticism. In this area it continued the independent publishing
efforts of the co-operative bookshops. The Wellington Co-operative Book
Society (WCBS), for example, had published in 1941 W.B. Sutch's Poverty and
Progress, a pamphlet on import policy by Sutch (1939), and another on living
standards by Horace Belshaw (1939), while the Christchurch Co-operative Book
Society (CCBS) published five pamphlets before 1943, on the Soviet Union, the
8 'National Co-operative Publishing — Joint Action by Bookshops', Co-operative Book News
(newsletter of the Christchurch Co-operative Book Society), 1, 3 (January 1943), p.3.
9 Freedom to Publish, p.8.
10 Co-op Books, 1,1.
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War, and a study of New Zealand living standards, and also planned works by
Rewi Alley, Ian Milner, and a history of the New Zealand labour movement. PPS
titles in this area included: four of a series of eight 'Reconstruction' pamphlets
on aspects of post-war development, published in conjunction with the New
Zealand Institute of International Affairs; four tides by Sutch and two by Sid
Scott, the secretary of the New Zealand Communist Party; a study of Maori
issues, Maori Problems Today (1944) by Ron Meek; The Shadow over New
Zealand— Venereal Disease (1942); A. R. D. Fairburn's We New Zealanders
(1944); as well as a small number of reprints of topical overseas publications,
such as Britain Marches With Russia and Health Protection in the USSR (1942).
Gordon Mirams's study of cinema in New Zealand, Speaking Candidly, was in
print at the time of the PPS's collapse (it was published subsequentiy by
Blackwood Paul). There were also plans to publish a monthly progressive review
along the lines of Tomorrow — Kennaway Henderson's fortnighdy critical
journal which had fallen foul of the Labour Government in 1940—but it did not
eventuate.
Other longer-term plans included organizing research into' sociological problems' and discussion circles based on PPS publications.11 In taking over the
importing and distribution functions of the bookshops, the PPS was also
responsible for the distribution of New Zealand periodicals In Print, The
Rationalist, and Lee's Weekly, and held the New Zealand agency for several
progressive overseas publishers: International Publishers (USA), Lawrence and
Wishart (UK), Kniga (Moscow), the Fabian Society (London), Current Book
Distributors (Sydney), and International Book Pty. Ltd. (Melbourne). In this area
the PPS reflected an interest in social, political, and economic analysis which
also motivated the co-op book societies and Left Book Club. Critical comment
was thought to be lacking in New Zealand, and a generally conservative, insular,
intellectual climate was seen as a product particularly of this country's stringent
censorship regulations in the first half of the 1930s and the war years. PPS
interests also reflected a broader' documentary' impulse which characterized the
left intellectual movement of the 1930s, and saw expression in early experiments
in social research, such as the Mass Observation Movement in Britain, for
example, and the documentary realist movement in literature and art.
In its cultural publications the PPS presented work by writers such as Allen
Curnow (Sailing or Drowning, 1944, and Whim Wham 1943, satirical verse
reprinted from the Christchurch Press)', M. H. Holcroft (The Waiting Hills, 1943,
and The Timeless World, 1945); Frank Sargeson (A Man and His Wife, 1944); A.
R. D. Fairburn (A Primer of Love by le Rochefoucauld with a foreword by
Fairburn, 1945); R. M. Burdon {Outlaw's Progress, 1943, the only novel on the
list); and Anton Vogt (Poems for a War, 1943). New Zealand Verse 1923-45,
edited by Allen Curnow, was planned for 1945 before the society's collapse, as
was a short story collection to be edited by Frank Sargeson. Publications by new
or lesser-known writers included: in 1944, Poems by Rev. Clyde Carr, Labour
MP for Timaru, a mixture of landscape and love poems with an underlying
11 ibid., p.6; Freedom to Publish, p.8.
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religious tone, somewhat in the manner of Wordsworth; in 1945, Some Poems
for New Zealand by American serviceman Merrill Moore, observations of New
Zealand people and places, with titles such as 'Beer is the Badge of Courage
(until six o'clock)' and 'Enormous Rainbow over One Tree Hill'; two volumes
of fifteenth- to seventeenth-century French poetry translated by A. J. D. Barker
(1943 and 1944); The Willing Horse (1943), a one-act play and a collection of
short stories by Isobel Andrews; essays by Canterbury College English lecturer
Frederick Sinclaire; Three Essays on Czech Poets (1945) by Frederick Ost, a
Czech refugee, and The Vltava Still Sings (1945), a volume of Czech nationalist
and socialist poetry edited and translated by Ost and Ron Meek; and an anthology
of Verse by New Zealand Children (1943). Half of the PPS's cultural publications were children's books. Fournumbers of aNew Zealand New Writing series
were published between December 1942 and March 1945.
While the society was ideally envisaged, by W. B. Sutch for instance, as a
synthesis of left-wing and 'New Zealand' impulses, in reality these represented
divergent, and to some extent competing, interests. Criticism both within and
from outside the PPS reflected a broad division within the society over the extent
to which it should identify itself as a left-wing publisher, or more generally as a
publisher of New Zealand literature.
It was the cultural publications which were the focus of criticism, both of the
relative proportions of 'literary' and political material and of the nature of the
literature itself. For example, an unsigned typescript among surviving PPS
records, dated 1945, objected, in its proposals for solving the society's then
serious financial crisis, to the proportion of 'academic and highbrow' material:
only 20-25% of the current publishing programme represented 'progressive'
and 'popular' titles. It suggested scrapping 75% of the current list, deleting such
authors as Sargeson, Curnow, Holcroft, and Vogt, and using the balance for good
reprints and more non-fiction material. The author argued: 'We are supposed to
be a part of the Labour Movement, according to Conference resolutions, so why
have we little or nothing of concern to that movement? Some matters of interest
and importance are Banking, Housing, Cost of Living, Health, Industrial Unrest
etc etc. Would such manuscripts be drier or less saleable than verse or stories
which are almost equivalent to surrealism in art, they are so remote from the
interests of the ordinary man and woman?'12 Similar criticisms were voiced by
the Christchurch branch of the Communist Party. The Party welcomed the
formation of the society in 1942, through which 'books, pamphlets and periodicals which are of inestimable value to the working class and to all progressive
movements of the people are distributed throughout the country.... the Party
itself is able to obtain a constant stream of valuable literature', but added the
warning that without Communist Party involvement it may 'become dominated
by left (or merely liberal) intellectuals, as has happened in another centre in the
past. The result in that instance was that the more expensive type of literature was
given preference, while pamphlets and periodicals which workers needed were

12 Letter to Roy Parsons (manager, Wellington Modern Books), 6 March 1943, Wellington Cooperative Book Society Papers, MS papers 1122, Alexander Turnbull Library, folder 13.
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in short supply [the reference is to the Wellington Co-operative Book Society].
We want to help create therightbalance between all types of literature which will
be of the greatest service to the progressive movement.'13 The Dunedin branch
of the Party approached the PPS with similar expectations.14
Comments such as these align political and 'popular' or working-class against
cultural and 'highbrow'. Other criticisms were, however, based on a conception
of what might constitute a progressive or working-class literary culture. The
CCB S, for example, expressed concern over a decision taken by the PPS in 1944
to obtain rights for reprinting popular fiction 'such as Rebecca or the detective
stories of Dorothy Sayers' in order to increase the society's capital. The purpose
of the publishing society, argued the CCBS, was to publish 'books of literary
worth and with social content' and New Zealand literature. As an alternative to
the proposal it urged 'that the choice of books suitable for reprinting should
always be related to the objects of the Society and consideration should be given
to books by Upton Sinclair, Jack London, Steinbeck, Richard Wright, H. G.
Wells, Sholokov, Gorki, Anand, Bernard Shaw, Sean O'Casey, K. S. Prichard,
Brian Penton and Rex Warner.'15 It also suggested that consideration be given
to reprinting early New Zealand books. The Christchurch society conveyed to
the PPS in December 1944 its opinion that publications such as Poems by Clyde
Carr and Verse by New Zealand Children 'Christchurch considers should not
bear the imprint of the PPS'.16 Similar criticism was again expressed by thePPS's
1943 National Conference which passed the following resolution: 'That we
approve of the present plans for future production, but would like to see a greater
proportion of what might be termed popular material of a progressive character
as well as the encouragement of socially-significant fiction or short stories."7
It was the New Zealand New Writing (NZNW) series which attracted the most
controversy, the debate which surrounded it stemming from specific conceptions of, variously, a proletarian, socially-conscious, or popular literature.
Initiated and edited by Ian Gordon, Professsor of English at Victoria College, the
series was modelled directly on the Penguin New Writing series edited by John
Lehmann—its initial cover design was a mock-up of the Penguin cover and the
introduction to the first number acknowledged Lehmann's New Writing as its
'godfather'. Of the content of NZNW, perhaps half a dozen contributions, of a
total of 67, would have satisfied those looking for a consciously political writing.
Poems clearly in this category include' Stalingrad 1943' by Ron Meek, and Alun
Falconer's 'To Uncertain Leaders', which presents a class analysis of the war.
Two stories by Greville Texidor, 'Home Front' and 'An Annual Affair',
challenge the aridity, complacency, and insularity of New Zealand society in the

13 Christchurch CP Branch Bulletin, 27 October 1942, Jack Locke Deposit, Canterbury University Library, item 5.
14 NZCP, Otago Branch, Papers, MS papers 675, Hocken Library, folder 4: 'Comrades should
support this society as it concerns itself mainly with the publishing of literature of a radical nature'.
15 Christchurch Co-operative Book Society minutes, 19 May 1944 (loaned by the late H.
Winston Rhodes).
16 ibid., 11 December 1944.
17 Report of the National Conference of the PPS, In Print, 30 June 1943.
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1930s with the more urgent political struggles being fought elsewhere — the
Spanish Civil War and impending world war. More consciously in the documentary realist mode—which dominated the literature of the left in the 1930s—was
an 'autobiographical fragment' entitled 'Unto Us' by Auckland Progressive
Bookshop manager Arthur Jackson-Thomas. It deals, in basic descriptive
narrative style, somewhat melodramatically, with the hardships faced by a young
couple in Wellington during the Depression.18 One could also include here
Anton Vogt's 'Coal', an 'industrial' poem, and Frank Sargeson's 'Episode', an
extract from That Summer.
Yet on the whole, NZNW was not political writing, and it was at best
inconsistent in terms of literary quality. Poems by Allen Curnow, A. R. D.
Fairburn, and Kendrick Smithyman, stories by Anna Kavan and Frank Sargeson
appeared alongside such contributions as a descriptive piece entitled 'Eruption
at Tarawera' complete with classical references, an apparently Joycean attempt
entitled 'Rhapsody in Blue', and a number in the nostalgic childhood/lost
innocence genre. Approximately half of the material dealt with the subject of
war, in terms either of its social or domestic effects, or of the immediate, personal
experience of war. Certainly war as a subject was topical. But it was not, as more
than one critic pointed out, approached from the anti-Fascist perspective that, by
comparison, informed the Australian New Writing, which, as Elsie Locke wrote,
took 'a stand somewhere in relation to the issues in the struggle against
Fascism'.19
A correspondent to Co-op Books compared NZNW No.3 with the second
volume of Australian New Writing with the comment: 'It is a breathtaking
literary impertinence to the people of this country that NZNW No.3 contains in
its prose only one very minor hint that there is such a thing as a war on, one broad
hint and two minor hints that there are social problems among the people as well
as individual ones.'20 The CCBS received the publication of the first number of
NZNW with the resolution: 'That whatever the literary merit or sales value of
New Zealand New Writing may be, it has completely failed to represent the type
of writing in which the progressive movement is chiefly interested. '21 At its 1944
AGM the CCBS suggested that the name be changed' so as not to associate it with
Australian New Writing or the English New Writing which are far superior in
content'. It was also proposed that an alternative Left New Writing be published,
in Christchurch, or that 'one article at least of a critical or sociological nature' be
included in each issue.22 The series also attracted a steady stream of correspondence in Co-op Books, although not all of this was directed at its political
shortcomings. A perceived over-enthusiasm for social realism—labelled by one
critic the 'neo-Sargeson cult'23 — was also cause for complaint, directed
particularly at the Jackson-Thomas piece.
18
19
20
21
22
23

New Zealand New Writing, 1 (December 1942)
Co-op Books, 2, 2 (February 1945).
ibid., 1,11 (September 1944).
Report of AGM, CCBS minutes, October 1943.
CCBS minutes, 16 October 1944, 11 August 1944; Co-op Books, 1, 11 (September 1944).
Co-operative Book News, 1,13 (February 1945).

160

RACHEL BARROWMAN

Ian Gordon, who was solely responsible for the selection of manuscripts for
NZNW, responded to his critics with a rejection of the idea that literature should
or could be made 'to serve a cause or interest'. From his point of view NZNW
was intended simply to provide 'one publication in this country in which writers
(established or otherwise) could have printed their contributions of a literary
nature'.24 His motivation was thus explicidy not a left-wing literature. 'Above
all', he stated, 'I have avoided mere partisan writing.'25In his own words Gordon was 'the alien cuckoo in the nest' within the PPS and found himself 'in
conflict with the committee' over the series.26
What was envisaged by a number of the critics of NZNW was not only a literature of social comment or political commitment, but a 'proletarian literature'
in the stricter sense of writing by the working class, about and for the working
class. Committee member R. F. Griffin, an outspoken critic of the PPS (also a
Communist Party 'representative' on the board of the WCBS), outlined in an
early write-up of the PPS a proposal for 'a series along the lines of the English
Fact, under such titles as 'I Work on the Wharf', 'Diary of a Miner', 'Diary of
a Freezing Worker', ' . . . a farmer' etc.'27 From a similar perspective another
critic commented in the first number: 'It is . . . not easy to lose the idea that one
is reading a university review.'28 Co-op Books envisaged emerging through the
PPS a literature that would represent' the attitudes and values of New Zealanders
now. Not just the vocal New Zealanders in universities and newspaper offices
and Left Wing circles, but people in trams and pubs and milk bars, members of
"the Plunket" and helpers of "the Patriotic", men in camps and girls in factories. . . . Who are the writers who will interpret — in novels, in plays, in short
stories — the New Zealand scene in the 1940's?'29
NZNW was as far from 'popular' in this respect as was the membership of the
PPS committee itself. Its contributors included civil servants (9), teachers (8),
journalists (4) and writers (4), academics (2), a film-maker, a student, a
clergyman, a bank officer, a farmer, a compositor, a gardener, a freezing worker
and trade unionist: four were identified only as serving in the Armed Forces.
Although there are not sufficient records to identify the contributors of all the
manuscripts received by the PPS, the comment may equally be applied to the
society's authors generally. With the exception of a few advertisements in trade
union journals (not, however, specifically emphasizing this theme), there is no
evidence that the PPS actively solicited material from working-class writers,
although the Auckland Progressive Book Society did campaign for members
through works meetings, public rallies, and circulars to unions. This was not,
despite the aspirations of some of its members, a working-class cultural
movement. NZNW was, however, popular in another sense: the most successful
of all the PPS publications, the first issue sold 5000 copies (its first edition
24
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Co-op Books, 1, 13 (November 1944), p.l.
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Ian Gordon, interview, 9 December 1985.
Co-operative Book News, 1, 6 (June 1942).
ibid., 1, 12 (January 1943).
Co-op Books, 1,2 (December 1943), p.l.
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oversold by 800), the succeeding numbers around 7000 each.
Although debate over the publications reflected distinct conceptions of the
readership to which the society should cater and the political or cultural role it
should play, it was a conflict over priorities rather than mutually-exclusive
ideals. Opinions differ in retrospect over the depth and balance of divisions
within the management committee itself. The predominant motivation of the
society's executive appears, however, to have been the general desire to foster
a New Zealand literature. This was an ideal which may in itself be described as
'progressive' in the context of the generally still-colonial literary culture of New
Zealand at this time. Certainly in its published statements the society presented
itself in this broader light:
This society aims to publish books, pamphlets, verse, by New Zealanders on subjects
which interest New Zealanders. The Society does not aim to make profits — it aims to be
a progressive force in every field.
For long we in New Zealand have felt the need of a medium through which our indigenous
culture might be expressed. We have been the last of the Dominions to feel our own feet
culturally.
. . . a publishing society has been formed to make available New Zealand works for New
Zealand people.30
It was not internal division that killed the PPS. Rather, it owed its demise to
the more mundane factor of economics: a combination of shortage of capital,
inexperienced management, and an over-abundance of enthusiasm, exacerbated
by the limitations of the literary market.
A glance through the National Bibliography at non-fiction titles in the 1930s
indicates the significant gap there was in New Zealand publishing at this time in
the area of social, political, and economic critique. Items of this kind are scattered
thinly amongst school and church jubilees, religious tracts, occasional local
histories, books on flora and fauna, many biographies, and the occasional
Communist Party pamphlet. Commenting in 1943 on the need for a progressive
publishing society, W. B. Sutch argued that New Zealand lacked a literature that
would' venture to analyse or describe the New Zealand people and New Zealand
institutions'. New Zealand publishers, he observed none too kindly, 'have
published text-books (of a kind), books on birds or Maoris, or missionaries,
occasionally an adventure s t o r y . . . . we all know so little about New
Z e a l a n d . . . . Even our radical literature is produced mainly o v e r s e a s . . . . has
anyone yet written a Tory MP or Traitor Class on this country?'31 These remarks
could fairly be applied to the publishing lists of the major New Zealand
publishers at this time, Whitcombe and Tombs, and A. H. and A. W. Reed (to a
slightly lesser extent). For Whitcombes, moreover, as for the majority of New
Zealand publishers, publishing was secondary to the primary activity of printing

30 W. B. Sutch, 'Publishing is Our Job', Rostrum, August 1942, p.38; P. Martin-Smith,
'Dominion Writers — chances offered', Union Record, 1 August 1944, p.3.
31 'National Co-operative Publishing'.
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or bookselling.
There had in fact been a substantial increase in the publication of New Zealand
titles in the years immediately prior to the establishment of the PPS. According
to figures compiled by John Harris, the Otago University librarian, in 1942, the
total number of books published in New Zealand increased by 20% between
1937 and 1938 and nearly doubled between 1939 and 1940, followed by a 20%
decrease in 1941. The larger increases occurred in the categories of literature,
'education, sports and pastimes', and reference. Harris estimated the number of
titles on 'politics, economics, law and sociology' as representing 21 % of books
published in the years 1936-41. However, most of this was not the product of
independent publishing efforts; rather, 'a large proportion of the material is the
result of planned publication — books written, not on the off-chance of
publishing by some printing or publishing firm, but at the special instigation of
an institution or official body'.32 These included notably the New Zealand
Council for Educational Research, the New Zealand Institute of International
Affairs (publishing mostly on pamphlet scale), and of course the Department of
International Affairs with the Centennial programme.
The Centennial publications of 1939-40 — the fortnightly Pictorial Surveys
(Making New Zealand, Pictorial Surveys of a Century, published subsequently
in two volumes) and the more substantial (around 30,000-word) Historical
Surveys—had been, in scale at least, the most significant publishing venture in
the area of social/political comment in these years. These were, however,
essentially a self-congratulatory exercise, reflecting the nature of the Centennial
celebration and their official status. The Pictorial Surveys, intended as a
'presentation of the Dominion's history in a popular and easily assimilated
form', emphasizing economic prosperity and material advancement as the
measure and achievement of a century of progress, were unashamedly 'an
exercise, albeit restrained, in self-gratulation and satisfying reflection'.33 The
Historical Surveys (which included, for example, E. H. McCormick's Letters
and Art in New Zealand, J. C. Beaglehole's Discovery of New Zealand, and F.
L. W. Wood's New Zealand and the World) were more substantial works,
intended to be scholarly yet readable, popular studies. But the dropping of the
subject of religion and the rejection (twice) of the manuscript submitted by W.
B. Sutch, essentially because it was too negative and controversial, demonstrate
further the limitations of the government-sponsored historical series as political
and social critique. The first version of the manuscript was subsequently
published by the Wellington Co-operative Book Society in 1941 as Poverty and
Progress in New Zealand, the second in England, as The Quest for Security in
New Zealand, in 1942.
Nor was this an area in which any role had been played by the Caxton Press,
which had made the most significant contribution towards independent New
Zealand publishing. Caxton published mainly poetry, occasional prose fiction,

32 NZ Libraries, 6, 3 (October 1943), pp.42-43.
33 Making New Zealand, vol. 1, introduction, quoted in A. J. Brooker, 'The Centennial Surveys
of New Zealand, 1939-41', BA Hons, thesis, Massey, 1983, pp.12, 15.
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and literary criticism, mostly in editions of fewer than 200 and often fewer than
100. Thistledown, a volume of three poems by Denis Glover, and Three Poems
by Allen Curnow, for example, were published in editions of 40 and 50
respectively. Glover's Thirteen Poems was published in an edition of 30,15 of
which were for sale; 150 copies of R. A. K. Mason's End of Day were printed.
Caxton's 1941 catalogue included limited editions of a tale from The Decameron
(25 printed, 15 for sale) and The Adventures of Chanticleer and Partlet (in an
edition of 50).34 Clearly Caxton was not aiming for the breadth of readership
hoped for by the PPS, whose pamphlets, by comparison, had print runs of 5000.
What Harris's figures also showed was the small amount of 'imaginative'
literature being published. Fiction, poetry, and drama constituted 11% of the
total number of books published in this period (1936-41). Reeds and
Whitcombes published the very occasional novel. Their approach was
principally one of caution. In general, New Zealand novels were published in
England with, perhaps, an arrangement made for a few hundred copies to be
printed for the New Zealand market. In this respect New Zealand booksellers and
publishers remained, as J. C. Beaglehole wrote of the book trade in the 1920s,
'colonies of a British publishing empire'.35 From its establishment in 1939 the
New Zealand Listener printed a small amount of short fiction and poetry, mostly
light and humorous. Caxton, small and discriminating, represented the only
significant medium of literary publishing. The years in which the PPS emerged
saw its output reduced, with Denis Glover overseas on militaiy service.
The response to the PPS in this area confirmed their belief in a New Zealand
literature — in the 'mute inglorious Miltons and the village Hampdens' —just
waiting to burst into print. As well as receiving and publishing manuscripts from
writers such as Curnow, Fairburn, and Holcroft the PPS apparently tapped a vein
of aspiring literati. In the 12 months to April 1944 they received 'over 200
manuscripts', according to Freedom to Publish, excluding those submitted for
New Zealand New Writing. Co-op Books recorded that 3(M-0 manuscripts were
received a week. NZNW alone over the same period attracted 523 contributions.
A shift over time in the balance of non-fiction and literary titles published, with
an increasing proportion of literary books, may have reflected the nature of the
manuscripts they were receiving as the society became better known. Even
allowing for a degree of exaggeration, such figures are significant. They reflect,
simply, the gap in New Zealand publishing at this time.
The time, then, seemed auspicious for such a publishing enterprise. The
immediate success of the society in financial terms further attested to the
opportunity that existed. Between January 1942 and February 1943 the society
achieved total sales of £2230 and was distributing 34 New Zealand publications.
Over November-December 1942 70 shops were added to its distribution list,
contributing to a total of 300 agents in February 1944. Publicity material was
carried in 57 publications. The society was also represented in Australia, though
not with great success. Monthly turnover increased from £144 in January 1943
34 Pat Lawlor, The Caxton Press — some impressions and a bibliography, Wellington, 1951.
35 'From Bookshop Assistant to OM\
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to £1300 by December. Gross sales, of imports and PPS publications, totalled
£9000-£9500 in 1943 (£7500 net) and £9600 in the 1944-45 financial year. The
years 1942-43 saw, it should be noted, a high demand for books generally, with
reading matter in short supply. Sales of PPS pamphlets also reflected a particularly strong demand for topical pamphlet literature in the war years. Britain
Marches with Russia and The Shadow over New Zealand each sold 5000 copies
by June 1943, Sutch's Workers and the War Effort2500, and Fascist Japan 2000.
The society's demise was as dramatic as its immediate success. From a deficit
of £41 in April 1944 it ended the year to February 1945 with a net loss of £1075.
By the end of March that year it had debts of over £852 to overseas publishers
and £240 locally. The extent to which it was able to meet its commitments was
estimated at 5s.0d. in the pound.
Difficulties the society faced in a small, and in other respects limited, market
were exacerbated by the limitations of its own capital structure. Its only source
of capital other than profits (a problematic issue for a socialist business
organization) was the sale of shares. Realizing that it was seriously undercapitalized the society launched a share campaign in 1943 with the aim of increasing
membership from 1500 to 5000. The campaign involved the publication of the
Freedom to Publish booklet, which was distributed free to prospective members
('people with radical tendencies or who are interested in New Zealand literature'), the holding of literary competitions, and the setting of monthly quotas for
each of the shops. Quotas were to be met through public meetings, circularizing
organizations such as the Society for Closer Relations with Russia, the Rationalist Association, trade unions, Communist and Labour Parties, and literary, art
and dramatic circles,and by 'drawing in influential or active persons from circles
of people we want to become members: Trade Unionists, Intellectuals, Professional Classes etc.'36 The results numbered in the hundreds rather than the
thousands; 394 new members and £490 capital had been attained by August
1944. It was not enough to offset a substantial trading loss on its publications,
increasing overhead expenses, and further losses through over-ordering in the
1944-45 financial year.
The manager's report to the 1944 conference pointed out that only one
publication in the last year had failed to cover printing costs but that nine had not
yet covered all expenses. £600 had been lost through over-order of a single title.
A report by the auditor in February 1945 reiterated the chairman's belief that
substantially increased turnover and capital were needed. The society's now
serious financial position was in part the result of gready increased overhead
expenses (absorbing 90% of gross profit in 1944 compared with 55% the
previous year). More significantly, the report commented on the 'considerable'
amount of dead stock held: PPS publications which were not selling, and which
had been substantially undervalued in the accounts. The August 1944 financial
report had shown ten items as slow sellers, 'only five of which have had to be
written down'. As the manager had earlier remarked, it was 'impossible to carry
any considerable stocks of any titles without adequate capital'. In addition the
36 Circular letter, 1 July 1944, WCBS papers, folder 6.
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manager's 1944 report commented on a 'marked drop' in the previous few
months of sales of 'Political and War publications'.
The auditor concluded that £2000 more capital was needed for the current
publishing programme, and that this should be raised by increasing turnover
through an increase in imports, 'concentrating on quick selling lines', and
promoting 'backwinners' (strong selling PPS titles). It had already been decided
that £1000 be allocated for reprinting popular overseas fiction. For it was
disappointing, but true, that imports on the whole sold more successfully than the
society's own publications. An increasing proportion of PPS titles handled by the
society — making up 29% in 1943 and 48% in 1944 — was a measure of its
commitment to New Zealand publishing, but was not good for its financial
health. The manager had commented in 1944 that only Medical Advice from a
Backblocks Hospital and the import, The Socialist Sixth of the World (excluding
NZNW presumably), came into the category of 'books for which there is a steady
demand': such were necessary if the society was to become 'permanently
established and accepted in the publishing world and by the trade generally'.37
Rejecting the advice of its auditor that it go into liquidation, the society set up
an Emergency Committee in March 1945, in view of 'the serious effect the
liquidation of the PPS would have on the four Co-operative Book Societies, the
whole Co-operative Movement and all the progressive forces in New Zealand'.38
The committee' s proposals included complete suspension of the current publishing programme: 'a breathing space [which] will be used to develop a technique
of control in which those two features of a co-operative enterprise — sound
business economics and the greatest possible play for democratic and idealistic
impulses . . . will be effectively and harmoniously combined.'39 The breathing
space became a termination. A final decision to wind up the society was made
in July 1945. Publications in press were taken over by Blackwood Paul.
In the process of winding up recrimination was directed particularly at the
manager, who resigned in conflict with the committee in February 1945. Fenton
was criticized for general bad management and over-ordering, particularly in the
area of children's books on which the society made substantial losses. None of
those involved, however, had prior experience in publishing. A Wellington
bookshop representative at the final conference, J. W. Winchester, offered the
particularly trenchant criticism that the PPS had 'lost our money, published the
wrong books, refused to publish the right books, published the dearest books in
New Zealand, and distributed them by the worst system ever devised for any
concern in the country'.40
That the PPS published the most expensive books in New Zealand is
questionable. Their prices compare not unfavourably with those of the Caxton
Press at least. Caxton's Recent Poems (1941) was priced at 5s.0d., while
Cumow's Sailing and Drowning by the PPS cost 6s.6d. Whim Wham 1940
37 Manager's Report to 1944 Conference, in Modern Books, Dunedin, Papers, MS papers 711,
Hocken Library; report of auditor, V. P. O'Kane, in Modern Books, Dunedin, Papers.
38 Minutes of PPS Management Committee, 19 March 1945, WCBS papers, folder 14.
39 'Crisis in PPS Affairs', Co-op Books, 2, 5 (May 1945).
40 Report of SGM of WCBS, 16 May 1945, Co-op Books, 2, 6 (June 1945).
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(Caxton) at 5s.0d. compares with Whim Wham 1943 by the PPS at 3s.3d. A small
number of PPS publications were cheap reprints of Caxton editions, such as
Frank Sargeson's A Man and His Wife (4s.0d., Caxton 6s.0d.) and Frederick
Sinclaire's Lend Me Your Ears (5s.0d., first edition 7s.6d.). They were, though
considerably higher in price than Penguins, which cost ls.6d. at the co-op
bookshops in New Zealand in 1944. This is a significant comparison, given the
essentially populist ideal behind the Penguin imprint (launched in the late 1930s)
— a comparison which also emphasizes the constraints of the small New Zealand
market. Perspective is provided by M. H. Holcroft's observation in The Waiting
Hills (1943) that the 5s.0d. price of the Centennial Surveys was 'well within the
reach of the average buyer, although still too expensive for younger readers'.41
The average price for reprinted New Zealand classics, Guthrie Smith or J .B.
Condliffe, for example, he quoted at 10s.0d.-15s.0d. The concern expressed on
several occasions by members of the PPS, that the society should publish
'popular full-sized books and booklets of a progressive or socially significant
character'42 and not just glorified pamphlets, potentially removed the PPS
further from its populist goal. A substantial book like Ernest Beaglehole's
Islands of Danger (212 pages), for example, was priced at 15s.6d.
As the society's contingency plans suggest, the question of 'right' books and
'wrong' books could be posed with contrary implications in political or market
terms. The critic who objected to the proportion of 'highbrow' material urged a
'drastic' change in policy: limit publication only to 'winners', make profit 'the
chief concern for a considerable time'. The argument was echoed by Ian Mackay
in a proposal to' devote a portion of our resources and import license to providing
retail shops with some easy-selling lines —popular books, light reading, or, if
you must have it, "tripe"', an expedient compromise of the society's commitment to both literary and political standards. He accurately identified the limited
scope for, and the economic difficulty of, purely left-wing publishing: 'Don't let
us kid ourselves that the retail trade is queueing up to handle all our present
publications. Many retailers consider that we are merely peddling political
pamphlets with only a limited appeal and therefore are not keen on giving us
orders.'43
A decision to publish only' winners' not only would have constituted a drastic
change in policy but underlined the ambiguity of the term 'popular'. It would
have highlighted the problem, that is, of producing a literature 'of the people' in
its politically-charged sense — working-class and class-conscious — within the
apparent constraints of popular taste and demand. While the chairman's statement was made in reference to the 'propagandist' pamphlet literature such as Sid
Scott's The Soviet Union and Historical Background to the World Labour
Movement, it is likely that the market was as resistant to 'proletarian' or socialist
realist literature. To the frustration and embarrassment of its critics no doubt,
New Zealand New Writing was financially the most successful of the PPS

41 M. H. Holcroft, 'The Waiting Hills', in The Discovered Isles, Christchurch, 1950, p.183.
42 In Print, 30 June 1943.
43 Co-op Books, 2, 1 (January 1945).
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publications: 'The success, from the sales point of view, of "New Writing" has
made possible the publication of other works which have not paid their way'. 4 4
The following sales figures (undated) would have been little more encouraging.
Tales for Pippa (a children's book) had sold 1570 copies and Verse by New
Zealand Children, which had been singled out for criticism, had sold 1635,
compared with 2 5 0 of Sailing and Drowning by Allen Curnow and 370 of Anton
Vogt's Poems for a War. Whim Wham had sold 950. While such figures would
be more accurately interpreted with information on print runs and precise
publication dates available, clearly there was a limited market also for serious
literary material. It is hardly likely, therefore, that a volume of political poetry
such as The Vltava Still Sings, or the Essays on Czech Poets (not, of course, a N e w
Zealand work), would have found a more extensive market than poems by Allen
Curnow. It was these titles in particular which were cited by Auckland Progressive Books' staff as examples of the serious, visually unattractive, academiclooking books produced by the PPS which were the most difficult to sell. The
society's tasteful, but staid, typographical style — in J. C. Beaglehole's words
'straightforward . . . workmanlike . . . decent' 4 5 — hardly seemed designed to
attract a popular market in the way that, by comparison, the eye-catching
pictorial covers of American paperbacks were. Although the PPS did not
produce the fine printing that distinguished the Caxton and B o b Lowry' s Griffin
Press, Beaglehole, chairman of its typographical committee, brought to the PPS
a stronger interest in design than in popular publishing.
Critics of the society's cultural publications on the grounds of lack of political
content would have been even less encouraged, moreover, by the fact that, not
surprisingly, the society received f e w literary manuscripts of a political nature,
no N e w Zealand Cwmardy nor Waiting for Lefty. A s a committee member, Ron
Meek, commented on the N Z N W controversy, 'Professor Gordon has been
publishing the best of the material he received, whether or not the issues to date
satisfy indefinable yearnings for "more social content" \ 4 6 The manager echoed
this in 1944: 'while many of our members feel that a greater proportion of the
articles should have some social content, it must be remembered that this type
of M S S is rarely received'. 47 Whether there would have been a sufficient market
for such publications remains an academic question.
The Progressive Publishing Society clearly responded to a need o n the part of
writers for publishing opportunities and to a perceived cultural need. The market,
however, remained small in overall terms, and limited in the particular areas of
'serious' literature and political material, in which the PPS primarily identified
its role. It found its largest market was for the generally pallid and definitely nonpolitical New Zealand New Writing, Verse by New Zealand Children, and for the
more affordable 9d. pamphlets of social and political criticism. The initially
strong demand for political pamphlets was, moreover, a temporary phenome-
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Manager's report to 1944 conference.
Report of Typographical Committee, Co-op Books, 1,13 (November 1944).
Co-op Books, 2,1 (January 1945).
Manager's report to 1944 conference.
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non. These limitations were further exacerbated by the society's internal
economic constraints.
Insofar as it developed out of a conjunction of left-wing and nationalist
interests, the PPS represented not so much an integration of these interests as an
absorption of the left-wing ideal by a wider cultural d e v e l o p m e n t — t h e growing
awareness of, and desire to 'establish', a distinctively N e w Zealand culture. The
dynamic was more strongly ' N e w Zealand' than 'left' in terms both of the
demand to which it catered — of readers and writers — and the interest of those
involved. The PPS received manuscripts in abundance because there was so little
N e w Zealand publishing at the time.
In this it repeated the pattern of the co-op book societies and left theatre. The
co-op book societies succeeded in the 1940s, not by the sale of radical literature
solely, but by virtue of a near monopoly over a wide range of literature in the
absence of good bookshops at this time. Moving beyond the predominantly
pamphlet sales and left-wing, working-class clientele of the Communist Party
bookshops in the early 1930s, the co-op bookshops developed partly in response
to, and increasingly catered for, a general demand for good books. Similarly the
left theatre, formed on the model of agit-prop and people's theatres in Britain and
America, developed in response to the cultural vacuum of N e w Zealand in these
decades. It attracted in the 1940s a university-educated, culturally-starved
membership and audience, interested in contemporary, socially-conscious
drama which was not being performed by the existing amateur drama movement.
The failure of the PPS, and of this left cultural movement generally, to achieve
a socialist, 'popular' culture was partly the result of local cultural conditions: the
need to establish an intellectual and cultural infrastructure. Yet, in America and
Australia, too, there occurred a similar transformation of a socialist into a
nationalist cultural movement. This suggests factors integral to such a concept
of a socialist culture. In particular, the PPS demonstrates a fundamental problem,
central to the cultural politics of the Popular Front: how can such a movement,
largely the initiative of a progressive intelligentsia, attract a popular audience?
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