
Members for Every woman? 
THE CAMPAIGN PROMISES OF WOMEN 

PARLIAMENTARY CANDIDATES1 

WOMEN parliamentary candidates are often the forgotten women of New 
Zealand women ' s political history. Much has been written on women 's suf-
frage,2 the role and activities of women 's voluntary organizations,3 women as 
political party activists,4 and contemporary women MPs.5 The work which has 
been done on women parliamentary candidates tends to fall into one of two 
categories — quantitative assessments of the electoral performance of women 
candidates as a group or biographical accounts of a few individual women.'1 In 
New Zealand, by contrast to overseas, little qualitative work has been done on 
the backgrounds and experiences of women candidates as a group.7 

Between 1919, the first year in which women could contest a seat in 
Parliament, and 1969, the last general election in New Zealand before the impact 
of the second-wave feminist movement began to be felt, 86 women contested 
seats in the House of Representatives. Between them they accounted for 163 
separate candidacies — 45 on behalf of the Labour Party and 40 on behalf of the 

1 The author would like to thank Erik Olssen and Barbara Brookes for supervising the original 
research on which this paper is based. She would also like to thank Jean Matthews and Michael 
Bassett for their helpful comments. 

2 Most obvious is Patricia Grimshaw, Women's Suffrage in New Zealand, Auckland, 1987. More 
recently see Bronwyn Labrum, '"For the Better Discharge of Our Duties": Women's Rights in 
Wanganui, 1893-1901', Women's Studies Journal, 6, 1/2 (1990), pp.136-52. 

3 For instance Sandra Coney, Every Girl. A Social History of Women and the YWCA in Auckland, 
Auckland, 1986. 

4 Most recently see Li /Gordon, 'A Place in the Sun: Women in the New Zealand Labour Party', 
unpublished paper, Massey University, 1989, and Barry Gustafson, The First 50 Years. A History 
of the New Zealand National Party, Auckland. 1986, pp.266-87. 

5 Margaret Bourgeault, 'Women in Parliament'. MPhil thesis, University of Waikato, 1986; 
Jeya Wilson, 'The Professionals: A Study of Women in Parliament', Political Science, 35 ,2 (1983), 
pp. 198-228. 

6 Most recently see Roberta Hill and Nigel S. Roberts, 'Success, Swing and Gender: The 
Performance of Women Candidates for Parliament in New Zealand. 1946-1987', Politics, 25, 1 
(1990), pp.62-80 and Veronica Kuitert, 'Ellen Melville 1882-1946', MA research essay, University 
of Auckland, 1986. 

7 Among the overseas studies are Beverley Parker Stobaugh. Women and Parliament 1918-
1970, Hicksville, New York, 1978, Marian Sawerand Marian Simms, A Woman's Place. Womenand 
Politics in Australia, Sydney, 1984, and Susan J. Carroll, Women as Candidates in American 
Politics. Bloomington, 1985. My recent thesis, Sandra Wallace, 'Powder-Power Politicians. New 
Zealand Women Parliamentary Candidates', PhD thesis. University of Otago, 1992, is one attempt 
to fill part of the gap. 
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National Party and its predecessor Reform. Of the remaining candidacies 29 
were made by Social Credit women, 24 by women standing as Independents and 
the rest by women representing minor political parties. Just 11 of these women 
won their bid to enter Parliament in this time — seven Labour women and four 
National women. The purpose of this paper is to examine one aspect of the 
political campaigns of these women, namely their stated desire to be the voice 
of women in Parliament, and the subsequent response of women voters. 

In an interview with Woman Today shortly after becoming the second woman 
elected to New Zealand's Parliament in 1938, Catherine Stewart (Labour) told 
readers that she wished to be known as 'the member for Everywoman as well as 
the member for Wellington West ' .8 Stewart was not alone in expressing her 
desire to represent the views of women in Parliament. Her remarks echo those 
made by Elizabeth McCombs (Labour) following her own election to Parliament 
in 1933. 'I do hope that the women of New Zealand will realize that where they 
are c o n c e r n e d , . . . I shall be their representative first."' Almost thirty years later 
Esme Tombleson (National) noted that women such as herself who entered 
Parliament 'are fired with enthusiasm to look after their own sex'.1" 

Such visions were not limited to those women who had successfully won their 
attempt to enter Parliament. In explaining why they sought to enter Parliament, 
an overwhelming majority of women parliamentary candidates, especially those 
who stood prior to 1945, made at least some reference to the need to represent 
women and women ' s concerns. Most often these explanations were based on 
what might be termed separate-spheres ideology and the belief that women were 
better suited than men to deal with certain issues, especially those relating to 
home and family life. As Social Credit 's Ethel Wood said in 1957: 'There are so 
many policies which women can tackle and which are definitely a woman's job. 
Men . . . are not sufficiently interested in. ortend to think of little importance, the 
points which are vital to women.'11 

For most of the women candidates these 'vital matters' revolved around family 
life. In 1919 Rosetta Baume (Independent Liberal), the first woman formally to 
announce her intention to contest a parliamentary seat in this country, stated her 
belief that a woman was needed in Parliament to help consider future legislation 
relating to children and the home.1- Similarly in 1928, Louisa Paterson (Inde-
pendent) asked voters to elect her because she represented the mother 's point of 
view rather than the views of any one political party." While campaigning in 
1949, Labour 's Iriaka Ratana claimed that Maori women and children needed 
someone with a special knowledge of their living conditions to represent them 
in Parliament.14 Two years later National 's Berta Burns stated: 'That is precisely 
why I have deserted my home and garden and peaceful way of life to enter the 

8 Women Today, 2, 8 (January 1938), p. 11. 
9 Christchurch Times, 14 September 1933. 

10 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (NZPD). 1961, 326, p.40. 
11 Auckland Star (AS), 16 November 1957. 
12 AS, 2 December 1919. 
13 Press, 3 November 1928. 
14 Wanganui Herald, 28 November 1949. 
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hurly burly of politics. It is because 1 want to help women and children.'15 

Similarly Social Credit 's Christine Dalglish was concerned about the rising cost 
of living and the difficulty in balancing the household budget. Consequently she 
aimed to see 'that the housewives' voice is heard where it really matters — in 
Parliament'."' In focusing on the conditions of women in and out of paid 
employment, 'the working girls' as she called them, and linking their plight to 
the need for a woman's representative in Parliament, Ellen Melville (Women 's 
Candidate) was more the exception than the rule.17 

That most women candidates focused on the needs of women and their 
families rather than women in the paid workforce is not surprising. At the time 
between 56% and 66% of adult women were married and most had children. 
Only 20% of adult women participated in the paid workforce.18 Clearly the 
concerns of the women candidates coincidcd with the situation of the majority 
of New Zealand women. 

Underlying their stated desire to represent women and women 's issues in 
Parliament was a dissatisfaction with the way male politicians dealt, or more 
often did not deal, with such matters. The formation of the Women ' s Independ-
ent Party in 1969 is the most obvious indication of women 's dissatisfaction. That 
party was formed by women formerly active in the Labour and National parties 
as a direct result of the failure of those parties to give what the women considered 
serious attention to the situation of solo mothers and separated wives.1'' 

Similar signs of dissatisfaction with male politicians can be heard more than 
40 years earlier in Ellen Melville's allegation that National Council of Women 
(NCW) resolutions forwarded to Parliament went straight into the waste-paper 
basket and that consequently women would get none of the legislative changes 
they desired until a woman sat in Parliament.20 Likewise, Elizabeth Gilmer 
(Independent) declared her intention to devote her campaign largely to domestic 
problems because male politicians spent too much time on exchange and 
currency issues and too little on matters affecting the home.21 

Since they claimed that they wanted to enter Parliament to represent women 
it is not surprising that women candidates sought some support specifically from 
women voters. Two Social Credit women seemed particularly adept at directing 
their party's message to women. In 1966 Lola Thomson appealed to all women 
to look seriously at the nation's financial situation. She spoke of the rising cost 
of living making it difficult to balance the household budget, of husbands having 
to work overtime, and of women being forced into paid employment to 
supplement the household income and provide security for their family.22 A 

15 Evening Post (EP). 29 August 1951. 
16 Dominion, 25 November 1966. 
17 New Zealand Herald (NZH), 10 November 1931. Elizabeth MeCombs also devoted a 

significant part of her campaign to the issue of unemployed women. 
18 These figures have been calculated from the census for the years of 1926, 1935, 1945, 1956 and 

1966. 
19 Letter from a Women ' s Independent Party candidate in possession of the author. 
20 AS, 19 September 1923. 
21 EP, 1 November 1935. 
22 Press, 9 November 1966. 
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statement prepared by her for the Christchurch Star began: 'This is Lola 
Thomson your Social Credit candidate for Christchurch Central appealing to all 
women to do something about this ever increasing debt, taxation and rising cost 
of l iv ing . ' "Three years earlier Carol Flint had attempted to convince women, as 
wives and mothers, that New Zealand could be debt free in a very short time if 
they would vote Social Credit and could get their husbands, sons and brothers to 
do likewise.24 

It is interesting to take a closer look at some of the newspaper advertisements 
which were directed specifically at women voters. An advertisement for one of 
Ethel McMil lan 's (Labour) 1953 election meetings commanded 'Ladies Come 
and Support Your Choice'.25 Ten years earlier Gertrude Brooks (Real Democ-
racy Movement) included the statement 'Women: I Call You!' in her election 
advertisement, while Maori women in the Northern Maori electorate were 
requested to put their ex-President, Whina Cooper (Independent), into Parlia-
ment in 1963.26 Several advertisements, especially those for women who stood 
prior to 1945, made more reference to gender than to party affiliation. In 1931 
one of Elizabeth McCombs ' advertisements read 'Give Christchurch North the 
Honour and Distinction of electing the First Lady Member ' . The phrase 
'Christchurch North for Labour' appeared at the bottom, almost as an after-
thought.27 

Many advertisements made a strong appeal to women 's sense of duty, loyalty 
and obligation to women in general. One of Ellen Melville's advertisements 
when she stood for Reform in 1919 told women to be loyal to their sex and to 
those who had 'obtained this privilege foryou ' . 2 8 She was presumably referring 
to the right of women to sit in Parliament. Melville urged women to vote for her 
and to make her the first woman MP in New Zealand. An advertisement for 
National 's Berta Burns in 1951 followed a similar vein. It read: 'Women. Your 
Country Needs You. Hear Mrs Burns. We need more women in Parliament — 
Vote Mrs Burns'.29 By and large these advertisements were heavy-handed in 
tone and attempted to attract support on the basis of gender loyalty rather than 
party political preference. 

Some women candidates appear to have received support from women voters 
based on gender rather than party political grounds. In 1919, for instance, Ellen 
Melville claimed that she consented to stand for Grey Lynn only after the women 
in that electorate requested that she do so. She also mentioned that she had offers 
of support from many women outside the electorate.1" During her 1931 candi-
dacy as an independent Women ' s Candidate, Melville announced that women 
from the three recognized political parties were amongst her supporters, claim-

23 CS, 12 November 1966. 
24 CS, 28 November 1963. 
25 Otago Daily Times (ODT). 30 November 1953. 
26 AS, 18 September 1943, NZH, 13 March 1963. 
27 Press, 26 November 1931. 
28 NZH, 16 December 1919. 
29 EP, 28 August 1951. 
30 NZH. 25 October 1919. 
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ing that 'Women have joined the movement, irrespective of party, and we have 
formed a little coalition of our own to obtain representation in the House . ' " In 
1938 Elizabeth Gilmer announced that a large number of women of various 
political persuasions helped in her campaign.12 Perhaps more surprising, given 
the fact that both Elizabeth Gilmer and Ellen Melville (in 1931 at least) stood 
without party backing, is that Labour 's Catherine Stewart also claimed to be 
supported by women from outside the Labour Party. According to Stewart, a 
majority of the 14 women who formed a committee to support her 1938 
candidacy were not Labour supporters. They aimed to get a woman into 
Parliament to represent their interests and seemed satisfied that no one could 
represent them better than her.11 

In certain cases support for women candidates came f rom more organized 
groups. In 1919 Rosetta Baume and Ellen Melville received help from the 
Auckland Women ' s Civic League in which they both played an active role. One 
of the aims of this group was to train women in skills such as public speaking 
which would be of use in a political life. In 1944 this group developed, largely 
under the guidance of Ellen Melville who was frustrated at the small number of 
women involved in public life, into the Women for Wellington movement. 
Based on similar groups overseas, such as Women for Westminster and Women 
for Canberra, the Women for Wellington movement did not have a party-
political base. It aimed to encourage women to run for a range of political offices 
from local school committees to Parliament, to teach women skills such as public 
speaking and committee work which would be useful in public life, and to create 
a climate of opinion favourable to women entering public life. It seems to have 
been a fairly small group and did not survive Melville 's death in 1946.14 

Some support for women candidates came from the National Council of 
Women, although its support was more muted since some members could not put 
the concerns of their gender ahead of their party-political concerns. Ellen 
Melville had urged the NCW to support women candidates, regardless of their 
party affiliation, claiming that a Labour, Reform or Liberal woman would 
always be better than a man from the same party. Not all agreed with her. Their 
opinion later changed and the NCW passed resolutions urging 'that women work 
with heart and soul to put women into Parliament' . The N C W requested that 
every branch 'make a study of more effective preparation of women to take a 
fuller part in the main stream of public life, and that this be a major aim of the 
National Council of Women ' . In 1931 some members went so far as to propose 
that women withhold their support from any political party which did not select 
at least one woman candidate. The motion was lost.35 

Women standing for one of the two main political parties sometimes benefited 
from the support of women in their party ranks. In 1941 National 's Auckland 

31 NZH, 17, 20 November 1931. 
32 EP, 20 September 1938. 
33 Woman Today, 2, 8 (September 1938), p. 11. 
34 AS, 25 March 1944; Democracy, 20 May 1948; Kuitert, pp.129-30. 
35 Minute Book, National Council of Women Records, 1371/126, Alexander Turnbull Library 

(ATL), Wellington, pp.38,96,175; Handbook, Hilda Lovell-Smith Papers, 1376/3, ATL, p.27. 
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Divisional Annual General Meeting, pressured by women members, resolved to 
ask party leader Sid Holland and the party organizers to foster more women MPs 
and candidates. In 1966 National women became very concerned that Rona 
Stevenson would lose her marginal seat of Taupo at the impending election. The 
women 's section raised a large sum of money to bolster Stevenson's campaign. 
In addition 100 women from around the North Island converged on the electorate 
for two days and canvassed intensively. The efforts of the women 's section of 
the party proved invaluable, and their claims that they were responsible for 
Stevenson's return appear justified.36 

Women in the Labour Party gave similar support to their women candidates. 
In 1949 the Karori Women ' s branch lent its support to Ethel Harris's candidacy. 
Members donated £ 10 to assist with her personal expenses and complained to the 
party press when her candidacy failed to receive the publicity and support they 
thought it deserved.37 In November 1953 one of the main topics of discussion at 
the Auckland Women ' s Branch of the Labour Party was the desirability of 
ensuring that an adequate number of women contested the forthcoming general 
election.38 

All of these women supporters were already active in the public arena and 
aware of the problems facing women in public life. It might be assumed that they 
were sympathetic and supportive to those women who stood for Parliament or 
other public positions. This was not always the case, and Sue Kedgley has 
documented cases where women candidates believed that women in their party 
organization opposed rather than supported their efforts. Apparently many 
women party workers felt that women's political roles ended with catering for 
party conferences, canvassing for male candidates, and other backroom duties.3'' 

Women in the community did not always seem aware of the special problems 
facing women in public life, and often added to those problems by questioning 
the right of women to undertake a parliamentary campaign. Several of the 
women candidates, especially those who stood in the 1950s and 1960s, reported 
that women voters had been amongst their worst detractors. Sonja Davies 
(Labour) claimed that some women opponents spread rumours that while she 
campaigned in Hastings her six children (in fact she had only two) ran barefoot 
around Nelson, and, with her husband, dined solely on fish and chips. Other 
women told her face to face that she had no right standing for Parliament since, 
as a woman, her place was in the home.40 Daphne Double (National) reported 
similar prejudice from women and remarked, somewhat optimistically, that i f 
I had the same support from women in this electorate as I 'm getting from men 
I'd get into Parliament.'41 A pre-election survey of the voting intentions of 
Christchurch housewives in 1963 revealed that while many of them considered 

36 Gustafson, pp.280.284. 
37 Gordon, p. 148. 
38 Standard, 2 December 1953. 
39 Susan Jane Kedgley, 'Ladies in the Backroom. A Study of Women Party Activists in the 

National and Labour Parties' , MA thesis. University of Otago, 1972, pp.234-6. 
40 Sonja Davies, Bread and Roses, Wellington, 1984, p. 161. 
41 NZH. 27 November 1969. 
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the quality of the candidate to be more important than their gender, others always 
favoured male candidates, believing that women lacked the ability, stamina and 
time to make effective parliamentary representatives.42 

A brief examination of the voting figures for all general elections prior to 1957 
reveals that any woman who hoped to be returned to Parliament solely on the 
basis of women's votes would have been doomed to disappointment.41 Although 
it is not possible to determine exactly how women electors cast their vote, the 
voting figures for the elections can be used to obtain some useful indicators. The 
voting figures for the 60 electorates which were contested by women between 
1919 and 1957 have been examined to determine whether the presence of a 
woman candidate in an electorate meant that: women in that electorate were 
more likely to vote than men in the same electorate; women in that electorate 
were more likely to vote than they had been at the previous election; or women 
in that electorate were more likely to vole than women in New Zealand as a 
whole. 

None of these three hypotheses received any support f rom the voting figures. 
Put plainly the presence of a woman candidate in an electorate did not appear to 
encourage women in that electorate to vote in greater numbers than they would 
otherwise have done. With only a few isolated exceptions women in electorates 
which had a woman candidate remained less likely than their male counterparts 
actually to cast their vote. If more women in the electorate voted than at the 
previous elections, then the male voters in that electorate had most likely done 
so as well. The same holds for the relationship between voting in electorates 
which had a woman candidate and voting in New Zealand as a whole. If the 
women in an electorate voted in greater numbers than the rest of New Zealand 
then generally so had the men. From the voting figures available in New Zealand 
it is impossible to find a groundswell of support among women voters for women 
candidates in the period before 1957.44 

One explanation for the unwillingness of women voters to wholeheartedly 
embrace women candidates lies in the impossibility of the task which the women 
candidates set themselves. While they may have wanted to represent the 
woman's point of view and be the women 's voice, in reality there was and is no 
one united woman's point of view on any issue. Contrary to the hopes and beliefs 
of the first wave feminist movement, shared womanhood did not result in a 
strong sense of solidarity among women. Factors such as race and socio-
economic status divided women as much as they divided men. In addition, 
factors such as marital status and the existence and ages of any children may have 
been even more divisive for women than they were for men, at least when it came 
to certain issues. 

42 CS, 28 November 1963. 
43 After 1957 the voting figures contained in the Appendices to the Journals of the House of 

Representatives were no longer broken down into male and female categories. 
44 Interestingly a study conducted by Rac Julian in 1981 found that women voters were more 

likely than men to support a party that chose a woman as a candidate, Cabinet minister or party leader, 
and were more likely to be favourably influenced by the provision of a woman candidate. See Rae 
Julian, " ' I ' l l Have to Ask My Husband". A Study of Women as Voters and Voting for Women in 
1981', Women's Studies Conference Papers 1982. ed. Hilary Haines, Auckland, 1983, p. 193. 
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It is therefore important to know something about the backgrounds and socio-
economic positions of those women who sought to enter Parliament. Like their 
male counterparts they tended to be white, middle-aged and middle class. The 
typical woman candidate was in her 40s or 50s, married with adult children and 
not working outside of the family home. Of the 86 women who contested a 
parliamentary election prior to 1970, 80 were Pakeha and six were Maori. Two 
key variables, education and occupational experience, indicate that the women 
candidates came f rom a more privileged background than did the average New 
Zealand woman. More than 90% of the women parliamentary candidates had 
received some education beyond the primary level, and over one-third had 
attended a tertiary institution. By way of contrast the 1966 census revealed that 
only 3% of New Zealand women had a tertiary qualification and one-third had 
not proceeded beyond primary school. Clearly the women candidates were better 
educated than many New Zealand women. They also appear to have had a more 
privileged occupational background. While most were not in paid employment 
at the time of their candidacy, 21 % had at some stage worked as teachers while 
another 14% had been nurses. In addition 3% were doctors and 2% were lawyers. 
Therefore at least 40% of the women parliamentary candidates had worked in a 
professional occupation. For employed women as a whole in 1956 this figure 
was 16%. While less than 15% of the women candidates had employment 
experience in the sales, service or secretarial fields, these fields accounted for 
60% of employed women in the general population. This somewhat privileged 
background undoubtedly affected the women candidates' views of exactly how 
they would represent women in Parliament.45 

An examination of the support which the majority of women candidates who 
stood prior to 1945 gave to the principle of motherhood endowment sheds some 
light on the impossibility of uniting all women behind one single issue. 
Concerned about the health and well-being of children, particularly those in the 
poorer sections of the community, candidates such as Rosetta Baume and Annie 
McVicar (Independent Reform, 1922) advocated motherhood endowment as a 
form of state contribution to the cost of childraising. They hoped that the regular 
transference of money from the state to a mother for each of her children would 
improve the children's living conditions and provide relief for mothers who had 
to bear and rear children in impoverished circumstances.46 

While their prime concern was with the living conditions of children, the 
women candidates were unanimous in insisting that payment be made to the 
mother, not the father. By claiming that 'A woman who works in her house 10 
hours a day for 7 days a week has as much right to her pay envelope as the woman 
who works 40 hours in an off ice ' , they added a feminist element (payment for 
women 's work in the family home) to an issue that could have been solely 
welfare motivated.47 

45 For more on the personal background of women parliamentary candidates prior to 1970 see 
Wallace, pp.64-100. 
46 AS, 20 November 1919, 26, 28 November 1919; EP, 4 July 1922. 
47 Listener, 27 June 1941. 
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In seeking to improve the working conditions and alleviate the financial 
dependence traditionally associated with motherhood, the system of mother-
hood endowment favoured by women parliamentary candidates certainly seemed 
to be in the best interests of those women who were mothers; and, while it may 
have offered nothing directly to single and childless women, at least motherhood 
endowment apparently took nothing from them. In fact it could indirectly benefit 
them. By negating one justification for the wage differential between men and 
women, motherhood endowment provided some support for the goal of equal 
pay for women. Prior to 1946 the wage system was based on the erroneous belief 
that all males in paid employment had a wife and children to support, while 
women in the paid workforce had only themselves, if anyone at all, to support. 
This had been spelt out clearly in the definition of the basic wage included in the 
1936 Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act. Since motherhood endowment 
allowances would cover the cost of raising children the key justification for the 
male-female wage differential would no longer exist.48 

Yet a closer examination of the facts reveals that motherhood endowment was 
not necessarily beneficial or, at worst, even neutral, for women. This is because 
supporters often advocated motherhood endowment as a means of reinforcing 
women's role within the home and family. Elizabeth Gilmer believed that a 
woman's place was in the home. She considered it important that such a role be 
given official statutory recognition, and consequently supported motherhood 
endowment.49 Mary McLean (Independent) agreed, saying that motherhood was 
the most important calling for women. She claimed it was logical and almost 
obligatory for the state to provide an income for all mothers.50 

Dorothy Jowsey (Democratic Labour) was a strong advocate of her party 's 
policy on motherhood endowment. She claimed that women who married and 
had children were fined the whole of their income since their essential role was 
not rewarded with any financial reimbursement. Since life as a single woman, or 
a married woman without children, could seem very comfortable by comparison, 
Jowsey advocated motherhood endowment. She believed that motherhood 
endowment— 'a t radesman'swage for the tradesman's work in nation building' 
— would recognize the unique importance of a mother 's job, and so raise the 
status of motherhood. She considered this necessary if the widely feared 
population decline was to be averted. Not only had the birth rate fallen but many 
young men had been killed in world war and she feared many more would also 
die. Dorothy Jowsey claimed that overseas immigration, especially f rom Britain, 
could not be relied upon, so she declared that New Zealand must populate itself. 
She stated that more than ever before children should be treasured as a national 
asset and women should be encouraged to provide them. In this situation Jowsey 
viewed motherhood endowment as one of the most important necessities of the 
age.51 Mary McLean also saw motherhood endowment as a solution to New 

48 AS, 28 November 1919. 
49 Listener, 27 June 1941. 
50 Press, 23 September 1943. 
51 AS, 6 September 1943; John A. Lee's Weekly, 23 June, I September, 20 October 1943. 
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Zealand's population problems and told electors in Hurunui that 'until you can 
satisfy yourselves that the mother is worthy of an income you are not going to 
have a natural increase in population in New Zealand'.52 

In this context many women may have understandably feared that motherhood 
endowment could negatively affect their own interests. The policy of mother-
hood endowment favoured by many women parliamentary candidates empha-
sized women ' s role within the family and was at least partially designed to 
encourage women to bear and rear large families. As such it was potentially 
detrimental to certain groups of women including those who wished to limit the 
number of children they bore. Consequently women candidates' support of 
motherhood endowment was never likely to attract the united support of the 
female voting public. 

Another indication of the impossibility of including all women in one political 
voice comes from the parliamentary debate on the 1945 Shop and Offices 
Amendment Bill. A key feature of the Bill was the introduction of a 40 hour week 
for shop assistants, meaning that shops would no longer open on Saturday 
mornings. Although both claimed to speak for women, Hilda Ross (National) 
and Mabel Howard (Labour), the only two women in the House at the time, had 
very different opinions of the Bill. The difference in their opinions reflects the 
fact that they saw themselves as representing different groups of women. As such 
it was related to their different socio-economic origins, philosophies and party 
affiliations. 

Hilda Ross looked at the way the measure would affect the housewife and 
consequently opposed it. While not opposing the principle of a 40 hour week, 
Ross believed it was essential to consider how the public, particularly the 
housewife, would be affected, and the only effects which she could envisage 
were negative. She thought that housewives' health would suffer since they 
would be forced to do all their shopping on weekdays when they would have to 
take their young children with them. If they could continue to shop on a Saturday 
they could be helped by older children to carry the groceries and could possibly 
leave younger children at home. Ross also claimed that as a result of the Bill 
housewives would have to buy more groceries on a single trip, thus giving them 
more to carry home. Ross did not accept that the Bill was needed to safeguard 
the health of shop workers. In fact she even suggested that their health would 
benefit more from hard work than from a 40 hour week. Ross also questioned 
why, if a housewife could not buy all the things she needed on a Saturday, her 
husband would still be able to buy beer, since there was no suggestion that hotels 
should ooin stores by closing on that day.51 

Mabel Howard looked at the measure from the point of view of female shop 
workers. Howard claimed that their health suffered from having to stand all day 
long and that many young women developed varicose veins as a result. She also 
said that because young female shop workers had to work on Saturday mornings 
many families could not get away for a weekend break together. Mabel Howard 

52 Press, 5 August 1943. 
53 NZPD. 1945. 272, pp.252-4. 
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considered the needs of female shop workers to be more important than those of 
the housewives, who she was sure could organize their lives so that the shop 
workers could have two free days a week just like every other worker.54 

Two other examples, both from national women MPs, indicate that woman 
politicians did not necessarily speak for all women. In 1966 Rona Stevenson 
called for the names of women in 'so-called rape cases' to be published on the 
grounds that 'in some cases the girl has been provocative and rather more than 
willing'.55 Twenty years earlier Hilda Ross had remarked that a woman should 
never walk out on her husband no matter what he had done. She believed that a 
wife had a duty to stay in the marriage and to try and solve any problems which 
arose.56 While these comments do not appear to have provoked the public outcry 
that they surely would today, it is safe to assume that they did not earn Stevenson 
and Ross the widespread support of all women electors either. 

Despite their stated desire to represent women and women 's issues in Parlia-
ment, women MPs faced constraints which undoubtedly limited their ability to 
live up to their promise. Women MPs occupied a marginal position in the House 
of Representatives. They were few in number, were resented by some male 
members and were generally not treated as political equals. In addition to 
satisfying the demands of their political party they also had to meet the 
expectations of all the voters in the electorate which they represented. Even if 
they had wanted to, and it is doubtful whether any of them did, women MPs could 
not have devoted all of their time and energy to women ' s issues. 

The passage of the Government Service Equal Pay Act in 1960 suggests some 
of the barriers women MPs faced in trying to champion women ' s issues. 
Labour's Ethel McMillan and Mabel Howard both lobbied long and hard on the 
issue of equal pay for women and, along with National 's Hilda Ross, had met 
members of the Public Service Association's Executive Equal Pay Committee 
on at least one occasion.57 Yet, despite the undoubted importance of the bill to 
women, especially those in the paid workforce, neither woman spoke during the 
debate on the bill.58 In the absence of firm evidence it is only possible to speculate 
on the reasons for this. 

Having raised the issue in the House, and doubtless lobbied behind the scenes, 
these two Labour women probably considered that they had succeeded in their 
aim. They may not have felt the need to speak in support of the Bill during the 
debate, especially since as a government bill it was sure to pass into law. It is also 
possible that they were silenced by male political leaders who preferred equal 
pay to be seen as a labour issue rather than a women ' s issue. In such a situation 
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they may have been denied a place on their party speaking lists. Although they 
had actively worked for the introduction of equal pay, McMillan and Howard 
were not publicly in the forefront at the time the bill was passed. 

This paper has concerned itself with the relationship between women parlia-
mentary candidates and women voters. Drawing on the first-wave feminist 
assumptions of separate spheres and female unity, a majority of women candi-
dates claimed that they wished to represent women and women's issues in 
Parliament and consequently directed at least some of their campaign material 
specifically towards women voters. Yet women voters did not overwhelmingly 
embrace women parliamentary candidates. While some women supported 
women candidates on account of their gender, others opposed them apparently 
believing that women ' s role did not encompass political representation. This 
apparent paradox can be explained by the absence of a united women's point of 
view, and the subsequent impossibility of being able to please all of the women 
all of the time. The narrow and somewhat privileged background of the women 
candidates also undoubtedly limited their ability to understand and represent the 
concerns of many New Zealand women. Women candidates could not, and 
cannot, hope to be elected to Parliament solely by appealing to women voters. 

The majority of the women candidates realized this. Their focus on women's 
issues and their appeal to women voters was just one element in their campaign 
strategy, rather than their entire platform. Most would have agreed with Ellen 
Melville who voiced her belief that it was unfair of women to confine their 
political interests to social reforms affecting women and children; indeed she 
criticized those who relied solely on the fact that they were women to attract 
votes.5'' Elsie Andrews (Independent) spoke for many women when, in 1935, she 
insisted that she stood, not as a woman soliciting the votes of women, but as a 
citizen who believed she was best suited to represent the needs of the electorate.6" 
Some, such as Reform's Emily Maguire, even appealed directly to men for 
support.61 While they took a special interest in women 's issues and tailored some 
of their electioneering directly to women voters, women parliamentary candi-
dates did not pin their political success on such a strategy. By and large women 
parliamentary candidates prior to 1970 had a broad-based platform of which 
women and women 's issues were just one aspect, albeit a significant one in 
several cases. 
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