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Event reviews

DEEDS NOT WORDS: From suffragettes to future feminists: Breakfast and talk
Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, Wellington, September 19, 2016

From suffragettes to future feminists: Breakfast and talk – a celebration of intergenerational 
feminism, hosted by Te Papa – was a thought-provoking uplifting start to a grey Suffrage Day 
in Wellington.
 To declare my hand: the reviewer is a 40-year-old woman whose feminist coming of age 
sat somewhere on the cusp between the second wave of feminism and the third. I am also the 
parent of a transgender teenager and aware that the inclusion of transgender women in the 
feminist movement has provoked controversy, often along generational lines. Intergenerational 
feminist issues hold a special interest for me, and so I watched the event through the eyes of a 
feminist and a mum. 
 Claire Regnault, Te Papa history curator, began the event with the life story of New Zealand 
suffragette Frances Parker, who lived from 1875 to 1924. A hunger strike medal won by 
Kurow-born Parker sits in the museum, each bar of the medal representing a brutal episode 
of force feeding. Parker’s story vividly recalls the possibly under-appreciated violence of the 
early women’s movement – violence perpetrated both by and against suffragettes.
 A motto of the suffragettes was ‘Deeds, not words’, and it was one Parker clearly took to 
heart. In 1896, she travelled to England to study at Newham College, Cambridge, and became 
involved with the Women’s Social and Political Union. As the suffragette movement became 
increasingly militant, Parker was repeatedly imprisoned. Sentenced to four months in Holloway 
Prison for a window-smashing raid, she observed that had the same stones been thrown by a 
male union organiser or even a drunk, it would have incurred only a few weeks’ imprisonment. 
(‘Boys will be boys’, Regnault noted wryly.)
 Following an attempt to set fire to Robbie Burns’ cottage, Parker was placed in remand. Here, 
she went on hunger strike and was subjected to punitive rectal force feeding that left her injured. 
On her release, Parker’s articulation of her own story, which gained the attention of parliament, 
was important in raising public awareness of the viciousness of the suffragettes’ treatment.
 With the outbreak of World War I, suffragettes were granted an amnesty. Parker joined the 
Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps, allying herself with the war effort and the goals of empire in 
a way that would likely trouble later feminists, including the intersectional feminists of today.  
She was later awarded an OBE for her service.
 Fran Wilde – previously a member of parliament, champion of the Homosexual Law Reform 
Bill, and Wellington mayor – was second to take the floor. Wilde recounted the deeds from ‘an 
exciting time to be young’: her own and her peers’ coming of age as feminists amidst civil 
rights movements against apartheid, the Vietnam war, and nuclear proliferation. Reproductive 
rights, the elimination of sex roles, and a simultaneous recognition that women’s experiences 
were different from men’s were high on the agenda.
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 Wilde described a wonderful audacity among second-wave feminists: ‘We just knew 
we could make it better’. And so they did. When Wilde and the others of her female cohort 
entered Parliament in 1981, they doubled the number of women MPs to eight of 80. To the 
astonishment of their male colleagues, the women MPs worked together across party lines. 
The men were suspicious and even nervous, asking ‘What are you girls up to now?’ when they 
caught the women conferring.
 Wilde handed over to the final speakers with some observations about the complexity of the 
situation facing young feminists today: the ubiquitous nature of social media making everything 
instant and public, and sexuality and gender identities more fluid and less black and white.
 Three articulate impressive young women from Wellington Girls’ College then took the 
floor. My curiosity was piqued: in a milieu shaped by social media, what exactly do young 
feminists target? Tangible institutions, such as laws or elected office, like previous generations 
of feminists? Or attitudes, symbols, and the circulation of information? Words or deeds?
 Perhaps my ideas about the influence of social media on teenagers, including feminist 
teenagers, were exaggerated. The young women strongly objected to the stereotypes of 
teenagers as ‘vapid and narcissistic’ and as ‘constantly taking selfies’, instead taking a positive 
view of the internet age they have inherited, seeing enhanced flows of information as beneficial 
to the women’s movement. They described how doing good is at the heart of young feminists’ 
beliefs and that ‘Good is action, even when it’s uncomfortable’. Discomfort among other young 
women with the label ‘feminist’ was a concern for the trio, who disliked the depoliticised term 
‘humanist’ that is often preferred by peers who want to avoid the negative clichés they associate 
with feminism.
 Feminist issues identified by the young women ran the gamut from issues of representation 
– unachievable and often racist standards of beauty, extending to fatuous media concerns with 
unattractive ‘thighbrows’ and knee crinkles – to GST on sanitary products. Long-running 
feminist campaigns remained high on their agenda, including the gender pay gap, rape culture, 
and domestic and sexual violence.
 Importantly, the young women identified fundamentally as intersectional feminists. 
Their critique of issues acknowledged explicitly that they – as young White cis-women – 
enjoyed a level of privilege not experienced by transgender women or women of colour. 
Unless feminism fights against other kinds of inequalities, they argued, it could not succeed 
in empowering women.
 What of the young feminists’ attitudes to the campaigns of previous generations, particularly 
those that challenged the institutions and processes of democracy? The young women 
articulated a number of feminist priorities, but political participation – as representatives, 
candidates, or even voters – was not among them. I took the impression that to these young 
women, politics was of limited interest and little relevance.
 That view was confirmed by a discussion I had with two female university students sitting 
beside me in the audience. They described their interest not in politics, traditionally understood, 
but in what they called ‘human change’: something that seemed not just political or economic, 
but ethical in character. One of the women admitted to a slight interest in international politics, 
but ultimately saw domestic politics a hindrance to human change, detached from real people 
and issues and ultimately self-serving.
 If I had a concern with the focus of this next generation of feminists, it would be this limited 
interest in politics and its institutions. There is so much to admire in their beliefs and their 
approach: a maturity, solidarity, and humaneness that is a legacy of feminism’s best elements. 
And if politics turns them off, it is we – the older generations that dominate political institutions 
– who must take the blame. But to further their aims, young feminists need to engage with 
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these institutions, and – importantly – if those institutions are to be improved, they need the 
engagement of young feminists.
 It is to be hoped that Te Papa will host more events like From suffragettes to future feminists 
in the future.  As a feminist, I left with a sense of gratitude – to the women who went before 
and to those who carry on the legacy. As a mum, it was hard not to be touched by the welcome 
these young women are extending to their transgender peers, like my own kid. The women’s 
movement is in good heart and good hands.

ANNA McMARTIN is a doctoral student at the University of Otago. Her research focuses on 
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public service manager.
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