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The Politics of Post-War
Consumer Culture
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THE 1940s ARE INTERESTING YEARS in the story of New Zealand’s consumer
culture. The realities of working and spending, and the promuigation of
ideals and moralities around consumer behaviour, were closely related to the
political process. L.abour had come to power in 1935 promising to alleviate
the hardship of the depression years and improve the standard of living of all
New Zealanders. World War Il intervened, replacing the image of increasing
prosperity with one of sacrifice. In the shadow of the war the economy grew
strongly, but there remained a legacy of shortages at a time when many sought
material advancement.

Historical writing on consumer culture is burgeoning internationally, and
starting to emerge in New Zealand. There is already some local discussion
of consumption in the post-war period, particularly with respect to clothing,
embodiment and housing.' This is an important area for study because, as Peter
Gibbons poeints out. the consumption of goods — along with the needs they
express and the desires they engender — deeply affects individual lives and
social relationships.” A number of aspects of consumption lend themselves
to historical analysis, including the economic, the symbolic, the moral and
the political. By exploring the political aspects of consumption and their
relationships to these other strands, we can see how intense contestation over
the symbolic meaning of consumption and its relationship to production played
a pivotal role in defining the differences between the Labour government and
the National opposition in the 1940s. More broadly, we can begin to investigate
how this decade represented a particular moment in the development of modern
consumer culture in New Zealand.

Labour, led by Michael Joseph Savage, won the 1935 election on a promise
to end depression austerity and usher in a more prosperous nation. New
approaches to housing, education and social security would lift New Zealanders’
standard of living, ensuring ‘security’ and protection from ‘want and the fear
of want’.? New pleasures, too, would become available to the citizenry. Savage
was enthusiastic about music and the possibilities offered by the radio: not
only would the public be entertained, but also kept informed about the good
work underway in parliament, the ‘workshop for the enactment of the will
of the people’.” Peter Fraser, who took over as prime minister after Savage’s
death in 1940, loved movies and the ‘newfangled gramophone’. Fraser lent his
support to the establishment of the New Zealand Symphony Orchestra, which
he argued would bring culture to the masses.®

While the new Labour government promised a more fulfilling life for all, its
economic management made an impact upon the possibilities for consumption.
From 1938 imports were restricted in order to preserve foreign exchange, a
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stance explained to New Zealanders in terms of fostering local industry.® Walter
Nash, the minister in charge of finance and the Internal Marketing Department,
oversaw decisions about what and how much could be imported. Savage, Nash
and Fraser ail insisted that import ievels must be matched by a corresponding
rise in domestic productivity, and Fraser contended that New Zealand’s
standard of living would not increase ‘unless the whole economic resources of
the country are organised and utilised in the production of more commodities’™.’
Prices, too, were controlied, in an attempt to hold down inflation and dampen
wage demands. The Price Tribunal oversaw a very detailed schedule listing
maximum prices for most of the goods available.®

The outbreak of war added further constraints, which women often bore the
brunt of. Some supplies were directed from the domestic market to assist the
war effort at home and in Britain. Shortages affected the availability of food,
clothing fabrics, steel, cement, petrol and motor vehicles. Customers went
shopping with books of ration coupons, which limited the purchase of such
staple goods as sugar, butter, tea, meat and eggs (Figure 1).” Attimes eggs were
1ssued only to expectant mothers, and determining a woman’s eligibility could
prove embarrassing for customers and shopkeepers alike.'” The government’s
publicity machine reassured shoppers that the shortages were not as severe as
those in Britain," but with their shopping baskets depleted, women improvised
at home. Dresses could be made from upholstery fabric, and aprons, cotton
sheets and tea towels might be refashioned from flour bags. In her Listener
column the well-known household adviser Aunt Daisy suggested ways that
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cooks might “eke out the sugar’.

Figure 1: Shoppers queuing outside Salisbury’s in Dixon Street, Wellington, during
the war. Alexander Turnbull Library, Weliington, G 41095 1/4.
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A bright note was introduced with the arrival of an American Marine Corps
division in 1942."° The marines brought with them lipstick, chocolate and
stockings — all in short supply — as well as more novel innovations such as
chewing gum. To their new-found local friends they gave cigarettes purchased
from their own supply depots. New Zealanders could use these as unofficial
currency, exchanging them for the extra rations shopkeepers kept under their
counters.' An air of glamour, romance and entertainment provided light
relief for many local women in particular.'® Importantly, the troops” presence
provided one way American consumer culture could be introduced to the South
Pacific. New Zealanders were already familiar with American movies, but
now they discovered milk bars, swing bands, coffee and hot dogs.'® America’s
influence increased markedly after the war. During the late 1940s the popular
press took to describing the geography and social life of this newly important
nation to curious readers. One article in a five-part Listener series published
under the banner “The American Way of Life’ described the household gadgets
and appliances available to householders in the US."” At the same time, many
young people became avid followers of American popular culture.'®

The marines departed in 1944, and although the New Zealand economy
grew rapidly once the war ended a year later, domestic consumption remained
constrained.”™ As a result, the make-do-and-mend approach that many had
adopted during the depression years continued. Some seamstresses made
women’s underwear from silk parachutes, while the Woman s Weekly offered
patterns for creating ‘new’ fashions out of old clothes and recipes for eggless
cakes.”” Rationing was lifted but slowly, as supplies were diverted to the
reconstruction effort in Britain.”' Butter, cream and petrol were still rationed
when Labour lost the 1949 election. In some quarters this was lauded as a
form of worthy national sacrifice (the Listener editorialized that ‘the problem
is moral from beginning to end: we have a great deal to spare if we are
willing to surrender it*),*? but as the years wore on many found it increasingly
frustrating.”® Customers continued to experience periodic shortages of fruit and
vegetables, including such basic items as potatoes,? while home deliveries
were curtailed for want of petrol to run the grocers’ vans. The complaint that
women carried home heavy loads and had become ‘pack horses’ and ‘beasts
of burden’ was common, and the government was sometimes held directly
responsible — especially by the National Party. For example, the National
candidate for Brooklyn offered the image of the housewife as a “human camel”,
weighed down by packages labelled ‘shortages’ and ‘lack of deliveries’.?

The shortages of wartime and the early post-war years had an interesting
impacton the shape of consumer culture in New Zealand. Arelative lack of items
to buy did not mean that purchasing was insignificant in the lives of citizens.
Quite the opposite in fact: it took centre stage. Lizabeth Cohen has argued that
in the US the depression years witnessed a rise both in consumer advocacy
and the extent to which Americans considered themselves mass consumers.?¢
Not dissimilarly, in New Zealand during the 1940s consumption became a
key site at which social aspirations and political differences were forcefully
constructed. The Labour government and the National opposition vied for the
power to control the supply and distribution of goods. Each party’s illustrated
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election pamphlets and their MPs’ notes and speeches reveal the philosophies
behind their policy prescriptions, and — perhaps more interestingly — tell
us something about the development of post-war consumer culture in New
Zealand more generally.

Consumption was an important arena in which political philosophies were
expressed and contested. Much of Labour’s rhetoric emphasized the conditions
of production, and the need for fairness and ‘security’ in order that workers
might find satisfaction in their lives. Much was made of ‘stability, security
and prosperity under Labour’, and copywriters offered chilling reminders of
the depression-era penury overseen by the Reform Party, National’s political
predecessor.”’ The availability of food, cars, telephones and other household
items formed one aspect of Labour’s general “prosperity’,*® a desirable outcome
of a fair and efficient productive process.?” Before his death in 1940, Savage
noted that ‘under-consumption’ and social misery resulted when workers were
unable to afford the goods available.’® In the following decade voters were
frequently reminded that average incomes had increased under Labour, and
the government asserted that National saw wages primarily as costs to be cut.
‘“We have some shortages and supply difficulties’. Labour conceded at the end
ot the war, ‘but on the whole we live fairly comfortably. We have social and
economic security.”?’ This offer of ‘security’ included the promise to protect
citizens from the ‘exploiters and profiteers’ of free-market capitalism that
National would surely unleash if re-elected.??

L.abour was interested not only i workers’ employment conditions and
their ability to afford a “decent’ standard of living, but also the use of leisure
time.”” Opportunities for weekend relaxation and holidays away from home
were portrayed as a logical outcome of the 40-hour week the government had
so assiduously promoted.’* Labour cast itself as the party of ‘more leisure time
and paid holidays’, which they defended from the Opposition’s scepticism
and accusations that the “workers’ leisure had not been properly employed’.?®
Images in An Era of Plenty, Labour’s 1949 election pamphlet, showed citizens
involved i a range of leisure pursuits: gardening, camping and on a boat
cruise. Labour MPs argued that leisure might bolster the wider social good.?
For instance, H.G.R. Mason supported the development of a National Library
Service, which he felt would encourage ‘fruitful use of leisure time” and thus
enhance family life. Library borrowers would be able to choose from books
on a range of topics: the domestic arts, sewing, cooking, interior decoration,
gardening, joinery, sports and the ‘building of motor caravans®.?’

While for the most part the Labour government was happy to support private
retailers, provided they abided by state controls, key personnel such as Savage
and Nash had long been interested in the idea of producer and consumer co-
operatives.’® In earlier years they argued for the socialization of production
and exchange as an important aim of the labour movement. Consumers’ co-
operative grocery stores were established in the Lower Hutt state housing
suburbs of Naenae, Taita and Epuni at the instigation of William Robertson, a
Canadian immigrant and follower of the international co-operative movement.
Fraser and Nash were supportive, and by 1947 30 co-ops were trading across the
country under the overview of the New Zealand Federation of Co-operatives.
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The Hutt Valley group even had a newsletter — the Huit Valley Co-operator
— whose editors argued that co-ops offered customers a chance to counter the
monopolistic power of private businesses and to ensure that profits benefited
the entire community.® Photographs of the Naenae co-op store appeared in
Labour’s election publicity, in conjunction with exhortations about the benefits
of modern town planning.*®

‘Planning’ became something of'a double-edged sword for Labour, however.
On the one hand, many of the party’s MPs forcefully argued that centralized
social and economic planning ‘on a scale not undertaken before® was
necessary m order to meet demand in such areas as roading, education, post-
war rehabilitation, housing and land settlement.®’ Ormond Wilson told voters
in his electorate that centralized planning was necessary if New Zealanders’
standards of living were to be maintained, while Nash spoke of a ‘planned and
prosperous Dominion’.** In short, planning was a prerequisite for modernity.
On the other hand, Labour’s enthusiasm for planning opened up the party to
National’s insistence that ‘planning’ was really a euphemism for regulation.
National leader Sid Holland and his supporters worked hard to suggest that
state planning was less a matter of necessity than an expression of the desire
for “ultimate socialism’: ‘the control and direction of our daily lives, by a little
group of planners resident in Wellington’.** The title of one election pamphlet
neatly encapsulated National’s view: “They Plan, You Pay’ (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Labour’s ‘planning’, argued National Party politicians, pushed up prices
and restricted the supply of goods. This is the cover from They Plan, You Pay,
National Party pamphlet, 1949,

Ever since its establishment in 1936, the National Party had campaigned
against Labour’s ‘socialism’.* Initially, National portrayed socialism either
as a threatening black cloud looming over the New Zealand countryside and
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its inhabitants, or a grasping red hand reaching out for families” homes.*
This symbolism shifted during the 1940s, and ‘socialism’ came primarily to
signify a philosophical threat to the factory and the market.*® In this vein,
National suggested that ‘Labour’s attack is against all private enterprise. It
1s 1in their policy. They want to grab the lot. The “socialisation of the means
of production, distribution, and exchange” means exactly what it says.”
Accordingly, shoppers were warned that ‘Socialism attacks the customer —
which means you’."® A rejection of ‘socialism’ was the only way the customer
would ensure the availability of a wide range of goods at reasonable prices.
This view was adopted, too, by editorial writers for major newspapers including
the Dominion, New Zealand Herald and Truth* Some on the Left responded
archly to National’s proclamations on socialism: Independent Labour candidate
Frank Langstone suggested that Holland knew as much about socialism (‘a
movement of the highest ideals™) as ‘a hen does about arithmetic’.5°

National’s rhetoric translated into the suggestion that the Labour government
was attempting to make decisions for consumers by stealth. Import and price
controls, 1t was argued, ‘dictated’” what people would buy and hence what they
would wear, how they might engage in business, and how they would spend
their time.”! *Competition” was the only antidote, and by fostering competitive
pressures and freedom of imports National promised to ‘allow the people, not
the State, to decide what they shall buy, and how they shall spend their money”.*
By promoting such consumer freedom National offered itself as the party of
the new consumer age. Some amusing attacks on the government resulted, as
National’s supporters hammed up the notion that Labour threatened to control
the most intimate aspects of private life. On one occasion, National’s party
newspaper, Freedont, reported the views of an overseas tfashion ‘expert’ who
pronounced New Zealand women’s clothing ‘dowdy and drab’, and the editor
mocked Nash’s defence of local women’s wardrobes. *Naturally’, Freedom
editorialized, “the women of the Dominion were pleased to know that a fashion
expert of the calibre of Mr. Walter Nash gave them full marks for the effect
they achieve with the clothes he selects for them’.™ One of the newspaper’s
correspondents chimed in:

New Zealand women, who have been somewhat concerned at suggestions that there is a
drab monotony about their clothes, will be relieved to find that this verdict of the critics
has been reviewed and finally overruled by the eminent authority on feminine fashions,
Mr. Walter Nash. After telling the New Zealand women for 10 years what they mayv and
may not (and particularly may not) wear, he has now taken time off from his task of
regulating every other detail of our existence from the cradle to the grave, to survey the
results and to pass judgement upon “The Nash Look™.%*

‘The Nash Look’ was a parody of Christian Dior’s ‘New Look’, a style
featuring long, narrow-waisted dresses that made ample use of fabrics still in
short supply in the post-war years.” The parody continued in the lead-up to
the 1949 election. When a shortage of records for the nation’s ‘radiograms’
became apparent, FFreedom suggested that ‘It may suit the Minister of Finance,
Mr. Nash, to have only two — “I’m running round in circles getting nowhere”,
and “Money is the root of all evil”” — and asserted that consumers were
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unimpressed.®® Allusions to popular music were not limited to National’s press.
Labour’s Southern Cross newspaper proffered a cartoon of Sid Holland dressed
as a torch singer wooing voters with a rendition of *Lover come back to me’, a
rolling pin labelled ‘capitalism’ held in one hand behind his back.”’

National frequently suggested that as the minister responsible for import
controls Nash held ‘dictatorial powers’.”® This was clearly illustrated in the
cartoons published in their election pamphlets: in one he sat high on a pedestal,
doling out stockings one by one to the crowd of women thronged below. (In
his defence, Nash argued that the problem was not so much a lack of import
licences as shortages among overseas suppliers.”) The description of Nash
as a “dictator’ was repeated over and over, and would be remembered years
fater.®” The “dictator’ image melded with another: that of the wowser. Along
with Prime Minister Fraser and Arnold Nordmeyer (who played an important
role as minister of commerce and industry), Nash abstained from alcohol
and tobacco.®’ On one occasion he suggested that smokers concerned with
increasing cigarette prices might take to sucking acid drops instead, an idea
derided by his opponents who were keen to demonstrate his abstemiousness
and its effects on the rest of the populace.®”

So, what images of the ‘good life” did Labour offer during the late 1940s,
when National and its allies in the press were complaining that consumption
was limited by the government’s ‘socialist’ controls? Labour’s vision trod
a careful path between opportunities for the enhancement of individual and
tamily life on the one hand and order and simplicity on the other. *Security’
would protect the populace from poverty and want, while delivering a society
of ‘plenty’. Labour embraced the idea that modernity could be mobilized in
the service of the public good. by making the most of new technologies. Public
works projects employed the latest earthmoving machinery, domestic and trans-
Tasman air travel was steadily developed with the introduction of flying boats
and other new aircraft, and the railway system was enhanced by the addition of
new lines, electrification and stylish new railcars for passenger traffic.®’ Some
of Labour’s mass housing schemes adopted modernist idioms in the search
tor a new order: ‘light, and sun, and space and design and convenience . . .
homes and buildings that are not sacrificed to convention’.®® Those driving the
government’s public works projects were keen to embrace modernity. As others
have argued, science emerged strongly in the 1940s as a means and a metaphor
for the improvement of individuals and society.®® Images of aeroplanes and
space travel were increasingly employed in advertisements for clothing and
household appliances, and articles on “scientific housework’ were common.®®

While Labour enthusiastically took up a scientific modernity 1in matters of
the public good, the government fused it with appeals to a simple, orderly style
of life. Sometimes this juxtaposition created interesting symbolic tensions. For
instance, while Labour built a few high-rise apartment blocks in Auckland and
Wellington and deployed these in its publicity as symbols of modernity,®” Nash
and Fraser were reputedly more comfortable with the individual state house
based on the English rural cottage and set in lawns and gardens.®® Perhaps
this is why the English cottage look came to typify representations of the state
house during the period.® Such rustic ideals are amply demonstrated by the



















































