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Signs of the Times
Melissa Wastney

We wanted to make signs but we couldn’t find any cardboard that 
morning, because the recycling had just been collected. So we sellotaped 
pages from a sketchbook together, and used watercolour paint for the 
message.

At the bus stop, a family of women – mother and two sisters – admired 
our signs. “We didn’t make any, but we did knit pink hats,” they said, pulling 
them on despite the sunshine.

A tourist asked us if we were part of a march to support Donald 
Trump. “Sorry – my English... not good. So you really like Trump?” She 
asked the kids to pose for a photo with their signs. “Okay... it’s Trump 
day!” she laughed.
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It was a march that ran the risk of trying to make a statement about 
everything, and nothing, reflected in our homemade signs.

“Keep your tiny hands off my reproductive rights,” demanded one, 
and “We shall overcomb” jostled with the flags of various political parties 
and environmental groups.

My daughter’s sign, carefully hand-painted after breakfast that 
morning, featured the silhouette of three women and the slogan “LOVE 
TRUMPS HATE.”

Someone’s “A woman’s place is in the resistance” placard with an art 
print of Princess Leia made me think of a baggy pink t-shirt my mother 
wore in the 80’s that said “A woman’s place is... EVERYWHERE.”

Held on January 21 2017, Trump’s first day in office, the Wellington 
Women’s March was an antipodean act of solidarity with the Women’s 
March on Washington.

The plan was to send a bold message to the new administration on 
their first day in office, and to the world, ‘that women’s rights are human 
rights.’ The Washington march drew around 500,000 participants (three 
times the number of Trump’s inauguration crowd) and an estimated 5 
million worldwide.

Explaining the purpose of something to children is an excellent exercise 
in clarity. When asking if my kids wanted to join me at the march that 
morning, I described it as a protest against the new American president 
and what his government stands for, and something we can do to show 
that we care about equality and women’s rights.

Both my daughter (11) and son (13) happily joined me, as they have for 
a number of political rallies and protests. I take some parental delight that 
now they are older and more knowing they notice and ask things like ‘are 
there any rules around political parties flying their flags at unrelated protests?’

Just as the Women’s March may have been seen to represent too many 
causes and ideas, criticism of it has also been wide-ranging, from the implied 
racism and transmisogyny of the ‘pussy hats’ worn by marchers, to the 
sentiment that white women dominated the organisation of the movement, 
when white women formed half of Trump’s voters in the first place.

Libertarian columnist Shikha Dalmia has criticised the movement for 
lacking clarity, describing it as ‘a feel-good exercise in search of a cause.’ 
She writes on The Week that opposing the grave danger presented by Trump 
‘will require focused vigilance, and concerted activism that is targeted, 
intelligent, nuanced, and appropriately calibrated.’
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Looking to the organisers of the Women’s March on Washington may 
not necessarily provide a simplistic summary of their intentions. A four-
page document titled Guiding Vision and Defining Principles released 
before the event begins with a desire to bring together people of all 
genders and backgrounds with the goal of ‘affirming our shared humanity 
and pronouncing our bold message of resistance and self-determination.’

What follows from that is a long statement of broad principles and 
aspirational goals, some accompanied by incremental actions that would 
need to happen before the broader goals are achieved.

But this attempt to ground the march in a foundation of intersectional 
feminism – acknowledging that race, gender, class and disability overlap to 
form different experiences of oppression – was integral if the movement 
was to be taken seriously.

While many white women claimed to be ‘alienated’ by reminders 
that fighting racism is essential to fighting the patriarchy, confirming the 
complex and ever-changing nature of what feminism looks like in 2017, 
the first page of the march’s guiding document was clear: “women have 
intersecting identities and are therefore impacted by a multitude of social 
justice and human rights issues.”

Similarly, a quote from feminist thinker bell hooks, posted on the group’s 
Facebook page, reminds us all: “We could only become sisters in struggle 
by confronting the ways women – through sex, class, + race – dominated 
+ exploited other women.”

At its heart the march was a conservative one that provided a community-
building experience, heart-warming Facebook posts, and an opportunity 
to publicly rally against a new president of Batman-villain proportions.

New Zealand-Chinese writer Tze Ming Mok attended the London 
march and described the general sentiment of the protest as a mainstream 
expression of shock at the threat to the accepted order of things. She wrote 
for the Pantograph Punch: “The reason this march was so enormous and so 
international was because it was not in any sense a radical march trying to 
shift the needle. It was a march for, essentially, liberal democratic values that 
are on the whole supported by the majority of the so-called free world...”

Gathering outside parliament with 500 others – women, men (one was 
even knitting), children, and babies – felt good. Sometimes, just joining 
in with something can ease despair and angst, and remind us that we are 
part of a wider community who care. Sometimes, we want to show our 
children we care about something big and they can too.
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As we trundled down Lambton Quay that Saturday afternoon, past 
the post office and Farmers then the place that sells possum fur hats, we 
passed a tour bus that had stopped mid-Quay, presumably to take stock of 
the action. Grey-haired couples in hiking sandals and shorts were taking 
photos with their phones. The driver was leaning with his back against the 
bus, waiting for us to pass, arms folded across his stomach.

“Hey – are they your kids?” he asked, pointing directly at them.
When I nodded he shook his head slowly and said, “They have no idea 

what they’re doing here. They’re too young for this.”
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Six Photographs
Ivan Rogers

These are very informal portraits from the 1980s of women I knew  
– some friends, some lovers, some both. I always used a wide-angle lens 
in available light in available situations and composed in the full frame of 
the negative, sometimes putting the subject in the extremity of the frame.

1. Elspeth, Wellington 1984
2. Carolion, Ponsonby 1983
3. Christine, Makara 1984
4. Kate, Jervis Bay 1988
5. Merlene, Wellington 1987
6. Denise (and Roxy) Wellington 1984
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Five Photographs
Edinburgh to Sighişoara, June 2016 – thinking of the Cisalpine Republic

Robinson

1. Edinburgh – Kendal
2. London – Paris
3. Hamburg – Berlin
4. Budapest – Cluj-Napoca
5. Sighişoara
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Three Photographs
the problem of the model – raw sugar, golden syrup and bagasse: with drinking 
glasses (2017)

Fiona Johnstone

The pairing of these objects became an inevitable task for me during 
the last twelve months. Not an obvious twinning (perhaps too easily linked 
then dismissed as sugar and old spice), I thought when placed side by side, 
they opened a dialogue stemming from their distinctive, gendered social 
histories. Recognizing these links, hearing/seeing/witnessing their rare 
conjunction, they became a lightness descending into my body/sluicing 
into my mind. Easily, indelibly, despite contradiction. I recall wondering, 
how did I not know this before? That this expression already existed?

Previous examples of the rightness, the fullness of the recognition of 
ideas expanding experience include the first time I read Colette. William 
Blake. Learned of Bastion Point. The first time I heard John Lydon with 
PIL. Springbok Tours. Te Tiriti. The first time my boyfriend played me 
Hole’s anthem, Amethyst. Patti Smith. Terra Nullius. Working on the 
Sydney Gay & Lesbian Mardi-Gras and seeing Azaria Universe dance 
naked and later watching Kylie Minogue rehearse Locomotion to a room 
replete with hard-pumping men. Reading Wide Sargasso Sea by Jean Rhys. 
Forgotten Children. Stolen. Robin Hyde. Robert Fisk on Iraq. Seberg and 
Solnit. The Tenths of Whakatu. Occasionally, the world makes glorious 
sense and comes around again.

The jars of sugar, in their varying states of refinement, were issued by 
the New Zealand Sugar Company in the early 1950’s to newly-graduated 
Home Economics teachers. The teachers showed them, neatly-packed in 
oblong coloured cardboard boxes embossed to look like blue or brown 
leather, to their classrooms of girls. The girls were being taught nutrition, 
health, how to sew and bake and cook. Capitalism sprinkled with science, 
domesticity with sexism. Did the companies know how successful their 
promotion of sweetness would be? When a child in the 1960s I played 
with these sugar-jars, exhibits of my mother’s profession and a misguided 
lesson of foodstuffs and society.

And the glasses with their unthreatening, coy, homo-erotic masculinity? 
These were being auctioned in Motueka in 2002, without provenance, 
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and no-one at the auction wanted them. I bid for them to rescue them 
from the tip, thinking: they deserve respect, if not downright redemption. 
I thought I recognized them.

Simon Callow has described his maturation as a gay man in the UK 
between the years of 1949-2016 with honesty. His search, experiments 
and insights are applicable to anyone questioning what is authorised by 
homogeneous authority. Callow wrote:

It was 1973, and the love that had for so long not dared to 
speak its name was now in full cry. The framers of the 1967 act 
had piously hoped that homosexuals, though now legal, would 
not flaunt their new-found freedom, but remain discreet and 
circumspect. Would we hell: we marched and we chanted, not 
so much to demand further changes to the law – though we did 
that, too – but simply to assert that we were here and we were 
queer and we were not going away.

Under the rainbow banner of Gay Liberation, homosexuality 
proclaimed itself a house of many mansions: the varieties of gay 
desire were astounding. But we celebrated them all. “Sing if 
you’re glad to be gay,” enjoined Tom Robinson, “Sing if you’re 
happy that way.” I remember (a little imprecisely) a delirium of 
dancing and drinking and unbridled canoodling. Bliss was it in 
that dawn to be alive, but to be gay was very heaven. Discos like 
Bang and the Embassy club in London were heaving masses of 
newly unleashed libidos; everyone seemed ripe for the plucking.

At first there was a heady innocence about it, a 60s sweetness, 
but then a harder edge crept in. Gratification seemed not a happy, 
serendipitous thing, but a goal to be pursued unrelentingly. Sex was 
no longer a diversion: it had become a duty. A day without a fuck 
was a wasted day. Thus licentiousness began to overtake liberation.1

The hedonistic idealism experienced by some men (and not only by 
gays, or men) was tempered by experience.

The controls placed upon citizens is exemplified by these remnant-
objects of recently-forgotten societies. Our register of understanding is 
continually being expanded. Recognition, however, remains.

1 www.theguardian.com/world/2016/nov/27/simon-callow-my-life-lived-gaily
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Three Photographs
Ivan Rogers

In these “portraits” the subjects’ faces are absent and the hands are the focus, be-ringed, 
be-jewelled or holding a cigarette.

1. Damian, Sydney 1989
2. Marcelle, Sydney 1984
3. Nicky, Wellington 1982
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Five Photographs
Fountains Abbey and Studley Royal Water Garden, Ripon, Yorkshire, HG4 3DY,  

United Kingdom, 05 August 2013

Nicholas Haig
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LOVE, 
BECAUSE ACTUALLY OF COURSE
Robinson
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