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After Dorothy Hewett joins the Communist Party of Australia (CPA), she does not write fiction 
for a decade. When Jean Devanny is in the middle of a book, she abandons the project to 
help out with a strike effort. Both women are called before the Communist hierarchy to 
account for their sexual behaviour. When Hewett writes a successful book in the Party 
sanctioned socialist realist style, Bobbin’ Up, some male Communists maintain that it is 
written by her lover—even though it is based on her own experience of working in a textile 
factory (Wild Card 257). Devanny eventually resigns from the Party, after two dubious 
expulsions and over controversy surrounding her novel Cindie. Initially, the CPA refuses to 
review it in the Party publication, and when they finally do, the review is littered with personal 
insults and inaccurate quotations. The Party objects to her depiction of Kanakas, which are 
based on her own experiences of the sugar industry in Northern Queensland, and, looking 
back, Devanny reflects that “the book is rejected because it featured historical truth—what 
they wanted is a spurious Uncle Tom’s Cabin” (Point of Departure 306).  
 
The autobiographies of Jean Devanny (Point of Departure 1986) and Dorothy Hewett (Wild 
Card 1991) offer invaluable insights into the specific experience of being a creative woman in 
the increasingly rigid CPA, suggesting that it is an experience fraught with issues of sex, 
class, creativity and trust. Together, Devanny and Hewett represent over thirty years of the 
female Communist experience, starting out from the earlier optimism of the late 1920s (when 
Devanny joins the Party), ranging through the Stalinist years, finishing off with the breakdown 
in the Party after Stalin’s death in the mid 1950s and then the series of Eastern European 
invasions by Soviet Russia (when Hewett leaves the Party). More specifically, Devanny and 
Hewett can be used to illustrate the shifting position of women in the Party, and in particular 
that of the creative and sexually confident woman who is not easily accommodated into the 
idealist paradigm of the working class family current in the high Stalinist period. Both Devanny 
and Hewett present some of their experiences as typical of Communist women, while others 
are clearly unique to their particular set of circumstances. It is this specificity that I seek to 
highlight in this consideration of Devanny and Hewett’s respective autobiographies. How is it 
that the specific experiences of Devanny and Hewett effect the possibilities of subjectivity in 
the creation of their autobiographical selves? How to compare and contrast the 
autobiographies according to time, space and discourse?  
 
Stuart Macintyre situates Hewett’s autobiography in a tradition of communist autobiographies 
as resulting from the final decline of communism as a significant political system. These 
autobiographies typically trace the journey from innocence to experience, a transition 
intensified by the fact that the subjects lose their faith before it is taken away from them 
(Macintyre 7). However, while Hewett engages with these dominant characteristics in her 
autobiography, for Devanny the movement from innocence to experience to loss of faith is not 
as unambiguous. Devanny’s autobiography is written in the 1950s from within the turmoil of a 
crisis of faith. Communism, while shaky, is not yet as soundly defeated as it will be by the 
time Hewett comes to reflect on her CPA experiences in the late 1980s. Devanny’s 
autobiography, incomplete at the time of her death, is full of unfinished business. The conflict 
between writing and politics, despite her resignation from the Party, lingers on. The reader 
follows a series of Jeans – one moment full of conviction and fire, the next dejected and bitter. 
The dynamic between the multiple ‘Jeans’ makes for occasionally uncomfortable and 
frustrating reading. What is it that she is trying to tell us? Frequently, the veil of politics 
separates the reader from the guts of Devanny’s experiences. Significant others are disguised 
(however thinly) and political stoushes live on in the text. Point of Departure is an 
autobiography written almost without the self-reflexive impulse so familiar to readers of 
contemporary autobiography. It is not that Devanny is unaware of the possibilities of 
autobiography – the opportunities to make sense of and order experience, to experiment with 
the creation of self and to assign deeper significances retrospectively and in accordance with 
a plethora of available autobiographical discourses (all of which feature in her autobiography, 
however fleetingly) – it is just that her unfinished business leaves her with more pressing 
concerns. At times, it is as though her autobiography is a living thing, ready to be erased and 
rewritten at any moment. This is not entirely unusual for an unfinished autobiography, but in 
the case of Devanny, this presentness becomes a defining characteristic. It is a presentness 



 

 

quite unlike Hewett’s use of present tense, which seems to aim for capturing the immediacy 
and excitement of youthful experience rather than the ongoing frustrations of the extratextual 
life.  
 
In her recent biography of Jean Devanny, Carole Ferrier situates Devanny and Hewett in a 
generational continuum with Hewett “in some ways a Jean of the next generation” and a 
‘daughter’ of Devanny’s, alongside Devanny’s close friend Kay Brown and Devanny’s 
biological daughter Pat Hurd (Ferrier 1999 3, 9). This connection is both astute and obvious – 
it is one I am clearly making myself. However, of more interest to me in a consideration of a 
reading of contemporary subjectivities are the differences between the two authors, primarily 
in terms of the influences on and creation of an autobiographical self. Ferrier’s generational 
model is still especially useful here: in many ways Hewett’s Wild Card is an example of the 
possibilities of Devanny’s autobiography, had it been written after the defeat of communism 
and the consequent potential of engagement with discourses disapproved of by the CPA, 
primarily those of feminism and modernism. As is, Devanny’s autobiography remains infused 
with the staples of the Party’s preferred socialist realist style, a style which is not above 
romanticising the working class for the purposes of promoting the Communist Party. 
Furthermore, the autobiography comprehensively illustrates Devanny’s long held dictum that 
writing can be used as a weapon (Ferrier 1999 146). The motivation behind this motto is 
clearly political, but in the autobiography the ramifications of this approach cannot help but 
slide into the personal as well.  
 
Primarily, this personal textual motivation can be located in Devanny’s desire to comprehend 
and expose the reasons behind her 1941 expulsion. Her confusion about the reasons for this 
are reflected in the text. Reasons come to her from all sections of the Party – it is possibly 
due to “yarn”, her poor health, “slander”, political degeneracy, blackmail, “a personal 
indiscretion”, her tendency to coddle “worthless women” or the fact that she is “a 
homewrecker” (230ff). All that seems clear is Devanny’s own anger “that men daring to call 
themselves Communists should regard women as nothing but animals!” (237). Devanny lives 
and works in Northern Queensland in 1940, for the purposes of both Party work and her own 
research and enjoyment, in the company of men. Her reputation precedes her, but she 
continues to rally against the sexism of the small group of comrades. She endures their talk of 
debauchery and defends their female victims, but in the end it is Devanny that is victim of 
“feminine trickery” (236). She cooks and cleans for this group, but decides to make an 
escape, and later seeks Party support in confronting these men. Bureaucracy stalls 
proceedings, and in the end Devanny is possibly gang raped after returning to the camp, 
before finally being expelled (Ferrier 1999 174pp). Nothing is made clear. As Joyce Stevens 
acknowledges, it is hard to determine the exact circumstances of the expulsion, as the Party 
is illegal at the time. Most likely, influential male comrades use their power to settle sexual 
scores with Devanny (Stevens 103). At the time, even Devanny’s husband does not support 
her, a lingering hurt that resurfaces in her correspondence to Miles Franklin (Ferrier 1992b 
322).  
 
The significance of Communism in the lives of both women offers a useful comparative 
starting point. For Devanny, a Communist until her death in 1962, Communism is central to 
her life story. Her politics influence both her work and her life to such an extent that there is 
only cursory treatment of her family and writing after the initial pre Party chapters. Her 
controversial 1941 expulsion determines the mood of the autobiography and is a primary 
motivation for writing it. Devanny begins work on the autobiography in 1945 and spends the 
mid 1950s trying to get it published amidst potential illegalities and increasing public distrust 
of and disinterest in the CPA. The autobiography is not published until after her death. Her 
expression is both formal and emotive. Despite her well-known liberalism and sexual 
reputation, there is little mention of anything untoward apart from the conjecture of others. Her 
affair with J.B. Miles, General Secretary of the CPA, is veiled with transparent references to 
'Leader'. Devanny is an advocate of sexual autonomy and while Point of Departure does not 
refute this, she largely deals in theory, rather than experience. The autobiography is clearly a 
product of its time. The style and content reflect the political experience. Devanny rallies 
against restrictions, but in the end the autobiography embodies the conflict between ideology 
and practice, the leadership and the rank and file of the artist; what Devanny hopes for and 
what she actually gets. The autobiography is both evasive and effusive, reflecting Devanny's 



 

 

own position in relation to the Party at any particular moment in time. The title may suggest 
Devanny’s unique position in relation to the Party, but that uneasy relationship does not 
preclude the centrality of communism as the point of reference – the title, borrowed from 
Marx, can easily be read with communism as the ‘point’ in mind.  
 
Hewett writes from a different perspective. Her autobiography is both post-Communism and 
postmodernist. She is no longer constrained by Communist politics, as she writes it in the 
1980s. Wild Card is written as both a Great Romantic narrative— with Communism offers as 
a religion that features a colourful cast of characters and enormous potential for hypocrisies, 
contradictions and sexual innuendo—and as an insightful study of the self and a historical 
experience that has now passed. Her autobiography has the benefit of distance, thus allowing 
for both romance and honesty. Hewett mainly writes in the present tense, no doubt as an 
attempt to capture the richness of the moment and the rapid shifts in mood. This technique 
also allows Hewett to simultaneously reflect and critique on her experiences. Thus, Hewett’s 
form has a liberating effect on the autobiography. Devanny writes in her favoured social 
realist style, punctuated by piercing episodes of emotion. Hewett, in contrast, plays with 
styles, adds poetry and uses the insights of modernism and postmodernism to shape her 
experience. Wild Card can be read as both an example of the self-reflexive autobiographies 
that both postmodernism and feminism have created a space for, and as a historical 
document. Point of Departure, as the author's correspondence and the content suggests, is a 
more problematic endeavour, but no less valuable in terms of charting the experience of the 
political female artist.  
 
Together, Devanny and Hewett represent a Party dilemma: the female Communist writer. 
How to incorporate women into the Communist Party is been recognised as a problem facing 
the CPA in this period (Stevens Introduction). How to incorporate writers and other artists into 
the Party is another recognised dilemma (Macintyre 276ff). Female writers offer a more 
peculiar problem, particularly if the writer also has a potentially ‘feminist’ agenda that does not 
necessarily concur with that of the Party. Both Devanny and Hewett advocate personal, 
creative, sexual and political freedom for themselves and all women. While these desires 
appear to be potentially satisfied within communism, the reality of Party experience ensures 
that this is not always the case. The idealisation of the working class—and working class men 
in particular—has significant ramifications for Communist women and artists. Working class 
morality and social realism are results of this ideology, and Devanny and Hewett are hardly 
immune.  
 
As Joy Damousi points out, it is not unusual to find Communist women gravitating towards 
cultural activity (“feminine endeavours, away from the real ‘core’ of masculine politics” [208]), 
yet the ‘bourgeois’ possibilities of art and culture can create genuine tension and conflict. 
Communist theory affords creative writers significant political status, but in practice it is often 
viewed as secondary, and writers are often suspected of political unreliability (Wells 129). To 
pursue the solitary craft of writing usually requires some typically ‘bourgeois’ requests: time 
and space to oneself. Then there is the issue of subject matter. Devanny grows accustomed 
to having her books banned for their sexual honesty. Her desire to promote female sexual 
agency—as both a personal and political right—earns her a considerable amount of 
unwanted notoriety within the Party (1). More than any other female member of the CPA, 
Devanny is commonly used to illustrate the precarious position of women in the Party—or 
more specifically, outspoken women within the Party.  
 
For Ferrier, the tensions between class and sex are writ large in the experiences of Devanny 
and Hewett. The life histories are simultaneously “so fine and such a mess” (Ferrier 1992a 
146). How to situate the autobiographies of Devanny and Hewett within the ever-expanding 
theory of women’s autobiography is similarly problematic, if only because it highlights the 
potential conflict between female identity and politics. Generally, female autobiographical 
theory is committed to recognising the multiplicity of female experience, but some basic 
characteristics can be been identified, primarily the difference in content from male 
autobiography, the relational identity of women, the potential for collective identity, the focus 
on the inward life and/ or daily life and a more unified sensibility due to the collapse of the 
public versus private distinction (Hooton 25-40). With the autobiographies of Devanny and 
Hewett, these fundamental characteristics are both reinforced and challenged. Both engage 



 

 

in a public discourse (politics) which affects their family and love lives (private)—and, 
significantly, politics impacts on their writing. Devanny’s political involvement precludes the 
possibility of revealing too much about her private life (hence J.B. Miles is disguised as 
‘Leader’), and one instance of her political career—her 1941 expulsion—comes to cloud over 
the entire work. Hewett is writing Wild Card after her political experience and as a result her 
autobiography is, if only superficially, more recognisably female, with her divided self and 
competing identities taking centre stage. Yet Devanny’s autobiography is defined by her 
experience as a female in the Party, and it is this experience that motivates the writing of 
Point of Departure.  
 
Devanny and Hewett drift towards Communism from different, although not necessarily 
opposite, directions. Devanny gravitates towards Communism through her reading and the 
New Zealand labour movement. Marxism offers her a class-based philosophy that she can 
incorporate into her work on sex, and in particular the evolution of the family (Sex Life of 
Peoples Ancient and Modern, unpublished). Engel’s seminal text on the subject (Origin of the 
Family, Private Property and the State) is influential, but she disagrees with his assertion that 
it is the female that is responsible for the evolution from group marriage to monogamy. For 
Devanny, sexual autonomy is linked with economic position. She poses the question, “Had 
the sexes remained economically equal, would a woman have restricted herself any more 
than a man in the choice of a mate?” (99pp). To Devanny, the answer is obviously no. Sex 
and class are thus inseparable to her, and Communism offers an integrating framework for 
her study on, and firm belief in, female sexual autonomy. One of the earliest declarations in 
Devanny’s autobiography is her “stand that the right of a woman to control over her own body 
is inviolable, irrespective of the marriage bond” (94). Her subsequent experiences within the 
CPA pose a threat to this fundamental belief, but in the beginning at least Communism and 
female liberation are thoroughly compatible for Devanny.  
 
It is not until Devanny moves to Australia in 1929 from New Zealand, however, that she joins 
the Communist Party, and even then it is not straight away. It is the riotous unemployment 
protest marches of March 1930 and her subsequent well-publicised arrest (along with her 
daughter, son and husband) that finally convince Devanny to join the Party (125). Firstly, 
however, she has to endure a three month probation period, for she is a writer, a ‘declassed 
element’, and therefore has to prove that she can be trusted. In many ways, this probation 
period never ends, but initially Party involvement proves to be an euphoric experience for 
Devanny. Her workload is massive and exhausting—especially the soapbox circuit—but for 
Devanny the hard work is well worth it, particularly for the “warm, wonderful feeling of 
belonging!” (133).  
 
Hewett’s move into the Party does not seem as thoroughly integral. At first, joining the Party 
seems simply part of the grand romance of her life’s progress. Fresh from university and 
working as a cadet for the Daily News, yet still immersed in love affairs and embryonic 
bohemia, she is introduced to the CPA, “this exciting group of people who met clandestinely 
and want to change the world” by “a Jewish boy whose name I can’t even remember” (94). 
She covers the routine yet demoralising cases of the Married Women’s and Children’s Courts, 
but knows that “if you were ‘a rebel in thought and deed’, there is nowhere much else to go” 
(95). She is made branch secretary immediately and endures the study classes and 
newspaper distribution. Soon enough “when the romance of it [wore] off”, Hewett “just drift[ed] 
away” (96).  
 
After moving in and out of home and getting married, Hewett 'drifts' back into the Party 
through her involvement with the paper Worker’s Star. This time, however, although still only 
twenty one, Hewett is more cautious: "[I] wanted to be absolutely sure of what I was doing”. 
She warms to the theory and is enthusiastic about the classes:  

For the first time in my life I have found a philosophy that seems to make sense of the world and 
promises a positive future. I am like a shy convert to a new religion, but I am still divided in my 
allegiances and my literary preferences are deeply suspect. (112)  

Still, this tension between her literary preferences and the Party is soon resolved—at least for 
the immediate future—when Hewett renounces modernism for social realism in a scathing 
attack on Ezra Pound and his Australian disciples the Angry Penguins in the Party paper. 



 

 

Hewett, “so afraid of backsliding”, confesses that “like any good convert who needs to nail her 
new colours to the mast, my conversion has become absolute” (113).  
 
Hewett’s ‘conversion’ is figured with religious imagery and in literary terms: “Marxism for me is 
a conversion, an act of personal salvation” (174). Later, her ‘devotion’ reaches its peak when 
Hewett and her new lover set up house in working class Redfern on the other side of the 
continent (2). Hewett has a defacto and a new baby, yet she and her partner hardly spend 
any time alone: “Our lives [are] devoted to the betterment of the row on row of little semis 
surrounding us, whose inhabitants neither know nor care” (150). This ‘conversion’ has not 
come easily, nor without class antagonism, for Hewett is both ‘bourgeois’ and a writer. 
Proving herself becomes both paramount and contrary to her ‘true’ self. She wants 
desperately to believe, but when her sexual behaviour gets her into trouble, Party Coventry 
only temporarily halts her natural inclinations. In this context, Communism is posited as an 
antidote to her ‘wild’ tendencies—she is both a willing disciple and reluctant passenger. A 
professed desire for ‘order’ provides us with Communism’s most attractive—and infuriating—
lure for Hewett: “I need order in my life. I need a pattern, a systematic view of the world—and 
Marxism will give it to me” (111). Communism offers both the promise of emancipation—the 
commonly held view is that the socialist revolution is only three years away (140)—and a form 
of personal discipline, a ‘system’ that offers order and a way of understanding the world.  
 
Communism is for Hewett, like any organised religion, both constricting and liberating. This 
does not stop her from questioning doctrine, but she adhers to it in any case. When J.B. Miles 
complains about Hewett wearing her hair long and loose—too ‘bohemian’ for the position of 
general secretary—she rolls it up reluctantly and makes jokes about it behind Communist 
backs. Hewett critiques the Cold War Communist Party as a Party intent on making itself 
‘super respectable’ in accordance with the idealised view of the working class. According to 
the Party, intellectuals, bohemians, anarchists and the unorganised lumpenproletariat are not 
to be trusted. Free love, extra marital affairs, the wrong clothes or hair are discouraged—at 
least publicly. It is a specific and limiting view of the working class, and Hewett starts to feel 
and resent the restrictions. She questions: “What business is it of theirs, the way I wear my 
hair? Why can’t I write any more? What is happening to me? Does this mean that I am 
hopelessly bourgeois and can never espouse the values of the sacred proletariat?” (122). 
This crisis of faith, however, is soon eliminated when Hewett is reinvigorated by the Aboriginal 
Stockman’s Strike of 1942. This is more in keeping with Hewett’s idea of the Great Marxist 
Utopia (123).  
 
Feminism offers another comparative framework in which to analyse the experiences and 
autobiographies of Hewett and Devanny. Firstly, however, the exceptional position of both 
women should be noted again. The titles of Devanny and Hewett’s autobiographies—Point of 
Departure and Wild Card—illustrate their own sense of uniqueness within the Party and 
possibly from other female comrades, not to mention as exceptional women beyond the 
politics of the CPA. Contemporary discourses of feminism will no doubt claim Devanny and 
Hewett, with their endless fight for complete self-expression, as feminists. But it is precisely 
their struggle within the Party that separates Devanny and Hewett from feminism on a 
historical and philosophical level. Both autobiographies finish with departure—Devanny 
leaves the CPA and settles in Queensland and Hewett leaves behind her increasingly insane 
lover and father of her children to head back to her childhood home in Western Australia—but 
these are not the endings of liberation often found in the feminist novels of the 1970s. They 
are endings fraught with regrets and disappointments and a limited, painful brand of 
emancipation. Crises of Communist faith plague them both. What is it that Communism offers 
these talented, independent women that feminism of the time cannot?  
 
In Wild Card there is little sense of conflict between Communism and feminism. Communism 
is clearly Hewett’s favoured belief system, but she recognises both its theoretical potential in 
terms of female emancipation and the very real limitations. Hewett is a founding member of 
the Union of Australian Women, but she finds little sympathy for the cause among working 
class men, in particular: “Feminism and the equality of women were not causes dear to the 
heart of working class Australian men” (175). Yet while Hewett does not distance herself from 
feminism, nor does she explicitly align herself with it. Clearly, she is for ‘feminism and the 
equality of women’, but she fights for the cause within the Party, despite the ‘male 



 

 

supremacy’. For Hewett it is possible to be both feminist and Communist, although not 
necessarily easy. Her middle class background can account for this, but it is never made 
explicit. In addition, writing after the advent of women’s liberation allows Hewett some 
scope—‘feminism’ can be historicised and retrospectively recognised.  
 
For Devanny, the conflict between Communism and feminism is more acute. Early in her 
autobiography, Devanny declares that “without becoming a feminist, the whole warp and weft 
of my political aspirations is deeply and ineluctably charged with concern for my own sex” 
(66). Clearly, for Devanny, Communism seems able to accommodate her political concerns 
about the position of women and children. Her own experiences within the Party cause 
Devanny to re-evaluate her position on the CPA, but she always maintains faith in 
Communism as a social and philosophical system. At the end of her autobiography, having 
endured expulsion, derision and abuse, Devanny assesses what Communism means to her 
at the time of writing: she is left with the “bare bones of scientific theory!” (309). While she still 
believes that “the struggle of mankind against nature made inevitable the evolution of 
capitalism through socialism to communism”, she has “repudiated entirely a party based on 
the rights of its leadership to practice fraud on the rank and file” (309). In a letter to Miles 
Franklin, written during the writing of the autobiography in 1953, Devanny reiterates this 
separation between Communism as a social system and the CPA: “Communism is a social 
system like capitalism; it is the organisation of the Communist Party that is at fault” (Ferrier 
1992b 340). Theory and practice are in direct conflict—as Devanny declares in the 
autobiography, “in my day, theory ran a long way ahead of practice” (171). It is the theory of 
Communism that offers us an understanding of the initial appeal of Communism and, in turn, 
the lack or limited appeal of feminism. Devanny writes her autobiography from this same 
theoretical position.  
 
Class offers another comparative theme. Hewett, from the landed gentry of Western Australia, 
is bourgeois—she converts to Marxism and the working class. Hewett features her 
background as something both to overcome and retreat to in times of crises. Her parents and 
family loom at the corners of the narrative, forever ready to rescue her from bad relationships, 
the grind of children and the Party. One minute Hewett is the working class heroine of 
Redfern, the next she is cosseted by her family in a Toorak mansion. Before too long, she is 
back in Redfern again (163). Throughout, Hewett draws attention to her divided self. She is 
both writer and active participant (90). Writing mediates between her various identities and 
makes sense of experience. Still, for ten years Hewett does not write anything meaningful. 
Instead, the divided self is left to negotiate her various identities—working class mother and 
wife, political activist, daughter of the gentry, secret writer—without writing it all down. The 
autobiography concludes with Hewett writing a book and fleeing from her life. Writing seems 
her ‘true’ identity—the working class heroine becomes part of past experience.  
 
Hewett ensures that the reader never quite trusts her conversion to the working class by 
figuring herself as an outsider. When Hewett gets a job at Alexandra Spinning Mills she casts 
herself as “the interloper amongst these pedigreed poor, condemned to pay penance for the 
sins of my birth” (168). Hewett roughens her accent, disguises her handwriting and discusses 
the topics of the day, from Bing Crosby to sex. The job is a deliberate move to reinvent herself 
and cast off her origins and reputation: “The new life is beginning. I will proletarianize myself. I 
will be a heroine of the Marxist Revolution, I will be rehabilitated in the eyes of the Party and 
the working class” (159). Hewett is always rallying against working class morality or working 
towards the same sort of idealisation. As a writer she exposes the multiplicity of working class 
experience, but as a participant in working class life she is never as convincing.  
 
Devanny’s working class background (her father, a miner, died of work related complications 
and Devanny left school at fourteen) contrast sharply with Hewett’s, but her writing aspirations 
result in a similar Party response. Initially, Devanny has to prove she can be trusted. Later, 
she has to fight to have writing recognised as valuable Party work. As her struggles within the 
Party and the various affiliated art and writing bodies show, she is never entirely successful. 
Before she even joins the CPA, her reputation as a writer whose work is banned for its sexual 
frankness precedes her. Edna Ryan, a CPA member at the time, recalls that Devanny 
“arrived with the aura of a successful novelist, her glamour enhanced because her books had 
been banned in her homeland” (Ryan 190). Her reputation as sexually liberated, or as a 



 

 

‘feminist’, compounds Devanny’s problems. Devanny is now remembered as a feminist 
pioneer within the left, particularly among women (3), but at the time this reputation has more 
negative effects, partially as a result of innuendo about her private life. As Ferrier notes, 
“views of [Devanny] and her writing were coloured by what is known, or assumed to be known 
about her life” (1999 xvi). Is it possible to reconcile these perceptions with working class 
morality?  
 
Devanny is aware of her position, but her unique set of circumstances make it hard to know 
what she can expect in terms of treatment. In this sense, the other well known female 
Communist writer Katharine Susannah Prichard functions in Devanny’s autobiography as 
another ‘point’ from which to depart. In contrast to Prichard, who enjoys a position of authority 
within the Party and a comfortable income, Devanny poses a problem because she 
challenges the Party to approach writing as a legitimate paid contribution to Communism. 
Devanny writes that “throughout the entire Australian Party [there] is no parallel with the sum 
total of my case; with my irregular domestic conditions, my accomplishments and 
achievements…[With] Katharine Prichard the question of sustenance did not arise” (210). 
After her first meeting with Prichard, Devanny laments, “I saw at once that there is nothing of 
the jack of all trades about her, such is my bare [and] I thought a lot about the conditions in 
which Kathie lived: a quiet home in lovely surroundings among the hills. For a writer, the ideal 
environment” (137).  
 
The contrast goes further. According to Party comrade and fellow writer Judah Waten, 
Devanny lacks the necessary social skills that are central to Party behaviour: “You had to 
learn the art of hypocrisy and the art of discretion...but Jean is not a hypocrite and she is not 
discreet” (xxvii). Following from this, Devanny does not share the same high regard as 
Prichard, who clearly knows how to establish her position (Devanny xxvii). As Edna Ryan 
notes, there may be a relaxed attitude to affairs within the Party, but officially “we must appear 
to live in the conventional mould“ (90). Furthermore, although Devanny is not alone in 
advocating sexual freedom, it is she who makes it a political—and therefore public—issue, at 
odds with Party practice of the time (Stevens 136). Joyce Stevens, to a large degree, 
attributes this approach to the general acceptance of double standards for men and the lack 
of a developed critique of sexuality or the sexual division of labour (110). In this sense, the 
CPA is a product of the society it so desires to change. Devanny is in a complicated position. 
Both extremely loyal (4) and determined to pursue her own interests and relationships, it is 
hardly surprising that she winds up twice expelled and bitter about sacrificing her writing and 
life experiences to the CPA.  
 
Later, in the period of Devanny’s controversial 1940-41 expulsion, Prichard appears again in 
Devanny’s autobiography as a reference point about what is acceptable and what is not. 
Devanny wants Prichard’s support or information about the true nature of her expulsion, but 
the higher placed Prichard keeps her distance (Devanny 252). In Devanny’s correspondence 
with Miles Franklin, she writes that Prichard “knew a lot more than anybody else” for she has 
made Devanny well aware of the exact circumstances of her contact with the young male 
workers in Queensland (Ferrier 1992b 317). Prichard is separated from Devanny and thus 
from the women of the rank and file with whom Devanny identifies, particularly in regards to ill 
treatment from the Party. Still, Devanny’s writing is a weapon that she has available to her: 
“What can she [Prichard] know about my life? and the injuries done to poor women who, 
unlike myself, couldn’t write up their experiences. Couldn’t even talk of them” (Ferrier 1992b 
317).  
 
When Devanny compares herself to writers outside the Party her sense of loss is more acute. 
To Eleanor Dark, she writes “I wish I could write as well as you…Life seems to have carved 
me out of turbulence and strain” (Ferrier 1992b 75). To Franklin, she depicts herself as a 
writer “torn between twin loyalties” (Ferrier 1992b 43) and later she laments that male writers 
have infinitely more freedom—“if only they had to go through what we women have to conjure 
with! Everything goes their way!” (Ferrier 1992b 320). She envies Franklin’s international 
travel and wonders “if I am a fool not to repudiate entirely everything about the Party and try 
for something for myself yet” (Ferrier 1992b 320). Still, Devanny stops herself going further. 
She is in the midst of writing the autobiography and is consumed by both its possible effects 
(5) and her own past. If the book does amount to nought, if it has no effect at all, Devanny 



 

 

ponders renouncing her belief in the Party and giving up writing altogether—but knows that 
essentially “I shall go on, I suppose” (Ferrier 1992b 320). The CPA has determined the 
character of her writing career and Devanny is full of regret, yet Communism continues to 
exert its influence. Her compromised freedom—as woman, as female writer, as Communist 
female writer—continues even after she resigns from the Party, for her essential faith still 
remains.  
 
With Hewett, the conclusion to Wild Card suggests freedom and a reinstitution of her true 
identity as writer. Early on in her involvement with the Communist Party, Hewett stops writing 
poetry and only writes for the Party paper: “I have turned myself into a political creature and 
dried up” (122). Writing and politics are figured as antithetical. Devanny is never completely 
free in regards to both politics and writing because she can rarely devote herself to either 
completely. Hewett is able to leave politics—to lose her faith—and is therefore free to write as 
she wishes.  
 
For Hewett, Khrushchev’s 1956 denunciation of Stalin marks a turning point and the true 
beginning of her loss of faith. In this sense, she has history on her side. Devanny, almost 
thirty years older, is a product of the Third Period. Hewett is young enough to get out and not 
be consumed with the sort of bitterness that characterises Devanny’s experiences. Most 
significantly, however, she has not had an experience of demoralisation that typifies 
Devanny’s expulsion. Hewett loses her innocence with Khrushchev’s revelations and once 
again sets off on a new life—“we pack up our belongings, leaving Sydney, ‘the big smoke’ 
and the class struggle, all that has defined our life for the past seven years, to go back to the 
bush” (233ff). She has the capacity, means and desire for endless reinvention. Devanny 
moves north and resigns from the Party, but her peace is still threatened, if only occasionally, 
with reminders of her past, the bitter aftertaste of her experiences and her lingering 
reputation. In her isolation, as her letters to Franklin reveal, Devanny reworks and relives, and 
thus reinvents, the past.  
 
Hewett takes the advice of writing colleagues such as Frank Hardy. Devanny is always a 
devoted correspondent, but politics remain paramount. Hewett’s faith is rocked by the 
revelations of the Twentieth Congress and consequently she finds her way “back again to the 
country of the imagination” (247). Frank Hardy, a Communist who refuses to let doctrine 
stand in the way of his literary career, helps her along (he also tries to do the same with 
Devanny). Hewett begins to wonder if she has sold her soul to save the world (181). Then the 
miracle happens: after “ten silent years” Hewett begins to write again (246). Social realism 
continues to exert its influence (her middle class characters are initially figured as villains), but 
slowly she begins to develop her own style. Authorship of her first successful novel is 
speculated about, and her mad lover Les throws her writing heap into a bonfire, but in the end 
Hewett triumphs, if only because she manages to write after so long. Writing is freedom, the 
“miracle” (246).  
 
Point of Departure does not conclude as optimistically. Devanny’s expulsion consumes the 
final chapters. During the writing of the autobiography, she stresses to Franklin her desire to 
make the book helpful and to not make it too bitter, but in the end the expulsion determines 
the character of the book (Ferrier 1992b 332). The expulsion is the climax and the 
embodiment of Devanny’s experience as a woman writer in the Communist Party. The 
‘scandal’ typifies her experience and makes her denounce Communist leadership; to have it 
serve a useful purpose she has to expose all the facts. She poses this question to Franklin: 
“How can I make it known that I was expelled on grounds of gangsterism, with the assistance 
of confederates and dupes in the leadership without including it [the expulsion]?” She adds, “I 
simply have to show the types of men...given absolute control over women of my type” 
(Ferrier 1992b 336). Devanny has a weapon: her writing. This sets her apart from other 
women, but in the end writing does not give her the same freedom as it does Hewett, as she 
never fully escapes the frustration of her experiences. With Hewett, there is the sense that 
writing her autobiography has reduces her Party experience to a mere chapter in her grand 
romantic narrative. With Devanny, her marginalisation defines the autobiography—her 
marginalisation as a Communist woman and a Communist writer. It is a fraught work; forever 
trying to balance loyalty to the Party with her own bitter experiences (Wells 129).  
 



 

 

Together, Wild Card and Point of Departure direct the reader to both the commonality and 
specificity of the Communist woman’s experience. Both autobiographies deal with common 
female experiences in the CPA—sexism, the tedium of ‘women’s work’ and the frustrations of 
finding a space for women when the working class male is the Party ideal. What remains 
unique about both books is the particular position of the respective authors in relation to the 
Party, and the ways in which these experiences are figured. The possibilities and creation of 
an autobiographical self or selves are linked firmly to the specific time and circumstances of 
writing. Despite her expulsion, Devanny still writes her autobiography from within the limited 
space granted writers by the Party. Her autobiography reveals that she continues to grapple 
with the circumstances of her disillusionment in the context of enduring faith. Devanny still 
believes in Communism. She wants her autobiography to help rehabilitate the Party and to 
help Communist writers in particular, but she cannot leave out the tragedy of her expulsion. 
Recording her experiences leads her to reflect on what she has given up for politics. This 
sense of wasted opportunities is made most obvious in her correspondence to Miles Franklin: 
“Oh Miles, how I have wasted my life. I’m done for now, and yet I had it in me to do good 
work” (Ferrier 1992b 332).  
 
Hewett’s autobiography covers her years of relative obscurity—its end really marks the 
beginning of her artistic career. Devanny’s autobiography is never published in her lifetime 
and she dies less than a decade after writing it. Both women pursue sexual and creative 
freedom, but their success is dependent on to what extent they can either rally against or 
work within the essentially masculinist context of the Communist Party. Hewett thinks she is 
going to save the world and that the revolution is only three years away. Devanny is less 
romantic, yet more determined—she perhaps give too much to the Party. Her regrets are 
painful. When thinking through the implications of being labelled immoral, when her “whole 
energies were given to gigantic labours and humanitarian principle”, Devanny feels she could 
have “strangled” herself for her naivete and submission: “Simpleton, idiot, fool!” (Ferrier 1992b 
321).  
 
In the end, what remains is the sense that Devanny is tragically ahead of her time. Hewett, in 
contrast, is a product of hers, despite her fierce individualism. She joins the Party when all the 
rebels do. She leaves the Party when widespread disillusionment sets in. Throughout, she is 
able to escape both politics and domesticity and its related problems because of her family 
background. In contrast, Devanny is thoroughly integrated into the CPA and in the end is 
victim to it. Her desire to promote female autonomy, personally and politically, establishes the 
reputation that becomes cause to drive her out of the Party. Now, she is reclaimed as a 
feminist and trailblazer (6). Unfortunately, Devanny is never fully trusted by the Party for these 
ideas and never enjoys the full fruits of the freedoms she campaigned so arduously for.  
 
Notes  
1. In Stuart Macintyre's recent history of the CPA, Devanny is introduced as "that notorious victim of the double standard" 
(126).  
2. "I have embraced the working class, and the symbol is this decrepit brick corner house where we squat one dark night" 
(149).  
3. See Stevens (185) and Brown (135).  
4. "I'd never leave the Party. I'd crawl back to it" (xxvii).  
5. "It will do a tremendous amount of good for the internal life of the Party, will benefit the writers, but it won't sell much and it 
won't gain me any kudos" (Ferrier 1992b 320).  
6. See Stevens (102, 198).  
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