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Devanny, Jean
(1894 - 1962)

Born 7 January, 1894, Ferntown, Collingwood New Zealand

Died 8 March, 1962, Townsville Queensland Australia

Occupation Feminist, Trade unionist, Writer

Summary

Jean Devanny was a novelist and prominent member of the Communist Party of Australia with a particular interest in the
position of women in Australian culture and society. A staunch labour activist, she was also an admirer of the work of birth
control activist, Marion Piddington. Initially living in Sydney, she eventually moved to Queensland, where she was caught up
in the 1935 canecutter’s strike. Her best known novel Sugar Heaven was based on these events.

Her energy was much admired by many of her contemporaries. Katherine Susannah Prichard, for instance, wrote that ‘Jean
Devanny is wonderful. No one I know is so vital, magnetic, absolutely devoted and disinterested. She is a great woman…I
wish I could give all my time to Party work as she does.’

Details

Born in New Zealand, Jean Devanny arrived in Australia with her husband and two teenage children in 1929. Almost
immediately, she became active in political and feminist circles; as a New Zealander, she was surprised by the relative
absence of women from these circles in Australia. She spoke publicly to encourage women to participate in the political
process and she was unimpressed by the masculinism of Australian social and cultural life. She described mateship as ‘as
enthusiasm which, since it was camaraderie not extended to include women I was sceptically unresponsive.’

A member of the Communist Party of Australia throughout the 1930s, she had several run-ins with the executive until she
was eventually expelled for alleged ‘political degeneracy’. Her commitment to literary form as well as sound ideological
content saw her repeatedly clash with the Central Committee, but it was a campaign of sexual slander while she was on a
speaking tour of the Atherton Tablelands and Far North Queensland that led to her expulsion.

Although distressed by the way she was treated, Devanny did not repudiate Marxism-Leninism, only the style of the
Communist Party of Australia.
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