
SECTION 1: A MOVEMENT OF WOMEN






‘The man and woman question in some form or 



other seems just now to be ... in the air we 




breathe’. 







(Rose Scott, untitled MS, Lecture on Ibsen, 




n.d., Scott Family Papers, Mitchell Library, 




MSS 38/26, f.401.)






‘Be passionately in earnest and loyal to your 




womanhood and to your sex and in the end you 



will certainly win’.



(Rose Scott, Speech Upon the Occasion of Retirement from Public Life, 12 April 1921, Scott Family Papers, 38/27, p.351)

Chapter II. The Rising of the Women.

1. The indecency of feminism

   A century after the passage of the first Australian legislation giving votes to women, it can be difficult to imagine how extraordinary, how exotic, the demand for female suffrage could have seemed. As a first move towards such imagining, it seems useful to engage in what anthropologists would call ‘de-familiarisation’.1. The first section of this chapter does this by looking at what the feminists were up against. The second and third sections discuss two possible ways in which women could apprehend the condition of being female, could think about what it was appropriate for women to think and to do, ways which could turn their hearts and minds in the direction of feminism.

   For some, a century ago, demanding rights for women was more than exotic. Maybanke Wollstenholme, Vice President of the Womanhood Suffrage League of New South Wales from 1891 to 1894, was to recall the initiation of the suffrage campaign in Sydney, early in 1891, at a meeting of the recently formed Women’s Literary Society.

It was in Quong Tart’s upstairs tea room in King Street where we sat by favour of that Chinese gentleman, that I and Rose Scott first spoke a few words on the subject of woman suffrage. In a late number of the “Illustrated London News” an inch of space had been given to a notice of a woman’s meeting convened to consider the woman’s right to vote. I ventured to read that inch, and to suggest that we might consider the question. Miss [Rose] Scott at once approved, and one or two members began to give a guarded assent, when an energetic and much-esteemed member rose and said, with white heat, that she hoped we should never discuss such a disgraceful matter.2. 

‘Disgraceful’? In another version of the same story, the word that Wollstenholme recalls is ‘abominable’.3. Such terms, pronounced with ‘white heat’, suggest that, at least for some women, the notion of votes for women was exotic because it was indecent.

   The point was made explicit in Sydney, later in the same year. By then, the New South Wales Womanhood Suffrage League had been formed, at a public meeting in June, and was assembling regularly to hear papers presented by its members. Eliza Ashton, social writer for the Daily Telegraph, a committee member of the Women’s Literary Society and foundation member of the Womanhood Suffrage League, presented to the league a paper in which she suggested one highly indecent implication of female suffrage. She argued that, once women had gained the vote, ‘their first work must be to amend the marriage laws or—blasphemous as the words might seem—do away with them altogether’. As a solution to ‘the great social problems of today’, she argued, marriage ‘was a failure, a lamentable one’. Instead of the marriage contract lasting for life, she recommended an annual review by both spouses. Her speech was widely reported, and ridiculed, in the press. In response, the Governor’s wife, Margaret, Lady Jersey, expressed outrage (‘attrocious sentiments’).3. 

   Both the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union and the Womanhood Suffrage League moved swiftly to disassociate themselves and their work from the thoroughly indecent spectre of ‘free love’ and ‘concubinage’—Lady Jersey’s terms—that Ashton’s proposal was held to have invoked.4. 

   Indecent, indeed! Women, as breeders, ‘naturally’ belonged in the domestic world; the only women in the public world of men and affairs were prostitutes. Raising questions about rights for women was to drag women away from their hearthstones into the crude, rude world of illicit sexual liaisons, and to require of them ideas and behaviours that could only be considered highly improper and immoral. Feminists may have wanted to point out that divisions between the domestic and the public, like divisions between women as wives and mothers and women as prostitutes, both rested on the double standard of sexual morality. But many men’s responses to questions about rights for women affirmed the existing order of relations between the sexes as sanctioned by nature. Any suggestion of change was ‘unnatural’, they intimated, and called the morality of those women making such suggestions into question. Arguments of this kind, repeated across the anglophone world, are also assertions of sexual difference as binary (rather than, as Thomas Laqueur has shown in earlier Galenic models, hierarchical), and eternal (rather than, as Laqueur also shows, historically specific, dating from the late eighteenth century).5. 

   Consider just three examples of efforts to bludgeon questions about rights for women out of consideration.   

   In Melbourne in 1884, the early stages of the formation of the Victorian Women’s Suffrage Society were disrupted by a scandal in the press focussed on Elizabeth Rennick and Henrietta Dugdale. Elizabeth Rennick was married to Charles, a prominent member of the Eclectic Association formed in 1867 amid heated debate over organised religion.6. The Ecclectics were committedly rationalist and anti-religious. Dugdale, by then in her late fifties and twice widowed, was also a member of the Association which would, in 1885, listen to her paper on ‘Male Bias’, arguing that all religions were oppressive, most particularly to women—because they had been devised by men. In early May 1884, an informal meeting in the Rennicks’ South Yarra drawing-room resolved to found the VWSS; Elizabeth Rennick and Dugdale were elected to a small sub-committee to devise a code of rules and bye-laws. In June of that year a public meeting in the Melbourne Coffee Palace elected Dugdale president of the Victorian Women’s Suffrage Society.7. 

   Henrietta Dugdale was an enthusiastic admirer of John Stuart Mill’s On the Subjection of Women published in England in 1869, and of Victorian politician, George Higginbotham, an important figure in debates over faith or rationality in 1880s Melbourne. By the time of her election, she had developed a number of practices considered, at the least, unusual for a woman of her time. She had devised her own version of rational dress, a home-made divided skirt with a tunic top, which she wore without a corset. She had cut her hair short. She did her own housework, carpentering, grew her own vegetables and flowers, and did all her own vegetarian cooking and baking. She employed a maid only once in the space of sixteen years, her third husband was to report (she married Frederick Johnson in 1905), and then only because she was ill. Novelist Ada Cambridge may have provided a portrait of her, which simultaneously satirises her appearance, and the conventions that she defied, in A Woman’s Friendship .

... a tall woman, with a thin, refined, rapt face, and an air of natural dignity and distinction that enabled her to wear an unfashionable dress without degrading herself in the public eye. She had on a dark woollen gown that had a loose body with a mere apology for a waist, and a skirt without a scrap of bustle; and her bonnet, instead of soaring half a yard into the air, touched its highest point about 3 inches above her head. These articles of attire, which were obviously home made (because no dress maker or milliner could have been got to manufacture them for love or money), rendered her a somewhat conspicuous figure—and she suffered terribly in feeling herself conspicuous; but the judgement on her was that she was eccentric, not that she was dowdy, because it was so evident that she was a lady in spite of her clothes.8. 

Among the Eclectics, such ‘eccentricity’ may well have been honoured; in the early 1870s they had discussed several papers (all but one by men) on the subjection, position, social condition, and rights of women, and were to return to ‘The Woman Question’ in the 1880s in the context of debates on the English Reform Act of 1884.9. They may well have seen Dugdale’s garb and domestic self-sufficiency as an individual performance of precisely the emancipation they were considering.

Henrietta Dugdale (1826-1918), Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales.

   As joint members of the rules and bye-laws sub-committee, Dugdale and Elizabeth Rennick developed a particularly close and mutually appreciative relationship, for a short time. Dugdale wrote enthusiastically to Rennick after a meeting:

had I been a man yesterday I should have inevitably fallen deeply in love with you.... To watch you moving ca and la was to me a pleasure like that derived from looking at a pretty picture set in motion.

‘[H]ad I been a man’! Dugdale could imagine being a member of the opposite sex, and specifically in relation to a man’s emotional response to a woman. However, she is not responding to the usual forms of feminine attractiveness, but rather to a woman demonstrating competence in moving motions on a committee -- just like a man.  So she may not have been imagining being a man especially well, because a man may well have found the spectacle of a woman behaving just like a man on a committee positively repellent. There is a double irony in Dugdale’s statement, signalling perhaps a difficulty in the absence of any linguistic conventions allowing expression of emotional enthusiasm between members of the same sex. Dugdale’s rapture moves on to become a cliched expression of delight, formulated in the language of the most common genre of emotionally intense expression of the time: the romantic novel. Equivalent instances stud nineteenth century fiction. Ada Cambridge’s portrait includes a sarcastic depiction of a close, intense relationship between two women which suggests that the bond between Dugdale and Rennick would have been seen as unusual.10. But not so unusual as to eliminate the possibility that it could be located amid other and foreign ‘unnatural’ states. 

   Just as the intense emotional bonding in the novel comes to grief, so too did that between Dugdale and Rennick. Rennick gave an interview to the Herald in which, having declared that she did not care who she shocked, she proclaimed her earlier association with birth-controllers in London, declared herself a Malthusian and announced that she wanted ‘some improved arrangements about population’. Appalled by their involuntary association with what the press called ‘the most awful topics’—about sex—those establishing the VWSS, possibly Dugdale herself, wrote to the paper repudiating Rennick’s claim to leadership of the new organisation. Rennick responded by providing the Herald with Dugdale’s letters to her as counter-evidence. The conservative Argus commented that these letters ‘were of that sacred kind which are only produced in court as a last resort’, and went on to hint heavily:

Mr. Swinburne, a few years ago, wrote some very queer verses, supposed to be addressed by one woman to another, and beginning—

“Stray breaths of Sapphic song that blew

Through Mytelene, 


Woke the fierce fires of love in you.”11. 

   Dugdale gained a reputation for hating men. This was, though, based on her written analyses of the subjection of women. If she did hate men, it would be possible to understand one marriage as conformity to the discourse on health, positioning her as a breeder. But more than one marriage becomes harder to explain. She could have hated men without being a lesbian, just as she could have been a lesbian without hating men. But if she had hated men or been a lesbian, or both, then surely she would have avoided more than one marriage? At the time of the scandal she had been married, and widowed, twice, and she was to marry a third time in the future. This does not suggest anything like an antipathy to men.

    I would not be reluctant to identify lesbianism among First-Wave Feminists, as will appear in chapter IV. But I don’t think that Dugdale was a lesbian. What we are encountering here, I believe, has much more to do with limitations on the languages available to women wishing to express admiration for each other, and with the readiness of masculinist institutions to ridicule feminists. This would not be the only occasion on which patriarchal opposition to collective action by women would attempt to smear it by suggesting sexual deviance, even decades before the work of the sexologists had deemed same-sex bonding ‘unnatural’.

   Other opposition, like that in Sydney, also focussed on the ‘unnaturalness’ of women wanting the vote. In Adelaide, the parliamentary debates on female suffrage were choked with allusions to biological difference between women and men as binary, with more or less euphemistic references to women’s primary function—to provoke and satisfy men’s sexual desires, and with the ‘unnaturalness’ of any deviation from this ordering of the universea. Women’s functions might also include running their households and mothering their children, or, as one anti-suffragist parliamentarian put it, ‘to marry, to study the happiness of her husband, to become a mother and the centre of a happy family’. But such functions were secondary to those concerned with men’s sexual desires. These virile parliamentarians bragged about their sexual susceptibility. One, who asked whether ‘the partisan woman was not a freak of nature’, boasted that he ‘did not think that he would be able to sit by the side of one of these beautiful creatures’ in a ‘calm and dispassionate manner’. They invoked the double standard of sexual morality explicitly, averring that ‘it would be a sad day ... when certain acts of immorality were looked upon with the same leniency when committed by the female as by the male’. One asked if the vote was to be given to ‘another class of women who lived in such streets as Rosina-street’—a well-known red light locale in Adelaide—placing them ‘in the same position as the best and noblest women in the colony?’They uttered what was, apparently, their worst threat, echoing an earlier prediction that, if women were involved in politics, ‘men would become still more shy of matrimony’: ‘[i]t is a positive fact,’ one proclaimed, ‘that so-called emancipated women in blue stockings had far less attraction for the other sex than those who were true to what had been considered genuine womanhood with all its fascinating and captivating charms’. They even gave voice to the fear of castration lurking beneath such strident assertions: one asked if female suffrage legislation was an admission that the present electorate was effete and incapable? ‘Was manhood played out?’12. 

   Such questions were uttered as ironic jesting, another way of asserting their absurdity. Yet men’s positioning by the discourse on health carried with it a confidence about their virility, about the ‘hydraulic’ nature of their sexuality. Of course, there were some men who objected to being positioned primarily as breeders, just as some women did. But for others, an assumed confidence about men’s sexuality was doubtless alarming, as chapter IV will show, and if rights for women could threaten what they saw as an eternal and natural disposition of sexual relations, then -- in logic, and emotion -- there might be profoundly disturbing consequences.

   The flower of the South Australian parliament was by no means exceptional. In Victoria—the third example—one of the three hundred women who went in deputation to the Legislative Council to lobby for votes for women in September 1898 described the conduct of the honourable members with analogies to ‘a den of satyrs, or a “sexual degenerates” ward of a lunatic asylum, rather than a body of “elected” legislators’. Their deputation was ‘crowded into a place reeking with tobacco and grog, and ogled and giggled at’, she reported. The women’s careful speeches were interrupted with ‘low jests’ and such interjections as “Who’ll mind the babies?” “New Woman”, and others not fit to print’. A member of the National Association accosted two of the younger members of the deputation, leering, ‘ “You girls don’t want votes. You want—something else”’.13. 

   Feminism was indecent because men treated women asking for rights as though they were prostitutes. Feminism was indecent because it made men think of sex in the wrong places. Feminism was indecent because it took women into the wrong places. Feminism was indecent because it made women seem odd, and oddly behaved. Even women found questions about rights for women distasteful, and they were not always Margaret Jersey.

   In July 1891, young Ethel Turner went to listen to the Women’s Literary Society discussing ‘The Influence of Women’s Suffrage on Politics’. Afterwards, she remarked to her diary, ‘Its [sic] horrid to see the way some of them go on about their rights and wrongs, its [sic] old fashioned of me I suppose but I do think it would take from the womanliness of a woman to be in Parliament’.14. As English feminist historian, Sally Alexander, has remarked, ‘feminism pushes the troubling question of sexual difference into the political domain where it ... touches fears and desires rooted deep in the unconscious minds of women as well as men, and arouses antagonisms between and among the sexes’.15. It is little wonder that for some—possibly most—women, the kinds of questions raised by feminists were indecent. In the light of such belief, among women as well as men, it is remarkable that any women were able to develop a critique of the condition of women’s lives, and move on to marshal collective political campaigns to change them. How, then, did women develop the sense of collectivity, as women, and as opposed to men—a collectivity based in sex—that enabled the emergence of the activist feminism of the Woman Movement of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries?

2. Sources of feminism

Any reading of the biographies of late nineteenth-century feminists suggests a wide variety of routes into the Woman Movement. The discourse on health with its emphasis on sexual difference may have positioned women, primarily as women, just as it did men as men. But this does not explain how some women turned that sense of collectivity into the basis of self-assertion rather than self-abnegation.

   For some, the chief impetus appears to have come from a rejection, like Dugdale’s, of organised religion. Louisa Lawson, for instance, struggling to make a living for herself and her children on a hard dusty selection in New Pipeclay (later Eurunderee) while her husband chased his ever elusive dream of discovering gold, attended the Mudgee Wesleyan Church. One Sunday, not long after one of the twins of her fourth pregnancy had died, she responded to the sermon she was hearing by standing up, collecting her things, and walking down the aisle out of the door, never to return. She found a new spiritual community in the Progressive Spiritualist Lyceum at Leigh House in Sydney. In 1883, in the third year of a drought, she had finally given up on the mullocky selection and moved into the city. At Leigh House she met other women who would also become active in the Woman Movement: Rose  Scott, and Susannah Gale -- a Windeyer, and an activist in the Women’s Christian Temperance Union.16. 

   Other women found impetus for their activism in the late nineteenth-century millenarianism of many protestant communions, or of alternative communions such as the theosophists and the spiritualists. Tasmanian activist Jessie Rooke first established her capacity for leadership in a local branch of the British Women’s Bible and Prayer Union in Sydney. In Adelaide, Irish-born Mary Lee was converted from the Anglican church to the social reformism of the Primitive Methodists. Maybanke Wollstenholme, raised in the Church of England, became a theosophist, and Vida Goldstein spent the final decades of her life as a healer for the Christian Scientists.17. 

   For others, the hope for a new and different world seems to have emerged from interconnections between the Women Movement and the utopianism of the labour movement in this period. Mary Lee, who described herself as ‘once the slip of an old red-hot Tory stem’ became, in her sixties, not only the acknowledged leader of the women’s suffrage campaign in South Australia but also the Secretary of the Working Women’s Trade Union formed at her suggestion in 1890 amid an outcry over ‘sweated’ labour.18. English-born Emma Miller, a shirtmaker in Brisbane, had walked up to ten or twelve miles with her boot-maker father to attend Chartist meetings as a child; in the 1890s she worked with friends in the Australian Labour Federation to found a short-lived Women’s Union, joined the Workers’ Political Organisation, forerunner of the Labour Party, and after considerable debate and division was elected foundation president of the Women’s Equal Franchise Association.19. Similar stories could be told about Lilian Locke in Victoria, the Golding sisters—Annie, Belle and Kate Dwyer—in Sydney, about Augusta Zadow in Adelaide, about Annie Duncan who would become an inspector of factories in New South Wales.

   For yet others, the impetus to join the Woman Movement could have come from reaction against the harsh patriarchal world of the frontiers of settlement. Louisa Lawson’s sixteen years of hard labour on the selection at Eurunderee were exacerbated by being a woman. When her first two sons were of an age to need schooling, she campaigned to persuade others in the district to petition the education authorities for a school, land on which to build it, and financial aid for it. A building committee was set up, at her suggestion, but --  because she was a woman -- she could not be a member. She could not even attend its meetings. She listened to its deliberations through a crack in the wall of the bar of an old inn in which it met. And it was not only in the community that she found being a woman such a disadvantage. She had a nervous breakdown during her third pregnancy, and her husband responded first with impatience, later with threats. Brian Matthews, speculates that this may have been what she was thinking of two decades later when she wrote

The [bush] wife is at the man’s mercy. She must bear what ills he chooses to put upon her, and her helplessness in his hands only seems to educe the beast in him. There is a vast deal of the vilest treatment.20. 

   A generation younger, Mary Fullerton, spent her adolescence toiling on her family’s selection during the day, and reading at night possibly with some guidance from her mother. But her mother’s education clearly brought her no advantage. Seeing men of all types allowed to vote, and knowing that her mother could not, turned Fullerton, she said, into ‘a little Mary Wollstonecraft’: ‘I felt that somehow ... my mother was slighted and, at large, women’.21. And young Edith Cowan’s knowledge of possible conditions of life for women on the frontiers of settlement, even those associated with large and prosperous pastoral properties, was of horror.22. 

   She was born in 1861, the second of five children, on a 40,000 acre property called Glengarry—land which its Aboriginal custodians called Boodeyarry—near Geraldton in Western Australia. When she was only seven, her mother died giving birth to her sixth child. Edith and her sister were sent to boarding school. Her father, meanwhile, continued to run Glengarry, to pursue his life-long interest in breeding and racing horses, and to drink heavily. When Edith was ten, he leased the property, went east, where, as well as racing horses, drinking and losing money, he also married again. The couple returned to the west and took a cottage in Geraldton. There, following quarrels about his drinking, and his belief that his second wife was having affairs with other men, Edith’s father shot her step-mother dead. For young Edith, at boarding school, the shock of learning of the event itself, and what it meant for her in effectively becoming an orphan, must have been compounded by the publicity around her father’s trials: he was tried three times before a jury could be found willing to decide on the question of responsibility—a telling comment on prevalent attitudes to men’s drinking—and found guilty.

   Yet, as these few brief accounts show, individual stories vary so widely as to suggest that any generalisation about the sources of feminism would be foolish. Farley Kelly carried out an exhaustive examination of the class, religion and occupation of those Victorian suffragists she was able to identify, and at the end of it she concluded that ‘the decisive factor which impelled women of broadly similar background, education or work experience towards or away from organised feminism remains elusive and incalculable’.23. Instead of searching for elusive common elements in an array of biographies, then, I will spend the remainder of this chapter considering two ways of depicting womanhood available at the time, two strands in the current discourse on health. Specifically, I will consider two very different kinds of reading available to anglophone women, and men, and read widely, throughout the country. One is the advice manuals which spoke with all of the authority that they derived from the most powerful institutions in the land—religion, law and medicine—setting forth traditional rules of thought and behaviour. These works were, however, specifically composed for a settler society seen as new and modern, so they also contained suggestions that change and modernity might require different rules and behaviours from the traditional. These suggestions raised the possibility of subverting the traditional rules, and subverting them in their own terms. 

   The second kind of reading is a selection of locally-written novels which figured for their extensive readership new kinds of young womanhood, new kinds of romance and new expressions of desire. I am not arguing that these Australian Girls were reflections of stereotypes that the authors found around them. Rather, I am arguing that the novels created figures of immense appeal to female readers, and that these figures expressed desires with which many women could empathise. Both figures and desires provided a strong impetus to activist feminism. 

(a) An Insurrection of Instruction

Australian Etiquette or the Rules and Usages of the Best Society in the Australasian Colonies... was published by the People’s Publishing Company in Melbourne, in a revised edition in 1885. Cole’s Manual of Etiquette, subtitled ‘Manners and Rules of Good Society or solecisms to be avoided by a Member of the Aristocracy’, also published in Melbourne, was in its eighteenth edition in the 1890s. Mrs Erskine’s Etiquette in Australia was published in Sydney in 1902.24. They are just a few of many works produced in a period of widespread concern about physical health, particularly an economic concern about the health of populations of workers and consumers, and particularly a eugenicist concern about the health of ‘the (white) race’. What was specifically Australian in them was a concern with a climate and environment seen as offering both opportunities and dangers unfamiliar to a recently immigrant population; this was, after all, the time when the Australian climate was held responsible for Nellie Melba’s remarkable voice, as well as the death of the odd stockman. They were also concerned, simultaneously, with appropriate rules and regulations for acceptable behaviour in a ‘new’ and ‘modern’ urbanising, and economically and socially fluid society.

   These late nineteenth-century works combined regulations for maintaining physical health, particularly the health of child-bearing women and of children, with references to ‘sanitary laws’ and recommendations about household management, and rules for moral health and social interchange. The combined focus on health, morality and polite behaviour—invoking all of the regulatory powers of churches, lawyers and doctors—made the advice manuals, themselves, a powerful regulatory force. That force invoked a tradition that rendered the health of the non-Aboriginal nation dependent upon the separateness of the separate spheres of women and men, and for women, upon compulsory heterosexuality, marriage, motherhood, and work -- usually, exclusively within the domestic sphere. That force also, and simultaneously, as we will see, invoked a notion of the modern, in which health would be maintained, even if the separation of the separate spheres from each other were to be eroded.

   There are clear hierarchies, of sex, and of marital status for women, in the world of the advice manuals. There is also, repeated over and over again, assertions of sexual difference as binary. Men, being the stronger sex, are entitled to more than one glass of wine with dinner, and may gather near their host with cigars and ‘fine’ as distinct from ‘dinner’ claret at the end of the meal, while the women retreat to the drawing room and coffee.25. But such privileges require of men a detailed array of chivalrous observances, all emphasising their superiority and women’s physical inferiority and vulnerability. A gentleman should, for instance, offer a lady companion his arm ‘in the evening, or whenever her safety, comfort or convenience seems to require it’. A gentleman ‘will never permit a lady with whom he is walking to carry a package of any kind’; he has to insist on taking it from her. And even if he is not walking with her, should he see a lady ‘overburdened’, then he ‘may even accost her ... and offer his assistance’, a recommendation that must have been of great benefit to snatch thieves.26. The etiquette of travelling required the man either to escort a woman to the depot, or meet her there, early enough to ‘attend to her baggage, procure her ticket, and obtain for her an eligible seat in the [train] carriage, allowing her to choose such seat as she desires’. He must then dispose of her ‘packages and hand-baggage’ in their proper places; ‘make her seat and surroundings as agreeable to her as possible’—cushions for the head, perhaps; a rug for the knees; a footrest? -- find himself a seat near, or beside, her, according to her wishes; and entertain her throughout the train-ride. On arrival, he must escort her either to a waiting-room or a carriage, where she will wait while he arranges for her baggage to be delivered, and then he must escort her to her destination and ‘deliver her into the hands of her friends before relaxing his care’. Further, as if these labours have not been enough, he must call upon her on the following day ‘to inquire after her health’. This example makes it clear that such intensive service could be expected of a stranger. This entry in Australian Etiquette concludes with the note that acquaintance after the journey may be prolonged only if the woman wishes it, though it also observes that if she does not wish it, then neither she nor her friends can ask the same man for a similar favour again.27. In the world of the advice manuals, men are infinitely patient, chivalrous, and attentive to women -- the price of their privileges, and their ability to escape into the homosocial world of public affairs. 

   The public behaviour enjoined upon ‘the weaker sex’ is less physically arduous. But women are called upon to exercise an almost super-human degree of observation, discernment and bluff. ‘A true lady’ instructs Australian Etiquette, ‘walks the street wrapped in a mantle of proper reserve’, ‘seeing and hearing nothing that she ought not to see and hear’. Nevertheless, even as she walks along in such mental blinkers, she must never fail ‘to recognize friends and acquaintances, either by a bow or some form of salutation’.28. Mrs Erskine’s ‘simple’ rules for getting through the streets, like those that she prescribed for courtship, give repeated emphasis to the hierarchy between married and unmarried women in such recognitions and greetings. ‘When two women meet, the one in the higher social position is supposed to bow first, and the married one makes the first movement in recognising an unmarried girl’.30. A single woman is in a state of indeterminacy: her social standing is deemed lower than that of married women, to whom she owes deference, and if she should fail to secure a husband, then she disappears altogether from this discursive world—unless she be, in the words of Cole’s Manual, ‘a maiden-lady of a recognised age and standing’. An established spinster from a respectable family, she could be ‘an orthodox chaperon’ for a young lady just free of the attentions of her governess, or for an engaged couple.31. But nothing more. As Australian feminist historian, Beverley Kingston has noted, in the late nineteenth century ‘[m]arriage was ... not only a women’s right: it became her duty. Women who failed to marry were perverse’.32. 

   In the world depicted in the manuals, the real business of life follows after the carefully observed and regulated courtship, and the wedding. Marriage made almost no difference to a man’s life: ‘He still follows the daily occupation that he has been used to,’ noted Dr. Warren, ‘and, in general, is able to participate in his usual recreations’.33. But marriage makes all the difference to a woman’s life. And while several manuals expatiate on traditional rules for paying calls and holding dinner parties, and even for what modern Mrs Erskine called the ‘small courtesies’ that would enable a husband and wife to maintain a pleasurable relationship, the primary concern in the next stage in the life-cycle is having children, a subject which furnishes several chapters extolling ‘The Mother’s Influence’.34. For Australian Etiquette, this is the pinnacle of a woman’s life. ‘Home is the woman’s kingdom,’ maintained this manual, ‘and there she reigns supreme. To embellish that home, to make happy the lives of her husband and the dear ones committed to her trust, is the honoured task which it is the wife’s province to perform’. There, she is to educate herself to ensure that she has a thorough knowledge of ‘the laws of physiology and hygiene’: ‘If she becomes a mother, such knowledge will enable her to guard better the lives and health of her children’.35. 

It will also enable her to cope with her husband’s health—or lack of it; the traditional consequences of the double standard of sexual morality. Following an allusion to the diseases consequent upon young men sowing their wild oats before marriage,The Ladies’ Handbook observed that ‘As about one-tenth of the men who marry probably infect their wives with one or other of these venereal diseases, a knowledge of their prevalence, nature, and prevention is of the greatest personal interest to every woman’. But as Healthy Mothers, also published in Melbourne, maintained that ‘Gonorrhea and syphillis can always be promptly cured by judicious water-treatment’, such knowledge might not always have been especially helpful.36 (It was not until treatment with penicillin was introduced, several decades later, that syphillis could be treated relatively readily; and the treatment for gonorrhea at the time was, as the fourth chapter of this book shows, ‘heroic’). 

In the home, too, a woman will best perform her sacred functions if she has a ‘well-educated moral sense’. This, noted Australian Etiquette, in language suggesting some anxiety about the untrained—or unrestrained—female, ‘prevents idleness and develops a well-regulated character, which will preserve from excess those tenderer emotions and deeper passions of woman, which are potent in her for evil or for good, in proportion as they are undisciplined and allowed to run wild, or are trained and developed into a noble and harmonious self-restraint’.37. 

   But such strenuous efforts bring rewards. ‘To the mother’, observed Mrs. Erskine,

belongs the privilege of planting in the hearts of her children those seeds of love, which, nurtured and fostered, will bear the fruit of earnest and useful lives. It is she who must fit them to meet the duties and emergencies of life, and in this work of training she keeps her heart fresh and young, and thereby insures the growth of the powers with which nature has endowed her.38 

   However, these manuals also make it clear that they are concerned with far more freedom of interchange in society than in the ‘old’ country. Mrs Erskine commented that visitors first arriving in Australia were particularly struck by ‘the extraordinary independence of the children’. ‘Young people of either sex, who have arrived at mature age, and are not engaged,’ noted Australian Etiquette, ‘have much freedom in their social intercourse in this country’.39. This manual also referred to Australia as a ‘young country’. The manuals were addressed specifically to an era considered ‘modern’. Mrs Erskine considered that the great precision and nicety of the rules that used to govern behaviour between the sexes in public had mostly been superseded in ‘the rush and hurry of the modern era’. Now, she noted, ‘we regulate our movements by the directions of the municipal council, and it is only the most punctilious man who remembers to walk on the outside of the pavement when accompanying a lady’. She observed, too—an acknowledgement of the ‘New Woman’—that some people would include a cycling coat and skirt as an essential item in a trousseau.40. And while Cole’s Manual threatened young women with social approbrium, should they continue ‘to assert as much independence of action as opportunity offers’ , and Australian Etiquette considered that ‘identical education for the two sexes is so unnatural, that physiology protests against it and experience weeps over it’,41. nevertheless the last of these included a chapter on ‘Women’s Higher Education’. This still insisted that women require a special education to fit them for their special task of motherhood ‘for the sake of the homes in which they rule and govern’, but it also went on to observe that ‘changes in social and industrial life’ have ‘crowded many women from their homes into business and public life’, so that they need a special education for ‘the large number of employments, which ... they are slowly wrenching from the hands of the sterner sex’. Terms such as ‘crowded’ and ‘wrenching’ bore the sediment of reluctance in this acknowledgement of change, but, neverthless, invoked a modernity substantially different from the older traditions set out in the same works.43. 

   To women deriving status, satisfaction, even pleasure—including the pleasure of being able to consider themselves ‘advanced’ or modern—through fulfilment of such traditional prescriptions, the possibility of questioning their patriarchal foundations could have called into doubt everything that they had achieved, everything for which they had striven throughout their lives. Yet, at the same time, the emphasis on modernity and change in these manuals could be accepted and extended to subvert the ‘traditional’ rules and regulations that they spent most of their pages expounding, and in the same terms as the traditional rules were formulated. Education offers a good example of how this would happen, since education always trespasses beyond any attempt to limit its effects. Instructions to women to educate themselves in order to become good wives and mothers could extend such self-education well beyond anything encompassed in the established ordering of relations between women and men. It could extend into rationalist and democratic revolt against the orthodoxies and hierarchies of the established churches. It could extend into utopian political radicalism, with a vision of a new, higher, more just social order, confounding the hierarchies of class. It could even extend into questions about beliefs which grounded sexual hierarchy and compulsory heterosexuality in the supposedly ‘natural’ certainties of biology.

   Edith Cowan, to consider just one instance, was in her forties in the 1890s, mother of five and a member of Perth’s social elite by virtue not only of her birth into an initially prosperous pastoralist family (despite her father’s fall from grace), but also her education and her marriage to James Cowan who had risen to the position of Police Magistrate of Perth and Guildford.45 She was expanding her library at this time. To such works as Locke’s Some Thoughts on Education, J. S. Mill’s On the Subjection of Women, Darwin’s The Origin of Species and Naturalist’s Voyage Round the World and the works of Havelock Ellis, psychologist of sex, she added Women and Economics: A Study of the Economic Relation Between Women and Men as a Factor in Social Evolution, by north American feminist theorist, Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1899) and Olive Schreiner’s Women and Labour—major theoretical works of turn-of-the-century feminism. She also acquired one of the several gigantic advice manuals produced in this period by north American health authority, J. H. Kellogg (brother of the Cornflake king), the benign doctor who appears briefly in the life of Charlotte Perkins Gilman; Cowan’s was titled The Family Homeopathist, or Plain Directions for the Treatment of Disease: Ladies Guide in Health and Disease. 42. 

   The last of these works, Kellogg’s advice manual, provided her with the substance of a paper on ‘Brain Weight’ which she gave to the St Georges Reading Circle or Society. This group, formed in about 1887, functioned as a lending library and discussion group until 1894 when it decided to become part of the Literary Department of the Karrakatta Club, a women’s club which increasingly devoted its energies to the question of votes for women as the decade wore on. In another of his manuals, Kellogg argued exhaustively for no fewer than eleven pages against the thesis that women were intellectually inferior to men, because their brains weigh less. Compared with body-weight, he contended, the weight of the male brain amounts to 1/47th of the weight of the body, while that of the average female brain is little less than 1/45th. If brain-weight signifies anything, it signifies that the female is superior to the male. ‘We believe,’ he announced,

that the female brain is equally as capable of mastering the studies usually pursued in our schools and colleges when the education of the boy and girl have been the same from early childhood. Unless the young lady’s early training has been such as to dwarf her intellect and check the development of her mental faculties, she ought to be in every way the intellectual peer of her brother.44. 

Such an argument appealed to the members of the St. George’s Reading Society; its members asked Cowan to repeat the paper.44. This was a topic which, developing from the modern concern with health, challenged traditional conceptions of health at their very foundations—in biology, the discursive determinant of sexual difference.

   The traditional world depicted in the advice manuals was, for women, so circumscribed and narrow that it is almost possible to see the dark wood skirting- boards in the houses, and smell the mustiness of the lace antimacassars. But it is not the only world that the manuals present. They also, even when unwillingly, offer glimpses of a more modern world -- in which women’s education is to be valued, in which a young woman might even ride a bicycle. And these flashes of light could then make the confinement of kitchen and parlour at once impossibly stifling and less warranted. Edith Cowan’s expanding library shows her conforming to the advice manuals’ recommendation that a wife and mother should educate herself. But the subjects of the books in her library took her a very considerable distance beyond the traditional confinements of the advice manuals. She became the first recording secretary for the Karrakatta Club, and, during the 1890s, effectively gave up keeping house to devote herself to the good works which formed the platform on which she secured election to the Western Australian parliament in 1921.45. 

(b) The New Woman, the Australian Girl and Her Desires

   ‘She was called “Novissima”: the New Woman, the Odd Woman, the Wild Woman, and the Superfluous Woman in English novels and periodicals of the 1880s and 1890s’, writes north American literary historian, Ann Ardis. ‘Indeed, for her transgressions against the sex, gender and class distinctions of Victorian England, she was accused of instigating the second fall of man’.48. Debate over the ‘New Woman’ raged in the British press between the time of the scandal of W.T. Stead’s ‘Maiden Tribute’ case in the mid-1880s and the trial of Oscar Wilde in 1895. The context—one issue concerned with child prostitution and the white slave trade, the other with homosexuality—speaks of an obsession with sex. The ferment over the New Woman was no less so.

   It was sparked by Mona Caird’s article, ‘Is Marriage a Failure’ in the Westminster Review in August 1888, an article that drew no fewer than 27,000 letters in response,49. and the same author’s continued critique of compulsory motherhood in her book, The Morality of Marriage, published a year later. It was further fuelled by the critique of the double standard of sexual morality in the fiction generally called the ‘sex novels’.50. The ferment over New Woman necessarily gained attention in Australian cities. Their populations were highly literate, and they had good circulating libraries. Ethel Turner, reviewing some of these books in September 1894, noted that the ‘average girl’ had read several of them ‘perfectly as a matter of course’. In the same month, the Bulletin noted that ‘The girls are still going hot-foot for A Yellow Aster, and the library lists are fifty deep’.51 

   In Australia, the New Woman was a composite figure. She drew from the appearance of the bicycle (the Safety bicycle became commercially available in Australia from 188752 ), demonised by the Argus in 1894 when that paper warned that ‘in taking to the bicycle women are apt to become “fast” in a double sense of the word’.53. She drew from the democratisation of smoking, in the form of cigarettes.54. She drew from concurrent versions of a rational-dress campaign; Maybanke Wollstenholme’s journal, the Woman’s Voice, ran a rational dress competition in 1894.55. Also, and predominantly, she drew on current concerns about women’s challenge to the double standard of sexual morality, both within and without marriage, and their assertion of a specifically sexual autonomy. 

   The New Woman appeared in Australia, tamely enough, when Catherine Spence reviewed A Story of An African Farm and The Wings of Azrael under the heading ‘Why Do Women Wilt?’ for the South Australian Register in 1889.56. But she—the New Woman—became the subject of heated controversy in the wake of performances of Ibsens’s play, The Doll’s House, throughout Australasia in 1889-90 (see also below, Chapter VII).57. She was treated to extensive exposition and analysis in the lectures that Ernest Scott (husband of Annie Besant’s daughter) and Henry Hyde Champion gave to the VWSS in 1895, the same year as the WCTU Convention, meeting in Melbourne, explicitly disavowed any connection with the views of ‘sex novels’.58. She enjoyed attention in the Bulletin, long after the scandal of the Wilde trial had closed down discussion of the ‘sex novels’ in Britain. 59. As late as 1905, at her eightieth birthday, short, square, white-haired spinster, Catherine Spence, announced, ‘I am a New Woman, and I know it’.60. 

   Politically astute, Catherine Spence knew only too well that, by juxtaposing the visual image of her self with the stereotype, she would compell people to attend to what the ‘New Woman’ meant. She went on to explain. ‘I mean an awakened woman ... awakened to a sense of capacity and responsibility, not merely to the family and the household, but to the State; to be wise, not for her own selfish interests, but that the world may be glad that she had been born’.61. For Miss Spence, the New Woman had moved well beyond the confines of the traditional domesticity of the advice manuals. She was a participant in the public world of affairs of state.

   For others, though, the New Woman represented a logically previous step in women’s emancipation: change to compulsory marriage and maternity. Ten years earlier than Spence’s announcement, Henry Hyde Champion, husband of Elsie Goldstein and brother-in-law of Vida Goldstein -- a radical socialist, political journalist and publisher, and an astute observer of the sexual politics of the time -- had discussed Mona Caird’s novel, Daughters of Danaus, in his paper the, modestly-named, Champion.  Several correspondents, signing themselves ‘Women of the Future’, ‘New Women’ and ‘Daughters of Danaus’, thanked the paper for its ‘frankness in dealing with the subject of enforced maternity’, and demanded ‘the great chastity of paternity equalling that of maternity’.62. Champion had described the novel as putting ‘into tangible form those floating incoherent sensations of rebellion and aspiration’, which represented ‘the unspoken thoughts of thousands of her sex’ and were bound up with a desire for personal and financial autonomy.63. This was a description of a cultural icon capable of engendering a sexual revolution.

   That cultural figure acquired a particular resonance in the Australian colonies. Those reverberations occurred so readily, I would argue, because the figure of the New Woman spoke to a local and specific concern that was already finding expression in the cultural productions of some women writers in Australia at around the same time that Mona Caird’s revolutionary article was reprinted in Sydney’s Daily Telegraph (on 24 July 1889).64. ‘A key component of nineteenth-century nationalism’, Jill Roe has observed, ‘was belief in the emergence of a superior Australian type, female as well as male’.65. Alongside the stereotype of the Lone Hand, a cultural icon of the radical nationalists writing in the men’s press of the period, there is also to be found the ‘Australian Girl’.

   Let me mention, here, only the best known. There is Patty in The Three Miss Kings, first serialised in the weekly Australasian in 1883, the work of English-born Ada Cambridge.66. There is Laura in The Pipers of Piper’s Hill, serialised in the Australian Journal from January to May 1888. She is the work of Jessie Huybers, known better by her married name, Jessie Couvreur, and even better by her pseudonym ‘Tasma’, adopted in honour of a youth spent in Hobart.67. There is Elsie, the heroine of Outlaw and Lawmaker, a novel published in 1893 by Australian-born emigre, Rosa Campbell Praed.68. And then there are the three that Jill Roe noted: Stella Courtland, heroine of Scottish-born Catherine Martin’s first published novel, An Australian Girl, which appeared in 1890;69. Judy, the tragic rebel in Seven Little Australians (1893), the work of English-born Ethel Turner, aged twenty-one;70. and, finally, Sybylla Melvin, the heroine of My Brilliant Career, created by Australian-born Stella Miles Franklin, also aged only twenty-one, for whom Franklin became famous overnight. As her biographer observes: she was ‘the Olive Schreiner, the Marie Bashkirtseff, of Australia, they said. Some said My Brilliant Career was the first truly Australian novel’.71. 

   The figure against which all of these heroines are defined appears in An Australian Girl. This is Dora:

If anyone sang or played, Dora always begged for one more song or a little more music. If one spoke hoarsely, she never forgot to inquire next morning, with the deepest concern, after the afflicted throat. She was always gliding about, to put a footstool under someone’s feet or to recover a straying newspaper or a dropped needle. Then, when anyone spoke, she always listened with the most reverential attention(p. 320).

‘She was’ observes the narrative voice—ironically—‘what is known in England as a very sweet girl’. In Australia,  the narrator continues, ‘unfortunately, the species is so rare that no specific name has had to be invented’ (p.321).

   ‘Sweet’ these young, Australian-born, white, female characters certainly are not. But they are healthy, usually attractive, and, in one sense or another, differ markedly from any conventional feminine ideal. Patty King appears first as having a figure ‘after the pattern of modern womanhood’, especially as ‘it had never worn stays’, announcing that what she wants is ‘to make a dash—a straight-out plunge into the world’ (pp.3, 1). Laura Lydiat, ‘in the flush of youth and health’, enrages her step-father because, having been better educated than he could have dreamt of being himself, she engages in esoteric conversations with her step-brother, and fails to appreciate the self-made plenty with which her step-father surrounds her (pp.70, 69, 65). Elsie Valliant, ‘tall, slender, and lithe of limb, with something of the virginal grace and ease of a Diana’, is ‘the typical Australian girl’: she has read enough to find ‘the typical bushman’ dull and rejects his wooing by announcing, ‘The only thing that I care about is excitement. I should die of dulness in the bush ... If I were a man I should fight battles; I should intrigue; I should do reckless things.’(pp. 4, 5, 29). Stella Courtland, heroine of An Australian Girl, is an intellectual: she has ‘rare qualities of intellect and imagination, quick to feel, to see, to think’; she collects Aboriginal Australian legends; she has been translating Goethe; and reading, among other things, Montaigne, Cervantes, Heine and Kant (pp.8, 9, 60, 62, 79-80, 62-3, 69, 104). Judy Woolcot, aged thirteen, who ‘was never seen to walk’, displays precisely the tendency to run wild that the advice manaul authors saw as characterising young people in Australia. She is the cleverest of her siblings, with ‘brilliant inventive powers’ that ‘plunged them all into ceaseless scrapes’ (pp. 11-12). Sybylla Melvin, the only one of these characters to conduct the narrative in her own voice, is a tomboy, ‘the terror and the amusement’ of her father’s station. ‘I knew everyone’s business, and was ever in danger of publishing it at an inopportune moment’: in a combination of ‘flowery language, selected from slang used by the station hands, and long words picked up from our visitors, I propounded unanswerable questions which brought blushes to the cheeks of even tough old wine-bibbers’ (pp.2-3).

   These ‘Australian Girls’ all play parts in narratives shaped by the conventions of romantic fiction. But their parts have some distinctly un-conventional features. Patty King becomes a democrat in a world where a principal imperative is acceptance in not only the highest rank of colonial society but also (through the well-worn fictional device of a hitherto undiscovered will) into the British aristocracy. In the most conventional of these plots, Laura Lydiat’s love for her step-brother finds fulfilment only when economic deprivation and potential tragedy have taught her a measure of gratitude to her arriviste stepfather. In the least conventional, the stories of Elsie Valliant, Stella Courtland and Sybylla Melvin all disrupt the expectations engendered by the conventions of the genre by refusing the resolution offered them: love finally fulfilled in marriage. Only one of them (Stella) marries, and none of them has children. Moreover, each of them expresses great suspicion of marriage and maternity.

‘Yes; ever since I have been able to think or observe I have been convinced that marriage is the most foolish, faulty old institution going.’(p. 35) says Stella. She jokes that marriage is a spoiler of friendship (p.85), and listens appreciatively to station-hand Dunstan reflecting on the feminine condition:

Ah, Miss Stelly, you don’t never find a female gets into such a hole without she’s a married ‘oman. That’s the way along o’ some women. If they want to enjy themselves at all, and are proper-like, they gets married, and then mostly they has a very bad time. They’re like these yaller little birds; you sticks ‘em in a cage, and they buzz agin the wires; and yet, if you let them go out into the wilds, they get knocked about, and can’t get proper tucker. (pp. 203-4)

She listens, too, and with what a reader must surmise is considerably less delight to her future sister-in-law reflecting on the reality of marriage, as distinct from the ‘fairy tales’ about it.

Many people were of opinion that if your sister Esther, for instance, had not been so horrified and scornful when she found Raymond went a little into queer society—my dear, why do you stare so? I mean among the peches a quinze sous; now that you are to be married, one may mention

speckled fruit72. before you—affairs between them might have turned out differently. (p.318)

When, having been tricked out of her grand passion and having accepted marriage ‘without the quickening pulse of love and tender mutual sympathy’

(p. 295), she then finds her husband in a drunken stupor, she forms a resolution—based in current views of eugenics—that, while she will continue to live with him, it will be impossible that she should live with him as a wife (p.338), risking the ‘crime’ of ‘adding to the morally paralysed lives in the world’ (p. 340).

   Not all of these heroines are opposed to heterosexual intercourse and what WCTU social purity-feminists saw as its pollutions. But they are determined upon different conditions for it. These were conditions that would eliminate any possibility of the ‘enforced maternity’ that the ‘New Woman’ rejected. They might even present, in suitably coded form, the possibility of more pleasurable alternatives. (Listen to the rhythms, here!) Elsie Valliant, her heart throbbing with ‘a secret and guilty joy’ as she is lifted into the saddle, spends what the novel suggests will have been the most ecstatic night of her life in the arms of the man she loves but cannot marry, a criminal outlaw—on his horse, ‘her head ... against his shoulder, her heart beating with his’, hearing ‘his breath come and go quickly’: ‘”Who knows that the world may end to-night?” he whispered. “Let us be happy, Elsie, for once; for the last and only time.”’ (p.283).

   All of them yearn—passionately—for a different world, in which they would be able to make something of themselves and their lives, something other than simply being wives. Sybylla Melvin’s narrative ends when she has finally rejected her lover—‘I say, leave me; go and marry the sort of woman you ought to marry. The sort that all men like. A good conventional woman, who will do the things she should at the proper time’, she tells poor devoted Harold Beecham (pp. 221-2). Sybylla’s heart is set upon her ‘brilliant career’(p. 228). And Judy Woolcot, the character who would have done most to defy convention and change the world, so clever, inventive and rebellious is she, has had die before she can grow up.73. 

   These are the specifically Australian manifestations of the New Woman. These are local manifestations of an international icon which stands for independence and self-determination. These figures harness the New Woman’s revolt against the discursive barriers confining her to hard sexual labour exclusively in the domestic sphere to a sense of the possibility of a new gender order, depicted as a characteristic of a new nation—‘I am proud that I am an Australian’, says Sybylla, at the end of My Brilliant Career, ‘a daughter of the Southern Cross, a child of the mighty bush’ (p.231). The chronological coincidence of widespread debate over the ‘New Woman’ and the appearance of the ‘Australian Girl’ in so many widely-read works of fiction constituted a crucial imperative—to say nothing of an inspiration—in the discursive conditions in which the ‘rising of the women’ occurred in Australia in the last two decades of the nineteenth century.       [9,796words]
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