SECTION 3: THE ENDS OF THE WOMAN MOVEMENT





Chapter VII: In Conclusion


‘My main point is this: human development has now reached a point at which sexual difference has become a thing of altogether minor importance. We make too much of it; we are men and women in the second place, human beings in the first’, Olive Schreiner to Havelock Ellis, 1884, in S.C. Cronwright-Schreiner (ed.), The Letters of Olive Schreiner, 1876-1920 (Oxford University Press), London, 1924.)





‘The women of our age in most countries of the same degree of development are outgrowing the artificial restrictions so long placed upon them, and following natural lines of human advance. They are specializing, because they are human. They are organizing, because they are human. They are seeking economic and political independence, because they are human. They are demanding the vote, because they are human’, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, ‘Are Women Human Beings? A consideration of the Major Error in the Discussion of Women Suffrage’, Harper’s Weekly, 25 May 1912, p.11, quoted in Aileen S. Kraditor (ed.), Up From the Pedestal: Selected Writings in the History of American Feminism (Quadrangle), New York, 1975





   Debates at the end of the twentieth century about the possibility of Australia becoming a republic prompted some (though surprisingly little) discussion about ways in which women might at last achieve full citizenship rights in the new Republic of Australia. Yet the feminists of the Woman Movement a century earlier believed that winning the vote would bring them full citizenship rights. So what went wrong?





   A short answer to that question would take only three terms: White Australia, masculinisation of the labour market, party politics.





   A slightly longer, but still generalised, answer would read like this. The new accommodations being reached between labour and capital in the arena of the state depended on sexual difference, and ensuring that difference meant division and discrimination. They redefined the labour market and the worker as male, de-commodifying the labour of married women, and eroding the possibility of choice for women between marriage for a livelihood, on one hand, and economic self-sufficiency, on the other. Rights to citizenship which depended on conceptions of ‘independence’ available only to a breadwinning worker -- rights which had become increasingly available to women moving into the labour-market in the late nineteenth century and at the beginning of the twentieth -- were, towards the outbreak of the Great War in Europe, being fiercely contracted for women. 





   However, a newly-aggressive nationalism, formed in racist and xenophobic terms, offered an alternative. This was the citizenship of Anglo-Celtic mothers, the providers of a healthy white population to stave off any claims to citizenship by Australia’s original inhabitants, any needs for labour from the islands of the Pacific to the north of the continent’s shores, or from the larger land-mass of China even further north, and to supply the armies of an empire which would, in the second decade of the new century, slaughter thousands of Australian men on battlefields in Europe. White women could be included in the citizenry of the healthy new national polity, but now, again, as breeders. They might not any longer be members of ‘the sex’. But instead they were ‘mothers’, not, as they had wanted to be, simply human beings. They were citizens, to be sure, but only in a capacity which reinstated their biological difference from men at the heart of the body politic.





   For the feminists of the Woman Movement, these outcomes represented an advance on the conditions against which they had mobilised in the 1880s. But they did not constitute the sexual, social and political transformations that they had desired. 





   Maternal citizenship was, very distinctly, not what those feminists had sought.  ‘I think that in the politics of a democracy there should be no sex’ wrote Maybanke Wollstenholme in 1925. ‘A woman without a vote is an inferior and therefore liable to be so regarded’. But she went on to note, in tacit acknowledgement of the limitations now surrounding their victories, ‘it is easy to exaggerate the power conferred by the vote’.� Having the vote did not necessarily eliminate the inferiority of women that lacking the vote had once represented, she had found. Maternal citizenship was not the full and equal citizenship of the independent worker. In the second decade of the twentieth century in the United States, a series of articles by Swedish Ellen Key and north American Charlotte Perkins Gilman disputed definitions of what was most important for feminism: sexual equality or sexual difference focussed on maternity. Clearly, both co-existed among feminists in the United States.� In Australia, these two tendencies did not so much co-exist -- though they did that, too -- as succeed each other, the second following, and reducing, the first. Maternal citizenship was, for suffrage-era feminists, a constricted and limited version of the citizenship for which they had struggled. 





   This is a schematic account of the arguments advanced and illustrated in earlier chapters. In this, concluding, chapter, it becomes necessary to bid some farewells, and to decide what the Woman Movement amounted to.





1. Passages


   It is Saturday 2 April 1910. Catherine Helen Spence, now eighty-four years old, is in bed. ‘I cannot depend on my health as I used to do’ she wrote to Rose Scott on Easter Monday: ‘The last eight months I have had little recurrent attacks proceeding from the internal growth which was discussed in 1903 -- which force me to lie in bed for two three four or five days’. There is nothing malignant, but she must ‘keep recumbent’. And that is a nuisance because she is hard at work, writing the history of her life.�





   For some months she has been ‘drawing in’ her engagements and saving herself all she can for the completion of this work. She wants it published in the South Australian Register, the daily newspaper with which she has been most closely associated throughout her career as a journalist, and as the ‘prophet’ of the ‘effective vote’. She was delighted to learn that the paper’s editor had, he said, already had the same idea; the first three chapters are already set and the proofs waiting for her to correct them. She is excited about the work. In March she complained: ‘My chief trouble is that I cannot sleep; the “life” is helping the hot weather to keep me awake’. On 2 April she has the proofs and a further thirteen chapters in manuscript, and has had a discussion with the people in her household about how she can write in bed with an indelible pencil, for, as she says herself, ‘a nice state I and the sheets would be in if I used ink’.





   The doctor has been to see her in the morning, and has been so reassuring that one of her nieces, Lucy Spence Morice, very nearly decides not to go and see her in the evening. But there is no telephone in the house where Catherine Spence is living, so Lucy comes after all, and is immediately alarmed at Auntie Kate’s condition. She spends more than an hour on the telephone in a neighbour’s house, trying to summon the doctor and find a nurse. Neither can arrive until close on midnight. At first Spence is unaware of any reason for her niece’s agitation -- ‘Why don’t you go home Lucy you’ll make me think I am very ill’. But later she realises ‘This is the beginning of the end’, and prepares herself, reciting poems, parts of the gospels and psalms. Her one protest must have been anguished:





Oh my book, my book.





Catherine Helen Spence died on 3 April 1910. 





   By then, others of the first generation of the Woman Movement who have figured in these pages had died as well: contraceptive-merchant Brettena Smyth in 1898; marriage-smasher Eliza Ashton in 1899; Jessie Spinks Rooke, leader of the WCTU in Tasmania, in 1906; Mary Lee in 1909.  Mary, Lady Windeyer, was to die in 1912.� There were others of that generation who still lived. Emma Miller  had been so rejuvenated by the applause for her speech urging women to join the Women Workers’ Political Organisation in 1903 that she announced at the age of sixty-five: ‘I am only just beginning to live’. Eight years later, she gained national fame by sticking her hatpin into the horse of the commissioner of police as he led a charge of mounted police against a procession of women, part of a large demonstration against the exploitations of the privately-owned Brisbane Tramway Company. In January 1917, by then in her late eighties, she addressed a gathering in the Toowoomba Botanic Gardens, urging the women to play a part in the labour movement as it ‘meant as much to them as to the men’. She died two days later.� Henrietta Dugdale had not been able to take an active part in public politics for some decades, because she was suffering from cancer of the throat. This did not prevent her from offering encouragement to Vida Goldstein in her first electoral campaign in 1903, though, nor from marrying for the third time in 1905. She was ninety-one when she died, in 1918.� A year later, Agnes Milne, who had spent her last years happily  married for a second time, and running a sweet-shop in Hindmarsh next to a boys’ school, also died.�





   In 1918, Louisa Lawson was at the nadir of her decline from the energetic, creative and entertaining grandmother she had been for her sons’ offspring. She was by then suffering from dementia. One son was plaguing her alternately with neglect and aggression. Another was protective, but nervously and instrumentally so. Henry had fallen too far down the neck of the bottle for him to play any direct part in his mother’s last years. And her daughter Gertrude, was in Goulburn, a war-widow since 1915 and raising two sons. In 1918 Louisa Lawson was committed to the Gladesville Hospital for the Insane. She died in August 1920.� 





   In December 1920, aged seventy-three, Rose Scott announced that she would retire from public life. More than a decade earlier, she had prepared for various interviews in the press by listing the various reform campaigns in which she had been involved: woman suffrage, age of consent, police matrons, women’s college, early closing, tailoresses union, women’s hospital, hospital Saturday fund, restaurant keepers and hotel employees, National Council of Women, Little Wives of India secretary, Women’s Club, Women’s Literary Society, cooking in schools, against federation, kindergarten committee, Boys’ Brigade, Factory Club, and the Orphans and Widows Fund. During the intervening years, she had become increasingly isolated. The failure of her non-party Women’s Political Education League and the increasing emphasis in politics of allegiance to class-based political parties decimated her power-base. This was followed by the war, signalling a defeat for the new Peace Society in which she had played a leading part. She quarrelled with officers of the National Council of Women, which became her principal remaining affiliation. Her deafness grew worse. She was lonely and anxious about recognition for her public career. She would have been gratified, then, that at her announcement, a committee was established to raise funds for a memorial to her public work. The committee, led by Sir Charles Mackellar, took up a subscription for a portrait to be painted by John Longstaff. There was also a luncheon, hosted by the Feminist Club -- founded in 1914 -- for 110 guests.� Maybanke Anderson was a member of both Mackellar’s committee and the Feminist Club.





   By 1920, Maybanke Wollstenholme had been married to Sydney University’s professor of philosophy, Francis Anderson, for eleven years.� Even before that, she had moved on from her position as Mary Windeyer’s successor, President of the WSL of NSW, to campaign for federation and votes for women for the new Federal parliament, a move which conflicted with Rose Scott’s opposition to federation, and probably led to estrangement between them.� Nevertheless, she joined Scott’s WPEL, and was later involved in specialist committees of the National Council of Women. However, in the new century, there were new dimensions to her domestic life, which included the construction of a new house and its garden, and helping host visiting parties of students. Further, her increasing focus on the education of children, and the teachers of children, would have taken most of her time and energy. She had already found expression for this concern in her championship of the Australasian Home Reading Union in the 1890s, and in the pages of the Woman’s Voice, later in her participation in the newly-founded Workers’ Education Association and the council of the Kindergarten Training College. 





   Even so, in 1924, when she read an article by one Canon Boyce in the Daily Telegraph which claimed that Euphemia Bowes, first colonial president of the WCTU, had pioneered the campaign for women’s suffrage in New South Wales,� she wrote to the paper to refute the claim (a letter that was never published), and to Scott. To the press, she insisted that the WCTU’s claim had no basis. Members of the WSL had discussed whether or not simply to join the WCTU and work with them, instead of forming a separate organisation. And they had resolved that a separate body was necessary. The WCTU might call its meetings ‘public’ but they were not: they were little known to the general public and protected by ‘a three-fold limitation’ -- confining them to women, to Christians, and to advocates of temperance. Gaining the vote needed wider support, ‘the man in the street, as well as the woman in the church’, and such sinners as Sir Henry Parkes as well as Lady Windeyer. 





   To Scott she proffered what she hoped would be comfort. 





After all we and the rest of the old workers are only experiencing the fate of thousands who have lived and died for a cause, and passed on unremembered. Do you remember Olive Schreiner’s parable, of the innumerable array of women who marched down to the river and fell and fell, until at last their bodies made a path across to the other and much desired fields beyond the flood. It seems to me enough to have been one of that great army which still marches on through difficulty and dangers, and I am content to be even mentioned as one of the pioneers.


   The suffrage was our work, and we did it, each according to our ability. You did your part well; and the Canon Boyce’s [sic] of the world can never take the satisfaction from you.�





For another theosophist, such an image of the suffrage campaign might have been good counsel. For Scott, who, despite her flirtations with spiritualism, had been eager for recognition of her pre-eminence, ever since the celebration of the passage of the New South Wales legislation granting votes to women -- a celebration which almost managed to forget Louisa Lawson� -- it could only have been a counsel of despair. Did she rage against the dying of the light? She certainly raged against the disappearance of the light that had been her beacon during the 1890s. As she told the Feminist Club’s lunch: 





We have not yet elected women to Parliament or Municipal Councils. The economic independence of married women is a dead letter ... [I]f I might presume to offer any advice, it would be best you avoid classes and Party politics and the factions and squabbles of men. These things limit our outlook and power for good.� 





The economic independence of married women was, indeed, by then, dead and buried. Party politics, their programmes sharpened by the revolution in Russia and its reverberations spreading around the world, were completely eclipsing earlier feminist non-party political claims. The first female candidate for election to the NSW parliament was, as Scott spoke, campaigning, like Edith Cowan a year later in the west, not as a feminist independent, but as an endorsed member of the conservative Nationalist Party.�





   Late in March 1925, John Longstaff replied to a letter from Scott which must have told him what she had learned from her doctors, that the cancer that was confining her to bed was untreatable. His letter offered admiration for her calm and bravery, her ability to forget herself so far as to write him a letter full of general interest, with only ‘the smallest reference’ to her condition. Then -- and this is one of those moments at which the researcher finds it impossible to sustain the conviction that what the historian does is ‘make up’ stories; I had to bolt out of the library for fear that I would sob aloud -- he bade her farewell. ‘Dearest friend, if I am not to have speech with you again, know that I am thinking of you and that the memory of you will be always with me’.� A month later, Maybanke wrote in her diary, ‘began article Rose Scott[.] She has gone’. Rose Scott died on 20 April 1925.�





   Maybanke Anderson was eighty in that year. At the end of the year following, she and Francis Anderson set off for a motoring trip through the south of France. They took with them a younger, single woman, Josephine Wight, a close neighbour for whom Maybanke Anderson had offered care and sympathy when, in 1925, she had had a breakdown following the death of her mother. Francis Anderson had, it seems, offered considerably more, his relationship with Josie Wight provoking gossip, and some sympathy for his wife. Jan Roberts speculates that Maybanke Anderson may never have known of their affair. But she wonders, too, if she did not discover it on this journey. Josephine accompanied them ostensibly to drive the car. She ‘is more than many a daughter to both of us’, wrote Maybanke Anderson to a niece, ‘one could not do without her’. But she then noted, plaintively: ‘Josephine drives always and has become almost an expert. Mr A sits beside her, and I, in the seat behind am merely luggage, when they are busy driving’. ‘Merely luggage’, and luggage that was suffering bilious attacks from the late dinners of the trip, which may well have left Josephine Wight and Francis Anderson even more exclusively in each other’s company. Maybanke Anderson died on 15 April 1927, following an operation conducted at the clinique Jeanne d’Arc on the outskirts of Paris.� The bilious attacks must have signalled something more serious than a constitutional inability to eat rich food late in the evening. Josephine Wight and Francis Anderson married -- in Goulburn, away from former friends in Sydney -- in January 1928. If Maybanke Anderson had recognised the nature of the relationship between her husband and her friend, then the irony of the last days of this intrepid campaigner against the double standard of sexual morality was savage. 





2. A Parable


   The story that Maybanke Anderson endeavoured to comfort Rose Scott with, as they both contemplated ‘their’ Woman Movement vanishing into an unmarked past, was Olive Schreiner’s ‘Three Dreams in a Desert’. Published first in the Fortnightly Review in 1882, then again in 1890, it was initially intended as part of an allegorical study of sexuality and the range of relationships between women and men that would supplement the arguments that Schreiner advanced in Woman and Labour.�Schreiner resorted to the somewhat mesmerised, and mesmerising, form of exposition of these parables as the best way of expressing the emotion associated with the abstract arguments that she wanted to advance.�





   These stories were immensely influential, and among members of many and various faiths. In Holloway prison in London in 1909, Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence recited the central one to cheer the departing Women’s Freedom League prisoners. Constance Lytton recalled that it seemed to them ‘a bare literal description of the pilgrimage of women. It fell on our ears more like an ABC railway guide to our journey than a figurative parable’. Some twenty years earlier, in Australia, both Maybanke Wollstenholme and Louisa Lawson had reprinted fragments of it in their journals, Lawson twice -- in response to requests.�





   They encapsulate the Spencerian concept of social evolution which so empowered suffrage-era feminists with a sense that the forces of science and time were on their side. Yet even with the optimism such inevitability must engender, there is a graphic evocation of the effort and pain required of women if humankind is to move forward, and a clear assertion that men cannot make any progress without that of women. 





   In the first of the three dreams, for instance, ‘woman’ -- ‘she that bears men in her body’ -- first appears lying in the sand in the desert with an immense burden bound to her back.� She has not always been thus. In the remotest past, there are signs that she walked free, side by side with the man who now stands beside her. But the ‘Age-of-dominion-of-muscular-force’ bound the burden on her back, as she ‘stooped low to give suck to her young’, and that has made it impossible for her to move ever since.





   And I looked and saw in her eyes the terrible patience of the centuries... 





The man standing beside her cannot leave her because they are bound together. She is grotesque; Schreiner’s description makes me think of a disabled cow.





   Then, abruptly, a new Age uses ‘the knife of Mechanical Invention’ to cut the band binding the burden to her back, and slowly, she begins to struggle to rise. Mechanical invention, Schreiner notes in ‘The Woman Question’, had not only reduced the necessity for ‘muscular human labour’ but also the demand that women produce large masses of such labourers.� In modern societies, she observes, the requirement that ‘the main and continuous occupation of woman from puberty to age is the bearing and suckling of children, and that this occupation must fully satisfy all her needs for social labour and activity, becomes -- an antiquated and unmitigated LIE’.�The woman’s effort to rise is a struggle, partly because her legs have been crushed under her for so long, but partly, too, because the man who is still bound to her cannot help her -- ‘“she must help herself”’ -- and, instead, actually hinders her by moving away from her, tightening the cord between them and dragging her down. The narrator’s interlocutor promises, though, ‘The day will come when he will understand, and will know what she is doing. Let her once stagger on to her knees’.





   The effort will be worth it, too. The third dream� offers a brief vision of heaven on earth, in the future, when ‘brave women and brave men’ walk hand in hand, and look into each others eyes, and are not afraid, and women also hold each other’s hands’.





   But between the ages of the past as represented in the first dream, and the future of the third, there is the second�: a Bunyanesque narrative in which progress depends on obeying certain commands and on passing certain demanding tests. Some are quite straight forward: to listen to reason rather than received opinions, to reject dependence, to be courageous, to be able to be alone, to be willing to sacrifice yourself to the collective good. But one is more complicated, and concerns relations between women and men, motherhood, passion,  friendship and love. It is to this dream, specifically, that Maybanke Anderson alluded in her letter to Rose Scott. No doubt it was this dream that Mrs. Pethick-Lawrence recited in Holloway, too, for it is this dream that offers an image for what the feminists, collectively, believed they were attempting, the ‘railway guide of our journey’.





   Like the other dreams, and also like the location of purification in the Bible -- whose cadences echo throughout these stories -- it begins in a desert.





I saw a desert and I saw a woman coming out of it ... [A]n old man met her, who had a long white beard; and a stick that curled was in his hand, and on it was written Reason. And he asked her what she wanted; and she said, ‘I am woman; and I am seeking for the land of Freedom,’


   And he said, ‘It is before you.’


   And she said, ‘I see nothing before me but a dark flowing river, and a bank steep and high, and cuttings here and there with heavy sand in them.’


   And he said, ‘And beyond that?’


   She said, ‘I see nothing, but sometimes, when I shade my eyes with my hand, I think I see on the further bank trees and hills, and the sun is shining on them!’


   He said, ‘That is the Land of Freedom.’


   She said, ‘How am I to get there?’


   He said, ‘There is one way, and one way only. Down the banks of Labour, through the water of Suffering. There is no other’.





He bids her take off her clothes so that they will not drag her down in the water. She throws from her gladly ‘the mantle of Ancient-received-opinions’ for ‘it was worn and full of holes’. She takes ‘the shoes of dependence’ off her feet. He gives her his staff. Then, as she is about to depart, he demands that she show him what she has in her breast. It is ‘a tiny thing, who drank from it’.





And she said, ‘He is asleep, and he is drinking! I will carry him to the Land of Freedom. He has been a child so long, so long, I have carried him. In the Land of Freedom he will be a man. We will walk together there, and his great wings will overshadow me. He has lisped one word only to me in the desert -- “Passion!” I have dreamed he might learn to say “Friendship” in that land.’


   And Reason said, ‘Put him down!’





Reason persuades her that when the child finds that she has left him alone, he will not die, but rather he will open his wings and fly. 





‘He will be in the Land of Freedom before you. Those who reach the Land of Freedom, the first hand they see stretching down the bank to help them shall be Love’s. He will be a man then, not a child’.





So she takes the tiny thing from her breast. As she does so, he bites her and makes her breast bleed. She lays him on the ground, and strokes his wings. ‘And I saw the hair on her forehead turned white as snow, and she had changed from youth to age’.





And she stood far off on the bank of the river. And she said, ‘For what do I go to this far land which no one has ever reached? Oh, I am alone! I am utterly alone!’ 


   And Reason, that old man, said to her, ‘Silence! what do you hear?’


   And she listened intently, and she said, ‘I hear a sound of feet, a thousand times ten thousand and thousands of thousands, and they beat this way!’


   He said, ‘They are the feet of those that shall follow you. Lead on! make a track to the water’s edge! Where you stand now, the ground will be beaten flat by ten thousand times ten thousand feet.’ And he said, ‘Have you seen the locusts how they cross a stream? First one comes down to the water-edge, and it is swept away, and then another comes and then another, and then another, and at last with their bodies piled up a bridge is built and the rest shall pass over.’


   She said, ‘And, of those that come first, some are swept away, and are heard of no more; their bodies do not even build the bridge?’


   ‘And are swept away, and are heard of no more -- and what of that?’ he said.


   ‘And what of that --’ she said.


   ‘They make a track to the water’s edge.’


   ‘They make a track to the water’s edge --.’ And she said, ‘Over that bridge which shall be built with our bodies, who will pass?’


   He said, ‘The entire human race.’


   And the woman grasped her staff.


   And I saw her turn down that dark path to the river. 





Is it only other feminists, even at the beginning of the twenty-first century, who find this romance so powerful? And depressing?





   It is also puzzling. Who is the child that the woman is suckling? Why has he -- for the child is certainly male -- said ‘Passion’ to her and why has she dreamt of him learning to say ‘Friendship’? Why does Reason insist that she put him down, and why does he bite her breast when she does? And why does doing so turn her into an old woman with white hair? And how is he tranformed from that vicious little breast-biter into a grown man called Love?





   Let me hazard a reading that picks up on the analogies drawn in the first and third dreams, and on others current in the period. The child is ‘man’, and, like both the burden of maternity pinning ‘woman’ to the ground and the man who is tied to her, in the first dream, he has been rendered dependent on woman by her willingness -- indeed her desire -- to carry him and nurture him. Her desire is to carry him to the Land of Freedom where ‘he will be a man.’ ‘We will walk together there’, she says, ‘and his great white wings will overshadow me’. But this desire is a delusion for, Reason tells her, ‘[i]n your breast he cannot thrive’. She has to put him down that he might grow. Moreover, being overshadowed by his great white wings is not how women and men will relate in the Land of Freedom; as the third dream shows, they walk side by side and hold each other’s hands.





   Giving up that ancient commitment to carry and nurture men, and the belief that men will one day protect and cherish women, hurts women. The child bites her breast, and she bleeds. Her hair turns white. But, so the implicit argument runs, once she stops mothering him, he will be able to grow, he will open his wings and fly: ‘He will be in the Land of Freedom before you’. And his concern with ‘Passion’, set in direct opposition to her desire for ‘Friendship’ -- a pairing used to distinguish the unequal from the equal in relations between the sexes, and sometimes the fleshly from the spiritual -- will have been transformed into ‘Love’. Love is a synthesis, transcending the opposition between men and women, between sexual relations and spiritual relations, between the oppressions for women of ‘passion’ and the denials for men of ‘friendship’. Love is how human beings will relate to each other in the Land of Freedom which, in the last dream, has become heaven on earth.





   If I am right, then this allegory encapsulates almost all of the central critiques and desires concerning heterosexual relationships of suffrage-era feminism. It renders them both visually graphic and orally resonant with associations which offered both the comforting certainties associated with the Bible, and the challenging certainties of science and the concept of evolution. Little wonder that it became such an emblem of their struggle for feminists of the First Wave.








3. New Directions


   Change from those preoccupations in feminism was already underway before the outbreak of the First World War, the Great War in which 60,000 Australian men would lose their lives, and from which around 55,000 would return, but would return infected with venereal disease.� Reproduction had been on the public policy agenda since women had gained the vote federally in 1902, and since the birthrate commissioners had reported in 1904. Now it had become urgent. 





   Even before the war began, in 1912 the new Federal Labor government introduced legislation establishing a system of maternity allowances, of five pounds per birth, to women for each ‘viable’ birth they produced.� The emphasis on women as breeders for the body politic was, by this measure, set firmly in place. During the war, that emphasis gained in scope and volume.





   A Sex Hygiene Congress� organised by the Workers’ Education Association in 1916 heard Maybanke Anderson arguing, not for women’s self-determination in the marriage-bed, but rather for a state-funded baby bonus and financial aid to the family until the youngest child was old enough to earn a living. Both were, she hoped, a means of preventing the spread of venereal disease while increasing the birthrate and discouraging ‘child murder’. The emphasis in the discourse on health had shifted. The imperative, now, was a birth-rate that would make up for the number slaughtered. 





   Marion Piddington, sister of Dowell O’Reilly, the poet and parliamentarian who had been, if sometimes nervously, a friend of Rose Scott, published a pamphlet in the same year which set out to address that need. She was a convinced eugenicist. Her pamphlet was a utopian short story, Vita Nuova, or Science and Maternity. It offered a solution to the difficulties that women would face in fulfilling their duties as maternal-citizens, contributing to the national need for a rising birth-rate, when the war would leave so many widowed or without any possibility of finding husbands. It was a solution which would avoid immorality: it was pregnancy through artificial insemination. Couples, of the highest moral and physical kind, who -- to satisfy possible anxieties about them sacrificing their own heritage -- were to be older, with children who had already grown up, would have intercourse using a ‘shield’, and then send the ‘life’ to a eugenics institute where doctors, also of the highest moral character, would use it to inseminate women who would otherwise be childless.� The means might seem crude and complicated, now, and the restriction to older couples biologically risky, but at the beginning of the twenty-first century, when the earliest children born by artificial insemination are already in their forties, and there have been cases of women effectively renting out their reproductive capacities, such a suggestion is far from startling. In the early years of the twentieth century, though, it was considered radical and shocking. Questioning the certainties of biology, as Edith Cowan had done twenty years earlier,� was one thing; transcending biological function almost altogether was quite another.  Marion Piddington was to campaign for eight years, spending hundreds of pounds on the campaign, before she finally acknowledged that she would not gain a hearing for these ideas. But what passed un-noticed was her assumption, by then common all around her, that woman as maternal citizens must to find some way to fulfill their national obligation to make babies.





   It was almost two decades since the birthrate commission’s report had been met with scornful feminist commentary.� There was no feminist commentary, scornful or otherwise, on either Maybanke Anderson’s contribution to the Sex Hygiene Congress or Marion Piddington’s Science and Maternity.





   If the focus of local feminist critique had changed by this time, so had the direction of feminist vision. This had always had a strong international dimension. After all, the WCTU branches in Australia were formed by, and in the wake of, international temperance missionaries.� Other feminists acknowledged, cheerfully, the importance to their formation of ideas that they read. Or encountered on the stage. A Doll’s House offers just one example. When Nora slammed the door leaving her husband and children behind her, the sound reverberated not only throughout Europe, Britain, and north America -- but also Australasia. Written by Norwegian Henrik Ibsen in 1879, this play was first performed, unbowdlerised, in English in London in June 1889.� Three months later it was appearing on stages in Australasia.�





   A Doll’s House ends with Nora’s challenge to all of the prevailing pieties about a woman’s place and duties voiced by her husband Helmer.





Helmer. This is monstrous! Can you forsake your holiest duties in 	this way?


Nora. What do you consider my holiest duties?


Helmer. Do I need to tell you that? Your duties to your husband and 	children.


Nora. I have other duties equally sacred.


Helmer. Impossible! What duties do you mean?


Nora. My duties towards myself.


Helmer. Before all else you are a wife and mother.


Nora. That I no longer believe. I believe that before all else I am a 	human being, just as much as you are ...�





Just as such a challenge would provoke furore in England, so, too, and earlier, it provoked furore  in Australia. The responses of a majority of the critics were shaped by the conventions of popular theatre; they disliked a play so devoid of the spectacular, so focussed on ideas, a play they condemned as lacking not only action but a happy ending.� Nevertheless, for the ‘thinking women’ of the Woman Movement, Nora’s rebellion was an international rebellion that they were participating in themselves. Rose Scott quoted Nora in her diary, writing ‘We women can cry with Nora “Before all else we are human beings”’.� A theatre party raising funds for the Women’s College chose a performance of A Doll’s House to attend.� Dora Montefiore defended its heroine against charges of being vile and unnatural, emphasising the play’s domestic realism and complex characterisation.� Agnes Rose-Soley, a poet and journalist who wrote under the pen-name ‘Rose De Boheme’ (who would found the Lyceum Club in Sydney in 1914), maintained that the lesson of A Doll’s House was that ‘the sole basis for physical affinity between the sexes’ was spiritual affinity: the ‘Helmerian school, to whom woman is but a charming toy is a rapidly decreasing majority’ she asserted, optimistically, ‘and it only depends upon woman herself to convert it into a minority’.� Inspired, ‘Marian C.’ wrote to the Daily Telegraph to proclaim:





Too long have men guided uncontrolled women’s minds, and kept them mentally and morally in a state of bondage and dependence upon their superior (?) judgement. It is high time that women ... should take their own consciences into their own keeping and work out their own salvation, even if it is with fear and trembling.�





Later, in 1895, Scott wrote to the Daily Telegraph to claim that Ibsen, like ‘all really great teachers’, brings ‘fresh material’ but even more:





They bring us material, but it is material for thought, and, if we think, in time the fruit of that thought is individual action, and by so much the world is changed, and the waves of progress mount higher and higher ... �





   However accustomed to thinking of themselves as part of an international movement, though, the First World War made all the difference to suffrage-era feminists, at least in Australia. The solidarity based in sex, which had made the Australian Woman Movement possible, was already being eroded by intersecting solidarities of race and nation, class and political party. War dissolved any possibility of solidarity between feminists like Vida Goldstein and Cecilia John campaigning against the war, and those supporting husbands and sons on the killing-fields of Europe or in the Dardenelles.� This left Australian feminists who were also pacifists with a choice between carrying their commitments into an international arena, or transferring their commitment to something else, and those who were not pacifists -- disillusioned with feminism and disaffected. 





   Already, some of the first generation of suffrage-era feminists had left Australia. Both Dora Montefiore and Nellie Martel had gone to Britain where they would join the militant suffragettes, at least until the Pankhursts abandoned their cause for jingoism when war broke out.� Others followed, though not into the arms of the Pankhursts. Mabel Singleton returned to her homeland, England, in 1917, and Mary Fullerton followed her in 1918. Emily Dickinson returned to London in 1913, and Louisa Macdonald followed her in 1917.� Some of the second-generation suffrage-era feminists had left Australia, too. Australian-born Alice Henry eventually found the editorial restrictions of the conservative Melbourne papers, the Argus and the Australasian, impossible. Assisted by sponsorship from the Melbourne Charity Organisation Society to attend conferences on their behalf in England and Germany; armed with letters of introduction to Jane Addams, Anna Garlin Spencer and probably Gilman, a financial contribution and warm wishes from Catherine Spence -- ‘My dear friend, I shall go with you in spirit ... You are so much more like minded with me than Vida Goldstein or any other to whom I have bidden God speed’ -- Henry departed Australia in March 1905. She arrived in the United States in January 1906, after six months in Britain and Europe, and found work with the National Women’s Trade Union League within a year. She would not return to Australia until twenty-eight years later, in 1933.�





   A year later, Miles Franklin sailed away too. She met Alice Henry for the first time at Jane Addams’ settlement, Hull House, in Chicago later that year and through that connection, gained a job as part-time personal secretary to Margaret Dreier Robins, ambitious, vigorous president of the National Women’s Trade Union League and already Henry’s employer.� Franklin remained in the United States until 1915, when, sickened by the war, she left for Britain, and then, in 1917, for Macedonia as an orderly in the ‘American’ unit of the Scottish Women’s Hospitals for Foreign Service,� returning to London in 1918. She visited Australia, on and off, but she would not return to live here until 1932.�





   Some travelled to attend conferences of international feminism.� Some went to assist the suffrage campaign where the vote was still to be won. Vida Goldstein went to England in 1911 at the Pankhursts’ invitation to be a guest of the militant Women’s Social and Political Union and speak at their meetings. She returned in 1912, an ardent advocate of the suffragettes and defender of their militancy -- over which she was at odds with Rose Scott and Maybanke Anderson.� Like Montefiore in Britain, she was horrified by the WSPU’s decision to support the war effort, and disassociated herself and the WPA from the English suffragettes. The story of the anti-war struggles in which she was involved between 1914 and 1918 is highly dramatic and literally colourful. In the campaign against the referendum on conscription in 1916, Goldstein’s friend, Cecilia John, rode on horseback towards the head of a march numbering between four and six thousand women through the streets of Melbourne, dressed in white and carrying a staff decorated in purple, green and white, the colours of the WPA. Clearly Goldstein had learned something about the power of theatre and spectacle from her time among the British suffragettes.� It is also a story of extremely strenuous effort, with an emphasis increasingly on combatting the war and meeting the needs of those who found the rising food-prices impossible. It shows, perhaps better than the story of any other feminists of the suffrage-era Woman Movement, how divisive war could be for feminism. Set between internationalism and pacifism, on one hand, and a combination of nationalism and its closely associated loyalty to empire, on the other, feminism simply couldn’t win.





   By 1917, the shrinking and battle-scarred WPA nominated Goldstein and Cecilia John to attend the Women’s Peace Conference to be held in Europe after the war. They departed in March 1919. They even reached the conference, too, although their ship did not dock at Tilbury until a week after that gathering was supposed to have begun. It had been postponed for a week, and transferred to Zurich in neutral Switzerland, to make it easier for women from all countries, including those that had just been at war with each other, to attend. Goldstein tore about London in cabs, arranging to see the Victorian Agent-General, asking him for help in securing visas, arranging photographs for the visas, seeing passport officials and the French Consulate, and finding them accommodation for the night with a friend. They departed for Europe two days later; securing visas was a process that usually took between two and three weeks.� After the conference -- a deeply moving and impressive testimony to the international solidarity of feminism� -- they returned slowly through countryside ripped apart by war to London, where they separated. Cecilia John returned to Australia, via north America, and back at home devoted herself to setting up a Save the Children fund, and to promoting Dalcroze Eurythmic dancing.� Vida Goldstein stayed in England for the next three years, telling the WPA that she would not be returning for some time ( an announcement which precipitated its dissolution), and taking stock. The few articles that she wrote at this time were thoroughly socialist, bearing out the promise of development in this direction that she had shown during the depression of the early 1890s.� But socialism apparently presented her with the same difficulties as had an allegiance with the Labor Party at home; its priorities were dictated by men, with little attention to what women wanted. When she returned to Australia in 1921, she was fifty-three. She resolved to devote the rest of her days to the practice of the religion that had sustained her through most of her adult life, and all of her public political career. She became a Christian Science healer, and remained so for the rest of her days.





   The future for Australian feminism, at that moment, lay on an international stage as Jill Roe has pointed out.� Western Australian, Bessie Rischbieth, president of the Women’s Service Guild, and of what was to become the Australian Federation of Women Voters, with the tireless Elizabeth Nicholls as her vice- president, established Australian feminism in the international councils of Europe and, subsequently, of the Pacific too, when she gained accreditation for the federation with the International Woman Suffrage Alliance. As members of a dominion of the British empire, or as socialists owing allegiance to a very different force for internationalisation centralised in Moscow, or as internationalists seeing the hope for the future in the Treaty of Versailles and the League of Nations, Australian feminists turned to issues of human rights for women in an international contect. The central preoccupations that had characterised the feminism of the Woman Movement were still there, but they had blurred, slipped down the agenda. 





   Suffrage-era feminists considered that their movement -- their moment -- was gone. Miles Franklin called the First World War ‘our war’, meaning ‘the war that destroyed the idealism of her generation of feminists’, Jill Roe tells us.� Following the next one, she was in despair: ‘We haven’t advanced any in really freeing women since Miss Scott and Vida were on the job’ she exclaimed to Aileen Goldstein in 1947.� Shortly afterwards, Vida Goldstein raged against women’s failure to prevent two world wars: they ‘have done nothing ... to help prevent crises recurring’. ‘Where are the women’s demands & organisations for a practical humanitarian programme’ she demanded, ‘a “fighting” programme to make the world a fit place to live in?’ Her disgust and fury resonate from her words. So, too, does her frustration: ‘Sometimes I wish I were 30 years younger, & could have a say & do again on behalf of the common people!’�





   Decades later, some of the changes that she considered necessary began to occur. Legislation introducing at least the idea of equal pay in the early 1970s began a watershed restructuring of the labour-market. Legislation outlawing discrimination on the grounds of sex, at least in public-sector employment, was passed in the 1980s. Reports in the 1980s and 1990s make it clear that women in high-level careers may well encounter what is often called ‘the glass ceiling’, and that women still, in the twenty-first century, carry the bulk of what is called ‘the double burden’ -- across the world. Women may earn their citizenship stripes in the first-world labour market by gaining jobs in a first-world economy. But their care-giving work in the household is still not recognised as work. Nor is that of men, if they do it. Anyone who cares about equality between women and men knows that there are still many other changes needed before we will see Schreiner’s ‘Land of Freedom’. 





   Nevertheless, while suffrage-era feminists may not have achieved the order of citizenship that they had sought, they had at least made a very clear track to the water’s edge. They had made an important difference to the conditions of marriage, compulsory maternity and the double standard of sexual morality, concerns at the heart of their campaigns. After the Great War, women finding it necessary once again to trade possession of their bodies for a livelihood, by marrying, could, nevertheless, find such an accommodation to be an advance on the compulsory motherhood against which the Woman Movement had argued so strenuously, for at least they had achieved some bargaining power. The Woman Movement’s willingness to depict sexual labour in the marriage-bed, as labour, meant that, just like an industrial labour-force, women could withdraw their labour in protest against conditions of labour that they found intolerable. This, and an emphasis on eugenicist quality rather than quantity, paradoxically deriving from the same discourse on health that fuelled the pro-natalism of nationalism, meant that they could still produce fewer children than had their grandmothers.





   Their passion is a political inspiration. We have forgotten them, or mis-characterised them, for far too long. If we remember them now, then we will also be able to see the path that they have beaten to the water’s edge. And envisage the Land of Freedom on the other side of the river.
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