CHAPTER _X1)
C O N C LU BSTION

The New South Vales Wemen's Movement was dominated
by the ideal of Victorian excellence in womankind snd
the Victorisn ideal of society, The extent to which
these ideals hud taken root in Austr:lia is remarkable,
and they seem to have been equally strongly held in all
states. This wes the case despite the variations between
the dates on which variocus pleces of social legislation,
including the adult frauchise, were introduced. Mugtralian
women seem to have been gripped by an excessive desire to
demonstrate their high standard of social behaviour snd,
by doing so, were almost certainly reflecting a mationsl
self-consciousness about their country's origins.  Of
this, lew South VWales women were particularly aware.

A settled, socially respectable society wes far less
firmly established in Australia by the 1870's than in Faglend
or the United Statess Citizens sensitive to certain
deficiencies, living remote from overseas centres which
they were anxious to copy and to impress, were very conscious
of the meed of their developing society to be cherished,
and its values nourisheds  Becsuse they were not sure of



the permanent standards of colonial life, most Augtr-lisn
women were far less anxious than overseas women to rebel
7t current canons of behaviour and extremely anxious to
fulfil all the current ideals of womanhood. New South
fales women stepped warily and precisely through each
campaign with which they were associated, seldom risking
an attack which might question their sbility to behave as
Vietorian socliety expected.

The bulk of New South VWgleg feminists both before
and after 1900 had no resl gosl other than the enriching
of this ideal of society and their place in it, by the
addition of those legal rights which were necessary to
complete their complete equality,  There was no intention
of changing the Victorisn idesl altogether and no spparent
conception that woman's role in society cculd be & more

active one.

The ¥omen's Movement in Austrclia was the product
of this Victorian-age where the standards snd aspirations
of & growing middle class had first permeated the nctivities
of the charitalle organis:tions in which women had become
involved, and spilt over, seemingly meturslly, into other
organisations with different principles and potentislly

different idealse.



Principally the Victorian ideal taught sweet
doeility; = moderation and a refinement of behaviocur
th t contrituted to the peculiar (uality of sloofness
which kept women, before and after the granting of the
sufrage, from exhibiting any militant traits which would
have mede them sugpect in the eyes of the mon on whom they
depended for the necessary legislation. Nor did they
notice: bly develop these particular traits before 1014 in
New South Wales , or to any great extent for many years
afterwards, Uverseas movements gave Hew South ¥ales
women their great inspiration, and the spirit of the mid-
and late 19th century which influenced the aims of these
organis-tions were adopted maturally by New South Wales
women. Vhen they gained the suffrage and most other
equalising legislation without the sacrifice of any of
these ideals snd without the need to follow the alarming
example of militent action, they saw no necessity to chenge
their attitudes or their behaviours There was in
fact in Now South Wales no real mecessity to consider
changing either,  The support of men for legislation
concerning the legal status of women was based on & fimily
held conviction that wemen were bagicelly unembitious, end
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those who before 1914 showed they were otherwise, tapped
a strone vein of disapproval which under other circumstances
might have developed into outright opposition, and in
turn sparked off a much wore viclent feminist ecampaign.
Fomen certainly benefitted from a rore liberal
ettitude towards sgoelsl legislation in genersl, partly
becouse of the sheer innocucusness of their aime and the
respectebility of their behaviour. There appears to be
very little resl basisg in the belief that they had attained
a favourcd position because they had proved their value and
had been particularly apprecisted because of their early
gearcity in o pioneering country, or except for the franchise
wamen's legnl position did not improve earlier in Australia
than elsewhere in the world and the franchise was won for
other reasong. hocording to mecounts of women's lives
in the colmh.,r’ many were grester drudges in iustr-lia
than elsewhere and had been expected to put up with more,
Men sppesr to have had little reason to indulge wemen and
soeisl legigletion does mot seem to have been a reward for
their past efforts.
17, Mary Gilmore OLD BAYS,OLD WAYS, Sydney, 1954s



Women in New Scuth Vales entered public life by the
moct traditional of routes, participatién in charity
~ffairs. ‘s & route,however, it had greater significance
in New “outh "gles than in msny countries. Charity in
New South ¥nles for many years was » private and mot puablie
affair and charity organis tions achieved an umususl soeilsl
prcminence and importence, They bocame in time the chief
outlets for women's intercsts outside the home and the chief
centres of social activity in the colonys They also
atirscted the colony's most outstanding snd able women,
most of whom belonged to the prosperous middile class and who
quite frequently moved in the mo<t goeially prominent and
influential circles of the colony. Phether or not these
women also supported purely feminist csuses - and many did -
their sttitudes, their principles and their interests were
frequently, if not always, taken to reprosent the interests
of women as a whole.

This £ ct certeinly had its effect on the attitude of
men when they csme to consider legislation which particularly
affected women. hadﬂﬂuﬁ‘m‘mdw
mﬂmmtmmmmmnﬂl .
the idesl of a feminive influence loeslised vithin the hamé,



end the cumpletely unchallenged helief which was in fect,
gaining raiher then losing gromd in fustralis, that a
woman's place wes quite definitely out of publie life end
behind her front doors it was this ‘eldef which
inhibitled Uhe encouragement of women working, virtually
excluied zny m=rked cemand for higher education sad made
most 1f not 2ll women conteni with or sutmissive to
Arbitration Court rulings which placed them at a disadvantage
to men in the guestion of wagese

It also contributed to the confusion which marked the
aims of women's organisations afier the suffrage was achieveds
Fow women hed thought elesrly sbout their goals, other then
of the ;0.:ibility of obtelning equsl legal stetus as & msrk
of complete socisl equalitys  Gaining equality seldom
implied cny intenticn of teking a more sctive part in public
life, but mainly represented to them the further enhancement
of womenhood and the strengthening of wmen's roles s inspirers
and guardisns of moral behaviours

Women az u whole felt mere keenly the injustice of &
situstion which gave rige to the need for legislation on the
Age of Consent, or Guardianship of Infants, then they did a
situation which called for logislation to allow then %o eit



on juries or become Members of Parlisment, or which actually
prevented them assuming public responsibilities. Inequality

of status concerned them far more than inequality of opportunity.
For this reason they had worked hard for adult muffrage,

“ut had shown almo-t total lack of interest in securing the
right to sit in Parlisment.

For most Austr-lian women the geining of the right to
vote was nn end in itself, They did not drean of a franchise
which would lead in = few yesrs to the eloction of lady Prime
Ministers and even in South Australia where the ri‘ht to sit
in Parliament ceme earliest, it is doubtful if women sericusly
agitated for this. The mo-t common attitude at the emnd of
the 19th century and the begimning of the 20th, was the one
expressed by members of New South Wales women's groups,vho
wrote to Catherine Spence in South ‘ustrslis congratulating
her on her eourage in sllowing herself to be morinated as a
delegnte to the Federal Convention.

The Augtr-lien women's political smbitions, far from
suffering a decline after 1902, have represented & very slow

but definite scceleration, especially since the end of the
first world war, In 1902 & bare handful of women in any

part of Austr-1is wished to sit in Parliament, By 1914



the num'ers with the seme ambitions, although greater, were
yet 8o emall that individusal espirants sre relatively easy

‘o trace. But their attitudes were still so unususl that
few other women supported them and almost no men took them

seriously,.

This limitation of legislative ambition hed its
origins almost sclely in the ideals of Victorisn feminine
behaviour, Federation, the South Augtralisn example,
Labour Party pressures all played their part in the granting
of women's franchisce, but what was mest a pesling to the
male politicians in New South Vales wes the spectacle of a
body of unembitious women whose voting interests might be
doubtful, but whose individusl aspirstions were very safely
circumseribed,

Nevertheless the suffrage compaign did uncover a
remarkable font of energy in New South Vales womens The
enthusiesn which had sent then into many charitable orgenisntions

nov sent them into the new political and semi-political

organisations as well, At firet sight this ectivity had

mich to offer the nationsl women's movement; but ultimetely
it was enthuslasm without definite direction and in New South



‘eles women were offered neither definite leadership mor
exzmples "ith no ucceptable overseas model to follow after
their almost unprecedented franchise mms;l. and with
no clear or s tisfactory gosl which all or most of thex
could accept, women failed to emerge in New Scuth Wales

or fustralia as the shining examples to which the granting
of the adult suffrage appeared to points Instead women
concerned themselve: with immediate social aims, and as they
were gonined, found few other goals to take their place.
Those who took up scme form of politicel activity were
frequently swept up in politieal questions over which they
attempted and gained little control.

The 'cmen's Movement was virtually fragmented in New
South ales by the granting of the suffrages Without
discussion on personal preference, women opted to organise
along individusl lines of interest despite their sharing of
o common outlock on the role of women genersllys As & result
they themselves placed obstacles in the way of seting together
in organised groups, or of joining men's organisations on
oqual terms with thems In fact, women chose to stend
scmewhere nidway between these two possibilities, fighting
for their independence end an independent viewpoint on one
hend yet on the other hand completely unsble to unite
successfully on those questions on which they ovild agrete



ffo re=lly strong independent orga isstion ever came imto
existence in New South Vales to fulfil such 2 dou'le
function.

Independence achisved through such =n orgsnisation
may have made the women's movement in New South Wales e much
stronger force by 1914, Certainly it would have met
cutside antagonism which might have given its goals added
impetus end patience. It might, as easily have
developed a militent or sggressive element smong women in
the community, and & greater sense of spertpess in those who be-
csme mssoclated with it, With eurrent attitudes no
movement waue,however, at all likely to be formed snd with
the pessage of gubsecuent l.gislstion, et all likely to
develop, The n » organisstions which were beginning to
come into exigtence in or mesr 1914, were groups with much
more limited aims, though most still intemded to oporate
within the old ideal of non-politicel involvements  Vory
fow developed agrressive traite; most in eddition secrificed
the 1denlistic motivating force of a Politieal and Eduostional
League, for 1deals which also left more rom for socisl

sctivities. As a result, most would lodk forwerd to &

longer working lifee



‘0w ver, involvement in politics ususlly became offiecial
policy, not the individual policy of en organiser,

The orgsnisations themselves were composed of members
with sinilar working backgrounds, special interests or
vague watching briefs on the interests of women in
general,

By 1914 the women's movesent in New South Vales had
achieved most of its irmediate sims in regard to legislation
affecting the gociasl and legal status of womens It had
done so without particularly altering the ideals of those
concerned with it or enlarging their vision of themselves.
The movement had not produced sny remarkable slterstions to
the ploce of wemen generally in the state's social life, and
social pressures to retein the status quo were sufficiently

matwmtmtmfmfnm.um.m

particular wish to break oute Change, shen it did come,

was gradual, Women did not upset their idesl themselves;
rather it was affected by a multitude of cutside M
beginning with the 1914 war and sccelerating with the shift
in social attitudes, stand rds of behaviour, and the widening

of occupational opportunities shich followed ite



It was, and remained, a slow process in New South
Vales. By 1914 only the first stepe towards the
greater participetion of women in public 1ife on an
equal basis with men had been tekens





