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INTRODuc'rI N 

The Women I s Hov ent 1s the tenn usunlly given to 

the organised partiei tion of _om n in public lite, e c1 117 

in the late 19th nd Tly ~oth :enturles. This p rlici tion 

gr out of their gre lves end their 

po ition in society, and was an active expros ion of the 

belief thE t omen must act for then s el ve to improve their 

legal and gener 1 s tus, run~ must enlist the co-opor tion 

and sup~rt of other or ni tions and indi vi s to this 

end. 
The movement was strong t in the 1"1 t half of the 

19th century, though it had its be inn In 

particular th years bet .en 1870 ~ 1914 er 1£ie t 

ones becn • bet. en th 80 dato th bulk of the 1m rtent 

1eg1 latien improving en ' s 1 1 po it10n a. passed in 

those oversoa countries loh 1nt1u need l ustr ian le"'1 latlon) 
1 

C".nd in !'uBtnlla it elf. It lias this rovin 1 

position hleh eftectl~ 17 h 1 d to bring tb • en ' s 

mo'V' ent into xi stene and wIlic i turn h 1ps to ensur 

th t the oval of r ain:ing 1 

tly sought. 

Althou h the ov nt survived the fir t orl ar 

distill. nt, the presti ) rai on d' etre d innu nc. 

or the original ~ ent h d b en declinin steadily as the 

1. ith th excepti n, in most c ses, of th f le rfr .e. 
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numbor ot 1 we benef1 tting women had inc!'e sed. The outbreak 

of the f1rst lorld ~ar chnnged uch of th~ mov ent'a ssential 

character because it altere1 many con~eption of the e tial 

role of om , and beC&use it markod the e d of a 1 riod 

ot striving on the pa.rt of 18'0 n for improv d lege.l tatua and 

the beginning of the soarc...'l for d1£f rent goal • 

Present day organislltionD of VUIlIleIl, though ln1ng om. 

of tho ideals of the earlier ov ant, h ve h d their aim. 
2 

consistently modified and changed over the year • 

At the peak of it .,::letenc., ho ever, e. en' ov ent 

• ot considerable importance. It repre ted tte spa t ion 

of women belongin to n ber of orgnni~ t1o~s ~orned to work for 

8pec~lc causeR. No on or ~$ni8 tion l""8. r· oen.te avory One of 

the Call::l. nth whic..1! .ome era OO'!lcernEld . Xl "'to O. or nisatio 

enn be s id to be t ly repreG'mtative 0 th T.1-:ol.& aT t. 

M bership ot . n org.qn1 < tion 1f " 1, as 

a tradi tlon of or mia.'l tion for ch i bla A d religiw.-'l 1'W11M-.n 

dy of lon~ stand! contrlbu 

e~rionc. to the mov nt. t Tolv1na of 

org'Uli tiona fol" oth r ur.pca s in th lQth c tury J tb 

an exclusiv cro1n:nnt)of wo !sn. 

2. Ttl re t d y ent of en into eel" variety ot 
or nis.tiona i8 a conducted in a differ t manner, in 
different context az:d for or e plic&t.d refts-one. It i, 
supported by oman's orcanisation , particularly in recent year , 

t 1 t 1Ir 8 only . r Del rl of th orlg1.n&l '" s of the 
ove ent and in ew outh ales hardly existed at all. 



All these organisations worked for the furtherance 

of women' a rights and in every country where they appeared, 

they flourished in conjunction with a general int erest in 

the liberalisation of social lawa. This interest made 

it possible for the movement to operate successtul.ly, and 

was in turn affected by it. At the same time, the growth 

of industrialisation in the second halt of the 19th century 

when the movement as at its peak, produced a strong middl 

class, which in turn, produced the movement's member. 

There were a great many of these organisations in 

existence in New South Wales by 1914, both chari table and 

non-charitable. The formation of some of the most important 

of them, their int rests and their achievements, ill be 

discussed in this thesis in order to sho the extent and 

limitations of women'a interests in public 11£ during this 

period. The thesis does not attempt to cover the work 

of wom n's religious groups . 

There was baaically very little in the Australian 

women' a movement which was original; nearly all their 

organi ations were based on overse s mOdels and their campaigns 

borrowed freely from those in other parts of the world. In 

particular they followed English and United States examples 

and theae two countries will be mainly referred to in this 

thesis. Women kept in touch ith the course of overee s 

movement s, despite their frequent inability to enter into 

the spirit of th_. The nature ot the oppositionto their 



requests in New South Wales end other us lien.. tel 

as not so violent, unexpeoted or trenched tr.at th.,. were 

forced to evolve new methods or ii ve originel expr aeion to 

older tri ones. Mor import,. nt, they .ere able to Jil8lT1 

their goals to traditi 1 t 1nine 1ntel"ests tar 0 

succe~8tu1l7, and 1n far more obar1 ble cl te of pu lio 

opinion, then were th w of England or the United tates, 

wi th the rewl t that theil- d et f r o~. quickly 

and easil.y'. 

tn t the movomont w re ibl for!n ew outh 

Wales WAS the encourag to enter public 11fe. 

At first clinging to t .. f'rin their particl tion 

on.ly as n turd xten.iotl 0 tlonP. 

interest.. en eaw their invol vent graduall1 enl r 

untu by tb end of the p nod d r revi ... , the h. d en 

rt off icially or unoffici 111 in mo t of th .tiona 

~d cause. of the day. 

achieved more than th 

Thou t fI'1 ola ed to have 

117 cl1d, their inn nce 8 

p sure group was strong they n ged to keop eir 

ents betore the public eye d have t debated in 

the Ie islature. Va 0 ten, ho ev r, the extent of their 

inTOl ent w a Dot gre_ t; e rly e.1 Y3 w en did 

the ter Q.uestion of _. t ~ual r1 ly htp11ed, and 

en 011 oocasion they a t tt-lnpted greater rtici t1an they 

could not succe.stully overcom ~ale prejudices or differenoe. 

ot. opiniOil in their 0 rankl. 
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Th 88 evasion Dnd psrtinl invol v ·ent led to taUure 

of pur rand , 4ui te frequently , to in hUi ty to derine their 

purpose. at all. Tho, wer seti~e. ble, but are otten 

unwilling, to folIo the ntlng of eGual right. by a d and 

for equal oj) rtunitios and qual responsibiliti 8 • 

• ) ch attltu, es g ve the Austr lan women' 8 movent a 

unique flavour. If Au tnlian om n marked tim after the grantin 

of the full adult franchise, so ething which tl.e1r overeea 
S 

countorparts coull never un erst nd, it os the direct sult of 

thair almo~t complete dedi tioD to Victor! standards ot 

boh viour and their unwillin 8S to alter their conceptlcn of 

th aelv s, or ot ~eir role in society. There is no evidence th t 

they s w thei r movent 8 rt of 8 uni e Aust 11 n de ocratic 

experiment ich would giv tn social libertl a an pecta! 

op rtunities in politics and plo nt in edv ce of w en 

el ewhere in the world. ~or did they w t or expect thes things. 

The ov ent in , for ost, baaical17 intellectual apirat1cn 

or the fulfill of This v ry conse tive attitude 

helped franchise c len in 0 t ata te , .. hie eo endered no 

ked enthusia or op sition fr nyon., d w ich tr ced it 

succe •• to a variety of cue. unconnected d t the ideal of Ie 

equality of the lexea. It alao xplains by AU8tr llan 0 en did so 

~. It was reported at a 1908 Conference of the tion Council 
of If en at G nev th t AU tr Ii n w h d de so 11 ttle u e 
of the franchi e th t they ere in dan er of 10 ing it. 
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little af ter t he succes s of the campaign. The fact 

that the franchise was gai ned without recourse to militant 

methods, i s not really so significant or so important, as 

t he fact that it was gained without any need of them and 

before the i deal of Victorian womanhood was challenged. 

Though their speeches often seemed to show New South Wales 

women striving to be both new women and Victorian women, there 

was no real dichotony in their aims. They saw the two as 

quite compatible, if not virtually the same thing. 

Australian women gained what they wanted - an 

important fact in itself because there were definite 

l1m1 ta tions to their ambl tions for a number of years -

without revising any of their i deas about them~el ves or 

recognis ing any need to do so. I ndeed in the first decade 

of the 20th century, they were confir.med in their positions 

and their ide s by the enactment of State and Fede!"al legil­

latian designed to make the Australian family economically 

secu...""e. This also had the effect, as far s women ere 

concerned, of further stressing their tradi t1.ona.l ophere of 

influence, not only emphasising current social ttitudes 

sh red by all classes ity, 1:ut doing much to 

perpetuate them" 

These views" re Dot, of course, satisfying to all 

women or to all organis tions;there ere definite attampts 

at various times before 1914 to gain at p!-,ort fOl' women as 
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aotive 11t1ciane. ;·everthelesfJ, even the moot dissat1sfied 

of 1fQH9n failed to appraise the causes of their general 

tailure to Dhike themselves ~or. uffectiv , Gr to 11 for a 

reasses cnt of the position. The range of en' 

interests had widened scmewhat, but as body Austral 

women had been left virtually 1n their old s1 tiona &.s 

advisers, aseocintes end .orkers. The movent did ~ ry 

little to show th they;nizht also, if they c d to try, 

become t\UJ. partners .it t, en and 1 

right. 

era in t!1e1r 0 
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CH.AP'l'ER 1. 

THE L~GAL ANr SOCI~L PO ITION CF 19th C 

I nODUCTIOtl 

The 19th c tury western an pro bly h d more lip-

service paid to her prestige, her influence nd ber ,oral. ple 

than any other woman in bistory. Y t in the early part of the 

century, particul rly if' she ere . rried, he enjoyed fe 'er 
1 

Ie 81 rights thon the women of ny preced1n generations. 

Both tbe leg 1 nd social ~itions of 0 n d ever 

en wholly £Ita tic, but hr d be undergoing 8teady ch 8 through-

out hi tory. Christi ity h~ d pro~ d wo • 0 tatu8, 

but h d also t th firmly in their places, 0 st ins for Whic 
2 

they h d chiefly to th . st. Paul. is opinions on 1fQi:18ll ped 

for h po th ou!; barvest of acute dislike, if not actual hatr 

fr 19th c tury f 1st., who at cked h vi. publicly wher-

ever they h d the op ,ortuni ty , heUler or not they re h rin a 
S 

blie latform ,1 III hers of the cler • Text fro.m t . Paul 

b~c e 1 8 frequent the bject of n ~ y BC ons after th 

of tb tranchi e . 

SS8S of Convent 
called tlle tir omen. 

2. • 8 e 1; 5, 22 d 25. t your elv s unto 
your own hu bands as unto • Lord. ror the hu d i s the ead 
of th .ife, even hri tithe he d of the C ur a d e is 
the viour of the body" . ., 11 r ref r ce y found 1n 
Corinthians 14; 3, -4 d 5; and P tet 5; 1. 

s. In t _bers of the cl rgy 
p .. phlet. by" tb ent to con 
contr dicting .t. Paul . 

e their r~e8t supporters. 
ble lengtbs to quote text 



9 

Women h d been somo-na t more fortunate fter t~ 

form tion. Though it w s basic lly conservative in its 

attitude to wacen, the econc.mic , political and reli ious ch res 

it etfeoted did influence attitudes to th nd nny or at 

first able to profit frQ'll the ne . 0 phs.is laid on secular 
4, 

eduo tion. It w s Iso. period in hich wo en , if they wor 

impo nt an wee.l thy enough) could exert so influene on pu lie 
5 

aftair • The centur,r fter the d th of Elizabeth " s , in tact, 

B period of some advanc nt f or , and the 0 ~ of a tr v lling 

businesswoman, working in pcrtner hlp 8 not 

unc on. ched its zenit 

about the iddle ot the 18th c tury, fore t f'ull force of tlle 

industrial revolution de itaelt felt and 0 petition put the 

small sin a as out of action nd i ccru s ~inlst tor 

of the lar ere oce in l:u lne 

the pra.,t'I'"'V: d eant for t eir wiv s 11f of luxury d 

r fin ant. Their ohio! sin s function as oate", , not 

wain p rtner. 

4. n of the nobUi t7 ere often hi 11' educated in Eliza than 
land . n.lzabeth 1 IS kno for e extent of r learning 

and 80 was h r kin •• oman, L dy J ne Gr y . 

5. We thy lando er with P r1i en ry influ ce r frequently 
en. 17th century Count ot ,or ot w loc 1 force in 

P rliamen ry eleotions. 
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SOCIAL PO~ ITION 

.:oc1 lly.om 1'Ier r cc pt d e tl equals of n nd 

had boen for many dec des . ith a ~u en on the nglish throne, 

Victorian WOI:len roe e in f aot , in an exceptionally favourab1 

pouition. D pendi on their character and c1rcumst c they 

held import nt personll~ position'" in their ho eho1da and 1 

society. \.1 th Victoria as th ir example, ll"e:1t deal 1i' ., e cted 

of th and excellence in behaviour and good J:lorr.1l e:xaI"!ple were 

expected end constantly saluted. S e .. · en pl yed eir 1d ali cd 

roles extr ely ell nd if a gre t ny did not conform, and 

certainly " re not expected by men to conto , the rol still 

the tend rd and eoept d one nd e, rned for we in neral 

prof expre sions of r sp ct. Nor .. s it rol confined to 

the mid e, the up riddle c1 Bces d the istocr 0'1. It 

b c • the id~al of ell 01 ~el of society nd ocept nc 

de it iff'icult to concern in th enl rent of th 1r 

tradition 2 inter t d activities. 

Induetr,y d allowed up cany QC n it 

11 c1 to ind pend.nee th 19th oe tury, so th t it e rcely 

left • or th energy for ctiv1tle out ide those 

of ., -e er or houseke per. The n 0 or-ked in 19th 

century wor a. d sstic so anu, in f c ri I, in hop d 

tor then 1i h Rero La , in in D. e at hig} r u 

cal. nd re eeen ting ost tho only 0 itlous 

av i1 Ie to the better born nd ttor aduc t d, r the aT es... s 
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companions and teachers of the rich and Innuent1al. In very 

fey of these positions did V1~tor1an w en find a I tisr ctory 

outlet for their energies or tor ny 1 tent ambitions . In r ct 

th~ was no satisfactory outlet unless they ere artistic in 

same .ay. Outside of women working for some special C&u e, the 

most out6.tan~i.ng and best known omen or th period .er e usua117 

'lTi ters or on the stage. It the stage was not ,.et completely 

respectable, it was bee ing 0, but there w s 11 ttle , 11' any, 

prejudice a1nst women writers. They ere coneidered to9 

following bent not a t 11 unf !nine. 

itb rew exc ptions, ho', ever," en in os t oceu tiona! 

tegories de 1i ttle or no r1y contri button to n,. ·ove ents 

tor the r ronn of women f 8 position. The 1m tus c • f the 

prosp roue iddle d unper middle c as who h d the opport 1 ty 

and means to c pai inst 0 ethin hie only they d t e 

time to e in. Their very ability to 

th into unexpected activity. 

idl , in the nd, tore d 

Apart fr inability to vote, in gl d, Australia 

and e United Sta 8, w en rd d equal with en in 

th flY of the 1 w.. In practic a t s 1. tatue, especially 

if she ere rried,.. cons1de bly inferior. Most ine allties 

arose fro the 1 gal sumption tha t on her rri e w lost 

her individuality in the rria. partnership. The n was considered 
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the dQC1nan~ influence 1n the partnership and a woman's 

interests wore hRrdly considered to exist outaide his . Legally 

she almost co ad to function and if , many did,h hI d 

cxchenged her nlngle st. tuB for the social security of marriage , 

nr('J often found she had made bad bargain. 

La s a')pl ' ing to the person 1 right. of wom n rcund 

lftlich rost chong~B in legislation in the fo11owin~ c ntury r olv d 

therefore, were ~(A affecting their bility to ob in a dlvorc , 

hold Wld transmit property, sue and be au d, d e provision 

for the gunrdi:mship ADd .duc~tion of their chiJ.er n. ithin the period 

from 1859 to the end of the century thing liko a maj or 

revolution bad taken place in all fi Ids concerning rried omen , 

d consequently in civil law as ell. Rules of ev1lenc , 
6 

contract and tort ar all subsequ tty ntfec d. 

A wanan, d, until 1859, no say in the dianchip of 

her ch1ld and English L " St!.1J no altern ttv.. In 1827 a judg ent 

delivered in the c se of the guardianship of throe ehU ren where 

the f a ther h d b en prov d to have camitted adultery s given in 

his t vour. 

It any [&l te tl V. ] would be found, id the j ..1 ., I 
would most gladly adopt It;for, in a morAl oint of view, 
I know of no ~ct ore har or cru 1 d priv1ng • 
other of proper interoour • wit h ber chUd. 

7. 

6. R.B. G vesen and F.R. Crane,( 
London 1957. The changes in li h La" hich af ected 'If en 
in gland are scrus cd in detail in this 1:>00-=. This brier 

ocount is based on information contain d in it. 

7., Ibid.p.Gl. 



15 

Liberty of aoceS8 frequentl we denied to other and 

a volunt1!ry covenant to allot it in Ii separatlon deed • not 

oor.eidered le~allY' binding. other 

of tho guardianship of a child by & husb lld Who died betor the 

child "as born was also not unmon. Drunk nne •• and profi1cancy 

.-ere not enout;h to prejudice a father ' a rights , th h bankru tcy) 

felony and non- sup rt wer con idered mo serious nd in cer in 
8 

circ stances the Court of Ch3Ilcery could interfere. t 

untU 1839 there '\Jaa no real improv en t in oman' s ri . t to 

claim. I th t Y' r the Custody of Infants J.ct all cd a other 

ccess to 1nf ts if the father or ah had 

been prov guilty of adultery. It wa ne rly fi£1i)" m.or years 

before Act lowed a mother to rdian ()~. her 

chll n on the deat' of' their father . 

The right to divorc a8 r siated less etranuou 1y by en 

the 1 e s officially ised. Inde d in mos t countries 

it rec ived a highly i:I'y,,~ ...... thetic press. Befor e 1 7 divorc in 

g1. d the province of th Ecclesia tical Court "r th 

Ch ch of gl d nd the law rested on the PI' - era tion C on 

se Courts s only • f of L w. A divorce anted by 

judicial e ration not e. This co d only 

be obtained by' ct of Parli ent. 

9. n1y a~cut ~50 uah !~t~ e reco e 
At pprox1mately £800 t. each, d1vorc s X ' neive 

bus ine s and effectively even ted 1 but the rich f' 
obtaining one. 

oline 
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A woman who obtained a judicial divorc found herself with r or 

rights than formerly . Shu could not , for eurple , appe r 

or be represented in her 0. df nce in ny acti l r~uRlt by 

her husband to prove adultery, if the separation .ere ~r.nted 

could not be sure of h"r support, 9 imony s not a debt in 

In rega~d to 1 we of property, tb Court of' Chancery h d 

in the 17th and 18th centuries developed a doctrin or th wif.' s 

8e ra te property, w t it oauld not ope te unless th pro r 

conv~ancing d vices ere concluded. properties 

ere involved, women did enjoy inde adence bee .us parent d 
10 

guardians de this prOvision for th • But the II j or! ty 

of wamon married without ~ property s tt1eent, n~ .ir 

poasessions and their pr t and fu tur. • min s, it ny, 
11 

into the owner ip of t'1 ir hush: nds. 

In 1850 thes law re sic 111' tb 

t.ustr in, d on tho .mole, in th Unite .... 

10. AUo in the rich an pr perty ri ht 
s th po sibility of divorce. 

in Fn · and d 

• 

11. The first }! ri 
l and in 1870. 

.n ' Property.Act pti sed in 
Others tollo d in 1674 1882. 




