Chapter V: Work


    Women’s challenge to the double standard of sexual morality, to the current conditions of marriage, compulsory heterosexuality and maternity -- all depended, ultimately, on their ability to achieve economic independence. In the first two decades of the Woman Movement, the same decades that saw the major fall in marriage and fertility-rates -- the 1880s and 1890s -- women were moving into the labour-market in such significant numbers that labour historian Ray Markey later declared them the ‘cannon-fodder’ of industrialisation in Australia.� A similar observation, modified for class difference, could be made of the same period for women moving into professional and sub-professional occupations, as clerks, postal workers, teachers, bureaucrats, doctors and lawyers. Women’s resulting economic independence challenged traditional patriarchal precedences and priorities in three important ways. It could leave men without marriage-partners. That called into question the ‘feudal’ rights of married men to property in their wives’ bodies. It could leave households without female domestic servants, and that could call into question the parallel ‘feudal’ nature of domestic labour. Finally, it could erode the traditional barrier between the domestic ‘sphere’ of women at their hearths and the ‘public’ sphere of men and affairs of state.





   The first section of this chapter will sketch these challenges.





   The second section will consider how men responded to them. They, too, were positioned as breeders by the discourse on health; how were they to perform their patriarchal parts if they were un-employed and their wives in work? Old men, stalwarts of the craft unions in the towns and cities, wanted women at home to cook their dinners and raise their children. This was, quite simply, the ‘natural’ order of existence, they believed. New men, committed to the formation of a new, prosperous, nation -- the ‘working-man’s paradise’, literally -- saw the health of the new nation expressed in a prosperity and racial purity which they believed depended upon the workers being men and women being economically and psychologically dependent, upon the separateness of the separate spheres of women and men. Old and young were, in this, brothers, in solidarity with each other, acting to equivalent ends.





   The third and final section of this chapter charts the landmark measures that re-established a boundary between the worlds of work of women and men, re-installing’Merry Maid Miles a geo-social divide -- ‘Separate Spheres’ -- throughout the population of settler Australia.





   In pursuing its argument, this chapter begins an explanation of what went wrong for suffrage-era feminists. They were, eventually, successful in gaining the vote on the same terms as men, throughout the country, and the right to sit in parliament as well. This was globally a land-mark victory, one which also, at least briefly, accorded to women the self-definition they had sought, as ‘human beings’ rather than as ‘the sex’. But this dimension of their success was short-lived. Almost at the same moment as the legislation giving women the vote passed through the various Australian parliaments, the suffragists’ goals, specifically their goals in relation to the sexual double standard, marriage and compulsory maternity, were -- so to speak -- clamped and driven away by the masculinist labour-market police. For those masculinist decisions made it impossible for women to earn an independent livelihood in the officially-recognised labour-market for the next sixty years. Once those decisions had come into effect, marriage was once again women’s principal means to a livelihood.





1. Alternatives to Marriage: Women Winning Their Own Livelihoods


   When Miles Franklin's first novel, My Brilliant Career, arrived on the cultural scene in Sydney, it offered its readers -- among many other things -- an account of its heroine's life and labour on a small dairy farm of about a thousand acres. At the age of about fifteen, Sybylla Melvin, is not only attending the local school, but also rearing the poddy calves -- fifteen of them -- helping with the milking, washing the breakfast dishes, helping make the butter, cleaning boots, cutting wood, helping in the garden, and -- because there is a drought and no feed for the stock -- assisting her father, a neighbour, and her mother in a labour called, desparately, 'giving the cows a lift'. This meant standing the starving animals up in the hope that they would live longer than if they were lying down. Some six years later, in the novel's narrative, Sybylla is no longer at school so her household tasks have multiplied. As well, because it is again a blazing summer, her work for the farm includes carrying buckets of water to the men fighting a bushfire nearby.�





   There was no doubt, here, that what women did was work, and that such work contributed to the financial well-being of the family. And while there was clearly a sexual division of labour in this family mode of production, it was a flexible one. Men, if they happened to be in the kitchen, could be expected to help lift heavy pots of water off the wood stove, for instance. Women and children were summoned to help lift the cows or, in this account, to help fight a fire (other accounts of fighting bush-fires establish a clear and rigid sexual division of labour in such a crisis: men fought the fires; women made, in Ada Cambridge's words, 'bucketsful of tea to send out to them'� ). No wages were paid, and none expected. When the Melvins wanted Sybylla to earn an income, she was sent to live with another family as governess to the children. And she was probably lucky, even though she found this post insupportable, because in the world in which the novel was set, most women needing to earn wages could find them only in domestic service, usually in a city or country town.





   Domestic labour was still the principal means of earning wages available to women a decade after Franklin's novel had appeared. The official statistics present problems for historical analysis, a subject that I will discuss later. But even if we regard them as no more than rough estimates, the Australian Census for 1911 shows that of all women classified as breadwinners, 154,054 were in domestic service, a figure still considerably greater than those counted as employed in industry (109,261), or commerce (50,754), or professional occupations (53,284).�





   Domestic service was, even though it was also a means of earning a living, essentially if anachronistically ‘feudal’ in nature. That is, relationships between mistresses, masters and servants were akin to the relationships between land-owners and peasants during the middle ages in Britain and Europe. Feminist political theorist, Carole Pateman, has pointed out that the transition from feudalism to capitalism may have been also a transition for men as masters and labourers from patriarchalism to contractarianism, but that that transition left the power of men as husbands completely untouched. There was nothing ‘fraternal’ about the marriage contract, which remained feudal, assuming a husband’s ownership of his wife’s entire being, in Pateman’s argument.� Similarly, there was nothing contractarian about the nature of employment in the domestic sphere -- domestic service -- which did not even count as being in the labour market. Accordingly, in seeking employment in the labour market, in the public sphere, women were not only challenging traditional divisions between the separate spheres, but also seeking contractarian employment relations as an preferred alternative to traditional -- feudal -- relations between employer and domestic servant.





   A live-in domestic servant was considered to receive some portion of her earnings, that portion usually not being defined, as her keep: she was housed and fed, though the quality of her accommodation and meals was no part of any recognised contract with her employers. And her hours left her almost no time for herself. Two years after her first novel appeared, Miles Franklin took a job as a maid-of-all work in Sydney under the name of Sarah Franklin, to collect copy for a new novel. She found herself having to skivvy for a household of five adults, with only half an hour off, on Saturdays, all for eight shillings a week. Rose Scott was appalled. ‘Slave Driver!’ she exclaimed about Franklin’s ‘Mistress’, ‘No wonder Domestic Service is not a popular profession’. It was different in her ‘cottage’:





I am the Housekeeper here. The girls get a day [off] a month, every second Saturday afternoon and evening till 10 o’clock -- every second Sunday afternoon and evening till 10 -- also one evening a week besides -- to say nothing of extra times when wanted.� 





‘Merry Maid Miles’, Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales


 


   The work was physically demanding. The bath with which my great-aunt Dorothy Gilbert recalled starting her day as a child in the 1880s in a large house on a property called Pewsey Vale in the hills to the north-east of Adelaide in South Australia, meant that the housemaids had to carry the heated water up a very steep flight of stairs from the kitchen boiler, and then carry it away again to an outside sink after the bath. And Dorothy was but one of eleven children having to be bathed.� The work was also psychically demanding. Employers could call upon the services of the domestic servant at any time of the day or night, and they could exercise a degree of supervision of a domestic servant's personal life that was simply not possible in any other kind of occupation. Suitors could be discouraged, indeed, any kind of friend considered undesirable, could be turned away.� At the same time, domestic servants were subject to sexual harassment and sexual exploitation by the men of the households in which they worked. Most prostitutes released from prison gave their occupation as domestic servants.� Domestic servants could be called upon to sacrifice all familial and friendship ties of their own, to serve the needs of their employers, often represented to them as ‘their family’. Sometimes, the servant seemed, herself, to have embraced such priorities. Ada Cambridge told a story from her days as a young wife and mother in Victoria in the 1880s about a ‘devoted nurse’ who postponed a fixed wedding-day three times in order to see her mistress ‘settled’ first.� But not all employers could inspire such ‘familial’ devotion. The story of Sally Morgan's grandmother, Talahue, known for most of her life as 'Daisy', presents a particularly ironic contrast.  As a young Aboriginal woman, she was taken by the Drake-Brockmans to work in their Perth household on the banks of the Swan River in Claremont. 'I was lookin' after children again', she recalled, 





I was supposed to be their nanny. You know, like they have in England. I had to play with them, dress them, feed them and put them to bed at night. I had other chores to do as well. I never blamed the children, it wasn't their fault I had to work so hard. I felt sorry for them.





But she goes on to talk about how she used to lie in bed and think about her own people, and cry herself to sleep. The mistress of this household, Alice Drake-Brockman used to tell her 'We're family now, Daisy'(my emphasis). But, as 'Daisy' observed:





Thing is, they wasn't my family. Oh, I knew the children loved me, but they wasn't my family. They were white, they'd grow up and go to school one day. I was black, I was a servant. How can they be your family?





The irony of this question is bitter, because 'Daisy' was quite literally 'family' in the sense of being kin: her father -- and the incestuous father of her daughter -- was the same Drake-Brockman, so 'Daisy' was more closely kin to the off-spring of his first marriage with a white woman than was Alice, his second wife, the woman who was insisting upon 'Daisy' being part of the 'family'.�





   Not surprisingly, domestic labour was extremely unpopular work, its unpopularity growing as alternatives became available. That meant that even though domestic service remained the principal form of wage-earning work available to women throughout the period with which we're concerned, as a category of work, it was shrinking. In Sydney, the percentage of women employed in domestic service declined from 55% in 1861 to 44% in 1891. In South Australia -- and this is a telling regional example because South Australia industrialised more slowly than Victoria or New South Wales, so alternative markets for women seeking to earn wages were slower to appear -- the number of women employed in domestic service in South Australia halved between 1881 and 1911. �





   Where were they going, those young women fleeing the ‘slavery’ of domestic service, and the philanthropic mistresses who lamented their absence? Into the expanding industrial labour market.





   During the 1880s, local manufacturing was developing to supply the three leading sectors of the Australian economy -- pastoralism, urban construction and the state-owned transport and communications network -- and to provide for the needs of a rapidly growing population. Wage-earning work was opening up for women in the food and clothing industries, in tobacco factories, in laundries, in printing and publishing, in the manufacture of paper bags and paper boxes, and in retailing where women worked as shop assistants, waitresses and barmaids.�





   These occupations were not soft options. Hours were long. Eight and a quarter per day on five days, four and a half on Saturdays, with ‘pay and a half’ for overtime -- usually just before Christmas -- in tailoring. Nine and four in dressmaking, though Saturday’s work could sometimes last as long as on any weekday. Hours were similar in millinery and in ‘whitework’ (‘women’s underclothing, children’s clothing, house linen, &c.’) though ‘where milliners act as saleswomen their duties in the latter capacity detain them till 10p.m. on Saturdays’. And in the fluctuating number of woollen mills in New South Wales, workers -- almost half of them women -- worked from 6.30a.m. to 5p.m. each day during the week, and till 12.15p.m. on Saturdays. �Their working week was fifty-four hours, nine hours longer than in most of the other workshops or factories. 





   Yet, even a working week of more than fifty-four hours meant fewer hours at work than Miles Franklin was being asked for as a domestic servant. Further, the estimated rates of pay that Ray Markey calculated for female earners in New South Wales between 1885 and 1892 -- ranging from as little as five to seven shillings a week to thirty-five shillings as a total of a tailoress’s week’s piecework -- suggests that, for the majority of women fleeig the oppressions of domestic labour for workshops and factories, the earnings were better, even if only marginally so.� More importantly, women working in workshops and factories were working in labour-relations that were contractual, rather than feudal. Their conditions might have been often sub-human, and their payment hugely exploitative. But being in contractual rather than feudal labour relations meant that those women were achieving a degree of personal autonomy that was not possible in domestic service.





   Personal autonomy was accompanied by a collective willingness to stick up for their rights. On Tuesday 5 December 1882, between 200 and 300 women employed by a clothing manufacturer in Melbourne went on strike. Their employers, Messrs. Beath, Schiess and Company of Flinders Lane, had been reducing their rates of pay. A week later, one of the strikers, who made what were known in the trade as 'first class paget coats',  told the progressive Melbourne daily, the Age:





Six weeks ago we were getting 4s. 8d. a coat including an extra pocket. The firm tried to reduce the amount to 4s.2d., but we refused to accept it. Then they took off threepence. We submitted to this, but last Tuesday they said that they would take off another threepence, and then we struck.�





Others chimed in. The new rates would reduce her weekly earnings to 14s. or 15s., said one; she had to pay 11s. a week for her board, and, she noted, 'I have no father or mother': 'how can I live respectably on that?' Another did have parents, but, she said, 'I cannot expect them to keep me, I pay them 10s. a week for my board, the same as I would have to pay anywhere else'. And, on fifteen shillings a week, that left her only five shillings to keep herself in clothes and boots. A vest-maker, a machinist, said that she had a sick mother and two little sisters to support; this was simply impossible at the reduced rates of pay. Others said that they were earning enough for their needs only by taking work home in the evenings, after working from half past eight in the morning until half past five in the evening, with a break of half an hour for lunch. One reported working until two o'clock in the morning, and then having to pay an apprentice to help her.





   There was nothing new about such grievances. What was new was the women's decision to act collectively to combat them, and, as the Age made clear, to act in defiance of conventions excluding them from public assembly and protest:





Small though the strike is ... it has assumed a serious aspect from the fact that the girls are helpless. Men under similar circumstances can hold indignation meetings, and publicly make known their grievances: women cannot.





Instead, said the newspaper -- giving itself a major place in the story -- 'They can only depend on friends to champion their cause, and in this case their dependence, as they say, rests entirely upon the press, to whom they appeal to ventilate their grievances'.� But 'ventilating their grievances' was a public expression of independence of a kind un-imaginable for domestic servants.





   Following the economic depression of the early 1890s, industrial strife and the defeat of the unions -- events that I will return to in the next section -- some city and suburban manufacturers set about accelerating some recent developments. They introduced new productive technologies and restructured their workforces. The introduction of new machinery -- steam-powered sewing machines in tailoring firms, for instance, and linotype machines in printing offices -- undercut the craft basis of manufacturing and with it the power of the craft-based unions. In the furniture trade it became possible for machines to cut out the pieces of chairs, and they could then be knocked together by unskilled labour -- journeymen and juveniles. When powered machines replaced the handweaving of wire mattresses -- hard and well-paid work which had invariably been done by men -- employers brought in women to do the work at far lower rates of pay. In jam and biscuit factories, employers brought in machines to make tins for their products on their own premises, undercutting the livelihoods of the master tinsmiths, and the operatives employed on the machines were women and juveniles. Machinery powered by steam, and later electricity, made possible new divisions in work processes, new classifications of work performed, and employment of new kinds of workers. Traditional craft skills were no longer required, traditional craftsmen were replaced by semi-skilled and unskilled labour -- called ‘machinists’ -- most of whom were young, many of whom were women.�





    Parallel with these changes were others among the middle-classes. During the 1880s, the daughters of those philanthropic ‘mistresses’ on committees to care for and regulate the poor, the sick and the uneducated had access to both secondary and tertiary education. The Presbyterian Ladies College that Vida Goldstein attended opened in Melbourne in 1875; the same year saw the Brisbane Girls’ Grammar School established, initially as a department of the state-funded boys’ grammar school;� the State Advanced School for Girls was opened in South Australia in 1879; and in New South Wales the Sydney Girls’ High School was established in 1883.� The universities admitted women to their classes and degrees: in Melbourne in 1879, in Adelaide in 1880, and in Sydney in 1881. With the qualifications that they gained, some of them found work as doctors and university lecturers, though these numbers were small.�  Far more women, usually without tertiary education, found salaries as school teachers: in New South Wales in the 1880s, the Education Department employed nearly equal numbers of women and men, paying the women between two-thirds and three-quarters of the male salary; in South Australia in 1892 the number of women employed as teachers was almost double the number of men, and the salaries, at least for female pupil teachers, were 72% of those paid to the males. Others found work as typists and in the government post and telegraph departments.� These women were, increasingly, being employed by an instrumentality of the state.





   For the state had grown in the Australian colonies in the second half of the nineteenth century, just as it had in Britain,� providing not only the infrastructure necessary for capitalist development, but also, slowly, the means of ensuring general levels of basic hygiene, health care and education for a growing and increasingly urban population. In the process of doing this -- laying the foundations for the welfare states of the twentieth century -- the state was moving into a range of activities earlier carried out within households, or on their fringes by the voluntary work of the philanthropic committees. This meant that the state -- the core of the public sphere -- was increasingly trespassing into the terrain commonly seen as the domestic sphere. It meant, too, that where mothers had been active in voluntary, unpaid, charitable work, they were, gradually, losing those occupations to daughters who were becoming members of a new class of professionals, some of whom were government servants -- daughters who were earning livelihoods by their work. They became female inspectors of factories and workshops (Augusta Zadow and Agnes Milne in South Australia, Annie Duncan in New South Wales, Edith Smith in Queensland); female inspectors of schools (Blanche McNamara in the Education Department in South Australia); organisers for the Trades and Labour Council like Mary O'Brien in Queensland, or Kate Dwyer, one of the Golding sisters, first president of the Women’s Organising Committee of the Women’s Political Labor League in New South Wales.� Prefiguring the complex relations between women and the state, represented by the ‘femocrat’ of the late twentieth century, these women were also participating in the re-installation of a divide between the worlds of women and men discussed later in this chapter, at the same time as they themselves challenged that divide.





   Just as working-class women, fleeing domestic service for jobs in factories and workshops, were moving out of the domestic sphere and away from feudal labour relations, so, too, were middle-class women deserting the domestic sphere, and joining a labour-market in which labour relations were contractual and their labour was a commodity. It was a movement which very successfully transgressed the supposedly ‘natural’ boundary between the domestic world of women and the public world of men.











2. Old Men, New Men and a New Nation: Masculinist Reaction


   When Lawson published the first issue of the Dawn in 1888, she was breaking new ground on not merely one but two counts, for she employed women as compositors. In doing so she incurred the wrath of the colonial typographical associations, long-established craft unions which refused membership to women. Members of those unions set about trying to drive her out of business. On one occasion, a young journalist from the Christian World wandered into the Dawn’s office on the pretext of borrowing a print block. When he was told that Mrs. Lawson could not afford to buy blocks for other papers to use, he refused to leave and stood about the work-room getting in the way and sneering at the girls locking up the formes. 





We were just going to press, and you know how locking up isn’t always an easy matter -- particularly for new chums like we were.


   Well, he stood there and said nasty things, and poor Miss Grieg -- she’s my forewoman -- and the girls, they got as white as chalk; the tears were in their eyes. I asked him three times to go, and he wouldn’t, so I took a watering pot full of water that we had for sweeping the floor, and I let him have it.�





   In October 1889, the New South Wales Typographical Association declared a boycott of the Dawn, not because its wages were lower -- Lawson claimed to pay the highest wages in Sydney for compositors -- but, as the Dawn reported, because they objected to the employment of women altogether. Their boycott consisted in union men visiting those who advertised in the journal, threatening a union boycott of their businesses unless they withdrew their advertising. Lawson countered with an appeal to her subscribers to make it clear to their tradespeople that they dealt with them because they advertised in the Dawn. A month later, the Dawn’s representative was asked to leave a meeting at the Trades Hall where the Tailoresses Union was being established. The excuse given was the same: the compositors, who included many of the chief union officials in Sydney, would not tolerate the employment of women in their field of labour, and, they asserted -- a claim that Lawson refuted -- that the Dawn was opposed to unionism.� Perhaps these events explain Norman MacKenzie’s absurd depiction of Lawson as opposed to the politics of the working class. When Labour leader William Lane took up Lawson’s cause, pointing out in the Queensland Boomerang that the Sydney typographers had no grounds for their opposition, and asking in mock surprise if the typographers thought that women should remain confined in the domestic sphere, the Australasian Typographical Journal resorted to misogynist abuse. ‘Where did the majority of the “rats” come from who are still filling the places of good men in Brisbane?’ they asked. ‘The breeding cages of female labour supplied them’.� Their world-view, just like that of the anti-suffragists, was of a supposedly ‘natural’ order of relations between women and men. They answered Lane’s question in the affirmative:





We plead guilty to possessing what our contemporary calls “the slavish idea that one-half of the race is born to cook for the other half.” We simply want the “other half” to be in a position to get something to cook. Surely our Brisbane friend [the Boomerang] does not want the woman to print and the man to stop at home and make the beds!�





   Lawson weathered this opposition successfully; indeed, as Patricia Clarke has noted, it furnished her with great copy.� But the very fact that she had to do so shows how deeply entrenched, and misogynist, men’s belief that ‘work’ was ‘male’ and not to be done by women could be.





   The typographers’ opposition to women’s employment may have been especially vociferous because the general prosperity of the 1880s had begun to fail by 1889. The first half of the 1890s saw all of the Australian colonies -- except Western Australia, saved by the discovery of gold -- suffering the worst economic depression in Australia’s history, exacerbated by drought.� It also saw a period of unprecedented industrial strife. Male unionists of the old craft unions and the new unions of so-called ‘unskilled’ workers responded to the measures adopted by cash-strapped employers by going on strike. When employers reduced the pay-rates of Marine Officers in 1890, the Marine Officers struck. In this, the legendary Maritime Strike, which lasted from August to November in 1890, they were joined by wharf labourers, seamen, stewards and cooks, subsequently by shearers and coalminers, and ultimately, if briefly, by large numbers of urban workers as well. There were demonstrations of 50,000 in Flinders Park in Melbourne, and a procession a mile and a half long through the streets of Sydney. When their right to organise as unions and to insist that only unionists be employed was challenged, the Queensland shearers came out again in 1891 and 1894. The Broken Hill miners struck for four months in 1892, and the New South Wales coalminers struck in 1893 and 1896. Employers organised in opposition, insisting on their right to ‘freedom of contract’ with their workers, refusing the principle of a closed shop for union workers only, reducing rates of pay, importing ‘scab’ labour assisted by the police and the army, swearing in ‘special constables’ (mostly pastoralists and their employees), threatening the striking and picketting unionists with cannon and machine guns, subsequently having them arrested and charged with offences ranging from conspiracy to riot and breach of the peace. With all the power of the state and the military behind them, the employers won these confrontations. Those victories, and the depression -- unemployed workers could not afford union dues -- crippled the unions until late in the decade.�





   The women rushing to take up jobs in new, restructured workplaces were not lacking in any working-class solidarity with the craftsmen whose jobs had disappeared. Women, many with babies in their arms, marched on Melbourne’s parliament in May 1892 to plead for work for their husbands and sons. In Broken Hill in the same year, dozens of wives of the locked out miners set about the scab labourers brought in to take their places with sticks, broom handles and axe handles. They demonstrated, too, for work for themselves and against any but white settlers gaining work. More than four hundred marched along Russell Street in Melbourne in June 1892, ‘tapping rather heavily with their umbrellas at the glass windows and doors ... of (Melbourne’s) Chinese laundries’, and groaning loudly at any Chinese person they met on their way, a racist protest against establishments competing with a traditional non-Chinese female industry.�





Women attacking a non-unionist, Leader 3 September 1892, from R.H.B. Kearns, Broken Hill. A Pictorial History (Investigator Press), Adelaide, 1982, p.156.	 





   But the men in the old craft-based unions could not extend their own sense of class solidarity so far. They could have appealed to long-past traditions in England, to the Luddites. But they didn’t. They could have directed their anger at the new machinery which made it possible for craft skills to be degraded and and new workers who had not served apprenticeships to be introduced into the labour market. But they didn’t. They could have directed their hostility at the employers introducing the new technology. But they didn’t. The discourse on health positioned them as breeders, as patriarchs, as fathers of families. Instead of protesting to any of the agents of their dispossession and distress, they directed their anger against the women working for wages, who were, they maintained, out of their proper sphere. As the Melbourne Tocsin, observed, this socialist paper





does not believe that woman should be compelled to take part in what may be called the outside struggle for existence, and does not think that she would do so of her own motion if the fruits of man’s outside toil were fairly and equitably allotted to him.





One columnist anticipated the panic about ‘race suicide’ and the effects of the workplace on women as the bearers of children, describing women workers as ‘spayed women’. In 1897 the same paper announced apocalytically:





women are ... the most dangerous and the most numerous class of ‘free’ labourers. And every advance in machinery rendering it possible to do without the acquired experience of trained artisans makes the day come nearer when the men of the community shall be absolutely idle, and their places taken by low-paid and poorly-fed women.�





In ‘the “paradise for the working man” ‘ expostulated anarchist Chummy Fleming, at a boot trade meeting in Melbourne in 1898, ‘the people who were doing the work were women, girls and helpless children’. And it was not only working men who protested in these terms. Jacob Garrard, minister of Public Instruction in the New South Wales government, expressed revulsion at married women combining pregnancy and motherhood with their work as teachers: ‘It is positively indecent sometimes for big boys and girls in our schools to be taught by married women. For months there are on certain occasions exhibitions that ought not to be put before them’.� These Old Men were lamenting the passing of days that would never have required what they saw as such a distortion of ‘natural’ relations between the sexes. 





   All of these processes brought to the fore of public events an emerging coalition among old-time male unionists and New Men, a coalition which brought conflict between capital and labour into the arena of state management and reconciliation. Pre-eminent among the New Men appears Australian-born Timothy Coghlan, an engineer who rose from humble beginnings to prominence, power and influence as New South Wales Government Statistician and architect of that colony’s new Public Service Board in the 1880s and 1890s. We have met him already, sitting on the Royal Commission into the Decline in the Birthrate in New South Wales in 1903-4, and reporting on the conditions of female labour in Sydney. He was made the first Government Statistician for the new Commonwealth of Australia at the beginning of the new century.� Lesser identities of his ilk could include Harrison Ord, Chief Inspector of Factories in Melbourne in the early twentieth century.� 





   Another giant of the times who could be seen as a member of this emerging class was Australian-born J.F Archibald, christened John Feltham but later to re-name himself Jules Francois, an expression of his yearning for the cosmopolitanism symbolised at the time by Paris, and to allude to himself as partly Jewish, an assertion of his own ‘strangeness’ (Sylvia Lawson’s word) in a world from which, contradictorily, he wanted ‘strangeness’ excluded. He also rose from relatively humble beginnings -- his father was a policeman -- to prominence as principal editor of the Bulletin, the most influential journal of the period; it had a circulation of around 80,000 during the 1890s.� Another of his ilk was the writer, Henry Lawson, son of Louisa.� 





   Yet another giant was Irish-born Henry Bournes Higgins, a radical democrat, who rose from a childhood among those hearing the word of his Wesleyan preacher father, through the ranks of the Melbourne legal profession, to membership of first the Victorian House of Assembly, then the Commonwealth House of Representatives in Alfred Deakin’s Liberal Party, and finally to a position of  power on the bench of the newly-formed Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Court.� 





  Other names could be added to this brief list. But rather than multiplying examples, I want to focus on what linked such an apparently unlikely collection of coalition-makers. This was a particular expression of Australian nationalism. It derived from the discourse on health, and it linked the health -- the prosperity -- of the newest member of old, decadent, Britain’s empire to a depiction of Australia as a ‘working man’s paradise’, literally. In the accommodations that the coalition-makers reached, a balance between the previously warring parties of capital and labour was effected largely by the de-commodification of the labour of married women, as this chapter will show. But, as the next chapter will argue, such nationalism was even more racist and ethnocentric than it was sexist. That meant that women -- white women -- could be admitted to citizenship of the new nation, because they were white. But the accommodations outlined in this chapter would ensure that such citizenship had severe limits.         





3. Re-Constructing Separate Spheres


   Towards the end of the 1890s, as the economy recovered and unionism with it, there were a series of moves made to achieve an accommodation between capital and labour. These moves, involving all of the powers of the law and the state, demonstrate an alliance -- a brotherhood� -- between men who were employers, men who were workers, and men who were professionals, men who believed that it was a moral and economic necessity that men should be the breadwinners, that they should earn a living wage, and that if women were admitted to workplaces at all, they should be admitted only  in segregated and subordinate roles.





   The first of these moves was over definition and counting. Unlike his predecessors among the colonial government statisticians, who had followed British precedents, Timothy Coghlan introduced new categories for representing the population of New South Wales, and subsequently of Australia. His view of what made a nation prosperous differed quite markedly from that of earlier statisticians. Coghlan believed that





the condition of a country can in some measure be gauged by the number of such women as are compelled to seek occupations other than in their domestic sphere. When the proportion of such women is large, it may be assumed that the material condition of the country is worse than that of another country where the proportion is small.�





   He found a ready readership for this view, and for his opposition to the employment of Asians, in articles which he published in 1889-90 in the Daily Telegraph and Archibald’s Bulletin . Accordingly, since one of the functions of the census statistics  -- a particularly effective one, since all of those figures appear politically neutral -- was to demonstrate the prosperity of the country for which they are being collected, Coghlan rejected earlier occupational categories for women as outmoded and inappropriate. By 1890, he was sufficiently influential to be able persuade all of the other colonial census-takers to follow suit. For the 1891 census, they simply divided the population unequivocally into two categories -- breadwinners and dependents. This meant that women doing domestic work were classified as dependents, unless there was any clear statement to the contrary, and that meant that their work was automatically deemed economically unproductive. In Victoria in 1891, under Coghlan’s categories, the number of women recorded as working in the farming sector fell by 32,000 from its 1881 level, in an adult population of 350,000. As Desley Deacon has noted, ‘The fact that the total number of women recorded as doing non-domestic work fell by only 4,000 meant that the 1891 figures effectively disguised a sizeable movement of women into paid work’.� 





   Coghlan's move effectively eliminated women's work from the census data, unless they were independent breadwinners. The result has been that women's work throughout Australia has been consistently under-enumerated for most of the first two thirds of the twentieth century, and that our knowledge of the extent of women's work during the last decades of the nineteenth century in New South Wales is distinctly clouded.





   Further, in his capacity as a manager of personnel on the New South Wales Public Service Board, created by legislation which he had drafted in 1895, Coghlan could ensure that what he believed should be true of women and work would become so. The Post and Telegraph Department in New South Wales began banning the appointment of married women to offices that had residences attached to them in 1892. The New South Wales Education Department suspended recruitment of married women in 1893. In Victoria in the following year, employment of married women as teachers was made illegal. Married women employed in the Post and Telegraph Department in New South Wales were dismissed in 1896, and in 1903 -- after examinations for entry to the clerical division of the government service had been opened to single women -- the Public Service Board determined that want of ‘proper accommodation’ (separate lavatories) made it impossible to employ women on clerical work, except in shorthand and typing ‘for which, as is well known, women have shown special aptitude’�; it said nothing about how they were to be ‘accommodated’. This was the thin end of a wedge eventually driven into all public sector employment of women in Australia -- the marriage bar against permanency and promotion which persisted until the 1970s.





   The second move was a series of negotiations over definitions of jobs and rates of pay. Revised factory legislation established a new set of state instrumentalities: wages boards in Victoria and South Australia, an arbitration court in New South Wales, and, after legislation in the new Australian parliament in 1904, the Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Court. Several of the chairmen of the Victorian wages boards and judges in the New South Wales arbitration court agreed with the working men and their union representatives that women should not be employed in industrial work. So, too, did some of the smaller employers, catering for a domestic market and well aware of the connection between high wages and strong domestic demand, and men like Harrison Ord, Chief Inspector of Factories in Melbourne, as well. In their negotiations and determinations they were able to give material force to their beliefs in the bargains that they struck with the employers.





   Together they made determinations which introduced new segregations of women in the clothing, bootmaking and printing trades -- the principal employers of women -- excluding them from the elite branches of work and continuing to pay them at rates considerably less than men were paid for comparable work. In the food processing trades in Victoria, for instance, following wages boards’ decisions in 1901, the wages of adult women ranged from 11s.11d in confectionery to 15s.3d. in biscuit-making and grocers’ sundries, while the range for adult men was from 32s.10d. in jam-making to 36s.7d in biscuit-making. Women were, as a result of such decisions, excluded altogether from making tins in jam factories, from stripping and booking the leaf in the cigar trade, and from pressing seams in clothing work. Girls were explicitly denied apprenticeships to bakers, farmers, breadcarters, bootmakers, broom workers, butchers, coachmakers, colliers, electrical tradesmen, millers, pastrycooks, plumbers, woodworkers, and miners of gold, silver and tin -- a list which indicates the range and extent of young women’s workforce aspirations being dashed.�





   Those who lost most from the decisions of the Victorian wages board for the clothing industry were the home workers. Campaigns against ‘sweating’ in the early 1890s had brought all outwork into disrepute, and the growing practice of setting pay rates for time rather than the piece militated against outwork which was all paid for by the piece. Wages board decisions did increase pay for the work that women did in the clothing factories, but it effectively eliminated outwork altogether. Women who needed to look after children, sick or injured husbands, frail or aged parents, and to earn an income as well, could no longer look to the clothing trades as a means to a livelihood.�





   Such exclusions were no accident. Even though the Tailoresses Union, and their strike in 1882-3, had given such impetus to the formation of all kinds of union, their numbers had fallen very low by the end of the 1880s. In 1889 the Tailors’ Society only failed by one vote to refuse to undertake representation of the tailoresses, on the grounds that such action would be detrimental to their own interests. A year later, they noted that the Outside Tailors ‘are anxious to work with us to suppress female labour’.� Jam manufacturers in Victoria complained in 1902 that the wages board for the tinsmiths had deliberately set out to ‘curtail the use of labour-saving machinery and stamp out female operatives’. In the printing, paper-bag and cardboard box-making industries, the legal sanction which wages board determinations gave to the demarcation between women’s and men’s work, its vigilant policing by the factory inspector who had been a compositor himself, and a former trade unionist, combined with the low rates paid to women, meant that women’s pay-rates continued to be so disproportionately low that, in the early twentieth century, their numbers were shrinking.�





   The third move occurred in another new government instrumentality, the Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Court set up to prevent or settle industrial disputes which extended beyond the limits of any one state in the new Commonwealth. In 1907, the presiding judge was former Liberal parliamentarian, Henry Bournes Higgins, a man who, like Coghlan, believed it a reproach to national living standards if married women had to undertake income-generating work. During 1907 he was called upon to hear an application for tax exemption lodged by H.V. McKay, one of Victoria’s largest manufacturers, maker of agricultural implements one of which was the Sunshine Harvester. The Excise Tariff Act of 1906 imposed a tax on such products that was as high as that on imported implements. However, the local manufacturer could claim exemption from the tax if the Arbitration Court declared that the wages paid to his employees were ‘fair and reasonable’. Higgins decided that a definition of what was fair and reasonable must follow from consideration of ‘the normal needs of the average employee regarded as a human being living in a civilised community’. He investigated such ‘normal needs’ as the cost of food and  shelter for a worker supporting a wife and two children ‘in frugal comfort’, and from these inquiries he concluded that the average weekly expenditure in a labourer’s household was about L1, 12s.5d.. This made no allowance for ‘light, clothes, boots, furniture, utensils, rates, life insurance, savings, accident or benefit societies, loss of employment, union pay, books and newspapers, tram and train fares, sewing machine, mangle, school requisites, amusements and holidays, intoxicating liquors, tobacco, sickness and death, domestic help, or any expenditure for unusual contingencies, religion or charity’. Higgins thought it necessary to allow something for all of these extra expenses, so he settled upon 2 guineas, which meant a minimum wage of 7s. a day. McKay was paying his labourers only 6s. a day, so he lost his application.� And Higgins’ ‘Harvester judgement’, with its definition of a minimum basic ‘family wage’, set a precedent of unparalleled importance for industrial relations for the next seventy years.





   This decision, which has enjoyed legendary status in Australia’s claim to the title, ‘working man’s paradise’, also defined women, by implication, as dependents, non-workers. Higgins did not accept that women might be sole breadwinners for a family of dependents; he deemed such cases as ‘exceptional’. Nor did he accept that young women might need to earn to contribute to the income of the whole family; he was scornful of young women seeking employment to, in his view, be able to buy finery ‘at the sacrifice of other things more necessary’. His view that the average labourer’s family would have only two children could have been understood as an incitement to family planning and contraception, but this was no part of Higgins’ intention; he later admitted that he did not consider this an actual average, but rather, the kind of family that a labourer had a right to plan for.� His decision ignored, as well, the advantage gained by an unmarried male worker with nobody but himself to support on the minimum family wage. Five years later, when Higgins ruled in a dispute over the wages paid to men and women employed in the fruit-growing industry in Mildura and Renmark, on the Murray River close to the border between South Australia and Victoria, he gave acknowledgement to the principle of equal pay for equal work for both sexes. But, as many have observed, this move was made to protect the employment of men for, as he observed, where women are paid at lower rates, employers tend ‘to substitute women for men ... even in occupations which are more suited for men’. ‘Fortunately for society’ commented Higgins, ‘the greater number of breadwinners still are men’. And when he ruled on the payrate for the fruit-packers, ‘work essentially adapted for women’, he assumed that ‘a fair minimum rate’ for such workers would be enough only for them to ‘find their own food, shelter, and clothing’.� These decisions were humanitarian measures and have often been acclaimed as such. But such acclaim ignores the fact that they define humanity as male. Higgins’ decisions defined women workers out of existence in the principal wage-setting mechanism of the nation.





   All three moves were made by men of the new professional middle class, who believed, like their brothers in the trades unions, that the future of Australia’s prosperity lay in the protection of all labour from any threat from juveniles and women -- and Asians. The early twentieth-century accommodations between labour and capital were centrally about sexual difference, disadvantaging women needing to earn, eliminating married women from the realm of commodified labour altogether, and thus dividing married from single women just as the discourse of traditionalism in the advice manuals had. They were also deeply racist and ethnocentric, disadvantaging any workers who were not the upright, white, Arnoldian men on whom the health of the Australian economy was held to rest.





   Feminists endeavoured to intervene in all of these processes. Some helped women workers to organise. Mary Lee established the Working Women’s Trade Union in Adelaide in 1890, and addressed gatherings of workers, trying to persuade them to join.� Other feminists, themselves workers, tried to organise themselves and each other. 1890 also saw the Australian Labour Federation, successor to the Trades and Labour Council in Brisbane, setting out to form a women’s section, with May Jordan as its official organiser and shirtmaker, Emma Miller -- first president of the Women’s Equal Franchise Association -- in its ranks; they held their first meeting in September of that year.� Both Emma Miller in Brisbane and Rose Scott in Sydney were regular speakers in campaigns for early closing of shops, campaigns which expressed concern about the health of shop assistants kept at work until late in the evening, and about their safety going home when their workplaces finally closed.� In Brisbane, Leontine Cooper, President of the Women’s Franchise League (which was campaigning for the vote on the same terms as men, in distinction from Miller’s association which sought the abolition of plural voting as well), sat as a commissioner on the Royal Commission on conditions in the retailing industry in 1891, raising questions about equal pay and the admission of women to kinds of work from which the unions excluded them.� In Adelaide, Agnes Milne, widowed seamstress and member of the WCTU, was appointed to succeed Augusta Zadow as Lady Inspector of Factories in 1896. As part of her work, riding her bicycle around the factories and workshops of Adelaide, she conducted a sustained campaign against the ‘sweating’ of women and girls in the clothing trades until new legislation in 1900 effectively outlawed such practices. Two years later, she led a campaign to establish the Co-operative Clothing Company, owned and run entirely by women, with the workers among the share-holders.� In Melbourne, Vida Goldstein gave a public lecture on the iniquities of capitalism in 1905 in which she discussed the cost of living and the wages that a working man needed to support a wife and five children. It was said, later, that this lecture -- published as ‘Socialism of Today -- An Australian View’ in the Nineteenth Century in 1907 inspired Justice Higgins to call as witnesses the working men and women whose evidence provided him with his estimate of the wages needed for ‘frugal comfort’.� 





   Yet feminist readiness to intervene could be divided, and thereby rendered ineffective, by precisely those appeals to the very national health and prosperity that the New Men made. Feminists, like those appointed as bureaucrats, could be included as agents of the accommodations that the New Men were effecting, complicit therefore, however inadvertently, in measures working against the independence of women. Feminists who were also involved in the labour movement could applaud new opportunities for the welfare of working families, represented in the basic wage for ‘workers’ -- working men -- and in doing so could, themselves, counter the blurring of the separateness of the ‘separate spheres’ that earlier shifts in the labour market had made possible. The accommodations between labour and capital of the first decade or so of the twentieth century depended upon the re-construction of a major barrier between the worlds of women and men. It did not, as exactly, mark off the domestic from the public as it had in the mid-nineteenth century. After all, some women did still participate in the labour market in the public sphere, however restricted and subordinate might be the places that they occupied, and however restricted to women who were not, or not yet, married. But for  the majority of women, the principal means to a livelihood had become, once again, trading possession of their bodies in marriage.





   Sociologists of the welfare state in Australia have described these labour-market settlements in terms of the ‘commodification’ of the work of white, male wage-earners -- that is, the treatment of such labour as a commodity exposed to market forces. It implied the ‘de-commodification’ of the work of all married women, in policy, if not -- altogether -- in practice. The early history of the welfare state in Australia did include some de-commodification of men’s work, too, to cushion the male labour-force against the effects of illness, unemployment and old age. But since such protections were made available only to those defined as workers, and workers were defined as men, they were not available to women. The welfare state being established at this time, was, accordingly, as deeply sex-segmented as the labour-market itself was becoming.�





   The new separations between the worlds of women and men worked to limit the emancipation that women had been achieving. These separations restricted the employment opportunities which had provided women with alternatives to marriage as a livelihood, thereby limiting their access to forms of relationship that were contractual rather than feudal, and undercutting the force of feminist campaigns for a new order of power in the marriage-bed. They relegated women once again to the category of economic ‘dependent’, regardless of the care-giving work that they did in households, and even if their work in the labour-market made them the principal breadwinners for their families. One way of determining an individual’s claim to citizenship has been based in that individual’s right to work, to economic independence, as Carole Pateman has argued. It followed, then, that by re-defining women as economically ‘dependent’ and rendering them materially so, these accommodations eroded a whole dimension of the citizenship that women had gained by winning the vote. The Australian Women’s Sphere observed that industrial legislation might be being enlarged, but the voices of women had gained no hearing in making such legislation. As Goldstein noted, such developments offered ‘convincing reasons why women want to poke their thumbs in the political pie’.� 
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