Chapter I: Introduction: This is How We Forget to Remember

   ‘Wowsers’ they were called, because some campaigned against drunkenness. ‘Moralistic’, because they were opposed to men’s casual sex. Anne Summers made them the turn-of-the-century version of her God’s Police stereotype. I remember, myself, early in the 1970s, dismissing them because they did not question the institution of marriage; they could not even see the bars of the cage that imprisoned them, I argued. We thought their aspirations limited: they campaigned for the vote, and the vote alone. They were ‘ladies’, Germaine Greer told us, who were anxious to point out that they did not seek to disrupt society or to unseat God -- though she did seem to be concerned with suffragettes in Britain, rather than suffragists in Australia. Even in the far better informed and theoretically sophisticated histories that have been published since the heady, arrogant 1970s, the women of suffrage-era feminism in Australia -- the Woman Movement -- have had a bad press. Patricia Grimshaw maintained that it was only as mothers that they campaigned for female suffrage. Marilyn Lake described them as ‘spoilers of men’s pleasures’1. . Our image of them, collectively, has been of women who were fearsomely respectable, crushingly earnest, socially puritanical, politically limited, and sexually repressed.

   And how astonishingly wrong we have all been! The women engaged in the Woman Movement -- what is most often called First Wave Feminism today -- were as various as we are, their politics complex and wide-ranging, usually far more adventurous than current representations of them could even begin to suggest. It was the sexual double-standard governing heterosexual relationships that they objected to. Not sex itself. Indeed, rather than being opposed to sex, they were centrally preoccupied with sex, and with the pleasures as well as the dangers of heterosexual union. Rather than being grim and earnest, they were passionate, and passionately engaged in their political campaigns. Rather than being socially puritanical, they challenged social convention on every side. Rather than being repressed, they were utopian visionaries. 

   This book will redress an imbalance which has persisted for far too long. It will do this by focussing on the passion which drove the political mobilisation of women, as women; on the changes that they desired in the ordering of their worlds; and on the centrality of sex and sexual relations to those changes. The Politics of Passion offers a new view of suffrage-era feminism in Australia. It is a view that allows the feminists’ passions an appropriate emphasis and shows how integral those passions -- both as  fervour and as a preoccupation with sex -- were to their other campaigns concerning marriage, work, and citizenship.

   They were preoccupied with sex -- because everyone else was too. This was a period when, across the western world, a discourse on health brought into prominent focus the health of national populations -- as producers of cannon-fodder in imperialist wars, as producers of healthy industrial workers and prolific consumers in an increasingly competitive capitalist world. Because it was concerned specifically with reproduction, this discourse positioned women and men as polar opposites. An emphasis on sexual difference and heterosexuality necessarily followed. And from that, complementarily, emerged a solidarity between members of one sex as opposed to the other. 

   This was a discourse which positioned women primarily as women, as members of a sex, rather than primarily as, say, middle class or working class, English or Scottish, Catholic or Protestant. The same discourse, similarly, positioned men primarily as men. In Australia, this discourse acquired particular force as it combined with the nationalist project of forming a new and modern, prosperous and healthy white nation -- rising above the ills and decadences of old Britain and Europe, competing with the newer ills and corruptions of north America. The ‘hysterisation of women’s bodies’ that French historian of ideas, Michel Foucault, has so famously observed occurring throughout the West in the nineteenth century certainly took place2. . A complementary biologisation of men’s bodies was no part of Foucault’s story; like so many white male philosophers, he made no distinction between the universal human and the male. I will argue, here, that in Australia, at least, the ‘hysterisation’ of women’s bodies was matched by what can only be called a ‘testosteronisation of men’s bodies’, a complementary assumption that men’s sexuality was ‘hydraulic’ (automatically aroused; irrepressibly ejaculatory) and insatiable in what Foucault called the ‘socialization of procreative behaviour’ (that is, an array of fiscal, political, medical and social incitements and restrictions brought to bear on the reproductive couple)3.. Indeed, men’s sexuality was held to be ‘hydraulic’ in relation to any sexual expression by men, reproductive or not. However, as Foucault has also famously noted, wherever there is power, there is resistance. Some people objected to such subject positions, indeed the scope of their lives, being defined primarily by their sex. Among them were some of those involved in the Woman Movement.

   My argument is that it was the discourse on health that generated the subject position which made it possible for the Woman Movement to emerge as a political mobilisation based in sexual difference, in the sexually-specific conditions of women’s lives. It ensured, complementarily, that at least some men -- as men -- would mobilise, too. But the Woman Movement’s campaigns over the thirty years between the 1880s and  the First World War were most often campaigns to resist or contest these discursive imperatives. When feminists sought change -- to conditions of marriage, to conditions of work, to rights to citizenship -- they were also, and simultaneously, seeking new definitions of womanhood, definitions of women as ‘human beings’ rather than as ‘the sex’. ‘In the old order’ wrote feminist Vida Goldstein in 1914, ‘the old chattel idea of things’ prevailed. ‘[W]omen were regarded primarily as sex creatures ... to be chosen by men as sex mates ... as outlets for the impulses and alleged needs of men’. But women had rebelled against ‘exploitation of her body in and out of marriage’, and their rebellion had brought into being a ‘new and sweeter order’ in which ‘women would attain a greater degree of independence, marriage would be placed on a higher plane and self-restraint would prevail’4.. ‘Self-restraint’ did not necessarily mean abstinence; it was more usually code for mutual care and consideration.5. Feminists’ campaigns for equality between women and men were campaigns for new civil and political rights, to be sure. But they were also campaigns for new definitions of sexual relationships between women and men, definitions which would allow women pleasures which the current discourse denied them.

In this book

   The Woman Movement emerged in Australia in the 1880s as one, crucial, element in a general social, political and cultural upheaval, characterised by an immense and visionary optimism coupled with profound anxieties about change. Its central focus was the campaign for votes for women in the various British colonies on the island continent of Australia. The earliest organisation to work for female suffrage was the Victorian Women’s Suffrage Society formed in Melbourne in 1884, initially with the exotic Henrietta Dugdale at its helm. Others included the Women’s Suffrage League founded in South Australia in 1888, driven along by fervent Irish-born Mary Lee, and the Womanhood Suffrage League of New South Wales established in Sydney in 1891 over which beguiling Rose Scott assumed leadership. The land-mark dates in the campaigns for female suffrage surround the federation of the colonies into a semi-independent nation, the Commonwealth of Australia -- in 1901. South Australia enfranchised women in 1894; Western Australia in 1899; Australia in 1902; New South Wales also in 1902; Tasmania in 1903; Queensland in 1904; and Victoria, finally, in 1908. 

   But, if a narrative about votes for women provides the chronological skeleton for any discussion of First Wave Feminism in Australia, then its bloodstream, flesh, muscle, and mind become visible in looking at other activities associated with it. These must include what feminists were reading, writing and publishing. In chapter II  I examine two kinds of reading: Advice Manuals, and new novels in which Australian women novelists were creating ‘the Australian Girl’, the Australian version of ‘the New Woman’. Women usually identified themselves in relation to the men in their lives, as daughters, sisters, wives, mothers; or in relation to their economic circumstances, as middle-class or working-class; or around their beliefs and religious communities, as Protestant or Catholic. It is necessary, then, to try to explain how the condition of womanhood -- being members of  social category defined by its sex -- became central for some women, and their source of social critique and political activism. This chapter’s consideration of what women might read, and how they might read it, is part of that explanation. A major point in its argument is the centrality -- in both the conditions against which women protested, and in feminist visions of possible futures -- of change in the conditions of heterosexual sex.

   It is necessary, too, to understand how First Wave Feminists organised, how they defined the nature and goals of their social and political movement, and how they developed the utopian visions which gave them such certainty that they were right. Chapter III looks at the process of organising in the 1890s in one feminist organisation, the Womanhood Suffrage League of New South Wales, arguing that conflict and cohesiveness within it were two sides of the same coin and that that coin was about ways of defining feminism. The differences in definition, I argue, arise from differences over political allegiance based in solidarity on the grounds of sex. The same chapter examines three feminist periodicals for their depictions of the nature and goals of the Woman Movement. Faced with the apparently un-resolvable contradiction of arguing for sexual equality on the grounds of sexual difference, feminists sought to transcend that contradiction by introducing a third term, ‘evolution’. This was the concept which also fed and helped frame feminist utopian desires, desires which included -- centrally -- radical transformation in sexual relations.

   Chapters 4, 5 and 6 are about the Woman Movement’s central issues: sex, work and citizenship. These chapters set out to explain how the apparent victory of the feminists in gaining the vote for women -- white women -- all over Australia by 1908 could have become, by the beginning of the Great War in Europe in 1914, so partial and unsatisfactory an answer to suffrage-era feminists’ desires.

   Chapter 4 looks at the exhortations to heterosexual union and marriage pronounced by the medical profession, as a particular manifestation of what Foucault called ‘the hysterisation of women’s bodies’. It considers, as well, how the same exhortations produced the ‘testeronisation of men’s bodies’, a discursive positioning of men which, logically, complements that of women. But then -- all exertion of power producing resistance -- this chapter also looks at resistances to (or fears of)  such positioning among men, and at ways in which late nineteenth-century feminists both critiqued and refused such imperatives. This chapter’s argument is that relationships between women and men were far richer and more varied than their positioning in the discourse on health -- as compulsorily heterosexual breeders -- would allow. One dimension of that richness appeared in the fertility figures. During the three decades around the turn of the nineteenth century into the twentieth, women in general were following the same imperatives as represented in arguments of feminists concerning their right to reproductive control, at least as much as they were conforming to their positioning in the prevailing discourse. This is not an argument that feminism caused the Australian ‘family transition’. Rather, it is an argument that both the Woman Movement and the widespread desire among women for sexual autonomy arose from the same source, from the current discourse on health.   

   Chapter 5 begins the explanation of what went wrong for First Wave feminists. It argues that at the same time as the feminists were successfully challenging patriarchal domination over women’s sex lives, in the 1880s and 1890s, women were also moving into paid employment of a kind that allowed them a measure of economic ‘independence’ of men. For a time, particularly in the 1890s, marriage was no longer the principal means to economic security for adult women and a large proportion of women chose not to marry. 

   However, men -- equivalently positioned as primarily members of a sex -- worked to counter these shifts. Old men schooled in the traditions of the craft unions expressed outrage at reorganisation in the labour-market which turned women into competitors for jobs. New men, armed with a particular nationalist fervour, set out to secure the health of the new nation -- specifically in terms of relations between the sexes. A solidarity -- brotherhood -- united them. Masculinist negotiations counteracted feminist challenge and labour-market change. Demographic definitions, legal determinations, workshop confrontations and resolutions during the first decade of the twentieth century set up new barriers between women’s and men’s work, and between women and men in the labour-market. These were barriers set up specifically on the basis of sex: they defined work as masculine and the worker as male. They re-constructed the separateness of the ‘separate spheres’ of women and domesticity, men and affairs of state.

   These barriers worked to limit the emancipation that women had been achieving. They restricted the employment opportunities which had provided women with an alternative to marriage as a livelihood, thereby 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, as feminist political theorist Carole Pateman has argued, in that individual’s right to work, to economic independence.6. It followed, then, that by re-defining women as economically ‘dependent’, these resolutions eroded a whole dimension of the citizenship women had gained by winning the vote.

   In chapter 6 I consider the question of women’s citizenship directly, and as a way of continuing the explanation for why First Wave feminists felt that they had been defeated, even though they had won the vote. Firstly, I present a discussion of a novel which depicts the concerns that women expected they would be able to address once they had gained the vote. Secondly, I offer a comparison of two events: the passage of the female suffrage legislation in South Australia in 1894, and the passage of the female suffrage legislation for the new and fervently nationalist Commonwealth of Australia in 1902. The comparison highlights the difference between the two. For, while the legislators may not have thought of such a consequence in South Australia, the 1894 legislation enfranchised Abnoriginal women as well as settler women throughout the colony. But when it came to legislating for the whole nation, those legislators, who had just passed an Act installing the infamous White Australia policy, explicitly dis-enfranchised those Aboriginal women admitted to the vote in South Australia and Western Australia, and those Aboriginal men who had, as long as they had been able to gain a place on an electoral roll, been enfranchised since the achievement of manhood suffrage decades earlier. My argument here is that by 1902 citizenship, at least as defined by the right to vote, could be defined as sexually in-clusive because it had, with the same legislation, also been made racially and ethnically ex-clusive. The Other of the new Australian nation was to be defined by skin colour, rather than by sex-specific reproductive capacities. 

   This development was paradoxical, though, because such inclusiveness for women carried with it the seeds of its own limitation. Being included harnessed the new white women citizens to a thoroughly racist national agenda in which it was their reproductive capacities that would become white women’s most important contribution to the nation. Citizens only for a moment, they had been reduced to citizen-mothers or maternal citizens by the time the Great War lured their menfolk off to defend the British empire on the killing-fields of Europe. 

   Thirdly, I look at a logical extension of gaining votes for women: women in parliament. This section compares two South Australians who did not want to be members of parliament, with a Victorian, Vida Goldstein, who did but failed, and a Western Australian, Edith Cowan, who succeeded, but only briefly. What these comparisons show is that the differences of class among the women of the Woman Movement may have been subordinated to a solidarity based in sex twenty years earlier, when class-based political parties were only beginning to be formed in the Australian colonies. But the first decade of the twentieth century saw such sex-based solidarity steadily eroded by other solidarities, loyalties grounded in economic class, and class-based parties.

   In chapter VII, the Conclusion, I consider the ‘ends’ of the Woman Movement. ‘Ends’ is deliberately ambiguous: the chapter assesses what difference the Woman Movement made to the world by pursuing its goals. It also notes the changes which signalled an ending -- not to feminism, but -- to the characteristic concerns of feminism’s First Wave in Australia. 

   For the Woman Movement occupied only a moment in both the short history of settler Australia and the far longer history of feminism. Its focus on female suffrage meant that it was concerned, crucially, with the sex of the body politic and those who participated in it. If votes for women accorded equality to women and men, then we could assume that biological difference between women and men had lost its purchase as a means of determining political rights. And it had. But only briefly. For other changes in the labour-market and the polity, occurring at around the same time as the female suffrage campaigns reached their successful conclusions, re-asserted the importance of biological difference between women and men, constricting women’s newly-won citizenship rights to the economically ‘dependent’ and -- a biologically-determinist sub-category of the ‘human’ -- the ‘maternal’. The figure of the ‘human being’ and her rights for whom the Woman Movement had campaigned was, steadily, overtaken by the figure of the ‘maternal citizen’.

Definitions of some terms

   Let me offer some hostages to fortune. Defining any terms as subject to fluidity and change as ‘feminism’ or ‘sex’ -- varying over time and from one culture to another -- is necessarily risking instant contradiction. Yet even an imperfect, possibly contradictable, definition seems to me preferable to assumptions which, not being spelled out, remain almost arbitrary or ‘pretend “common-sense”’. I apologise to anyone who judges this effort superfluous. Here they are.

   ‘Sex’ is a term I have used in two senses. One is simply as a biological category of a species of living being: sex is the female or male, of the species. The other sense refers to practices, usually involving genitals, usually between people, usually between women and men. ‘Sex’ can be short-hand for ‘sexual relations’ which usually means heterosexual coition.7. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, though, it is a term that can refer to a great array of other practices besides heterosexual penetration, and between a wider variety of combinations of participants than the heterosexual couple. Both biological category and practices change over time, even within a single culture.

   It has been standard practice in feminist analysis for several decades now to draw a distinction between ‘sex’ and ‘gender’. As formulated by English sociologist, Ann Oakley, in the early 1970s, ‘sex’ was a biological given, while ‘gender’ was an array of attitudes and behaviours that could be taught and learned. In debates over the relative determining power of ‘nature’ and ‘nurture’, ‘nature’ was biology was sex was given, while ‘nurture’ was culture or education was acquired. It followed that sex was a fixity while gender could change. In the 1970s, feminists mobilised this distinction to challenge various kinds of behaviour expected of women and deemed ‘natural’.8. 

   However, during the 1980s, two intellectual moves made such a distinction more complicated. The first was the feminist philosophers’ development of a ‘corporeal feminism’, initially in the work of Elizabeth Grosz and Moira Gatens but more recently among a whole school of Australian feminist philosophers. This began with a critique of the sex/gender distinction and moved on to argue that sexed embodiment was inseparable from gender identity. ‘Sex’ was as mutable as ‘gender’; and ‘gender’ was inseparable from ‘sex’.9. The second development surfaced initially among historians, though its scope was far wider. This was the recognition that men had gender too. Setting questions about gender at the centre of a historical narrative, as did the four authors of a recent national history, Creating A Nation, meant specifying men and the masculine, just as much as women and the feminine.10. This challenged prevailing assumptions that men were the universal human individual, and only women had gender.

   At the same time as these two intellectual currents were working their way through the world of feminist scholarship, though, it became increasingly common for anyone who wanted to be particularly euphemistic in their reference to sex as a category to call it ‘gender’. ‘They had adolescents of different genders sleeping in the same tents!’ someone told me once, in shocked tones. I want to avoid mystification of this kind, and I have not found any moments in my analysis that would have benefitted from using the concept ‘gender’ as distinct from ‘sex’. So I have not used the term ‘gender’. I hope that it will be clear that when I refer to ‘sex’ as a category, I am referring to men as well as to women.

   Another intellectual move made particularly by feminist scholars and activists at the beginning of the 1970s was to call into question conventional divisions between the world of men and public affairs and that of women and all things domestic. The same question demanded reconsideration of ‘politics’ as the exclusive domain of the public world, legislatures, governments and bureaucracies by asserting ‘The personal is political’.11. Power relations between individuals in kitchens, bathrooms and bedrooms were as important, this slogan proclaimed, as power relations between political parties and governments. For late nineteenth-century feminists, such questions and assertions would have had a depressingly familiar ring. These questions show the ‘separate spheres’ of women and men re-appearing a century later as ‘the public/domestic dichotomy’.12They remind us that the notion of the politics of the personal would hardly have been news to feminists who campaigned to raise the age of consent for girls, to eliminate the double standard of sexual morality, to secure rights for women in marriage, as well as for proper payment for women in the labour market and the right to vote. I have used the term ‘politics’ expansively, in relation to both ‘public’ and ‘domestic’ worlds. I have also tried to show the interdependence of both of these worlds upon each other.

   I have used the term ‘passion’ -- in the title and throughout this book -- with deliberate ambivalence. ‘Passion’ means at once any kind of feeling or emotion, especially when it is compelling, and also ‘strong amorous feeling or desire’ or ‘passionate sexual love’.13. I wanted to evoke both senses of the word: the compelling emotion of suffrage-era feminists’ commitment to their causes, and, as well, the centrality of the specifically sexual in the changes that they sought to make. ‘The Politics of Passion’ carries two layers of meaning. One is the power of the feminists’ compelling commitments. Another is the contested power relationships around sexual desire and love to which they brought their determination to re-fashion their worlds.

   Finally, ‘feminism’. The last thirty years of the twentieth century saw a cacophony of definitions for this term, many coupled -- implicitly or explicitly -- with hyphens. In the late 1970s, such hyphens were usually political in the sense of linking feminist groups to other, not-specifically-feminist, traditions of analysis and action; examples are ‘socialist-feminist’, ‘liberal-feminist’, ‘radical-feminist’. The 1980s and 1990s added other qualifiers. Some feminist scholars characterised their analyses as ‘post-structuralist feminist’ or ‘post-modern feminist’, signalling their association with the body of other, non-feminist, thinkers. Some called their work ‘post-colonial feminist’, marking their involvement either in challenges by black or non-Anglo ethnic feminists to the generalisations of earlier feminists, or in fresh intellectual consideration of relations between west and east, empire and colony, metropole and margin. A generation war erupted, setting the pioneers of Women’s Liberation in the 1970s against the Generation Xers, many of whom espoused feminist goals but would not call themselves feminists, and vice versa, with ‘thirty-something feminists’ protesting at being left out. Increasingly, towards the end of the twentieth century, at least in the media, there appeared references to young women who called themselves the ‘third wave’ of feminism, rejecting the ‘second wave’ of the 1970s in terms about as accurate in their representations as 1970s feminists had been in their dismissive representations of suffrage-era feminists. Amid such an array of voices, claims, counter-claims and changes, is it possible to find any element that would allow a definition of feminism?

   I think so. Feminism is a politics and therefore inevitably takes elements from the contexts in which such politics are being played out. The hyphens, the generations, the competitions and the conflicts are an inevitable accompaniment to the passionate commitments of such politics. But we continue to use the same nouns -- feminist, feminism -- even when we make them inclusively plural, and even though those nouns have featured in the English language for slightly less than a century.14 For many years, I taught a course called ‘A History of Feminist Thought’ which traversed two centuries in time and four national cultures, and yet managed to find at least some elements of commonality in all the variety we considered. This was not, I hasten to note, a commonality of women. On the contrary: women were -- and are -- as various as men. Rather, it was a commonality in the nature of a politics. So let me take a deep breath and hazard a definition. Feminism is an amorphous, shifting collection of ideas, theories and programmes of action based on an apprehension that however differently being female is inflected in different circumstances, some women, from time to time, make common cause to organise and campaign around a specific sex-based grievance or vision, or to celebrate women’s creativity and energy.

Some narratives

   Because it involved major constitutional changes, the legislation enfranchising women, and the Woman Movement that gave rise to it, could not avoid gaining some notice in the mainstream of Australian historiography and its principal tributary, the historiography of trades unions and the labour movement. But until the 1970s it was only passing notice, when it was there at all. Even after historians had begun to overcome their colonial legacy of treating historical analyses of Australia’s past as but one of several aspects of the history of the British empire, narratives and analyses of the period of First Wave feminism continued to focus on the economy, class, political parties, and the visions for the new nation formed when the six British colonies were federated into the Commonwealth of Australia in 1901. In the works of historians from Manning Clark to Robin Gollan to Bob Connell and Terry Irving, First Wave feminism warranted no more than a few sentences. 15. 

   Of course women were part of all of the stories that such historians did tell. But historical narratives and analyses written before the 1970s paid little, if any, attention to them. That meant that these histories did not recognise how differently women and men were positioned. The drover's wife, of necessity, understood and managed the rural economy in different ways from the drover. Women working as tailoresses in Melbourne knew and negotiated their work and its conditions, trade unionism, urban living and the 1890s depression in ways that were quite distinct from those of men employed -- or suffering unemployment -- on the docks, in the building trades, or in manufacturing agricultural machinery. The utopian vision of Melbourne feminist Henrietta 16. Dugdale16. would have seemed effete to the men writing for the radical nationalist Victorian journal, the Bull Ant, or its more famous Sydney-based counterpart, the Bulletin. In the hands of the younger New South Wales feminist novelist, Miles Franklin, the archetypal bushman, fantasy-ideal of urban-dwelling bohemians, became an incompetent sot.17. 17. All of these differences functioned to constitute the shifting shapes and nature of the social and political order of this time. But they were ignored in the mainstream of Australian historiography until the resurgence of feminism called Women’s Liberation at the end of the 1960s began to raise questions about the people -- men -- at centre stage in histories of the nation.

(a) Norman MacKenzie

   The exception to this generalisation is Norman MacKenzie. In 1958 the Social Science Research Council of Australia invited MacKenzie, a political scientist and assistant editor of the British weekly, the New Statesman, to spend a year in Australia to investigate the significant but hitherto neglected 'problem' of the status of women in this country. The result was Women in Australia, published in 1962.18. 18. It devotes two chapters to turn-of-the-century feminism and the struggle for women's suffrage. These were influential, and some of the concerns expressed in the analysis advanced in them continued to resonate in arguments about the turn of the century for a further forty years. 

   The first of MacKenzie’s chapters, 'Women as Citizens' presents an account of the achievement of female suffrage in terms of a thesis first advanced by New Zealander, William Pember Reeves, in 1902. This was the contention that Australian women did not have to struggle for the vote. On the contrary: it was handed to them gratuitously by male parliamentarians who were either both chivalrous, and deeply committed to liberal democratic principles, or using votes for women in an attempt to strengthen the power of their own class or party. 

   Mackenzie's other chapter, called 'Women as Feminists', argues that the majority of women's organisations were formed after women had achieved formal political emancipation, rather than as part of the struggle for citizenship. He finds this puzzling. And he goes on to suggest that the only possible explanation for this curious state of affairs must be that the women’s movement had more to do with ‘unsatisfactory sex relations’ than with wishing to overcome formal political obstacles to female emancipation. It was, he observed memorably, ‘the public expression of private sexual revolt’. 

   MacKenzie finds this possibility not only bewildering but repellent. He considers the ideas and activities of the first-wave feminists to be manifestations of deep and unfortunate individual psychological disturbance. He condemns the leaders of the women's organisations for 'bitter sex-hostility', 'irrationality', 'separatism', 'muddle-headed behaviour', 'lack of clear political direction', 'anti-masculine and sex-segregated attitudes'. He suggests that the women who joined their organisations were taking the easy option because those organisations, in his view, 'offered a more satisfying and an easier form of emancipation than an attempt to enter the masculine world on its own terms -- and it was often a 'rough' working-class world. But he continues to express bewilderment that such politically benighted, ugly, separatist psychopaths should have been able to attract to their organisations any women at all, whereas those organisations were composed, he notes, of 'many thousands of women who seem to have been happily married, living settled domestic lives of a conventional kind'. 

   For Mackenzie, then, first-wave feminism, its power among women, its language of a 'sex-war' and its opposition to the party politics of the real -- 'masculine' -- world was a profoundly -- possibly sexually -- disturbing enigma. It was by no means political, and it was probably a manifestation of pathology. Such women would not have been capable of achieving anything in the ‘real’ world of politics. No wonder he was so ready to consider female suffrage to have been a gift made to women by chivalrous men.

 (b) Stories about the 1890s in Australia

   The period of first wave feminism has been the subject of extensive analysis. Economic and political analyses once focussed almost exclusively on the economic depression and the industrial conficts of the first half of the 1890s, and the formation of political parties that then ensued. Recently, their scope has expanded to take on less prominent, but nonetheless crucial, aspects of associated campaigns and changes, with the work of Verity Burgmann, Joy Damousi and Bruce Scates on socialism and a variety of influential radicalisms.19. 19. All three have shown feminism as integral both to the period and to other forms of democratic political mobilisation, rather than, as MacKenzie depicts it, a political aberration.

   Cultural and literary considerations have produced a more capacious view of the 1890s, allowing spillage into the decades both before and after. They have been concerned with the period as a high point of cultural nationalism, expressed in writing and painting of unprecedented volume and fervour about the ‘plein air’ landscapes. Some romanticised the ‘wide brown land’ as in A.B. (‘Banjo’) Paterson’s rapture over ‘the vision splendid of the sunlit plains extended,/ And at night the wond’rous glory of the everlasting stars’. Others exclaimed at the horror of’the sameness of the ragged, stunted trees!’. Yet others depicted the heroic figure of the pioneering bushman, as in Tom Roberts’ The Breakaway, as an icon of the nation. Of course, naratives about ways in which the ‘Legend of the Nineties’ was constructed and shaped to meet later cultural and political imperatives --the 1930s in some accounts, the 1950s in others -- have provoked considerable controversy. There is now a whole literature around the ‘legend’ of the ‘Legend of the Nineties’.20. 20. Recent contributions include Sylvia Lawson’s supple and subtle analysis of the varieties encapsulated in the influential journal, the Bulletin; Brian Matthews’ prize-winning biography of sharp, determined and witty Louisa Lawson, editor of the feminist journal, the Dawn; John Docker’s book, The Nervous Nineties, challenging a host of orthodoxies, including ‘the legend’s’ privileging of male writers; and Susan Sheridan’s extended consideration of the ‘fault-lines’ of gender, race and nation in women’s writing . These works, too, contest MacKenzie’s view of suffrage-era feminism. Indeed, in Sheridan’s view, the Woman Movement was both ‘shaped by -- and itself shaped -- the class struggle to define the character of postcolonial Australia’.21. 21. 

   Begining later in the century, in the decades since MacKenzie’s book appeared, there has been a veritable explosion of feminist historiography on all aspects of Australia’s past. Since the mid-1970s there has also been renewed attention to ways in which we can understand suffrage-era feminism. These range from a chapter in Anne Summers’ path-breaking Damned Whores and God’s Police (1975), through several biographies including my own of Catherine Spence, Judith Allen’s of Rose Scott, Diane Kirkby’s of Alice Henry, Jan Roberts’ of Maybanke Anderson, Pam Young’s of Emma Miller, and Jeanette Bomford’s of Vida Goldstein, to Audrey Oldfield’s magisterial Woman Suffrage in Australia: A Gift or a Struggle?(1992) and the first two chapters of Marilyn Lake’s capacious consideration, primarily of the twentieth century, Getting Equal: The History of Australian Feminism (1999).22. 22. All of these works, as Oldfield’s title spells out, argue against MacKenzie, that there was no doubt that feminists did have to struggle for the vote in Australia, even if they were not subjected to the gross cruelties meted out to the suffragettes in England. All, also, argue that First Wave feminism was not merely a single-issue campaign for the vote, but rather an array of campaigns for a variety of goals, and that feminists were entirely reasonable and thoroughly political, even if they were also awfully respectable.

(c) Narratives from the metropolis

   As several of the Australian feminist histories show, Australian feminist campaigns often ran parallel with those in the northern hemisphere, notably in Britain and the United States. But Australian feminists’ location in a society explicitly and self-consciously claiming to be  ‘new’ and ‘modern’ enabled them to make ‘new’ and ‘modern’ gains for women, sometimes ahead in time of those achieved in the northern hemisphere. Australian women could vote, for instance, for almost two decades before women in the United States, and almost three decades before all women in Britain.

   Recent Australian feminist historians have also tended to follow models provided by feminist historians in Britain and the United States. North American feminist historian, Nancy Cott, for instance, drew a distinction between ‘the old Woman Movement’ of the nineteenth century, and ‘the new feminism’ of the twentieth in her history of feminism in the United States.23. 23. Similarly, some historians of feminism in Britain show a shift in emphasis between pioneering suffragists and their demands for sexual equality and post World War One feminists and their focus on sexual particularity or difference.24. 24. Both characterisations and periodisations have been called into question, though, by two recent publications. Lucy Bland’s wonderfully detailed work, Banishing the Beast: English Feminism & Sexual Morality 1885-1914, and Barbara Goldsmith’s brilliant and startling history of spiritualism, suffrage and sexual relations in the United States during the 1870s-1890s, show that sex, and the complications of (usually) heterosexual relations, inside and ouside marriage, were no news to the pioneering suffragists of the Woman Movement in Britain or the United States. Indeed, Goldsmith’s success in penetrating the Victorian propriety that prevented her from seeing more than what she calls ‘the prissy cardboard characters depicted in the books of the era’ makes it extremely difficult to sustain Cott’s distinction between the moralism of the ‘old’ Woman Movement and the concern with sex that developed as a feature of the ‘new feminism’ of the early twentieth century.25. 25. However respectable they may have been, feminists of the nineteenth century were very far from being as ignorant or innocent about sex as they have so often been portrayed as being.

   Of course, for anyone who had read Foucault’s History of Sexuality vol I when it appeared in translation in the late 1970s, such a conclusion is not surprising. For he had argued, persuasively, that instead of a steady repression of sex over three centuries since the seventeenth, the process he calls the ‘putting into discourse of sex’ has, rather, ‘been subjected to a mechanism of increasing incitement’: 

There was a steady proliferation of discourses concerned with sex -- specific discourses, different from one another both by their form and by their object: a discursive ferment that gathered momentum from the eighteenth century onward.26. 26. 

If Foucault’s thesis had purchase for settler Australians in the late nineteenth century, then historical researchers could expect to find copious traces of the discourses on sex in the archive. Researchers like Jeffrey Weeks and Stephen Heath have done so in Britain.27. 27. Researchers like Kay Daniels have done so for an earlier period of white settlement in Australia.28. 28. Why should we expect the feminists of the later period in Australia to have been quarantined from such knowledges? After all, one of the Woman Movement’s greatest heroes, across the anglophone world, was John Stuart Mill who enjoyed an intimate relationship with Harriet Taylor that was highly improper, no matter how discrete, for twenty-one years before her husband died and they could marry. Australian feminist, Catherine Spence, championed the writing of George Eliot, sometimes even explicitly evoking her unsanctified union with George Henry Lewes as grounds for reform of the marriage laws. One of the Australian Woman Movement’s heroines was Charlotte Perkins Gilman, whose unusual domestic arrangements were vilified in the press in California. Australian feminists knew that some of the prominent politicians who offered to champion their cause were what some would have called libertines. Henry Parkes, several times Premier of New South Wales, had at least two concurrent families. Charles Cameron Kingston, Premier of South Australia for most of the 1890s, had so lurid a reputation that his wife burned his papers when he died. 

   Such a list of examples could go on, all showing how differently sex in the nineteenth century can appear when a researcher assumes theoretical spectacles which, for a start, refuse the teleological assumption that time is linear and history a story of progress, however uneven. Indeed, such theoretical spectacles -- however cavalierly I might put them on, adjust them, or take them off -- furnish the larger landscape within which the narratives of this book are set.

   Here, I think, is to be found one of the reasons for our having mis-read suffrage-era feminists for so long. The ‘repressive hypothesis’ that Foucault contests has dominated historical research into the nineteenth century, and into the Woman Movement as well, among feminist historians just as among others. But Foucault’s argument against the repressive hypothesis brings different objects of research under the historian’s scrutiny, and prompts scrutiny of different kinds and from different angles of vision. These make suffrage-era feminists look very different.  

   Another reason for our determined rejection of the suffragists of the turn of the century as tame and limited may well come from a highly in-exact apprehension of chronology and generational change. Germaine Greer dismissed the ‘genteel middle-class ladies’ of the suffrage campaigns, and their demands for nothing greater than ‘reform’, by juxtaposing their supposedly limited aims and failures with Women’s Liberation’s call for ‘revolution’.30. 30. As young feminists in the 1970s, we wanted their movement to transform the world. This grandiose ambition meant that we needed to reject much of what had made life meaningful for our mothers, aunts, grandmothers and great-aunts. One way of doing that was to dub their lives ‘stuffy’, ‘tame’, ‘conformist’, ‘limited’. In some ways, they may have been: our grandmothers and our mothers had been very specifically positioned in relation to the politics of reproduction -- associated with sexually transmitted disease during and immediately after the Great War, associated with eugenics then too, and even more as the 1920s and 1930s wore on. The modes of enunciation in relation to the discourse on sex had grown far more attenuated; silences were policed; there were incitements, but to a limited and specifically reproductive sex. Earlier feminists, like our grandmothers, we thought, must be tarred with the same brush. But most suffrage-era feminists were older that our grandmothers. Their late nineteenth century world was very different from the world of my grandmothers. Theirs was a world in which questions about sex, personal politics, liberty and population could be in every mouth, on the front page of every newspaper, in government enquiries and reports.31. 31. 

   A third reason for our consistent mis-reading of the suffrage-era feminists may lie in the wealth of records maintained by the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, their claims to have provided the mainstay of support for the campaigns for votes for women, and our unquestioning acceptance of those claims. There can be no doubt that the WCTU was important to the victories of campaigns for female suffrage, though that importance varied from colony/state to colony/state. It seems to have been particularly important in Western Australia, where it was the only organisation which was publicly explicit in its support; in Queensland, where it enlisted suffrage supporters even from outside its own membership;  and in Victoria, where the campaign for female suffrage took the longest time to succeed. But in both South Australia and New South Wales, some feminists even contested the WCTU’s claims to primacy in suffrage struggles, pointing to the contraints that the very name of their organisation imposed upon their membership. These contrasted they pointed out, with the need for the campaigns for female suffrage to involve men, non-Christians, and certainly people -- including some feminists -- who were not advocates of temperance.32. 32.
   Members of the WCTU were not all, by any means, as stuffy as their commitment to temperance could suggest. But there were also important and influential feminists whose passionate commitments to change in the disposition of power governing women’s lives had nothing to do with the WCTU, Christianity or temperance.

(d) A final influence

   The last section has outlined the principal influences on this book. It is a work, primarily, of social history of the kind that the History Workshop people in London taught me to write in the 1970s. But there is one difference, one further influence that I want to add. 'History as a discipline and a cultural practice', wrote Ann Curthoys, in a paper published late in 1994, ' was present at the making of Cultural Studies. Yet', she continued, there has been 'something of a divergence' between the two: 'many historians see Cultural Studies as concerned only with the present, the ephemeral, the fleeting expressions of popular culture', while many in Cultural Studies 'see historians as empiricist, immune to theory of any kind, and heavy-handed, literal-minded, and "external" in their treatment of texts'. In Curthoys' view, 'History and Cultural Studies have drifted too far apart.  It is time', she observed, 'to resume the intellectual conversation they once enjoyed'.33 This book is an attempt to show how different from the received historiographical wisdom one historical phenomenon -- the Woman Movement -- can appear when it is considered from both sides of that conversation.    
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