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PREFACE 

There have consistently been two aspects to the development 

of a generalised feminist consciousness . One has involved the 

personal drive toward autonomy and self determination the expression 

of which resulted mainly in individual onslaughts on male-oriented 

systems of education and employment the other, the combination of 

rorce s for the attainment of a more comprehensive system of social, 

economic and legal rights. Howeve r they went about it, feminists 

always sought to have women determine for themselve s their own sphere 

in life , and to h ave them develop their talents and faculties to the 

rullest without the r e straints of sexually-circumscribed notions of 

what was permissible or proper . 

In this country the organised aspect of f eminist effort was 

manifest in the campaign for women's suffrage, which finally resulted 

in New Zealand becoming the first national state to enfranchise its 

women on the same t e rms as its men. The franchise campaign has re

ceived thorough coverage in Patricia Grimshaw's book Women's Sufrra ge 

in New Ze aland, which a r gues for the independent role played by the 

Women's Christian Temp erance Union i n the agit ation, and for the 

genuine feminist motivation behind the Union's activitie s. Following 

the acquisition of the vote, several commentators in ove rseas journals 

r emarked on the proliferation of women's societies in New Zealand that 

we r e devoted to political organisation and social r eform, and in 1896 

the National Council of Women came into being to co-ordinate the 

activities or these bodies. And yet, in 1910 Mrs Kate Sheppard, the 

leader of the rranchise movement wrote that women's societies in New 

Zealand were few and, where they did exist , worked large ly in isolation. 

Something had obviously happened to unde rmine the s ense of purpose and 

enthusiasm which had inspired so many women in the previous decade. 

Tl1e aim of this thesis is to examine four of the larger 

women's organisations in existence during the years after 1893, to 

examine the principles ror which they were working and the social 
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framework which influenced the course of their development. The 

years 1893 to 1915 are particularly focussed upon, since the earlier 

period has been covered by Grimshaw, and the event s of the war years 

form a topic in their own right. Clearly, my choice of organisations 

was influenced in part by the completeness or avai lability of extant 

records, but the Women 1 s Christian Temperance Union, as the major 

women's organisation of the late 1880's and the instigator of the 

women's suffrage agitation, was an obvious subject for this study. 

Since by no means all women formed into association from a personal 

sense of sexual oppression, but rather to help from a "privileged" 

position less fortunate members of their own sex, the Society for the 

Protection of Women and Children, first for.ned in Auckland in 1893, 

is also dealt with as an example of the "social service" type of 

organisation to which women have always been attached . The National 

Council of Women to which were affiliated many of the smaller women's 

political associations of the 1890's also required examination since 

its histo~ tells us much about the difficulties experienced by the 

politically motivated women, and also indicates the inconsistencies 

arising from their remarkably extensive range of intere sts. The 

Plunket Society forms a final focus of this study to illustrate the 

narrower domestic orientation which for some women took the place of 

the Councillors' more catholic social concern . 

Obviously the study of women's organisations has its limit

ations as a reflection of the general condition of women at any one 

time . Those who were attracted to such organisations, particular~ 

to organisations of a political or reformist nature, were those 

sufficiently motivated by their vision of an improved society to do 

so; usually they were the more articulate of their sex; certainly 

they were as a group out of the ordina~. It must be recognised 

at the same time that their ideas were more likely to reflect the 

ideal than ~he currently attainable, and they were not above over

stating their case or overestimating the extent of their support. 

In pursuing the historical roots of the present dqy women's 

movement there is also a danger of attributing to the early feminists 



motive s which they themselves might have disov.'Iled. This is particu

l arly the ca se in New Ze aland whe r e the comparative ease with which 

women we r e enfranchised appe ars to have unde rmined radical f eeling. 

By 1894 New Ze aland women were past the st age of he roics they 

sought consolidation and adopted " evolution not revolution" as their 

unofficial catchc~. It is not therefore our task to draw our pre

dece ssors l a r ger than they actual-ly wer e , nor to reproach them for 

their timidity. To do eithe r is a s much a di stortion of histo~ as 

their virtual exclusion from hi stori cal co~ment aries until r ecent 

times . 

During my r e se arch for this the sis I attempted whe r ever 

possible to examine the records of the r e spe ctive societie s, but 

since I did not intend the thesis as a detailed histo~ of any one 
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of the se bodies, and since I wa s r e stricted by the demands of time , 

the r e may have been source s of information whi ch I ove rlooked. The 

Auckl and Br anch of the Society for the Prote ction of Home and Family 

had det ailed r ecords of its found ation pe riod which proved invaluab l e , 

and although I would have liked to study simil ar mat eri a l r e l ating to 

the Wellingt on Branch, which wa s controlled by a committee of women 

a lone, I was unable to verify the exist ence of such r ecords. Othe r 

i mp ortant prima~ s ource s i nc l uded the Sheppard Papers in Christchur ch, 

the Lady Anna Stout Colle ction, the Women's Christian Temp erance 

Collection, and corre spondence from the National Council of Women 

(Auckland Branch) Collection. 

Finally, I would like to r e cord my sincere thanks to a 

numbe r of people who have helped me during my preparation of this 

the sis, especially Mrs B. Holt, to Mrs C. Polglase and Mrs Toome r of 

the WCTU, to Mrs C. de Vrie s and the Committ ee of the Auckland Branch 

of the Society for the Protection of Home and Family, to Miss Jane 

Tucke r of National Archives, to the staff of the Alexande r Turnbull 

Libra~, to the Plunke t Society, to my supe rvisor Professor W.H. Oliver 

and to Mrs Steffert for typing this thesis. 
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A BEGINNJNG OR AN END? 

Yea, tyrants all, on land or sea, the tribes and nations 
through, 
Shall tremble when they see the deed~ New Zealand's 
women do.1 

On 19 Septemb e r 1893, Vice-Regal assent was given to an 

e l ectoral bill which enfranchised New Zealand's women on the same 

terms as her men and which, dependin g on whether one had supported 

the measure or not, opened the way either to a social and political 

millenium or to sexual strife and national degeneration . The Christ

church Press lamented that "we have now got the f emale franchise as 

surely as we had the measles", and thought it "quite impossible that 

women of all cl asses may vote for a member of Parliament once in three 

years without losing their f emale characteristics or utterly ne gl ecting 

their home duties 11
•
2 The suffragists, on the other hand, were jubi

lant, and in the i r enthusiasm spoke of a new ep och when men 2nd women 

(in the words of one poem, whose sole merit lay in its enthusiasm) 

Hand in hand &ould] work together, 
Planting truth, uprooting wrong, 

Sharing calm and stormy weathe r, 
3 Making life one long glad son g. 

If one were to plot on a graph the intensity of feminist 

f eeling in New Zealand the years 1893 and early 1894 would surely show 

as a high point when all enthusi asts thought f eminine influence had 

at l ast come into its own . Yet, although the franchise issue captured 

the attention of contemporary commentators in New Zealand and overseas , 

it was but the sequel to a more generalised f eminism which had been 

evolving in New Zealand for more than three decades, and which cannot 

be overlooked in any account of the women's movement in New Zealand. 

1. LT, 13 Sept. 1893, "A Tale of '93". 

2. Press, 11 Sept. 1893, Press Cutting, Mark Cohen, "Women's Suffrage 
Scrapbook, Dunedin, 1892-1912", Turnbull Library. 

3. W. Sidney Smith, "A Song of New Zealand", Press Cutting, NCW 
Collection, Turnbull Library. 



In the first place this involved women's entrance into new spheres 

of empl oyment and education , and in the second, their formation of 

separate women's associations. A few of these organisations had 

from their inception a perceptibly f eminist outlook wherein women 

2 

were viewed as a distinctly opporessed social group ; others did not, 

Others still were formed to help socially underprivileged groups and 

almost by accident found that women predominated among those seeking 

their assistance . In this way they sometimes developed such a 

feminist orientation ove r time and as they slowly became aware of 

their own impot ence we re led to agitate for the extension of women's 

ec onomic and political ri ghts. Then, in 1893 the women of New Zealand 

were enfranchised . This event encouraged the formation of new women's 

societies , all enthusiastic, all well-intentioned, and all anxious to 

see women assume the new responsibilities for which the educational 

advances and changing concepts of a woman's place had prepar ed them. 

It is necessary therefore, to look both before and immediately beyond 

the franchise campaign to gain an unde rstanding of the force s which 

were to influence women's organisations ove r the next two decade s. 

The New Zealand society of the 1850's was distinctly 

masculine , the imb alance of the sexes being reflected in what one 

sociologist de s crib e s as " a community of male- centred inte r e sts 

which precluded the easy acceptance of women and things f eminine". 4-

Despite the improved status which might be supp osed to result from 

her scarcity in a frontier-type situat ion and her obvious fortitude 

in face of considerable hard:;hip, the New Zealand woman was still 

bound by a legal status and traditional conception of woman's role 

inherited from the mother country , and was disadvantaged by the 

proliferation of male-oriented institutional forms. Family concerns 

and the demands of daily life in primitive and often isolated conditions 

effecti.vely negated any attempts at association or the sustained 

assertion of feminine solidarity. 

4-. J. Stewart Houston, "The New Zealand Family: Its Antecedents and 
Origins", in J. Stewart Houston ( ed.), Marriage and the Family 
in New Zealand, 1970, p.32. 



It was in the developing towns that these hardships were 

were first mitigated by the advantages of memb ership in a l a rger 

community. In the towns also were first manifest the demographic 

characteristics of a maturing society most notably the higher 

average age of men and women and the equalisation of the sexe s, even 

to the extent where, in many towns, women were the more nume rous (see 

Table I). These developments were significant , for although marriage 

and family life were the anticipated goals of most young women, a 

l a rge proportion of the surplus f emal es in urban areas found no alter

n ative to paid employment, and the usual sequence of s chool~ work (or 

home-life for the better-off) and marriage was broken. Many women thus 

became breadwinners in a society geared to the concept of female depend-
5 en cy upon the male wage- earner . And, with an aging population, it 

was so oft en the olde r woman who had both the time and financial 

r esources for involvement in community affairs . 

Table I Pro12ortion s of the Sexes 
1878-1 906 . 

Female s per 100 mal e s . 

1878 1881 1886 
New 
Zealand 79.40 81 .72 85 . 28 

Boroughs 94.31 95.75 99.75 

Counties 72.16 74.62 77.38 

in Boroughs and C auntie s , 

1891 1896 1901 1906 

88 . 26 89.37 90.33 88 .65 

104.33 105.66 105.46 101 . 25 

78.45 79.38 80 .44 79.56 

Source : Cen sus of New Zealand, 
1878-1906. 

5. The White Ribbon noted in 1896 that Christchurch had a surplus of 
2000 women and girls and asked, "Will those who contend that a 
woman's sphere is the home undertake to provide homes for these 
2000 women?" WR, May 1896, p.1 o. 
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It was against this background that occurred what Edith 

Grossman termed "the first wave of advance" of f eminism in New Zealand -

an advance that involved in the first instance the development of 
. 6 

women's talents and facult~es. At. a time when the lot of most women 

was still to "rock the cradle and bake and brew" more and more girls 

were avai lin g themselves of advances in the education system. New 

Zealand had by the 1890's a better and more widespread system of 

primary education than England, and under the terms of the 1877 Edu

cation Act, this was free and compulsory for girls as well as boys 

between the ages of seven and thirteen.7 That the education of girls 

to even this l evel was no t considered essent i al by some par ents was 

illustrated by the tendency of girls to start school l ate r and l eave 

earlie r than the boys and as late as 1909 the Department of Educ ation 

was moved to comment upon the "numbe r of pa r ents who think that it is 

sufficient for a girl to have little more than half the amount of 
" 8 schooling that a boy r e ceive s • 

It was , however, at the secondary level that the educati on 

of girls had its greatest n eed, for here there was a prejudice again st 

f ree education which tended to rest ri ct educat ion to those thought 

worth the cost and this, to many, precluded girls . Rhoda Barr 

in he r autobiography records the unfavourable reaction of her peers to 

he r enrolment at Waitaki Girls' High: "F ew girls went on to the hi gh 

school in 1892, and the reaction of my primary school classmates to my 

doing so caused me considerable discomfort. They thought it a ve ry 

snobbish and unnece ssa ry step to take , and even hint ed that the money 

6. Edith Searle Grossman, "The Woman Movement in New Zealand", 
Westminster Review, July 1908 , p.45. 

7. W.B. Sutch, Women With a Cau se , 1973, p.75. 

8. Annual Report, Depa rtment of Education, AJHR, 1909 (S.2), E.1, 
pp.5-6. The l eaving age was 13, or when standard four was reached, 
and it was noted that girls tended to advance through the standards 
more quickly than the boys, which also alt e red their average leaving 
age. AJHR, 1912, E.1, p.8. 



to be paid in f ees might be spent more profitably". 9 Fortunately 

there were from an early date enlightened women who sought for their 

daughters educational opportunities equal to those of their sons, and 

Jane Maria Atkinson who strongly supported the establishment of a 

girls ' secondary school in Nelson wrote, 

I want my girls to have a boy's education 
because it is a better education than what 
is called a girl 's, since it better exer
cises the faculti e s God has given girls as 
well as boys • • • • My experience in the 
Colony shows me that the most solidly 
educated women are the most useful in 
every department of life, and that so
called "feminine refinement" is f atal to 
f eminine usefulness .10 

It was largely through the efforts of Miss Learmonth 

Dal~ple and a committee of Otago women that the Otago Girls' 

Seminary was opened in a wing of the boys' school (but "distinctly 

separate from it") •
11 

A connection with existing boys' schools was 

·a f eature of some of these early girls' secondary schools and although 

male headmasters t ended, like Tibbs of Auckland Grammar, to "look on 

the teaching of girls as a sort of li ght relief to the more serious 

t ask of educating boys", girls soon showed that they could compete 

academically with their brothers 10 of 25 Junior Scholarships 

being won by girls at Auckland Grammar between 1893 and 1900.
12 

It is 

interesting in view of the late r movement toward differentiation in 

the educati on of the sexes to note that an 1879 Royal Commission s aw 

"r,o r eason why the curriculum of a girls ' school should differ 

mat e rially from that of a boys' school, except that in the former it 

would be unadvisable to introduce the study of Greek". 13 

9. J. Rhoda Barr, Within Sound of the Bell, 1953, p.7. 

10. Jane Maria Atkinson to Margaret Taylor, 23 March 1870. Guy 
Scholefield ( ed .), The Richmond-Atkinson Pcpers , Vol.II, 1960, 
p.30. 

5 

11. A. Cumming, "The Status of Women and its Educational Implications", 
Ph.D.Thesis, 1970, p.120. 

12. ibid •• pp.180,182. 

13. ibid.,p.136. 



It was, in the main, the entrance of women into the New 

Zealand University Colleges which gave the greatest boost to girls ' 

seconda~ schools by providing women graduates who enthusiastically 

set about raising the academic standards of these institutions to 
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rival the boys' schools. Kate Edger, the first woman graduate became 

the headmistress of Nelson College for Girls, for example , and Helen 

Connon, the first woman masterate graduate, head of Christchurch Girls'. 

The entrance of women into the Universities was accomplished with 

little fuss, only minor objections arising from those who protested 

at the lateness of l ectures as being inimical to female morality, and 

when the Canterbu~ College Professional Board took exception to the 
14 inclusion of "unsuitable" plays by Terence in the Latin syllabus. 

These first students, in the words of Edith Grossman, 

felt that they were studying with a larger 
object than the culture of their own minds; 
their success had a significance that was not 
merely personal; they were like the ancient 
athletes who won victo~ more for their city 
than themselves. When their own course was 
finished they turned with equal or even 
greater enthusiasm to the training of other 
girls . 15 

It was not with such exalted motives that the less academic 

women participated in a parallel extension of women's employment 

opportunities, although many appreciated the relative independence 

signified by their own wage packet. Domestic service, the custom~ 

opening for unmarried women t:ieeking employment in New Zealand was by 

the 1880 's threatened by the growth of factories and the entrance in-

to them of cheap female labour under the impetus of depression conditions. 

Between 1881 and 1886 the ratio of female to male workers in seconda~ 

indust~ rose from one woman to eve~ seventeen men, to one for eve~ 

five (not taking into account those working in their own homes).
16 

14. J.C. Beaglehole, The University of New Zealand, 1937, pp.130,160. 

15. Grossman, p.46. 

16. W.B. Sutch, The Quest for Security in New Zealand, 1966, p.66. 
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The increase in the number of women seeking employment resulted in an 

overabundance of labour which depressed wages in some industries to 

near starvation level. 

Disclosures by the Reverend Rutherford Waddell, the Ot ago 

Daily Times and the 1890 Sweating Commission showed the urgent need 

to improve the lot of the f emale worker, not least of all be cause of 

the lack of cohesion among women workers themse lves. By 1890 only 

the Tailoresses had formed a union of f emale workers, the effective

ness of which was frequently attested by Labour Department officials 
17 in the following years. The problem with protective l egislation was, 

however, that it tended to apply to women and young persons only, and 

thus worked against their interests in times of economic betterment. 

Edward Tregear in 1899 pointed out that the restriction of working 

hours in particular gave men an unfair advantage in competition , and 
18 

to be fully effective, needed to apply to both sexes. Whatever the 

problems of f emal e workers and these ranged from a thoughtless 

lack of sanitary conveniences to deliberate exploitation in the matter 

of wages there was an increasing diversion of f emale labour from 

domestic service to this and other spheres, most notably banks and 

offices. In 1893 it was r emarked that 

Domestic service attracts few , and it is 
difficult to keep good female se rvants, 
as they marry as soon as their worth becomes 
known . In towns the tendency of the young 
women is to obtain work either in shops or 
factories and they prefer the slightly higher 
wages and regular hours of commerce and manu
facture to the obligations of dome stic service 
•••• the semi-independence, shorter hours and 
better pay explain its attractiveness for the 
young. 19 

17. Mrs Grace Neill , New Zealand's first woman factory inspector 
commented upon the exceptionally healthy appearance of the 
Dunedin tailoresses and noted that employers as well as workers 
were benefitting from the union, since it offered protection 
against undercutting in trade competition. Annual Report, Depart
ment of Labour, AJHR, 1895, H.6. p.10. 

18. Annual Report, Department of Labour, AJHR, 1899, H.11. p.ii. 

19. Official Year Book, 1893, p.224. 
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Prominent men and women would for many years yet bemoan 

the declining number of girls who pursued the noble calling of the 

dome stic servant, young men would darkly warn of their growing in

se curity and consequent inability to marry if girls continued to be 

appointed to clerical positions at a lower rate of pay than them

selve s, articles would be written expounding the incompatibility of 

"Banking and the Feminine Mind", 
20 

but girls valued their new-found 

independence and while avoiding the drudge ry of domestic service 

strove to ascend the newly emergent scale of factory worker, to shop

girl, to office girl or "typiste". Employe rs might occasionally 

deplore the err atic spelling and lack of punctuality of their f emale 

employees , might describe them as "subversive of proper discipline" 

or "unable to respect the solemnity of modern financial practice", 
21 

but once the trend toward women's employment in business and commerce 

had be gun in the late 1880's they found that they could not afford to 

disregard altogether this source of cheap and willin g labour. 

Conside rable encroachments wer e the refore made upon the 

established conceptions of women 's role in the later nineteenth 

century, education and their entrance into wider fi e lds of paid 

employment being two vit al f eatures of the assault. These changes in 

themselves creat ed anomali e s which, coupled wi th lon gstanding dis

abilities , increasingly pressed for resolution. Depression heightened 

social distress to which women and children were particularly vulner

able , the deserted wife bec omin g a major burden on the colony's 
22 

charitable aid system. 

20. e.g. Auckland Weekly News, 6 July, 1916, p.15. 
' 21. ibid. The entrance of women into office s must b e kept in perspect-

ive. Even in the war years when they replaced men who had been 
conscripted only 3.05% of the f emale population were employed in 
the commercial sector (as compared with 2.6~ in 1911, and .9~ 
in 1891. 

22. Report on Hospitals and Charitable Institutions of the Colony, 
AJHR, 1888, H.9, p.4 • 
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As communications improved and population concentrated in urban 

areas, these problems became both more acute in an actual sense, and 

more visible. But at the same time as the legal disabilities and 

practical needs of New Zealand's women became apparent, there emerged 

articulate , concerned women with the leisure and comparative affluence 

to answer the need and it was in fact in response to localised 

distress that the first known associations of New Zealand women had 

been formed. 

The Onehunga Ladies' Benevolent Society, founded in 1869 to 

assist refugees from the Maori Wars was followed by other predominantly 

church and service oriented groups operating mainly on a local basis -

the Methodist Ladies ' Guild, the Girls' Friendly Society (a Church of 

England Group formed in 1883), the New Zealand Mothers' Union (1879), 

the Young Women's Christian Association (founded first in Dunedin in 

1878 but not organis~d on a national basis until 1907). 23 

By the late 18801 s some organisations, t hose of men as well 

as women, we re questioning the efficacy of essentially stop-gap 

philanthropy and aimed instead at grappling with the roots of social 

distress as they saw them. It was when such organisations as the WCTU 

(formed in 1885) sought to promote wider social reform by influencing 

legislative activity that a conscious social feminism found expression. 

This, New Zealands first truly national association of women, already 

regarding itself as the "spearhead of women's contemporary interests" 

found itself blocked from achieving reform through political action 

by women's disenfranchisement. 24 Hence, early in its existence it 

commenced organised agitation for the suffrage. 

23. Helen Simpson, The Women of New Zealand, 1962, p.168; A.M. Burgin, 
"Women in Public Life and Politics in New Zealand", M.A.Thesis,1967, 
p.139. 

24. Patricia Grimshaw, Women's Suffrage in New Zealand, 1971, p.35. 
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Kate Sheppard, Franchise Superintendent of the WCTU from 

1887 later described how the unequal treatment of men and women in 

a number of laws made a profound impression on her. When petitions 

which she organised against the sale of intoxicants to children and 

the employment of barmaids were tossed aside without comment by the 

petitions committee, she resolved to secure for women the power to 

repeal bad laws and make good ones . 25 

This assumption that women would as a matter of course 

have an uplifting effect on the political affairs was one continually 

reiterated by the suffragists in the ensuing debate. Basing their 

argument s on the "new woman" as they saw her educated, efficient, 

independent, but retaining those special womanly qualities of moral 

goodness and love the suffragists demanded the franchise for 

women on the dual grounds of expediency ("the votes of women would 

add weight and power to the more settled and responsibile communi ties") 

and natural right ("it is the foundation of all liberty that those who 
26 

obey the law should have a voice in choosing those who make the law"). 

The anti-suffragists, on the other hand, r egarded the ideal 

woman's function as solely domestic, suiting her to "soothe the brow 

of the bread~unner, to restore the jaded faculties of the man of 

genius, and above all, to liven the family circle with the enduring 

smile of cheerfulness". 27 The enfranchisement of women, they feared, 

would lead to the unsexing of both women and men, to the decline of 

home life and the deterioration of the political condition of the 

colony. Vast armies of coarse, advanced "he-women" would be elected 

25. Prohibitionist, 7 Oct. 1893, p.4. 

26. "Sixteen Reasons for Supporting Womens Suffrage", Prohibitionist, 
7 Nov. 1891, p.3. It was sometimes argued that the female franchis e 
would add to the voting power of the responsible family man as 
opposed to his shiftless unmarried counterpart , since the former 
could influence his female relatives to vote along the same lines 
as himself. 

27. OIYl', 15 0 ct. 1 888. 
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to P.s.rliament, disruptin g its busine ss and passing frivolous, 

fadd . h 0 1 t" 28 ::t.s l eg::t.s a ::t.on. 

With the passing of the 1893 Electoral Act the anti

suffragists we r e placed in a somewh at embarrassin g position as in 

their conce rn to prevent the "shrieking siste rhood" from domin ating 

the polls they urged the "womenly women" to make use of that from 

which they had forme rly tried to prote ct them. The Christchurch Pre s s 

extolled eve ry man to see that his womenkind wer e put on the roll, 

f eeling sure that if he was " an hone st, decent, manly man who t reats 

his mother or wife or siste rs as manly man should treat the women of 

his circle, ••• they will follow his l ead and vot e as he does". 29 Mrs 

Sheppard commented with deserved satisfaction on "the mirth-provoking 

wri ggles" of s eve ral candidates, noting that men and women who 

"denounced the idea of women voting a s degrading, unsexin g and 

unwomanly, now dislayed an amazing alacrity in enrolling women, and 

s eemed utte rly r egardle s s of the f eminine deli cacy whi ch they had said 

would be marred if women went t o t h e poll". 30 

The F ranchi s e Department of the WCTU was itself anxious for 

women of al l cl asses t o enroll , but i n the lon g run h oped a s an eff e ct 

of the fr anchise that inequality in al l the l aws aff ecting men and 

women would be r emoved. To the suffragi st l eade rs the vot e wa s but a 

means to an end, and Mrs Sheppard p ointed out to her followe rs that 

Constant work will be ne ce s s ary t o induce women 
to avail themse lve s of their new privilege s. Laws 
ne ed altering for the prot ection of our sex and 
those dear to us. On women devolves the special 
duty of seeing that our legislators are men who 
honour purity and probity more than party, men to 
whose names to the title of "Honourable" is a 
fittin g prefix and not a biting s arca sm. 31 

28. See Grimshaw, pp. 74-85 for a summary of the debate on women's 
suffrage. 

29. 

30. 

Press, 11 Sept. 1893. Me.rk Cohen, "Women's Suffrage Scrapbook 

WCTU of New Zealand, Franchise Report for 1893, 1893. 

31. ibid. 

" 



12 

The success o~ the ~ranchise campaign had so bolstered the 

women 's faith in the political medium of r eform that the years immed

iately after saw a proliferation of women's political associations. 

At the inauguration of one such body Mrs Mar gar et Home Sievwright, 

suffragist l eade r in Gisborne stated 

the great woman movement at the close of this 
wonde rful 19th century is, in a word, the 
r evolt of womanhood against a despotism, o~ten 

apparently unconscious, which authorizes and 
perpetuates this e~orced condition of child
hood. 

The Legislature of New Zealand has enfranchised 
woman. This has accentuated N.Z. womanhood, and 
vJas the first necessary step towards her complete 
emancipat ion. Till, however, she is able to 
work out her own independence, and to place 
herself side by side with man, his comrade and 
his peer, the r e can be no talk of emancipation.32 

Mrs Sievwright, by now an experienced political campaigner, was 

intensely aware of the New Zealand women's movement as part of a 

wider international tide of f eminism, and felt that much more could 

still be done to improve women's status. In the following years she 

was to be a dominant figure among those who struggled for this end. 

Although the word "politi cal" was prominent in the titles of 

many as sociations formed in the 1890's including Mrs Sievwri ght 's 

group in Gisborne most memb e rs would have protested that their 

interests were by no means purely poli t i cal , and would have heartily 

agreed ,with Mrs Sheppard that "in a democrat ic country it i s difficult 

to draw the line between the social and the political". 33 Some 

societies involved themselves with welfare work as well as political 

agitation, while others were responsible for the foundation of other, 

more socially oriented offspring. The WCTU continued to work among 

prisoners and seamen and in several areas conducted night classes in 

cookeD- and dressmaking ; the Dunedin Women's Franchise League, despite 

its narrow title, opened a soup kitchen in 1895 and within three months 

32. Gisborne Women's Political Association, President's Address,September 
19th, 1894, 1894, p.1. 

33. WR, June 1896, p.4. 
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had fed 3,500 persons. 34 The Canterbury Women's Institute, after 

publishing its manifesto on neglected children, provided the impetus 

behind the formation of the Canterbury Children's Aid Society. The 

emergence of such associations as the Canterbury Children's Aid 

Society and the Society for the Protection of Women and Children 

showed that despit e political enfranchisement the practical sufferings 

of many women and their dependents had by no me ans abated and it was 

in these societies also that many of the much ridiculed "political 

women" were active. 

There was a considerable amount of interaction between many 

associations, especially after the foundation of the White Ribbon in 

1895 unde r Mrs Sheppard's editorship . The Ribbon was entirely edited 

and managed by women and although the mouthpiece of the WCTU, was also 

intended as a medium for the discussion of social, r eligious, moral 

and political questions of interest to women, as well as for the r eports 

of various women's groups . 35 There was also much interaction of 

personnel and time and time again the same name s crop up in connection 

with different groups, not always at different times . Mrs Sheppard 

was active in both the WCTU and the Canterbury Women ' s Institute, and 

was l ater president of the NCW; Lady Stout, also a WCTU member, was 

co-founder of the Southe rn Cross Soci ety and the NCW, was a vice

president of the Wellington SPWC and later, was active in the Plunket 

Society . Mrs Sievwright, founder of the Gisborne Women's Political 

Association, was a member of the WCTU and at the time of her death was 

president of the NCW; Christina Henderson, a graduate of Canterbury 

University College and a WCTU member was prominent in the Women 

Teachers Association (founded 1901), as well as being secretary of the 

NCW; Arney Daldy, WCTU franchise leader in Auckland, was also active 

in the NCW, as well as being a committee member of the Auckland SPWC 

and so the list goes on. Friendships formed during the suffrage 

campaign continued after the vot e was won and, strengthened by the 

leading feminists' conviction that women should combine to become a 

34. Prohibitionist, 30 Nov. 1895, p.3. 

35. WR, July 1895, p.1. 
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political and social force, led to the advocacy of a federation of 

women's societies an objective which was achieved with the 

foundation of the NCW in 1896. 

When in 1895 the Secre tary for Labour wrote with reference 

to New Zealand's first government labour bureau for women: "It was 

thought neither wise nor just that the nece ssities of one half of 

our population should be neglected, or that the woman-citizens of 

our colony should not be provided with equal means of escaping 

destitution as their male relatives" , 36 he was expressing a funda

mental development in the condition of New Zealand women . Women had 

now emerged as a distinct group in their own right: in the eyes of 

the government who were now willing to appoint officials such as 

Grace Neill to deal with essentially f emale concerns; i n the eyes of 

the l egislators who had spent many a gonised (and frivolous) hours debating 

such questions as married women's property, the equality of divorce, 

and the f emale fran chi se ; and i n the eyes of women themselves, few 

of whom were totally unaffected by the agitation for the suffrage , and 

many of whom were now in their own associ ations. A numb er of out

standing women had gained experience in organisation and agitation 

and by their det e rmination had contributed to a conside r ab le political 

victory. 

The r e wer e still many areas to which women could direct 

their r eformin g impulses and a vari ety of associations through which 

they could do this. Where an association did not exist , there were 

certain to be women with the confidence and experience to rectify the 

matter. Socially-oriented organisations such as the SPWC offered an 

outlet for women concerned about economically disadvantaged or ill

treated members of their own sex, while those to whom alcohol appeared 

as the primary source of social disharmony were welcomed in the WCTU 

which by this time had branches throughout New Zealand. 

36. Annual Report, Department of Labour, AJHR, 1895, H.6, p.2. 
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The formation of the NCW offered a unified voice for those to whom 

the women's cause was a more important priority, and still later 

the promotion of motherhood and responsible child-care would provide 

yet another mission for the number of women who supported the Plunket 

Society . It remained to be seen if women would maintain their alleg

iance to a variety of public causes, as exemplified in these four 

organisations, or whether the conception of woman's duty held by one 

such body would assert itself to the detriment of another; whether 

the long-established attachment of women to benevolent causes would 

be promoted at the expense of the women's rights movement. Could 

the sense of solidarity engendered by the franchise campaign be 

sustained now that those who had seen the vote as an end in itself had 

dropped by the way? 

In 189 3 Mrs Sheppard wrote, 

For the first time in the history of the 
English people have the Mothers joined 
hands with the Fathers in governing their 
land. 

We believe that peace and blessing will 
flow from such a union, and that the 
year 1893 is the beginning of a new and 
happy era. 37 

She, like most of her fellow suffragists saw 1893 as marking not the 

end of a well-fought campaign, but the commencement of new and 

concentrated efforts for the attainment of true equality and the 

fuller contribution of women to social betterment. She recognised, 

however, that only thrrugh organised effort, rather than the individual 

drive for success, could women come closest to realising her hopes. The 

next twenty years would demonstrate the effectiveness or otherwise of 

women's groups as instruments of social reform, and would test the 

optimism expressed in Jessie Mackay's "Battle March": 

37. WCTU of New Zealand, Franchise Report for 1893, 1893. 



red in the East is the dawn the demons have dreaded 
fore-knowing, 

The visible day of Messiah, whose light is their last 
overthrowing, 

When jewel of womanhood glitters, the age-long assailing 
ended; 
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When to be born but a woman is heritage noble and sp l endid, 
When mothers are sworn unto peace, and the children hate 

naught that is human; 
When Pole to the Pole shall be knitted by the love of the 

woman for woman.38 

38. "The Woman's Battle March", read before the first NCW meeting, 
1896. Mrs B. Holt, "A History of the National Council of 
Women of New Zealand", (typescript) . I am indebted to Mrs 
Holt for providing me with a copy of this history, and also 
with material from the NCW (Auckland Branch) Collection. 
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ENJNENTLY lli THE SPHERE OF WCMAN' S DUTY: 

the Society ror the Protection of Women and Children. 

Unlike the many social and political associations of women 

working for the advancement of their sex, the Society for the Protection 

of Women and Children did not directly owe its foundation to the mood 

of purpo se and optimism generated by the franchise issue. Nor could 

it strictly be termed a "women's organisation" for the first branch 

wa s established in April 1893 by an Auckland man , Henry Wilding, and 

men and women at all time s worked toge ther within the Society. Rather, 

the Society was characteristic of a number of bodies, not necessarily 

activated by any conscious feminist concern, which were working directly 

on behalf of disadvantaged women and children in New Zealand. The 

assistance given by the SPWC was, however, regulated in such a manner 

and directed toward such varied groups as to make it unique among the 

practical humanitarian agencies of the period. 

The hei ghtened awareness of women in New Zealand society 

in the late r nineteenth century was not simply r eflected in their 

assumption of new roles . Under the influence of social darwinism it 

paradoxically involved a renewed emphasis , particularly from the 1890's 

on the function of women as mothers, as bearers of the race . This 

emphasis was reiterated not only by traditionalists, but by feminists 

themselves who, like Mrs Sheppard used it as a justificati on for raising 

the dignity and status of women: 

We are the mothers. Throu gh us in our bondage, 
Through us, with a brand in the fac e , 
Be we fett ered with gold or with iron, 
Through us comes the race~ 

We were ignorant long, and our children 
Were be sotted and brutish, and blind; 
King-driven, priest-ridden~ - Who were they? 
Our children? - Mankind. 

We were kept for our beauty, our softness, 
Our sex; What reward do ye find? 
We transmit, must transmit, bein g mothers, 
What we are to mankind ~ 1 

At this time when many women's organisations, medical men, 

and even politicians were beginning to speak of society's dependence 

upon the physical and moral condition of its women, it became apparent 

1. NCW, Fourth Session, Auckland 1899, p.38. 



that the circumstances of numerous women were far from ideal . Wife 

de sertion, always a feature of the New Zealand social pattern, was 

exacerbated in depression by the need for men to travel in search 

lb 

of work. Supporters of the 1884 MarriefrWomen's Property Act were 

unfavourably impressed by the "unusual prevalence" of wife desert ion 

in New Zealand, and more particularly by the example of errant 

husbands who returned to confiscate their wife's independent- earnings 
2 before departing once more . Dw1 can Macgregor, Inspector of Hospitals 

and Charitable Institutions, noted with disapproval that an " enormous 

proportion" of those receiving outdoor relief were deserted wives with 

families, and blamed the frequency of dese rtion both on the ill

assorted unions struck up between shipmates, and the reasonable 

assurance with which both wives and husbands found they could depend 

upon their families being supported by public charities. 3 

Sympathy for deserted families was tempered, however, by the 

not infrequent occurence of collusion between husband and wife, by the 

tendency of "forward" women to exploit the charitabl e aid system, and 

by the fe eling that many women were themselves to blame. Helen 

Stavely, officer in charge of the gove rnment labour bureau for women 

expressed this feeling when she wrote of deserted wives : 

I fear they themse lve s are often to blame 
for such a state of things by their want of 
knowledge in making a comfortable home •••• 
The husbands get into the habit of looking 
for comfort outside their own homes and 
eventually drift away, no one knows where. 
Then these poor wives and mothers have to 
apply for benevolent aid for themselves and 
their children, and I find it hard to induce 
employers to engage these women to do daily 
work ••• as they are obliged to take one or 
more of the children (who are too young to 
be left alone) with them during the time 
they are at work.4 

2. NZPD, 48, pp. 490-491, (23 Sept. 1884, Mr Waterhouse). 

3. Annual Report on Hospitals and Charitable Institutions of the Colony, 
AJHR, 1888, H.9, p.6. 

4. Annual Report, Department of Labour, AJHR, 1899, H.11, p.ix. I 
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The death or illness of the breadwinner, although less publicised 

because there was no deliberate evasion of responsibility, also left 

f' ami lie s in severely straitened· circumstances and f eatured in 

government reports along with old age as the major causes of poverty. 

The depression also pressed severely upon those wives of 

working men who were forced into "sweated" employment in competition 

with their sons and daughte rs. Factory work in particular was 

supposed to endanger not only the physical health of the women involve~ 

as submissions to the 1890 Sweating Commission showed , but to expo se 

them to severe moral contamination. 5 Free from "the wholesome restraint 

of domestic service" factory girls often spent their days in close 

proximity to male employees and exhibit ed, according to Mrs Neill, 
. 6 " a certain coarseness and rough behav~our" as the result. Worse still, 

their nights were spent on the streets, many believed, adding "ruined 

life to ruined life". 7 

Juvenile depravity generally was evidenced by the numbers 

of young people congregating on the streets in idleness, and by that 

scourge of the ,later nineteenth century thoroughfare, the larrikin. 

The problem was considered sufficiently serious in 1891 for meetings 

of Justice s of the Peace to pass resolutions on the best means of 

dealing ~~th juvenile offenders. While many of the proposed remedies 

were intended to weigh heavily upon the young off'ender himself and to 

bring about his reformation through exposure to hard wor k , others, 

including f'ines and disenf'ranchisement , were directed towards parents 

whose neglect and irresponsibility were considered a primary cause of 

juvenile delinquency.
8 

By 1896 the Police Commissioner was reporting that "the 

larrikin nuisance" could not be effectively put down until power 

was given to arrest, and not merely to summon "lads and boys who loiter 

about the street corners and make themselves objectionable to the 

5. Report of Sweating Commission, AJHR, 1890, H.5, pp.34-35. 

6. Annual Report, Department of Labour, AJHR, 1895, H.6, p.10 

7. Australian and New Zealand Family Friend, 10 Aug. 1889, p.2. 

8. Resolutions Passed at Myeti~gs of Justices of the Peace on Juvenile 
Offenders, AJHR, .1894, ~S.2J, H.4, pp.1-4. 
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armoyance of passers, more especially to unprote cted f emales", 9 and 

by 1896 some politicians, including Seddon, were considering a virtual 

curfew on young people in the streets. 

While girls were less likely to be assigned to the "larrikin" 

category, they too posed a problem for those concerned about the moral 

fibre of the rising generation . Between 1886 and 1896 illegitimate 

births rose from 3.1~ of all live births to 4.4~ and although the 

proportion of spinsters in the child- bearing ages also increased in 

the same period, the rise in illegit imat e births was frequently taken 

as evidence of moral laxity.
10 

Juvenile prostitution and venereal 

disease were also thought to be on the increase and for ove r twenty 

years prompted the stalwarts of the Legislative Council to resist 

the r epeal of the Contagious Diseases Act. 

The problem was compounded by the fact that the corrupted 

girlhood of the colony were so oft en those who, it seemed, were l east 

likely to produce children of sound colonial stock . Macgregor pointed 

to the case of the "defective" half-imbecile girl who already had 

five illegitimate children by different fathers, al l of whom were 

supported by charitable aid, and si ghed "Truly, it is a far cry to 
. 11 

Utop~a". Here also the males of New Zealand were seen to be 

eva din g their responsibility and many women's organisations, resentful 

of the double standard, r ec ommended l egislative means of dealing with 

the problem. The Christchurch WCTU, for exampl e , urged an Act which 

would make compulsory the establishment of the pate rnity of illegiti

mate children, 12 and Mrs Sheppard six years later thought it monstrous 

that "a child who has no voice in the matter of its birth should be 

burdened with a Legal Brand of illegitimacy, while its father skulks 

and avoids the obloquy of his wrong-doing" •13 

9. Annual Report on Police Force of the Colony, AJHR, 1896, H.16, p.2. 

10. OffjcjaJ Yearbook, 1900, p.118. 

11. Annual Report on Hospitals and Charitable Institutions of the Colony, 
AJHR, 1893 (S.2), H.22, p.1. 

12. Prohibitionist, 26 Mqy, 1894, p.3. 

13. NCW, Fifth Session, Dunedin 1900, p.13. 



Although it was disput ed whether the young people of 

New Zealand were more l awless than their counterparts "at home", 
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the re occurred in New Zealand, as in En gland, a hardening of attitudes 

towards juvenile offenders , a hardening which involved a new willing

ness to resort to prosecution and formal avenues of punishment, and 

which was part of what one writer terms "the institutionalization of 

adolescerx:e". 14 This r estrictive attitude was directed not only 

toward the hardened transgressor , however. It also aimed at prevention, 

and special concern was felt for the need to protect children of young 

age groups and to counteract the effects of bad birth. It was thus 

with some justification that a member of the National Council of 

Women spoke of the child as "the great discovery of the nineteenth 

century." 15 Women's organisations in particular emphasised the 

receptivity of the young mind, the need to protect it from corruption, 

and the role played by women in its proper socialisation. Stressing 

that the "production of noble men and women depends upon the physical, 

mental, moral and spiritual training of children", the Canterbury 

Women's Institute pointed out that many became criminals at an early 

age while others who escaped the taint were unable to become useful 

memb e rs of society if left in their present surroundings . The Institute 

therefore recommended that separate state home s be provided where 

criminal or ne glected children should 

be nurtared, protected, trained and educated 
for life's work by women of great culture and 
r efinement •••• 
In order that the children should come under the 
influence of the Home before they are irre
trievably corrupted by their surroundings it 
seems advisable that they should enter the Home 
before the age of seven. A creche could be part 
of the Home where the children could be cared 
for until the age of four.16 

In this the women were partly supported by Dr Macgregor who continually 

recommended that all neglected children should be made wards of state 

and placed under the supervision of theEducation Department. 17 

14. John R. Gillis, "The .Evolution of Juvenile Delinquency in England", 
Past and Present, May 1975, p.97. 

15. (Miss Henderson) NCW, Sixth Session, Wanganui 1901, p.18. 

16. WR, March 1897, p.8. 

17. e.g. Annual Report on Hospitals and Charitable Institutions of the 
Colony, AJHR, 1896, H.22,p.2. 



The reluctance of successive governments to institute 

such a comprehensive state guardianship r eflected the f ear 
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that state int e rference in this, as in other matte rs affecting the 

welfare of women and children, would only discourage r e sponsibility 

and initiat ive. The role of the state in the distribution of charit

ab l e aid was considered unsatisfactory especially by the Department 

itself. On the issue of outdoor r elief Macgregor was adamant that 

the existing state subsidy must be avoided at all costs , eloquently 

stating that "All ove r New Zealand the St ate subsidy for outdoor 

r elief is the most eff ect ive scheme that could b e devised for the 

systematic cultivation of social parasite s. We carefully hatch them 

out, and l ay them down in the alimentary tracts of society, and we 
. 18 

call the insane proceeding phJ.lanthropy". Despite the desperate 

situation of so many women left alone to rear children, it was 

ironi cally the successful manipulation of the charitable aid system 

by l ess scrupulous women which probably led to the use of f emale 

inspect ors such as Mrs Grace Neill . Women, it seems , were not only 

more likely to elicit the confidences of the needy, but r etiring 

members of their sex , but were considered more adept at f erreting 

out cases of brazen exploitat ion . 

The gro·wing disfavour with which indiscriminate charity 

was viewed and the unre solved question of state r e sponsibility l eft 

a vacuum for new r esp onses to the genuine hardships experienced by the 

most vulnerabl e members of soci e ty. By the 1890's the Salvation 

Army was firmly e stablished among agencies offe ring aid to the outcast 

and needy. In addition to its prison gate missions and night shelters 

for inebriates, it ran rescue homes in the four main centre s and 

sought to cut off prostitution at its source by helping girls in 

strait ened circumstances. Where the need arose it took in orphans 

and girls from broken homes. 19 Othe r churche s ran similar institu

tions, some (maternity homes) restricted to girls giving birth to 

their first child, others (rescue homes) seeking to reform confirmed 

prostitutes. Among the latter were the Mount Magdala Magd.alen Asylum 

and St Mary's in Christchurch and the Parnell Home in Auckland run by 

18. Annu8l Report, Hospitals and Charitable Institutions of the Colony, 
AJHR, 1897 (8.2), H.22,p.1. 

19. John C. Waite, Dear Mr Booth, 1964, pp.62-67. 
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Mrs Bishop Cowie. The Costley Home in Auckland, the Salvation Army 

Pauline Home in Wellington and the Linwood Home in Christchurch 

provided matemity facilities for girls "on the downward path but 

not yet fall en". 

Although the SPWC worked in collaboration with othe r 

voluntary organisations and with "home s" of the type menti oned, it 

did not seek to duplicate the services they offered. Avoiding for 

the most part the e st ablishment of costly institutions or the distrib

ution of goods and money, the Soci ety i nvolved itself with the de se rted 

wife , the prostitute , t he unmarried mother, t he "uncontrolled" young

ste r and the n egl ec t ed or ill-t r eat ed chi ld, bu t r eached a s well 

i ndividuals who had largely been ignored or beyond t he r e ach of other 

philanthropic bodie s. The Society's concern, as its stated aims 

Showed, was not on ly wi th the immoral woman, or wayward adole scent, 

but with women whose distre ss stemmed from the marriage situation 

itself. The aims of the So ci ety we r e f ourfold t o prosecut e in 

case s of cruelty, seduction, out r age or exce ssive violen ce to women 

and children, to give advice and aid t o women who had been cruelly 

treat ed, to make: provision for children when it was found the par ents 

or guardians were unfit persons to have charge of them and to agitat e 

for the improvement of statute l aws with a view t o the more eff ective 

protection of women and children .
20 

The diffe r ent branche s late r 

added to the s e aims and the se additions, l ike t he Wellington branch's 

objective of organising girl's clubs for s oc i al intercourse and mutual 

improvement , stre ssed the preventative n ature of the Society's 

activities. The Society sought then, as now, to treat the causes of 

social distress, or to deal with them before they resulted in the 

breakdown of the family unit. 

20. Annual Report, Auckland Br anch SPWC, 1895, frontispiece. 
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The establishment of the first branch of the SPWC in 

Auckland was followed by Wellington in 1897, by Dunedin in 1899, and 

by Christchurch in 1908, though similar work in the latt e r centre was 

undertaken until this time by the Children's Aid Society . The four 

branches were independent of each other and although they exchanged 

ideas, mainly on l egislative matters, they exhibited some differences 

in organisat ion and interests . The Auckland Branch, for example , 

combined with the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 

and from 1898 to 1927 operated separate branche s for women and 

children and for animals.
21 

The first conference of the branches 

was not held until 1929. 

Membership of the Auckland branch on its establishment in 

1895 comprised ordinary members who contributed annually the sum of 

five shillings or more , life members who contributed five pounds or 

more and honora~ members who, by their practical sympathy with the 
22 

objects of the Society, might be elected as such by the executive. 

The influence of the Society was not throu gh the numerical strength 

of its membership however, but through the prestige and support of 

certain of its members, oft en committee members . In Auckland r epre 

sentative s of local churche s wer e pr ominent, including clerics of the 

Roman Cat holic , J ewi sh, Presbyt erian, Anglican and Methodist faiths . 

The Society also b enefitted from the presidency of the Governor 

General, Lord Glasgow, and from having legislative councillors W. 

J ennings and W. J . McCullough among its vice- presidents . Lat e r, the 

active influenne of F . E. Baume and G. M. Fowlds , both vice-presidents 

of the Society and members of the House of Representative s proved 

invaluable , while from 1900 the inclusion of Mrs Arney Daldy, prominent 

in the NCW, provided a link with feminist organisations . Wilding, 

the chairman, was careful in his correspondence with cabinet ministers 

such as Reeves to include reports and lists of the officers of the 

Society in order to .convince them of the integrity of the Society. 23 

21. This was not done , however, without lengthy consideration of the 
implications of combining the two titles , NZH , 28 Jan . 1898. The 
fact remained, however, that women, children, and animals were 
regarded as the common victims of cruelty and required the inter
vention of a humane society. 

22. Auckland Branch SPWC, Minute Book, 1893, p.2. 

23. e . g. Aucklan~ Branch SPWC, Letter Book No. 1, p . 133. 
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The Dunedin branch of the Society was for many years 

pre sided over by the Rev. (later Archdeacon) Curzon-Siggers 

supported by an executive which included such noteworthy local 

figure s as Mrs W.H. Reynolds, a founder of the Free Kindergarten 

movement and widow of the legislative councillor, her daughter, 

Mrs Denniston, the wife of a prominent Dunedin busine ssman and 

mayor of Dunedin, Dr Emily Siedeberg , the Rev . W.A. Sinclair, 

pre sident of the Dunedin Council of Churche s and prominent t empe r

ance worke r, Ethel Benjamin, first woman l awye r in New Zealand, 

and Edith Statham, secretary of the WCTU . 

In Wellington the wive s of prominent men were active in 

the Society , as well as women who we re public figures in their own 

right. Mrs W.A. Evans (forme rly Mis s Kat e Edge r) was the first 

pre sident and her husband a trust ee . Memb e rs of early executives 

included Lady Stout, Miss L.M. Kirk~ prominent in the WCTU and late r 

wife of A.R. Atkinson, Captain Waldie of the Salvation Army, Mrs 

Wallis, wife of the Bishop of Wellington, Mrs J.G. Findlay~ whose 

husband was late r Ministe r of Justi ce , Mrs Kirkaldie and Mrs 

Gre sley Lukin, wife of the Evening Post's edi tor. Edward Tre ge ar 

was for many ye ars a trustee and Ste lla Henderson, one of the first 

women l aw gr adu at e s and siste r of Christina and Elizabeth Hende rson 

(the latte r the first woman member of Par l i ament ), was an honorary 

solicitor. 

The SpWC thus attracted socially concerned, and often 

socially prominent,men and women, as well as women of an openly 

feminist persuasion such as Mr s Daldy and Lady Stout . The involve

ment of wo~en varied between branches, however. Men predominated on 

the council and committee of the Auckland branch during its early 

years and although a ladies' committee was formed in 1899 under the 

leadership of Lady Ranfurly, this was for the purpose of raising 

finances in the best bazaar stall tradition.
24 

By 1900 a greater 

number of women were on the executive of the Auckland SPWC however, 

one of the reasons perhaps being, as was revealed by the chairman 

24. Annual Report , Auckland Branch SF.WC, 1899-1900, p .7. 
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at the 1899 general meeting, that there had been too many men on 

the committee who had been too busy to give sufficient time to the 

special work of the Society.
2

5 

In Wellington, as Mrs Evans explained to the 1899 Select 

Committee on the Young Persons Protection Bill, the executive itself 

was confined to ladies.
26 

This may have refl ected the origins of the 

Wellington Branch in the a gitation of the WCTU at r evelations made 

in the Magistrate's Court conc erning juvenile immorality. 27 In 

keeping with the female composition of its executive, the Wellington 

Society maintained contact with othe r women's organisations and in 

191 2 , for example , submitt ed r esolutions for the better prote ction 

of women and children to othe r women's societie s thr oughout New 
28 

Ze aland. In the same year it joined the Overseas Suffrage Union 
29 and in 1914 ur ged equal pay for women teachers. In 1917 a public 

me eting was he l d under the auspices of the Wellington SAVC to prote st 

against propos al s by the Council of Education as to the segr egation 

of sexe s in schools and t he gr eat er differ entiation of educ ation. 30 

The concerns of the Wellington So ci ety thus followed more closely 

the conce rns of women's so ci eti e s generally in that they we r e inte r

e sted in the wide r aspe cts of women's status. 

Whateve r the composition of their r e spective executive s, 

each branch of the SPWC had a woman visitor, believing like many of 

the Charit able Aid Boards that women were more likely to confide in 

their own sex. When the branche s be c ame firmly e stablished the 

women visitors worked on a full-time salaried basis, assisted wher e 

n ecessary by memb ers of the executive or the Society's trustees or 

solicitors. Of all the voluntary societie s in New Zealand at the 

time, the SPWC perhaps best illustrates in its women visitors the 

25. Auckland Branch SPWC, Press Cuttings Book No. 1, (no reference). 

26. Report of the Select Committee on the Young Pe rsons Protection 
Bill, JLC, 1899, p.21. 

27. Annual Report, Wellington Branch SPWC, 1898, p.3. 

28. Annual Report, Wellington Branch SPWC, 1912-1913, p.6. 

29. Annual Report, Wellington Branch SPWC, 1913-1914, p.6. 

30. Press cutting, 1917 (no reference), Letters, Notes and Papers 
Regarding the Teaching of Domestic Science in Schools, Lady Anna 
Stout Collection. 
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development of the role of professional social worker as a viable 

occupational option for woman. Professional women were also to be 

found as honorary solicitors or doctors to the Society, Dr Elizabeth 

Platts-Mills being associ ated with the Wellington branch for many 

ye ars, and Dr Emily Siedeberg with the Dunedin branch. 

The first conce rn of each branch on its establishment was 

the immediate cases of need confronting them. There was a growing 

feeling that the evils of the Old Country were being r eproduced in 

New Zealand, and Bishop Neli gan, speaking to the thirteenth annual 

meeting of the Auckland branch,lamented that even the beautiful 

surroundings of New Zeal and did not e liminate c ruelty to children.
31 

In a similar vein a r e ligious monthly rejoiced that the Society was 

rapidly becoming a t error to that "vast army of drunken and heartless 

husbands" who in New Zealand as in the Old Country "cruelly trample 

upon and ill treat those whom they promised to love, honour and cherish". 
32 

Although changes in the classification of case s unfortunately 

prevent detailed comparison over the years, the consistent-ly largest 

group of cases cited in the Auckl and Society's r ecords, as the above 

comment suggests, r e lated to "t roubles between husb and and wife" 

often involving cruelty . The difficultie s f aced by the Socie ty in 

such domest ic situations wer e considerable since it had to consider 

not only the truth of the complainant 's charge , but the degree of 

provocation involved, and having secured lawyers often found the 

injured party reluctant to take action against he r spouse . One such 

case, where the veracity of the complaint was in no doubt whatever 

involved a 90 year old man {' a heavy drinker and eccentric") who 

regularly threw knives and pieces of wood at his elderly wife and 40 

year old daughter, saying that if his wife could not work, she ought 

to die and make way for a bette r woman ~ Since this geriatric tyrant 

also kept a loaded gun at the r e ady the r eport on the case said, 

quite understandably, that "Mrs and Miss P. are afraid of their lives". 

Despite the Society's intervention - the daughter was persuaded "with 

31. Annual Report, Auckland Branch SPWC, 1906-1907, p.8. 

32. <Ioyful News, March 1897, Auckland Branch SPNC, Press Cuttinr; s 
Book No. 1. 
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some difficulty" to lay information against her father in the 

maf istrate ' s court the case had a tragic ending . Court 

proceedings were adjourned to give the defendant a chance to behave 

himself , and within a month the wife was dead, "he having injured 

he r chest" . An enquiry a month late r showed that the unmarried 

daughter was still living with her father , but the Society was 

unable to ·ascertain her welfare . 33 

The second largest group of case s were those described 

in early r eports as "case s of seduction", and later given as affil

iation case s . These were fol l owed, and from the 1900 ' s exceeded by 

oase s of cruelty towards children . Since the Society shared in the _ 

current philosophy that children and society were best served by 

their transfer from an unsatisfactory environment, cases of "young 

persons r emoved from dange rous surroundings" figured separately up 

to the 1900's and l at er were probably cited under the more gene ral 

heading "concerning children and young girls". Despite the Old Age 

Pension case s of "par ents against chi ldren for support" were suffic

i ently important by the 1900's to be listed separate ly, and the 

incorrigible nature of many of the cases investigated necessitated 

a further category of "old cases r edealt with" • Only a minority of 

cases , it appears, were finally solved with complete sattsfaction to 

all. Fallen women f e ll once more, drunken husbands r eturned to 

plague their wives, de serting husbands default ed on maintenance and 

illegitmat e babies died with tragic frequency. 

The varied nature of the cases considered by the Society 

is illustrated by the Auckland branch's record book and by comments 

in annual reports . 34 Drink figured prominently in marital disputes 

and sometimes led the Society's visitor to conclude that one of the 

partners was as much to blame as the othe r . The Society was also 

alarmed at the frequency of wife de sertion, and came down heavily 

against absconding husbands who, in neglecting their familial duties, 

they considered were threatening the very roots of society. 

33. Auckland Branch SPWC, Record Book No . 1 , Case 30. 

34. See Appendix . 
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In its 1901 report the Society pointed out the problems involved 

in inducing the absconders to return . It cost, they noted, a deposit 

of £24 to bring back one man under police . escort . If a woman was 

destitute, she was not able to provide this amount; if she was able 

to afford it, she was reluctant to bring her husband back as a 

criminal . Charitable Aid Boards rare ly took any action because a 

man was likely to be sent to gaol if they acted, would not be able 

to support his wife in any case, and might not be able to secure 

work on his release from prison . 35 

The SPWC itself used legal action only as a very last 

r esort . The usual process in cases of cruelty, for example, was for 

a complaint to be made to the Society by the wife or a friend. The 

Society was anxious to avoid a reputation for unnecessary interfer

ence and as a rule did not send out its visitor until the wife herself 

had come to the office and sought help. Exceptions were made where 

the wife was ill or where complaints were made on behalf of a minor. 36 

An approach was usually made by the visitor to the husband and if 

necessary the chairman inte rviewed the man. If he proved intractable 

and the ori ginal complaint were justified the Society's solicitors 

wer e consulted . At this point disputes we re often able to be r esolved 

informally, the threat of legal action causing one or both parties to 

reconsider their stand. Close contact was kept with the police, 

Inspect or Hickson of the Auckland Police being on the Society's 

committee. Mrs Evans of the Wellington branch, which operated on 

similar lines to its Auckland counterpart, r eported that the Society 

was sometimes successful in approaching the employers of erring husbands 

and having them spoken to by their superiors. 37 All cases were dealt 

with confidentially, names being known only to the committee , and the 

Society stressed its role in reconciling many couples. 

35. Annual Report, Auckland Branch SPWC, 1900-1901, p.11. 

36. Wilding to 1899 Annual Meeting. Auckland Branch SPWC, Press 
Cuttings Book No.1, (no reference). 

37. Report of Select Committee on Young Persons Protection Bill, 
JLC, 1899, p.20. 
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Even maintenance cases were ~requently arranged privately 

through the Society's solicitors, and such were the amounts be ing 

handled and distributed in this wqy that it was decided in 1899 to 

have the Auckland Society incorporated.
38 

It was a matter o~ pride 

to the Society's members that their actions were saving the rate

payers a considerable ~inancial burden. Tables were given in each 

annual report headed "value to the State" which showed the amount 

awarded in maintenance by magistrates' orders (usually the larger 

amount) and by private arrangement. But despite the Society's success 

in li~tin g at least part of the burden o~ ~inancial support ~rom 

ratepayers to those who were considered responsible , and despite the 

demonstrably economical basis on which it operated,it laia itsel~ open 

to criticism in departing ~rom the customary "almsgiving" response 

to social problems. As late as 1927 the Society's chairman had to 

de~end the Auckland branch ~rom anonymous criticism by a subscriber 

that practically all its income went on salaries. Pointing out that 

its st~~ were at any rate underpaid, the chairman reite rated that 

the Society did not undertake to distribute charitable aid. Its 

object, he stated, was the protection o~ women and children, and 

with this end in view it endeavoured to give expert advice through 

its secretary, woman visitor, and solicitors. Without salaries there 

could be no st~~; without st~~, no expert aid and advice. 39 The 

idea that a social worker should work ~or nothing out o~ a sense o~ 

social duty or Christian zeal died hard, it is clear. 

The ~act that an organisation such as the SPWC was needed 

at all was naturally a matter o~ regret to its members. Year ~ter 

year the Society's reports stressed that only a revival o~ British 

home li~e could success~ully combat the evils it grappled with. In 

1910 Wilding told the annual meeting o~ the Auckland branch that 

"the real work o~ protecting women and children belonged to the 

~amily, and one could not help noticing and deploring in these young 

countries the decey o~ ~ilial piety". The most serious blot on 

modern civilisation, he claimed, was the decline in discipline and 

38. NZH, 10 Oct. 1899, Auckland Branch SPWC, Press Cuttings Book No.1 

39. Auckland Star, 28 July, 1927, Auckland Branch SPWC, Press Cuttings 
Book 1926-1931. 



the weakening of family ties. 40 Urgent action was needed, in the 

words of one report, "ere we sink to the low moral level of but 

31 

too many states placed under the same climatic influences as our

selves". 
41 

Many of the individual cases coming to the Society 's 

attention must indeed have suggested that the ideal of family life 

was threatened and that for many of its clients the family situation 

itself was a source of conflict and distre ss. 

It was at this point that the fourth, and some thought, 

the most important of the Society's aims sought alternative, legis

lative solutions to the problems of protecting women and children. 

With the growth of cities and the greater complexity of society, 

informal means of sanctioning violations of the social code were 

proving increasingly inadequate, and as the Society's comments 

showed, the family was thought to be fa;J.-ling down in the task of 

disciplining and restraining its members. The SPWC, like many 

similar associations, thus turned to more formal avenues of social 

control to supplement its routine activities . 

By continually writing to government ministers, providing 

Members of Parliament with evidence of discrepancies in the law and 

with copies of their annual reports, by holding public meetings and 

publicising matters in newspapers, and by supporting Members of 

Parliament, often Society subscribers, who supported the Society's 

aims , the SRVC brought pressure to bear for legislative change and 

sought to educate public opinion as to the frequency and severity of 

offences against the person, even within the family. It was concern

ed not only with the matter of punishment, but with the prevention of 

such offences. In 1895, for example, the Auckland Society wrote to 

Seddon seeking his assistance in altering the Criminal Code Act in 

three ways. First, it requested that the time in which action might 

40. Annual Report, Auckland Branch SPWC, 1909-1910, p.6. 

41. Annual Report, Auckland Branch SPWC, 1895_, p.9. 



32 

be tween in cases of seduction of under-age girls should be raised 

from one to three months from the offence; second, that a penalty 

be added for the punishment of incest; and third, that pr6vision 

be made for the more drastic punishment of the horde s of larrikins 

who infested the Auckland streets "to the danger and discomfort of 

women and children". In the same letter it was urged that the care 

of all neglected children be made direct ly chargeable to the State 

sinre local bodies preferred to Je ave children in unsuitable surround

ings rather than incur the expense of thei r committal. 42 

In succeeding years the Auckland branch also urged the 

establishment of children's courts, the raising of the age of consent, 

the b etter classification of inmates of lunatic asylums, and that the 

State bring back defaulting husbands from Australia at the public 

expense. 

While most of the branches were agreed on the above points, 

each branch h ad particular reforms which seemed more important than 

others and which they brought to Parliamentarians' attention. The 

Wellington Society, for exampl e , r ecommended the appointment of 

women doctors and women official visitors to prisons, and protested 

at the unfair treatment of women t eachers. From D·t.llledin in the late 

1900's came resolutions to government r ec ommending that part of the 

wa,:ses of drunken husbands be attached to their wives, that institutions 

be provided for feeble-minded girls, and that industrial colonies 

be established where lazy or deserting husbands could be compelled to 

work for their family's support. 43 The branches of the SPWC were not, 

of course, alone in their advo~~many such measures. Societies 

such as the WCTJ and NCW were equally diligent in sponsoring reso

lutions regarding the age of consent, the greater use of women officials, 

and the need for the state to take responsibility for neglected, 

criminal and orphaned children. 

42. AucklandBranchSPWC, LetterBookNo. 1, p.134. 

43. Emily H. Siedeberg-McKinnon, Fifty Years of Active Work in the 
Interests of Women and Children, 1949, pp.10-11. 



The question of juvenile depravity was strongly debated 

within the SPWC, as indeed by all similar organisations. Separate 

meetings of ladies and gentlemen of the Auckland Branch in 1900 

~ailed to reach agreement on the extent, cause and remedy for 

juvenile immorality in the colony. The general feeling was, how

ever, that the assemb ly of young people in the streets at nieht was 

at best undesirable and unproductive, and at worst the prelude to 
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a life of mise~ and disgrace. 44 The Society thus gave its unqualified 

support to curb the freedom (or license), of young people and to insti

tute more formal means of control . Unlike some groups , however, it 

did not see the imposition of a virtual curfew on young people as the 

ultimate solution to juvenile immorality. Thus, when the ladies of 

the Wellington branch gave evidence through their president to the 

Select Committee on the 1899 Young Persons' Protection Bill, and in 

their annual report of that year expressed sympathy for the measure, 

they added that " the evil arises largely from the laxity of parental 

control , and all remedial measures should aim at increasing the sense 

of responsibility in parents, alike by the infliction of substantial 

penalties in cases of neglect and through the growth of a healthy 

public opinion in the direction of providing better accommodation for 

the people 11
•
45 Some Society members , including W.J. Jennings, the 

Auckland Legislative Councillor, were against compulsion and felt 

that the SPWC , the Salvation Army, and kindred bodies could do better 

work on an informal basis . 46 

By no means all the l egislation supported by the SPWC passed 

into law during our period; some, like the Young Persons Protection 

Bills, because it was thought to be too restrictive; others, such as 

the measures advocated in response to desertion, because they needed 

the impetus of further depression to enlarge the problem. Nevertheless 

the Society did have some notable successes, two acts in particular 

owing their implementation to the Society's pressure. The first was 

44. Minutes of Special Meeting of Gentlemen, 3 July 1900; Minutes of 
Special Meeting of Ladies, 13 July 1900, Auckland Branch SPWC, 
Minute Book, 1900. 

45. Annual Report, Wellington Branch SPWC, 1899, p.7. 

46. NZPD, 11 0, p. 169 ( 3 0 ct. 1899) -



the Criminal Code Act Amendment of 1900 which provided for the 

punishment of incest, and the second, the 1906 Juvenile Offenders 

Act which led to the establishment of separate courts for juvenile 

offenders. 

The latter bill owed its success largely to the efforts 

34 

of F.E. Baume, member for Auckland East and Vice-President of the 

Auckland SPWC. In 1904 the Wellington Branch advocated that children's 

courts be established along the lines of those in South Australia and 

also urged that all cases involving divorce or offences agains t 

children should be heard in_£~~.47 The following year the Auckland 

branch passed resolutions along similar lines and heard an addr ess 

from Baume on the "promiscuous congregation of children with criminals 

of all classes" which went on in the Auckland Police Courts. 
48 

When 

in 1906 the Juvenile Offenders Bill was near its final reading, the 

Minister of Justice admitted that it was largely the result of requests 

by the SPWc. 49 

The need for the Criminal Code Act to beamended to allow for 

the punishment of incest was established by the continual recommenda

tions of the SPWC and in particular, by evidence circulated by the 

Wellington branch to Members of Parliament in 1900. This evidence 

contradicted the assertion of a few Members and Council lors that such 

an " abominab le practice" did not exist in New Zealand and that legis

lation to deal with it was " a libel on the people of New Zealand". One 

Legislative Councillor even insisted that there was "no need whatso

ever" for le gislation of that type and put the prevalence of "sex 

bills" down to the "hysterical women, some so-called purity society, 

or to a general softening of the brain". 50 

47. Annual R~t2 Wellington Branch SPWC 2 190~, p.1 o. 
48. Annual ReEort)Auckland Brench SPWC 2 1904-:.:!.2.Q.2, p. 11 • 

49. NZPD, 136, p.286 (30 Aug. 1906, Mr McGowan). 

50. NZPD, 113, p.476 (5 Sept. 1900, Mr T.Kelly). 
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The gentlemen members of the SPWC must have r e sented the 

association with organisations of "hysterical women" which resulted 

from their advocacy of simil ar causes . Bette r informed sources 

tended to make a distinction, however, and to be effusive in their 

praise of the Society when comparing it with its feminist counter

parts . The Auckland Star compar ed the NCW unfavourably with the 

SPWC, stating that 

that 

While the Councillors, like the Laird of 
Cockpen, are taken up with affairs of the 
State, discussing first principl e s ~d pa ssin g 
general resolutions of an all-embracing 
character, the Society may be permitted to 
modestly occupy itself with some of the more 
particular evils and injustice s which daily 
pre sent themselves in a concrete form. 

Though we may yield to no one in our respect 
for great principles, we must cor£e ss that 
the enunciation of these with never so much 
warmth and elo~uence , wins our admiration much 
less than evidence s of their practical 
application . For tha t r e ason we gladly turn 
from the National Council of Women to the 
So ciety for the Protection of Women and Children. 
The latte r ha s appar ently done something othe r 
than talk. 51 

The New Zealand Herald e choed this s entiment, pointing out 

Women nowadays are sometime s blamed for their 
pertinacity in havin g wrongs made ri ght b efore 
they are pe rpetrated, but the class of women, 
and of unhappy little children who are the 
protegees of this me rciful Society, have 
generally drained the bitterne ss of life to the 
dregs; and, for their sufferings, appeal to 
every true man and woman, with a spark of 
manliness or of womanhood in their breasts. 

Not least in the Society's favour, according to the Herald was that 

it was probably "the least expensive and certainly the least extra

vagant of all the beneficient institutions of the city". 52 

51. Auckland Star, April, 1896, Auckland Branch SPitC, Press Cuttings 
Book No. ~- · 

52. NZH, 24 April1897, Auckland Branch SPWC, Press Cuttings Book No .1. 



It was, however, an editorial in the same paper during 

the following year which put its finger on the Society's success 

and the favourable publicity it received from all acquainted with 

its operation. In supporting the SPWC on a national basis, the 

Heralq stated, women's associations might prove the sincerity of 

their advocacy of the cause of the wronged and weak: 

••• if, amid their dissertations on economic 
independence and divided skirts and kindred 
subjects, they took up the financial as well 
as the moral support of the crusade against 
cruelty, whether it be to women and children 
or to the dumb creation, they would have not 
only a subject worthy of their noblest 
impulses , but one that all would recognise 
as eminently in the sphere of woman's duty.53 
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/ Thus, by gaining the support of prominent men and women, 

and throu gh its association with the long-established concept of 

"savin g" women and children the SPWC acquired a r e spectability which 

eluded the more spe cifically feminist organisations, even though many 

of the measure s they advocated were in fact similar. There wa s 

broad public support in New Zealand, as elsewhere, for the idea that 

it was a woman's busine ss to be involved in r egul at ing the welfare 

of children, and by association, of l ess fortunat e members of their 

own sex . Women .were seen (and saw themselves) as "social servants" 

and be cause of this assumption fitted readily into the emerging role 

of professional social worker. Women, by virtue of their sex were 

not only considered closer to the problems which presented themselves 

to such a society, but because they were regarded as more moral, more 

sympathetic and more altruistic than men had a distinctive claim to 

give their opinion on welfare matters. That they were able to do so 

under the auspices of such a worthy organisation which numbered 

among its members men of indisputable respectability was an added 

advantage. Membership of the SPWC did not involve any denial of the 

antifeminist view that a woman's place was in the home, partly because 

a primary concern of the Society was the elevation of family life and 

the investigation of those personal and social pressures which were 

combining to undermine it. 

53. NZH, 28 Jan. 1898, Auckland Branch S~'C , Press Cuttings Book 
No. 1. 
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Although in its early years the SPV\'C placed an und eniable 

emphasis on women and children a s vic"t_i,!ll_§.principally of "cruel, 

drink-maddened, selfish men"?tt was moving towards a more balanced 

conception of family problems, as evidenced by its change of name 

in the 1950's to the "Society for the Protection of Home and Family". 

The question of Eoverty which has always played a lesser role in the 

Socie ty's deliberations than in those of earlier " charitable" bodies 

would bec ome even l ess relevant as an increasing number of clients, 

both men and women, came from higher income brackets. 55 While those 

organisations which had relied on the f eminist impul se of the 1890's 

for their vitality dissolve d or went into decline, the SP'NC continued 

in existence, for it was clear to the Socie ty that those problems 

which had prompted its foundin g child negl ect, juvenile immorality, 

marriage dissolution and wife abuse remained to threaten the 

effectiveness of the family as a social unit . 

54. Annual Report, Auckl and Branch SPWC, 1921-1922 , p .6. 

55 . Annual Report, Auckland Branch Society for the Protect ion of 
Home and Family, 1974-1975,p.5. 



3 
38 

FOR GOD AND HOME .AND HUMJu~ ITY: 

The Women's Christian Temperance Union. 

While few would have criticised the activities of the SPi'lC, 

especially where they were directed towards women and children who 

were the victims of crue1ty and neglect, the temperance cause roused 

greater controversy. Extremists who saw in this one reform the 

answer to all social problems laid the majority of temperance workers 

open to the accusation of being f addists and intolerant cranks. And 

yet the distress caused by the misuse of alcohol was no doubt consider

able in a society where "the crudest drunkenness, a sight not very 

t d 1 t t f d l "f II 
1 A 1 d t d common o ay , was amos a par o every ay ~ e • s a rea y no e , 

the records and reports of the SPWC contain numerous cases of wives 

and children assaulted and intimidated by drunken husbands or parents, 

and Dr Emily Siedeberg confirmed that the "demon drink" greatly 

increased the work of the Dunedin branch and hampered its operations.
2 

The misery caused to families by the loss of wages in the public house 

prompted the Dunedin and Wellington branches of the Society to repeat

edly urge that at least part of a drunkard's earnings be paid directly 

to his wife. 3 The motivations of those temperance workers who saw 

women and children in the role of helpless victims were not, therefore, 

so different to those of the SPWC, and individual members sometimes 

divided their energies between both causes . 

Since women were, on the whole, less attracted to alcohol, 

and since they were so often the victims of its misuse, it was natural 

that they were attracted towards temperance, first participating in 

predominantly male groups such as the Rechabites and Good Templars, 

1. Paul McKimmey, "The Temperance Movement in New Zealand 1835-1894", 
M.A. thesis 1968, p.11. 

2. Siedeberg McKinnon, p.8. 

3. ibid., p.11. 
• 
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end later forming their own society, the Wcmen' s Christian Temper-

u 0 4 ance n~on. 

While Dr R.H. Bakewell's view that the female prohibition

ists were alJllost entirely women who had suffered as a cons::quence 

of dnutken relatives no doubt reflects his customary antifeminist 

prejudice, it suggests that women were indeed aware of the suffering 

caused to their sex through the excessive consumption of alcohol. 5 

It is at this point that the link between temperance and feminism 

becomes apparent , for as Brian Harrison has noted with reference to 

the British situation, "The very act of joining a teetotal society 

involved a modest form of feminism: the belief that resources should 

be diverted from purely male pleasures to expenditure which could 

benefit the whole family" • 
6 

Once actively committed to temperance, women were likely 

to be impelled even further in the direction of feminism by their 

experiences in the movement. At a time when such public activity 

was well outside the norm for their sex, women acted as canvassers 

for petitions, chaired meetings and spoke on public platforms and, 

in response to criticism from outside the temperance movement, were 

4. In 1874 there were 493 female convictions for drunkenness to 3682 
male convictions , in 1884 , 867 female convictions to 5774 male 
convictions , and in 1894, 593 female convictions to 3900 male con
victions. McKimmey notes that, even allowing for the larger male 
population, these figures suggest that women in the later nineteenth 
century did not drink as heavily or as often as men. McKimmey,p.136. 
These figures do not of course allow for the fact that women were 
more likely to drink in private and thus avoid conviction for drunk
enness, but on the other hand, Burtt's study of drunkenness in 
Wanganui shows that the same women appeared repeatedly for the offence -
in 1901 75.8% of women convicted of drunkenness in Wanganui had been 
convicted before, compared with 40.4% of males. This suggests that the 
list of total convictions considerably inflates the number of indiv
iduals involved. Andrew Burtt, "Aspects of Drunkenness and Prohib
ition in Wanganui, 1880 to 1920" M.A. Thesis, 1973. 

5. R.H. Bakewell, "New Zealand Under Female Franchise", Nineteenth 
Century, Feb. 1894, p.27. 

6. Brian Harrison, Drink and the Victorians, 1971, p.175. 
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sometimes forced to a more overtly f eminist stance to justify their 

b ehaviour . Patricia Grimshaw, in Women's Suf'fra ge in New Zealand 

h as als o shown how in the temperance societies women learned the 

artsof organisation, administration and l eadership which were later 

used in the feminist cause, and how they illustrated by their 

activity and commitment the truth of new notions of women's capab

·l·t· 7 
~ ~ ~es . 

The WCTU, founded in 1885 as the result of a visit by 

Mrs Mary Leavitt of the American WCTU, was the first national 

association of women in New Zealand. Ten branches of the Union 

we re formed in the first year of its existence, and by early 1886 
8 its membership numbere d some 600 women. Like its counterparts in 

other countries the New Zealand WCTU attracted women from diverse 

backgrounds but was e spe cially r emarkable for the number of women 

whose names were well known in their local communities and whose 

families had lon g been connected with public causes and humanitarian 

interests. The names of women who fi gur e in differe~t chapters of 

this thesis in connection with other organisations and feminist 

activity generally are frequently to be found associated with the 

WCTU among them Margaret Home Sievwri ght, Arney Daldy, Lady Stout, 

I 

Kate Evans, Harriet Morrison, Christina,Stella and Elizabeth Henderson, 

Learmonth Dal~ple, Rachel Reynolds and Lavinia Kelsey (both promin

ent in the Free Kindergarten movement) , Lily Atkinson, Jessie Mackay 
9 ana. Kate Sheppard. 

Othe r common characteristics of leading WCTU members, 

Grim3haw notes, were their mainly non-conformist backgrounds, and 

the fact that mru1y had only limited family commitments, having 

married late in life or not at a11.
10 

7. Grimshaw, pp.23-25. 

8 0 ibid., p.28. 

9. ibid.~ pp.29-30~ 

10. ibid., pp.30-31. 

I 
\ 
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Most had, there~ore, both the time and the money to become involved 

in WCTU activities a ~eature, it may be noted, o~ most women 

actively involved in social and political causes. 

The involvement o~ such women was natural enough in view 

of the exceedingly wide interests of the WCTU. Although its temper

ance programme wa s paramount, the stated aims of the Union included 
11 

the promotion o~ social re~orm and Christian work generally . It 

thus attracted women such as Stella Hende rson who recognised that not 

only did liquor lead to degradation and crime, but also that social 
. 12 

conditions might themselve s promote ~ntemperance. 

Having found that women's political disabilities r educed its 

effectiveness on both temperance and social issues the Union be gan 

agit ating at an early stage o~ its existence for the extension of the 

franchise to women. Here also the t emp e rance-feminism link was 

strongly in evidence. Far from being the passive instrument of the 

male temperanc e party, the WCTU took the initiative in a struggl e 

which lasted for some seven years, at tract ing durin g this time the 

support of many who were indifferent to the temperance que ~tion itself, 

and developing close links with overseas f emini sts. 13 When in Sept emb er 

1893 the ri ght o~ Ne~ Zealand women to vote on the same terms as men 

was ~inally conceded, letters of con gratul ation poured in to Mrs 

Sheppard, the ~ranchise superintendent, ~rom suf~ragists in New Zealand 

and over the world, the latter including Francis Willard, the ~oundero~ 

t he WCTU, Cathe rine Wallace of the Australian WCTU, the American f emin

ist Susan B. Anthony and members of the London-based National Society 
14 for Woman Suffrage . The se links were maintained in later years and 

11. Women's Christian Temperance Union of New Zealand, Constitution, 
[1913?] 

12. WR, June 1898, p.2. 

13. Patricia Grimshaw has re~ted the view, first elaborated by W.P. 
Reeves, that women gained the vote without struggle and almost 
against their will. 

14. Letters to Mrs Sheppard, 1893, Sheppard Papers. 



were consolidated by the visits of Mrs Sheppard to Britain and 
15-

Arnerica in 1894 and 1908. 
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Tbus, in the years preceding 1893 the WCTU e stablished 

itself as the l eading association of New Zealand women with an 

interest i n all a spects of "the woman que stion". These inte r e sts 

were continued aft e r 1893 when the elation brought about by the 

electoral victory had subsided into an earnest intention for women 

to show they we r e worthy of the r e sponsibility conferred on them. 

At both national and local l evels the Union di rec t ed its activities 

not only toward t emperance , but als o to a bread r ange of women's 

disabilitie s. 

The extremely efficient organisation of the WCTU was based 

up on "dep artrnent ~:Y, Each of which was unde r the supe rvi si on of a 

local superintendent. Not all of these departments wer e ope r at ed by 

each local un i on, their existence and effectivene s s depending upon 

the enthusia sm of a compet ent local l eader. In 1896, for example, 

the WCTU ran some 22 departments, including t hose for l egal and 

parliamentary work (under the direction of Mrs Sheppard), juvenil e 

and kinder garten work, missionary work, prison work, peace and 

arbitration, scientific tempe rance , sabbath obse rvance and Sundqy 

trading, Maori work, press work, hygiene and f ood r eform, Bible in 

h l l . t t . l . t d fl . . 1 6 
s c oo s, ~ e r a ure , soc~a pur~ y, an a owe r ~ss~on. 

Reports r ead at the n ational confer en ce of 1895 give some 

idea of the work undffrlaken by important departments. Over the previous 

year Evangelistic departments in local unions had distributed liter

ature and conducted Bible-reading sessions for young women and social 

teas for seamen and non church-goers. The department concerned with 

Maori work had written to Maori women and distributed Bibles, hymn 

books and pledges in Maori, while the harmful effects of heavy clothing 

and corsets, and the need for government- appointed me at inspectors had 

been well publicised by the hygiene department. Attempts had been made 

15. Grimshaw, p.112. 

16. Minutes of Annual Convention of WCTU, 1896. 
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mainly in Christchurch and Auckland to have scientific temperance 

made a compulsory pass subject in schools. Some Unions had also 

conducted "mothers' cottage and drc.vd.ng room" meetings in an attempt 

to reach women outside the Union, and had provided toys and plqy

things to occupy children brought to the meetings. 17 

At a time when in many tovms hot els were the only place 

where meals might be bought, the WCTU sought to provide a practical 

alternative by operating tea and luncheon rooms. At Agricultural 

and Pastoral shows the WCTU provided r est and r efreshment rooms to 

counteract the attractions of the public bar, the Christchurch 

Union sometimes se rving meals to ove r 7000 people in the course of 

one show. Much of the work of the WCTU was directed not only toward 

publicising more wholesome lifestyl e s, but to teaching skills which 

might stand young persons in good stead in later years. In Dunedin, 

for example, the Union conducted at Leavitt House classes in dressmakin g, 

cookery, carpentry and tailoring until t echnical classes became more 

r eadily available.
18 

Seamen's rests were run by the Union at Dunedin, 

Greymouth, Lyttelton, Timaru and New Plymouth, and much work was done 

through the Prison Gate Missions to visit and aid r el eased prisoners.
19 

As well as maintaining its numerous practical humanit arian 

activitie s, the Union continued to act as a national pressure group, 

r ealising that the struggle for r eform had only b egun . On welcowing 

Mrs Sheppard home from Britain in 1896 a group of Union members 

expressed the hope that "with r enewed vi gour" she would be equal to 

leading them on to fresh victories 

for in gaining the franchise we see that we 
have gained no end, but only a weapon with 
which we may win the r eforms we require •••• 
We hope that you will be able to organise our 
forces so that we can convince the gentlemen 
of the House that the women of the Colony 
are in earnest in demanding social reform .20 

17. WR, Mqy 1895, pp.3-7. 

18. C. Henderson, The WCTU in Action, a Long View, 1945, p.3. 

19. The Women's Christian Temperance Union, 1885-1960, 1960, p.9. 

20. Learmonth Dalrymple to Mrs Sheppard, 13 January 1896, Sheppard 
Papers. 

/ 
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By passing well-publicised resolutions, sending letters to members of 

Parliament , arranging deputations to wait upon gove rnment members and 

organising petitions, the WCTU pressed upon government and public 

opinion its views on temperance and on matters directly and indirectly 

affect in g women and children. 

F r om 1895, however, the Union had in the publication of 

its own magazine , the White Ribbon, an additional weapon in the co

ordination of f eminist agitation. The magazine was edited by Mrs 

Kate Sheppard who wrote in one of the first issues: 

~1en all the disabilities under which women 
l ab our ar e r emoved, then, and not until 
then, shall we be a free country in the 
fullest sense of the word; and we intend 
that our paper shall do its part in helping 
to cultivate a more h ealthy and just 
public opinion in this direction.21 

The White Ribbon thus included reports from various women's societies, 

including branches of the Union itself, articles on a wide range of 

subjects, among them prison r e form, women's disabilities, facts and 

fi gure s about women , noteworthy women throughout the world, dome stic 

science , enli ght ened parenthood , interviews with prominent New 

Zealand f eminists, transcripts of papers read at WCTU and NCW conven

tion s, as well as t empe rance stories and letters from temperence 

workers throughout the world. An important feature of the White 

Ribbon , especially under Mrs Sheppard 's editorship , was the inclusion 

of reports and comments upon parliamentary busines s, particularly on 

legislation relating to women and to the temperance que stion, and 

information on the lobbying activities of other women's organisations. 

The use of petitions was a form of political lobbying in 

which the WCTU itself was well-versed, and the spate of petitions 

from women and women's groups to both Houses in 1 89~ and 1895 included 

a number from representatives of the WCTU. In 189~, for example, Annie 

Schnackenberg, the WCTU president, presented three petitions on its 

21. WR, July 1895, p.1. 
I 
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behalf requesting the raising of the age of consent to eighteen 

years. The following year the Canterbury Union petitioned on a 

more general basis for a revision of the laws of the colony so 

far as they affected women, while the Napier branch presented two 

petitions, one for the admission of women to Parliament, and the 

other requesting equality for men and v:omen in marriage and divorce 
22 

l aws ,_ and the raising of the age of consent. In later years 

petitions presented to both Houses on behalf of the WCTU or local 

branches, with the exception of three for the repeal of the Contag

ious Diseases Act (presented to the Legislative Council in 1901 by 

the Kaiapoi, Auckland and Naseby Unions23), placed greater emphasis 

on temperance issues. In 1904, for example, petitions from the 

Auckland WCTU to the House of Representatives requested that no 

licensed bars be operated by the State, that an enquiry be held 

into the care taken by returning officers in local option polls, 

and a further enquiry be held into deaths declared to be the direct 

result of drink. 24 The WCTU was also closely involved v.i_th the 

male temperance societies in canvassing for more drastic temperance 

reform, and played a particularly important role in the 1917 petition 

for six o'clock closing. 

The vast range of resolutions passed by the WCTU at local and 

national level perhaps gives a better idea of the social concerns of 

the Union and , although not formally considered by parliamentary 

bodies, certainly did not go unnoticed by the legislators. The first 

group of resolutions passed by the Union's annual conventions were 

those obviously concerned with the temperance-christianity aspects of 

its work those which urged the abolition of barmaids, the suppress-

ion of gambling, the stricter enforcement of Sabbath observance, the 

teaching of scientific temperance in schools, and the application of 

the initiative and referendum to questions of social importance 

(especially the liquor question)~5 Others were more directly related 

to the protection or improvement of the status of women and followed 

closely the platforms of the various wome11 1 s :political associations -

22. JHR, 1894, p.xxxiv; 1895, p.xix, p.xxxviii. 

23. JLC, 1901, p. :x:iv' p.xv. 

24. JHR, 1904, p.xvi. 

25. Minutes of Annual Conventions of WCTU, 1895-1913. 
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the removal of the Contagious Dise~s Act was repeatedly called for, 

as was the raising of the age of consent (at first to eighteen, 

later to 21), the admittance of women to parliament, the granting to 

women of equal guardianship rights over their chi ldren, and (probably 

under the influence of Mrs Sievwright and the NCW), the economic 

equality of husband and wife . From the late 1900's and in the war 

years especially, the better protect ion of women and girls, the 

appointment of women police officers and increased penalties for 

assaults on females were requested, a s wel l as the censorship of the 

cinema, the training of school-girls in domestic science and, last 

but not least, th e provision of separate toilet s on long distance 

trains. The Union also maintained c.. firn si.cr1cl E:ga.:inst the compulsory 

milit ary training of young boys and the persecution of conscientious 

objectors. These resolutions were reinforced by letters to Members of 

Parliament and by the occasional deputation to Government in collab

oration with other groups . 

The efforts of the WCTU and allied organisations did not 

pass without r emark from Members of Parliament, although the eff ect 

of all this activity w~s sometimes other than that intended. It 

must frequently have seemed to the politically- minded women that their 

ef forts we re damned whatever action they took, for Members t ended to use 

an absence of resolutions or petitions f r om women as evidence of a 

l ack of support on measures pertaining to their sex, and yet to dismiss 

them when they did ~ppear as the activity of a few agitators , the 

"masculine females", unrepresent ative of "the bett er class of womanhood". 

"The better class of womanhood", needless to say, were distinguished by 

their devotion to domestic duties and by their aloofness from active 

l •t• 26 po ~ ~cs. 

This view was clearly demonstrated in debates upon a series 

of bills introduced between 1894 and 1900 aimed at allowing women to 

contest parliamentary seats . In 1894 it was contended in opposition 

to the measure that women themselves were silent, and therefore 

indifferent to the measure. "We have received no petitions", Massey 

26. NZPD, 87, 635 ( 17 July, 1895, Mr Maslin). 
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pointed out, 11 CJnd except for a few agitators, we have heard of no 

r esolutions on the subject". 27 On the other hand, one speaker made 

much of a resolution passed by the Dunedin branch of the WC'l'U ("no 

doubt, a well-organised society") against the proposal unde r consid

eration . "If that was the opinion of the women", Mr A.W. Hogg 

declared, "he did not think they desired to have this uncalled-for 
28 honour thrust upon them" . 

When in the followin g year the same measure was reintro

duced , petitions si gned by over 300 women were produced in its 

support and reference was made to the fact that nearly all the 

women's political l eague s in the country had passed resolutions in 

. t f 29 d . ~ s avour. The s e communications were, howeve~ speedily isrn2ssed 

as the handiwork of a dozen or so women who did not at all represent 

their sex on the matter . The bill's sponsor, Dr Newman , was accused 

of currying f avour with the women's socie ties around Wellington, and 

in the derisive tone which was so often a feature of deb ates on 

women's issues, one member e laborated upon the debt of gratitude 

owed to the Honourable Member for Wellington Suburbs for introducin g 

such a bill, "if only to put the House in a good humoured and jocul ar 
<.o 

mood before serious business began". j 

27. NZPD, 83, 410 (11 July 1894). 

28 . NZPD, 83 , 568 (1 8 July 1894). The Dtmedin Union was castigated 
for this in the WCTU column of the Prohibit ionist which concluded, 
"Our Dunedin friends must sure ly be still under the influen ce 
of the reaction which follows any great exertion . Their vigorous 
efforts have, apparently, exhausted them, and dulled their sense s 
for the time". Prohibitionist, July 1894, p.3. 

29 . NZPD, 87, 631 (17 July 1895, Dr Newman). Such petitions suffered 
howeve r, in compa rison with the franchise petition of 1893 which 
was signed by over 30,000 women. 

30. NZPD, 87, 657 (17 July 1895, Mr Graham). 
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Members were occasionally less good-humoured in their 

att itude towards the "political women" and cast doubts not only 

upon the extent to which they represented the majority of their sex, 

(for which there was some justification), but on their integrity. 

Fr·essure by the WCTU for the prohibition of barmaids on the dual 

grounds that the girls were used by "the Trade" to entice men awey 

from family life, ·and were thems elves corrupted by such employment 

drew an especially strong response from defenders of "the nymphs 

of the corkscrew". The ladie s of the WCTU, one Member suggested, 

would do better to attend to their own homes than to meddle in 

matt ers which did not concern them. He had no doubt that these 

l adies had plain daughters and were jealous of the barmaids, adding, 

for good measure, that they would not in their own homes be found 
~1 

too tidy, eithe r.~ It is intere sting as an indication of t he 

advance of the t empe rance cause and the gradual acceptance of 

measures advocated by the WC1U, that this measure, so greatly 

ridiculed in 1904, was incorporated in the 1910 Licensing Act. 

Disparaging comments and unfair criticism of their domestic 

capabilities had long been the lot of New Zealand f eminists and, 

although resented, did not deter the WCTU from continued interest in 

political matters. Nevertheless, some doubt as to the effectiveness 

of their methods was evident by the late 1900's and the Union's Annual 

Convention of 1913 felt it nece ssary, "in view of the ve ry little 

r ec ognition given to r e solutionsforwarded" to appoint suitable ladie s 

r e sident in Wellin gton to bring such resolutions more prominently to 

the Government's attention. 32 But although it was becoming increas

ingly clear that the genteel passing of resolutions and the prepara

tion of petitions were ineffectual as long as women were divorced from 

actual political power and without consistent champions in government 

31. NZPD, 124, 244 (2 Sept. 1904, Mr Rutherford). 

32. Minutes of Annual Convention of WCTU, 1913. 



the patte rn had been laid whereby these processes, however feeble, 

were the primary weapons used by women's societies. 

Disr egard and ridicule from outside the Union were not 

the only tri als it experienced . Practical difficulties such as 

those imposed on any nat ional association by distance and communi

cations hindered the Union in its activities and later proved an 

even more decisive handicap for the NCW . In 1893, for example, 

Ruth Atkinson wrote from Nelson to Mrs Sheppard explaining her 

absence from the forthcoming WCTU convention : 

It would have been a great pleasure meeting 
so many worke rs from all parts of the Colony, 
but, unfortunately, the fact of its being 
held in Invercargill, makes it quite out of 
the question orr account of the great distance. 
Won't that practically cut out all from the 
North Island? 33 
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In an association which embraced such a variety of women, 

there was oc casionally need also to remind memb ers of the catholicity 

of the Union. Referring to attempts to create new tests of member

ship of the WCTU, the W11ite Ribbon warned that 

Intensity of purpose seems to have had an 
almost fatal propensity for allying itself 
with narrowness of thought. While we welcome 
and admire zeal we must strenuously resist 
narrowness , lest we lapse into bigotry and 
create greater evils than those we are 
banded togethe r to overcome .34 

It is likely that even as early as 1896 there were differences between 

those WCTU members to whom temperance was of overriding importance and 

those like Mrs Sheppard, the Ribbon's editor, who placed it in per

spective among other desired reforms. 

The crippling effects of lethargy were even more threaten

ing to the Union, especially as the novelty of a new and active 

33. Ruth Atkinson to Mrs Sheppard, 1 Sept.1893, Sheppard Papers. 

34. WR, March 1896, p.1. 
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organisation became less and the excitement of the franchise cempaien 

sub sidc"c1 . By 1897 the White Ribbon was complaining of the malaise 

affectin6 the l a rger unions and of the tendency for business to 

t . . t . . th t . t t . . t . 35 Th con 1nue 1n a rou 1ne way, WJ. ou 1n eres or 1nsp1ra :Lon. e 

need to widen the Union's basis of support and to reach young women, 

particularly those in shops and factories, had been recognised for 

some time, and had been only partly met from the ranks of the Union's 

youth branches . It was necessary , Mrs Sheppard maintained, to make 

these younger women aware of their voting power, to make them value 

more highly the privilege they possessed and to realise their respon

sibility in the matter. 36 

By the late 1890's it was apparent that many of the women 

of the colony did not in fact view their electoral responsibilities 

in the same light as the WCTU. In a paper read to the Wellington 

Union in 1898, Mrs W.H. Judkins elaborated upon the failure of women 

to cast out the liquor traffic as they had been expected to do in the 

years before 1893. It was futil e , she pointed out, to expect women 

to vote against the "drink curse" simply because they were women and 

were affected by it; 

The big fact bef ore us is that women sadly 
need educating, just as sadly as do the man. 
Where we have looked to the tender solicitude 
of wives and. mothers to dictate opposition to 
what more than anything else causes the ruin 
of husb2nds and sons, we have been astonished 
to find callousness and indifference .37 

This realisation that women would not be driven by some 

in~ate female instinct to vote for no-license, and needed persuading 

and educating in the follies of alcohol resulted in the Union's 

tempe rance aims becoming more pronounced from the late 1890 's. 

Although the Union continued to show an interest in all aspects of 

women's affairs, other societies had emerged which took over some of 

the earlier aspects of its work the SPWC and the NCW each in its 

35. WR, June 1897, p.7. 

36. Prohibitionist, May 1896, p.3. 

37. WR, Nov. 1898, p.9. 
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OV\'11 way looked to the well-being of New Zealand women, the technical 

schools r elieved the Union of many of its educational functions, and 

the numerous, though frequently short-lived political associations 

which sprang up from the franchise departments provided an outlet for 

women whose political or feminist leanings were stronger than their 

support for tempe rance . Since most of t he l atter ass ociations had 

disintegrated by the mid-1900's in a general subsidence of feminist 

enthusiasm, it was not surprising that the WC1U itself lost some of 

its earlier force as the champion of women's rights , and turned with 

greater determination towards temperance activities . 38 Most of the 

old suffragist leaders maintained their broad interest in women's 

rights, however, and it may well be their zeal which was reflected 
I 

in the Unions motions at a national level. 

If f eminism and women's rights were languishing by the 

early 1900's, this was certainly not true of the temperance crusade 

Triennial local option polls instituted by the Alcoholi c Liquors 

Sale Control Act of 1893 had r e sulted by 1900 in one district, Clutha, 

being won over to no-license. This limited success and the rise in 

the absolute percentage of votes for no-license ove r the count~ (from 

37 . 82% of all votes cast in 1896 to 42.23% in 1899) gave considerable 

encouragement to the temperance party which pursued its activities 

with increased vi gour and attracted new members. 39 These gain s, 

which were consolidated in the polls of 1905 and 1908, gave heart to 

the WCTU as much as any of the temperance bocies and prompted them 

to divert more and more of their energies into a crusade which s eemed 

destined for success. In the great campaign of 1911, for example, in 

which national prohibition became an option for the first time, the 

WCTU conducted a women's crusade which included a series of children's 

demonstrations. 40 

38. 

39. 

40. 

The decline in feminist activity is examined in more detail 
below, Chapter 4. 

J. Cocker and J. Malton Murray, Temperance and Prohibition in New 
- II 

Zealand, 1930, p. 78. K. Mal thus, "The Liquor Problem in New Zealand, 
M.A. thesis, 1948, pp.48-51. 

ibid •• pp.1 08-109. 



51 

Although the swell of support for temperance was checked 

by the onset of war and the disorganisation in 1914 of prohibition

ist forces, the WCTU continued in its crusade against the liquor 

traffic and played a major part in securing signatures for petitions 

supporting six o'clock closing, and the banishment of alcoholic 

liquor from Bellamy's during the war. 41 Suggestions from the 

liquor interests that a "truce" be called during the war elicited an 

indignant refusal f r om the Union which maintained that it was just 

as patriotic to fight the liquor trade as to fight the enemy . Point

ing out that if the work was dropped even for a short time it would 

be much harder to take it up again, the White Ribbon added, "This war 

is not going to leave the world where it found it, and in the future, 

when nations shall be cast into the crucible and a new order evolved, 

our women want to be alert and ready to l ead in the path of progress 

and reform". 42 

The WCTU was not, however, to be the only organisation 

which sought progress and reform in the post- war years. Whereas in 

the 1880's and early 1890's it had been the only major association 

of New Zealand women, it had now to compete with a range of women 's 

organisations - the reconstituted NCW, the CountYy Women's Institutes, 

the Federation of University Women, the Women's Division of the 

Farmers' Union, and the League of Mothers all had their foundation in 

the years 1917 to 1927. Although it would never regain the position 

of ascendancy in women's causes which had characterised its early 

years, the WCTU continued after the war to take an interest in social 

and moral reform and the status of women, maintained a close connection 

with the NCW and was active in promoting New Zealand's connection with 

the Pan-Pacific and South East Asian Women's Association.43 

41 . ibid., p.183. 

42. WR, Nov.1915, pp.1-2. 

43. The Women's Christian Temperance Union, 1885-1960, 1960, p.9. 



The persistence of the WCTU was, a New Pl~nouth news-

paper stated in 1911, one of its most worthy characteristics : 

In the advocacy of reform the Union do (_sic] 
not necessarily achieve all their objects, 
but by persistence and influen ce both in 
private and public, they ultimately 
accomplish many of the objects for which 
they aim . In sociel reform the WCTU 
probably repre sents t he feelings of ninety
nine per cent of the women of New Zealand •••• 
In relation to one pha se of their work 
antagonism to a lcohol it must be 
universally r ec ogni sed that their fight is 
for their sons and daughters, for the safety 
and comfort of themselves, and the ultimate 
health and prosperity of the nation.44 

52 

This was fair assessment of the WCTU which in 1909, with a member

ship of 1855 was still the largest national association of women in 

New Zealand. 45 Though some of its demands, particularly those 

relating to the r emoval of women ' s disabilities would certainly not 

have gained the support of "ninety- nine percent of the women of New 

Ze aland", these wer·e receiving l ess emphasis by the time of the news

paper's comment , having lost gr ound to other demands which most 

women would eithe r h ave supported or have f ound relatively inoffensive -

better supervision of the degenerate and feeble minded, imp roved 

training in domestic science , and the harsher punishment of as sault s 

on women and children . 

Those who were fond of depicting WCTU members as sour, 

frustrated fanatics undoubtedly did the majority a disservice. More 

often were they sensible , enlightened women who took their social 

dutie s seriously, and reacted in a responsible manner to a genuine 

social evil. While interested in a vast range of social r eforms, many 

of them stemming from the subjection of women, the WCTU was first and 

44. Quoted in W~, June 1911, p.11, no reference given. 

45. WR, April 1909, p.9. 



foremost a temperance society,however, and it was this concern 

which enabled it to esca.pe the malaise affecting so many women 's 

associations at the beginning of the twentieth century though 

probably at the final expense of its identity as the leader of 

women 's causes in New Zealand. 
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THE POLITICAL WOMAN: The National Council of Women. 

Woman seduously h ·ained to conside r the 
home as her proper sphere is evolving, 
through her leading minds, a passion to 
domesticate the whole dear homelEnd, be it 
of birt h or adoption, and is spreading her 
influ ence beyond the mere walls of the 
family nest, to bring the woman spirit and 
home influence into the affairs as well of 
the state as of the parish.1 
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Mrs Margare t Home Sievwright 

Throughout the period of the franchi se campaign l eading 

suffragists such as Mrs Sheppard had stressed that the vote was but a 

means to an end, an instrument by which women mi ght make known their 

views on a wide range of social concerns, but most particularly on 

matters affecting women and children. Many of the WC1'U franchise 

league s therefore continued in existence beyond 1893, some with a 

change of name , some with a dec line of membership as the l e ss zealous 

f ell by the way . 

While the Wan ganui F ranchise League promptly changed its 

title t o the Wan ganui Women's Political League , the Dunedin Franchi se 

League r etained its existing title and adopted a comprehensive 

poli tical programme, much to the distress of those who considered 

women too politically naive as yet to formul ate a political creed. 

The Dunedin women sought, among other measure s, the general improve

ment of women's social conditions, the more equit able adjustment of 

their wages and of laws affecting marriage and divorce , compulsory 

arbitration, the appointment of women to hospital and charitable aid 

boards, the abolition of the totalisator, and the ri ght of a majority 

of electors who r ecorded their vot e to cont r ol or ab olish the sale 
2 

of alcohol. 

1. NGW, Sixth Session, Wanganui 1901, p.28. 

2. Daybreak, 2 March 1895, p.2. 
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More cautious was the Southern Cross Society formed in 

Wellington in 1895 by Lady Stout "for the purpose of organising 

women from all classes and shades of opinion to take a wide view of 

the questions of the day and to do all in their power to promote 

r eforms that would benefit women, promote their independence and 

equality, and make life and the conditions of living easier and 

better for those women who have to depend upon their ovm exertions 

for their livelihood". Stressing the Society's educative role, 

Lady Stout referred at the inaugural meeting to the need for a firm 

grasp of the elements of political economy before women ventured 

to criticise any Government policy or took up any line of action or 

particular views. 3 

Although few associations shared Lc:.dy Stout's reservations, 

at least whe re applied to their ovm competence to formulate political 

programmes, they also viewed their educative functions as paramount . 

Lectures and discussions on a vast range of subjects formed the 

staple of their regular and public meetings as the societies sought 

to enable women to make an informed de cision on matters of public 

conce rn . In 1894, for example, the Wan ganui Women's Political Lea gue 

he ld debates and discussions on the educ ation system, the constitution 

of parliament and modes of procedure , the status of women amongst . the 

most civilised of ancient nations, the proper objects of women 's 

associations, colonial larrikinism, Mary Wollstonecraft, and the 

employment of women. 4 

One of the most vigorous, and certainly one of the most 

enduring of the numerous political associations was the Canterbury 

Women's Institute. Formed,like many of its counterparts, during the 

franchise campaign it was not however a branch of the WCTU Franchise 

League. Christchurch alone of the major cities had no such branch, 

3. Lady Anna Stout, The Southern Cross Society, Its Objects, 1895,p.1. 

4. Mark Cohen, "Scrapbook on Women's Suf'frage •••• " (source not given) • 

• 
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a circumstance which Grimshaw attributes to the exceptionally large 

number of non-temperance f eminists there. The Canterbury Women's 

Institute therefore attracted not only WCTU f eminists such as Mrs 

Sheppard, but othe r oustanding Christchurch citizens who found the 

drink question of less compelling urgency - among them Edith Searle 

Grossman, the author , Profe ssor Bicke rton, Mrs Eveline Cunnington and 
5 Mrs W.P.Reeves. Organised like the WCTU into "departments", the 

In stitute collaborated closely with the WCTU and joined with the 

latter in organising deput ations and public meetings. Its memb e rs 

r ecognised, as was stated at an inaugural meeting, that reform 

would not come from the presence among them of a f ew hi ghly cultivated 

women , but from the cultivation of knowledge and refinement among the 

mass of their sisters . 6 

Most associations, the Canterbury Women's Institute included, 

stressed their aloofness from party politics, preferring to support 

men not according to party affiliation, but acc ording to their integrity 

of character with the proviso that such f avoured candidate s must 

also support their r espective political prograrr~es . Such impartiality 

was difficult to maintain, however, once the unity imposed by the 

fr anchi se issue had f aded. From the very proliferation of women ' s 

societies in the major cities after 1893 it is possible that women 

of like political persuasion and social status were organising in 

smaller, mor e ti ghtly knit groups , not to promote a general issue of 

concern to most women, but a number of r eforms, the i mportance of 

which would be det ermined by their existing social and political 

convictions. 

As early as 1895 it was reported that a resolution had been 

passed by the Wellington Women's Social and Political League to the 

effect that any of their members joining the Southern Cross Society 

would be "excommunicated" LEdy Stout, it will be remembered, was 

prominent in the latter association, while the wife and daughters of 

5. Grimshaw, p.51. 

6. Prohibitionist, 3 Dec. 1892, p.3. 
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Sir Robert Stout's political rival S8ddon, belonged to the Social 

and Political League . 7 The League was rebuffed in its turn, however, 

by the Canterbury Women's Institute which in 1896 gave its non-party 

stance as the reason why it could not join in sending a congratulatory 

address to the PreiP..ie r. 
8 

Despite the se early indicat ions of friction, it is clear 

that in the 1890's at leas~ all the associations were working for 

the same general ends and in many cases agreed on particulars. Close 

similarities in theirprogrammes reflect the considerable amount of 

interaction between them and the avenues of communication that were 

utilised. Both the WCTU column in the Prohibitionist a1d the White 

Ribbon received, published, and commented upon reports from sister 

associations. In the 1890's reports were received on a reasonably 

r egular basis from the Canterbury Women's Institute, the Southern 

Cross Society, the Auckland Women 's Democratic Union, the Auckland 

Women's Political League , the Gisborne Women 's Political League , the 

Canterbury Children 's Aid Society, the Wan ganui Political League and 

the Dunedin Women's Politica l League , and, somewhat less r egularly, 

from the Ma~vern Women's Institute , the Chri~rch Women 's Political 

Association and the Christchurch Tc.iloresses' and Press ers' Union. 

These reports further suggest that much correspondence passed between 

the different associations and that a certc.in amount of uniformity in 

the measures advocated was the likely result . 

In view of the existing, albeit informal interaction between 

these societies, the common ends for which most worked, and the 

experience of united action for a political end which the franchise 

campaign had engendered, it was natural enough that they should soon 

feel the need for a closer and more regular association with one 

another. 

7. Daybreak, 5 Oct. 1895, p.1. 

8. WR, June 1896, p.3. 



The initiative for such a move came from Mrs Sheppard, 

who in 1894 visited England and made contact with Mrs Eva McLaren, 

corresponding secretary of the Internat ional Council of Women. 

Mrs McLaren suggested that a branch of the International Council 
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be formed in New Zealand with Lady Stout and Mrs Sheppard at its 

head. During Mrs Sheppard's absence the Dunedin Women's Franchise 

League also called for the federation of women's societies to co

ordinate their activities and make more effe ct ive their represent

ations on matters of common concern, and Le:.dy Stout was advised to 

contact its president, Mrs Hatton, to further the matter. By the 

time Mrs Sheppard returned to New Zealand arrangements were under 

way and in early 1896 the executive of the Canterbury Women's Insti

tute invited representatives of women's societies to a convention to 

be held in Christchurch. 9 

On April 13, 1896 , the Convention gather ed in the Christ

church Provincial Chambers. Eleven women's organisations were 

r epresented - the Canterbury Women's Institute by Miss Sheriff-Bain 

and Mrs Sheppard, the Malvern Women's Institute by Mrs Alley and Mrs 

Isherwood, the We llington Women 's Institute by Mrs Fleming, the 

Southern Cross Society by Lady Stout, the WCTTJ by Mrs Schnackenberg 

and Mrs Widdowson, the Auckland Wcmen 's Politic al League by Mrs 

Daldy, the Gisborne Women 's Political League by Mrs Sievwright , the 

Dunedin Women 's Franchise League by Mrs Hatton, the Wellington Women's 

Social and Political League by Mrs Tasker, and the Christchurch 

Women's Political League by Mesdames Izett and Cooper. Many of these 

women had been leaders of earlier franchise leagues, were actively 

involved in community affairs, and undoubtedly represented the best 

of New Zealand feminism. Members of the public and invited guests 

also attended the convention and joined in discussion, some of the 

t t . f . t t t th th . 10 
gues s presen mg papers o J..n eres o e ga erJ..ng. 

9. Mrs McLaren to Mrs Sheppard, 20 August and 31 December 1894, 
Sheppard P~pers; Daybreak, 11 May 1895, p.11. 

10. NCW, First Session, Christchurch 1896, p.4. 
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Following one such paper presented by Edward Tregear and 

advocating the greater involvement of women in unions, Lady Stout 

read a paper on the aims, ideals and organisation of the International 

Council of Women. The advantage of a National Council in Lady Stout's 

view, was that 

women of all classes , and of all shades of 
opinion on r elieious, social and political 
questions, would meet others who were 
equally enthusiastic in the cause of 
industrial independence, and who believed 
that their remedy was the only one that 
could accomplish the advancement of women, 
and the abolition of mise ry and degradation. 
Those too who held to "ptohibition" as the 
cure for every evil , would meet women who 
blamed our unsectarian education for all the 
sin and ?crime that surrounds us. They might 
be much surprised when they found there were 
some women who blamed the apathy of the 
ministers of religion for much of the i mmoral
ity and vice that we deplore. 
[Lady Stout herself was an atheist .] 

Feinting out that "a house divided against it self cannot stand", Lc.dy 

Stout concluded: "We New Ze aland women have now political power; but 

we must bestir ourselve s, and show that we are governed by high aims 

and unselfish motives, and that we can l ay aside all petty disagree-
11 

ments and work together for the sake of justice, home and humanity". 

As expected, the convention resolved after Lc.dy Stout's 

spee ch to form itself as a branch of the Inte rnational Council of 

Women, its objects being to unite all women 's organisations for mutual 

counsel and co-operation, and to encourage the formation of societies 

of women where no organised union then existed, especially in the 

trades and professions.
12 

Mrs Sheppard was elected the first president, 

Lady Stout, Mrs Schnackenberg, Mrs Sievwright and Mrs Hatton vice

presidents, Mrs Ada Wells the Council's secretary, and Miss Sheriff

Bain its treasurer. The National Council of Women of New Zealand was 

11. Lady Anna Stout, The National Council of Women of New Zealand, 
D 896?J , p.4, p.6. 

12. NGW, First Session, Christchurch 1896, p.1. 



thus formally constituted, though some observers questioned its 

right to style itself a "national" body, and yet othe rs se riously 

doubted whether a gathering of f emales assembled for such dubious 

purposes could just1;r be termed "women". 

Aft e r this, the main purpose of the convention, was 

decided, the ladies and their guests settled down to an intense 

round of lectures, discussions and resolutions. Papers on a vas t 

range of subjects were contributed by delegates and invited guests -

Mrs Williamson spoke on "Women in the Service of the State", Miss 

A.E. Hookham on "Constructive Socialism" and Mrs Tasker on "'I'he 

Undesirable Immi grants Bill". At this first meeting of the Council 

however, the majority of the papers r ead and in the opinion of 
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the Christchurch Pre ss, the most ridiculous pre s ented - were written 

by men. Professor Bickerton, for exampl e , contributed two papers, 

one on "Unitary Home s", and the other on "The Problem of Pt:.ri ty". 

Mr Bryen O'Hoare contributed two also , on "Land Nationalisation" and 

the "Treatment of Criminals", Mr Sievwright on "State Banks", and 

Mr G.W. Russ ell M.H.R., the ori ginator of several bills on the subject, 
13 spoke on "The Political Dis abilities of Women" . This preponderance 

of male speakers was not r epeated at later Council meet ings, more 

prob ably because the women had plenty of able speakers among their own 

body than bec aus e of the inevitable jeers about the "political roosters 

who were allowed to crow at the hen convention". 14 

Despite the number of male speakers, the women were by no 

means passive listeners, being sufficiently vocal to assure hostile 

commentators that they more than enough follies of their own. A large 

number of resolutions were put forward, some arising from the papers 

presented, others reflecting the interests of the individual societies 

13. ibid., pp.5-11. 

14. Press, 21 April 1896. 



represented. Many pointed the way to the deliberations of later 

Councils resolutions were passed supporting the e conomic inde-

pendence of married women (proposed at this ve ry first meeting by 

Mrs Margaret Sievwright), the equal rights of women to the guardian

ship of their own children, equality in the divorce laws, the right 

of a majority of voters to determine every political question which 

went b efore the polls, reform of the existing system of party 

government , the r epeal of the Cont agious Diseases Act , the raising 

of the age of consent to 21 years, the institution of a system of 

old age pensions, and the admittance of women to jury service. By 

G1 

the time the convention ended on April 18, it had established a 

platform around whi ch l ate r Councils would evolve , had formulat ed a 

constitution, and had r eceived an unprecedented amount of publicity -

amounting , some thought, to notoriety. 

From this first meeting of the Council ther e emerged a 

small er group of women who se names consistently appeared as memb ers 

of the executive and who were to provide the Council 'Ni th its 

essential character. Most were , as was pointed out in their def ence, 

the very women who in their different towns Viere known for their go od 

works and acts of mercy, and their dedication to the fe~inist cause 

reached back to the franchise campai gn . These women might justly be 

r egarded as the cream of New Zealand f eminism. Most were l eaders of 

the franchise agitation and having given so much to the cau se wer e 

appr eciative of the responsibility conferred upon them. Their names 

appear in connection with numerous causes and when in the 1900's the 

women's movement faltered, it was thei r voi ce s which were heard to 

the last or which were stilled only by age or ill-health. Their 

interests were manifold and although, as Edith Grossman noted, they 
15 

were not as a group drawn from the ranks of graduates and scholars, 

they were not afraid to apply their minds to such a wide variety of 

social issues. 

15. Grossman, p.48. 

• 
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Kate Sheppard, the Council's first presi<ient vms described 

during the franchise campaign by one reassured reported as "a womanly 

woman, with not an atom of the women's rights style about her" 
16 

She continue d to disarm critics with her tact, intelligence and 

competent knowledge of a ll aspects of "the VlOman question", and while 

providing a valuable and. personal bond with feminists in other 

countries WM able , a s ed.it or of the White Ribbon, to link the New 

Ze aland societies . Arney Daldy, president of the Council when it met in 

Auckl and in 1899, and a vice-pre siclent in other years maintained an 

active inte rest in the welfare of children and was a frequent con

tributor to the Council's meetings 0f pe.pe rs on such topics as marriage 

and divorce, constitutional reform and women's disabilities. Miss 

Christina Henderson, s ecretary of the Council from 1901 until 190~, 

was one of the f ew executive members who also worked for her living, 

and in addition was kept busy with her duties in the temperance 

movement and the Women Teachers' Association. She was also a capable 

speaker, her main interests b eing the care of neglected children and 

the role of women as wage ee.rners. Ad.a Wells was another trained 

teacher, was s e cretary of the Council from 1896 until 1900, and was 

later vice-president. As president of the C8Ilte rbury Women's Institute 

for many y e ars she assisted in the formation of the Children's Aid 

Socie ty, wa s at one time a men;b e r of the North Cant e rbury Charitable 

Aid Beard, was a ssociated. during Wc r ld War I with the Peace Council 

in r e sisting the conscription of young boys for military s e rvice, and. 

in 1917 became the first woman member of the Christchurch City 

Council.
17 

Mrs J. Williamson, for many years the Council's treasurer 

repeated this tradition of public service, being an active member of 

the Wanganui Hospital Board. 

But perhaps one of the most remarkable of this group was 

Mrs Margaret SievwTight, a former trained nurse, leader of the Gisborne 

WCTU, president of the Gisborne Women's Political League, for many 

years a vice-president of the NCW and from 1901 its president. The 

16. New Zealru1d Graphic, 28 Oct.1893. 

17. G.E. Scholefield (ea.), A DictionaEY of New Zealand Biography, 
Vol.II, pp.333-334. 
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personality of Mrs Sievwright, like that of Mrs Sheppard, was 

st amped upon many of the resolutions passed each year by the 

Council. Mrs Sievwright, repeatedly described by those who met 

her as " gentle -voiced and quiet mannered", "a white-haired lady 

of superior education and scholarly attainment", 
18 

was yet so 

aroused by the prospect of a girl promisine life-long obedience 

in marriage to any man that she herself "several times successfully 
- 19 

interposed at the e leventh hour to ward off the catastrophe". 

The death of Mrs Sievwright , whose energy and enthusi e.sm 

did much to sustain the NCW in its last years, undoubtedly hastened 

its demise and gave the executive occasion to place on record the ir 

appreciation of her "noble character and far-reaching imperishable 

work". Mrs Sievwright' s "refine d and gent l e , yet strenuous nature, 

her love of truth and fidelity to principle, her courage and cathol

icity of sympathy as well as her highly cultured intellect combine d 

to make her a rare and beautiful example of true womanhood", the 
20 

tribute read. 

It was Mrs Sievwright who provided the stimulus b ehind 

a policy which, in the words of Mrs Wells, brought a "hornet 's nest" 

about the Council's ears from one end of the country to another. Of 

all the Council's demands the " economic independence of married 

women" aroused the greatest reaction from those men who (rightly) 

interpreted it as an open assault on traditional assumptions of male 

privilege. Mrs Sievwright ' s speech on the subject in 1897, a male 

correspondent to the Lyttel ton Times indignantly contended, "fairly 

bristled" with hostility to men. 
21 

18. Press Cuttimgs, Vol.I, (source not identified), Lady Anna Stout 
Collection. 

19. NGW, Third Session , We llington 1898, p.17. 

20. Miriam Macgregor, Petticoat Pioneers, 1973, p.178. 

21. LT, 2 April 1897. 



The essence of the Council 1 s claim was that "in all 

cases where a woman elects to superintend her own household and to 

be the mother of children, there shall be a law attaching certain 

just share of her husband's earnings for her separate use, payable 

64 

22 
if she so desire it, into her separate account". The justification 

behind it was that women who consented to become wives and mothers 

gave up their opportunity of earning money for their present need 

and future wents. It was the refore only just, and indeed necessary 

for her own protection in the event of family disaster, Kate Sheppard 

argued, that a woman should have equal voice in the disposal of the 

f emily income. Economic independence would raise women from their 

degrading position of dependence to a situation of dignity and free

dom while helping men to act justly: '~o sue for [si~ as a favour for 

what belongs to one as a right is to create a subject on the one hand 

and a tyrant on the other. The subject condition is a degrading one, 

and mustwnd to enfeeble our women and retard their highest develop-

ment". 23 

In 1900 Mrs Sievwright carried the argument even further, 

maintaining that every girl should be brought up to be economically 

independent , and that the facilities of technical and continuation 

schools should be made available to this end . There was no reason, 

Mrs Sievwright declared, why marriage should put an end to any pro

f essional woman 's career, nor to that of any other woman . If women 

would thus maintain their economic independence they would avoid 

"the hideous marriage of convenience" by which woman transferred her 

slave nature to her children.
24 

This wa s particularly strong language 

at a time when a husband was held to be the sole family provider; 

when many, perhaps most wives had no knowledge of the family income 

and business affairs, and when a husband Gould will his property away 

from his family if he so desired it, no matter what their contribution 

22. NCW, First Session, Christchurch 1896, p.6. 

23. NCW, Fourth Session, Auckland 1899, pp.32-38. 

24. WR, May 1900, p. 7. 



to its value in practical terms. In the rhetoric they used to 

discuss economic independence and in their tenuous relating of 

sexual subordination to the question of property relations, Mrs 

Sheppard and Mrs Sievwright appear almost to have been influenced 
25 

by the socialibt econoruic analysis of women's oppression. Unlike 

the socialists, . however, they came down heavily in favour of the 

existing nuclear family structure and their solution to women's 

economic disabilities was typically couched in terms of legal and 

constitutional r eform. 

Although to many women the stirring language of the 

councillors would doubtless have been alien, it is just as certain 

that the fact of economic independence did indeed represent a ve~ 

r eal source of discontent and distress for many women. One wife 

writing to the Pres s unde r the pseudonym "Eehind the Scenes" de

scribed how 

A good wife works her best, strains eve~ 
effort for her home, husband and children. 
Her work is a work of love; nevertheless the 
duties are arduous and may, nay must tire 
the human frame, though taking. nothing from 
her affection. But there the strain should 
cease must it continue with asking for 
eve~ penny for necessities, not luxuries 
for the body? Must every separate garment 
be prayed for'? 

I say, Mr Editor, then is the time that the 
seed of discontent is so~n, well-watered and 
brought to maturity.26 
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Most commentators were less in sympathy with the Council's 

proposals however. The irate gentleman who accused Mrs Sievwright 

of sexual hostility saw economic independence as an effort to enable 

women to live without men and to renounce marriage, an effort based on 

the premise that all men were brutes and all women angels. "If we 

25. Engel's work on The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the 
State was published in 1884 and argued that the development in the 
means of production outside the home gave men the economic power to 
subject women and the home sphere. Although they were probably more 
influenced by their own practical observations in this matter, it is 
possible that New Zealand feminists had read this or similar works. 
Andre Siegfried noted the frequent reference in NCW proceedings to 
learned and philosophical woTks - "a surfeit of documentation, often 
superficial and ill-digested", is his comment. Andre Siegfried, 
Democracy in New Zealan~, 1914,p.290. 

26. Press, 18 April 1896. 
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look", he warned, 11 we will find that this feeling comes about not so 

much . by the de sire of women to introduce another disturbing factor 

into sexual relations, but by the budding political f emal esr egotism, 

who are searching around for fresh avenues of competing for pay and 

power". 
27 

Others wer e milder in their criticism, seeing in the 

proposal not malice and self-interest, but an over-enthusiastic 

committalto utopian principles on a matter which could not be success

fully dealt with by legislation. When the matte r was first proposed, 

the Press observed, "We should be sorry to see what should be a matter 

of mutual affection and respect, made the subject of lawyers' wrangles 

and appeals to the courts". 
28 

In reply the feminists claimed that 

there would be little recourse to law and that the measure as proposed 

in a draft bill approved by the Council placed greater responsibility 

on the women themselves, as in the settlement of debts. 

The question of financial r ec ognition of the services of the 

home-maker was thus ve ry topical even in the 1890's, although the 

ar guments of f eminists such as Mrs Sievwri ght and Mrs Sheppard were 

more fundamental to the marriage r e lationship than pre sent day proposals 

for a State allowance for dependent-minders. What was sought was not 

so much an earned income for a legitimate work role, but the equal 

participation of husband and wife in family r e source s and responsibil

ities; in particular, a more clearly defined economic partnership in 

marriage which would raise the status of the female partner in the eyes 

both of her spouse and of society. 

Another subject as dear to the hearts of the NGW as it was 

anathema to anti-feminists, was that of "women's disabilities" 

usually enumerated as the inability of women to become justices of the 

peace, to sit on juries, to enter parliament, to enter into partner-

27. LT, 2 April 1897. 

28. Press, 6 May 1896. 



ship without their husbands' consent, to earn an equal wage to men 

for equal work, or to share in the l egal guardianship of their o~n 

children - were unsuccessfully attacked in Parliament by private 

bills of 1895, 1896, 1897, 1898, 1899 and 1900. Althou gh in 
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supporting the introduction of a bill to remove their disabilities the 

women were once more st owing their faith in the l egal avenue of r eform, 

the more perceptive of them saw that such a weapon could only be 

effective if taken up willingly by women themselves. The passing of 

any one bill could not at once remove all sexual inequalities, Mrs 

Sheppard pointed out, but the passing of a bill which contained "a 

pronouncement in gene ral terms of the ri ght of women to civil and 

political freedom" would place in the hands of women a power to help 

themselve s and would be a gr eat advance towards a truer civilisation.
29 

In cl aiming these ri ghts the NCW stre ssed that women were 

not seeking to ext end their privileges but to au gment their r e sponsib

ilities, and that the country as a whole could only benefit from the 

involvement of women in publi c affairs. An introduction to the fourth 

session of t he NCW indi cat ed the contradict i ons and f rustrat ions faced 

by women who sought such involvement, and the despe r ate need for the 

application of t he womanly temperament and skills to nat ional policy: 

In moving towards he r social, ec onomic, civil 
and political freedom, woman 's object is by 
no means a self-centred one . The cruel 
competitive commerci a l system that universally 
obtains has force d he r to take he r share in the 
councils and governments of the world , or 
universal ruin with ensue . She see s that in 
the struggl e for existence the weake st by the 
t ens of thousands are trampled down; the fight 
for food has bec ome so terrible that her 
children, body and soul, are sacrificed; that 
parenthood is in danger of reverting below the 
standard of the brute beasts. 

29. K.W. Sheppard, Women's Disabilities, 1903. 



Trus rude awakening of woman to her 
responsibilities has made her conscious 
of her own bondc.,ge. In New Zealand ••• 
a woman may take a lively interest in all 
that concerns the treatment of the criminal, 
but she may not be appointed to any position 
of direct control. All that she can do must 
be done by indirect and circuitous methods. 
Again, she may specially concern herself with 
the le gislation of her country, but she is 
excluded from taking part in the deliberations 
of Parliament. He r e again she has to content 
herself with suggestions •••• 30 

Women would not be hardened and mas culinised by their 

involvement in public affairs, it was emphasis ed - rather, in Mrs 

Sievwright 's words, the masculine element was already too much in 

evidence . Instead, women sought to "increase the truly feminine" 
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in all walks of life. The family was likened to an embryo state and 

the characteristics of a a good home - cleanliness , comfort, order, 

economy, health, justice and goodwill - were seen as the same qualities 

needed in the efficient management of the state. Women were th~s 

especially well fitted to comment on such matters as public education, 

food inspection, hospital management , water supply and public sanitation.
31 

In reply to the old criticism that many aspe cts of public 

life were too sordid for women's presence , it was argued that these 

supposed pits of iniquity should be purified and brought up to the 

standard that women expected of them. Women should not have to descend 

to the depths to which men, from their protestations , apparently had. 

The White Ribbon rather caustically commented on the subject of women's 

disabilities that "We frankly admit that we are old-fashioned enough 

to think that there are some things that men do which we should like 

women to be saved from. As we step gingerly along the pavement to 

avoid the frequent marks of expectoration we feel glad that most women 

draw the line somewhere". If it was good enough for women to work as 

cleaners and empty the ash-trays and spittoons of Bellamy's, the Ribbon 

added, it would surely not injure the dignity of womanhood if they sat 

in one of the cushioned seats and spoke as to the wants and wishes of 

the people. 32 

30. NCW 2Fourth Session 2 Auckland 1822, pp.3-4. 

31 • WR, April 1899, pp.8-9. 

32. WR, Aug. 1898, p.6. 
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The right of women to sit in Parliament was one disability 

continually stressed by the NCW and its affiliates, for it was hoped 

that when women were at last elected this reform would lead to the 

enactment of other legislation sought by the feminists. Although 

during the franchis e campaign many women's groups had insisted that 

women had no desire to enter Parliament, others, like Mrs Sheppard, 

saw this right as following naturally from the right to vot e . This 

feeling wa s intensified by the apparent failure of the legislators 

to listen to the requests of women and the "fitful, grudging and 

partial" way in which had been conceded those improvements which 

were made . All of this proved, Mrs Sheppard stated, the manifest 

inability of o.ne class to legislate for another, and the need for 

women to r epresent as well as to be represented. "By barring women 

from Parliament in defiance of their natural rights as electors", 

she added, "our legislators are either most fantastically chivalrous, 

or most barbarically tyrannous. In either case they are out of tune 

with the spirit of ci\lilisation and of humanity". 33 

The question of women's admittance to either house of the 

legislature usually in fact provoked anti-feminists there to an 

excess of hil arity as much as chivalry " a burle sque that was on 

a par with a third-class nigger-minstrel entertainment;
4 

was one 

newspape r's opinion of the 1894 debate on the subject. Members 

wer e urged to imagine " a beautiful blonde sitting next to the member 

for Wellington Suburbs" (an unlikely event since, on the other hand, 

it was claimed that only the unattractive "he-women" would seek 

election), 35 or to imagine "one or two ladies inviting one or two 

gentlemen to a little caucus at a certain place of an evening" 
36 

33. K.W. Sheppard, Women's Disabilities , 1903. 

34. Mark Cohen, Scrapbook •••• p.162. (Source not given). 

35. NZPD, 83, 568 (18 July 1894, Mr Hogg). 

36. NZPD, 93, 59 ( 8 July 1896, Major Harris). 
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And the inevitable excuse was offe red that it was unfair to impose 

this unsought-after burden upon the weaker sex. 37 

Deput ations to Government on this and related disabilities 

faced somewhat l es s puerile but equally obstructive arguments . A 

petition organised in 1902 by the NCV urging the r emoval of women's 

disabilities was r e inforced in mid-1903 by a deputation to Seddon 

hims elf, consisting of Mrs Sheppard, Mrs Sievwri ght , Mrs Williamson, 

Mrs Allan (formerly Stella Henderson), and Mrs Atkinson, the WCTU 

president. The deputation was introduced by Mr T.E. Taylor and each 

woman spoke in turn. Mrs Sheppard elaborated upon woman's anomalous 

position in being represented in Parliament while she herself could 

not r epr esent, and pointed out that any naturalised Chinese or negro 

was entitled to a privilege which was denied the most cultured woman 

( possibly a shrewd appeal to Seddon's low opinion of non-white race s, 

but more like ly reflecting the f eminists' own inability to escape the 

display of non-sexual forms of prejudice) . The White Ribbon r e corded 

that in repJ..y to this claim "Mr Seddon could only bring forth the 

lame old phrase that the women had not asked for it" . He was, however, 

prepared to give women visitors to gaols offi ci al standing~ but 

asserted that the l aw would not permit their appointment as justices 

of the peace a woman on the ben ch would , he maintained, be more 

severe upon he r own sex than a man ~ 
38 

A further request of the deputation, that of equal pay for 

female teachers, could not in Seddon's view be considered unless the 

salaries of male teachers were r educed to compensate- a move no doubt 

out of the question. Although the position of women in the workforce 

tended in the Council's deliberations to focus upon the woman teacher, 

interest was also taken in the factory worker and the Dunedin and 

Christchurch Tailoresses' Unions were intermittently represented at 

37. e.g. NZPD, 83, 410 (18 July 1894, Mr Massey). 

38. WR, Aug. 1903, pp.6-9. 
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the Council's annual meetings. The deputation therefore included 

among its requests the suggestion that any limitation upon the hours 

of women workers be abolished, since this unfairly limited women• s 

freedom of choice and handicapped them in competition for employment 

and a fair wage. On this point the deputation l eft similarly dis

satisfied since the premier felt the women should rather have asked 

for a reduction in men• s hours of work . 39 

It was to be many years before most of these disabilities 

were lifted from women in 1919 women became eligible to stand for 

Parliament, in 1926 they were given equal rights to the guardianship 

of their own children, under the impetus of war they were appointed 

to the Legislative Council in 1941 and in 1941 and 1942 were appointed 

as justices of the peace and were permitted to enrol for jury service. 

Not until 1972 was the Equal Pay Act passed, and some formal restrict

ions still remain which prevent women from doing certain types of work 

or reduce their ability to earn the same rates as men doing similar 

work . More significantly, many of the attitudes which resisted the 

easing of these disabilities in the 1890 's still remain, not least of 

all among women themselves . 

Less censured was the Council's attention to such "womanly" 

subjects as domestic service, parenthood and child care . The shortage 

of domestic servants, always a headache for the New Zealand housewife, 

had reached such proportions by the 1890's as to amount to a national 

crisis . To the "domestic servant problem" was attributed the decline in 

thebirth rate, the prevalence of marital discord and indeed, the 

phenomenon of "the new woman" herself. 11 Britannicus11
, a New Zealand 

Herald columnis~ maintained only half facetiously , that "When a 

woman turns platform agitator, and is found everlastingly holding 

forth at mothers• meetings, and national conventions on the eternal 

39. ibid. 
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principles of justice for the two sexe s and the ur gent necessity for 

women rising in r evolt against the magnitude of the masculine evil , 

I am always tempted to account for her eccentricity by the hypothe sis 

that she h as been a victim to s e rvant girlism •••• n40 

The questi on was viewed in an equally serious light by the 

NCW, most of whom would doubtless have been -"mistresses" themselves. 

Unlike the gener a lround of opinion on the question which made much 

of the benefits of domestic servi ce to the girl s concerned - a moral 

lifestyle (since the servant was l eft with so little unsup ervise d 

time in which to transgre ss), healthy physical exerci s e , and a 

training in those useful f eminine skills much valued by the honest 

working man in sear ch of a wife the women of the National Council 

showed great e r understanding of the r eservations of the girls them

selves . Mrs F.E. Cotton, speaking to the Council meetin g of 1900, 

compared the lot of the domestic with the factory or shop girl who 

lived and worked with her equals, had regular hours of work after which 

she was free , and the example of a fo rewoman of her own class who 

was "not so f ar above her but that she may hope some day to step int o 

her shoes": "The girl is too much al one and not enough alone . Too 

much alone, especially where only one is kept , occupyin g a solitary 

inferior position, looked down upon with gentle contempt by he r 

superiors, and frequently spoken of as 'the slavey' and 1 our Biddy' " 

Too often, Mrs Cotton added, the girl had no room of her own and was 
. 41 never absolutely fr ee for more than one half-hour, dqy or n~ght. 

The solutions proposed by the NCW frequently followed 

those advocated by more overtly self-interested groups - mistre sses 

should treat their servants with greater consideration and r e spect, 

more leisure should be allowed to the girls, and the status of 

domestic service should be raised by instituting a system of training, 

40. NZH, 22 April 1899, Supplement. 

41. NCW, Fifth Session, Dunedin 1900, p.63. 
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as was being done ~or nurses. I~ the basic drudgery o~ the job 

could not be eliminated the servants were at l east to be encouraged 

to ~eel important while they did it. Several NCW delegates went 

~rther however, in advocating reorganisation of the entire system. 

Unions for domestic servants, day employment only, and a system o~ 

communal laundries and kitchens, or visiting cooks we re among the 

syggestions made. The time was also anticipated when necessity would 

lead to labour saving methods and machinery would replace the notor

iously unreliable "slavey" . 

Some o~ the Council's sympathisers found it regrettable 

that the Council did not con~ine itself to topics on which women 

might be expected to have special knowledge or a separate interest. 

With this view Mrs Sheppard had no sympathy whatever, ~eeling that 

"humanity was gree.ter than sex". 42 Bearing this justification in 

mind, the Council repeatedly passed resolutions advocating a wide 

range o~ reforms, including a universal old age pension, electoral 

and constitutional reform, the restructuring of the charitable aid 

system, prison re~orm, and the abandonment of militarism. 

On some o~ these subjects the Council's interest involved 

more than a general humanitarian concern . Just as some women had 

turned toward the franchise when existing avenues of reform proved 

inadequate, so now did the leading women's organisations seek not 

only the right o~ women to sit in Parliament, but the abolition o~ 

party government , the restructuring of the Upper House and an elective 

executive which would be individually responsible to the House o~ 

Representatives . In 1899 Mrs Wells pointed out that although New 

Zealand women boasted o~ their representative power they were very 

~ar ~rom possessing real representation. Men were elected to oppose 

42. LT, 25 March 1897, p.4. 



or support one man and there was no such thing as a vote according 

to conscience or the wishes of constituents. The consequence was 

that social l egislation of burning interest to all was brought 

about only at the point of a bayonet. 43 
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The Legi slative Council, in which had foundered so many 

r eforms, wa s a spec ial targe t for the women's displeasure and its 

abolition or the inclusion of women among its membe rs was continually 

advocated. The White Ribbon, angered by the Legisl ative Council's 

r efusal to repeal the Cont agious Disease s Act or to raise the age 

of consent agreed that in view of the Upper Houses r ecent record 

the opponents of the "Woman's Age" might well be correct in claiming 

that the halls of le gislation were unfit places for the feet of women 

to tread, for 

Who among us would even care to sit in the 
presence of men who openly avow their belief 
that prostitution should be licensed by the 
State; that any girl ove r fift een is fair 
play for t he gr ey-haired villain; that 
opportunitie s for men and women to debase 
themselves below the beasts of the fi eld 
should not be curtailed? And, horror of 
horrors, they have the power to put their 
beliefs into practice. And we pay them for 
so doin g~44 

Such language , which was e choed in the discussions of the 

NCW did nothing to endear the ":roli tical woman" to thes e supposedly 

debased and incompetent le gislators , and some of the Council's most 

extravagant demands may have entrenched their opponents in opposition 

to more temperate requests. The demand of the NCW and some of its 

affiliates that the age of consent be raised to 21, fo r example, did 

43. NCW, Fourth Session, Auckland 1899, p.30. 

44. WR, Oct. 1895, p.2. 



little to further attempts to have it raised first to 16, and 

later to 18, a typical response being that of one Member who felt 

they should raise it to 40 and be done with it~ 45 

Whatever its occasional excesses , the NCW came in for 
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much criticism that was unjustified and uninformed. Anti-feminists 

were vociferous in their denunciation of the Council, composed, one 

religious publication claimed, of women clamorous for "a dislike to 

motherhood, a lax marriage, an easy divorce, a love of money to 

spend, and a desire for power and a love of publicity". 46 A similarly 

religiously-inclined correspondent to the New Zealand Herald expressed 

his shock at the failure of the Council to begin its deliberations 

with a prayer, and concluded sadly that if Miss Willard was lookin g 

down from heaven, "she and the angels would weep at the degeneracy 

to which her high ideal of women had sunk" . 47 

In a less serious tone, the New Zealand Graphic besought 

such "new women-wolves in lambs clothing" to warn prospective suitors 

of their feminist predilections least some young man innocently take 

a serpent to his heart. "Never since the day the Lemnian matrons took 

it into their hearts to slaughter their husbands has the gentle 

feminine mind conceived a harsher treatment for the males than is 

embodied in the resolutions passed in Christchurch", the Graphic 

intoned, consoling its readers however, that the women "whose fiery 

eloquence and revolutionary statements were concentrated in those 

awful pronouncements" did not by any means represent the women of 

New Zealand . There were still numerous girls "who would merrily laugh 

to scorn the unnatural, and therefore unfeminine, shrieking of their 

so-called 1 stronger sisters' ". 48 Others thought the Council should 

restrict its deliberations to matters on which women were authorities -

45. Quoted in press outting (source not given) ,Mark Cohen, "Scrapbook 
on Women 1 s Suffrage ••• " 

46. The Methodist newspaper the Advocate, quoted in WR, May 1897,p.7. 

47. NZH, 15 April 1899. 

48. New Zealand Graphic, 25 April 1896, p.466. 
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such as the best make of flannel for petticoats, how to cook a 

potato, or make a porridge, suggested one reactionary to the Press. 49 

Nor was the NCW exempt from citicism of a more personal 

nature. A Herald columnist , apparently of the Councillors' own sex, 

felt that the main impression left by the Council was one of bad 

grooming . A composite picture of the NCW suggested to her " a plea 

for frills and frizzes and chiffons; for those dear delightful touches 

of toilette that surround a truly feminine woman with her most subtle 

and compelling charm". The Councillors were urged therefore, if they 

must be agitators, iconoclasts and reformers to "do it prettily" in 

fitting frocks and " loves of bonnets". One would also wish , the 

article continued, that the faces of the delegate s had not shown 

quite so hard a line "these tense, purposeful mouths quite seemed 

to have lost their upward curve , their softness, and pretty tremul-

ousness II "Moderna" finished with the almost inevitable "hand 

that rocks the cradle rules the world" argument, adding that "the 

true woman does not feel her economic disabilities, but realises 

that material conditions are finally and happily outweighed a hundred

fold by her sovereign possession of sex privileges" •50 

Such disparaging comments did not pass unnoticed by the 

" c..dvanced women" themselves and conscious efforts were made to counter-

act these impressions of their personal qualities by having the annual 

meetings held in different centres , by encouraging the public to meet 

delegates in person, and by public refutation of damaging and unfair 

criticism. Mr W.A. Sheppard, husband of Kate Sheppard, defended 

Council delegates from the allegation that they had hastily and without 

due consideration committed themselves to far-reaching principles, 

pointing out that most questions had been fully discussed by the 

affiliated societies and that delegates had prior instruction on how 

to vote. 51 It is evident that the Council delegates of 1896 were also 

49. Press, 18 April 1896. 

50. NZH, 22 April 1899, Supplement. 

51. Press, 25 April 1896. 
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criticised for leaving their fanulies and household chores to attend 

the Convention of 1896, since yet another correspondent to the Press 

censured those men "who would like to set the bloodhounds on a 

woman ' s track who dared to go away from he r household duties for, say, 
. 52 a fortn~ ght". 

The White Ribbon insisted that al l of the women at the 

annual gatherings were "thoughtful, grey-haired mothers of families , 

who have been brought face to fac e with problems of evil for which 

they seek a remedy. However accustomed they may be to the r ebuffs 

and abuse which have been the lot of women-workers from Mary 

Wollstonecraft downward, y et flippant criticism and untruthful state

ments can wound". 53 The Ribbon's assessment of the del egate s was 

confirmed by at l east one press account which described them as being 

pleasant, well cared-for matrons: "This is no hysterical sisterhood, 

to be treated with contempt, no concl ave of crabby old maids" but 

"a band of women fairly representing the educated middle-class, who 

have manifestly thought out Socialistic problems and are prepared 

to speak the truth concerning them without allowing considerations 

of political bias to have any weight". 54 The dele gates to the 1896 

convention were also congratulated by the Press on thei r earnestness 

and their competence in the conduct of public meeting and debate, 55 

while the Otago Dai ly Times, always favourable to the Council, 

expre ssed its admiration for the practical ability and savoir f aire 

so freely displayed.5
6 

By the time the NCW had its fifth and sixth meetings such 

favourable comments were more prevalent. As the novelty faded of a 

group of women daring to meet together to discuss questions of wide 

social and political import, the Council was even congratulated on 

h aving abandoned its former chimerical ideals and settled down to a 

52. Press, 21 April 1896. 

53. WR, May 1897,. p.7. 

54. Press Cuttings Vol.1, Lady Stout Collection (source not given). 

55. Press, 16 April 1896. 

56. ODT, 21 April 1896. 



practical programme. As the White Ribbon somewhat ironically 

pointed out, the Council's policy was unchanged; the ch~Dge had 

rather been in other people's attitudes towards it. This was 

neverthe less, taken as a valuable testimony to the educative 

work of the Council. 57 
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Notoriety had had its advantages howeve r, and growing 

public acceptance may rather h ave indicated a dec line in public 

inte r est towards the Council's deliber ations. In 1900 the Ribbon 

noted that while newspaper comment was generous , the attendance of 

the public was smaller than at previous sessions. 58 Only two 

years later the Council held what was to be its last annual conven

tion at Napier, and by 1905 the remainin g ve stige s of activity at 

executive level were falterin g. This, New Zealand's first attempt 

to organise a National Council of Women f ell victim to advancing 

prosperity and satisfaction with N~w Zealand's social progre ss from 

the late 1890's. 

The decline of the NCW well illustrat es the problems 

be setting f eminism at the time and the essential hollowne ss of the 

franchise victory. The NCW was neve r repres entative of the women 

of New Ze aland and indeed it never seriously made t his claim. The 

members did however regard themselve s as repre sentative of the 

" active thinkers and workers of New Zealand women", and f elt that 

what eve r their influence they at l east aroused other women to thought 

and discus sion. The 1899 report commente~ "that the more conservative 

fe el that to counteract the influence of the advanced woman-guard 

they at any rate must interest themselves in politics and exert 

themselves to return men of whom they approve :is aproof that an awaken

ing of thought has taken place, and this is a distinct advance. Any 

57. WR., June 1901, p.6. 

58. WR, May 1900, p.6. 
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effort is better than stagnation", 59 The unrepresentative nature of 

the NCW was both its greatest strength and greatest weakne ss, It 

could not claim to speak for the women of New Zealand; it could not 

hope to organise women into a unified voting force, but it maintained, 

in its leading members at l east, a vigorous interest in "the woman 

question" and in social r eform general ly, and this at a time when the 

reaction of all too many women was one of indifference and an ever 

more intense pre occupat ion with domestic concerns . 

The task of the Council's leaders h ad a lways been compli

cated by the inevitable differences arising in an alliance of such 

varied organisations . By 1897 there were already reports of 

breache s in the Council, the disagreements being attributed to 

political differences. In that year it was reported that the Southern 

Cross Society and Christchurch National Association had refused to 

send delegates to the annual meeting and the r e was initially some 

doubt over whether D·unedin, and the Auckland Women's Liberal Le ague 
60 would be r ep r esented . Lady Stout made public protest over the 

decision of the executive to transfer the annual convention from 

Wellington to Christchurch ( apparently because of a l ack of financial 

support from the Wellington societies), and also accused the Council 

of promoting its political ends above all others , with the result that 

the Council was viewed as a purely political body for the promotion of 

"ld h. t• . d 61 
w~ , anarc ~s ~c ~ eas . 

After it had assenbled, the Council affirmed its confidence 

in the executive's decision, and when it met in Wellington in the 

following year the Southern Cross Society was once more represented 

(although in 1899 its withdrawal and subsequent dissolution were 

recorded). In later years the Council was further weakened by the 

--------
59. NCW, Fo\!.~th Sess:Lon....z.. Aus!s)and 1899, p.4. 

60. LT, 25 March 1897. 

61. Press Cuttings Vol.1, Lady ~~na Stout Collection, (source not 
given). 



withdrawal and sometimes the disbandment of other affiliates, though 

mo~e often, sometimes through deliberate intent, sometimes through 

lack of finance or through the more crippling lack of sufficiently 

motivated members, delegates were simply not sent to annual conven

tions and their participation was no longer r ecorded. 

80 

This dwindling involvement was a fe ature of the women's 

movement throughout New Zealand. Improved social and economic 

conditions and the enactment of certain measures of social legislation 

combined to reduce the enthusiastic selise of commitment which had 

motivated many Y/Omen. In 1904 Mrs Daldy r eported that the women's cause 

was dead in Auckland de spite the efforts of Mrs Sievwright to keep it 

alive and the following year she mourned, "I have heard nothing of 

our women's movement for such a long time that I am wondering if the 

past was all a dream and nothing more •••• Why, oh why do the women 

not rouse themselves from their love of ease and do something for the 
62 

betterment of the race?" 

Factors other than the love of ease combined to thwart the 

f eminist impulse . Practical difficulties such as the lack of finance 

and leisure and the difficulties and uncertainties of travel also 

contributed to the Council's decline. G-rimshaw notes that the women of 

the WCTU soon found that however affluent they appeared, their husbands 

held the purse-strings and were not overly generous in contributing 

to their wives' causes. 63 We must assume that this difficulty was 

experienced by other women's groups also, &~d this may partly explain 

the intensity with which the economic independence of married women 

was pressed as a primary condition to emancipation. 

Correspondence between leading members of the NCW after 1900 

reveals an uncertainty over arrangements and venues for meetings, 

unexpected delays in receiving replies to earlier letters and impediments, 

often of a domestic nature,which prevented the remaining stalwarts from 

62. Mrs Daldy to Mrs Sheppard, 4 Feb.1904 and 14 April 1905, Sheppard 
Collection. 

63. Grimshaw, p.34. 
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attending executive meetings. Christina Henderson, writing to Mrs 

Daldy in May 1903, explained that a planned executive meeting could 

not be held because nearly all the members were unable to leave their 

homes Mrs Sheppard was about to leave for England, Mrs Wells had 

only recently r eturned from Germany, Mrs Williwnson was preparing her 

husband for a trip to England, Mrs Atkinson c011ld not leave home 

until the settlement of a libel case on which her husband was engaged, 

and the unfortunate Mrs Sievwri ght was "having trouble with her teeth" 

and could not speak. 64 

In addition to these difficulties, there was sufficient 

discouragement for many women in the prejudice and ridicule still 

encountered. Even Mrs Daldy, a long-time worker in the cause, des

cribed in 1904 how much she had relied on the support of her r ecently

deceased husband, "for I acknowledge I did sometimes shrink from the 

odium of publicity over our unpopular movement. What I can do without 

him I do not know'' • 65 

In an attempt to gain at least so~e measure of practical 

r eform the Council's executive was forced to modify its aims and for 

legislative purposes to promote a f ew specific measures instead of the 

broad platform which had featured in its annual meet ings. Mr McNab, 

one of the few Members of Parliament whom the executive considered 

influential and sympathetic enough to be entrusted with its bills, 

refused to take up the question of "women's disabilities" in a general 

form and instead urged the Council to select the most pressing disabil

ities for his consideration. "He insists", Miss Henderson wrote to 

Mrs Daldy, "that only one disability can be removed at a time - the 

members cannot, apparently, take in more than the very simplest ideas." 

The executive reluctantly agreed to his condition and were promised 

two bills, one admitting women to Parliament, and the other making them 

64. Miss Henderson to Mrs Daldy, 14 May 1903, NCW, Auckland Branch 
Collection. 

65. Mrs Daldy to Mrs Sheppard, 4 Feb .1904, Sheppard Collection. 
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eligible for jury service. Miss Henderson co~soled Mrs Dal dy with the 

thought that if even one of the desired reforms was conceded the 

Council could feel that it had done something to justify its existence, 

for while she personally thought the Council had done "splendid work" 

she knew that they were co~stantly asked for tangible proof of it.
66 

The burden of work for the movement gradually f el l on a 

steadily narrowing group , most of whom were no longer young, and some 

of whom, Mrs Sheppard included, were not in the best of health. From 

Gisborne Mrs Sievwright desperately sought to promote visits by over

seas speakers and to organise local councils and reading circles, since 

activities on a national basis were proving so difficult to sustain. 

But even in her own district she found that apathy limited the number 

she could attract to her reading circles. "Strictly entr~...E_£~§11 , she 

confided to Mrs Daldy, "I am ashamed of my own sex! When I think of 

the ignorance that prevails on this side of political righte ousness in 

general, I feel inclined to shake the dust of 'Society' from my feet 

and leave it to its fate~" 67 

Mrs Sievwright's active brain continued to advocate schemes 

for attracting "plucky young recruits", but such recruits were not 

forthcoming, and even the · numbers of the old guard were diminishing. 

Many who might have swelled the ranks of feminism were attracted to 

t emperance work and Mrs Sievwright sought without success to take 

advantage of their allegiance: "Temperance even prohibition is 

fashionable now. Could we not persuade the Alliance to affiliate and 

send us two or three of their best speakers?" In a later communication 

she added that Miss Hughes, who was winning Mount Eden to prohibition 
68 "could do much for ~ as she goes along". 

66. Miss Henderson to Mrs Daldy, 14 April 1903, and 14 May 1903, 
NCW, Auckland Branch Collection. 

67. Mrs Sievwright to Mrs Daldy, 7 Oct.1904, NCW, ·Auckland Branch 
Collection. 

68. Mrs Sievwright to Mrs Sheppard, 11 Jan.1905 and 18 Jan.1905, 
Sheppard Collection. 
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The link between temperance and active feminism had indeed weakened. 

Invitations to affiliate were also sent to "Mr Hornibrook' s Physical 

Culture Club", "The Ideal Club", the Christchurch Tailoresses' Union 

and the Peace Association, ·but from some of these Mrs Sievwright did 
69 not even receive the courtesy of a reply. 

By April 1901+ it was evident that even Miss Henderson was, 

in Mrs Sievwright' s view, losing heart, and at an executive meeting 

in June she resigned, unable to undertake Council work in addition 

to her duties as acting secretary of the Alliance. Although she 

maintained her connections with the Council, her resi~1ation was 

compounded by the deaths of several of the old suffragist leaders -

in 1903 Mrs Margaret Bullock, an ex-vice president of the Council and 

former journalist had died in Wanganui, and in 1905 the deaths of Mrs 

Schnackenberg, Mrs Hatton and Mrs Sievwright herself were all recorded. 

And,as if to confirm the demise of the NC~ Mrs Daldy suffered a stro~e 

in late 1905 which ended her years of active participation in women's 

causes . 

The last record of the NCW meeting was in 1906 and in that 

year also the new secretary Mrs Page wrote to Ward on behalf of the 

Council expressing disappointment at the government's failure to 

rectify any of women's disabilities. But for all practical purposes 

the NCW as it had been conceived and had functioned in its earlier 

years was dead. Not until 1909 however did Miss Henderson write to 

the International Council giving the reason for New Zealand's with

drawal. Mrs Sheppard was appointed an honorary vice-president of the 

International Council and it is an indication of the distance New 

Zealand women had moved from their earlier ideals that she could 

report in 1911: "I do not see any chance at present of forming a 

69. ibid. 
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National Council here. Our women's societies are few. They are 

separated by distance s which t~~e considerable time to bridge, and 

with one or two exceptions, even societies having the same name and 

object work in isolati on". 70 

Although the NCW was revived in 1917 largely due to the 

efforts of Mrs Sheppard, Miss Henderson and Miss Jessie Mackay, the 

reconstituted body never equalled its predecessor's remarkably 

catholic intensity of purpose. Nevertheless, advanced though their 

ideas appear and far-reaching though the implications of these ideas 

may have b een, the early NCW feminists were careful to refute charges 

of radicalism and revolutionary intent. If their arguments sometimes 

lacked consistency , their faith in the legal avenue of reform did not, 

and "Evolution not Revoluti on" were words frequently used by them 

( even forming the motto of one affiliated society). 71 It is still 

true that the members of the NCW stood out among their contemporaries 

in their claim to spe ak as citizens and human beings on a wide range 

of social concerns. Admitt edly, they stressed women's unique 

qualities whioh, if socially mobilised would make for a better world, 

but did not like many women's group s before and since confine them

s elves to a consideration of the needs of women and children. And yet, 

despite their enthusiasm and eagerness to accept responsibility they 

failed to promote any substantial spread of their influence among their 

less enthusiastic sisters. The contrast between the ideals of this 

diminishing group of women and the apathy of the majority became even 

more acute. The wider vision which had sustained the women's movement 

during the suffrage campaign and immediately after, and which had 

anticipated the accelerated participation of women at all levels of 

society, had been diverted into a new concern 

responsible, educated motherhood. 

the campaign for 

70. Mrs Sheppard to Dr P.A. Saloman, Corresponding Secretary of 
International Council of Women, 9 March 1911, Sheppard Collection. 

71. i.e~ The Wellington Women's Democratic Union. Daybreak, 18 May 
1895' p.3. 
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WOMAN'S TRuE PROFESSION: Plunket and the Competent Household Executive. 

We hear much nowadays about national defence but we 
· must not put our whole trust in the 'reeking tube and 
iron shard'~ The safety of nations is not a question 
of the gun alone, but also of the man behind the gun, 
and he is largely the r esult of the grit and self
sacrifice of his mothe r. If we lack noble mothers we 
lack the first el ement of racial success and national 
greatness . 

THE DESTINY OF THE RACE IS IN 
THE HANDS OF ITS MOTHERS ~ 1 

Frederick Truby King. 

As the activity of the NCW receded and its narrowing basis 

of support became more apparent , interest was already being generated 

in a movement of a ve~ different kind . This movement would place the 

mental horizons of women firmly in the home, just as the NCW and its 

affiliates had attempted in the previous decade to involve them in 

wider social activity . In practical terms the work of this, the Royal 

New Zealand Society for the Health of Women and Children,
2 

was to be 

of immense benefit to the groups which it sought to reach, and yet it 

is significant that it was founded by a man who, despite his very real 

concern to "help the mothers and save the babies" must be r ec ognised 

through his personal vi ews as the archetype of much that the early 

feminists had been fighting against. 

It was not that Frederick Truby King had an inordinately 

low opinion of women or of their intelligence; he like most anti

feminists would have protested the ve~ high esteem in which he held 

the sex. But he held strongly to the view that the natural aptitudes 

of women lay in a certain very definite direction, and that any woman 

who diverged from the pattern of devoted wifehood and motherhood was 

laying in store for herself a life of discontent, ill-health, and 

possible mental collapse. To him it was thus imperative that girls 

1. F. Truby King, Feeding and Care of Bab,r, 1913, p.153. 

2. The Society soon came to be known as the Plunket Society in 
recognition of the support of Lady Victoria Plunket, the Governor's 
wif'e. 
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be prepared at an early age for their future domestic and maternal 

role, and that an appreciation of the immense value of horne-life to 

a nation's progress and prosperity be inoculated as a matter of course. 

King did not conceive his ideas in isolation, and the success 

of the Plunket Society, as his rnothercraft organisation carne to be 

known, must first be viewed in relation to certain interrelated ideas 

then in vogue. Foremost among these was a concern for racial fitness 

and purity, and an exaggerated fear that the Anglo-Saxon race, formerly 

so influential and vigorous, was in a state of mental and physical 

deterioration . The consequences of racial decline were held to be 

particularly tragic in the case of New Zealand, a young country bounti

fully endowed by nature with an invigorating climate so favourable 

to the production of a healthy and vigorous race; a country untrammelled 

by the traditions and conventions of the Old World, and where even the 

workers lived under conditions conducive to health and happiness. These 

f ears were reinforced by a decline in the rate of natural population 

increase which,was possibly tri ggere d by the economic depression of the 

late 1880's and early 1890's. 3 Whatever its long-term cause , the 

decline was attributed by pessimistic eu geni cists to the deliberate 

and unreasonable limitation of births by those classes be st fitted to 

produce children of requisite racial standard - to a practice, wrote 

one of Seddon's correspondents, "dishonouring to God, degrading to man 

and woman, and one of the most unpatriotic acts that a man can be 

guilty of" ~ 4 

Seddon himself was sufficiently disturbed by the number of 

"wilfully sterile" marriages to introduce into Parliament a "Sale of 

Preventatives Prohibition Bill"5 in 1901, but possibly realising the 

3. Vosburgh, Miriam Gilson, "Some Social and Demographic Ini'luences 
on the New Zealand Family Structure from 1886", Ph.D.Thesis, 1971, 
p.132. 

4. [ ?] Ronaldson to Richard Seddon, 21 June 1904, Seddon Papers 2/34. 

5. JHR, 1901, p.xlvii. 



87 

difficulties of imposing such a measure, withdrew the bill and later 

turned to another, more humane solution to the problem pose d by the 

declining natural increase to the preservation of the child life 

which was in fact born into the colony . In May 190~ Seddon issued 

his Memorandum on Child Life Prese rvation which was circulated to all 

inter est ed bodies and r eceived wide publicity in the press. 

In the Memorandum Seddon stated his conviction that the 

findin gs of the New South Wal e s Royal Commission on the dec lining 

birth rate applied a lso to New Zealand, and noted that a law 

against the indiscriminate sale of preventative s was recommended in its 

r eport. Commonsense dictated an alternative approach however, and 

Seddon pointed out that ove r the previous ten years 20,000 children 

between the ages of one and five had died . In his view many of these 

could have been saved, and to this end he advoc at ed the r egistration 

of midwives, the establishment of st ate maternity hospitals, day homes 

for infants in cases where mot hers were for ced to work, stricter controls 

over the maintenance of illegitimate children, wh ose life expe ctancy 

was known to b e less than their respectably-born counterparts', and 

state- subsidised nurses and midwive s for the poor . To bewai l the want 

of a prope r natural incr ease , Seddon concluded, was sheer hypocrisy 

unless something was done in the wqy of saving infant life .
6 

The immediat e result of Seddon's st atement was the enactment 

in 190~ of a measure to register midwives , and the establishment from 

1905 of the St Helens Maternity Hospitals. The alacrity with which 

these measures were put into effect was largely due to the efforts of 

Mrs Grace Neill, then Assistant-Inspector of Hospitals . Although Mrs 

Neill was later to describe as one of he r greatest achievements her 

role in lessening for thousands of women the pains and risks of child

bearing7 the impression remains that for many others the comfort of 

mothers was a lesse r factor in these advances than was the health of 

the child and the resultant increment to the nation's numbers. 

6. "Memorandum on Child Life Preservation", Seddon Papers, 2/34. 

7. · Quoted in Cecil and Celia Manson, Doctor Agnes Bennett, 1960,p.61. 
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Government measures alone could not deal with a problem of 

this magnitude however, unless buttre ssed by a more gene ralised 

pub l ic concern. An intense inte r e st in popularised genetics was 

shared by many sections of the population and was refl e cted at one 

extreme in the f ear of a vast Asian influx and the consequent mixture 

of bloods; at the othe r in the emphasis on resp onsible parenthood 

and the need to avoid the reproduction of the degenerate and feeble

minded. Mrs Margar et Sievwri ght, speaking to the third se ssion of the 

NCW, urged each woman to "guard the sacred portals of mate rnity with 

watchful care and jealous determination" since to bec ome "the parent 

of an organism, badly born and badly bred, always placed under unwhole

some conditions and slowly saturated with disease" was a crime against 

God and man. A woman wa s guilty of a ve~ serious crime , she added, 

who became with child during any part of her life without having first 
8 

insured to that child the ri ght to a whole some birth and childhood . 

While Mrs Sievwri ght u sed these views to argue for a greater 

sexual knowledge among women and t he deliberate spacing of births to 

avoid strain upon the mother , others went further and stressed the duty 

of women to keep thems e lve s and their children in t he best possible 

condition in preparatio~ for mat e rnity. Parenthood was increasingly 

promoted as a vocation of national import, and women viewed as race

producers and race-deve lope rs, not only by concerned membe rs of the 

medical profession, but by r epresentatives of their own sex: "We have 

only to stand in any busy stree t to see how far the race has fallen 

below the image and likeness of God", Mrs Nellie Bendeley told the 

191 2 Convention of the WCTU. "What this world has seen thi s world 

should see again, and it is fo r ·women, the mothers of the r ace to hold 

the ideal of that standard steadily before the race as a thing attain

able". 9 As Professor John Macmi llan Brown had written in the Lyttel ton 

8. NCW, Third. Session, Wellington 1898 , p .10. 

9. WR, May 1912, p.11. 

I 
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Times during 1908, the essential need of the race was for "cultivated, 

elevated responsible womanhood, and enlightene d, dutiful self-sacrificing 
10 motherhood". 

The prevalence of such views and a renewed emphasis among 

wom8n themselve ::> on their unique f eminine qualit i es accelerated the 

movement towards differentiation in the educat ion of the sexes. As 

education was extenrred to girls as well as boys the syllabus used in 

tbe education of boys was adopted for their sisters - with the ex

clusion where nece ssary of material unsuited to the girls' more 

delicate sensibilities and the addition in many cases of such accomplish

ments as music and needl ework. By the 1890's anxiety was expressed that 

girls were not benefitting from such a system, and that they might even 

be suffering irreparable damage from the strain imposed at a critical 

time in their development. There was undoubtedly something in these 

fe ar s of pressure since , as the principal of the Ot ago Girls' High 

School pointed out in 1886, many girls we re obliged to share in the 

cares and r esponsibiliti e s of the hou sehold in addition to their 

studies. A further f act or like ly to weigh heavily upon girls in the 

l ate r school y ears was the still limi t ed ran ge of professions available 

to them . Whereas a boy of only average abili ty could choose a pro

f e ssion which did not require high educatione~ attainment, almost the 

only professional occupation open to girls in 1886 was teaching ~ with 
11 

its numerous grade s and competitive advancement examinations . 

Throu ghout the 1890's and 1900's therefore, the "rel evance" 

of the syllabus in primary and sec ondary schools came unde r close 

scrutiny. Studies we re made of technical education overseas, including 

the teaching of domestic subjects, and subsidies offe r ed under the 

Manual and Technical Institution Act of 1900 encouraged the establish

ment of dressmaking and cookery classes in girls ' schools.
12 

At the 

10. Quoted in WR, Feb.1908,p.17. 

11. Annual Report on Secondary Schools of the Colony, AJHR, 1886,E.9,p.41. 

12. Cumming, p.150. 
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secondary l evel the need for restructuring was felt to be particularly 

urgent since most pupils spent so little time there in which to 

benefit from the options available . The hope was expressed that if 

domestic instruction wer e offe r ed to girls at both primary and 

secondary levels, parents would b e less disposed to withdraw their 

daught e rs from school a t an ear.ljer age than their sons . 13 

The ma jor ,iustification for the education of girls in 

domestic matte rs was , however, in the words of Mr G. George , dire ctor 

of the Auc K:land Technical School, that since "the natural f'un ction of 

every girl was t o be come a wife and a mother", the schools should do 

everytll:i. nE possible to educate the girl " along the lines she ought 

naturally to go" •14 And, as successive Labour and Educ ational Depart

ment r ep orts did not negl ect to mentio~ the training of girls in 

domestic science might do much to r ectify the current dearth of 

domestic se rvants. 15 

These were vi ews with which Truby King , then superintendent 

of the Seacliffe Mental Asylum, was very lffilch in accord . King r egarded 

the education of boys and girls along the same lines as "one of the 

most preposterous f arce s ever perpetuated". The t eaching to girls of 

mathematics, algebra and other subjects which had no utility i n e veryday 

l i f e he considered a s e rious waste of time time whi ch "mi ght be 

better employed in l earning thos e things and understanding those 
16 

principl es which underlie the making of happy homes". The stre ss 

placed upon girls by the educational system interfer ed with their 

development and their fitness for maternity, producing "neurastheni c" 

females who were unable or unwilling to suckle their young, unable to 

13. e.g. Annual Report, Department of Educ ation, ~THR,1912 (S.2),E.1,p. 8 . 

14. Proceedings of the General Education Conference, AJHR,1910,E.10,p.12. 

15. e.g. Annual Report, Department of Labour, ~rHR,1909,H.11,p.lxix. 

16. Society for the Promotion of the Health of Women and Children, 
Addr~~ses Delivered by Doctors F.C.Batchelor and Truby King, 1909, 
p.11 • 
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bear the pains of labour as well as their mothers had, and suffered 

in addition from eye failure, headaches, menstrual disturbances and 

constipation ~ King was supported in his offensive against the 

education system by Dr F.C. Batchelor of the Otago Medical School 

(who in the course of one such onslaught raised the ire of lady 

medicals such as Agnes Bennett and Emily Siedeberg when he rashly 

asserted that the majority of women medical students "broke down" 

during their 0ourse of study. He then compounded his error by 

maintaining that whereas the average and sometimes the poor male 

student usually turned out a useful and successful practitioner, even 

the brilliant female student at best attained only mediocrity) .17 

Impressed by the need to raise the status and prestige of 

domestic work, the two doctors gave their enthusiastic support to 

John Stu~~olme ' s proposals to endow a chair in domestic science at 

Otago University. With the help of a citizens ' committee which 

included King, Batchelor , W. Downie Stewart and G.R. Ritchie, the new 

faculty commenced its first session in 1911 with two degree students, 

three diploma students and 21 casual students . By raising domesti c 

science to degree status it was hoped that the teaching of the subje ct 

in schools would be made more efficient and that girls would be 
18 

encouraged to enter dome st ic service in greater numbers. 

In their most sanguine pronouncements the advocates of 

dome stic training anticipated not only the r egeneration of the race, 

but comprehensive and unqualified domestic happiness the appease-

ment of the national temper through the provision of nutritious, 

well-cooked meals and comfortable, attractive homes. Edward Tregear, 

the retiring Secretary of Labour would have been particularly relieved 

17. ibid., p.6. 

18. A.G. Strong, History of the Development of University ¥ducation 
in Home Science in New Zealand 1911-1936, 1937, pp.7-10. 
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at the establishment of the new chair , having predicted some future 

time when "a dyspeptic and sour-minded race might turn and rend to 

pieces the national education system" unl ess greater status wa s given 

to domestic work. If only the highest degr ee s for women were reserved 

for those who studied physiology, domest i c hygiene, and practical 

chemistry, the r esults for the bett e r would be almost incalculable, 

he had written. 19 

Many of King's views on the errors of ed'.lcati onal. pre ssure, 

especially whe re inflicted upon the vulnerab l e minds and bodies of 

young girls, arose from observations made while he was superintendent 

of Seacliffe . King came to the conclusion that the mental state of 

his pati ents was largely due to physical causes, especially from 

faulty r earing and lack of nourishment durin g early chil~hood . If 

mothers would only follow the simple laws of nature in the feeding 

and rearing of thei r children, and would avoi d the folli e s imposed by 

an ignorant civilisat ion, the appalling death rate among children under 

five might be av oided . 

Following from experiments he had conducted on the raising 

of plants and livestock, King drew parallels between the r earing of 

young animals and human infants, and the fundamental l aws of r epro

du ction, nutrition and growth common to both.
20 

He was confirmed in 

his views on the benefits of breastfeeding by a visit to Japan in 

1904, whe r e he dis covered that it was n ot uncommon for b abies to be 

breastfed for up to eighte~ months. The fitness and physique of the 

Japanese Army and the vigour of the Japanese peasantry attested to 

the benefits of breastfeeding on a generalised scale, and whil e King 

did not expect his count~omen to nurse their infants for ei ghteen 

months, he thought they might b e more confident about allowing nature 

h er own way for nine. On his return to New Zealand King therefore 

19. Annual Report, Department of Labour, AJHR, 1897 (S.2),H.11,p.ix. 

20. R.M. Burdon, New Zealand Noteables, Series Two, 1945, p.19. 
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commenced a campaign to promote the breastfeeding of infants, training 

one of the Seacliffe nurses, Miss McKinnon, in his the ories of 

nutrition and child welfare. The gene ral opinion among the medical 

profe ssion at this time was unfavourable to King's ideas howeve r, and 

this di s courage d the wider diffusion of his work for a further two 
21 

years . 

Although King wa s initially r egarded as a crank and his 

ideas disregarded by most of the medical profession~ the related 

questions of infant welfare and infant mortality were receiving 

wide consideration in New Zealand and other Western nat ions. Parti cular 

attention was being paid in New Zealand and elsewhere to the improve

ment of the milk supply and to general muni cipal sanitation in an 

attempt to reduce the incidence of those diet et i c and diarrhoeal 

diseases associated with most infantil e deaths. Dr. Valintine , the 

as sistant health officer noted that pollution of the milk supply 

occurred at almost every stage of its preparation in the milkin g 

shed, in storage, in transit to the town, in its collection and 

di stribution by the middle mru1, and in the hous ehold itself where milk 

was usually collected from the dusty stree t in open containers and 

stored too long. In this way " an ideal food for children'' was t rans-
22 

i'ormed into "a verit able agent for ill-health and death" Until 

adequate r e gulations and means of inspection could be enforced, 

breastfeeding could indeed mean the difference b etween life and death 

for even the most sturdy infant. 

In some parts of Britain and France, where i'ear of depopu

lation also encouraged an interest in infant welfare, milk depots were 

established which provided sterilised and modified milk and sometimes 

a service of baby-weighing and supervision. Pierre Budin, Professor 

21. Mary King, Truby King, The Man, 1948, pp.148-149. 

22. Annual Report, Department of Health, AJHR, 1906 (S.2), pp.30-33. 
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in Clinical Obstetrics at the Paris University had established as 

early as 1892 the "Consultation des Nourissons" with the central 

idea that for two years after its birth the baby should be under 

systematic supervision and the mother guided in the steps necessary 

to preserve her own and the child's health. An Infant Welfare 

conf e r ence held in Paris in 1905 and the 1906 Infantile Mort ality 

Confer ence he ld in London encourage d the dissemination of such 

practices and led, for example, to the establishment of Schools for 

Mothers, some of which received a direct gove rnment grant in recog

nition of their work. 23 

King's efforts must therefore be viewed in relation to 

developments which were takin g place in othe r parts of the world. 

Where the New Zealand movement diffe r ed, however, was in that it 

involved an organisation of women themselves . Women here took the 

initiative in disseminating knowl ed ge about mate rnity and mother

craft to others of their s ex. 

Initially the formation of such a movement was ve ry much 

due to the forceful pe rsonality and skilfull propaganda of Truby King 

and , on the ne gative side to the failure of the medical profession to 

interest themselve s in his ideas. Afte r two years of systematic 

educational activity in Dunedin, including newsp ape r article s, l ectures 

and the personal visitation of home s by Nurse McKinnon and the siste rs 

of the various churches , King had still not got any substantial 

support from his fellow medical men. He therefore decided to appeal 

to those most directly concerned in the matter, the women themselves, 

and in May 1907 called a public meeting which led to the es tablishment 

of a "League for Promoting the Health of Women and Children". 
24 

Four 

months later a branch of the new society was formed in Christchurch 

and in October a public meeting in Wellington decided that the SPWC 

23. G.F. McCleary, The Maternal and Child Welfare Movememnt, 1935, 
pp.7-12. 

24. ODT, 15 May 1907. 
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should undertake such work in Wellington. In March 1908 the work 

of the SPWC and the Plunket Society was separated and in the same 

year a branch of Plunket was established in Auckland. By 1912 the 

work of the Society had proven so beneficial that King was t emporarily 

released from his othe r duties to undertake an extensive lecturing 

tour. This led to the fonnation of over 60 new co~~ittees, making 

70 branches of the Society in a11 .
2

5 

The aims of the Plunket Society as laid down from the very 

first were fourfold. The first and possibly the most important aim 

sought to "uphold the Sacredness of the Body and the Duty of Health" 

and to "inculcate a lofty view of the responsibilities of maternity 

and the duty of every mother to fit herself for the perfect fulfill-
26 

ment of the natural calls of motherhood" . An especial objective 

here was to promote breastfeeding of infants, aDd to unde rmine the 

popular view that women were unable through the conditions of modern 

life to nuture their infants. Although the Society reported consider

ab l e success in this respect, it soon found a deterrent in the way of 

many mothers who wished to nurse their babies, especially in country 

districts . As early as 1910 the Wellington Branch called on the 

gove rnment to provide domestic help for women with young families, 

r emarking that many mothers found housework and the care of four or 

five young children more than they could manage , and frequently gave 

this as the r eason for not nursing their babies. 27 

The second aim of Plunket stressed its educative function: 

to acquire knowledge on matters affecting the health of women and 

children, and to disseminate such knowledge . Both members and nurses 

25. The Plunket Magazine, Jan. 1915, pp .1 5-17; Mary King, p.205. 

26. The Plunket Magazine, Jan.1915, frontispiece. 

27. Wellington Branch Plunket Society, Annual Report 1909-1910, p.4. 
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were to be involved in this aspect, and the informal passing on of 

information was stressed as much as the use of lectures, demonstrations 

and pamphlets. An important contribution to the Society's educative 

work was a weekly newspaper column written by Mrs Truby King under the 

pseudonym "Hygeia". Initially published by the Otago Witness in 

1907, the column entitled "Our Babies" appeared in some 50 newspapers 

by 1915. The column dealt with matte rs of general interest and since 

"Hygeia" also answered l etters, she proved a blessing to mothers 

living in outblock areas where no skilled assistance was available.
28 

The effectiveness of such an approach was attested by the 

Dunedin Branch rep ort for 1916 which reported that "the Society is 

always coming across case s where a community has been gradually 

brought up to take a keen and intelligent interest in motherhood and 

the proper rearing of children by one woman" . Such a woman had 

usually been deeply impressed by what she had learned from a Plunket 

nurse, from a Society member, or from readin g one of the Society's 

publications . 29 Plunket thus r egarded its efforts in t eaching 

practical domestic hy giene and mothercraft to an adult as of far 

greater importance than its success in tiding an individual baby over 

an attack of illness . 

A third aspect of the Society' s work was the training and 

employment of specially qualified nurses whose services were given to 

the community free of charge . The Plunket nurses were state-regist e red 

nurse s who had undergone a period of training at the Society's Karitane

Harris Hospital in Dunedin, while Karitane nurses were women without 

previous nursing qualifications who underwent a longer course in 

baby care and nursing at the Hospital. Hester Maclean, Grace Neill's 

successor as Assistant Inspector of Hospitals notes that the Dunedin 

Trained Nurses Association intervened when the Plunket Society was 

28. The Plunket Magazine, Jan. 1915, pp.5-6. 

29. Dunedin Branch Plunket Society Annual Report, 1916, p.23. 



first formed to ensure that only registered nurses or midwives 

would be eligible to train as Plunket nurses (presumably being 

alarmed by the fact that Miss McKinnon, the first Plunket nurse 

was not registered). 30 The Society's fourth aim, to cooperate 

with other organisations working toward similar ends, is self

explanatory, and at this time worked particularly with reference 

to the SPWC. 
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Although Plunket stressed the importance of breastfeeding and 

in King's opinion instances where the mother was genuinely unable 

to breastfeed were so exceedingly rare and striking as to prove that 

breastfeeding could be universal, much was in fact done to ensure 

that bottle-fed babies and weaned babies received the best possible 

substitute. Even before the establishment of the Plunket Society 

King had done considerable investigation into the matter and a milk 

dispensary was established in Dunedin for the preparation of "hurnanised" 

milk. As the Society grew it was found more expedient to teach mothers 

the principles of "home-modification" and to directly involve them in 

this aspect of the baby's care also. 31 

The "True Plunket Baby" was , howeve r, the breastfed child, 

and indignant reference was made to those mothers who called their 

children "Plunket Babies" because they had been fed on hurnanised milk, 
32 but were otherwise unsuitably cared for. At the Society's Karitane 

Hospitals (the first of which was established in Dunedin in 1907), 

feeding problems among babies were studied and , if necessary, mothers 

were admitted along with their infants to be instructed in their care 

and feeding and to facilitate the establishment of breastfeeding. 

30. Hester Maclean, Nursing in New Zealand, 1932, p.93. 

31. Mary King, p.211. 

32. e.g. Dunedin Branch Plunket Society, Annual Report 1916, p.17. 
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Under the heading of "A High Ideal of Motherhood" the Dunedin 

Branch report for 1916 described the gratifying example of a mother 

of triplets whose milk supply was doubled after one month at the 

Hospital, to the extent where she was nearly completely feeding all 

three babies. On her return to the farm where she lived this inord

inately devoted mothe r continued to f eed the three babies herself, 

as well as caring for a family tot al ling six children 

of whom was only four years old. 33 
the eldest 

Early in its history and under King's influence the Plunket 

Society laid down ce rtain basic principles which, altbough later 

criticised, were always adhered to . The volunta~ nature of the 

Society was considered fundamental and although it received a govern

ment grant , the greater part of its funds always came from voluntary 

contributions and from funds raised by the women themselves through 

jumble sales , garden parties , b alls and displays. King was adamant 

that Plunket ' s role was a "mutual, educative health mission" which 

could not be imposed by compulsion or by directives from some impersonal 

goveFnment department . 34 It would have b een all too easy for Plunket 

to become a merely charitable body dispensing aid to the poorest 

classes - instead it sought to r each and involve all sections of the 

community since, as King did not tire of pointing out , the wealthy 

and cultured classes were as misled on the subject of infant care as 

the poor. 

Although pressure was exerted, sometimes from the branches 

themselves for a fixed fee to be paid for the services of the Plunket 

nurses, this was firmly resisted. 35 

33. ibid., p .20. 

34. Fourth General Confe rence of the Royal N.Z. Society for the Health 
of Women and Children, 1914, p.11. 

35. e.g. Third General Conference, 1913, p.2. The Christchurch delegates 
in this year .. un·successfully attempted to have a fixed fee established. 
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It was f eared that if a fee became compulsory the independent poor 

might then be reluctant to seek help. If on the other hand the 

Society became associated with the idea of charitable aid the "self

reliant" and receptive classes then seeking the help of the Plunket 

nurse might be estranged . For this reason the Society also resisted 

successive governments' attempts to have the Plunket nurse combine 

the duties of a district nurse , especially in country areas . District 

nursing was then assoc iated with charitable aid, and it was felt, 

move over, that unde r such a system the Plunket nurses would be unable 

to maintain their r egular round of visits, and their preventative 
36 

health mission would degenerate into the tending of sick people. 

W11ile much of Plunket's educative work was conducted at the 

local level and by the numerous branch committees, it also exerted 

pressure in various directions as a national body. From the very 

beginning concern was felt for infants in state licensed homes where, 

despite the provisions of the Infant Life Protection Act, conditions 

were very often inadequate and the death-rate was still substantial. 

King had his week- end cottage licensed for boarding unwanted infants 

and through proper fe eding and regular care disproved the inspecting 

authority 's contention that such babies were by nature unable to 

thrive37 (partly because,it was stated, their mothers had taken drugs 

and used other means to be rid of their offspring). 38 

One of the first efforts of the Plunket Society was to 

publicise the conditions members had observed in licensed infant homes, 

and largely as a result of a Plunket deputation to the Government in 

1908 the inspection of these homes was transferred from the Police 

Department to the Education Department, the period allowed for the 

notification of births was reduced from two months to three days, and 

the duty was removed from sugar of milk, an important constituent in 

36. Fourth Generai Conference 1914,pp.12-13. Hester Maclean in Nursing 
in New Zealand,p.50, expresses the government view that as the 
Plunket nurses were already trained nurses or midwives their work 
might have been greatly extended, especially in country districts. 
She also thought it wrong that the nurses' services were given free 
to those well able to pay. 

37- Mary King, p.159. 
38. Press Cutting,24 Mqy 1907 (source not given), Seddon Papers , 3/60. 
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artificial feeding formulas. 39 As in later years the condition of 

babies admitted to the Karitane Hospitals indicated that many keepers 

of licensed homes still had little knowledge of the first principles 

of the care and fe eding of infants, the Plunket Society offered a 

thorough training course in baby care to government inspectors, and 
40 recommended a more equitable r emuneration for licensed home keepers . 

Neither measure was imme di ately acted upon by the Gove rnment however . 

Plunket also continually advocated that midwives have a more adequate 

training in infant care and sought assurance s from the Government and 

local bodies for an improved milk supply, stress ing the more rigorous 

inspection of dairies , and in later years, the testing of cows for 

tuberculosis. 41 

In view of the emphasis Plunket placed upon motherhood, and 

in view of King 's exceedingly definit e opinions on the state of the 

education system, it was natural enough that one of its preoccupations 

as an organised body was to agitate for the training of girls in child 

care and domestic matters. As it became apparent that the teaching 

of dome stic science in schools might be tending too f ar toward detail 

and theory, and in concentrating upon dressmaking and cookery was 

ne glecting to provide instruction in the most fundamental role of a 

girl 's future existence mothe rhood Plunke t intensified its 

efforts to r ectify the omission. 

By 1917 every girl presenting herself for matriculation h ad 

to present a certificate showing she had studied domestic science . 

Plunket sought to have the feeding and care of babies included on the 

syllabus for the certificate with Dr Truby King's book on the subject 

as text. King himself would have liked to s ee every girl spending some 

time in an institution devoted to the care of babies and young children 

39. Societ~ for the Promotion of the Health of Women and Childre~, 
First Annual ReEort 1208, p.4. 

40. Central Council 2 Annual ReEort 1_21.2, p.8. 

41. Central Council 2 Annual ReEort 1218' p.8. 
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bafo~e she went out into the world, and thought it a matter for 

extreme regret that present t eaching focussed on physiology and the 

structure and functions of the body - knowledge of which was quite 

unnecessary and, he though~ harmful. 42 Unfortunately for the Society 

both the primary and secondary school syllabuses were already over

crowded and even the offer of a Plunket nurse to instruct in "Home 

and Hygiene" had to be turned down when it was offered to an other

wise sympathetic Otago Education Board. There was simply nothing 

that could be added to an already full programme, the Board told a 

Plunket deputation, which expressed its regret that society allowed 

itself to remain fettered to an educational system founded, as 

Herbert Spencer had said many years before, with a view only to 

celibacy. 43 

With the declaration of war in 1914, the need to augment the 

birth-rate became even more imperative, and a correspondingly greater 

stress was l aid upon the education of girls in "womanly qualities". 

Although Plunket was forced to curtail most expansion because of the 

shortage of nurses, it received a boost from the revitalised interest 

in child-care and physical efficiency, and the level of voluntary 

contributions remained remarkedly high. 

The report of the Dunedin branch for 1918 commented with 

satisfaction on a wider re cognition by the authorities and general 

public of 'tthe truly patriotic nature of the Society's mission", and 

consider ed that people had be come far more interested in all pertain

ing to the rearing of a healthy and efficient race. 44 The fact that 

42 . Fifth GeneraJ.-_~_g_1];fer~~~:!.:z, p. 32 . 

43. Dunedin Branch.t_ Annual Report 1_21§, p.5. 

44. Dunedin Branch, Annual R§I?_ort 1918, p . 20 . 
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some 4q% of men offering themselves for active service were rejected 

as unfit was continually :projected as a lamentable state of affairs 

which need never had arisen had there been some 30 years previously 

a lmowledge of Plunket principles and teaching facilities "with a 

view to potential motherhood". Now that the r equisite information 

was readily available, the Dunedin branch anticipated that "if the 

need should arise again ••• for men to go forth and fight for hearth 

and home , New Zealand could rely on practically all her sons coming 

up to the required standard". 45 

In the upsurge of patri otism that engulfed New Zealand the 

baby was seen as a bulwark against invasion by an enemy whose greatest 

strength was in its population increase . "Tohunga", a particularly 

rabid columnist with the ~uckland_~eekly News even maintained that the 

true patriot and hero was the man who would build a home and breed sons 

and grandsons to fight for the State: 

a man's first duty is to make a Home and a 
woman ' s first duty is to be a Wife and Mother. 
If war can t each us by our need for men that 
only in its h omes is a nation truly great and 
only in its childr en is it really rich, then 
will our loss be turned to gain, and from the 
very grave shall we win a lasting victory.~6 

The words "Home" and "Mother" let it be noted, invariably elicited 

capitals in such writings. 

In this climate of intense patriotism the education of girls 

in the duties of the home and their responailiilities as mothers became 

an attractive proposition, not l east of all to those in positions of 

authority . At one extreme it was even argued that as military training 

45. Dunedin Branch, Annual Report 1916, p.4. 

46. Auckland Weekly News, 18 Feb.1915, p.14. 
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was compulsory for boys, domestic instruction should be equally 

obligatory for their sisters if boys were to be trained to 

fight for their homes, should not the girls ma~e the country's 

homes worth fighting for? asked Mrs A.R. Atkinson, now involved in 

the Plunket Society as well as the WCTU. 47 

When therefore, in June 1917 the Department's General 

Council of Education presented its r epo rt on differentiation in 

the education of girls, its recommendations almost inevitably tended 

in the direction of greater diffe r entiation. It was suggested that 

wherever possible girls and boys should be taught separately in 

secondary schools, that girls be taught for the most part by women 

teachers, that the s econdary course for girls should in all cases 

include vocational training bearing on home life, that the programme 

of work for women students in teachers' training colleges should 

provide for substantial training in Home Science, and that there be 

more women on all bodies dealing with educ ation. The reasons given 

for greater differenti ation included such unsubstantiated statements 

as "their work in life is diffe r ent, and the lmowledge and training 

that each will require in preparation for that work will therefore be 

different" , "their mental capacity and physical strength are unlike; 

the boy .is more original, the girl more imitative ; and there is more 

danger of the girls suffering from hard work" and "the quality of 

adaptiveness is far more necessary in the girl than in the boy. The 

l atter may be trained from the be ginning with some definite end in view; 
. 48 but a girl never lmows what life may have ~n store for h e r". The 

47. Press Cutting, 1917, (source not given), Letters, Notes and Papers 
Regarding the Teaching of Domestic Science in Schools, Lady Anna 
Stout Collection. 

48. ibid., (source not given). 
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following month, and as if to give official blessing to the Council's 

proposals, amendments in the free-place regulations made Home Science 

a compulsory subject for girls in all secondary and district high 

schools. 49 

The se and earlier developments did not pass unchallenged, 

especially by professional women who r e sented the disparagement 

implied to their own achievements, and saw the dange rs involved in 

further limitation of the opportunities acquired over the previous 

thirty years. Both Dr Emily Siedeberg and Dr Agnes Bennett took 

particular exception to remarks on the education of women made at 

the 1909 meeting of the Plunket Society by Doctors Batchelor and 

Truby King . Dr Siedeberg challenged Dr Batchel or to point to one 

ca se of a women medical student who had "b roken down" in the course 

of her study, and questioned whether the majority of women who were 

unfitted for domestic work could, as he maintained, blame this on 

hi ghe r education . 

Rather, she cont i nued, it was the woman whose brain had 

been disciplined and trained to think for he rself who made the most 

capable housekeeper and whose expe rience of the world and conversation

al powers made her more acceptable as a companion than "the quiet 

house-drudge". As a doctor practising almost exclusively among women, 

she found that it was the girls who were kept at home with no outside 

interest who developed neurasthenia in the most marked degree.
50 

49. New Zealand Gazette, 17 July 1917. 

50. ODT, 22 May 1909. 
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Dr Siedeberg's remarks were supported by other women who 

considered it the duty of eve~ man to ensure that his daughter was 

trained for an occupation in life and thus rendered independent of 

marriage. "Dorothea" wrote in the columns of the Otago Daily Times, 

No one disputes the nobility and beauty of 
worthy motherhood and wifehood not least 
of all a woman whose mind has been trained to 
think a b ttle - but perhaps some day men will 
realise that women have a right to expect that 
they shall prepare for a marriage with a 
higher aim than the making of a comi'ortable 
home for themselves . An intelligent, 
independent woman doing congenial work 
perhaps nursing the sick, or, as a 
1 scholarship girl with a D certificate 1 , 

t~ing to l ead little children to catch a 
glimpse of the knowledge and wisdom of the 
world - may sacrifice more than any man can 
realise when she gives herself till death.51 

~~d one f eels some sympathy with the woman who rather scathingly 

co~uented of Doctors Batchelor and King, 

This year pigs, next year fowls , the third 
year after, babies . They talk about women 
as if they were some kind of chattels to be 
moved around and treated in exactly the same 
way as cranks treat chickens . They love to 
hear themselves talk.52 

Meanwhile, in Wellington Agnes Bennett expressed her disquiet at 

the "antiquated ideas" put forward by her two colleagues . Even more 

distressing was the approval with which such ideas we r e received by 

an audience including leaders of church and state an indication, 

she not ed, of the many battles still to be fought for the rights of 
53 women. 

Five years later at the 1914 session of the Australasian 

Medical Congress, Dr Bennett was once more compelled to speak out 

51. ODT, 3 June 1909. 

52. Quoted in Strong, p.7. 

53. Quoted in Cecil and Celia Manson, p.65. 
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against the tendency to attribute a host of social ills to inadequacies 

in the education of girls . At the Eugenics section of the Congress 

King caused to be passed a motion deprecating the excessive straining 

after accomplishments involved in the education of girls. The motion, 

which also provided for a deput ation of doctors to wait upon the 

Minister of Educ ation ended by stating: 

This Con gr ess is satisfied that, broadly 
speaking, even where marriage does not take 
place, the education which gives the girl 
the best all round equi~ment in body, mind, 
morals and inclination for home life and 
potential motherhood also gives her the 
sounde st and sure st foundations for future 
health and happiness, and for a sustai~ed 
power of earning an independent living, if 
such should prove her lot [a r ef erence,most 
likely, to do~e stic service] .54 

At the Eugenics section itself an Australian doctor, Mary 

de Garis had pointed out that even now it was men who were deciding 

on the edu catio-<1 of women . (Somewhat missing her point , King agreed 

as a concession to have Dr Eliz abeth Platts-Mills, a member of the 

Wellington branch of Plunket, included in the proposed deputation). 

No man was trained for his trade , Dr de Garis pointed out, until he 

had received his general education . Why, then, should a girl's 

education be dire cted solely towards he r trade? 55 

When the time came for the entire Congress to endorse King ' s 

motion, Agnes Bennett raised a point of order , suggesting that as lay 

people had voted on the resolution, it could not be taken as the 

opinion of the Congress. The resolution was exceedingly wordy, more over, 

and it would b e unworthy of a scientific body to take as proven the 

statement that the modern education of woman unfitted her for maternity. 

As it was nearing the end of the Congre ss, Dr Bennett succeeded in 

having the motion deferred. 56 Her actions were supported by "Imogen" 

54. · Transactions of the Tenth Se ssion of the Australasian Medical 
Congress ~' 1916, p.42. 

55. ibid, p.93. 

56. ibid, p.53. 
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writing in the Dominion. While appreciating the magnificent work 

done by King in reducing infant mortality, "Imogen" nevertheless felt 

that 

To a woman ••. it appears there is a somewhat 
unfair tendency to throw eve~thing, eve~ 
r e sponsibility upon the shoulders of the 
mother. She may, and usually does, play her 
part nobly in the care of he r children, but 
she is not the only one responsible for their 
well-bein~St for the physical and mental 
equipment with which they face the world. 
And that, apparently, has not yet been fully 
emphasized.57 

Further opposition from professional women was aroused by 

the development s in 1917 and particularly by the r ecommendations of 

the Council of Education. In Wellington a meeting was held under the 

auspices of the SPWC to discuss the Council's proposals. Lady Stout 

(somewhat inconsistently in view of her earlier arguments in favour of 

cooking lessons at the Dunedin Girls' High School)
58 

maintaine d that 

a man required a companion in marriage and did not want to eat all the 

time he was home . The keynote of a democ ratic country, Lady Stout 

stresse~ was differentiation according to ability, not sex. Other 

speakers , includin g Professor Hunter, Miss McLean, s ecretary of non

departmental schools, and Miss N.E. Goad, one of the more voc al members 

of the Women Teachers' Association, supported Lady Stout, and a Mr 

W.H. Foster moved a motion against any alteration in the education 

system which would place disabilities on women and deprive them of 

educational ri~1ts equal to men. In support of the motion, which 

was later carried with a large majority, it was pointed out that if 

cha~ges were instituted, girls would get neither a good general educa

tion, since other subjects would have to be dropped in order to make 

room for Home Science, nor a thorou~ training in Home Science, since 

there was an inadequate supply of teachers and facilti -3s . 59 

57. Dominion, 14 Feb. 1914. Letters ••• regarding the Teaching of 
Domestic Science, Lady Anna Stout Collection. 

58. Lady Stout wrote to the Board of Governors of the School, "That 
ignorance of the principles of Cookery and consequent inability to 
provide dige~tible and properly cooked meals for a household is the 
cause of much mise~, waste and ill-temper is a well known fact." 
Letters ••• regarding the Teaching of Domestic Science, Lady Anna 
Stout Collection. 

59. Press cutting 1917,(source not given), Letters 
of Domestic Science, Lady Anna Stout Collection. 

re the Teaching 
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Many of the predictions made at this meet ing were r ealised 

when in later years it became clear that the dome stic science course 

was both too technic al anQ abstract for use in the home, and too 

unsystematic to be a sci;:mce. Universi ty professors agrE:ed that girls 

wert! hru1dicapped in their preparations for university work, since they 

had. insufficient grounding in pure science as a basis for university 
. d a· . 6o 

sc~ence an me ~c~ne. 

Although the infant welfare movement and its implic ations 

for the- field of education were so enthusiastically taken up by 

certain influential men and by heads of government departments, it must 

not be supposed that most women accepted unwillingly this emphasis on 

their domestic role, nor that it was _ especi al ly imposed on .them. It 

was the WC1U itself which recommended to the 1912 Education Commission 

that a r eduction in the time spent by girls in studying mathematics 

might lead to an increase in the time al l owed for doiJ,e3tic instruction 

(and incidentally to the eventual solution of the "domestic he lp 

diff'i culty").
61 

Many women t eachers also saw distinct advantages ill 

tLe teachi115 of domestic science to girls at higher levels in the schools -

it would help their claim to those higher responsibilities which in co

educational schools especially were monopolised by men. By promoting 

the distinct needs of girls within the education system they would at 

least not have to f ear encroachment by men in their distinct sphere: 

who better than women could impart an education in "womanly qualities"?
62 

60. J.H. Murdock, The High Schools of New Zealand, 1943, p.130. 

61. Report and Proceedings of Commission of Education, AJHR, 1912, 
E. 1 2, p • 7 39 • 

62. See ibid. for submissions of women teachers to 1912 Education 
Commission, e.g. Mrs V.M. Grie g, p.726. 



Even many of those speaking out against the compulsory 

teaching of domestic science support ed ~ form of domes tic 

training, and accepted that the primary role of women (or of those 

women whose intelligence did not equal their ovm) was to be a wife 
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and mother Agnes Bennett, for example profesced herself anxious 

to see Home Science and the proper care of children t aught in schools. 63 

The objection was not so much to an " education in womanly qualities" as 

to the all-embracin g imposition of such subjects as cookery and dre ss -

making on girls whose talents might lie in othe r directions, and the 

assumpt ion that the higher education of women was harmful and, except 

where it involved domestic concerns, might be discouraged. 

Whil e the success of the Plunket Society was, it is true, 

due ve ry much to the personality of Truby King himself, its expansion 

was also fostered by the numerous committees of women throughout New 

Zealand . Although at one l eve l the Society consisted of s alaried 

officers, of whom the nurses made up the greate r numbe r, the r e were by 

1918 s ome four to five hundred women who made up the committee s of 

various working branches . The se women were regarded by King himself 

as the backbone of the Plunket scheme, and althou gh the involvement of 

women from all social backgrounds was claimed by Plunket, it is likely 

that at this level of participation the more leisured middle- class 

women once again dominated. This impression is r einforced by the 

fre quent r ef erences at Plunket confe r ences to Plunket ' s appeal to the 

"most self-reliant, most intelligent, most receptive" members of the 

community . 
64 

Particular reference was made at the 1922 General 

Conference to the CornrDittees' failure to appreciate the deplorable 

situations involving drunkenness, disease, and bad housing - under 

which some mothers struggled, and the futility of such mothers carrying 

out Plunket instructions under such t errible conditions unless sex 

63. Transactions ••• of the Australasian Medical Congress 1914, p.43. 

64. e.g. Fourth:General Conference 1914, p.11, p.12. 
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hygiene and the spacing of birth::, wer e c.lso taught. 65 The question 

of contraception wq.s, however, one which Plunket quHe understandably 

avoided, and King himr.elf strongly deplor" d the "small family 

tendency". 
66 

Despite the fact that Plunket's Central Council guided 

and controlled the Society's genere.l activities each local branch was 

allowed a considerable amount of autonomy and initiative, and the 

development of Plunket was undoubtedly strengthened by this distri

bution of r e sponsibility. The Plunket Society's mission was, its 

secretary informed the Ministe r of Health in 1918, "essentially a 

woman's mission " a woman's society, appealing to women . Whe re men 

had helped, she added, it had been in the capacity of advisors and 

friendly helpers to whom they could turn when in doubt, "never as 

dictators of the policy and methods we were to pursue" . Any attempt 

to introduce bureaucratic form alism into the Plunket structure (as it 

was feared the Minister intended) would thw~rt the progress of the 

cause , based as it was on groups of women voluntarily handed together 

to do what they could for home life . King himself agreed that 

Plunket' s mission was " essentially women ' s work" and always stressed 

that it wa s his appeal to the women of the country which underlay 

Plunket's success. 67 

In England, where conc e rn over infant mortality was scarcely 

less intense, the infant welfare movement never gained the same national 

impetus which, under the auspices of the Plunket Society, it acquired 

in New Zealand. It may well be that in the Mother Country the forces 

of conservatism were stronger and more deeply resistant to change, while 

65. EighthGeneral Conference 1922, p.21. 

66. e . g. Fifth General Conference 1917, p.32. 

67. Mary King, p.210; Fifth General Conference 1917, p.8. 
Fifth General Con£erence 1911,r.22. The secretar~y 's statement 
may have underestimated the considerable influence King 
appears still to have had on Plunket policies. 
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the energies of the women themselves were still committed to the 

franchise struggle and to the wider campaign for women's rights. In 

New Zealand the franchise had been gained, significant social reforms 

had been achieved under the Liberal administration , and Plunket 

provided an alternative outlet for women 's organising impulses . 

Plunket had a distinct advantage over earlie r women's associat ions, 

moreove r, in that its end the saving of child-life-was inherently 

r e spectable and indisputably worthy . Even those who initially based 

their reservations on the premise that Plunke t was 11 saving" children 

who because of their debased parentage and unworthy physical inherit

ance might be better dead, were soon disproven by t he example of 

"bette r-dead" babies restored to thriving good health under Plunket 

care . Plunket ' s success coulu not be denied, and in the process of 

its acceptance, in the face of the results itochieved, subsidiary 

ideas such as those on the education of girls and the duty of 

women to devote themselves to home and family may have been 

accepted with rather less question the11. would othe rwise have been the 

case . 

The devotion of women at last to domestic concerns was · 

undoubtedly viewed with relief by those who had forme rly been 

perturbed by their persistent questioning of the status guo. James 

All en, then Minister of Finance, r ef erred with obvious satisfaction 

to the influence which the work of Plunket had had not only among the 

mothers and children, but upon ladies who we re involved in the work. 

One thing, he stated, he had realised in the last half dozen years, 

and that was the enormous change that was coming over some of the 

women in this country because of the interest they took in this work. 

In that way he considered it one of the most valuable asset s this 

country had~S Women, it must have seemed, had at last realised their 

68. Fourth General Conference 19·14-, p.32. 



true vocation and were directing their reforming zeal in an 

appropriate direction~ 
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It was not only the committee ladies who were influenced 

by Plunket' s teachings however. In the year 1918-1919, for example , 

15,951 individual babies came unde r Plunket care, and these numbers 

increased considerably in the following ye ar when the r estraints 

imposed by war had been lifted. Although Plunket services were 

provided free, mothers benefitting from them were encouraged to 

become members of the Society and to pay a small subscription. It 

is understandable that in its immediate work of saving child-life 

Plunket struck a chord among the women of New Zealand, and not only 

among those who were socially aware or oriented towards organisational 

activity. Where formerly a woman might have accepted as a matter of 

course the death of one or more · of her babies she was now encouraged 
69 

to be the int elligent, "competent executive in her own household" 

whose knowledge and care would be rewarded by the health of her 

children. Whe r e before she r e ceived little advice from doctors on 

he r baby's nuture and care , and mi ght h ave watched helple ssly as for 

seemingly no reason it "failed to thrive" she now found the r e was an 

agency which was willing, and indeed anxious to provide he r with this 

knowledge . Whether or not one agrees with Truby King's views on 

education and home life, whether or not his particular views on child 

care are now fashionable, one must not underestimate the significance 

of such knowledge and its availability for mothers throughout the 

country. 

Plunket rightly claimed that it had been instrumental in 

promoting the importance of the early years of life to mental and 

physical development. In 1900 the major causes of infantile deaths 

were diarrhoeal diseases, prematurity and r espiratory diseases, in 

that order . By •1925 the importance of respiratory and, even more 

69. F. Truby King, quoted in Rita F. Snowdon ( ed.) From the Pen of 
F. Truby King [no date] , p.66. 
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significantly, of diarrhoeal disease s had been greatly reduced and 

prematurity, closely connected with the matter of maternal health, 

had succeeded as the major killer. 70 Wnile the comparatively rapid 

fall in deaths from diarrhoeal and respiratory diseases must be 

linlced in part to improvements in housin g and public sanitation and 

to more effici ent dai~ inspection, much of the credit must go to the 

Plunket Society jn teaching methods of infant nuture and fe eding. Tbe 

precepts taught by Plunket were neither complicated nor new, but were, 

the Society claimed, based on sound co~mon sense and were easily 

communicated to those mothers willing to learn. 

Table II. Infant Mortality Rates (Europeans). 

Deaths of Infants unde r One Year per 1000 Live Births . 

Quinquennial Average s 1872-19 !_~ 1 

Quinquennia Death rate Quinquennia Death rat e 

1872-76 109.28 1907-11 68.46 

1877 - 81 93.47 1912-16 52 .50 

1882-86 91 . 80 1917-21 48 .04 

1887-91 82 . 65 1922- 26 41 .17 

1892-96 84. 81 1927-31 35.13 

1897-01 78.37 1932-36 31 .63 

1902-06 72.90 1937-41 31 .58 

Source: F.S.Maclean, Challenge for Health,1964,p.176. 

70. F.S.Maclean, Challenge for Health, 1964, p.178. See Table II. 
The reduction was mainly due to deaths occurring after the first 
month. The neonatal death rate was virtually unchanged, linked 
as it was to the question of maternal health and mortality. An 
effective attack on the latter was not begun until the mid-1920's 
when the Health Department began · a campaign to standardise 
obstetrical techniques, improve midwife~ and maternity training, 
and raise the standard of maternity hospitals. 



The Plunket Society is ~lso of ·inte~est because of its 

association with contemporary perspectives on women and their role 

in New Zealand society. Just as the leaders of the NCW and indeed 
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of the early WC1U, based though it was on a firm foundation of God, 

Home and Humanity, sought to widen women's horizons and to place their 

special talents at the service of society, Pl unket through its 

emphasis on the domestic and mate rnal role helped to limit women's 

horizons to the home end domcBtic sphere. King was always a firm 

advocate of d~cipl~, be it of mother or child . "Unselfislmess and 

altruism are not the outcome of habitual se lf-indulgence", he wrote, 

" ••• failure through lack of control ••• underlies all weakness of 

character , vice and cr:Lminali t,.y". 71 Feeding, preferably breastfeeding, 

at regular intervals, the encouragement of regular habits, the 

conscientious preparation of wholesome foods and the shunning of 

patent baby foods were all part of the early Plunket regimen as 

expounded in King's books and articles , and when added to the routine 

demands of the servantless home certainly demanded selfless dedication 

on the part of the mother, whose conscience could no longer b e clear 

if she shirked or delegated her maternal duty. 

Tr"is is not to say that Phnket initiated the narrowing 

process its ovm development must be viewed in relation to existing 

ideas and to an earlier decline in the f eminist impulse of the 1890's

nor that the NCW and its affiliates rejected the domestic and familial 

conception of women. There is in fact in many of the speeches of NCW 

feminists a hearty endorsement of woman's role as mother and house-

keeper but a st~ess that woman could, and indeed, had a duty to 

combine this role with involvement in public affairs. They recognised 

that domesticity might not be the forte of every girl and sometimes 

insisted that every woman had a right to wants and ambitions of her own. 

71. F. TrubyKing, Feeding and Care ••• , p.149. 
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Stella Henderson, for example , thought that the great mistake of the 

past h3rl. been in supposing that " each and every girl should devote 

the whole of her life to domestic ec onomy , and treating her with 

contumely if she dare d to take up other branches in ad.di tion". 72 

Plunket however placed its influence firmly b ehind the 

domestic role of women, seeking to''promote home-life by simplification". 

In doing so it en~orsed a wider ethos whereby the ve ry stability of the 

State was viewed as dependent upon the conformity of women to their 

"natural role". This ethos , whi ch was clearly e l aborated in the state

ments of Truby King, was taken up in a more general way by the Plunket 

Society, was seized upon by Government mini::te rs and en·forced by the 

Ste.te' s agencies , especially education , and finally was largely 

accepted by women themselves. 

In 1897 the Secre t ary of Labour, Edward Tregear, had 

emphasised that the entry of women into the work force must be 

r egarded as a nece ssary evil, potentially' f atal howeve r to the nation's 

domestic comfort: 

Great as is the admir at i on due to the 
independent-minded and often unselfish women 
and girl s who have ventured out into the 
fierce current of competition and struggle 
in the working world, we must r emember that 
the 'hi ghe r education' of some women and the 
busine ss skill and me chanical capabilities of 
others should not be allowed to ove rshadow 
the fact that the woman who is house-wife and 
house-mother occupies, or ought to oc cupy the 
position of honour in the heart of the nation. 

72. WR, June 1898, p.2. 
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I:t' boys and girls (with the exception of those of "r,w.rked genius" ) 

wer e r e spectively instructed in fa.rrr.ing, carpentry a.nd boat-building, 

and cooking, scrubbing, the laying of tables a.nd sewing, innumerable 

social ills would be eliminated . The "male larrikins and corrupted 

girl-children" of the colony we r e , in Tregear's view, the products 

l e ss of poverty than of ill-kept a.nd rrJ.s e r able home .s char a.cte ri~ e d 

by mi srnanagement anrl waste. 7 3 

Nenrly twenty years later, with these opinions reinforced 

by the exigencies of war, the Minister of Eclucation expre ssed almost 

exactly the same s entiment . By this time , howeve r, the instituti onal

ising of this outlook in the country's education system was a much more 

immediate prospect: 

However much we may recognise the need for 
training girls to fill such positions as that 
of teacher, cle rk, assistant or factory girl, 
we know that in the great majority of cas e s 
such occupations are merely tempor2cy , and 
that nea.rly all of the girls become wive s and 
mothers . Thi::. mu st be so if our nati cn is to 
stand in its pre sent hi gh position, which is 
due in the gr eat es t measur e to the infl u ence 
of devot ed mother s in our British homes •••• 

To this end we mus t see t hat eve 1~ girl, both 
in her secondary a.nd he r prim2.ry education, 
shall have such training in domestic affairs 
as will render her great future work a source 
of intere st and pleasure, and will enable her 
to meet its demands with the confidence and 
succe ss that a good training can give . 

The need of the State to secure the health and 
physical effi ciency of our girls was never 
greater, more imperative, or more urgent than 
now. The vi tal worth of child.-life to the 
well-being of the State is being r evealed in 
no uncertain manner by pre sent circumstances. 
To save child-life is an axiom of State 
preservation; to r emedy the defect is an 
axiom of State economy .74 

73. Annual Report, Department of Labour, AJHR, 1897 (S.2),H.6,p.ix. 

74. Annual Report, Department of Education, AJHR,1916,E1A, p.8. 
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At a time when, as one woman teacher pointed out, the education 

of boys was inclining towarus the encouragement of individual 

aptitudes, 75 it was assumed that the education of girls must be 

directed towards the eventual fulfillment of their "natural role". 

The conformity of wor:~en to this role was viewed as a panacea for 

a multitude of soci P. t a l ills a simple and above all economical 

solution to existing problems. The interests of the individual 

girl were to b e subjugated to the ideal of St a te pre servation, 

~~d any r e sistance eliminated by a stiff dose of domestic science 

in her formative years. 

The Plunket Society was in part the organisational 

expression of existing concerns in society. Although its conception 

wa s due very much to the persistence and enthusiasm of Truby King, 

its expansion and acceptance by the women of New Zealand nevertheless 

showed that it met a definite need. The acquisition of the vote and 

v a rious other ri ghts in the nine t eenth c entury had not b een accompanied 

by significant chan ge s in so ci al attitude~ and the ir b en efits seeme d 

eve r more illusory. Women, encouraged by the State and its agencies, 

now consciously sought fulfillment in home-life and devot ed, satisfied 

me.terni ty. 

7 5 • WR, July 1 91 8, p • 7 , ( N. E. C o ad) • 



6 

FEMINISM IN RETREAT. 

The failure s of reforms are rather apparent 
than r eal. The tragic s ense comes from 
ove r-esti~ating the effects of each s eparate 
measur e . We imagine we s ee the whole social 
system r egene r at ed, and find that we have 
only cured one dis ease , or pe rhap s only t emp
orarily improved the general health, whil e 
the whole b ody still r emains imperf ect. And 
y e t it is a good thing and a gr eat thing to 
have cured even the one disease . 

1 
Edith Searle Grossman. 
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The emer gence of wo~en as a distinct interest group in New 

Zealand society was attended by the formation on both local and national 

levels of s eparate women's organi sations . The appearance of these 

societies was encouraged by the increasingly visible dislocations caused 

to the social fabric by the forces of urbanisation , industrialisation 

and economi c depre ssion in the l ater nineteenth century ; for women in 

New Zealand, as e ls ewhe re ~ f elt more justified in combinin g in groups 

to pr omote r eform than for social intercourse with mewbers of their 

own sex and the examination of matters of c ommon f eminine intere st and 

complaint . In thus aligning themselve s with social r eform movement s 

women were able to avoid the censure still f al ling upon those of their 

sex who involved themselves in ex tra-dome stic activitie s. Their 

involvement in r eform work was seen to be an extension of their trad

itional caring role and a viab l e deployment of their "natural" f eminine 

sympathies. 

The greater amount of leisure available to many women 

(especially in towns where developing municipal se rvices assumed some 

of the routine tasks whi ch had fallen to the early settler's wife, and 

where domestic servants wer e more r eadily available) prompted the more 

energetic among them to seek outlets for those talents and ambitions 

which home-life could no longe r satisfy. As communications improved, 

1. Grossman, p.48. 
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as e ssentially local or provincial concerns were replaced by 

national perspectives, the organisation of women:'.-a societies on a 

national basis was att empted thou gh not without difficulty, as 

the history of .the the first NCW was to show. Once this had happened 

the potential impact of women's organisations on decision making at 

gove rnment l eve l was greatly increased and politicians , though they 

might sometimes scorn the women's submissions, could no longer ignore 

their vi ews altogethe r. 

From an awareness of social problems generally, it was but 

a small step to an appreciation of the inequities experienced by women 

as a specific group , and to a de sire to h e lp r edress the grievances of 

their sex. Observant women soon not ed that it was women and their 

dependent children upon whom economic deprivation pressed most h eavily, 

and who wer e furthe r deterred by l egal r estraints and social conventions 

from playing a more positive role in the determination of their own 

condition. Even more crucial to the deve loping feminist consciousness 

of the socia.JJy-motivated woman was the r ealis ation that however hi ghly 

r egarded she might be in theory, he r opinions were frequently dismiss ed 

out of hand since her r eal we apons were few. 

As the first national association of women in New Zealand 

and the initiator of organised suffrage agitation the wc·ru provided an 

i~portant link be tween social r eform and women 's rights . Although 

women wer e encouraged to participate in the activities of the male 

t emperance societies , it is likely that some of them found insufficient 

scope for their talents and l eadership qualities in the male groups. 

Thus, when a representative of the American WC'ru paid a visit to New 

Zealand in 1885 she was greeted with enthusiasm, and with considerable 

alacrity branches of the Union were established throu ghout New Zealand. 

The WCTU undoubtedly benefitted from its initially dominant position 

and attracted women of varied social and political persuasions. Its 

main concern the liquor question was one likely to be shared 
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to some degree by most "respectable" women, and the Union was, moreover, 

involved in a wide variety of welfare activiti es not directly related 

to t emperance. 

Later, as the temperance question gained in urgenc~ the 

outlook of the Union narrowed somewhat and, since new organisations 

had been formed which took over a spects of the Union' s work, active 

memb e rship appears to have been confined to those who placed t emper

ance highe st upon their list of reform priorities. Through certain 

of its members - Mrs Schnackenber g, her successor as president Mrs 

Atkinson, and most noteably Miss Christina Henderson the WCTU 

maintained close links with the NCW which endorsed most of its 

t empe rance aims. Union delegates to the Cow1cil did not alwqys 

dominate the Council's discussions on tempe rance however. Whe~for 

exampl~ a Union resolution that scientific temperance b e made a 

compulsory pass subject in schools was amende d to read that the subject 

be merely t au ght in schools , Mrs Williamson contended th at prohibition 

would l ead to other evils, addin g that she be lieved in t empe rance in 

all things -including lan guage .
2 

The SPWC, although less exclusively a " women 's" organisation 

than the WCTU, shared its interest in improving the l egal and social 

position of women and their dependents, md waspopularly r egarded as 

a women 's organisation of the most commendable type. Its very title 

denotes a r ec ognition of the special vulnerability of women and children, 

who needed safeguards beyond those provided by conventional legal and 

administ rative procedures. Although an indisputably worthy organisation, 

ostensibly following in the best traditions of benevolent social service, 

it nevertheless represented a radical departure from earlier voluntary 

efforts wherein men and women had gained public approbation and 

personal satisfaction from "doing good" and distributing relief to 

society's indigents. Immediate contact between the Society and the 

recipient of its service s, for example, was normally restricted to its 

paid secretary-visitor, reinforced where necessary by a male member of 

the Society. 

2. NCW, Fifth Session, Dunedin 1900, p.48. 
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The SPWC we.s thus an organisation comprisin~ women and 

working on a practical de.o to day basis for their welfare. A pioneer 

of the more professional approach to social welfare, it was nevertheless 

sufficiently close to women's traditional caring role to attract 

women who miVht have shied away from involvement in more overtly 

feminist associations. It attempted to influence legislative changes 

in areas whe re its practical experience had shown that existing laws 

wer e inade quate or outdated and in doing so, it generally gained a 

r e spectful hearing, especielly from the pre ~s which regarded it as the 

best type of women's organisation and one which gave a knowledgeable 

opinion on matters of women's and children's welfare. 

Such was not the case for the NCW which steafastly maintained 

its right not only to consider issues related to the condition of 

women, but to give the women's viewpoint on each every matter which 

came to its attention (and which was thereby censured even by its 

sympathise rs). Its aim was not merely isolated measures of reform, 

as one fe els was so often the case with women's organisations in the 

1930's and 1940's, but the inte gration of the woman's viewpoint into 

all a spects of life , not me r e ly the familial and social, but into 

existing male-dire cted sphe r e s of influen ce . 

As committed to the popular conc eption of women's comforting 

ministrations in home and society a s the most conservative ladies' 

charity, the NCW sought to extend women's social duty into gove rnmEnt 

and administration, and to have them involved in decision-making at the 

highest levels. The enthusiastic and long-standing committment of 

individual Council members to numerous public causes went unacknowledged 

in criticisms of their endless chatter and discussion, and members were 

continually forced to justify their involvement in Council activities, 

and to insist that they were not bad mothers or ne gle ctful housekeepers. 

In this way the Councillors maintained an allegiance to traditional 

values even while approving such controversial issues as cooperative 

settlements, land nationalisation and reform of the police. 
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The correctness, decorum and even occasionally the lack of animation 

with which the Council dis cussed radical issues and advocated all

embracing reform, particularly struck the French observer Andre Siegfried, 

and points to one of the essential contradictions of New Zealand feminism 

in the 1890's. 3 

The NCW was a federation of other associations and depended 

for its vitality on its affiliates ' continued existence and loyalty. 

As individuals found their allegiance to an affiliate organisation of 

more pressing concern than Council business, and as many of the smaller 

wo~en ' s societies formed in the 1890 's were dissolved, the Council's 

own viability was affected . After 1900 the difference between the 

committed feminists and the larger group to whom general social reform 

was a higher priority became more apparent . In the letters of Mrs 

Sievwright, herself a support e r of temperance and a WCTU member , there 

is a tone almost of alienation from her colleagues in the t empe rance 

cause, and certainly a note of frustration at their failure to advance 

the women 's cause in their other endeavours . Mrs Sievwright still 

sought, when the wider aim of a women's federation was fading, to 

organise local Councils and to form r eading circles to disseminate 

information on the women's movement. 

Whereas the "advanced women" of the 1870's and 1880's, the 

pioneers in women's education and wider employment had stressed the 

similarities between men and women, and the equal facility with which 

they could apply their minds to a task, could acquire the same 

training, and comp~ efficiently with men in careers and professions, 

the trend of the 1900's was toward the reassertion of sexual differences 

and, associated with this, a revitalised emphasis on the maternal role. 

This factor was present to some extent even in the rhetoric of the 

suffrage debate. A potent argument for extending the vote to women was 

that women might thereby be better equipped to protect their families. 

3. Siegfried, pp. 289-295. 
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They would be better mothers since they would be able to instruct their 

children in their responsibilities as citizens public spirited 

mothers, one article pointed out, would make public spirited sons. 4 

This reasoning was continued in the deliberations of the 

NCW whe re the concept of government as " enlarged housekeeping" was 

continually promoted as a justific-ation for women 's involvement in it. 

Such arguments constituted ,rzood tactics whereby antifeminists were met 

on their own ground and the assertion that a woman 's place was in the 

home was turned against them . But in agreeing that woman's primary 

place was in the home , and in stressing wo~en ' s special skills and 

feminine uniqueness, these early f eminists exalted motherhood at the 

expense of the independent woman and unwittin gly worked against the 

wider conception of women 's role; certainly against any real alter

native to the exi sting family pattern. The women's mov ement at all 

times had its contradictions and he rein lay a major inconsistency. 

From a stress on women ' s sexual uniqueness as a justification 

for their sharing in public decisions and responsibilities , it was but 

a short step to a re-emphasis of the maternal role to the consider-

ation that women could, after all , wield power through their children . 

~1en prominent personalities began to speak of women's responsibility 

in determining the quality not only of individual children's lives, but 

in the attainment of "racial success and national greatness", women 

were ready to answer the call. The attractions of homelife were 

understandable, especially when compared with the trials of a public 

life. 

Plunket, with its stress on the duties of motherhood and its 

regimen for the production of healthy, attractive children , offered a 

powerful inducement for women to realise their true vocation under the 

4. Prohibitionist, Nov. 1891, p.3. "Sixteen Reasons for Supporting 
Women Suffrage". 
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guidance of an officially approved as sociation of women dedicated to 

the reinforcement of the mate rnal ideal. As a national organisation 

Plunket undoubtedly r eached a greater proportion of the f emale popu

lation than any of its forerunne rs. It provided the opportunity not 

only for social inte rcourse and publi c action, but provided a service 

for those to whom act ive committment was impossible . 

Despit e its unque stioned humanit arian role and the practical 

help and advice which proved so valuable to innumerable mothe rs, Plunket 

was part of a movement which involved the narrowing of women's oppor

tuniti es. The old conflict between home and work or public involvement 

remained, now weighted by the demands of "s cientific motherhood" and 

the decr ease in domestic servants. The de speration of thos e women 
5 who cabled incoming shi ps in an attempt to engage se rvants and who 

0 6 
held public mee tings to discuss the severlty of the shortage , becomes 

more intelligible when placed against PlWL~et re ports of mothe rs 

unable to give sufficient attention to their children or to keep "in 

form" ( as one r eport put it) for pregnancy while coping with the dutie s 

of the home . 7 Although Plunket was at this time more conce rned with 

the physical well-b eing of the child, its appearaDce anticipat e d a 

pe riod when the mat e rnal role and child care would increasingly engage 

the attention of "experts", and when the mother-child r elationship 

would gain an emotional intensity possibly unparalle l e d in history.
8 

5. In August 1907 the 30 emigrating domestics on board the "Turakina" 
were engaged by wireless while still at sea. ODT, 27 Aug!1912. 

6. A conference of Dunedin ladies in 1912 r ec ommended the establishment 
of training hostels for domestic se rvice and compulsory continuation 
classes in domestic science for girls in office s and factories. 
ODT, 30 Aug.1912. 

7. Central Council, Annual Rep ort 1920, p.3. 

8. Some r e cent historical studies, such as Philippe Aries' Centuries 
of Childhood (1962) have argued that the family as we know it is a 
comparatively recent phenomenon. Aries suggests that the medieval 
household was a large,loosely-knit entity in which the productive 
relationship was more important than the personal or emotional. 
Not until the eighteenth century did the family concept begin to 
spread to all classes and private parent-child relationships become 
important. Other writers have surmised that the completion of this 
process in the nineteenth century involved a narrowing of women's 
opportunities and resulted in the feminist movement. See William 
O'Neill, The Woman Movement, ·1969, pp.7-8. 

I 
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A common feature of the four organisations on which this 

thesis has focussed was their attempts to promote l egislative reforms 

or to influence governmental decisions. Although Plunket' s efforts in 

this respect were the most narrow some of the specific r eforms sought 

by the other three bodies were almost identical this is not 

surprising of course in view of the overlap of membership already 

noted. Requests for the raising of the age of consent, State 

r esponsibility for ne glected and criminal children, a~d the appoint

ment of women officials to government departments and State institutions 

figured prominently among the resolutions of the WCTU, the SPNC and the 

NCW, and would doubtless have gained the approval of many individual 

members of Plunket . For the WCTU and NCW, as indeed for many unaligned 

citizens , the repeal of the discriminatory C.D. Act was an urgeut 

priority, while measures to augment the econmmic security of women and 

children fi gured prominently among their demands. A striking charact

eristic of many of the measures supported by women's organisations was 

their acceptance of State interference and the frequency with which 

they advocated greater State responsibility. This was especially true 

of more radical bodies such as the NCW , but even the SPNC which prided 

itself on its voluntary basis and spoke out against State-ori ginated 

benevolence recognised the n9ed for some State interference. This 

was probably because of the absence in a relatively new society such as 

New Zealand of wide extremes of wealth or of privately based r eserves 

of charitable funds. 

It is another question how much of the social legislation 

of the 1890's and 1900's owed its appearance to the organised voice of 

New Zealand's women, especially when this voice had been given force 

by the concession of 1893. Despite the disappointment of some at 

women's failure to introduce prohibition, many important enactments 

certainly corresponded with the women's vision of social justice, and 

in the 1900's the earlier suffragist leaders were fond of compiling 

lists of the advances made. The 189~ Legitimation Act which legitimised 
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those children whose parents married after their birth, the 1895 

Adoption of Children Act which prevented adoption without the consent 

of a magistrate , the 1896 Criminal Code A~enQment Act which raised the 

age of consent to sixteen, the F emale Law Practitioners Act of the 

same year which enabl ed women to practise at the bar, the 1898 Divorce 

m1d Matrimonal Causes Act which provided for more . equitable grounds of 

divorce, the 1900 Te stat or's Family Maintenance Act, the Juvenile 

Smoking Suppression Act of 1903, the Midwives Act of 1904, the 

Offensive Publications Act of 1905 and the Juvenile Offenders Act of 

1906 these were but some of the measures which women congratulated 

themselves on having advanced . 9 Even Seddon (who could afford to be 

generous to his countrywomen since they had consistently helped return 

him to power) asserted that "In the legislation of which we boast, in 

the great social advancement we have made, more particularly in that 

great beneficent Legislation, the Old Age Pensions Act, I may say that 

women are behind it all". 10 

It is fruitless t6 speculate whether this legislation would 

have been enacted had not wo:nen acqui r ed the vote or whether , as Lady 

Stout maintained, politicians were sufficiently f earful of the f emale 

voters' censure to concede to their wishes . When after a while it 

became obvious that women would not vote as a consciously organised 

body, it is quite likely that their organisations carried less weight 

with politicians than previously . What is certain however, and many 

cont emporary observers were agreed on this point, is that a proportion 

of New Zealand women were awakened to a sense of their social and 

political responsibilities. Through their concern and their enthusiasm 

9. e.g. Lady Anna Stout, "What the Franchise has done for the Women 
and Children of New Zealand", Englishwoman, May 1910, pp.3-6. 

10. Quoted in D.M. Carter "An Estimate of the Political Development 
of New Ze aland Women", M.A. Thesis, 1947, p.66. 
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through their public and private a gitation they promot ed interest 

in and accel e rated the trends towards reform in such areas as child 

welfare, mat ernal care and the l egal equality of the s exes . This wa s 

certainly the opinion of Mrs Sheppard who, when que stioned in 1914 

on the effect of the franchis e, stated that "the enfranchisement of 

women was in itse lf an expression of the growin g sense of justice and 

humanitarianism in New Zealand . That s ense , once aroused could not 

stop short at one le gislative act, but found furthe r expre ssion, and 

the women's vote gave it an added forc e". Most of the more important 

enactments, she added, we r e initiated and agitated for by New Zealand's 

women . Others wer e proposed by legislators and "rece ived such hearty 

support from the women 

Parliament". 
11 

vot e rs as h a stened their pas s age through 

The ve ry prolife r ation of social l egislat i on in the years 

followin g the f r anchise was, howeve r, f at al to the women ' s cause , 

l eadin g as it did to a f ee ling of s atisfact ion and e ven compl acency. 

Around 1908 Mrs Sheppard he r se lf que stioned whe the r s eparat e women's 

or ganis ations still had a role to pl ay: 

Today , many of the r efo nns we we r e ridi culed 
for urging ar e now o~ our St atu te Books, and 
othe rs ar e conside r ed t o be f air que stions of 
practical politics . Some of us ar e b eginning 
to wonde r whethe r ther e will be a nee d for 
Societi e s composed enti re ly of women mu ch 
longe r and if the humanit arian vi ew of 
politics will not soon have pe rmeat ed t he 
community sufficiently to be unde rt a~en by 
Societies of both s exe s.12 

11. Evening Star, 19 Sept . 1914, Pr e ss Cutting, NCW Coll e ction, 
Turnbull Library. 

12. K.W. Sheppard, Woman Suffrage in New Zealand, 8908~ p .9. 
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For some women the fran chise had be en an end in itself , 

and for them the need to further extend themselves had ended in 1893. 

The suffrage campaign had in f act imposed a so~ewhat specious unity 

which dissolved unde r the pressure s of party affiliation , dive rgent 

reform priorities and self-interest, while the co~parative ease with 

which the vot e was acquired may have worked against sustained radical 

feelin g. Mrs Sheppard further maintained that the absence of any one 

town in New Zealand with a sufficiently large population to focus the 

count~' s intellectual r e source s also handicapped the women's movement . 13 

Resource s and talents were widely scattered and the movement probably 

suffer ed through lack of stimul ation from wider intellectual currents . 

Although aware of the n eed to widen their b asis of support 

the women's organi sations retained an undeniably middle-class and 

indeed, a somewhat middle-aged aspect, since it was only women with the 

l eisure and financial resources to participate in their activities who 

did so . A workin g woman could not attend the meetings of an association 

which met in the day time and ( as pr esent d ay trade unions have found, 

even with a shorter working day) she was frequently too tired or bound 

by family commitments to attend e venin g meetings . 

Nor did the more zealous NCW feminists such as Mrs Sheppard 

consider that the professional or business woman was doing her bit for 

the women's cause, or for social r eform generally. The White Ribbon 

several times denounced the "ca llous, s elfish indifference of those who, 

profitting by the advantages so dearly won by the pioneers in profess

ional and business life, make no attempt to right other wrongs or to 

lift the burden from those still oppreese~~ 14 It was sad enough to 

13. Mrs Sheppard to Dr P.A. Saloman, Corre sponding Secretary of 
Imternational Council of Women, 9 March 1911, Sheppard Collection. 

14. WR, May 1906, p.7. 
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see the apathy and obstruction of women who had no special opportunities 

to widen their outlook, the Ribbon again commented, but more pitiable 

still was the self-interest of those "who had reaped what came in their 

way of others 1 sowing" •15 As women 1 s entrance into certain spheres 

became less disputed, as highe r education became readily available to 

those who sought it, those who entered these spheres apparently felt 

less responsibility towards others of their sex, a~d saw their- attain

ments more in the light of a personal accomplishment than a triumph 

for womankind. Their commitment was to the immediate task in hand and 

in view of the demands made of them in the most readily accessible 

profession teaching - it is likely that they too found their 

energies drained by the daily routine. 

The fact was that to numerous women the disadvantages of a 

public life, whether in male dominated areas of employment or in the 

role of public agitator, were becoming all too clear. The ridicule 

and, even worse , the apathy experienced in the latter capacity were 

keenly felt by even the most stalwart members of the old suffragist 

guard , while the exceptional woman who succeeded in the business and 

professional world found demands made of he r which would not be made of 

a man on a similar pay scale , or even in the same position . Submiss-

- -ions made by women teachers to the 1912 Education Commission, for 

exam~le, indicated that many dissatisfied women were l eaving the service 

to take l ess responsible jobs at only slightly lower rates of pay . Able 

and experienced women, it was maintained, experienced the humiliation 

of seeing young and comparatively inexperienced men promoted above them, 

and when they retired it was on a pension far below that of men who had 

done the same work in their teaching career. "The finest girls of 

today", Miss Euphemia Simpson contended, "are not going to enter a 

profession where, no matter how talented they may be, they see nothing 

ahead but a blind alley as far as promotion is concerned" •
16 

15. WR, Mqy 1901, pp.~-7. 

16. Report and Proceedings of Commission on Education, AJHR,1912, 
E. 12, p.82. 
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Apart from the unfairly weighted struggle to succeed in her 

chosen occupation, the business or professional woman also found that 

celibacy was considered her inevitable lot, since the social supports 

wnich might have enabledwomen to combine mothe rhood with employment 

were almost non-existent. 17 As Dr Montague Lomax-Smith had told 

Christchurch women in a series of addresses during 1895, those who 

chose the path of study and achievement must r e cognise that they oould 

not be the mothers of future Bacons and write philosophy as well 

to gain one they must lose the other. 18 Given the alternatives it was 

understandable that most women chose the security of wedlock and 

maternity to remaining unmarried and pursuing an extra-domestic calling -

to joining the "immense army of unwilling celibates" who in Lomax-Smith's 

estimation made up "one of the saddest sights in the world". 19 

Absorption in affairs of the home had considerable 

attractions nonetheless, especially when bolstered by the approbation 

of community leaders. In particular, stress was laid upon the great 

power women w{elded through their regnancy of the home. Through their 

manipulation of their husbands and (presumably their male) offspring, 

they were assured, they ruled the world . 

17. 

18. 

19. 

This was not strictly true of the poorer class of working women, 
whose employment was seen as preferable to their dependence on 
charitable aid. For them there were isolated examples of cre che s 
or child-minding centres established to keep their children off 
the streets and under a good moral influence. The very first 
kindergartens had such a charitab l e, rather than an educational 
function. 

Montague Lomax-Smith Woman in Relation to Physiology,Sex ,Emotion 
and Intellect , [] 895), p.12. 

ibid. 
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The notion that women must live through and for others 

underlay much of the thinking of the antifeminists and , albeit more 

unconsciously, of their f eminist counte rparts . Men might live for 

themselves, mi~1t develop their individual talents and realise their 

pe rsonal ambitions, but de spite the out ward advances made by women 

in the late r nineteenth century little chan ge was made to the self

sacrifice expected of them - whethe r in the home or in the context 

of public se rvice . "Girls , who will soon be mothe rs" were urged in 

one magazine to develop their home influence and rna~ the home 

inviting for their fathers and brothe rs: 

To do this you must not conside r yourse lves, 
your own rights, pleasures and amusement, 
but, putting these on one side, think first 
of others. Of course it is not pleasant to 
put down the book in which you are interested 
in order to fetch your father's slippers or 
se t his t e a; to turn from your own studies 
in order to help Willie with his ••• but it 
is by a thousand daily r e curring acts of this 
kind th at home s a r e r ende r ed happy and 
attractive . 20 

Even in their organisations women tended to stre ss this 

ideal of service . Where societi e s did not have an overtly philan

thropic purpose they were given to intensive c onsideration of the 

public weal and a stress on women's duty to c onside r the welfare of 

othe rs . Many of the demands made by the NCW for advance s in women's 

position stre ssed not only their natural right to certain privile ges, 

but whereve r possible emphasised the benefits such advances would have 

for the entire social structure , for children and for men also . The 

economic independence of married women would provide for the greater 

protection of children,
21 

while enabling men to avoid the moral 

corruption falling to a tyrant ; equal pay would remove the danger of 

20 . Zealandia, Vol.1 , No.3, p . 135 . 

21 . e . g. Mrs Sheppard to NCW , Fourth Session , Auckland 1899,p . 37. 
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cheap female labour with its attendant threat to the man ' s sufficient 
22 

wage . And yet i t was only in the Council that the open c l aim was 

made for " women ' s right to have wants , and as many and varied as 

possible , and the right to satisfy these wants". 
23 

In view of these entrenched attitudes it is not surprising 

that even many of the NCW members appear almost defensive about their 

activities outside the home and felt the need to assert their own 

adequacy as wives and mothers . To women less confident of their 

publ ic duty the possible censure involved amounted almost to a denial 

of their basic femininity . The inevitable accusations of selfishness 

were likely to be e ven more daunting . When , on the other hand the 

very security of t he State was promoted as dependent upon women ' s 

conformity to their " natural" role , their acceptance of this womanly 

i deal was very nearly complete . 

Unfortunately the " professionalisation" of the domestic 

role which their mentors haa anticipated did not occur . Domes tic 

science in the school s and in the university never disassociated itself 

from the stigma which had attached to domestic service ( as evidenced 

perhaps by the need to make dome stic instruction compulsory). It 

failed to endow household labour with a dignity and status equal to 

the outside work of men, more especial ly since such labour was losing 

the economic functions associated with it in the early colonial period . 

22 . WR, J une 1904, pp . 6-7. 

23 . Miss Christina Henderson , quoted in WR , May 1900, p . 9 . 
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The greate r involvement of women in e conomic, political and 

administrative processes which had been anticipated by the suffragists 

did not happen, nor wer e they truly accepted as men's equals. Women 

as much as ever were divorced from those functions on which society 

bases it's actual criteria of achievement and worth. 



APPENDJX. 

CASES TAKEN FROM T"rlE FIRST RECORD BOOK OF THE .AUCKLAND BRANCH 
OF THE THE SPWC, MAY 1 894 - APRIL 1 896. 

Case 13: 
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Dr King brought before the Socie ty the case of a "notoriously bad 

prostitute" about to b e discharged from the Costley Home with h e r 

baby which she refuse d to f eed prope rly. King f ear ed for the child's 

life and considered it should be removed from the mother . The child 

was put out to board by the mothe r and in just over a month was 

reported dead from natural causes . 

Case 15: 

A wife complained to Dr King of h e r husband 's cruelty and that he 

"communi c ated disease" . When the chairman wrote asking he r to call , 

the husband opened the letter and turned her out of the house. The 

husband 's solic.i.Lur tlJ.ci' c::h::::.~gerl }'\ P r with drunken habits . The case 

was resolved by separation , in which the wife came off rather worse 

than the husband: she was to b e paid 7/6 per week, "he to keep the 

child, and she to r emain chaste". 

Case 21: 

A mother r eported that he r 19 year old dau~1ter had b een s educe d by 

a 26 year old widower . A baby boy was born at the Costley Home and 

after considerable ne gotiation maintenance of 4/- per week was 

arranged by the Society, the father to pay an extra £ 1, " when he 

could". Four months later the child died fr om diarrhoea, and six 

months later the girl's mother reported that her daughter was "once 

more in the family way" to the same man . 

Case 34: 

The Society's visitor and a friend inve stigated an advertisement for 

hydropathic treatment "Ladies' Ailments a Specialty"_ and with the 

Chairman concluded that the advertiser had only a superficial know

ledge of massage and was "a man once known in Auckland for his evil 

ways". It was resolved to watch the matter. 
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Case 35: 

It was r eport ed that two women had lost their lives through the 

care l e ssness of a Doctor G. who had gone from a post-mortem to a 

confinement. Though two patients afterwards died from blood-poisoning, 

pe rhaps more germane to the complaint was the fact that Doctor G. was 

living with anothe r man's wife. The Chairman discus sed the complaint 

with Inspector Hickson who promised to look into the matter. 

Case 39: 

A woman known to be a prostitute was report ed to send her daughter 

out in the streets at night "dre ssed up like a doll to entice men". 

The Society asked for a police investigation which concluded that 

there was insufficient evidence to pursue the complaint. Five months 

later the child was said to h ave been severely thrashed by a man 

living with the mothe r, but no marks wer e found on her. The mothe r 

was then charged with keeping a brothe l, but the c ase was later dis

missed. 

Case 46 : 

A 17 year old girl admitted to several people that her _own f ather was 

the f athe r of he r child. The Society's Chairman was obliged to infonn 

the complainant that there was no l aw in New Zealand to punish incest . 

Case 64: 

Neighbours r eport ed to the Society that a small child was looked after 

by a woman who treated her cruelly and " gave her stuff to make her 

sleep". When the Society made enquiries the woman claimed to have only 

her own child living with her. This was later disproved and as the 

woman's house was unlicensed for child care she was charged with evasion 

of the Infant Life Protection Act. 

Case 72: 

A girl was given "strong poisons" by a male friend to cause an abortion. 

The Society questioned the girl and informed the police, but in the 

ensuing court case the man was acquitted. 
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