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C O N T E N T S  



P R E F A C E  

In 1976 five research papers in Australian history, written by second year students in the ordinary History 
IIB course, were presented in this format. The favourable response that they received suggests that the 
project is a worthwhile one and it will therefore be continued annually. This year, however, publication 
of the papers has been undertaken by students under the auspices of the History Club and the S.R.C. 

Each year students in this course are asked to  investigate some aspect of Australian history, preferably 
through research in primary sources. They are encouraged t o  look whereever possible at questions through 
which light can be thrown on significant problems by the study of local history. Over a hundred such 
projects were undertaken this year, and the variety of topics as well as the quality of the papers presented 
was very encouraging. 

The papers published here were chosen not only because they are good papers, but also to  show the variety 
of issues that interest students. Many other papers could have been chosen. 

Peter Stephens : 

Mary Livingstone 

Adelle Harding : 

Mark Holmes : 

Baronya Croft : 

John Charleston : 

Peter Crotty : 

Gregory Gamage : 

I ' 

Morpeth in the era of the Steamship. 

The First General Strike in the Coal Industry 

The Copeland Gold Rush 

The First Battle Honour - Australians in the Boer War 

Rothbury Dilemnas 

Maitland-Morpeth - The Forgotten Artery 

Henry Dangar, Pioneer Explorer. Surveyor and Pastoralist 

Attitudes of the People of Newcastle towards the Chinese 1978 - 
Lynda Allomes : A Study of Bushranging in the Hunter Valley 

Susan Murray : The Robertson Land Acts 

Lynn Rutherford : The Bellbird Mine Disaster 1923 

Peter Jeffrey : The Paul Bunyans of Cedar Arm 

' 

C. Bacchi 

P. Hempenstall 

N. Rutherford 

The works presented in this collection are not only a tribute to their authors, but also to'carol Bacchi, 
Peter Hempenstall and Noel Rutherford who provided the opportunity, the support, and the encourage 
ment that made it al l  possible. The History Club is pleased t o  be associated with such a worthwhile 
project. 

History Club ,Executive 
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WORKING-CLASS WOMEN AND THE SUFFRAGETTES : A STUDY OF URBAN 

NEW SOUTH WALES AND VICTORIA, 1890- 1 900 
2 

NOELINE WILLIAMSON 



Table I: Proportion of Male and Female Breadwinners in New South Wales and Victoria, 189 1 
- - .  

7 

Proportion Proportion 

of Breadwinners of Dependents 

State 

Males I Females Males Females 

% % % "6 

New South Wales 17.36 36.87 82.64 

Victoria 1 Australia 1 ii 1 21.15 34.58 1 -1; 18.12 35.99 
.-- -- - - - -  - - - -  

Source: T. A. Coghlan, A Statistical-A_c_cou$ of&e.Sevs C_oolp_nies of Australasia, 
1899-1900, Government Printer, Sydney, 1900, p. 596. 
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dependent o n  the increasingly uncertain incomes of the male population. Though exploited and in need of better pay 
and work conditions, working women were only a small proportion of all women. The majority of workingclass 
women were dependent; their needs, as will be demonstrated, were of a different kind. They received scant recogni- 
tion of this from the suffragettes. 

Prostitution was abhorred by the suffragette; and Temperance Unions alike. The suffragettes saw the prostitutes as 
victims and sought t o  advance schemes of rehabilitation and homes for working girls. For  example, Louisa Lawson, 
the radical feminist and outspoken champion of women in the workforce, founded the Darlinghurst Hostel for 
working girls as a bulwark against pmstitution.(l 1) In their zeal t o  eradicate this socially unacceptable profession 
they sought t o  enforce middle-class morality on to  those women, who through choice o r  circumstance, chose this 
avenue t o  survive the depression. Cannon suggests that  in the 1890's there were, in Melbourne, 10,000 prostitutes.( 12) 
A high percentage of women were intent o n  solving their economic pmblems in the only way they saw as possible. As 
Kingston states, 

. . .the only choice she (the working-class woman) had t o  make was whether she 
would try t o  hold body and sol11 together by 'respectable' means or  whether she 
would take the  easier path of easy virtue Either way she would age quickly and 
still be socially unacceptable.(13) 

Summers describes the double standard of morality which prevailed between men and women. She approaches seeing 
the double standard of morality prevailing between middle-class and working-class women when she notes that women 
fmm the working-class were 'Damned Whores' until they proved otherwise.( 14) Pmstitution was a profession of  the  
lower s o c i o e o n o m i c  groups. There was n o  pressure from them t o  have it abolished. 

Maybanke Anderson, active in a wide range of issues that assumes her views were widely known and supported,(15) 
illustrates a further division in the aims and needs of women in the 1890's. Girls of a 'better sort' did not  attend 
government schools. These 'of necessity' were suitable only for the children of working-class origin.(16) The pressure. 
by the suffragettes, for better quality and higher education was an aspiration of middle and upper-class values. They 
were aware of the need for scholastic training t o  gain professional employment and recognition in traditionally male 
dominated areas. It was a necessary paradigm of the  19th century women's movement t o  acquire educational equality 
with men. I t  was not considered a necessary goal for working-class women. Elementary education was reasonably 
equal for both boys and girls in that decade. The daughters of workingclass families achieved an adequate preparation 
for the strata of society in which they were t o  be placed. It is probably unlikely that  they aspired for anything more. 
Higher education was not a n  integral issue in feminist propaganda and University graduates were not prominent in the 
suffrage movement.(l7) Nevertheless, education reform was supported, in the hope of achieving a larger representation 

The right t o  vote was the main vehicle for the suffragette's claims. In this they included all the injustices which were t o  
them, in the 1890's, so clearly evident. Once gained they would have equality, with men, in the pursuits of personal and 
national life. It became, ' . . .symbolic of the self-determination which women sought in aU areas of life.'( 18) The 
fervence of their belief iniated such action as  petitions t o  Parliament, Committees and Leagues, suffrage oriented journals 
and newspapers, and attempts t o  enter Parliament, (for example, Vida Goldstein.) Why didn't working-class women 
respond t o  such wide publicity? ,They were literate and communications were adequate. The Govenunent Statistician, 
T.A. Coghlan, records that by 1889, education had improved the reading ability of the population t o  the extent that  few 
were now illiterate.(l9) Only Britain, he claimed, had a larger correspondence and newspaper distribution per head of 
population.(20) The Labor Party eventually came t o  include female suffrage in its platform, but working-class women 
despite their apparent awareness, remained outside the pressures for the 'nght t o  vote.' 

In 189 1, Vida Goldstein reported that in a petition containing over 30,000 signatures that,  

!'Very rarely were refusals made by wives of  working men, . . . These women 
came face t o  face with a adverse conditions of human existence ... ." (21) 

This supposed enthusiasm from the working-class woman did not  last, for the adverse conditions became too  great. As 
the depression pushed the  working-class deeper into hopeless circumstances the realities of class division became t o o  
apparent. Each group, working-class and middle-class, became deeply imbued with their own particular grievance. The 
suffragette pressing for justice and equality for all women but in reality for a conservative and virtuous middle-class elite. 
The working-class responding t o  the adverse social conditions with a desperation born of personal suffering and lack of 
public concern. 

An indication of the social dislocation suffered by the working-class can be gained from a study of the serious poverty 
of the 1890's and o n  whom this fell most harshly. This was the unemployed. In Victoria, where the rate of unemploy- 
ment was t h e  highest, there were 28  per cent of the male workforce o u t  of work by 1893. As Table 2 demonstrates, 
high levels of unempbyment  persisted until 1900. Real incomes were not  regained until t w o  decades later.. 














