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The women’s suffrage campaigns of Australia and New Zealand, the 
first nations where white women gained equal political rights to men, 
are perhaps the most documented periods of women’s political history 
in Australasia. Much feminist historiographical scholarship has, 
particularly since the 1970s, sought to disrupt the narrative that has 
framed women’s suffrage as a ‘gift’ granted by benevolent governments—
instead documenting women’s long-running, strategic feminist activism 
and advocacy that these reforms depended on. Some of this scholarship 
has been criticised for privileging feminist demands for parliamentary 
representation (which risks overlooking women’s other demands and 
activism in other areas of society) or for lamenting the slow entrance of 
women into parliaments after 1902. This arguably risks reinforcing male-
centric or patriarchal narratives about nation-building. However, James 
Keating’s Distant Sisters: Australasian Women and the International Struggle 
for the Vote, 1880–1914 offers a new history of the struggle for women’s 
suffrage in Australia and New Zealand that, in making the claim that 
the internationalism of the Australasian movement must be highlighted, 
foregrounds the intimate connections between suffragists as well as the 
everydayness of feminist activism across both countries.
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Distant Sisters highlights the regionality of women’s suffrage campaigns 
across the Tasman, showing how suffragists in Australia and New Zealand 
connected with each other—and their counterparts in the United States 
and Britain—over their shared goal, and worked to position themselves 
within the internationalist struggle for women’s enfranchisement. While 
these bonds were complex and not always fruitful, as Keating notes, 
they signify a regional suffrage history that he argues should be taken 
seriously. Figures such as Vida Goldstein, Louisa Lawson, Rose Scott 
and Kate Sheppard—as well as key moments such as Goldstein’s tour of 
the US and meeting with Theodore Roosevelt—have become canonical 
in Australasian women’s political histories. While these women feature 
heavily throughout Keating’s book, he attempts to show a more contextual 
picture by drawing attention to the connections between these women 
and their wider networks, focusing on the ordinary, the relational and 
the personal realms of the movement. This includes the role of ordinary 
branch members of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) 
in suffrage activism. While the WCTU, as Keating notes, has received 
much historiographical attention for its role in the suffrage movement, 
little attention has been given to the day-to-day significance that the 
struggle for suffrage played in the lives of ordinary members—as well 
as the role that ordinary members played in the campaign. Keating does 
so in Distant Sisters as well as offering insights into tensions between the 
WCTU’s local and global visions.

We also encounter lesser known, but influential, individual figures of 
the campaign, such as Mary Ann Müller, ‘New Zealand’s first female 
advocate of women’s enfranchisement’. Keating introduces us to Müller 
via a letter that she sent to New Zealand suffragist Kate Sheppard in 
1893, congratulating Sheppard on the ‘attainment of our object—‘“the 
Female Franchise”’ (107). Enclosed with Müller’s letter was a copy of 
an 1869 pamphlet advocating for women’s enfranchisement that Müller 
had written and disseminated in New Zealand—as well as a letter that 
she received from John Stuart Mill encouraging her activism. Sheppard 
had been unaware of Müller’s advocacy, and Keating’s inclusion of the 
exchange between these intergenerational suffragists offers insight not 
only into the intimacy of correspondence among suffragists but also the 
forgotten, or disjointed, genealogies of feminist activism. As Keating 
notes, ‘Müller’s is not merely a heart-warming story of a germinal suffragist 
receiving belated recognition in her twilight years’, but ‘illustrates the 
degree to which Australian and New Zealand women’s rights activists 
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were unaware of their colonial predecessors’ (107). Keating suggests that 
Sheppard’s subsequent correspondence with Müller—as well as with 
feminists in international suffrage campaigns—served as a means of 
documenting the Australasian women’s movement, rather than only as a 
means of exchange. Letters were a way to ‘write the antipodes into the 
already metro-centric history of women’s struggle for freedom’, Keating 
says (108). Keating documents some of the many exchanges among 
suffragists in Australia and New Zealand, and with their counterparts in 
Britain and the US. Such correspondence, as Keating describes, sought 
to disrupt the Euro-American-centrism of the international women’s 
movement by documenting the Australasian struggle—as Keating does 
with Distant Sisters. Through documenting the relationships within and 
across suffragist campaigns, Keating also highlights the importance, for 
building an internationalist movement, of everyday connections.

Keating also offers new insights into the emergence of Australian feminist 
press in the suffrage movement era. He suggests that prior study of 
the women’s press of this period has focused on individual mastheads, 
analysing them for themes and the ‘layered meanings that historians 
have found in their pages’ (134). He advocates, instead, for situating 
mastheads ‘within the complex networks of production and circulation 
that linked readers, writers, and organisations’ (135). Focusing on the 
women’s press as well as correspondence gives important attention to 
women’s subjectivity and voice throughout the suffrage campaigns. Voice 
is a significant theme of Distant Sisters, and we are offered many excerpts 
and examples of suffragists’ words throughout.

Distant Sisters offers an important contribution to histories of women’s 
suffrage, primarily through its focus on internationalism in the movement 
and the regionality of the Australasian campaigns—documenting 
both the ‘limits, as well as the possibilities, of Australasian suffrage 
internationalism’ (204). Keating suggests that in women’s campaigns for 
voting rights, ‘local, national, and international struggles were imbricated’ 
and that these ‘must be understood in unison’ (205). Distant Sisters thinks 
‘below and beyond the level of nation’ when documenting histories of the 
suffrage movements and encourages other scholars to do the same.
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