
159

The Political Power of 
Emotions: Women’s Political 
Letter‑Writing in the Movement 
to Save Lake Pedder
Claire Waddell-Wood

Abstract
In the early 1970s, the Tasmanian State Government and Hydro-
Electric Commission inundated an area of the State’s Southwest for 
a  hydro-development scheme, flooding Lake Pedder. This incited 
mass protest on a local, national, and international scale—prompting 
the newly elected Labor Federal Government to appoint an official 
enquiry into the matter. Individuals wrote to this committee, adding 
their voices to the enquiry process in the hope of influencing political 
change. Using concepts and methodologies from the intersection of 
environmental history, the history of emotions, and political letter-
writing historiography, I analyse three women’s letters written to the 
Lake Pedder Committee of Enquiry. I argue that these individuals 
demonstrate the emotional frontier of the Lake Pedder environmental 
movement, through negotiating their personal emotions with the 
emotional regimes and communities surrounding them. The letter-
writers use emotional language purposefully to link their individual 
experience to the public sphere, which also reveals their individual 
affective responses and how they aimed to invoke the same in the 
recipient. This reveals not only the motivational and mobilisation 
power that affect, emotion, and feeling hold, but how the disruption 
of the emotional/rational dualism in social movements is essential to 
the dismantling of dualistic worldviews broadly.

* * *
‘What can I a housewife with two young children say about the Lake 
Pedder case?’1

1	  Helen Clippingdale to the Lake Pedder Commission of Enquiry, 1973, [letter], in the National 
Archives of Australia: Department of the Environment and Conservation; A3533, Lake Pedder Enquiry 
Committee—Correspondence 1973; 1973/200 PART 2, 19/03/1973–24/05/1973.
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In 1973, Helen Clippingdale wrote to the Lake Pedder Committee 
of Enquiry, beginning her letter with the above prompt. In the midst of 
a tempestuous political battle about the inundation of an ecological icon, 
what weight would Helen’s story hold? In this article I pose an answer 
to Helen’s question, and in the process, shine light on the centrality of 
emotions in scholarship at the interface of environmental activism, gender, 
and industrial development.

In the southwest of lutruwita (Tasmania), nestled in the valley of the 
Serpentine River, lay an alpine lake of around ten square kilometres in area, 
now known as Lake Pedder.2 Its formation was the product of millions of 
years of interactions between geological and climatic factors, primarily the 
ever-slow processes of glaciation.3 Lake Pedder, along with the assemblage of 
landforms surrounding it, is geomorphologically unique. This geodiversity 
then became home to biodiversity—demonstrated by the many lifeforms 
endemic to the region and lake itself.4 While the significance of Lake Pedder 
to Aboriginal people is today unknown, Palawa man Professor Greg Lehman 
states there is ‘no doubt that the place was as rich in creation stories and 
understandings and knowledge that bound people as traditional owners as 
anywhere else in Tasmania’.5 Archaeological studies also suggest this to be 
the case.6

Following invasion and the expansion of European people across the island, 
human relationships with Lake Pedder were rapidly and majorly transformed.7 
Over time, the Southwest shifted from being perceived as largely desolate 
and empty to holding diverse and often conflicting meanings to settlers. 
A battle between a variety of emotional connections to Lake Pedder came 
to a head in 1967 when the Hydro-Electric Commission’s (HEC) proposal to 

2	   Lake Pedder Committee of Enquiry, The Flooding of Lake Pedder: An Analysis of the Lake Pedder 
Controversy and Its Implications for the Planning of Major Development Projects and the Management of 
Natural Resources in Australia. Final Report (Canberra: Australia Government Publishing Service, 1974), 3.
3	  Kevin Kiernan, ‘The Geomorphology and Geoconservation Significance of Lake Pedder’, in 
Lake Pedder: Values and Restoration, ed. Chris Sharples (Occasional Paper No. 27, Hobart: Centre for 
Environmental Studies, University of Tasmania, 2001).
4	  Dick Johnson, Lake Pedder: Why a National Park Must Be Saved (Melbourne: Lake Pedder Action 
Committees of Victoria and Tasmania and the Australian Union of Students, 1972), 20.
5	  Nick Baker and Frances Green, ‘Lake Pedder Was Flooded 50 Years Ago. Could It Be Restored to 
Its Former Glory?’, ABC News, 15 May 2022, abc.net.au/news/2022-05-16/can-lake-pedder-be-restored/​
101033344.
6	  Anne McConnell, ‘The Cultural Heritage of the Huon-Serpentine Impoundment, and an Assessment 
of the Effects of Restoration of Lake Pedder’, in Lake Pedder: Values and Restoration, ed. Chris Sharples 
(Occasional Paper No. 27, Hobart: Centre for Environmental Studies, University of Tasmania, 2001).
7	  Tim Bonyhady, ‘Lake Pedder 1871’, Island, no. 55 (1993): 16–21.

http://abc.net.au/news/2022-05-16/can-lake-pedder-be-restored/101033344
http://abc.net.au/news/2022-05-16/can-lake-pedder-be-restored/101033344
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inundate Lake Pedder beneath an artificial impoundment of nearly 250km2 
(the Gordon Scheme) was tabled in parliament.8 New activist groups were 
formed, campaigns executed, national and international support cultivated, 
the world’s first environmental political party established, and a legal battle 
launched—but to little avail. The newly constructed dams began trapping 
water and gradually encroached upon Lake Pedder. By 1972 the only 
chance to reverse the inundation lay with the enquiry committee Whitlam’s 
newly elected Labor Government subsequently established to investigate 
the circumstances of the flooding.9

The Lake Pedder Committee of Enquiry (Burton Committee) received 
written correspondence from individuals to be used as evidence and 
influence the outcome of the enquiry. A reading of the body of letters, of 
which Helen’s is a part, provides an opportunity to investigate the political 
strategies employed by individuals in social movements of the 1970s, 
especially regarding environmentalism. Many of these letters contain 
emotional expression, which adds a further crucial insight—how were 
emotions experienced by individual activists, and in turn, how were they 
deployed within movements to influence political goals?

Conceptual Framing
Sociology and anthropology provide a framework to describe the human 
experience of affect, emotion, and feeling. Affect is the body’s pre-conscious 
registration of the tone and intensity of stimuli.10 Feeling is the personally 
identified sensation of an affect, one’s subjective experience of those tones 
and intensities. It is evaluated and labelled based on one’s past experiences.11 
Emotion is the conscious or unconscious display of affect and/or feeling. 
Scholars describe a continuum of emotions, where some are more 

8	  Greg Buckman, Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles: A History (Sydney: Allen & Unwin/Jacana Books, 
2008),18; Danielle Wood, ‘The Tale of Lake Pedder’, Meanjin, 80, no. 4 (2021): 143.
9	  Buckman, Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles; Drew Hutton and Libby Connors, A History of the 
Australian Environment Movement (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999); William J. Lines, 
Patriots: Defending Australia’s Natural Heritage (Brisbane: University of Queensland Press, 2006); Wood, 
‘The Tale of Lake Pedder’. 
10	  Bennett W. Helm, ‘Emotions as Evaluative Feelings’, Emotion Review, 1, no. 3 (2009): 248–55; 
James M. Jasper, ‘The Emotions of Protest: Affective and Reactive Emotions in and around Social 
Movements’, Sociological Forum, 13, no. 3 (1998): 397–424; Eric Shouse, ‘Feeling, Emotion, Affect’, 
M/C Journal, 8, no. 6 (2005). 
11	  Kay Milton, Loving Nature: Towards an Ecology of Emotion (London: Routledge, 2002); Shouse, 
‘Feeling, Emotion, Affect’.
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automatic/affective, like jumping at being startled, and others involve higher 
levels of cognitive processing, like being fearful of a government policy.12 
Affect, emotion, and feeling have the potential to motivate action. Affect 
unconsciously determines and initiates responses to stimuli, which can also 
enable a person to label this sensation and consciously alter circumstances 
accordingly.13 Bennett Helm argues that emotions have ‘motivational pull’ 
which can come about from one’s personal evaluations on what matters 
to them. This motivation and potential action are just as much part of 
emotional experience as the phenomenological.14

Emotions are not simply determined by an individual but are also shaped 
by society.15 Stearns and Stearns’ term this ‘emotionology’—‘the attitudes 
or standards that a society, or a definable group within a society, maintains 
toward basic emotions and their appropriate expressions’.16 Generally, 
differing emotional standards are associated with different identity 
categories.17 This distinguishes individual emotional experience from their 
display of emotion as influenced by societally-available emotional styles.18 
A host of analytical tools further assist analysing emotionology. Reddy’s 
concept of the ‘emotional regime’ describes how a political/authoritative 
power enforces a normative set of emotions.19 Rosenwein offers the term 
‘emotional community’, investigating ‘the modes of emotional expression 
[within a social community] that they expect, encourage, tolerate, and 
deplore’.20 Boddice suggests that studying overlap between emotional 
regimes and communities can unveil junctures where groups navigate 
tensions between their identity/values and prescribed emotional standards. 
He calls this an emotional frontier, prompting the study of ruptures and 
transformations in emotional expression.21

12	  Jeff Goodwin, James M. Jasper, and Francesca Polletta, ‘Introduction: Why Emotions Matter’, in 
Passionate Politics: Emotions and Social Movements, ed. Jeff Goodwin, James M. Jasper, and Francesca 
Polletta (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), 1–26 [13].
13	  Jasper, ‘The Emotions of Protest’, 402; Shouse, ‘Feeling, Emotion, Affect’.
14	  Helm, ‘Emotions as Evaluative Feelings’.
15	  Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta, ‘Introduction’, 9. 
16	  Peter N. Stearns and Carol Z. Stearns, ‘Emotionology: Clarifying the History of Emotions and 
Emotional Standards’, The American Historical Review, 90, no. 4 (1985): 813–36.
17	  Katie Barclay and Sharon Crozier-De Rosa, ‘Intersectional Identities’, in Sources for the History of 
Emotions: A Guide, ed. Katie Barclay, Sharon Crozier-De Rosa, and Peter N. Stearns (Milton: Taylor & 
Francis Group, 2020), 185–97.
18	  Rob Boddice, The History of Emotions, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2018), 60.
19	  William M. Reddy, The Navigation of Feeling: A Framework for the History of Emotions (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 129.
20	  Barbara Rosenwein, ‘Worrying about Emotions in History’, American Historical Review, 107 (2002): 
821–845 [842].
21	  Boddice, The History of Emotions, 178–179.
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Identity is an important component of emotion, with feminist scholarship 
demonstrating how power structures categorise humans by assigning 
value to certain identities and their associated traits—including emotional 
expression.22 Gender identities are of primary concern here, with Jasper 
citing the past 2000 years of Western philosophy as constructing a 
hierarchical association of the emotional feminine and rational masculine.23 
The  gendering of emotions in this dualistic structure enabled  the 
delegitimization of those deemed ‘emotional’, historically linked to 
the other/feminine.24

Affect, emotion, and feeling are central to social movements given how 
they shape motivation and action. Past scholarship sought to dismiss 
the protestor as emotional, sparking subsequent study that legitimated 
social movements as rational and obscured emotions.25 Contemporary 
scholarship more accurately attributes ‘causal weight’ to emotions in 
social movements.26 Individuals engage with their emotions at points of 
tension between personal values and dominant discourses, allowing for the 
construction of new ‘feeling rules’ that deviate from emotional norms.27 
Reinforcing this budding sense of feeling sustains a movement and bolsters 
collective identity.28 Social movements are prime examples of emotional 
frontiers as their identities are constructed through the challenging of 
norms. These nascent emotional communities can then reshape broader 
emotional cultures.29 Merging this conceptual grounding with historical 
analysis reveals how emotional dynamics shift across time.30 Stearns and 
Stearns assert that the study of historical emotion should begin with 
emotionology to make visible the divergences from and conformities to 
contemporaneous emotional standards.31 Further analysis is then required 

22	  Barclay and Crozier-De Rosa, ‘Intersectional Identities’.
23	  Sharon Crozier-De Rosa, ‘Emotions of Protest’, in Sources for the History of Emotions: A Guide, ed. 
Katie Barclay, Sharon Crozier-De Rosa, and Peter N. Stearns (Milton: Taylor & Francis Group, 2020), 
198–211 [200].
24	  Barclay and Crozier-De Rosa, ‘Intersectional Identities’, 187; Milton, Loving Nature, 132.
25	  Crozier-De Rosa, ‘Emotions of Protest,’ 198–211; Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta, ‘Introduction’; 
Jasper, ‘The Emotions of Protest’.
26	  Helena Flam and Debra King, ‘Introduction’, in Emotions and Social Movements, ed. Helena Flam 
and Debra King (London: Routledge, 2005), 3.
27	  Flam and King, ‘Introduction’, 9.
28	  Deborah B. Gould, ‘Life During Wartime: Emotions and The Development of Act Up’, 
Mobilization: An International Quarterly, 7, no. 2 (2002): 177–200; Hutton and Connors, A History of 
the Australian Environment Movement, 5.
29	  Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta, ‘Introduction’, 22.
30	  Crozier-De Rosa, ‘Emotions of Protest,’ 201.
31	  Boddice, The History of Emotions, 60; Stearns and Stearns, ‘Emotionology’, 825.
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to describe individual emotional experience; if emotions give motivational 
power to ideas, ideologies, identities, and interests, then studying the 
emotional expression of individual activists can highlight the values that 
inspire their involvement in social movements.32

Method
Given this article examines environmental protest, applying this emotion 
study framework alongside environmental history methodology gears analysis 
toward comprehending ‘how emotions are understood and employed for 
the ecological operations of a given society’.33 Emotions permeate human 
relationships to the world surrounding them. This does not only pertain 
to those with ‘environmentalist’ leanings but also to the extractive and 
impersonal relations with non-humans.34 This is mediated through social 
and cultural frameworks about non-humans, which can be adhered to or 
challenged by an individual’s emotional performance.35 Environmental 
activism often involves people’s affective connection to Nature—both in 
how that motivates individual action and mobilises onlookers.36

Finding sources to observe the emotions of historical environmental protest 
necessitates creative research strategies.37 All source material relating to 
protest contains emotion. While collective emotions are usually clear to see, 
campaign material may not necessarily reflect individuals’ emotions because 
it is aimed at persuading non-member audiences.38 Accordingly, individual 
protest emotions are more difficult to uncover.39 Jørgensen urges historians 
to infer emotions from the traces left behind in sources, not just from 
overt expressions.40 Accordingly, the archive of written submissions to the 

32	  Jasper, ‘The Emotions of Protest’, 420; Dolly Jørgensen, Recovering Lost Species in the Modern 
Age: Histories of Longing and Belonging (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2019), 12;  Stearns and Stearns, 
‘Emotionology’, 827.
33	  Andrea Gaynor, Susan Broomhall, and Andrew Flack, ‘Frogs and Feeling Communities: A Study in 
History of Emotions and Environmental History’, Environment and History, 28, no. 1 (2022): 84–85.
34	  Gaynor, Broomhall, and Flack, ‘Frogs and Feeling Communities,’ 83–104; Grace Moore, ‘Nature’, 
in Early Modern Emotions: An Introduction, ed. Susan Broomhall (London: Routledge, 2017).
35	  Milton, Loving Nature.
36	  Flam and King, ‘Introduction’, 11; Jørgensen, Recovering Lost Species, 11.
37	  Crozier-De Rosa, ‘Emotions of Protest,’ 199.
38	  Hutton and Connors, A History of the Australian Environment Movement, 13.
39	  Crozier-De Rosa, ‘Emotions of Protest,’ 203.
40	  Jørgensen, Recovering Lost Species, 13.
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Burton Committee involves not only emotionally expressive writing, but 
also contains more hidden emotion that led to the action of political letter-
writing and the attempt to evoke an affective response in the recipient.

As letter content is shaped by both recipient and writer, political letter-
writers engage in ‘linguistic calculations’ to determine the language that will 
best forward their case to the recipient.41 Whether a letter-writer portrays 
themself as rational, emotional, or both/neither, they are engaging in 
emotional performativity that they believe will further their political goals.42 
The contexts where explicitly emotional language is utilised therefore exists 
at an emotional frontier when deployed in a society that traditionally adheres 
to the gendered dualism of emotional/rational—exemplified in Barrios and 
Miller’s study of emotional language in political letter-writing about the 
degradation of the Magdalena River in Colombia.43

Unstated affective and emotional responses can be observed through letters 
as well.44 Rottinghaus elucidates three main reasons that spark surges in 
political letter-writing, all involving a variety of affective and emotional 
responses: mobilisation, reaction to external events, and agreement/
disagreement with politicians.45 Various studies have found that political 
letter-writing is particularly frequent when citizens are faced with ecological 
degradation.46 The act of writing and sending a letter with the aim of 
influencing the Burton Committee’s enquiry is itself a political act driven 
by the individual’s affective response to the Lake Pedder issue.

To understand political letters as an emotional response to a particular 
event, policy, or ideology, is to challenge the gendered separation of public/
private and rational/emotional. Much research of political letter-writing 
finds that individual experiences are framed as relevant to the public sphere 

41	  Máire Cross and Caroline Bland, ‘Gender Politics: Breathing New Life into Old Letters’, in Gender 
and Politics in the Age of Letter-Writing, 1750–2000, ed. Máire Cross and Caroline Bland (Florence, UK: 
Taylor & Francis Group, 2004), 3–14 [4]; Emma L. Jones, ‘Attitudes to Abortion in the Era of Reform: 
Evidence from the Abortion Law Reform Association Correspondence’, Women’s History Review 20, 
no. 2 (2011): 283–298 [286].
42	  Milton, Loving Nature.
43	   Marta Milena Barrios and Toby Miller, ‘Green Passion Afloat: The Discourse on Colombia’s 
Magdalena River in Letters to the Editor’, Journalism Studies, 19, no. 5 (2018): 674–689 [676].
44	  Boddice, The History of Emotions.
45	  Brandon Rottinghaus, ‘What Predicts Trends in the White House Mail?: The Macro Causes of Mass 
Political Letter Writing to the Chief Executive’, American Politics Research, 40, no.2 (2012): 209–222.
46	  Barrios and Miller, ‘Green Passion Afloat’, 676; Andrea Westermann, ‘When Consumer Citizens 
Spoke Up: West Germany’s Early Dealings with Plastic Waste’, Contemporary European History, 22, no. 3 
(2013): 477–498 [485].
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and argue for changes for the common good.47 Following on from this, 
I examine the emotions in three individual women’s letters written to the 
Burton Committee (who I’ll refer to as the Pedder-writers) to uncover how 
they engage with political letter-writing as a vehicle for protest emotions.

Emotionology: From Industrial Development 
to Feminism
In this article, I analyse the Pedder-writer’s letters, including Helen’s, that were 
submitted to the Burton Committee. First, I explore the emotionological 
context of these letters—what emotional regimes, communities, and 
frontiers influenced the letter-writers’ expression? Industrial development 
proponents, clashes between environment movement subcommunities, the 
1960s/70s feminist movement, and the Burton Committee all contributed 
distinctive emotional standards and repertoires, and understanding this 
context is essential to witnessing how the individual letter-writers both drew 
and deviated from it. The second section is a reading of the three letters—
uncovering and intimating the Pedder-writers’ individual affective responses 
to Lake Pedder and the Gordon Scheme, how and why they utilised 
particular modes of emotional expression, and the ways they attempted to 
evoke affect in the recipient.

My research exposes a juncture within the broader atmosphere of 1970s 
social movements where these emerging emotional communities (especially 
environmentalism and feminism) contest the gendered dualistic norms 
of dominant emotional regimes. The Pedder-writers react to this host of 
conflicting emotional standards at their own emotional frontier specific to 
Lake Pedder and the Gordon Scheme and in turn shape the formation of 
these novel movement-inspired emotional styles. Through descriptions 
of their deeply emotional connection to the Lake Pedder matter, the Pedder-
writers assert that their individual experiences were not only relevant but 
also pertinent to the Burton Committee Enquiry and the political sphere 
more broadly. This did not only transform emotional norms, but rather 
was one component of the disruption of restrictive hierarchical dualisms 

47	 Allison Cavanagh, ‘Letters to the Editor as a Tool of Citizenship’, in Letters to the Editor: Comparative 
and Historical Perspectives, ed. Allison Cavanagh and John Steel (Cham: Springer International 
Publishing, 2019), 89–108; Jackie Dickenson, ‘“God Give Us Men” Attitudes Towards Parliamentary 
Representation in Australia, 1929–1933’, History Australia, 8, no. 2 (2011): 87–105; Westermann, 
‘When Consumer Citizens Spoke Up’, 492.
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pervading all aspects of life in 1970s Australia—emotional/rational, private/
public, feminine/masculine.48 As such, emotionality is inherently political, 
and can be wielded with immense power within activism, bringing power 
back to ‘feminine’ expression after centuries of marginalisation. The first 
section of this article highlights the different emotional standards, regimes, 
and communities that were at play when the Pedder-writers channelled 
their individual emotion into their Burton Committee submissions.

Politics and Development: Hydro-power’s 
Emotional Enthusiasts
While the realm of science and technology is habitually posed as detached 
from emotion, ‘rationality’ is itself linked to emotional standards and 
performance. Enlightenment discourse fashioned appropriate modes of 
emotional expression in elite, male, intellectual communities—‘awe’ at 
scientific discovery was ‘proper’, while compassion for the non-human 
subject was not.49 These emotional prescriptions then shaped the economic 
sphere; this form of ‘rational’ scientific decision-making justified amoral 
exploitative relations with non-humans for economic gain.50 Reflecting this, 
in Tasmania during the post-war period, the HEC substantially increased 
their capacity to fuel the projected expansion of industry.51 This move was 
imbued with emotions assigning value to technological, industrial, and 
economic development. I argue that this constitutes an emotional regime—
with authoritative figures reifying the emotional standards associated with 
hierarchical dualistic ontologies.

The HEC’s interests reached the Southwest in the early 1950s; the region’s 
high rainfall and mountainous terrain meant that it held large and so-far 
unexploited hydro-potential.52 They regarded the Southwest as useless in its 
current state, which justified their surveys to calculate where the landscape’s 
worth could be obtained. Tasmanian Premier, Eric Reece, claimed to 
perceive untamed rivers as wealth flowing into the sea.53 He is attributed 

48	  This idea can extend to analogous dualisms such as nature/culture, primitive/civilised, non-human/
human, mind/body, and subject/object. Val Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature (London: 
Routledge, 1993).
49	  Gaynor, Broomhall, and Flack, ‘Frogs and Feeling Communities’, 91.
50	  Milton, Loving Nature, 53.
51	  Buckman, Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles, 10.
52	  Lake Pedder Committee of Enquiry, The Flooding of Lake Pedder, 15.
53	  Buckman, Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles, 16; Peter Read, Returning to Nothing: The Meaning of Lost 
Places (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 128.
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with taking pride in the Gordon Scheme, describing it as ‘big, imaginative, 
and nationally significant’.54 The HEC and Reece’s public opinions 
regarding the Gordon Scheme exhibited a range of emotions, including 
faith in technological development, devotion to industrial expansion, and 
disdain towards natures which did not support those aims.

This emotional style is further demonstrated through how development 
authorities deployed rational/emotional dualism to label opponents as 
irrational.55 In response to mass petitioning against the Gordon Scheme in 
1967, Reece established a Legislative Council investigation into the matter.56 
The Council members, most of whom were development authorities, 
supported the Gordon Scheme and were portrayed by the media as ‘level-
headed men’ making the ‘correct’ decision on ‘inevitable’ development. Reece 
generally dismissed environmentalist notions as representing ignorance 
toward potential economic value.57 Later on, Pedder activists would be 
accused of interfering in public affairs and labelled as crazy.58 In this sense, 
‘environmentalist’ can be viewed as an identity category delegitimised by 
its relegation to the sphere of emotionality. This represents the dualistic 
emotional standards that existed when the Pedder-writers composed and 
sent their letters to the Burton Committee. The Pedder movement at large 
would rupture this emotional regime and incite mass public critique of 
the HEC.59

Environmentalism: Emerging Dualistic 
Tensions
Before the HEC became interested in Lake Pedder, the region was well-
loved by conservation and recreation groups who attributed value to the 
‘natural environment’ as opposed to the ‘developed city’. These ideals 
spurred movements nation-wide to establish National Parks.60 When 
the HEC began surveying and constructing roads around Lake Pedder, 
environment groups watched on warily. The emotions on display through 

54	  Lines, Patriots, 60.
55	  Milton, Loving Nature, 4.
56	  Buckman, Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles, 17.
57	  Lines, Patriots, 58–60.
58	  Hutton and Connors, A History of the Australian Environment Movement, 120.
59	  Buckman, Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles, 14.
60	  Hutton and Connors, A History of the Australian Environment Movement, 94;  Lake Pedder Committee 
of Enquiry, The Flooding of Lake Pedder, 16.



169

The Political Power of Emotions

conservationist, recreationalist, and activist engagement with Lake Pedder 
would navigate the emotional regime’s standards in a variety of ways. 
Internationally, public emotions about the environment were shifting. 
In the 1950s/’60s, pollution crises in industrial centres disrupted the earlier 
view of prosperous technological development. Publications regarding 
industrial ecological damage, notably Carson’s Silent Spring, made public 
discontent even greater.61 In Australia, the post-war development boom 
threatened new landscapes and the associated damage became significantly 
more noticeable to the public.62 Peter Read tracks how Lake Pedder, through 
linkage to the global upsurge of conservation discourse, came to represent 
universalised ‘wild nature’. New language centring the value of ‘wilderness’ 
became available, representing a new emotional repertoire for humans to 
discuss their interconnective relationship with the non-human world.63

The post-war period of environmental activism in Australia was characterised 
by conflict between traditional and emerging protest strategies. Traditional 
tactics that concentrated on politely influencing change through 
bureaucratic channels ceased to work as politicians and industry interests 
grew increasingly allied after WWII. Novel modes of activism thus emerged 
in response to the new threats of industrial development and the failures of 
old movement tactics. These were more militant in approach, employing 
public consciousness-raising and direct-action tactics. Old movement 
members deemed this strategic shift inappropriate, still of the dualistic view 
that political goals should be met through rational discussion strictly within 
the political sphere.64 Tensions in movement strategy hindered mainland 
environment movements in this period—including the Great Barrier Reef, 
Little Desert, and Colong Caves campaigns.

In the case of Lake Pedder, some activists were committed to maintaining 
polite political lobbying, while others learnt from mainland environmentalism 
and challenged these restrictive strategies. The Lake Pedder Action 
Committee (LPAC) was formed in 1971 as the number of tourists visiting 
Lake Pedder ballooned at the news of imminent inundation.65 Visitors 
recalled that ‘silence was the first impression, immensity the second, then 

61	  Hutton and Connors, A History of the Australian Environment Movement, 89–90.
62	  Hutton and Connors, A History of the Australian Environment Movement, 98.
63	  Read, Returning to Nothing, 130.
64	  Buckman, Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles; Hutton and Connors, A History of the Australian Environment 
Movement; Lines, Patriots.
65	  Buckman, Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles, 24.
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tranquillity, then excitement’.66 In a major variance from dualistic emotional 
standards, these overt descriptions of personal emotional experience came 
to characterise the new Lake Pedder movement, both as its members’ source 
of motivation and its means of mobilising onlookers.

Alongside this, the Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF) persisted 
with  the public/private and rational/emotional tendencies of the old 
movements. Francis Ratcliffe established the ACF in 1965 with the goal 
of creating a national conservation organisation ‘to give objective scientific 
advice to governments’, believing that ‘Leading men acted rationally: 
presented with facts, [the ACF] would act responsibly’.67 When the Pedder 
movement first appealed for ACF support in 1967, Ratcliffe was disgruntled 
by having to deal with ‘small-time, emotional conservationists’.68 When 
the ACF eventually declared opposition to the Gordon Scheme in late 
1972, executive vice-president John Blanch still emphasised this emotional 
separation— ‘the ACF could not “afford” to become “emotional” and while 
“there is an urgency to environmental issues… you can’t go overboard”’.69 
The ACF traversed both conservative and progressive values, with goals 
of conserving nature while perpetuating gendered dualisms. The new 
Pedder activists heavily critiqued the ACF, they were not helping save 
Lake  Pedder  by  targeting government officials and avoiding public 
involvement.70 In fact, the ACF’s dualistic approach allowed state politicians 
to dismiss the new campaigns more readily. Premier Bethune justified the 
continuation of the Gordon Scheme by claiming ‘prominent and responsible 
conservationists are not interested in the issue’.71

These different groups can be understood as emotional subcommunities of 
the environment movement. The old environment movement held value in 
protecting ‘undeveloped’ wilderness in a ‘gentlemanly’ manner as motivated 
by their love and enjoyment of landscapes. The ACF maintained dualistic 
emotional standards in conservationism, valuing so-called rationality and 
dismissing emotionalisms. The new environment movement, including 
LPAC, therefore existed at an emotional frontier. Members navigated 
tensions not only from the emotional regime, but also between emotional 
subcommunities, emerging international/national emotional repertoires, 

66	  Read, Returning to Nothing, 126. 
67	  Lines, Patriots, 43.
68	  Lines, Patriots, 61.
69	  Lines, Patriots, 119.
70	  Hutton and Connors, A History of the Australian Environment Movement, 122–123.
71	  Buckman, Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles, 34.
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and their personal affective responses to Lake Pedder, to subsequently 
bolster their political messages with overtly emotional language and action. 
Letters to the Burton Committee were written at this juncture; one man 
validated his opposition to the Gordon Scheme by noting ‘that my feelings 
are based on a rational appraisal of the whole question and are not mere 
“emotionalisms”’.72 The letter-writers all individually engaged with the 
available emotional styles, sometimes following, and other times varying, 
from them.

Feminism in the 1960s/70s
Following on from the concept that identity categories are associated with 
specific emotional standards, the feminist movement in the 1960s/70s is 
therefore another emotional frontier that offered emotional styles to the 
Pedder-writers. Most aptly summarised through the slogan ‘the personal 
is political’, the feminist movement fundamentally altered the Australian 
political landscape by challenging the foundational separation of public 
and private spheres. The politicisation of the personal revealed the systemic 
roots of women’s’ experiences of marginalisation, spurring new modes 
of discussing individual experience and simultaneously developing new 
political tactics. The deeply gendered notion that the private, the emotional, 
and the feminine did not belong in politics was shattered. More so, the 
feminist movement proved that these forms of expression, historically 
devalued, could be wielded with extreme political influence.73

The intersection of marginalised identities produces emotionally volatile 
contexts.74 In the case of the Lake Pedder movement, the letter-writers sat 
at the intersection of being devalued by traditional emotional standards for 
both their gender and ‘new’ environmentalist leanings. 

Women’s political claims are more readily delegitimised by accusations of 
emotionality, but this heightened inappropriateness also gives them great 
power to challenge emotional standards and instigate change at emotional 

72	  NAA: A3533, 1973/200 PART 2.
73	  Michelle Arrow, The Seventies: The Personal, the Political and the Making of Modern Australia (Sydney: 
NewSouth Publishing, 2019), 2–13; Michelle Arrow and Angela Woollacott, ‘Introduction—How 
the Personal Became Political: The Gender and Sexuality Revolutions in 1970s Australia’, Australian 
Feminist Studies, 33, no. 95 (2018): 1–8.
74	  Barclay and Crozier-De Rosa, ‘Intersectional Identities’, 185.
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frontiers.75 The feminist movement was an emotional frontier where the 
boundaries of public/private, masculine/feminine and rational/emotional 
were contested, echoing the dualistic disruptions occurring in the ‘new’ 
environment movement. This emotional style that attributed public value to 
women’s experiences was thus made available to the Pedder-writer’s crafting 
of Burton Committee submissions. Furthermore, globally, the Australian 
feminist movement was unique in its interaction with the State; the election 
of Whitlam’s Labor government in 1972 would see the reshaping of 
Australian political culture in ‘uneasy alliances’ with social movements—for 
example, feminist activist Elizabeth Reid being hired as women’s advisor to 
Whitlam.76 This shift in government represented a chance to advocate for 
the ‘personal’ in politics, and would likewise transform political relations 
with the environment movement.

The Burton Committee
Whitlam was elected in December 1972 on a ‘wave of optimism’ cultivated 
by social movements broadly, and this feeling was certainly heightened for 
Pedder activists as Labor members had expressed support for saving the now-
inundated Lake.77 After visiting the impoundment, Dr Moss Cass, Minister 
for Environment and Conservation, pushed to establish an enquiry into the 
Gordon Scheme despite Whitlam’s hesitance to strain relations with Reece.78 
The Burton Committee was appointed by Cass in February 1973, consisting 
of: John Burton, Professor of Natural Resources, as Chairman; Douglas 
Hill, engineer and hydrologist; Edward St. John, barrister and former 
Liberal parliamentarian; and Dr W.D. Williams, ecologist and zoologist.79 
The committee was shown the impoundment and development work in 
March and in April/May held public hearings in Hobart and Melbourne.80 
Read describes these hearings as occurring in a ‘sphere of desperate hope’ as 
reversal of the flooding was possible and pressing.81

75	  Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta, ‘Introduction’, 9.
76	  Arrow, The Seventies, 13; Arrow and Woollacott, ‘Introduction’, 4.
77	  Hutton and Connors, A History of the Australian Environment Movement, 127; Lake Pedder 
Committee of Enquiry, The Flooding of Lake Pedder.
78	  Buckman, Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles, 30; Hutton and Connors, A History of the Australian 
Environment Movement.
79	  Buckman, Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles, 30;  Lake Pedder Committee of Enquiry, The Flooding of 
Lake Pedder, 8.
80	  Buckman, Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles;  Lake Pedder Committee of Enquiry, The Flooding of Lake 
Pedder.
81	  Read, Returning to Nothing, 127.
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The Pedder activist’s optimism and hope was spurred by the ultimate 
opportunity to save the Lake. The Burton Committee’s call for submissions 
thus established a forum where individuals were allowed to share their 
emotions and experiences, all converging into collective action.82 Written 
submissions were especially accessible to most members of society, 
a  democratic text that also did not involve the nerves and nomination 
that  accompanied speaking at the hearings.83 Comparable to Barrios and 
Miller’s research on political letters to the editor, the Burton Committee 
created a virtual emotional community where those who may have been 
otherwise disregarded or excluded from politics could accessibly voice 
their beliefs.84 Letters written to the Burton Committee were therefore not 
only a means to access individual political agency, but also an opportunity 
to engage in a forum that officially permitted and even encouraged the 
emotional expression associated with the Lake Pedder movement.

‘If Pedder is Destroyed, What is Left?’: 
Individual Emotion in the Political Letter
In this second section I examine the Pedder-writers’ submissions to the Burton 
Committee to illustrate their engagement with political letter-writing as a 
vehicle for protest emotions. Analysing individual women’s environmental 
activism exhibits unique disruptions of gendered dualisms, offering a view of 
how marginalised identities simultaneously disrupt the emotional/rational 
and private/public dualisms specific to a movement’s emotionological 
context. This gendered approach to researching environmental activism not 
only points to a purposeful deployment of emotion in 1970s protests as a 
means of claiming political agency, but also demonstrates how emotions in 
activism are powerful on a preconscious level. I structure my analysis of the 
letters accordingly—first looking at the explicit deployment of emotion, 
then inferring the Pedder-writers’ personal motivations and how they try to 
invoke an affective response in the recipient. I draw from Michelle Arrow’s 
reading of submissions to the Royal Commission on Human Relationships 
as portraying the 1970s as a time of great change and possibility with 
the government ascribing public value to personal stories.85 Similarly, the 

82	  Barrios and Miller, ‘Green Passion Afloat’, 678; Cavanagh, ‘Letters to the Editor as a Tool of 
Citizenship’.
83	  Cross and Caroline Bland, ‘Gender Politics’, 6.
84	  Barrios and Miller, ‘Green Passion Afloat’, 678.
85	  Arrow, The Seventies, 11.



Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 29

174

Burton Committee provided a forum for individual and emotional stories 
to be heard as political evidence, where I build on Read’s study of emotion 
and ‘wilderness’ ideology in the Burton Committee hearings.86

The three letters are taken from the second of four files of the Burton 
Committee’s written correspondence, one of two that are digitised, dated 
between 19 March and 24 May 1973. Created by the Federal Department 
of Environment and Conservation, they are held in the National Archives of 
Australia. Limiting my research to letters addressed to the Burton Committee 
or Minister Cass that express an opinion on the Lake Pedder matter, some 
broad trends across the series are observed: fifty-three per cent of the letter-
writers have male names, with thirty-one per cent female and sixteen per 
cent unisex/unknown; ninety-two per cent oppose the flooding of Lake 
Pedder; and eighty-two per cent are Tasmanian residents, with the remainder 
from the mainland or overseas. The use of explicit emotional language 
is divided along gendered lines. While most of the female-named letter-
writers use emotion words, their male and unisex/unknown counterparts 
are evenly split between using and not using them. The Pedder-writers I go 
on to analyse are from the section of women who have employed emotion 
words—Betty Marshall, Leonie South, and Helen Clippingdale.87

Betty Marshall88

Betty’s entire letter contains evocative descriptions of her journey to Lake 
Pedder with her husband and son, drawing from the emotional style of ‘new’ 
environmentalism alongside feminism’s integration of private and political. 
She begins by describing the gruelling muddy bushwalk, then, ‘We spent 
only a short while at the Lake, but were so overcome by the beauty that 
surrounded us that I cried. My menfolk were so choked up they could not 
speak’. Here, Betty describes her and her family’s affective response to Lake 
Pedder—such an overwhelming experience of beauty that it roused tears. 
Betty subverts gendered emotionality through asserting that both men and 
women experienced equally intense emotions of awe about Lake Pedder. 
Perhaps in mediation with dualistic emotional standards, this statement 

86	  Read, Returning to Nothing.
87	  I refer to the letter-writers by their first names to foreground their personhood as essential to their 
political engagements and avoid associating them with the abstract surname references to scholars; NAA: 
A3533, 1973/200 PART 2.
88	  Betty Marshall to the Lake Pedder Commission of Enquiry, 2/4/1973, [letter], in NAA: A3533, 
1973/200 PART 2.
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verified her individual emotions by proving to the recipient that not only 
an ‘emotional’ woman, but two ‘rational’ men, were prompted to cry.89 
Scholars have noted that this mediation can result in women presenting 
their political messages with rationalist emotional expression to claim 
authority.90 However, Betty instead replicated the 1970s social movement 
context of disrupting the dualisms of Australian politics and asserted her 
personal experience as relevant to the political sphere.91

Furthermore, Betty utilises religious language in her portrayal of Lake 
Pedder—‘awe-inspiring…serene beauty… “I was in God’s Garden and that 
at any moment he could appear”’. Religion can strongly influence one’s 
personal experience of a landscape, invoking strong emotional responses to 
perceived transcendence and Godly creation.92 This speaks to both Betty’s 
affective relationship with Lake Pedder and her deliberate utilisation of 
deeply emotional language. Shouse explains how affect can be transmitted 
between bodies, for example, a reader can resonate with a text on a non-
conscious level rather than through conscious evaluation.93 Perhaps Betty 
believed that this religious imagery, even conjuring the Garden of Eden, 
would give the Burton Committee an affective hint of the Godly perfection 
of the landscape and thus convince them of its value.

Drawing from Tasmanians’ newfound critique of hydro-development, 
Betty thus implies that the Gordon Scheme is an act against God—‘no one 
on this earth should have the right to so wantonly destroy such beauty’. 
Environmental movements often do not simply appeal for the moral rights 
of nature but challenge political and social structures through asserting that 
authorities/modernity impedes this moral value.94 Through her religious 
language, Betty reflects broader anti-regime emotions of the Pedder 
movement frontier—frustration at developers believing they had a ‘right’ to 
destruction and anger at the undemocratic nature of the political decision-
making on the issue. Emotions of shock carry heavy affective responses, both 
motivating movement members and mobilising onlookers.95 These protest 

89	  Stearns and Stearns, ‘Emotionology’, 825.
90	  Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta, ‘Introduction’, 21. 
91	  Arrow, The Seventies, 3.
92	  Milton, Loving Nature, 22.
93	  Shouse, ‘Feeling, Emotion, Affect’.
94	  Hutton and Connors, A History of the Australian Environment Movement, 13.
95	  Jasper, ‘The Emotions of Protest’, 409.
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emotions evidently motivated Betty’s letter-writing and were then utilised 
in conjunction with the above transcendent descriptions to affectively 
persuade the recipient of the weight of reversing this moral shock.

Linking to her opening point, Betty further describes the lengths taken to 
visit the Lake and asserts how they would eagerly embark on the ‘nightmarish’ 
bushwalk again ‘just for one more look at such beauty’. This illuminates 
Betty’s deep reverence for Lake Pedder and the detailed explanation of this 
forces the recipient to appreciate the extreme value of the landscape to 
Betty. In her final remarks, Betty calls upon the intergenerational legacy 
of the enquiry, ‘I hope that the Lake can be saved and restored…so that 
one day, our grandchildren and their children may experience the sheer 
wonder and beauty of it all’. Intergenerationality was a common theme 
across the movement’s campaigning, and through Betty’s use of the inclusive 
‘our’, she assumes the Burton Committee into that collective. This can 
be likened to how movements ‘nourish and extend’ their styles of feeling 
to cultivate a community of shared emotions.96 Through embracing the 
recipient into the movement’s emotional community, Betty forces them to 
imagine the feelings of their future descendants, attempting to invoke an 
affective response towards the idea of their families being denied a unique 
transcendent experience.

Finally, Betty wrote her letter upon paper with a decorative floral margin. 
Creative mediums invoke deep affective responses, and political letter-
writers can harness this through references to a given cultural context.97 
The emotional power of visual art was a successful component of the 
Pedder movement’s mobilisation campaigns, demonstrated through how 
poets and  artists were ‘afforded expert status’ in the Burton Committee 
hearings and the international popularity of Oleagas Truchanas’ photography 
slides.98 I believe Betty deliberately used this paper to imbue the letter with 
a proven elicitor of emotion beyond the written word. The colourful florals 
were an attempt to summon for the Burton Committee that divine affective 
response that Betty felt so strongly towards Lake Pedder, to persuade the 
outcome of the Enquiry and, hopefully, the Lake’s restoration.

96	  Gould, ‘Life During Wartime’; Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta, ‘Introduction’, 20. 
97	  Barrios and Miller, ‘Green Passion Afloat’, 676; Jørgensen, Recovering Lost Species, 14.
98	  Buckman, Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles; Read, Returning to Nothing, 127.
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Leonie South99

Leonie introduces herself as a 19-year-old Tasmanian student of 
Environmental Design with an interest in assessing the emotional value 
of ‘wilderness’. She draws from the emotional repertoire of the new 
environment movement and ‘wilderness’ discourse, and her passages 
describing her connection to Lake Pedder are vivid and poetic:

How can one describe the million-and-one things which identify 
Pedder? By the cave on the north bank where a wombat used to 
live? By the moss Maria Creek and the beach? How can I describe 
the beauty of wading by the edge of the rain-forest and stopping to 
examine the lemon-scented flowers hanging above my head?

Leonie’s detailed writing indicates her deep love for Lake Pedder. In keeping 
with the emotional repertoire of international environmentalism, which had 
begun to emphasise the value of whole interconnective ecosystems, Leonie 
assigns value to the entire landscape.100 Leonie also argues for the significance 
of human meaning gained from ‘wilderness’, describing personal feelings of 
completeness, acceptance, patience, and freedom attained from her time in 
the Southwest. The Pedder movement used international environmentalism’s 
emotional style to portray Lake Pedder as the embodiment of universalised 
‘wild nature’. This cultivated international support as Lake Pedder thus 
invoked strong affective and emotional responses to environmental damage 
from people who felt a connection to ‘wild nature’ anywhere.101 Similarly 
to how Betty harnessed the emotional power of religion, Leonie possibly 
drew from the demonstrated mobilisation power of ‘wilderness’ language 
to convince the recipient of Lake Pedder’s value. The Burton Committee 
members all had conservationist leanings but were relatively unfamiliar 
with the Southwest, so by portraying Lake Pedder as universal ‘wild nature’ 
with her meticulous linguistic recreation of landscape, Leonie compels the 
recipient to imagine the Gordon Scheme’s destruction upon landscapes they 
had affective connections to.

Leonie’s letter indicates that she understands the limits in the transmission 
of affect through words. In asking ‘How can I describe…’, Leonie 
represents the shared belief that words were inadequate to truly illustrate 

99	  Leonie South to the Lake Pedder Commission of Enquiry, 4/4/1973, [letter], in NAA: A3533, 
1973/200 PART 2.
100	 Lines, Patriots, 65–66.
101	 Read, Returning to Nothing.
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Lake Pedder.102 This perhaps speaks to the pre-conscious status of affect 
and the consequent difficulties in putting it to language, and also likely 
influenced the movement’s broader strategy of transmitting affect via creative 
mediums.103 Further on, Leonie urges the recipient to acknowledge the value 
of ‘wilderness’ through its affective power as evidenced through art rather 
than rational and cognitive determinations: ‘I know a value can be placed 
on construction-works, on industry… but there are other values besides 
those of Economics. Appreciation of Art indicates this. The popularity 
of Oleagas’ slides in Hobart supports this idea’. Thus, Leonie urges the 
Burton Committee to consider an affective connection to Lake Pedder that 
is demonstrated beyond the linguistic realm and in turn acknowledge the 
values of ‘wilderness’ beyond the emotional regime’s dualistic prescriptions.

Here, Leonie directly contests the emotional regime’s devotion to 
development prosperity by foregrounding value systems that it disregards. 
Dualistic worldviews can often devalue ecology as relegated to the sphere 
of emotionality, as progress, development, and profit are posed as rational 
and require exploitation of that ecology.104 This separation had been 
articulated in regards to Lake Pedder when in 1969 Premier Bethune told 
a conservation group ‘It is the value of Lake Pedder, which is a matter of 
opinion, set against the value of a power development, which can be assessed 
in real terms’.105 In accordance with the emotional frontier and movement’s 
campaigning strategies, Leonie positions her sensory descriptions of Lake 
Pedder in opposition to the pitfalls of modernity: ‘It is good to feel the 
immensity of the world, to be able to climb cliffs, and explore caves, to get 
away from men and buildings, to know there is more than the dissention of 
human endeavour’. Through this comparison, she argues that losing Lake 
Pedder to hydro-development would be an injustice given the inherent 
value of ‘wilderness’ and aims to motivate the recipient to act accordingly 
by invoking the many emotions associated with perceiving moral wrongs 
in society.106

‘If Pedder is destroyed, what is left?... to climb a mountain peak and see miles 
of water where I once walked, in the valleys where wallabies and possums 
used to raid, to see dead trees?’—this shift from Leonie’s earlier imagery 
of abundant life to this evocation of death and destruction carries a clear 

102	 Read, Returning to Nothing., 127.
103	 Shouse, ‘Feeling, Emotion, Affect’.
104	 Milton, Loving Nature, 4.
105	 Buckman, Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles, 23.
106	 Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta, ‘Introduction’, 8. 
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emotional weight. Grief, sorrow, and desperation permeate her attempts to 
affect the Burton Committee to feel this disenchantment with modernity, 
and the rhetorical questions explicitly urge reflection.107

We need bushland! I need to be able to escape from the sound of air-
conditioning and traffic, because then I remember that everything 
is inter-related, and that my actions snowball, and that I am not an 
insignificant blob. Morale is important; integration is priceless. For 
me Pedder epitomises both.

By including both the inclusive ‘we’ and the personal ‘I’ Leonie both 
embraces the recipient into the collective and her experience into political 
relevance. She finds her significance through feeling the vastness of ecology 
and condemns the ecological disconnection that comes with the urban realm. 
Morale is achieved through a ‘wilderness’ mindset, and the integration of 
humans within ecosystems is of a value that far transcends the dividends of 
development. Lake Pedder as a ‘wilderness’ zone allows humans to recover 
these fundamental lessons that were concealed by the emotional regime. 

In the postscript, Leonie mentions that she drafted her letter ten days prior 
but was unsure of its relevance. She was prompted to send it after attending 
the enquiry hearings that evening. Through experiencing the Burton 
Committee’s emotional community, Leonie heard her feelings validated. 
Political power was given to personal experience here, as it was in the 
feminist movement, and this invoked an affective response that motivated 
her so powerfully that she finished typing this letter as soon as she returned 
home from the hearing that night.

Helen Clippingdale108

Helen’s letter begins with the excerpt that opens this article. She poses 
this rhetorical question with a seemingly sarcastic and cynical tone, as if 
frustrated that her identity as a housewife and mother has conventionally 
isolated her from holding power on political matters. Rather than hiding her 
identity under a dualistic devaluation of the feminine or private sphere, she 
explicitly declares it in a way that foregrounds, even heightens, the political 
authority she goes on to write with.

107	 Jørgensen, Recovering Lost Species.
108	 Helen, NAA: A3533, 1973/200 PART 2.
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She then tells a seven-year-old story that led to this letter. Helen first 
describes how photos and tales of Lake Pedder captured her interest so 
powerfully that she was inspired to journey to that remote ‘creation’ which 
‘our Forefathers had the sense to include in a National Park to be enjoyed 
by people like you and me for all time’. In a similar fashion to the above 
letter-writers, Helen drew from religious language (‘creation’), assumes the 
recipient into the emotional community that appreciates Lake Pedder, and 
implies that there is a senselessness to the Gordon Scheme and its proponents. 
This leads to Helen’s statement of her devastation at the Gordon Scheme’s 
announcement, and, ‘So the natural sequence to this was to help with the 
origional [sic] “Save Lake Pedder” campaign’. This deliberate expression of 
emotion demonstrates how pre-existing affect in individuals is an important 
factor in the moral outrage/shock that powers protest movements; Helen’s 
reverence for Lake Pedder led her to assert that supporting the movement 
was the ‘natural’ response to ecologically destructive policy.109 As Helen goes 
on to richly describe her subsequent involvement in the movement, it is also 
made clear how these individual motivations simultaneously shaped and 
were shaped by the shifting emotional frontier of protest. Affective reactions 
of hostility toward the Gordon Scheme converged within movements and 
went on to spark reactive emotions such as indignation and scepticism 
towards authorities and their decision-making. This process transformed 
abstract fears of ecological damage into a concrete fear of specific actors and 
policies. Jasper explains that this is a critical component of mobilisation, 
as it establishes a targeted moral outrage that motivates onlookers to act.110 
This process is embodied in Helen—her affective connection to Lake 
Pedder motivated her involvement in the movement, and in turn, shaped 
the emerging emotional frontier.

Helen’s following passage is unique among the Pedder-writers, aiming 
negative emotions towards movement members—‘Now too late everyone 
has jumped on the bandwagon. Where were all those people all those years 
ago? Wallowing in apathy’. Her rhetorical question this time reverberates 
with despondency and despair and perhaps even confusion as to why others 
did not support the movement earlier when her initial motivation was 
so strong and ‘natural’. Numerous scholars note how material conditions 
influence the progression from effect to motivation and political action in 

109	 Jasper, ‘The Emotions of Protest’, 409.
110	 Jasper, ‘The Emotions of Protest’, 409.



181

The Political Power of Emotions

a way that has more affective power than moral shocks in the abstract.111 
Correspondingly, perhaps Helen felt outrage and sorrow at the fact many 
people supported the movement after witnessing Lake Pedder being 
encroached upon by the rising impoundment, rather than having that 
strong affective reaction to the Gordon Scheme plans.

Once again calling upon the reflective promptings of rhetorical questions, 
Helen queries, ‘Why did it happen? When so many people felt so strongly 
and fought so long, why was it we were ignored? Surely this is not democracy’. 
Like the other Pedder-writers, Helen pulls together her moral outrage at 
the Gordon Scheme with a condemnation of the state government. The 
despondency, indignation, and grief on display here comprise the emotional 
peak of this letter, and Helen’s hopelessness in the due process of democracy 
adds a tone of pleading to the Burton Committee for change. Danielle 
Wood summarises Helen’s feelings here on a collective level, since the Pedder 
movement was acting within the realms of civil democracy, they should 
have been able to rely on their government to likewise act in good faith.112

Helen concludes by attaching a photo of Lake Pedder from her farewell visit 
twelve months beforehand, ‘I am keeping a copy to show my children… 
they will never see “our” Lake Pedder’. Like Betty, Helen references 
intergenerationality—she is distraught that her children will not experience 
Lake Pedder, and this is deployed to evoke a similar sense of grief in the 
recipient. Through the use of inclusive language, Helen incorporates 
the  Burton Committee into the collective that is levelled with moral 
injustice. However, her use of quotation marks around ‘our’ demonstrates 
the irony she felt in how the Lake Pedder National Park was established to 
reserve the landscape for human enjoyment, only for Reece to purposefully 
remove legislation opposing the Gordon Scheme—actions which followed 
the prescriptions of the emotional regime and devalued the emotional 
communities that voiced opposition.113

111	 Hutton and Connors, A History of the Australian Environment Movement, 8;  Jasper, ‘The Emotions 
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112	 Wood, ‘The Tale of Lake Pedder,’ 144.
113	 Buckman, Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles, 27.
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Figure 1: Helen’s instamatic photo
Helen, NAA: A3533, 1973/200 PART 2.

Helen’s use of photography calls upon the affective power of the visual as was 
proved by the broader movement. This artefact is imbued with even further 
affective potential exhibited through the obvious sentimental value of the 
photograph—a relic of Helen’s goodbye to Lake Pedder, an heirloom that 
would transmit her memory to her children, and a container of personal 
sensory memory.

Conclusion
The emotional regime of industry doubled down when met with mass 
deviance from the norm. The Tasmanian Government and HEC refused 
to cooperate with the Burton Committee: a reaction spurred by feeling 
‘slighted by the mainland’, perceiving the Federal Government to be calling 
the shots from afar to simply to appease environmentalist voters.114 The 
Burton Committee’s 1973 call for a moratorium on the flooding and to 
investigate alternative hydro-development plans was rejected. Their final 
report of April 1974 further critiqued the Tasmanian Government and 
HEC’s decision-making process, but Whitlam allowed Reece to bypass 

114	 Anna Grieve and Steve Best dirs., Lake Pedder (National Film and Sound Archive of Australia, 
1997); Read, Returning to Nothing, 126.
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taking any restorative action.115 Lake Pedder has been lying under fifteen 
to twenty metres of trapped water ever since, still invoking strong emotions 
today.116

The legacy of the Lake Pedder movement would have profound influence over 
the future of environmentalism in Tasmania and Australia. The movement’s 
loss solidified already-present notions that industrial development would 
not wait for well-mannered agreement to be reached.117 Environmentalists 
knew that further HEC incursions were imminent. The ensuing campaign 
to save the Franklin River would be successful in halting HEC development, 
learning from the successful and failed strategies of the Pedder movement. 
Helen foreshadowed this in her letter, ‘I don’t believe anything like [the 
flooding of Lake Pedder] will happen again in a hurry because people 
are now aware of conservation and the environment’.118 She was correct; 
utilising affective and emotional protest strategies assisted in the success of 
the Franklin River protests.

Disrupting the emotional regime of modernity was an essential component 
of the Pedder movement. The Pedder-writers exhibit the emergence and 
shifts within this emotional frontier through their negotiations between 
their emotionological context—industrial development, old and new 
environmentalism, feminism, and the Burton Committee—and their 
personal beliefs about the matter. Affect, emotion, and feeling are evidently 
fundamental ingredients of the environmental and general activist’s recipe, 
not just in how they motivate and mobilise, but in the essential role they play 
in dismantling dualistic oppression more broadly. This provides an avenue 
for further research to discover first, the myriad ways that social movements 
propel emotional frontiers by contesting emotional normativities bound 
up with modernity, and second, the interaction between different social 
movements, particularly in relation to environmentalism and the role it 
played in broad 1970s social movements.

115	 Buckman, Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles, 31–32; Hutton and Connors, A History of the Australian 
Environment Movement, 135.
116	 Buckman, Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles, 36; Wood, ‘The Tale of Lake Pedder,’ 145.
117	 Buckman, Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles, 34; Hutton and Connors, A History of the Australian 
Environment Movement, 124.
118	 Helen, NAA: A3533, 1973/200 PART 2.



Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 29

184

Appendix: The Letters

Figure 2: Betty Marshall Letter
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Figure 3: Leonie South Letter Page 1
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Figure 4: Leonie South Letter Page 2
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Figure 5: Helen Clippingdale Letter
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