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Internationalising Lilith, localising 
diverse feminist pasts
Alison Downham Moore, Saskia Roberts, Emma Carson, 
Zoe Smith, Connie Skibinski, Tianna Killoran, Huda Syyed 
and Bridget Andresen

The 2023 volume of Lilith is the first to be produced under the Managing 
Editorship of Alison Downham Moore, a global, medical, sexuality and 
gender historian from Western Sydney University who took over in September 
2022 from Alana Piper. While Lilith has always been open to contributors 
from different world regions and authors working on any geographical or 
temporal field of historical studies, this volume evinces an enrichment of 
Lilith’s commitment to diversity and global scope, while still maintaining 
its important base for emerging scholarship in Australian feminist historical 
studies. The past year has seen the Lilith Editorial Collective welcome several 
new members who have contributed to this introduction and shepherded 
the articles contained in this volume of the journal. We have also farewelled 
others, including Rachel Caines, Brydie Kosmina, Lauren Samuelsson, 
Jennifer Caligari, Kate Davison and Michelle Staff, whom we thank heartily 
for their service. Moore’s editorial stewardship and the new collective bring 
both a renewed commitment to encouraging underrepresented voices in 
historical writing, including First Nations voices, providing additional 
support for scholars with first languages other than English, and extending 
a new experimental invitation to consider works of scholarship in novel 
genres of writing for academic journals.

In this vein, Moore’s co-authored piece with Bridget Brooklyn, the ‘Review 
Essay on Global and World Histories of Feminism and Gender Struggle’, 
introduces one such form of unconventional genre to Lilith. Review essays 
sit somewhere between a historiographic research article and a book review, 
considering broadly the shape, central methodological concerns, and 
evolving practices of a specific scholarly field, while also evaluating the 
character and innovations of recent specific works published in the genre. 
Unlike a historiographic research article, the review essay does not seek to 
characterise the entire field comprehensively, nor primarily aim to make 
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a  specific theoretical intervention. Unlike a book review, it covers several 
works of a similar kind, and like a research article, it is fully peer reviewed. 
In the present example of the review essay genre, the authors discuss three 
recent works which all engage innovatively with global or world history 
methods in relation to gender struggle or feminism: Lucy Delap, Feminisms: 
A Global History; Susan Kingsley Kent, Gender: A World History; and 
Bonnie G. Smith and Nova Robinson (eds), The Routledge Global History 
of Feminism. 

Also in the field of international and intercultural histories are the articles 
by Dagmar Wernitznig about gender in early twentieth-century world 
diplomacy, by Sonia Mondal about Indian prostitution under British 
colonialism, and by Geena Carlisle about the role of Māori women in 
Aotearoa feminist movements and in relation to the global use of the 
feminist ‘wave’ model of periodisation—a model also critically discussed 
in Brooklyn and Moore’s ‘Review Essay’. These articles are a sign of Lilith’s 
renewed interest in expansive histories, as they examine not only events 
outside Australia but include a focus on the transnational and intercultural 
entanglements and experiences of women in the past via globalisation, 
colonialism and international organisations.

Dagmar Wernitznig’s article, ‘Wilson’s Ladies: Post-WWI Diplomacy 
and Gender in the Alpine Region’ explores the dichotomous yet pivotal 
roles of two women diplomats Vira B. Whitehouse and Sarah Wambaugh 
during the interwar period, considering their general insights and foreign 
policy approaches during the formation of the League of Nations. This 
was a  significant time in US diplomacy, and the author demonstrates 
the gendering  of international relations, using a comparative lens to 
frame the diplomatic outreach and successes of these two women in 
global politics. Wernitznig shows that Whitehouse and Wambaugh’s 
efforts were an important precursor to later feminist and internationalist 
developments that disrupted the status quo of male dominance in the field 
of international affairs. 

Sonia Mondal’s article ‘Pleasure, Vice or Profession: Myriad Perceptions 
and Representations of Prostitutes in Colonial Urban Society’ provides a 
unique perspective on attitudes towards the profession of prostitution in 
colonial Calcutta. Mondal examines a wide variety of literary documents, 
official records and socio-cultural discourses, shedding light on the multiple 
and heterogeneous identities of prostitutes and prostitution. Her reading of 
unusual sources, such as the writings of bhadralok social reformers, and the 
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biographies of prostitute-actresses such as Manada Debi, Binodini Dasi, and 
Tinkori Dasi, permits a nuanced understanding of how caste, nationalism 
and urban colonial power informed the unique roles of different kinds of 
women on the margins of society in nineteenth-century Calcutta.

Geena Carlisle’s article ‘Contesting Assumptions of Second-Wave Feminism: 
Māori Women’s Action in 1970s Aotearoa New Zealand’ re‑evaluates 
Māori  women’s contributions to Women’s Liberation. Engaging with 
the  Māori concept of Mana wahine, Carlisle examines Māori women’s 
activism both within and outside of the feminist movement, drawing 
attention to both Pākehā erasure of Māori voices as well as to Māori women’s 
significant achievements. In doing so, Carlisle re-centres Māori experience 
to expand our understandings of the persistent yet problematic feminist 
wave model.

The remaining articles explore the Australian past and reaffirm Lilith’s 
commitment to both focusing on—but also going beyond—gender 
as a  category of historiographic analysis. The articles engage with major 
concerns of contemporary feminist inquiry, including rape culture and 
consent, political activism, and women’s spaces. Yet they also extend their 
analyses to considerations of race, environment (both urban and natural), 
class and emotion, and will hold appeal for scholars across a wide range 
of humanities and social science disciplines.

Among the superb works of emerging Australian scholarship in this volume 
is Zoe Smith’s study of the 1857 Hornet Bank massacre and its relationship 
to interracial rape and white femininity on the Australian colonial frontier. 
This article presents a crucial case study examination of gender and race 
relations in colonial Queensland. By using a combination of media reports 
and literary sources, Smith investigates how this massacre was portrayed to 
its contemporary audience, and then pointedly recentralises three seemingly 
invisible rape-murder victims in the narrative. The article reminds us of the 
troubling nature of historical reporting and encourages us to think critically 
about whose stories may be lost to history.

In ‘“If you loved me, you’d sleep with me”: Constructions of Sexual Consent 
in 1970s Dolly Magazine’, Cassandra Byrnes explores how a popular 
Australian teen magazine discussed issues of sexual harassment and coercion. 
Byrnes highlights how the Women’s Liberation rhetoric of ‘empowerment’ 
influenced Dolly’s nascent understanding of consent, leading its columnists 
to advise young women to simply walk away from coercive situations. Byrnes’ 
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article reminds us that even as 1970s progressive texts opened new worlds 
of sexual understanding to their readers, so too did they reify long-held and 
damaging myths that sexual assault could only be a violent act committed 
by a stranger. In tandem, Smith and Byrnes’ contributions encourage us to 
reconsider our understandings of sexual violence in the Australian past.

Although dealing with two very different time periods, the next two articles 
are also linked, as studies of emotions and water in Australian history. 
In  ‘The Political Power of Emotions: Women’s Political Letter-Writing in 
the Movement to Save Lake Pedder’, Claire Waddell-Wood uses a History 
of Emotions framework to examine letters from three women who wrote 
to the Lake Pedder Committee of Enquiry as part of a movement to save 
the lake from the Tasmanian State Government’s hydro-development 
scheme. By contextualising this movement within environmentalism more 
broadly during the 1970s, Waddell-Wood demonstrates how these women 
weaponised their emotions in an attempt to influence political change. 
In doing so, these letter-writers challenged the dualism of emotion and 
rationality in activism and showed how the personal could be political.

Karen Filewood’s careful archival study of the Australian National Shipwreck 
Society and the gendered dimensions of its culture refer to what she calls 
‘arbitrary altruism’, in which the default practices in the benevolent activity 
of charitable bodies are influenced both by chance misfortune and by 
biased inequities. Her case study of the minute-books from 1877-1883 of 
the NSW branch of this Society uses a micro-historical focus on marine 
philanthropy to tease out the dynamics of ideals concerning women’s 
benevolence and the worthy poor. Like Waddell-Wood, Filewood engages 
with methodologies derived from the history of emotions, but also from 
prosopography (relating historical figures to demographic ‘types’), to 
explore how gendered subjectivities of the historical past entailed ‘emotional 
practice’ in the constitution of philanthropic personae. Our cover image 
this year is drawn from one of Filewood’s nineteenth-century newspaper 
sources, which represented the ominous force of shipwrecks as the ‘fatal 
hug’ of a death angel, evoking the antithesis of care, support and solace 
which bereaved women sought.

Finally, Anna Temby’s article provides an urban history of the early 
twentieth century struggle to establish the first women’s public lavatory in 
Meanjin (Brisbane) in 1912. This article finely illuminates the duality of the 
Brisbane City Council’s goals to improve women’s civic participation and its 
patriarchal assertion over urban spaces that reinforced gendered expectations. 
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Temby traces a decade of efforts across council meeting minutes, mayoral 
reports, and public discussions to detail how addressing women’s toileting 
needs figured within an aspirational model of city-building that situated an 
all-male city council as caretakers of women’s needs and, in part, asserted an 
aversion to women’s’ bodily functions. Temby argues that these toilets were 
made accessible only to certain classes of women at certain times of day and 
were an ‘immodest success’ for women in Meanjin at the time.

Like the nine research articles, the six book reviews in this volume of Lilith 
convey the breadth of both international and local interest, covering works 
by Dorothy Kim and Adeline Koh on the importance of history in the 
digital humanities worldwide, by Joanna Bourke on the global history of 
sexual violence, by Marc Stein on US queer history, by Lilli Riettiens and 
Elke Kleinau on the role of gender in European colonial travel, by Kath 
Kenny on the Australian history of the pram, and by Danielle Scrimshaw 
on queer women in 1980s Australia. We thank our book reviewers, Nadia 
Bailey, Emma Brennan, Christina Chatzitheodorou, Jasmine Henni, 
Reece Moir  and Tess Watterson for their thoughtful reflections on these 
monographs and edited volumes.

In our increasingly globalised and internationally-connected contemporary 
world, there are pressures on feminist historians to relate our areas of study 
to international trends and developments; but there are also important 
projects of recuperation and recognition of local traditions and episodes in 
the history of gender struggle that have still yet to be studied comprehensively 
by scholars or brought to public consciousness. The current volume of 
Lilith attempts to balance these two trends, while striving for ongoing 
improvements in our scholarly standards and impact that builds on the 
crucial work of our founders and previous editors. As in previous volumes 
of the journal, this edition of Lilith showcases exciting new innovations 
of scholarship by feminist historians at a variety of research-training and 
career stages.
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“If you loved me, you’d sleep with 
me”: Constructions of Sexual 
Consent in 1970s Dolly Magazine
Cassandra Byrnes

Abstract
This article examines the teenage experience of negotiating non-
consensual sex as represented in Dolly magazine in the 1970s. 
While advice columns in teen magazines were often seen to be 
providers of crucial information on sex, discussions on consent were 
rudimentary and lacked nuance as social and legal understandings of 
sexual violence were shifting. Using Dolly’s popular advice columns 
on sex and sexuality—‘Dolly Doctor’ and ‘What Should I Do?’—
alongside feature articles from the 1970s, this research argues that 
non-consensual sex was constructed in ways that reinforced harmful 
understandings of perpetrators and victims. Perpetrators were 
imagined only as strangers who inflicted physical violence while 
committing rape, and victims could only be innocent girls who 
did not engage in sexual behaviours at all. When young women 
wrote in seeking advice from Dolly, non-consensual experiences 
were described by the reader but they were not deemed as such 
by the authoritative advice columnists. Instead, advice columnists 
engaged victim-blaming rhetoric and rarely acknowledged 
sexually coercive incidents within teenage relationships. There was 
considerable slippage at this time between notions of awkward 
teenage fumbling  and coerced sex. Where previous research has 
examined women and children’s experiences at this time, this article 
seeks to redress the gap in research on adolescent relationships, 
demonstrating that these nascent notions of consent from the 1970s 
permeated teenage lives too. 

* * *
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My boyfriend says he will leave me if I don’t let him make love to me. 
He found out that I used to sleep with a boy we both know and he has 
been terrible since then. I’ve told him I’ve had enough involvement 
with sex—and this is true—but he won’t take any notice.1

This letter from a reader, taken from a popular advice column in Dolly 
magazine’s December 1977 edition, was representative of many Australian 
teenage girls’ concerns surrounding sexual boundaries during this decade. 
Speaking of anxieties common to many young women, this reader succinctly 
illustrated problems inherent in navigating boundaries within interpersonal 
relationships and notions of consent. By situating sex as a necessity he 
was entitled to because of her past experiences, the reader’s boyfriend was 
attempting to manipulate her into submitting to intercourse. In highlighting 
the reader’s consent to sex in the past, he assumed that she would consent 
to sex with him in the future, failing to grasp that consent needs to be given 
freely, without coercion, and for every separate sexual encounter. Yet this is 
a modern understanding of consent; in the seventies, coercive tactics used 
to pressure women into sexual encounters were not necessarily viewed as 
a violation of consent in the same way that rape with physical violence by a 
stranger might be perceived. With rape in marriage only being criminalised 
state-by-state from 1976 onwards and the impossible burden of evidence 
needed to prosecute this charge, these unwanted and non-consensual sexual 
encounters with fleeting boyfriends were hardly viewed as sexual violence.2 

While current concepts of consent are increasingly complex and account 
for the vast and varied situations in which consent cannot be given, 
nascent understandings of sexual consent in 1970s Australia were largely 
unarticulated. Lisa Featherstone has argued that consent during this period 
was understood in the law ‘to mean physical resistance: to prove her non-
consent, a woman needed to physically resist sexual intercourse.’3 Second-
wave feminist Susan Brownmiller, in her influential 1975 work Against Our 
Will: Men, Women and Rape, posited that consent to a jury was ‘based almost 
exclusively on its interpretation of the events leading up to the rape, and its 
judgment of the victim’s “moral character”.’4 These legal ideas of consent 
were persuasive outside the courtroom, where actions prior to assault were 

1	  ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, May 1977, 67.
2	  Lisa Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 1970s-1980s: Rape and Child Sexual Abuse (London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2021), 131; Lisa Featherstone, ‘“That’s What Being a Woman is For”: Opposition 
to Marital Rape Law Reform in Late Twentieth-Century Australia,’ Gender & History 29, no. 1 (2017): 
87–103.
3	  Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 13. 
4	  Susan Brownmiller, Against Our Will: Men, Women, and Rape (Melbourne: Penguin, 1975), 373.
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condemned if they were perceived as flirtatious or sexually suggestive. 
In a 1974 Dolly feature article, advice offered to young women included, 
‘The  important point is not to place yourself in a situation where you 
may be raped … don’t lead a bloke on if you don’t mean it.’5 An academic 
profile of a gang rape trial in Sydney in 1974 noted of the victim, ‘this 
girl had broken the rules in the eyes of society: she had allowed herself to 
be placed in a position where she had been overpowered and raped.’6 The 
author condemned this perception of the victim-survivor, yet it was widely 
understood that this was how she might be seen.7

The intricacies of sexual boundaries and consensual encounters within 
an established relationship, whether intimate or friendship, were not well 
defined in terms of coercion or non-physical violence. In the absence 
of comprehensive school-based sex education in Australia, the avenues 
available to young women in the 1970s for understanding non-consensual 
interactions and what was ostensibly a ‘normal’ sexual experience were 
limited.8 In states that permitted school-based sex education, courses 
centred on biological aspects of reproduction and family health, with little 
regard for ideas of pleasure, agency, or consent.9 Women’s magazines were 
critical lifelines for information on subjects perceived as too sensitive or 
embarrassing to ask friends, family, or doctors. In particular, advice columns 
in young women’s magazines were increasingly popular in the 1970s and 
became essential to teenagers and young adults looking for assistance with 
sexual health, contraception, sexual relationships, and consent.10 It was the 
interactional, conversational method of advice columns that was particularly 
appealing for advice-seekers, one that unidirectional articles or books (such 
as The Little Red School Book or Everywoman) could not necessarily provide.11

5	  Margaret Wild, ‘Rape: The Aftermath,’ Dolly, July 1974, 65.
6	  Beverley Scholz, ‘Profile of a Gang Rape,’ in Delinquency in Australia: A Critical Appraisal, ed. Paul 
R. Wilson (Brisbane: University of Queensland Press, 1977), 119.
7	  Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 25. 
8	  Cassandra Byrnes, ‘Conservative Sex: A History of Abortion, Contraception, and Sexual Health in 
Queensland, 1960–1989,’ (PhD Thesis, University of Queensland, 2022), 85–114. 
9	  Joy Talukdar, ‘Sex Education in South Australia: The Past and the Present,’ Sex Education 13, no. 
1 (2013): 107–116; Greg Logan, Sex Education in Queensland, A History of the Debate Since 1900 
(Brisbane: Educational History Unit, Dept. of Education, 1991); Thea Mendelsohn, ‘Getting Sex: Sex 
Education and the Opposition Into Perspective,’ in Teaching About Sex: The Australian Experience, ed. 
Wendy McCarthy (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1983), 94–98.
10	  Kirra Minton, ‘This is Not Your Mother Speaking: Teenage Girls, Teen Girl Magazines, and Social 
Change in Australia and the United States, circa 1966–1996,’ (PhD Thesis, Monash University, 2019), 
133.
11	  Søren Hansen and Jesper Jenson, The Little Red School Book (Sydney: Thor Publications, 1973); Derek 
Llewellyn-Jones, Everywoman: A Gynaecological Guide for Life (Melbourne: Penguin Books, 1971). 
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Using the microcosm of Dolly magazine as a representation of how sex, 
relationships, and femininity were marketed to young white heterosexual 
women, this article will demonstrate how Dolly constructed non-consensual 
sexual experiences. Where other scholars have analysed Dolly’s engagement 
with second-wave feminism, I build on their analyses by problematising 
the magazine’s portrayal of non-consensual sex.12 I argue that while 
Dolly was relatively liberal on most sexual matters during the 1970s, the 
magazine’s understandings of consensual sex were critically deficient, 
lacking engagement with ideas around bodily autonomy and coercion. 
The advice proffered mostly aligned with liberal feminist thinking of the 
period—with the notable exception of consent. Although issues of consent 
were routinely addressed, they were not necessarily framed as experiences 
of sexual violence. Advice was predominantly communicated through the 
rhetoric of feminist-inspired individual agency and ‘taking back power’. 
‘Don’t do it anymore,’ ‘be prepared to take the consequences,’ and ‘don’t 
get yourself into compromising situations’ were not uncommon phrases 
in Dolly’s advice columns, often reducing sexually fraught experiences to 
a matter of empowered women ably walking away.13

Using second-wave feminist critiques, late-twentieth century scholarship 
has generally positioned women’s magazines as a reproduction of normative 
gendered ideals to the detriment of readers, but more recent research has 
highlighted the value of community and reciprocal sharing that these 
publications enabled.14 Dolly magazine was established in November 1970 
and had two ongoing advice columns (‘Dolly Doctor’ and ‘What Should 
I Do?’) that provided forthright and unwavering recommendations. ‘Dolly 
Doctor’ offered medical answers to girls’ questions that were frequently 
concerned with sex or contraception. The column ‘What Should I Do?’ also 
ran throughout the decade, but focused more on relationship problems and 
social issues, including sexuality, parental difficulties, and boyfriend troubles. 
This research acknowledges the networks of support that magazine readers 
and writers provided, considering the dearth of reliable consent education 
elsewhere. The issue of consent, however, as we understand it today, 
remained elusive. Only rudimentary definitions that usually incorporated 

12	  Minton, ‘This is Not Your Mother Speaking’. 
13	  ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, April 1971, 30–31; ‘Dolly Doctor,’ Dolly, July 1979, 73.
14	  Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (New York: W. W. Norton, 1963); Angela McRobbie, ‘The 
Politics of Feminist Research: Between Talk, Text and Action,’ Feminist Review 12 (1982): 46–57; Pam 
Gilbert and Sandra Taylor, Fashioning the Feminine: Girls, Popular Culture and Schooling (Sydney: Allen 
& Unwin, 1991). 
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physical violence as necessary criteria were deemed valid in the courtroom, 
and this was reflected in the advice promulgated by Dolly.15 Age of consent 
was conceptually appreciated in the context of inappropriate relationships 
(although this too had caveats), but issues of coerced and retracted consent 
were not found in definitions of non-consensual sex, as this article will 
demonstrate. When the perpetrator was a family member or there was a 
significant age gap, there was a tacit acknowledgement of wrongdoing, 
yet advice given was always focused on quietly and unobtrusively defusing 
the situation. In all cases, women and girls were advised to change their 
behaviour: stay away from him, you’re being foolish, don’t give in to his 
demands, use your common sense. Despite feminists’ insistence that sexual 
violence was an inexorable element of many women’s lived experiences, 
conversations around consent were neither prolific nor nuanced in Dolly 
and other magazines before the end of the 1970s.

This research is situated amongst previous scholarship that explores teenage 
and young women’s magazines in the past and highlights their value in 
community building and education. In their examination of young women’s 
magazines (including Dolly, Cosmopolitan, Jackie, Seventeen, and Cleo), 
Gordon Tait and Belinda Carpenter offer a framework for contextualising 
the importance of these publications to adolescents during this period, 
arguing ‘they constitute a significant source of practices and techniques 
through which particular types of self are shaped’.16 This article engages with 
this method of constructing the self through the source base of Dolly’s advice 
columns to illustrate how young women framed their experiences of non-
consensual sex and how they were received by the magazine. Kirra Minton’s 
PhD research on teenage girls and the new wave of magazines directed at 
them in the 1970s briefly examines issues of sexual violence as represented 
in Dolly and its US counterpart, Seventeen. Where Minton highlights a 1982 
example of Dolly’s advice columnist, Jillian Harvey, suggesting psychological 
help in response to one girl’s assertion of rape, in the 1970s Dolly’s guidance 
on issues of sexual violence was not so understanding.17 Other research 
that has used Dolly in various methodological ways focuses on the 1990s 

15	  New South Wales Parliament, Report of the Criminal Law Review Division of the Department of 
the Attorney-General and of Justice into Rape and Other Sexual Offences (Sydney: Government Printer, 
1977), 11.
16	  Gordon Tait and Belinda Carpenter, ‘Youth, Femininity and Self Shaping,’ Counterpoints 29 
(1996): 150.
17	  Minton, ‘This is Not Your Mother Speaking,’ 164.
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and the early twenty-first century, providing different interpretations 
based on changing social and political attitudes, none of which address 
sexual violence.18 

In a broader sense, magazines for young women and girls aligned with and 
co-opted the language of women’s liberation to emphasise women’s changing 
roles in the 1970s. Michelle Arrow’s Friday On Our Minds: Popular Culture 
in Australia Since 1945 critically analyses the importance of women’s 
magazines in creating a new ‘liberated’ woman of the 1970s, one who was 
sexual, fashionable, smart, and above all, empowered.19 In her examination 
of Cleo and feminism, Megan Le Masurier asks, ‘Could you be a real 
feminist in 1970s Australia and enjoy reading Cleo?’20 For radical feminists, 
Le Masurier argues, the answer was no: the commercial mass marketing of 
magazines promoting a particular brand of ‘woman’ often sat in opposition 
to radical feminists’ rejection of both traditional femininity and capitalism. 
Despite second-wave feminists’ refusal to endorse popular magazines like 
Cleo and Cosmopolitan, the language of liberation and empowerment was 
embedded throughout these publications and certainly featured in teenage 
magazines like Dolly.21

This research also aligns with histories of sexual violence in Australia during 
the 1970s, in order to examine how acts of non-consent and coercion 
were perceived socially and legally. Lisa Featherstone’s crucial research on 
sexual violence in Australia reveals a gradual but steady shift in thinking 
about rape and sexual abuse across the 1970s and 1980s, culminating in 
public recognition of these crimes like never before.22 Women’s liberation 
campaigns  and designated feminist spaces contributed greatly to the 
increased public awareness of the prevalence of sexual violence towards both 
women and children, and this meant defining and understanding both rape 

18	  Fiona Brookes and Peter Kelly, ‘Dolly Girl: Tweenies as Artefacts of Consumption,’ Journal of 
Youth Studies 12, no. 6 (2009): 599–613; Georgia Carr, ‘“Is this normal?” Examining Sex Education 
in a Corpus of Magazine Advice Columns,’ Australian Review of Applied Linguistics 43, no. 2 (2020): 
145–168; Melissa Kang, ‘Sex Files: Exploring Sexuality Through Dolly Magazine,’ Youth Studies Australia 
19, no. 4 (2000): 28–33.
19	  Michelle Arrow, Friday On Our Minds, 136. 
20	  Megan Le Masurier, ‘My Other, My Self: Cleo Magazine and Feminism in 1970s Australia,’ 
Australian Feminist Studies 22, no. 53 (2007): 191.
21	  Megan Le Masurier, ‘Reading the Flesh: Popular Feminism, the Second Wave, and Cleo’s Male 
Centrefold,’ Feminist Media Studies 11, no. 2 (2010): 215–229.
22	  Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 32.
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and the rapist.23 In Joanna Bourke’s seminal work, Rape: A History from 1860 
to the Present, focusing on the UK, US, and Australia, she asks: ‘Does the 
designation “rapist” require a stranger brandishing a knife or will a spouse 
who gradually wears down a “no” meet the necessary conditions?’24 This 
speaks to the articulation of non-consensual experiences I am examining 
within the teenage world—how did Dolly define sexual violence, and where 
was the line drawn between awkward teenage encounters and coerced acts? 
Where earlier research focuses on women’s and children’s experiences of rape 
and abuse, this article examines the in-between period for teenage girls who 
were navigating sex and consent often for the first time.

To look at this nexus between teenage magazines and understandings 
of  sexual violence, I examined issues of Dolly across the period from 
1970–1980 inclusive, with issues distributed monthly. Each issue across 
the decade was examined in full—132 in total—with a particular focus 
on advice columns ‘Dolly Doctor’ and ‘What Should I Do?’, as well as any 
feature articles that considered ideas of sexual intercourse and negotiating 
sexual boundaries. I coded for themes within these issues, resulting in three 
main categories: ‘sexual attitudes of teens’,25 ‘consent’, and ‘underage or 
incestuous’. Across 132 issues (in both feature articles and questions sent into 
the advice columns), there were sixty-seven references to ‘sexual attitudes of 
teens’, twenty references to ‘consent’, and eight references to ‘underage or 
incestuous’. Some of these references are duplicate, because they are in the 
same advice columns or because one article discussed various topics. I then 
engaged in content analysis for each of these themes to examine patterns 
that appeared in the articles, focussing on differences between readers and 
authors, and looking at change across the decade. 

23	  Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 33. For more on how rape was constructed by feminists 
in the 1970s and 1980s see: Susan Brownmiller, Against Our Will: Men, Women and Rape (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 1975); Susan Estrich, Real Rape (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987); 
Germaine Greer, The Female Eunuch (London: Paladin, 1971); Anne Summers, Damned Whores and 
God’s Police: The Colonization of Women in Australia (London: Allen Lane, 1975); Jocelynne Scutt, 
‘Consent in Rape: The Problem of the Marriage Contract,’ Monash University Law Review 3 (1977): 
255–288.
24	  Joanna Bourke, Rape: A History from 1860 to the Present (London: Virago, 2007), 5.
25	  This could have quite a broad meaning, but for the purposes of this research it was specifically related 
to experiences of sex and teenagers commenting on it when writing into advice columns or in articles. For 
example, one teen wrote: ‘Is it bad for a girl to masturbate? I’ve been so frustrated lately as my boyfriend 
has gone away for six months’, in ‘What Should I Do?’, Dolly, October 1971, 69.
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The Teenage Magazine
In Australia, magazines marketed to teenagers—including Dolly, Teens 
Today, Teenage Topics, Hepcats, and Teenagers’ Weekly—were expanding in 
the 1960s and early 1970s, alongside the rise of liberation movements 
that emphasised the importance of rights and freedoms, translating in 
reality to a rise in youth consumerism.26 Although second-wave feminists 
were wary of the patriarchal confines that magazines had the potential to 
reproduce, scholarship since then has highlighted the social importance of 
teen magazines particularly during this period, when socialisation outside 
of immediate face-to-face friendships was limited.27 The emergence of 
distinctive youth cultures developed amidst postwar social and economic 
security for middle-class white teenagers, who were increasingly seen as 
a new demographic in terms of marketing, consumerism, and media.28 This 
new interest in young people translated to the creation of teen magazines 
that targeted adolescents’ recently discovered sense of social agency and 
purchasing power. Tait and Carpenter argue that teenage magazines ‘can 
be regarded as practical manuals which enrol young women to do specific 
kinds of work on themselves’, and Dolly magazine fell into this category of 
self-help through the rhetoric of women’s liberationist empowerment and 
a focus on sexual self-help, as promoted in second-wave circles.29 

Teenage magazines served as an information lifeline for many in Australia 
before mobile phones and the internet became widely accessible. As Melanie 
C. Burns notes, ‘The media acts as an agent of sexual socialisation … This 
is perhaps most potent for teenagers, who may utilise the media as an 
anonymous way to seek out information on particular sexual topics or to 
overcome deficits in school-based education’.30 This element of anonymity 
was particularly crucial for many young women who were pursuing advice 
on embarrassing or taboo topics, including contraception, abortion, and 
rape. The advice offered in teenage magazines gained an authoritative 
significance, supplanting information gathered from traditional sources of 
parents, family GPs, teachers, religious mentors, or other familiar adults. 

26	  Michelle Arrow, Friday on Our Minds: Popular Culture in Australia Since 1945 (Sydney: University 
of NSW Press, 2009), 68; Minton, ‘This is Not Your Mother Speaking,’ 1–2. 
27	  Arrow, Friday on Our Minds, 136; Susan Sheridan, Who Was That Woman? The Australian Women’s 
Weekly in the Postwar Years (Sydney: University of New South Wales Press, 2002), 4.
28	  Minton, ‘This is Not Your Mother Speaking,’ 1–2. 
29	  Tait and Carpenter, ‘Youth, Femininity and Self Shaping,’ 150.
30	  Melanie C. Burns, ‘Mixed Messages: Inconsistent Sexual Scripts in Australian Teenage Magazines 
and Implications for Sexual Health Practices,’ Sex Education 18, no. 2 (2018): 191. 
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The construction of sexuality in these publications was therefore crucial 
for young women understanding themselves and their sexual relationships. 
In  examining letters to the advice pages of Girlfriend magazine—​
a comparable Australian and New Zealand teenage magazine to Dolly—from 
1997 to 2002, Sue Jackson analysed the contradictions in constructions 
of desire, arguing: ‘Girls are hailed as sexual subjects who can be (hetero)
sexually active as long as they are also sexually responsible’.31 This message 
of sexual empowerment through responsibility was evident in Dolly during 
the 1970s, particularly when issues of non-consensual sex arose. 

After the publication of its first issue in 1970, Dolly quickly became the 
most popular teenage magazine in Australia.32 As Minton notes, ‘there was 
nothing on the market that spoke exclusively to the experiences of teen 
girls—until Dolly.’33 While the magazine’s intended audience in the twenty-
first century was ‘tweenies’ (9 to 14 years old), at its inception in 1970 
and throughout its inaugural decade, Dolly catered to a distinctly older 
readership—a readership who were having sex, getting married, sharing 
fertility concerns, and navigating an increasingly sex-saturated media.34 
In the 1970s, Dolly was a self-help resource or a lifeline for those in need 
at a time when little else was available, answering questions such as ‘if you 
become engaged, should you use contraceptives?’, ‘shall I marry him or forget 
him?’, and ‘how’s your sex appeal?’.35 Where Dolly embraced second-wave 
feminist ideals on issues of equal pay for equal work, increasing women’s 
participation in tertiary education, and supporting wide availability of 
contraception and sex education for girls, understandings of consent 
remained rudimentary.36 In the 1970s, there were fewer questions about 
sexual assault or consent than questions about boyfriends or contraception, 
particularly in explicit language; but there were frequent mentions of sexual 
encounters that made young women ‘uncomfortable’, ‘ashamed’, and even 
suicidal because they were coerced.37

31	  Sue Jackson, ‘“I’m 15 and Desperate for Sex”: “Doing” and “Undoing” Desire in Letters to a Teenage 
Magazine,’ Feminism & Psychology 15, no. 3 (2005): 296.
32	  Kang, ‘Sex Files,’ 28.
33	  Minton, ‘This is Not Your Mother Speaking,’ 107. 
34	  Brookes and Kelly, ‘Dolly Girl,’ 599–613.
35	  ‘Frankly Frightening Firsts,’ Dolly, December 1970, 74; ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, September 
1971, 79; ‘How’s Your Sex Appeal?’ Dolly, February 1973, 25. 
36	  Tait and Carpenter, ‘Youth, Femininity and Self Shaping,’ 154.
37	  ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, February 1971, 69.
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Portraying the Perpetrator
Perpetrators of sexual violence during the 1970s were understood in vastly 
different ways to current conceptions of offenders who commit sexual 
assault or rape. As Featherstone notes, ‘rape myths that were heightened by 
gendered and racial denigrations permeated the social and legal landscape 
of the late twentieth century,’ and these rape myths helped construct 
a pervasive, if misinformed, image of the perpetrator.38 A 1972 article on 
convicted rapists in the Australian state of Victoria revealed the prisoners 
in this study fervently believed that ‘one man could not rape a woman 
without using violence’.39 This was not an uncommon perspective in 1970s 
Australia, and indeed was reiterated in social settings and in academic and 
media publications of the time.40 While some theorists and academics were 
attempting to dispel rape myths—particularly that rape could only be 
committed by a stranger and accompanied by physical violence—this did 
not necessarily translate to a tangible shift in social and cultural attitudes 
until the end of the decade.41

The 1977 Final Report on the Royal Commission on Human Relationships 
collated a wide range of national perspectives from community groups, 
professionals, concerned individuals, and government departments in its 
attempts to understand the most common societal problems relating to 
gender, sex, and sexuality. In its section on rape and other sexual offences, 
the report claimed: ‘A woman may be prepared to take part in sexual activity 
short of intercourse, a man may expect that her willingness will extend 
the whole way.’42 This apparently progressive and nuanced understanding 
of the limits of consent was an aberrant insight into sexual violence. But 
the definition continued: ‘The situation described is, however, only one 
aspect of rape and probably represents only a minority of cases. Most rape 
cases involve some degree of aggression and violence’.43 Further, the report 

38	  Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 14.
39	  Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 25; E. J. Hodgens, I. H. McFayden, R. J. Failla, and 
F. M. Daly, ‘The Office of Rape in Victoria,’ Australian and New Zealand Journal of Criminology 5, vol. 4 
(December 1972): 227.
40	  Catherine Kevin, ‘Creative Work: Feminist Representations of Gendered and Domestic Violence 
in 1970s Australia,’ in Remaking Gender, Sexuality, and Culture in 1970s Australia, eds. Michelle Arrow 
and Angela Woollacott (Canberra: ANU Press, 2019), 199–222; Julia Quilter, ‘From “Raptus” to Rape: 
A History of the “Requirements” of Resistance and Injury,’ Law & History 2 (2015): 89–113. 
41	  Brownmiller, Against Our Will, 142–147. 
42	  Elizabeth Evatt, Felix Arnold, and Anne Deveson, Royal Commission on Human Relationships Final 
Report Volume 5 (Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service, 1977), 161.
43	  Evatt, Arnold and Deveson, Royal Commission on Human Relationships, 161.
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described the typical rape offender as ‘usually young, single, ill educated 
and socially deprived’, demonstrating a crucially flawed perception of 
perpetrators.44 While social attitudes would start to change by the very 
end of the decade, the data gathered from 1974 to 1977 presented in the 
report shows that government reporting and attitudes were often slower to 
move. The report from the royal commission highlights a critical weakness 
in researching sexual violence: to study rape and sexual abuse, we rely on 
evidence that has been deemed acceptable from ‘legitimate’ rape cases, 
which necessarily excludes the majority of coercive sex between intimate 
partners. The advice columns of Dolly give a novel insight into these 
coercive encounters, though the encounters themselves were not positioned 
as sexually violent at the time. 

When discussing sexual violence within the pages of Dolly itself, the image 
of the perpetrator was constructed as an aggressive stranger, a dirty old man, 
or a gang of thugs. The act of rape with physical violence was considered 
to be one of the only forms of ‘legitimate’ sexual violence, with limited 
consideration of coercive practices, the influence of alcohol, or the inability 
to say no. In a 1974 feature article, ‘Rape: The Aftermath’, Dolly explicitly 
separated sexual assault into two categories of ‘legitimate’ rape and victim-
encouraged assault: ‘Sometimes she is the sudden victim of a vicious pack 
rape. At other times she might have unwittingly invited the attack, through 
ignorance’.45 The suggestion that the only genuine form of rape must 
be a violent encounter committed by multiple people, or else the victim 
encouraged the assault, was part of the social environment that discouraged 
young women from reporting these crimes and believing these incidents 
were criminal in the first place. The article went on to advise:

The important point is not to place yourself in a situation where you 
may be raped. In other words, don’t hitchhike, don’t accept lifts from 
strangers, don’t hang around dark and lonely places, don’t forget to 
tell your folks or flat-mate where you are going and with whom and 
don’t lead a bloke on if you don’t mean it.46 

All of the stories provided were the experiences of young women who 
had been raped violently by strangers, and most of them were pack rapes. 
The article failed to articulate that sexual violence could be committed 
by romantic partners, and that coerced sex was still non-consensual sex; 

44	  Evatt, Arnold and Deveson, Royal Commission on Human Relationships, 162. 
45	  Wild, ‘Rape: The Aftermath,’ 64. 
46	  Wild, ‘Rape: The Aftermath,’ 65. 



Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 29

22

in this way, the article represented common public understandings inherent 
to 1970s Australia. The victim-blaming rhetoric appearing in this article 
permeated the pages of the magazine throughout the decade, reinforcing the 
notion that real rape was only committed by particular perpetrators under 
a very limited set of circumstances.47 

Coerced Sex
Despite the construction of perpetrators as violent strangers, by far the most 
common experience of non-consensual sexual activity reported in Dolly was 
committed by boyfriends or male friends known to the victim-survivor. 
Using the language available to them at the time, young women wrote to 
the ‘Dolly Doctor’ and ‘What Should I Do?’ advice columns describing 
experiences of sexual violence or misconduct.48 Non-consensual intimate 
behaviour in a boyfriend-girlfriend relationship was viewed in ways that were 
potentially damaging to young women’s understandings of normative sexual 
experiences. The questions were centred on their own behaviour and how 
they might be perceived by their boyfriends and other young people in their 
lives, rather than highlighting the violation of consent they had experienced. 
This perspective was reflected not only by readers who wrote in seeking 
advice but by the advice columnists themselves, often using the language of 
women’s liberation that suggested teenage girls and young women should be 
able to walk away from dangerous situations and make the right choices to 
empower themselves. Despite this discursive move towards ‘empowerment’, 
young women continued to be positioned as moral guardians who were 
responsible for sex in relationships—a remainder from decades past.49 Too 
frequently, when a reader would ask for help regarding an experience of 
sexual violence, the advice centred on disengaging from the situation and 
chastising the young woman for exposing herself to danger when she should 
be exercising her newfound social power in romantic relationships. This was 

47	  ‘5 Men Talk About Sex and You,’ 28–29; Gordon, ‘Virginity: It Matters,’ 46–47; Suzanne, 
‘Virginity: No It Doesn’t,’ 46–47; ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, April 1971, 30–31; ‘What Should I Do?’ 
Dolly, July 1971, 76; ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, October 1971, 69; Wild, ‘Rape: The Aftermath,’ 
64–66; ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, February 1975, 70; ‘Dolly Doctor,’ Dolly, August 1975, 76; ‘What 
Should I Do?’ Dolly, May 1977, 67; ‘Dolly Doctor,’ Dolly, July 1977, 73; ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, 
February 1978, 72; ‘Dolly Doctor,’ Dolly, December 1978, 82; ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, May 1979, 
76; ‘Dolly Doctor,’ Dolly, July 1979, 73; ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, September 1979, 81; ‘What Should 
I Do?’ Dolly, February 1980, 85.
48	  The ‘Dolly Doctor’ column in the 1970s was written by Dr John Knight (alias James Wright), and 
the ‘What Should I Do?’ column by Kate Samperi (alias Catherine Thomas). 
49	  Minton, ‘This is Not Your Mother Speaking,’ 37–39.
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a seemingly contradictory combination of old and new: employing modern 
ideas of empowerment in response to sexual harassment or violence, while 
still holding young women accountable for managing sexual restraint in 
relationships. The advice given also focused on the victim’s actions and 
how to avoid risky situations in future, with little blame attributed to the 
perpetrator even in situations with explicit physical violence. Notions of 
women’s empowerment being promulgated by the magazine at the time 
extended to the insurmountable task of preventing or halting sexual assault 
through being assertive and setting firm boundaries. 

Examples of non-consensual experiences ranged from emotionally 
manipulative to physically violent encounters and resulted in either coerced 
consent or retracted consent. In coercing sex, perpetrators would pressure 
the victim into submitting to their demands against their will. Young 
women would set their boundaries when engaging in sexual activity with 
a partner and often find those boundaries were transgressed through coercive 
tactics. The most common manipulative strategies included: perpetrators 
claiming there was a physical need to have sex or else it would be medically 
injurious; threatening to find another sexual partner who would willingly 
have penetrative intercourse; or alleging that emotional love could only 
be quantified through physical expression. In citing this excuse of medical 
need, one reader wrote in:

Q: I have a worrisome problem. My boyfriend and I often indulge 
in heavy petting. When he wants to go “all the way” I refuse, not 
wishing to run the risk of pregnancy. He claims that I am being cruel 
to him and that my constant refusal could cause him physical harm. 
Is this true, and what should I do?

A: Not indulging in actual intercourse will not and cannot cause 
physical harm to your boyfriend. He is merely saying that to further 
his own ends. However, if you both get yourselves in compromising 
situations, you are being foolish to yourselves, and the temptations 
are very high.50

While ‘Dolly Doctor’ acknowledges the fallacy of physical harm being 
caused by not going ‘all the way’, the advice given does not recognise the 
coercive nature of the boyfriend’s demands. Blame is attributed to both 
the  reader and her boyfriend for being in ‘compromising situations’. 
They are chastised as ‘foolish’, rather than given a serious examination of 

50	  ‘Dolly Doctor,’ Dolly, December 1978, 82.



Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 29

24

manipulative adolescent relationships. Other readers wrote in with similar 
concerns: ‘Is it true that once someone has had sex, they cannot live without 
it? My boyfriend says this is true,’ and asked if penetrative intercourse is 
necessary ‘to satisfy his “sexual needs”’.51 Reminiscent of nineteenth-
century theories of hydraulic sexuality, the misconception of ‘blue balls’—
the physical need for men to have sex resulting in ejaculation—continued 
through to the 1970s in new discursive ways and was used to pressure 
young women into submitting to penetrative intercourse.52 Dolly’s advice 
columnists dismissed these ideas as false, but did not necessarily assist young 
women in articulating these counterarguments to their sexual partners or in 
educating young men themselves.53 

Young men threatening to seek sexual encounters outside their romantic 
relationship if their girlfriends did not submit to intercourse was not 
uncommon. In one example, a reader admitted: ‘I need help badly. I’m 17 
and was going with a boy for three months. He asked me for sex and said 
if I didn’t he’d find another girl. So I agreed … Now I’ve discovered that 
I’m two months pregnant.’54 In asking for guidance on pregnancy matters, 
this reader revealed that her situation originated through a coerced sexual 
encounter, though she appeared largely untroubled by this manipulation 
as she also added ‘I don’t want to lose my guy’ because of the pregnancy.55 
There was tacit acknowledgement of inappropriate behaviour in the advice 
columnist’s answer, as she noted: ‘You would be wise to get rid of this 
boy—he doesn’t sound like very good news to me and could cause you 
grief ’.56 The reduction of assault to ‘the causing of grief ’ reflects the way 
sexual violence was understood as a personal problem at this time, and 
not necessarily as a structural issue that allowed young men to continue to 
offend. In recommending getting ‘rid of this boy’, there was an assumed 
level of agency bestowed upon the seventeen-year-old reader and limited 
accountability for the perpetrator, as though breaking up with him would 
resolve the issue in its entirety. 

51	  ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, September 1979, 81.
52	  Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 47–48. 
53	  Teenage boys and young men were reading Dolly at this time (though to what extent is hard to 
ascertain), as evidenced through them writing into Dolly’s advice columns. For example, see ‘What Should 
I Do?’ Dolly, July 1971, 76; ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, April 1971, 30.
54	  ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, May 1979, 76.
55	  ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, May 1979, 76.
56	  ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, May 1979, 76.
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Another reader was concerned about her boyfriend seeking intercourse 
outside their relationship because of her unwillingness to have penetrative 
sex. She wrote: ‘I am fifteen and have been going with a guy for four weeks. 
He keeps asking me to have sex with him, but I’m not ready yet. He says 
if I don’t he knows a girl who will’.57 The advice was: ‘He’s using a form 
of blackmail to make you say yes, so don’t be fooled … So tell him to 
go chase a kite’.58 Although there is recognition of wrongdoing through 
acknowledging manipulative tactics as ‘blackmail’, the repeated advice to 
simply cease contact with the perpetrators—‘tell him to go chase a kite’—
fails to take seriously the coercive control that dominated these adolescent 
relationships.

The most common question in my sample of twenty articles that referenced 
consent in Dolly centred around love and sex: 

A lot of sad young ladies have persuaded themselves that sexual 
relationships are necessary because they fear that nobody will love 
them if they don’t. Maybe they’ve been treated to too many ‘if you 
loved me, you’d sleep with me’ routines.59 

This commentary from author Chantelle Gordon in a feature article on 
virginity demonstrates the incongruous attitudes towards sex and individual 
agency that expected young women to balance on the tightrope between 
being too sexual and too frigid, assuming they had power to navigate this. 
Young women were chided as ‘sad’ and ‘foolish’ if they capitulated to their 
boyfriends’ sexual demands, with little mention of the social and legal 
frameworks—victim-blaming, barriers to reporting, and limited convictions 
for sexual violence, for example—that supported men’s entitlement to their 
partners’ bodies.60 These ‘if you loved me, you’d sleep with me’ routines 
relied on social expectations of girls’ naivety in courtship, and sometimes 
physical force, to coerce young women into sex. 

There are some particularly harrowing examples of sexual violence that are 
not recognised as such by either the reader or the advice columnist. Young 
women seeking advice on incidents that occurred under the influence of 
alcohol or drugs received reprimands for their irresponsible behaviour: 

57	  ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, February 1980, 85.
58	  ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, February 1980, 85.
59	  Gordon, ‘Virginity: It Matters,’ Dolly, March 1971, 46–47.
60	  Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 14. 
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Q: My boyfriend and I went to a party, and I drank a lot of beer 
and got drunk. My boyfriend took me back to my flat and put me 
down on the bed and that’s all I remember. The next day I went to 
my doctor. He examined me and said I was pregnant. My boyfriend 
came around and said that he’d got me pregnant because he loved 
me. Then, he proposed. Shall I say yes or not? – Terribly Frightened.

A: Say yes if you love him, no if you don’t. But your drunkenness 
had nothing to do with your pregnancy. You were already pregnant 
at least a few weeks before you tossed down all that booze. Pregnancy 
is impossible to detect till sometimes a month after conception.61

This submission from ‘Terribly Frightened’ detailed what is now recognisable 
to us as rape. She could not consent to sex under the influence of alcohol 
and was not able to recall what happened because of the amount she had 
consumed. Her boyfriend confessed to having sex with her while she 
was unconscious but because he couched this as an act of love it was not 
perceived as a sexually violent act. In fact, it was not the non-consensual 
intercourse that instilled anxiety in ‘Terribly Frightened’; it was the prospect 
of pregnancy and marriage that was more daunting. Despite the nature of 
this interaction, the advice columnist still assumed a tone of rebuke for the 
young woman’s inebriation and did not identify this experience as non-
consensual, instead focusing on the process of conception. By not addressing 
the abusive nature of the encounter, the advice columnist reinforced the 
normalisation of sexual violence in intimate relationships. 

Even when sexual assault occurred with physical violence, it was still 
understood to be within the accepted boundaries of a romantic relationship: 

Q: My boyfriend (at least I thought he was my boyfriend) took me 
out one night, and afterwards we went to a park. He asked me to 
take off my clothes, but I said no. He got very violent and ripped 
off my blouse and then my bra. He tried to get the rest off too, but I 
stopped him. After a while, he simmered down and then he took me 
back to his place and patched me up. He told me that he was sorry, 
and that he loved me a lot. Until this happened, I thought I loved 
him. Now, I’m not sure. What do you think? – Hurt. 

A: What were you doing before he started ripping off your clothes? 
Whatever it was don’t do it anymore ... and stay out of dark parks. 
Otherwise, be prepared to take the consequences.62

61	  ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, October 1971, 69.
62	  ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, April 1971, 30–31.
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This example demonstrates the ubiquitous rationalisation of ‘love’ that 
was often used to assuage the victim after an assault. Declaring love after 
sexual violence worked to continue a cycle of abuse, particularly evident 
in adolescent relationships in Dolly’s advice columns where the difference 
between love and sex was represented as ambiguous. Here, ‘Hurt’ highlights 
the physical violence she experienced at the hands of her boyfriend, yet the 
advice offered not only did not attribute fault to the perpetrator but 
reprimanded the victim for inviting the assault. ‘Be prepared to take the 
consequences’ emphasises the perceived agency attributed to the victim in 
these situations, as though women were always empowered to withdraw 
from violent situations if they so desired. 

Underage and Incestuous Incidents
The situations in which coercive sexual encounters were acknowledged 
demonstrated clear violations of socially accepted boundaries, most notably 
incest and significantly older men with underaged girls. Still, this did 
not necessarily equate to an identification of non-consensual behaviour 
or sexual violence when these incidents occurred. Rather than signifying 
the criminality of incestuous assault or underage relationships, the advice 
columnist would insist young women remove themselves from the situation 
in a continuation of the rhetoric of empowerment. Further, advice given 
would always be to discreetly let a parent know and to comment on the 
inappropriateness of the incident: 

Q: I’m only thirteen but desperately in love with a married man of 
29. He says he’ll marry me when I’m 18. Should I wait that long? 
I know I could because I love him so much. But I’m terrified in case 
my parents find out about us and stop me from seeing him. 

A: That’s a fear you can lose straight away by telling them about 
him. And you really ought to do so – you’re simply too young to 
handle a situation in which an older, experienced man has absolutely 
no concern for you or your future. If he cared for you in any way 
he’d set you free to grow up, not tie you to meaningless promises of 
marriage. If you can’t see this clearly enough now to break up with 
him, then perhaps you need your parents’ help to avoid a lot of 
sadness later on.63

63	  ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, February 1980, 85.
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Although this reader was under the age of consent and was seeing a man 
who was more than twice her age, the advice still centred on the inexperience 
and naivety of the young woman rather than the crime being committed 
by the perpetrator. The perpetrator was still not imagined as sexually 
violent here, as notions of ‘love’ were involved and he was not physically 
violent with the teenager. The insistence that the reader tell her parents 
reveals the prevalence of concealment of sexual crimes; there was a tendency 
to ‘sweep it under the rug’ and ‘keep it in the family’ when dealing with 
inappropriate sexual relationships. This was particularly evident in cases of 
incestuous sexual violence:

Q: I am 17, and my sisters are 18 and 20. I also have a brother who is 
15. Our parents are separated, and all four of us live with Mum. One 
night, I caught my brother outside the bathroom. He was looking 
in at my sister through a small hole while she was taking a shower. 
He also watches us through a hole in the roof. I patched the hole, but 
he broke it open. He knows that I know, but have not said anything 
to him. 

A: Quietly and undramatically, take your brother aside and tell him 
that you know what he’s doing and you’d like him to stop. If you 
don’t make a big thing out of it, he’ll probably stop peering at you. 
But if it continues, tell your mother.64

While the advice to inform a parent was consistent with acknowledgement 
of wrongdoing, there was a tacit understanding that simply telling the 
perpetrator to stop would be redress enough. Also embedded in this advice 
was an implicit notion of sexual violence victims being too dramatic or 
causing a fuss: the rhetoric of ‘quietly and undramatically’ and ‘don’t make 
a big thing out of it’ suggests that handling this subtly was more important 
than seeking justice for the voyeuristic violations of the perpetrator, or the 
victims’ safety in their own home.

Victims of rape by a family member received limited useful advice, as in 
the following example, which failed to acknowledge the severe nature 
of the incident described: 

Q: I am now 16. When I was aged six, my uncle (aged 18) had 
intercourse with me. I didn’t understand about this until much later. 
Now I am terrified that this may make me pregnant, even though 

64	  ‘What Should I Do?’, Dolly, July 1971, 76.
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“If you loved me, you’d sleep with me”

it happened a long time ago. What are the chances of this? Also, 
could it cause any internal damage that will prevent me from having 
children in the future? Di. 

A: The incident is passed, and could not possibly make you pregnant 
currently. Chances of internal damage occurring are not high, for 
symptoms would have taken place at the time. If you have any 
worries, go see your family doctor, and have a pelvic examination 
done to make certain you are normal—which I think you will be.65

Where coerced sex in an established intimate relationship was more difficult 
to define, the example here was unquestionably a crime that was recognised 
at the time. ‘The incident is passed’ was an indirect way to propose moving 
forward through suppression of the experience, dismissing the idea of legal 
repercussions for the perpetrator. This was quite common in situations of 
interfamilial sexual violence before and during the 1970s, as Featherstone 
notes ‘in one study on unreported rape in the 1970s it was found that incest 
had the lowest reporting of all forms of rape and sexual assault’.66 Further, 
these types of incestuous assaults were treated with a reluctance to prosecute 
by professionals and families alike, as ‘fear over family break-up seems to 
have been prioritised over care for the child’.67 In dismissing this traumatic 
case as one primarily of medical concern, ‘Dolly Doctor’ reinforced a culture 
of silence and concealment of sexual violence within the family.

Conclusion
Reflecting common understandings of the social landscape of the 1970s, 
these advice columns provided an invaluable source of information to 
young women who could not access sexual knowledge in other spaces. 
But experiences of sexual violence inflicted upon young women who then 
sought help from Dolly’s advice columns were minimised while their role 
as ‘sexually irresponsible’ participants was amplified. There were concrete 
perceptions of rape that included physical violence and shadowy strangers, 
and encounters that resided outside these bounds were not deemed as 
serious or worthy of complaint in the same way. With the newfound social 
freedoms of the time, adolescent relationships became a breeding ground 
for coercive sexual practices that were left unchallenged in the pages of 

65	  ‘Dolly Doctor,’ Dolly, August 1975, 76.
66	  Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 113.
67	  Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 118.
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Dolly. Lines between messy teenage experiences and sexual violence were 
not clearly demarcated, and young women were often chastised for being 
‘a little fool!’ with their boyfriends when they were experimenting with 
sex.68 Instead of a safe place to receive understanding advice, these columns 
proved to be fraught with victim-blaming rhetoric and limited practical 
advice for navigating relationships and addressing trauma, as was the norm 
for sex advice at the time.

Where previous scholarship has examined Australian teenage magazines by 
focusing on sex education, consumerism, and second-wave feminism, this 
article is specifically concerned with sexual consent and discursive attempts 
to define violent sexual experiences. Feminists of the 1970s largely drove the 
movements for law reform around sexual violence and campaigned for more 
appropriate sex education that addresses the inherent complexities involved 
in navigating sexual experiences, particularly for young people. Despite this 
focus, there were limited resources for teenagers navigating both sex for the 
first time and continued sexual relationships with their romantic partners. 
As one of the only interactional lifelines available to teens at the time, Dolly 
did address issues of consent; however, views expressed within the magazine 
were limited to nascent understandings of consent and often put the onus 
of sexual responsibility on young women. While this language of liberation 
and empowerment was useful for communicating most feminist issues to 
teens—equal pay, higher education, and abortion rights campaigns, for 
example—framing consent in this way positioned young women as equally 
liable for men’s behaviour during sexual experiences. In this way, feminist 
rhetoric used within Dolly served to both help and hinder teenage girls in 
understanding sex and consent.

68	  ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, July 1971, 76.
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Abstract
This review essay examines three recent works about global or 
world histories of feminism and gender struggle, considering 
their methodological frames and epistemological reflections, their 
approaches to temporality and periodisation, how they define what 
count as feminisms in their studies, their geo-cultural breadth and 
temporal depth, the authorial or editorial process that informed 
them, and the purposes of their histories in relation to feminist 
agendas. The three works are considered here together because they 
all tackle in differing ways the same important problem of how to 
write global and world histories of feminism and gender—addressing 
questions of how to make breadth coherent, how to include subjects 
who are under-represented in the archives, and how to bridge 
conceptual differences in how gender struggle has been understood 
in diverse historical contexts. The word ‘feminist’ became globalised 
only in the early twentieth century, so how can historians trace 
forms of challenge to gender power that occurred prior to this time 
or in cultures that had no engagement with the Western political 
movement of women’s rights? All works discussed provide a variety 
of ways of addressing these challenges, in addition to advancing the 
still-unusual adoption of world and global approaches to historical 
inquiry in considering multiple different cultures and their relations 
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to one another. All three works provide important answers to the 
questions of how gender struggle became necessary, possible to 
imagine, and able to take so many forms. 

* * *
The 2020s have already seen the appearance of numerous new and revised 
works on the global or world history of women, gender, and feminism that 
have challenged the continuing norms of historical inquiry as a form of 
research focussed narrowly on culturally or geographically specific contexts.1 
This is most likely a product of the convergence of several broad and 
distinct trends—the increased global media attention to general matters of 
sexual harassment, gender violence and transgender rights, and the growth 
of gender  history and gender studies programs in universities globally, 
along with the increased historiographic enthusiasm for global and world 
methodologies. As two scholars involved in teaching, research and research-
training in the fields of women, gender, sexuality and feminist histories, 
it seemed to us a timely moment to review three recent such works together 
and to reflect on the methodological innovations and challenges they 
represent. Three specific challenges we have identified in these works refer to 
periodisation and temporal orders, to locating gender struggles that predated 
or are not generally considered culturally assimilable to feminism, and to 
defining the intercultural relationships between geographically dispersed 
phenomena. As university teachers, we are often tasked with the training of 
emerging historians in the appropriate methods for studying women, gender, 
sexuality and feminisms of the past; and so from this perspective we have 
closely attended to the methodological and instructive insights these new 
works provide. As researchers ourselves, interested in the way ideas about 
women, gender, sexuality and feminism have traversed different cultures 
and locales, or been translated across languages, social classes or empires, we 
are excited to observe the burgeoning of scholarship that attends to precisely 
such questions of intercultural transmission and entanglement. The broad 
scope of global and world histories poses challenges for many historians, for 
whom the expectation of a specific level of granular detail is often normalised 
within our discipline. We are respectively interested in the ‘Feminism—
What Is It?’ question posed in the first part of the Smith and Robinson 
compendium, discussed below, approaching it on the one hand through the 
localised study of conservative feminist activism and on the other through 

1	  Peter Stearns, Gender in World History, 4th ed. (New York: Routledge, 2022); Merry Wiesener-Hanks, 
Gender in History: Global Perspectives, 3rd ed. (Chichester: Wiley, 2022).
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the historical study of women who responded to medical discourses about 
their physiology and psychology. Historian readers of these works must bear 
in mind that, in expanding their reach, global and world histories cannot 
also provide the same level of detail as works focussed on singular contexts. 
Nonetheless, these three differing approaches to scholarship on global or 
world histories of feminisms and gender struggle provide some valuable 
insights into what may work best for the unique challenges of this genre. 
The lesson may be summarised as this: large and unwieldy temporal and 
geographic frames require countermeasures of narrative yoking, thematic 
weaving, case-study exemplification, or a focus on the intercultural and 
relational dimensions of specific groups or individuals within the global.

The terms ‘global’ and ‘world’ history are commonly used in diverse ways. 
In reviewing these three recent works, we have kept in mind the distinction 
often made between the two terms, in which ‘global’ is taken to refer to the 
movement of specific phenomena between different cultures or world regions, 
hence being more or less interchangeable with the word ‘intercultural’, and 
often attending to the role of intermediary figures and to the transformation 
and differentiation of the specific phenomena in their movement between 
diverse locales, contexts, nations or languages.2 The term ‘world’, on the other 
hand, is less often used in this specific sense, and more often refers to work 
merely encompassing, or sometimes comparing, several distinct regions, 
often with reference to empires, international organisations or trends such 
as globalisation, and often with an emphasis on world regions extending 
well beyond the European West.3 In practice, though, many historians 
work with both approaches.4 World history is relatively common in the 
genre of edited volumes, since these are books bringing multiple authors 
from different areas of specialism together in a compendium anthology of 
case examples grouped around a central transcultural theme. Other edited 
volumes on the history of gender and feminism of broad geo-cultural scope 
have alternatively used the term ‘transnational’,5 or even ‘comparative’.6  

2	  Diego Olstein, Thinking History Globally, Thinking Globalization Historically (London: Palgrave, 
2015).
3	  Ross E. Dunn, Laura J. Mitchell & Kerry Wand, eds., The New World History: A Field Guide for 
Teachers and Researchers (Oakland: University of California Press).
4	  Jürgen Osterhammel, Unfabling the East: The Enlightenment’s Encounter with Asia, trans. Robert Savage 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019); Jürgen Osterhammel & Sebastian Conrad, An Emerging 
Modern World, 1750-1870 (Cambridge MA: Belknap Press, 2018).
5	  Clare Midgley, Alison Twells & Julie Carlier, eds, Women in Transnational History: Connecting the 
Local and the Global (Abingdon: Taylor & Francis, 2016).
6	  Dörte Lerp, & Ulrike Linder, eds, New Perspectives on the History of Gender and Empire: Comparative 
and Global Approaches (London: Bloomsbury, 2018).
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Unsurprisingly then, the anthology approach is found most notably in the 
edited volume we discuss here, while the two monographs evince a more 
targeted exploration of the intercultural dimensions of gender or feminism 
in history. 

Smith and Robinson, eds, The Routledge 
Global History of Feminism

The Routledge Global History of Feminism is the largest of the works we 
consider, an anthology under the collaborative editorship of two important 
feminist historians: Bonnie G. Smith is the esteemed author of numerous 
books, perhaps most notably the ground-breaking monograph The Gender 
of History (2000), which unpacked the very historical gendering of the 
emergent discipline of nineteenth-century historical studies in the West, 
with its attendant long-term legacies for the place of women scholars within 
the academic discipline.7 She also previously edited a similar anthology 
to the current volume, but focussed on recent global feminisms since 1945.8 
The other editor of the current volume is Nova Robinson, a relatively early-
career historian of Middle Eastern women and feminism, with specialist 
expertise in the role of international organisations. Their encyclopaedic 
collection offers the exciting prospect of a multiplicity of historical 
narratives about a diverse set of feminisms and gender politics over a long 
time. The sheer breadth of topics and authors makes it difficult to include 
a sustained, linked argument throughout, which is less a criticism than a 
general observation about the character of such compendia. A necessity, 
then, is a strong organising principle that reins in the disparate topics 
covered and provides both a comprehensive approach and a collection 
that is easily sampled by those seeking information on specific topics. The 
editors achieve this balance with five main sections that are subdivided 
further into subsections. While this organisation is coherent, it does also 
permit a significant amount of overlap, which a different structure might 
have avoided. In addition, the book’s nearly 600 pages cover so many 
aspects of current global feminism as to lose sight, at times, of the historical 
perspective implied in the title. The fact that many of the contributors 
clearly come from disciplinary backgrounds other than history perhaps 

7	  Bonnie G. Smith, The Gender of History: Men, Women and Historical Practice (Cambridge MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2000).
8	  Bonnie G. Smith, ed., Global Feminisms since 1945 (New York: Routledge, 2000).
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reflects the editors’ ambition to make the collection more broadly accessible 
(although the Introduction does not state this as an aim). This approach 
carries the risk of making it less relevant for historians who will generally 
want to know about the historical sources used and how the authors have 
managed the complexity of interpreting past difference—details not always 
provided by the authors in the volume. Like many works of such broad 
scope, this collection, in attempting to be all things to all people, is not 
always successful at addressing the specific expectations of any of the 
disciplines to which it might appeal. 

The global nature of the collection—as well as its emphasis on transnational 
feminism—is nevertheless highly praiseworthy considering the enormous 
task of integrating feminist studies from such diverse perspectives. The 
conceptual integration provides cohesion and gives space to the important 
topics that have driven feminist theory in the global context and in recent 
historical analysis. Because, despite our best efforts, historians always tend to 
remain most enthralled by the time and place of our chosen specialisations, 
such a collection is certainly welcome for scholars looking for material outside 
their own contextual expertise, and which extends beyond the dominance 
of Anglo-American feminism. The scope of the historical chapters enables 
us to see the extent of feminist and proto-feminist activity over millennia, 
resisting the tendency to adopt a limited teleological narrative that identifies 
milestones along a shorter path. It is nonetheless not always clear where 
certain chapters fit within the ‘history’ of the book’s title, focussing instead 
substantially on present-day concerns. Chapters tend to repeat similar 
discussion of several key themes, albeit mostly using different examples. 
Certainly, these are important themes, including colonialism, post-
colonialism and intersectionality, to name those that recur most frequently. 
Repetition is perhaps inevitable in a collection in which each chapter must 
also be able to stand alone, but some consolidation of this space might have 
been achieved, for example, with more robust and narrower categorisation, 
so that discussions of key themes are grouped more clearly together. 

As is also to be expected in a collection such as this one, a lot of weight 
is given to the emergence of feminism in colonised and post-colonial 
countries. This is a most welcome focus, but more discussion of gender 
relations and patriarchal structures that predated colonisation in some of 
these societies would have been valuable. Instead, familiar discourses are 
critically historicised only in terms of the coloniser, thus implying erroneously 
that imperialism is the starting point of all patriarchal systems. Certainly, 
colonial and imperialist ideologies have often helped to reinforce existing 
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gender inequalities, or have generated novel forms of sexual exploitation 
and exoticism in many of the societies they affected; but they have also, 
at times, stood in tension with traditional gender mores and religious 
conservatisms that restricted women’s lives or diminished their intelligence, 
resulting in forms of feminism that also were complicit with colonial and 
imperial regimes.9 A more nuanced exploration of these murky complexities 
would be desirable. 

The collection is divided into five parts. Part 1, ‘Feminism—What Is It?’, 
examines the definitional conundrums with which every feminist historian 
must grapple before sitting down to write. Susan Kingsley Kent’s opening 
chapter in this section displays a comprehensive knowledge of feminism 
throughout the British Empire in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
Her overview, ranging across this, as well as African-American traditions, 
transgender feminism and postmodernism, is a very rich way to begin the 
long trajectory of this book—rich in its broad purview that includes some 
interesting detail but is somewhat cursory elsewhere. For example, in the 
discussion of Anglo-American feminism of the mid-twentieth century, we 
would like to have seen more made of the connection between Women’s 
Liberation (WLM) and other liberation movements. Consciousness-raising, 
an exercise deriving from Marxism via the New Left (along with the other 
New Left influences Kent mentions), indicates how thoroughly grounded 
the WLM was in New Left radicalism but, importantly, how it needed to 
transcend it to gain its ultimately very broad political reach. 

Bonnie Smith’s chapter 2, ‘Foundations, Elements, Roots’, offers a sweep 
from the Axial Age to the present, handled with Smith’s characteristic talent 
for longue durée narrative. This smorgasbord of feminist chronology is 
almost too difficult to digest, incorporating a discussion of postmodernism 
and of Western liberal ideas of rights, critiques of these from the Global 
South, as well as a brief discussion of African-American literature. Valentine 
Moghadam’s chapter 3, ‘Varieties of Feminist Activism’, is equally broad, 
although focussed on contemporary history and even current events, such 
as the COVID-19 pandemic. Moghadam tackles the important issue of 
groups that do not identify as feminist, but represent what we, in twenty-
first-century historical studies, would count as such, for instance, women 

9	  Carolyn J. Eichner, Feminism’s Empire (New York: Cornell University Press, 2022); Félix Boggio 
Ewanjé-Epée & Stella Magliani-Belkacem, Les féministes blanches et l’empire (Paris: Fabrique, 2012); 
Antoinette Burton, Burdens of History: British Feminists, Indian Women, and Imperial Culture, 1865-
1915 (Chapel Hill: University of North Caroline Press, 1994).
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against fascism in Greece, Portugal and Spain in the mid-1970s, and 
Muslim women who, without identifying as feminists, have nonetheless 
opposed male authoritarianism and the belittling of women. In other 
works, nuanced thinking about whether or not the extent to which the 
struggle for gender rights is enmeshed with postcolonial struggles in the 
present time has been elegantly explored in a sociological volume recently 
edited by scholars at the University of Bielefeld in Germany.10 In a book 
about the global history of feminism one would expect a fine line to be trod 
between neither assuming the universality of feminism, nor assuming that 
only the modern West has had anything resembling it. In other words, there 
is a tension between recalling that the European-specific formulation of 
the category of ‘feminism’ should not be imposed unreflectively on diverse 
cultural expressions of resistance or activism that were conceived on entirely 
different grounds, and the belief that the category must encompass a diverse 
array of cultures in the recognition that women’s political and intellectual 
struggles have indeed occurred in many different historical times and 
cultural contexts. In this regard, Moghadam’s chapter does not disappoint, 
tying in well with the title of this section, ‘Feminism—What Is it?’. At the 
same time, it demonstrates how the book is pulled in several directions, 
creating productive tensions within its conceptual formulation.

Part 2, ‘Historical Perspectives’, is a strangely named section in a book 
whose title purports that the whole book has a historical rationale. Apart 
from the occasional reference to debates about the nature of feminism, such 
as ‘equality’ versus ‘difference’, the chapters in this section do not analyse the 
evolution of different eras or forms of feminist thought in as much depth as 
one might expect for a section devoted to feminist history. There are some 
exceptions, such as Mika Ahuvia and Rena Lauer’s chapter 5 on the pre-
modern world. Motherhood appears here as an empowering state, with the 
authors describing the familiar duality of maternalist perspectives as both a 
possible weapon of patriarchy, but also of feminist activism. For instance, 
the tensions between education as something harnessed by patriarchy and 
women’s use of it to gain power is well explored through the example of 
Chinese women expanding their obligation to study ancient Chinese texts 
to ‘know how to do their duty’ toward a richer understanding of themselves 
and their bodies.11 

10	  Alexandra Scheele, Julia Roth, Heidemarie Winkel eds, Global Contestations of Gender Rights 
(Bielefeld: Bielefeld University Press, 2022).
11	  Mika Ahuvia, Rena Lauer, ‘The Premodern World’, in The Routledge Global History of Feminism, ed. 
Bonnie G. Smith and Nova Robinson (London: Routledge, 2022), 83.
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Part 3, ‘Regional Thought and Activism’ incorporates a wide-ranging 
discussion that is not limited to history. Historical material is incorporated 
into a section that focusses more on contemporary history and the present 
than on the long view. Chapter 11, ‘East Asia’, by UNSW historian Louise 
Edwards, UTS politics scholar Kyungja Jung and UNSW Japanese media 
scholar Sally McLaren, demonstrates one of the greatest strengths of 
compendia such as this one: bringing into focus the feminist campaigns 
beyond dominant European and settler societies. This chapter reminds 
us that the feminist stories many in the West like to tell about the past 
are specific, not universal; nor are they often unique. Everyone has heard 
of foot-binding, but how many, beyond specialists in the relevant fields, 
know when and how it was stopped?12 Or that the window-smashing made 
famous in the campaigns of England’s suffragettes had their equivalents in 
China at the same time?13 Or that one of the world’s largest women-only 
universities, the prestigious Ewha Woman’s University in South Korea, was 
formed in the late nineteenth century?14 

Haejeong Hazel Hahn’s chapter 21, ‘Empire and Colonialism’ highlights the 
difficulty with a coloniser/colonised binary construction in its observation 
that ‘empires are not monolithic’.15 Well-chosen case studies are discussed 
in sufficient depth to make them meaningful, although some confusion is 
created by the inclusion of a German and an English feminist in the section 
‘Feminism in the French Empire’.16 In contrast, the section ‘Feminism in 
Vietnam, Korea, the United States, Japan, and China’ is too broad to give 
an accurate picture of these societies, particularly when the US (on which 
most scholarship has been written) is added to the mix. 

On the other hand, parts 4 and 5, ‘Topics in Feminism’, I and II respectively, 
cover subjects that are fascinating and valuable but, taking up roughly two-
fifths of the book, are considerably less historical and repeat some subjects 
without providing much in the way of greater depth. Part 4, importantly, 
deals with the relationship between feminism and large political 
movements, notably nationalism and socialism, essential components of 
any comprehensive global feminist history. However, more could have been 
made of the way feminists have also been actively invested in nationalism, 

12	  Louise Edwards, Kyungja Jung, Sally McLaren, ‘East Asia’, in The Routledge Global History of 
Feminism, 168–70.
13	  Edwards, Jung and McLaren, ‘East Asia’ in The Routledge Global History of Feminism, 171.
14	  Edwards, Jung and McLaren, ‘East Asia’ in The Routledge Global History of Feminism, 173.
15	  Haejong Hazel Hahn, ‘Empire and Colonialism’, in The Routledge Global History of Feminism, 321.
16	  Hahn, ‘Empire and Colonialism’, in, The Routledge Global History of Feminism, 327.
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rather than simply constructed as either the embodiment of a nation, such 
as Marianne or Britannia, or the passive objects of nationalist metaphors 
such as ‘mothers of the race’.

Tripp and Worth’s chapter 28, ‘War, Peace, and Security’ provides an 
enlightening discussion of the development of Feminist Security Studies 
in twentieth-century history, and of how essentialism offered the potential 
to co-opt motherhood into fascist agendas, for example, under the Third 
Reich. There is also a good discussion of women and the United Nations 
(UN), including how UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, 
Peace and Security was brought about by feminist activism. The UN is also 
one of the subjects of Zeynep Kıvılcım’s chapter 29, ‘Displacement’, which 
describes a gender-sensitive interpretation of the UN Refugee Convention, 
and of the debate around the UN’s gender mainstreaming, defined as ‘the 
process of assessing the implications for women and men of any planned 
action, including legislation, policies or programs, in all areas and at all 
levels.’17 The chapter’s discussion of feminist interpretations of statelessness 
argues that postcolonialism is a lens through which displacement must be 
viewed, which is clearly true but goes over ground covered amply elsewhere 
in the volume. 

Part 5 of the book is a collection of essays under the rubric of ‘Thoughts, 
Structures, Culture’, and there is some very interesting material here, but 
it also veers away from the collection’s historical focus. Jasmine Jamillah 
Mahmoud’s chapter 32 discussion of ‘The Arts’ begins with Judy Chicago’s 
The Dinner Party, which the author observes is where most feminist 
art histories tend to begin. Is there nothing before Chicago that can be 
interpreted as feminist art? Switching to poetry, Mahmoud stays with the 
recent, indeed the very recent, works of feminist writers. But women poets 
and writers who championed women’s intelligence and resisted misogyny 
can be found in the medieval and ancient past too, notably Christine de 
Pisan (1364–c.1430), Hildegard of Bingen (c. 1098–1179), Izumi Shibiku 
(c.970–1030), Sappho (c.630–c.570 BCE) and Xie Daoyun (c.340–399 
CE),18 while the fifteenth-century Persian scholar Al-Suyuti was able to 
compile an entire anthology of verse written by various women authors.19 
It would have been nice to see the long historical scope of some of the earlier 
chapters carried through to this topic as well. 

17	  Zeynep Kıvılcım, ‘Displacement’, in The Routledge Global History of Feminism, 429.
18	  Candice Goucher, ed., Women Who Changed the World (Santa Barbara: ABC-ClIO, 2022).
19	  María Ángeles Gallego, ‘Approaches to the Study of Muslim and Jewish Women in Medieval Iberian 
Peninsula: The Poetess Qasmuna Bat Isma’il’, Miscelánea de Estudios Árabes y Hebraicos 48 (1999): 63–75.
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Julia Bowes’ chapter 36, ‘Family’, opens with something of a ‘straw person’, 
‘[t]he myth of the essential and unchanging nature of the family’.20 Her 
emphasis on recent feminist interventions bringing vitality to the discipline 
is correct, but historians such as the English scholars Alice Clark and Eileen 
Power in the early twentieth century wrote histories of women,21 while 
the French Annales-School historian, Philippe Ariès, wrote histories of the 
family, childhood and contraception from the Middle Ages up to the 1970s.22 
While American social history for the last fifty years has certainly been rich, 
innovative and influential, this chapter reinforces a bias found throughout 
the collection in many places, which normalises American history as the 
centre of all historical inquiries into the past of feminism. While this may 
simply reflect the location of a significant proportion of the contributors, or 
perhaps its imagined readership, the ‘norm’ aspect could be overcome with 
some contextualisation at the beginning of such chapters, which we find 
in the chapters dealing with topics that are not primarily concerned with 
America. Does only the non-American world need contextualisation?

The collection’s final chapter, Laura Murray’s ‘Ecofeminism and the Animal 
World’, sums up both the book’s strengths and its weaknesses. It is another 
chapter on an important subject, but without a substantive historical focus. 
We would like to have seen an explanation of the historical emergence and 
intellectual origins of eco-feminism, or discussion of the historical relationship 
between feminism and animal rights movements. In summary, much of this 
book deals with present problems, which is valuable, but weakens the book’s 
claim to the title of a history. The present-day issues discussed are certainly 
important but these might have been better contextualised and contained so 
as not to allow them to overpower the historical material. Nevertheless, this 
weighty book, both materially and metaphorically, is a wonderful addition 
to global feminist scholarship.

20	  Julia Bowes, ‘Family’, in The Routledge Global History of Feminism, 533.
21	  Alice Clark, Working Life of Women in the Seventeenth Century (London: George Routledge & Sons, 
1919); Eileen Power, Medieval English Nunneries (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1922). 
22	  Philippe Ariès, L’Enfant et la Vie Familiale sous l’Ancien Régime (Paris: Plon, 1960). English 
translation: Centuries of Childhood. A Social History of Family Life, trans. Robert Baldick (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1962).  
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Delap, Feminisms: A Global History

Equally weighty, in a literal and figurative sense, is Lucy Delap’s Feminisms: 
A Global History, where the chronological arrangement of global feminism 
leads us to reflect on the way in which we conceptually organise the vast 
breadth of global feminism. This big compendium gives voice to a diversity 
of feminisms, while the smaller monograph presents a sustained argument 
in one voice, which both rejects the anachronistic application of the word 
‘feminism’ to women of the past while establishing a rigorous set of criteria 
to equip us to consider women’s ideas and actions in the past within what 
we now consider to be a feminist framework. Here there is no possibility of 
clustering collective bodies of diverse scholarship within the compendium 
approach to the global. Instead, a specific narrative thread is required to 
weave a story about multiple cultures and their relation to one another in 
the formation of feminist thought and practice. Delap argues conditionally 
for a heuristic use of the word ‘feminism’, which neither takes it for granted 
as a universal concept nor imposes it on past people who would not have 
recognised the word.23 Even those who repudiated the word ‘feminist’ 
while engaging in activism against gender injustice are crucial for feminist 
historians to study, she remarks, since only by doing so can we understand 
why feminism has failed to attract some women.24 In quoting African and 
African-American women of the nineteenth century who stood up to white 
men’s colonial power (and to white women who claimed to speak for them), 
such as Funmilayo Ransome-Kuti (1900-78) and Frances Watkins Harper 
(1825-1911), she presents a story about Black women’s defiance that is pure 
inspiration—her stated intention. We confess to experiencing more than 
a few tears of awe and gratitude in reading about them in this book. 

There are no first or second ‘waves’ of feminism in Delap’s account, since this 
crude form of periodisation fails to account for the many local and culturally 
unique variants of struggle that have shared the broad recognition of women 
as disadvantaged only relative to men, and a view of gender injustice as 
something worth challenging. ‘Local diversity has meant that the emergence 
of organized demands for change happened in very different ways all over 
the world.’25 Despite Delap’s training in British history, her extension in this 
book into source materials of many other cultures and languages takes 

23	  Lucy Delap, Feminisms: A Global History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2020), 3.
24	  Delap, Feminisms, 9.
25	  Delap, Feminisms, 24.
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seriously the challenge of recognising local diversity and being sensitive to 
the contestation of what the struggle is about in the disconnected histories 
of multiple feminisms and activist movements. Whatever feminism means, 
Delap notes, its meaning has always been ‘mobile’.26 

For those who hunger for innovative and inspiring methodological forays 
into feminist historical approaches, Feminisms: A Global History provides 
an instructive example. This book is thematically structured in an original 
way and driven by a clear authorial voice throughout. Its themes form an 
elegant collection that challenges disciplinary norms by referring to several 
new domains of historical inquiry such as the history of emotions, global 
intellectual history and histories of material culture. Through her thematic 
structure, Delap evokes these approaches without engaging explicitly 
with their theoretical corpi: dreams—feminists have always had to dream 
to imagine how things could be different; ideas—it goes without saying 
feminists had to have those too; spaces—where have feminists met, lived, 
organised and thrived?; objects—what have feminists manufactured, thrown 
through windows, used to blow up buildings, given out, sold or collected?; 
looks—how have feminists dressed… or not?; feelings—how love, anger, 
longing, pride and desire have fuelled feminist struggle; actions—through 
which acts and rituals has gender power been challenged?; and songs—
how has music, verse and vocal sound mattered to feminism? Examples in 
each chapter are from around the world and cover a 250-year time span. 
There is neither a strict linear chronology, nor is there a periodisation of 
feminist ‘waves’, but rather a model of feminism as a ‘global canvas’ or 
mosaic: ‘Some mosaics have been long-lived; others have crumbled, and 
their tiles have been reused, or have disappeared from view’. When pieces 
are missing, Delap  instructs, we must ‘look not only at the shards and 
fragments … but also at the gaps between the pieces’.27 Despite not having 
been intentionally written for teaching purposes, it is a book that is full 
of subtle pedagogic insights. 

The author’s stated aim in writing the book was ‘to offer feminist inspiration, 
showing how unexpected linkages and resonances emerge across different 
feminist generations and epochs’,28 on the understanding that a ‘rich 
relationship to the past’ may be instructive for both inspiration and for 

26	  Delap, Feminisms, 13.
27	  Delap, Feminisms, 20–21.
28	  Delap, Feminisms, 3.
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practical ideas.29 This is far from a comforting conflation of past figures with 
present-day feminist agendas, and Delap is attentive to the many aspects 
of past feminism ‘that make us uncomfortable today’, such as forms of it 
that were racist, classist, imperialist, Eurocentric, or otherwise culturally 
intolerant, which many would rather disown, but which Delap patently 
lingers over to make her point that there is not one tradition of feminism 
but many, and that every historical past that produced it has had its own 
unique forms of it, often entangled in the cultural prejudices and forces of 
the prevailing context. Indeed, the book is laced throughout with nuanced 
reflections on both past/present and intercultural differences. How can such 
a history be inspiring? Because ‘a useable history is not one that judges 
the past by today’s standards’ but instead ‘reminds us of the variable ways 
in which feminisms have been put to use, rhetorically, intellectually and 
materially, in the lives of historical actors’.30 Delap hopes this pluralised 
view of feminism, with its focus on the emotional, material, musical and 
imaginary dimensions of activism, will ‘expand the possible and inspire new 
feminist dreams’.31 This is an ambitious goal for any academic historian, 
one which reaches far beyond the routine making of a name for oneself 
as a  scholar, proving oneself an expert in something, or even shifting the 
ground of epistemological frameworks—which arguably this book does 
too. This is a history that excites its readers’ hearts and dreams, inviting 
them to find inspiration in historical inquiry into the ongoing struggle for 
gender justice. 

Thus Delap addresses the ‘Feminism—What Is It?’ question raised at the 
beginning of the Smith and Robinson collection (and by all feminists), by 
drawing our attention to the difficult, the conservative and the ‘unacceptable’ 
in both past and present feminisms, which have suffered from remaining 
on the sidelines of feminist historiography. Feminism as a historical object 
is here a useful instrument rather than either a comprehensive or purely 
celebratory description. But it is also a book about ‘the limits of feminism, 
its blind spots and silencings, its specificities and complicities’.32 Its meaning 
has always been changing and contested, making it an ever-particular 
object for historical exploration. The term ‘feminism’ only became globally 
adopted in the early twentieth century, and yet women have challenged 
gender power long before this, as the Smith and Robinson edited volume 

29	  Delap, Feminisms, 242.
30	  Delap, Feminisms, 23.
31	  Delap, Feminisms, 344.
32	  Delap, Feminisms, 2.
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demonstrates too. How other types of activists thought about themselves 
without a concept of feminism is of keen interest to Delap. There is a sense 
of this book as a labour of love in which the author has pored over the 
details (as far as they could be ascertained) of countless brave women’s lives 
and recounted them with fascination, awe and generosity, but also without 
letting anyone off the hook for leaving others out in the cold. Assumptions 
of white privilege, which have constituted a major bias in Western feminist 
movements historically, are dealt an especially rich serve. Black, Asian 
and Latinx feminists, she notes, have ‘faced constant battles to have their 
concerns taken seriously’, while ‘the ambition of some feminists to speak for 
all women has in practice often proved arrogant and hurtful’.33

By underpinning her writing with a deliberate ‘commitment to diversity’, 
Delap has succeeded in writing a very different kind of history of feminism to 
those which have favoured the Global North.34 She has thus uncovered how 
early and how often we can find instances of proto-feminist activism in the 
Global South, adding to the contribution made by the Smith and Robinson 
book. This enterprise, she acknowledges, was not always easy, since the most 
privileged feminists (A.K.A. Anglophone white women) are also those who 
have most succeeded in having their voices heard and archivally recorded. 
But there are many exquisite kernels of knowledge that give a tantalising 
peek into the clearly deliberate forms of challenge to gender injustices that 
women across many historical cultures have ventured. As we found with the 
Smith and Robinson collection, the many examples that discuss just how 
early, and how often, women in the Global South engaged in organised 
activity, is a powerful revision of our own specialisations, and shows how 
we can think of all feminism as global in some sense. At the 1799 Rashid 
(Rosetta) Women’s Conference, a group of Egyptian women radicals held 
meetings where they debated matters relating to women’s employment and 
status within the family;35 Sultana’s Dream published in 1905 was a book 
written in English by a young Bengali woman author, Rokeya Skhawat 
Hossain (Begum Rokeya, 1880-1932), describing a fictional feminist 
utopia, a technologically advanced society she called ‘Ladyland’.36 There 
are also previously historicised European and North American feminist 
figures such as Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Susan B. Anthony, and Alexandra 

33	  Delap, Feminisms, 235.
34	  Delap, Feminisms, 342.
35	  Delap, Feminisms, 15.
36	  Rokeya Skhawat Hossain, Sultana’s Dream: A Feminist Utopia [1905]: And Selections from The Secluded 
Ones (New York: Feminist Press at CUNY, 2013), 29.
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Kollontai. But unusually here, Delap situates these canonical figures in 
a global context, that considers both their own intercultural influences, as 
well as their translation into other languages and impacts in distant lands. 
In 1832, the Brazilian scholar, Nisia Florest Brasileira Augusta (1810-1885) 
translated from English into Portuguese a text she thought was written 
by Mary Wollstonecraft, but which was actually an eighteenth-century 
anonymous text, Woman Not Inferior to Man.37 There are working-class, 
lesbian, Black and Brown feminists in Delap’s history as well as transwomen 
and transmen, women living with disabilities, and even a sprinkling of cis-
men—whom Delap remarks ‘often proved flaky, over-sexed, emotionally 
needy or selfish’, but were part of the story and so should not be effaced 
either!38 Delightfully too, Australian feminists of the past are included, 
such as those in the 1950s Union of Australian Women, and the recently 
deceased Carmin Callil (1938-2022), who founded Virago Press in London 
in 1975; while Australian First Nations women are considered in several 
places.39 This is not the case in most of the other works we discuss in this 
essay, besides chapter 35 (in particular) of Smith and Robinson’s volume. 

The global methodology of Delap’s book is apparent on several levels, 
indicating a thoughtful epistemological frame. There is attention to the role 
of international networks and organisations, as well as Pan-Asian, Pan-Arab, 
Pan-American and Pan-African political feminisms; there is discussion of 
cultural hybridity, fusions, intermediary figures, cultural appropriations, 
and ‘connected and entangled’ histories;40 there is much attention to the 
translation of key feminist texts and practices across languages and cultures, 
not only within European languages or from ‘the West to the rest’ but 
also between diverse world regions. For instance, the Indonesian riot grrrl 
band Virgin Oi! was inspired by the Russian group Pussy Riot.41 In  the 
early twentieth century, the Chinese anarchist feminist He-Yin Zhen was 
exiled to Japan, where she co-edited the Tokyo journal of the Society 
for the Restoration of Women’s Rights, called Natural Justice.42 And the 
practice of activists exposing naked breasts to shock and intimidate men in 
struggles for women’s power—a feature of the recent and controversial East 
European FEMEN group—turns out to have a surprisingly dispersed world 

37	  Sophia (A Person of Quality), Woman Not Inferior to Man (London: John Hawkins, 1739), 66.
38	  Delap, Feminisms, 339.
39	  Delap, Feminisms, 137–9, 147.
40	  Delap, Feminisms, 337.
41	  Delap, Feminisms, 326.
42	  Delap, Feminisms, 78.
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history, Delap observes. In fact, naked breasts have often been ‘prominent 
sites of feminist protest’, appearing in Black abolitionist protest of the 
1850s, among Nigerian market traders of the 1920s, and among South 
Korean workers’ rights campaigns in the 1970s.43 There is also an excellent 
discussion of the history of the now-widespread critical race studies concept 
of ‘intersectionality’, of which Delap attributes the first evocation to the 
1969 pamphlet by the African-American feminist Frances Beal, Double 
Jeopardy: To Be Black and Female, later elaborated by sociologists such as 
Beverly King, Patricia Hill Collins and Kimberlé Crenshaw (to whom 
the specific word is attributed).44 In short, this is a book that not only all 
feminist historians are recommended to read, but indeed all feminists, and 
all gender studies scholars too. 

Susan Kingsley Kent, Gender: A World 
History

The third book we consider, despite its reference to gender more broadly as its 
object, also focusses substantially on gender struggle in a short book of vast 
temporal and geographic reach. Like the Smith and Robinson anthology, 
it is structured chronologically. Here there are the epochs of ‘Patriarchy in 
the Ancient World, 3000 BCE-300 CE’; the epoch of ‘New Universal 
Religions, 200-1000 CE’; the epoch of war and ‘Global Interactions, 1000-
1500’; the epoch of slavery and ‘Global Expansions, 1450-1750’; the epoch 
of modern state systems and revolutions, 1750-1850; the ‘Age of Empires, 
1815-1914’; and the ‘Gender Politics of the Twentieth Century’. 

Unlike both the works by Delap and by Smith and Robinson, Kent’s book 
explicitly treats feminism as a purely modern phenomenon, implicitly 
rejecting the view that this word may be applied to gender struggles of 
the past and choosing the more general word ‘gender’ to account for her 
object of world-historical inquiry. But the result is that her book, which 
indeed considers gender struggle in diverse historical contexts, may not be 
detectable as a work of particular relevance to those interested in feminism’s 

43	  Delap, Feminisms, 291.
44	  Delap, Feminisms, 91; Frances M. Beal, ‘Double Jeopardy: To Be Black and Female’ [1969], in 
Robin Morgan, ed., Sisterhood is Powerful: An Anthology of Writings from the Women’s Liberation Movement 
(New York: Random House, 1970); Kimberlé Crenshaw, ‘Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and 
Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics,’ 
University of Chicago Legal Forum 1989, no.1 (1989): 139–67.
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historical precedents. Nonetheless, there are remarkable cameo case-studies 
of women’s activism which draw upon Kent’s specialist expertise, such as 
the episode with which the book begins, known in Nigeria today as the Ogu 
Umunwaanyi (the Women’s War).45 In 1929, supporters of an Igbo woman 
named Nwanyeruwa, in the southeastern village of Oloko, sat on a local 
chief who served the British colonial regime, and demanded his apology, 
using a traditional form of punishment, because he had demanded taxes of 
Nwanyeruwa. When tens of thousands of Nigerian women in other towns 
heard about the incident, they then surrounded the local courts and looted 
colonial banks, with the explicit aim of expelling all white men from their 
region. This conflict arose, the author notes, because the Igbo worldview 
‘regarded the work of men and women as mutually interdependent and 
equally necessary to the existence of the people and even of the earth itself ’, 
in contrast to European colonial views which treated women as a lower-
value labour resource. ‘The Women’s War… demonstrates what can happen 
when societies with differing understandings about gender collide with one 
another’, Kent remarks.46 Chapter 4 focusses on the major slavery powers 
of the early modern world: the Ottoman empire, the Aztecs and Mayans, 
as well as the European and American exploitation of African peoples as 
slaves in South and North America and the Caribbean, which ended only 
between 1833 (in the British Empire) and 1863 (in the Americas) and had 
far-reaching impacts for the intersection of gender power with racism.

Notably, in Kent’s approach to gender, there is a substantial consideration of 
masculinity, a feature not found in the other works we discuss in this essay, 
which are largely focussed on women. A brief discussion of transgender 
rights is found in the epilogue,47 though more attention to this topic would 
have been welcome. There is not always consistency in the degree of detail 
provided in each chapter. The first chapter focusses mostly on ancient 
Egyptian culture and is relatively contained; while the second encompasses 
many different gender contexts, including the Roman Empire in North 
Africa, the rise of Christianity and of Islam and the Crusades, the rise of 
East Asian religions, Buddhism and Daoism in Japan, as well as Genghis 
Khan in Central Asia. This is a book which reads like a survey textbook, 
covering a vast expanse both temporally and geo-culturally, but with less 
of a driving narrative than one finds in Delap’s monograph. But being 

45	  Marc Matera, Misty L. Bastian and Susan Kingsley Kent, The Women’s War of 1929: Gender and 
Violence in Colonial Nigeria (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2012).
46	  Susan Kingsley Kent, Gender: A World History (Oxford University Press, 2021), 1–3.
47	  Kingsley Kent, Gender, 137–38.
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a more compressed survey of a much larger set of contexts, it is perhaps the 
most viable to set as reading for first-year teaching purposes and is another 
praiseworthy and welcome contribution to the genre. 

Each of the works considered here has tackled the difficult problem of 
writing  histories of feminist and gender struggle in relation to contexts 
where modern feminist concepts were available neither in terms of the word 
‘feminism’, nor in the sense of a recognised political struggle with a clear 
equality aim. But if diverse historical subjects’ dreams, commitments, 
passions and efforts to create a fairer world for women and gender-diverse 
people is left out of feminist historiography on the grounds of their being too 
different to the modern political formations, it would be both a shame and 
loss for feminist understanding, but also an exclusionary error for historical 
inquiry. World historian Peter Stearns has importantly noted that precisely 
because gender has been arranged according to such wide variability across 
cultures, the very discovery of another culture’s arrangements is often a site 
of threat or concern for what it shows about gender power in one’s own. 
In other words, while bodies differ, the roles and comportments assigned 
to them are culturally selected and can therefore be challenged—enter 
feminism.48 Globality then appears crucial for understanding how gender 
power came up for grabs in the first instance, and how it has been continually 
challenged as the world has become increasingly interconnected.

It might be assumed that global or world approaches would only provide 
sufficient detail if focussed on a short timeframe, but remarkably, each of 
these books also manages to provide diachronic coverage as well. Nonetheless, 
Delap’s book—which focusses on the nineteenth and twentieth centuries—
has the shortest timeframe of the three works and is also the one that provides 
the richest discussion of specific contexts and textual traditions. This may 
be because her examples, while derived from multiple world cultures, are 
clustered in the period of growing and replete associations of women’s 
struggles in relation to other human rights political discourses. On the other 
hand, both the Smith and Robinson volume and Kent’s monograph, like 
other works of global and world history of gender, venture much further 
afield, into ancient and medieval contexts as well. But methodology is also 
a factor here, since Delap’s attention to the intercultural interrelations of 

48	  Stearns, Gender in World History, 2.



49

Review Essay on Global and World Histories of Feminism and Gender Struggle

different groups and individuals via colonial forces, intellectual communities 
and the use of diverse genres of source materials brings a rigour to the study 
of the global that is less apparent in other works in the genre.

All monographs with a world or global scope are heavily reliant on secondary 
scholarship to fill in the missing pieces that fall outside the author’s primary 
expertise, while edited volumes require the efforts of multiple authors, 
not all of whom always bring the necessary degree of historical expertise. 
It  seems likely, then, that the works discussed here will soon be enriched 
by new scholarship uncovering gender-diverse lives of the historical past, 
or the multiplicity of gender struggles outside the modern West, for which 
new archival discoveries are still needed. Co-authorship, still surprisingly 
less common in historical inquiry than in many other humanities and 
social science disciplines, offers an important alternative model for diverse 
intercultural specialisation within a single work. Global and world historians 
would be particularly well served by such forms of collaboration.

The appearance of these three volumes, along with comparable works in 
recent years, reflects the pressing need to globalise feminist historiography, 
as feminism itself becomes more globalised. Importantly, the tacit ‘Western’ 
attached to the word ‘feminism’ is under unprecedented scrutiny, as is 
its attendant and ubiquitous ‘wave’ metaphor. As historians, this means 
applying modern understandings to a past that was characterised by 
feminisms that could be quite discordant with those of the present. How to 
maintain awareness of the historical circumstances of past feminisms while 
embracing an awareness of the global nature of gender struggle over time 
is a new challenge we can add to the ‘Feminism—What Is It?’ question. 
In doing so, we might ask ourselves further questions, such as ‘What will 
feminism look like in a post-post-colonial world?’ ‘Will the “big” histories 
of feminism make the little ones look narrow and parochial, or will they 
complement each other?’ ‘Will more feminist histories follow Delap’s lead 
and seek to reclaim as relevant forms of feminisms that do not resonate in 
the present?’ With the set of works considered here, there is already a rich 
resource available to whet the appetites of researchers in training. We are 
hopeful they will help to inspire both new forms of gender and feminist 
historiography, and perhaps too, new ideas about the continuing struggle 
for global gender justice. 
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Abstract
Scholars have long criticised the feminist wave model and yet it 
still remains a part of everyday discourse on feminism. Rather 
than dismissing the model, which would perpetuate the erasure 
of marginalised women, we can instead challenge the model’s 
exclusionary assumptions by re-examining the power dynamics 
of feminist spaces and (re)centring the actions of women who 
supposedly do not fit. Although many feminist scholars have 
successfully taken up this call in the global context of second-wave 
feminism, the experience of Māori women in Aotearoa New Zealand 
has still been left relatively unexplored. This article examines the 
activism of Māori women throughout the 1970s, looking at the 
exchanges and tensions between Māori and Pākehā women, as well 
as the pioneering action of Māori women, both in mixed-gender and 
all-women activist groups. This directly challenges Māori women’s 
marginalised position in feminist history and underlines the 
continued oppression caused by settler colonial frameworks. I argue 
that female Māori action was crucial, not just for Māori women and 
society, but also for the development of the feminist movement in 
Aotearoa New Zealand as a whole. 

* * *
‘White Women’s Convention?’ read a banner held in protest outside the 
New Zealand United Women’s Convention (UWC) of 1979 in Hamilton.1 
This convention, the fourth and last to be held, intended to bring together 

1	  Marti Friedlander, ‘United Women’s Convention’ (Black-and-white photograph), Te-Ara, the 
Encyclopedia of New Zealand (Wellington: Manatū Taonga Ministry for Culture and Heritage 1979), 
teara.govt.nz/en/photograph/27912/challenging-racism. 
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women from all over Aotearoa New Zealand, along with international 
guests, to discuss women’s issues. Yet many Māori and other women of 
colour felt excluded from this dialogue, as the banner highlighted. The 
dissatisfaction displayed here reflected the feeling among many women in 
Aotearoa that the new wave had a white-focussed agenda. In official and 
mainstream narratives of women’s events in 1970s New Zealand, Pākehā 
women certainly dominate.2 However, this does not mean that Māori 
women were not there and fighting to be heard. 

The feminist second wave has often been characterised and criticised as 
white, middle-class, straight and liberal. The second wave lasted roughly 
from the late 1960s to the mid-1980s, following the first wave, which 
gathered force at the turn of the twentieth century, and preceding the third 
wave that took place predominantly in the 1990s. Dominant narratives 
concerning the second wave often suggest that ‘other’ feminisms were 
only ‘added’ later,3 thus, the model of feminist waves involves problematic 
homogenisation along a Eurocentric timeline, erasing the voices of the 
many women who do not uphold this narrative.  And yet, despite many 
valid critiques, the wave model cannot be so easily shaken from discourse.4 
Jo Reger explores the concept of ‘discursive legacy’, a type of ‘ideological 
language’ that is recognisable to the broader public, showing that the wave 
model has persisted within feminist discourse despite its issues.5 Thus, 
simply rejecting the framework as irrelevant for women who ‘do not fit’ 
reconfirms assumptions that second-wave feminism was exclusively white 
and middle-class, serving to further exclude marginalised women from 
popular discussions and erasing many diverse experiences.6 We must engage 
with and challenge the wave’s discursive silencing powers, ensuring that 
marginalised women are instead brought to the centre of discussion. For 
Māori women this proves essential, as a group facing deep-rooted oppression 
within Aotearoa since the beginning of the country’s colonisation.

2	  Pākehā is a common Māori term used to delineate a New Zealander of European descent; Aotearoa 
is the Māori name for New Zealand (both terms are used interchangeably throughout this essay).
3	  Mary Holmes, ‘Second-Wave Feminism and the Politics of Relationships’, Women’s Studies 
International Forum 23, no.2 (2000): 239–240.
4	  Joan Sangster, ‘Creating Popular Histories: Re-interpreting “Second Wave” Canadian Feminism’, 
Dialectical Anthropology, 39 (2015): 384; Nancy A. Hewitt, ‘Introduction’, in No Permanent Waves: 
Recasting Histories of U.S. Feminism, ed. Nancy A. Hewitt (New Brunswick/New Jersey: Rutgers 
University Press, 2010), 7.
5	  Jo Reger, ‘Finding a Place in History: The Discursive Legacy of the Wave Metaphor and Contemporary 
Feminism’, Feminist Studies 43, no.1, (2017): 194.
6	  Reger, ‘Finding a Place in History’, 220.
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The Treaty of Waitangi (Te Tiriti o Waitangi) was signed in 1840 by the 
British Crown and Māori leaders, following first contact with Pākehā 
traders and missionaries from the 1790s, and was the founding document 
of New Zealand society. It thus formed a basis upon which Māori became 
dramatically dispossessed of land and power. In 1860, around 80 per cent of 
the land in the North Island was held by Māori. By 1939 this had decreased 
to approximately 9 per cent.7 The wording of the Te Reo (Māori language) 
version of the Treaty implied the maintenance of Māori sovereignty and 
was signed by over 500 Māori, including thirteen women.8 Contrastingly, 
the English language version stated that Māori would cede sovereignty 
to the British Crown.9 This and other mistranslations and ambiguity in 
phrasing have led to complicated legal interpretations and formed a basis 
for land disputes into the present day.10 Furthermore, Brendan Hokowhitu 
points out that The Treaty strengthened the breakdown of Māori social and 
gender structures, such as the assumption that a masculine person was the 
natural go-between for tribe and state.11 Parallel to significant land loss, 
the Māori population and health suffered severely. In less than fifty years, 
the number of Māori, as a percentage of Aotearoa’s total population, went 
from 50 per cent to around 5 per cent by 1900.12 Hence the colonisation of 
Aotearoa perpetrated a breakdown of Māori society and knowledge, while 
simultaneously entrenching misogyny against Māori women.

Nevertheless, the 1970s saw a Māori ‘renaissance’ take place—or, as put by 
Ngāhuia Te Awekōtuku, ‘a deliberate and forceful declaring of who we are’.13 
There was invigorated struggle to reclaim Māori land, including the 1975 
Land March, the occupation at Raglan Golf Course and the establishment 
of the Waitangi Tribunal, in all of which Māori women played a central 

7	  ‘Māori land loss, 1860-2000’, Ministry for Culture and Heritage, 2021, nzhistory.govt.nz/media/
interactive/maori-land-1860-2000. 
8	  ‘Section 3: The signing of the Treaty of Waitangi,’ Waitangi Tribunal, 2016, waitangitribunal.govt.
nz/publications-and-resources/school-resources/treaty-past-and-present/section-3/. 
9	  ‘The Treaty in Brief: Page 1 – Introduction’, NZ History, 2017, nzhistory.govt.nz/politics/treaty/
the-treaty-in-brief; Sharon McKenzie Stevens and Lachlan Paterson, ‘Nga Tamatoa and the Rhetoric 
of Brown Power: Re-Situating Collective Rhetorics in Global Colonialism’, in Teaching Writing in 
Globalization Remapping Disciplinary Work, ed. Darin Payne and Daphne Desser, (Lanham: Lexington 
Books, 2012), 23.
10	  McKenzie Stevens and Paterson, ‘Nga Tamatoa’, 23; Leonie E. Pihama, ‘Tīhei Mauri Ora Honouring 
Our Voices: Mana Wahine as a Kuapapa Māori Theoretical Framework’, (PhD thesis, University of 
Auckland, 2001), 124–128.
11	  Brendan Hokowhitu, ‘Producing Elite Indigenous Masculinities,’ Settler Colonial Studies 2, no.2 
(2012): 36.
12	  Stevens and Paterson, ‘Nga Tamatoa’, 23.
13	  Ngāhuia Te Awekōtuku, Mana Wahine Maori (Auckland: New Women’s Press Ltd, 1991), 11.

http://nzhistory.govt.nz/media/interactive/maori-land-1860-2000
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http://waitangitribunal.govt.nz/publications-and-resources/school-resources/treaty-past-and-present/section-3/
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role.14 This increase in Māori activism coincided with an upsurge in political 
activism across the world, including the rise of second-wave feminism from 
the late 1960s onwards. Student protests, as well as Black Power, the New Left 
and anti-imperialist activism increased and expanded, including in Aotearoa 
New Zealand.15 Some of the key women’s groups in Aotearoa included 
Women’s Liberation, established in 1970, and the National Organisation 
for Women (NOW), founded in 1972.16 As a significant decade of activism, 
the 1970s provides a fruitful lens for investigation into both Māori and 
women-centred activism. I build on Na Tiopira McDowell’s research into 
radical Māori activism from 1968 to 1978 and Erina Okeroa’s investigation 
into the Black Women’s Movement in Aotearoa from 1978 to 1982 to 
explore further the intersection of Māori action and women’s organising, 
in order to destabilise some of the pre-established popular assumptions of 
this period.17 

Indeed, the long and rich history of Māori women’s resistance has often 
been recorded in parallel to or on the margins of Pākehā movements—an 
issue that persists today. Grace Millar’s study shows that from all articles 
published in the New Zealand Journal of History between 1993 and 2017, 
only thirteen incorporated Māori women actors, from a total of 71 that 
included historical women actors.18 Leonie Pihama also underlines how 
many academic frameworks deepen assumptions of Māori ‘otherness’ 
and maintain colonial knowledge hierarchies. For instance, through 
the prioritisation of the individual, many frameworks sideline Māori 
understandings of whakapapa (genealogy) as well as familial and social 
relationships.19 Therefore, I engage the concept of Mana wahine, to focus 
on (re)centring the Māori female experience and to resist a Eurocentric 
analysis of 1970s women’s activism. Although translating Māori terms risks 
superseding their multiplicate meanings with European cultural associations, 

14	  Leonie Pihama, ‘Kaupapa Māori Theory: Transforming Theory in Aotearoa’, in Kaupapa Rangahau: 
A Reader, ed. Leonie Pihama, Sarah-Jane Tiakiwai, and Kim Southey, 2nd ed., (Hamilton: Te Kotahi 
Research Institute, 2015), 13.
15	  Hokulani K. Aikau, Karla Erickson and Jennifer L. Pierce, ‘Feminism, First-, Second-, and Third-
Wave’, in The International Encyclopedia of Anthropology, ed. Hilary Callan (John Wiley & Sons, 2018), 3.
16	  For a historical overview of many women’s organisations in Aotearoa see: ‘Women Together—Ngā 
Rōpū Wāhine o te Motu’, NZ History, 2018, nzhistory.govt.nz/women-together.
17	  Na Tiopira McDowell, ‘“Riria te Riri, Mahi ate Mahi”: The Politics and Development of Modern 
Maori Activism, 1968–78’, (MA thesis, University of Auckland, 2007); Erina Okeroa, ‘Unfurling routes 
of self-determination in Aotearoa New Zealand: The Black Women’s Movement 1978–1982’, (MA thesis, 
Victoria University of Wellington, 2012).
18	  Grace Millar, ‘Women’s Lives, Feminism and the New Zealand Journal of History’, New Zealand 
Journal of History 52 no.2, (2018): 3.
19	  Leonie Pihama, ‘Kaupapa Māori Theory’, in Pihama et al., Kaupapa Rangahau, 10.
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Mana can be loosely translated to ‘authority’, ‘prestige’ or ‘power’ and wahine 
to ‘woman’.20 Mana wahine is often connected to Māori feminism, based 
on the intersection of ‘being Māori and being female’.21 Mana wahine can 
be realised in diverse ways, with a decolonising force that creates space to 
redraw narrative boundaries.22 By engaging with Mana wahine, I question 
the discursive boundaries of second-wave feminist action in Aotearoa New 
Zealand and place Māori women more centrally within this history. Due to 
the more comprehensive discussions of this topic in the context of North 
America, I also build on Native feminist theories, such as those explored 
by Maile Arvin et al. who also aim to centre Indigenous knowledge, and 
on research that seeks to reframe second-wave chronologies.23 These studies 
offer useful and versatile methods for examining the Aotearoa case.  

Broadsheet, a feminist magazine which ran from 1972 to 1993, provides 
a key source in this essay. The magazine made significant space for Māori 
women’s voices and activism, particularly towards the end of the 1970s 
and into the 1980s, despite the often ‘uncomfortable’ conversations this 
brought up.24 Yet, although it was a progressive magazine, Broadsheet was 
controlled and run predominantly by Pākehā women and largely remained 
aligned with mainstream feminist debates and patterns.25 The four New 
Zealand UWCs and their preparations, held in 1973, 1975, 1977 and 1979 
constitute another key source base. I view these sources through a Māori-
focused lens, in order to disrupt their often Pākehā-centred narratives as well 
as their commonly held assumptions about the second wave. I try to engage 
Māori voices wherever possible, however these are often limited to women 
who were/are significant within the women’s/Māori causes and thus more 
present within feminist/activist spaces.

20	  Naomi Simmonds, ‘Mana Wahine: Decolonising Politics’, Women’s Studies Journal 25, no. 2 (2011): 
12-14; for a more in-depth discussion of the meaning and translation of Mana Wahine, see: Pihama, ‘Tīhei 
Mauri Ora’, 260–263.
21	  Simmonds, ‘Mana Wahine’, 12–14.
22	  Pihama, ‘Tīhei Mauri Ora’, 258; see also: Simmonds, ‘Mana Wahine’, in Pihama et al., Kaupapa 
Rangahau; Te Awekōtuku, Mana Wahine Maori, 11–25.
23	  Maile Arvin, Eve Tuck and Angie Morrill, ‘Decolonising Feminism: Challenging connections 
between settler colonialism and heteropatriarchy’, Feminist Formations 25, no.1 (2013): 8–34; Sangster, 
‘Creating popular histories’, 381–404; Becky Thompson, ‘Multiracial Feminism: Recasting the 
Chronology of Second Wave Feminism’, Feminist Studies 28, no.2 (2002): 337–452.
24	  Okeroa, ‘Unfurling routes of self-determination’, 73; McDowell, ‘Riria te Riri, Mahi ate Mahi’, 167.
25	  Carmel Daly, ‘Broadsheet Collective: 1972–1997’, NZ History, nzhistory.govt.nz/women-together/
broadsheet-collective. 

http://nzhistory.govt.nz/women-together/broadsheet-collective
http://nzhistory.govt.nz/women-together/broadsheet-collective


Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 29

56

Discourses control knowledge—that is, what is chosen to be produced and 
circulated and therefore known—and it is thus vital to consistently question 
these knowledge sources and who they may be serving.26 We must engage 
with and challenge prominent assumptions to ensure that marginalised 
women are centred, particularly as settler colonial structures persist in the 
current day. In this essay, I weave together multiple strands of Māori action 
to critique Eurocentric understandings of feminism and reassert Māori 
women as fundamental to Aotearoa’s women’s and feminist history. The 
first section explores settler colonial structures further, particularly within 
feminist spaces, to highlight their destructive and silencing force. The 
second section takes a Māori-centred look at feminist interactions in an 
attempt to reconfigure the boundaries of who and what we consider part of 
the movement. Finally, I examine ways in which Māori women contributed 
to and shaped women’s causes through Māori activism, including in mixed-
gender groups. 

Spaces of Erasure
Examining spaces of Māori–Pākehā interaction is a productive way to 
challenge normative assumptions about feminism and to dispute the 
existence of simple North-to-South ideological transfer. However, these 
spaces can quickly become spaces of erasure, where rigid understandings 
of feminism go unchallenged. Indeed, feminism in Aotearoa has often 
furthered the marginalisation of certain groups of women who were already 
disadvantaged within settler colonial frameworks that prioritised ‘Western-
centred’ knowledge.27 Nevertheless, Sally Crawford’s research on media 
discourse highlights the nation’s continuing dominant narrative as ‘a global 
leader in feminism’.28 This makes critical examination into feminist spaces 
even more pertinent. In this section I demonstrate why alternative frames of 
reference are necessary, showing how Māori experiences become otherwise 
easily side-lined. 

Feminist encounters between Māori and Pākehā often affirmed knowledge 
hierarchies, with the white woman’s experience setting the defining parameters 
of oppression. Group hierarchies are maintained through the expression of 

26	  Sally Crawford, ‘Playing the Trump Card: Glorifying Aotearoa New Zealand feminism in “dangerous 
times”’, Women’s Studies Journal 30, no.1/2 (2018): 102.
27	  Crawford, ‘Playing the Trump Card’, 104.
28	  Crawford, ‘Playing the Trump Card’, 100–114.
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a ‘particular vision of social reality’ that supports the discourse of those in 
power.29 Thus, the dominance of white, generally straight and middle-class 
women’s voices within feminist spaces held a silencing power that in turn 
upheld assumptions of whiteness. Contemporary Māori activist, Hana 
Jackson, emphasised this issue, suggesting that Māori women who ‘never 
talk about themselves at all’ struggled to express their experiences within 
a Pākehā-dominated group of women, ‘who have not been conditioned to 
sit back, to listen, to observe’.30 The ‘invisible racialised subject position’ 
of these exchanges, enforced through colonial structures, reflects the 
unbalanced relations of power.31 Kaupapa Māori theory, contrastingly, 
‘is not about asserting the superiority of one set of knowledge over another 
or one worldview over another’, but rather about creating space for Māori 
understandings and ways of thinking.32 

These power dynamics can be observed in October 1978 preparations for 
the Hamilton UWC, to be held over the 1979 Easter weekend. A hand-
written report from three UWC committee members, who attended 
a Māori Women’s Welfare League (MWWL) meeting at a high school to 
promote the Convention, stated:

[W]e were greeted very kindly, and were asked many penetrating 
questions! I felt that initially some of the women there were against 
us, but after we had had 1½ hours of discussion, I felt that we had 
‘won them over’.33 

The committee’s suggestion that the Māori women present lacked an 
understanding of what feminism was and could offer, and had to be ‘won 
over’, appears patronising. From the view of the reporter, the conversation 
was hierarchical and one way, without a sense of mutual learning and 
understanding. When this Pākehā feminist narrative is taken at face value, 
it implies a North-to-South diffusion of knowledge, devaluing the position 
and knowledge of Indigenous actors.

29	  Tahu Kukutai and John Taylor, ‘Postcolonial Profiling of Indigenous Populations: Limitations and 
Responses in Australia and New Zealand’, in Pihama et al, eds., Kaupapa Rangahau, 131-142.
30	  Sharon Alston, ‘Hana Jackson,’ in ‘Talking to Polynesian Women Part I’, Broadsheet 12a (1973), 12.
31	  Aileen Moreton-Robinson, ‘Whiteness Matters: Implications of Talkin’ up to the White Woman’, 
Australian Feminist Studies 21, no. 50 (2006): 246.
32	  Pihama, ‘Kaupapa Māori Theory’ in Pihama et al, eds., Kaupapa Rangahau, 12.
33	  Beryl Duff, ‘Meeting at Maori Women’s Welfare League, Melville High School, Mon 16 Oct’, Box 1, 
University of Waikato Archive (hereafter UWA).
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Ironically, the artwork for the same Convention’s poster featured a Māori 
woman with a baby on her hip.34 This was called out by the women 
organising the Convention’s ‘Women and White Racism’ workshop in the 
post-convention report, which criticised the poster as ‘patronising’, a notion 
that was ‘perpetuated by the lack of workshops for black women, and 
relevant workshops for all women to work together’.35 These contradictions 
suggest a  lack of awareness, on the part of the feminist organisers, that a 
corresponding Māori experience regarding women’s issues and feminism 
actually existed, and that there was a desire from Māori women to participate 
and engage in mutual exchange. The actions of the Pākehā organisers had 
the potential to imply that a full attempt at representation and inclusion of 
Māori women was achieved, supporting the contemporary narrative that 
New Zealand had ‘the best race relations in the world’.36 And yet, Māori 
women were treated as outsiders when it came to true dialogue. Māori 
experiences were taken by Pākehā feminists, when it suited, and framed 
within their own dominating positionings—giving Māori women a face 
but no voice.

Not all Pākehā women were against hearing Māori experiences, but often 
what Māori women expressed was incongruous with their understandings 
and created tensions. In 1978 Māori activist Ripeka Evans attended a 
Women’s Liberation conference held in Piha and presented a paper with 
Donna Awatere on the position of Māori women. She recalled: 

The women at the conference saw Maori women as a threat. While 
Donna was talking to the paper at the conference one white woman 
was yelling and crying at the top of her voice, ‘It’s not racism, Donna, 
it’s sexism.’ After the session the women were comforting her while 
she had hysterics. We just looked at each other. There were only four 
Maoris [sic] there at that thing, and no one came to comfort us.37 

Awatere’s understanding did not align with this white woman’s view 
of feminism and oppression and thus was rejected as false. The woman’s 
reaction reveals the ‘rhetorical shock to mainstream Pākehā,’ resulting from 
the expression of racist oppression within a feminist space.38 Presenting 

34	  Robin White (Artist), ‘United Women’s Convention’, Auckland Museum EPH-PT-3-112 (1979), 
aucklandmuseum.com/collection/object/am_library-ephemera-18759.
35	  ‘Maori and Polynesian Women’, in United Women’s Convention 1979 Hamilton (Hamilton: United 
Women’s Convention, University of Waikato Hamilton, 1979), Box 1, UWA, 116.
36	  Stevens and Paterson, ‘Nga Tamatoa’, 17.
37	  Ripeka Evans, ‘Rebecca Evans’, Broadsheet 103 (1982), 14.
38	  Stevens and Paterson, ‘Nga Tamatoa’, 31.
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herself as the victim of Awatere’s speech, which centred on Māori women, 
she recentred the ‘white woman’ and shut down any potential discussion on 
systemic racism. Fragility became weaponised through the woman’s tears. 
Paradoxically, the suffering of Māori women, who have been individually 
and collectively oppressed under the violent and destructive colonial system, 
was decentred and denied. 

Typically, Pākehā feminists’ understandings and focus during the 1970s were 
based on individual rights directly relating to the male position.39 For Māori 
women, feminism and women’s issues were never straightforward, with 
multiple oppressions and identifications at play. As Oyèrónké Oyěwùmí 
argues, despite being defined and practised as a universalising discourse, 
feminism has been informed by ‘Western’ understandings and questions on 
gender and therefore can be restricted to Eurocentric ‘tunnel vision’.40 In this 
vein, some of the issues facing Māori women were incongruous with Pākehā 
feminists’ beliefs. When women addressed issues other than sexism alone, it 
was often seen as ‘un-feminist’. Restricted understandings of feminist action 
thus pushed women who were fighting on multiple fronts—not just on the 
basis of gender—to the side as a ‘subcategory’ of feminism and removed 
their activist agency.41 

The continuation of colonial frameworks thus undermined Māori women’s 
lived experience, even in subtle ways. An important part of Māori women’s 
activism was therefore to foster feelings of positive identity and mutual 
trust. Mira Szaszy’s address to the MWWL Hamilton Conference in 1975 
emphasised this: 

We need an educational programme for awareness-building within 
ourselves—those positive feelings which pass on to our children 
(osmosis)—our search for an identity or self-respect needs a firm 
foundation. It must begin with the affirmation of self, of one’s 
Maoriness.42 

39	  Reger, ‘Finding a Place in History’, 202; Thompson, ‘Multiracial Feminism’, 337.
40	  Oyèrónké Oyěwùmí, Invention of Women: Making an African Sense of Western Gender Discourses 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 13.
41	  Benita Roth, ‘Introduction: The Emergence and Development of Racial/Ethnic Feminisms in the 
1960s and 1970s’ in Separate Roads to Feminism: Black, Chicana, and White Feminist Movements in 
America’s Second Wave (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 9.
42	  Mira Szaszy’s opening address in ‘Maori Women’s Welfare League Conference in Hamilton’, Te Ao 
Hou (June 1975), 13.
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Directed to a Māori audience, Szaszy’s address emphasised colonialism’s 
destabilisation of Māori culture and sense of self. Māori frames of knowledge 
directly challenged capitalist colonial assumptions about the individual, as 
isolated and overemphasised, and offered the potential to break open these 
structures through alternative ways of thinking.43 This example reiterates 
the importance of using Māori-centred frames of reference to re-evaluate 
historical events and question the silencing power of mainstream discourses. 
The prioritising of empowerment and positivity, in the conceptualising 
of who Māori women are and were prior to the brutality of colonialism, 
alongside an emphasis on community and group solutions that Māori 
women could and did bring to the table, provided an important platform 
from which to act against the patriarchy as well as racist structures. 

Without directly challenging racist knowledge hierarchies and imbalances 
of power, feminist spaces of the 1970s remained white—an impact that 
carries through to present-day analysis. Invisible ‘white privilege’ allows 
its possessors to remain oblivious to ways in which it trains them to exact 
hostility on ‘non-white women’.44 The act of searching for Māori feminism 
and action within Pākehā-centred frameworks emphasises hierarchical 
power relations and removes agency from the action of groups who did 
not adhere to the mainstream. Māori women are presented as outside of 
feminist history, and this outsider status is often simplified as a threat to the 
basis of 1970s female solidarity. 

Challenging Feminist Agendas
By examining feminist spaces and interaction through a Māori-focussed 
lens, it is possible to destabilise some of the assumptions about the second 
wave and Māori women’s relationship to feminist organising in this period. 
This approach also helps to contradict assertions of parallelism or one-way 
transfer of ideas. Both positive and negative exchange had the potential 
to influence ways of thinking about what feminist action should mean. 
Sharon McKenzie Stevens and Lachlan Paterson consider the importance of 
confrontation in activism in order to cause a ‘strategic clash of perspectives’ 

43	  Nishhza Thiruselvam, ‘Decolonising white feminism: A response to Anjum Rahman’, Women’s Studies 
Journal 34, no.1/2, (2020): 162.
44	  Aileen Moreton-Robinson, ‘Theme: Whiteness, Troubling Business: Difference and Whiteness 
Within Feminism’, Australian Feminist Studies 15, no.33 (2000): 345.
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that encourages ‘consciousness-raising’, in turn reshaping relationships and 
knowledge.45 This occurred throughout the 1970s, as Māori women raised 
their concerns and asserted their own visions of women’s struggle and action.

A 1973 two-part series of Broadsheet interviews, ‘Talking to Polynesian 
Women’, printed the views of a range of mainly Māori interviewees about 
Women’s Liberation and its manifesto. Although the interviews were framed 
in a Pākehā structure and asked generalising questions, there is a noticeable 
pattern in that almost all participants suggested in some way that Women’s 
Liberation was ‘irrelevant’ to them and looked at women’s issues ‘only from 
a white perspective’.46 Claiming to be working for all women, one of the 
main aims of the Women’s Liberation movement was to ‘overturn the basic 
premises upon which rest stereotype [sic] notions about family and the 
roles of men and women’.47 Yet these were some of the very stereotypes that 
had been forced onto Māori society, and other Indigenous groups within 
settler colonies, by colonial governments in order to uphold the nation-state 
and control citizen behaviour.48 Small family units were incongruous with 
traditional whanau patterns, which consisted of much more than just parents 
and children, as were other colonially imposed categorisations and divisive 
concepts.49 Thus, aversion to white feminism stemmed not from a simple 
rejection of feminism itself but rather reflected the deeper and inherent 
connection between Western-dominated feminism and the domination of 
settler colonial knowledge.  Second-wave feminism, including the activism 
of Women’s Liberation, meant that this Pākehā-imported understanding of 
feminism became ‘uninspiring at best and disempowering at worst’.50 

Mira Szaszy, speaking at the first 1973 UWC in Auckland where she was the 
first and only Māori official speaker, articulated that: 

The work of Maori women in the future must still be geared to the 
basic needs of Maoris and the inequalities existing in our total society, 
and their aspirations cannot be other than those of the people as a 

45	  Stevens and Paterson, ‘Nga Tamatoa’, 18.
46	  Kitty Wishart, ‘Tilly Reedy’, in ‘Talking to Polynesian Women Part II’, Broadsheet 13a (1973), 7; 
Janet Bogle, ‘Ama and Lenora’, in ‘Talking to Polynesian Women Part II’, Broadsheet 13a (1973), 9.
47	  Craccum 45, no.21, 16 September 1972 quoted in Raewyn Dalziel, ‘Political Organisations’, in 
Women Together: A History of Women’s Organisations in New Zealand Ngā Rōpū Wāhine o te Motu, ed. 
Anne Else, (Wellington: Daphne Brasell Associates Press, 1993), 64.
48	  Arvin, et. al., ‘Decolonising Feminism’, 14–15.
49	  Simmonds, ‘Mana Wahine’, 16; Okeroa, ‘Unfurling routes of self-determination’, 48.
50	  Thiruselvam, ‘Decolonising white feminism’, 162.
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whole. At this stage in our history, it is difficult to inspire women 
bowed down with misery and insecurity to look upwards at what 
appears to be middle-class based aspirations of Pakeha women.51

Considering the Pākehā-dominated audience at the UWCs, Szaszy’s speech 
can be read as both an explanation for, and an assertion of, specific Māori 
women’s needs. She expressed that the experiences of ‘women’ could not 
be homogenised and Māori women had to face other oppressive forces. 
The mainstream expectation of feminists to prioritise their identification as 
‘woman’ above all else was hence problematic.52 Szaszy’s speech challenged 
the assumption that feminism was inherently benefitting ‘all women’ 
and stressed that ‘sex equality’ was not necessarily the primary concern.53 
Indeed, centring gender as the ‘position that matters’ presented a colour-
blind perspective that overlooked the Pākehā privilege of living in a white-
dominated settler society.54

Māori women’s articulations of their multiple identities and experiences of 
racism became more substantial and unapologetic over time. The protests 
of women outside the 1979 UWC provide an example of productive 
‘confrontation’ in which norms were challenged. Despite the feeling that the 
Hamilton Convention ‘actively excluded Maori and Pacific Island women 
from full and equal participation by slotting [them] into “an aspect of the 
Women’s Movement”,’ it remained a ‘definitive moment’ in the expression 
of Māori women’s activism and protest.55 Māori women and other anti-racist 
supporters gathered outside the University of Waikato, where the UWC 
was held, with protest signs including the aforementioned banner: ‘White 
Women’s Convention?’ Face-to-face protesting, which was the medium 
for much Māori protest during the 1970s, ensured dialogical exchange.56 
In one response to the UWC, published in Broadsheet, Juliet Seule expressed 
being ‘ashamed’ about her ‘ignorance’ towards the ‘genuine oppressed 
minority group of the convention’, after she saw their ‘dignified’ protests of 

51	  Szaszy, ‘Maori Women in Pakeha Society’, 24.
52	  Arvin, et. al., ‘Decolonising Feminism’, 17.
53	  Sherry Chopra, ‘In Spite of Challenges by “Black” and “Third World” Women, Do Mainstream 
Feminist Theories Still Reflect the Concerns of White Women?’ Journal of International Women’s Studies 5 
(2004): 22.
54	  Moreton-Robinson, ‘Theme: Whiteness’, 346.
55	  Ripeka Evans, ‘Rebecca Evans for the Māori and Pacific Peoples Revolutionary Front’, in ‘After the 
Convention’s Over: Reports on the United Women’s Convention 1979’, Broadsheet 70 (1979), 24; Michele 
D. Dominy, ‘Women’s and Feminist Activism among Māori’, in The Wiley Blackwell Encyclopedia of Gender 
and Sexuality Studies, ed. Nancy A. Naples, 1st ed. (New York: John Wiley & Sons Ltd, 2016), 3.
56	  Stevens and Paterson, ‘Nga Tamatoa’, 30.
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racism.57 Although the reference to Māori as the ‘minority group’ inherently 
marginalised these women and inferred their outsider status from Aotearoa’s 
feminist discourse, it highlights the impact of confrontation. Outside of 
the official channels within the UWC, free-flowing exchange of alternative 
viewpoints was possible.

In addition to this, activist Ripeka Evans was handed five minutes speaking 
time by Charlotte Bunch, the US lesbian feminist guest speaker, from Bunch’s 
closing speech. This was in response to the absence of any official Māori 
speakers at the UWC.58 The entirety of this closing address, unlike that of 
the second guest speaker, French feminist Martine Levy, is missing from the 
post-convention report due to ‘recording difficulties,’ but the report states 
that Bunch ‘voluntarily gave half of her time to Rebecca [Ripeka] Evans who 
spoke on white racism’.59 Collaboration between Pākehā lesbian separatists 
and Māori anti-racist activists could be observed at the UWC, particularly 
through shared feelings of marginalisation and rejection of ‘individualism, 
materialism, spiritual detachment and racism’.60 Becky Thompson notes 
that lesbian feminists were often among the first white women to support 
the idea of women as ‘both oppressed and oppressor’, as another group that 
was marginalised by the mainstream feminist narrative.61 The early 1970s 
has been labelled an important ‘new era’ of lesbian activism and organising, 
with influence from many Māori and working class lesbians already present 
in the public eye, as well as increasing confidence among lesbians to 
‘come out’ following the success of feminist movements such as Women’s 
Liberation and the dismantling of gender stereotypes.62 Whilst at Auckland 
University Ngāhuia Te Awekotuku formed the Gay Liberation movement, 
which quickly spread to Wellington and Christchurch universities, after 
she was denied an entry visa into the United States on grounds of ‘sexual 

57	  Juliet Seule, ‘Juliet Seule’, in ‘After the Convention’s Over: Reports on the United Women’s 
Convention 1979’, Broadsheet 70 (1979), 22.
58	  Sandra Coney, ‘Behind the News: “The Joy of Feminism” Room is Cancelled’, Broadsheet 69 
(1979), 7.
59	  ‘Martine Levy Sums Up’, United Women’s Convention 1979 Hamilton (Hamilton: United Women’s 
Convention, University of Waikato Hamilton, 1979), Box 1, UWA, 141. Rebecca is the anglicised version 
of Ripeka Evans’ first name.
60	  Michele Dominy, ‘1979 Convention: A Cultural Analysis’, Women’s Studies Journal 2, (1986): 32.
61	  Thompson, ‘Multiracial Feminism’, 342.
62	  Ngāhuia Te Awekōtuku, Shirley Tamihana, Julie Glamuzina and Alison Laurie, ‘Lesbian Organising’, 
in Women Together, ed. Else, 552 –3.



Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 29

64

deviance’.63 Linda Jean Kenix and Suvojit Bandopadhyaya highlight 
the significant Māori presence within LGBTQ organising in the 1970s, 
which often resulted in a fusion of the two causes.64 On the margins, these 
important feminist connections are easy to overlook. 

Frictions and counternarratives are important for painting a broader 
picture of 1970s feminism. Many feminists in Aotearoa and in attendance 
at the UWC saw power as something that men possessed and women did 
not, with this shared oppression forming the basis of sisterhood.65 White 
New Zealand was a gendered society and thus this took precedence for 
Pākehā women. Evans’ response to the UWC highlighted the importance 
of exchange:

What came out of the convention was important and significant 
in that white women took responsibility for their own racism—for 
they still benefit and accept from their primary status of being white. 
The analogous situation in terms of sexism is that men too must take 
responsibility for their own sexism.66 

At the UWC, a Pākehā-dominated space, Māori women emphasised 
the capacity for women to also act as the oppressor. Any reaction to this 
assertion required engagement with these ideas and encouraged Pākehā inner 
reflection.67 By highlighting the direct interaction between the ideologies 
of anti-racism and anti-sexism, Evans outlined white women’s capacity for 
oppression as being in line with that of the men against whom they were 
fighting. This openly destabilised the second wave ‘sisterhood is powerful’ 
slogan and forced white women to consider its limitations.68 

Overall, the complication of multiple oppressions was and always had been 
a critical concern and often a point of contention, felt by Māori women. 
Rather, it was the ways in which these feelings were expressed that changed 
over time, with the counternarrative to the mainstream becoming more 

63	  ‘Homosexual Law Reform: Birth of the Gay Movement’, NZ History, 3 June 2022, 3: nzhistory.
govt.nz/culture/homosexual-law-reform/birth-of-the-gay-movement; Will Hansen, ‘A History of Pride 
in Aotearoa New Zealand’, Te Papa, 10 September 2022, tepapa.govt.nz/discover-collections/read-
watch-play/history/lgbtqi-histories-aotearoa-new-zealand/history-pride. 
64	  Linda Jean Kenix and Suvojit Bandopadhyaya, ‘Co-Constructing a Print Media Narrative: Interviews 
with LGBTQ Activists from the 1960s and 1970s in New Zealand’, International Journal of Communication 
15 (2021): 743.
65	  Holmes, ‘Second-Wave Feminism’, 239.
66	  Evans, ‘Rebecca Evans for the Māori and Pacific Peoples Revolutionary Front’, 24.
67	  Stevens and Paterson, ‘Nga Tamatoa’, 33.
68	  Thompson, ‘Multiracial Feminism’, 346.
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clearly presented. Important dialogue was formed between feminists of 
different backgrounds, which presented competing understandings and 
frameworks that had to be critically engaged with, even if only to be refuted. 

Disrupting Chronologies
The wave model has been critiqued as constricting feminism to a ‘singular 
phenomenon’ and placing feminists of the different waves into oversimplified 
opposition with each other.69 As discussed, this simplicity and the resulting 
dominance of white middle-class understandings of feminism does not 
accommodate the multiple and dynamic identifications of Māori women. 
A way to counter this is through a disparate timeline of feminist action, 
illuminating ‘competing visions’ of liberation, dissension and definitions 
of feminism.70 Māori women had been addressing issues such as ‘anti-
racism’ and ‘intersectionality’ long before the mainstream third wave started 
to incorporate them in the 1990s. Thus, mixed-gender and women-only 
groups that focused on the Māori and anti-racist causes also provide an 
important space for analysis. Looking at Aotearoa’s feminist history from 
these contexts places Māori women at the centre, as opposed to on the 
margins or simply within parallel movements. 

The second wave is often seen to have begun with a relatively united 
sisterhood, then proceeded down a route of ‘fragmentation’, as newer types 
of feminism and a more diverse array of women joined.71 Yet this was far 
from the case. One of the most important all-female Māori organisations, 
the MWWL, was established in 1951 and is still in existence today.72 The 
League became an important official space for Māori women to express 
concerns and take action and, with the organisation’s direct connections 
to government, conferences became a crucial arena for addressing issues 
affecting Māori communities nationally.73 Writing in 1991, Te Awekōtuku 
conveyed the importance of the MWWL, ascribing its central place within 
feminism’s course in Aotearoa:

69	  Julia Schuster, ‘Why the Personal Remained Political: Comparing Second and Third Wave Perspectives 
on Everyday Feminism’, Social Movement Studies 16, no.6 (2017): 648; Reger, ‘Finding a Place in History’, 
201; Sangster, ‘Creating Popular Histories’, 383.
70	  Thompson, ‘Multiracial Feminism’, 338.
71	  Holmes, ‘Second-Wave Feminism’, 239–240.
72	  ‘Our Legacy’, Māori Women’s Welfare League, mwwl.org.nz/he-taonga-tuku-iho-our-legacy/ (page 
discontinued). 
73	  McDowell, ‘Riria te Riri, Mahi ate Mahi’, 144.
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What these women did [in the MWWL] preceded feminism, or 
women’s liberation, in the Maori world. Yet they were as much a part 
of my own feminist awakening as any book written overseas; they 
were, and are, mine, just like the kai arahi [leader], and they are part 
of my own understanding and herstory.74 

The MWWL underscores the central action of Māori women, fighting 
oppression throughout time rather than within Eurocentric confines, and 
importantly challenges the assumption of white women as the only pioneers. 
The MWWL provided a space for Māori feminist activism to grow, setting 
a precedent for female leadership and creating the ‘matriarchs’ of 1970s 
activism, such as Mira Szaszy and Dame Whina Cooper.75 

Huihuinga Wāhine Māori Anake also provides an important example of 
Māori women’s self-created space for discussion. This meeting of Māori 
women was held at Freeman’s Bay Daycare Centre in 1977, following an 
idea formed during a decisively all-woman sub-discussion at the Young 
Māori Leader’s Conference of 1977; at the hui (meeting) many issues 
including abortion, racism, alcohol abuse and traditional prohibitions were 
discussed.76 In her memories of the meeting, where no Pākehā and no men 
were allowed, Te Awekōtuku wrote:

Because it was such a major first and breakthrough for all of us 
there, we preferred to share the tremendous feelings of joy, solidarity, 
and womanpower together, knowing that once we found a base by 
trusting and being with each other, we can move out and begin to 
mobilize other women in the Maori community.77

This space to exist freely highlights the significant power of denial and 
hierarchy often present within Pākehā-dominated spaces. Their feelings 
of relief, with regards to the exclusivity and safety of the space, contrasted 
with the oppressions they endured in their everyday experience. The hui 
functioned as both a location of social acceptance and a cohesive base for 
political mobilisation. The importance of being seen, heard and understood 
is a fundamental part of Mana wahine; this sense of representation provided 
an opportunity to resist systemic and symbolic violence.78 As Arvin et. al. 

74	  Te Awekōtuku, Mana Wahine Maori, 10.
75	  McDowell, ‘Riria te Riri, Mahi ate Mahi’, 145.
76	  Tania Rei, Geraldine McDonald and Ngāhuia Te Awekōtuku, ‘Ngā Rōpū Wāhine Māori, Māori 
Women’s Organisations’, in Women Together. ed. Else, 12.
77	  Te Awekōtuku, Mana Wahine Maori, 55.
78	  Pihama, ‘Tīhei Mauri Ora Honouring Our Voices’, 22–23.
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highlight, aligning with feminism should not equal absorption into the white 
agenda but rather feminism should incorporate multiple identifications and 
needs in a way that challenges colonial frameworks.79 

Māori women also had a fundamental role within Māori nationalist 
movements, aside from spearheading women-only groups. Indeed, the fact 
that women were often at the fore of these mixed-gender movements is 
evidence of the long-standing Indigenous subversion of ‘heteropatriarchal 
norms’.80 The second-wave discourse often overlooks these spaces, partly 
due to the expectations that feminists worked only with other women.81 
For Donna Awatere, a Māori activist also prominent in feminist spaces, 
it remained ‘black unity before black/white unity, even where women 
are concerned’.82 Being Māori was, for most women, the dominating 
identification of their activism, yet this does not, and should not, devalue 
their place in women’s and feminist action. Furthermore, the activities 
of women within the activist group Ngā Tamatoa, and other anti-racist 
groups such as Polynesian Panthers, provided an important starting point 
for the development of more radical feminism.83 Hana Jackson recalled 
her awakening to sexism by joining Ngā Tamatoa: ‘I’d thought only racial 
discrimination existed until I learned about sexual discrimination … Sexism 
and racism seemed to go hand in hand.’84 Contrary to common narratives, 
motivation for separate Māori movements was not simply a reaction to 
the racism present within the white feminist movements, rather, it came 
from the need for Māori-oriented action that accounted for multiple 
oppressions.85 A history of feminism that ignores mixed-gender groups 
overlooks their importance in forming and strengthening feminist feeling 
and action among these women, as well as the way these groups show the 
unavoidable interwoven nature of oppressions.

Yet this did not mean that tensions were not present between Māori men 
and women in mixed-gender groups. Ripeka Evans indicated in a 1982 
interview, ‘[i]t seems old news to say that in Nga Tamatoa the women 

79	  Arvin, et al., ‘Decolonising Feminism’, 10–11.
80	  Arvin, et al., ‘Decolonising Feminism’, 18.
81	  Thompson, ‘Multiracial Feminism’, 341–342.
82	  Christine Dann, ‘Behind the News: Maori Women on the Move’, Broadsheet 44 (1976), 7.
83	  McDowell, ‘Riria te Riri, Mahi ate Mahi’, 155–156; Okeroa, ‘Unfurling routes of self-determination’, 
69.
84	  Amy Brown ed., Mana Wahine: Women who show the way (Auckland: 1994): 53, quoted in: McDowell, 
‘Riria te Riri, Mahi ate Mahi’, 148.
85	  Roth, ‘Introduction’, in Brown, ed., Mana Wahine, 6.
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did all the shit while the men did all the star turns’.86 These feelings were 
also echoed by Atareta Poananga, a member of political party Mana 
Motuhake, who felt that because women were ‘already at the forefront of 
Maori politics’ their ‘place in the mainstream needs to be recognised’ rather 
than forming ‘separate groups to prove themselves’.87 Her feelings that 
a ‘brown male club’ was created to balance the ‘white male club’ highlighted 
the paradoxical positioning of being Māori and woman within Aotearoa.88 
These complexities emphasise the interwoven issues facing Māori women 
in the 1970s, rejecting the ‘binary’ that has often been implied between 
‘women’s issues’ and ‘Indigenous issues’.89 Thus, Māori women were forced 
to navigate multiple fronts of oppression and push their cause in many 
complex ways. This must not be overlooked as action that was separate from 
second-wave feminism within Aotearoa, but rather seen as a central aspect.

It is also crucial to recognise the influence of overseas movements on Māori 
female action, especially those led by Black women. In the early 1980s, 
Ripeka Evans highlighted global connections and support, explaining that 
‘[o]ver the years we have built up strong bonds with other indigenous 
colonized people in the USA, Canada, and Australia. Where we can we send 
people to support them and they support us.’90 Within white-dominated 
feminist frameworks, these many national and transnational connections 
and interactions, especially informal, are easily overlooked. The Black 
Women’s Movement represented a global, particularly American, influence 
and the rising significance of anti-racist and anti-colonial thought within a 
specifically Māori female context.91 This movement came to the fore as Ngā 
Tamatoa died away, incorporating Māori women alongside Pasifika and 
some Indian women in Aotearoa. The Black Women’s Movement was most 
active from 1978, and although the starting point is unclear some believe 
it begun in the early 1970s.92 In an interview, Josie Keelan outlined that 
the Movement intended ‘to actually look at ways and means that we could 
organise Māori, and particularly Māori women, along the socialist path to 

86	  Evans, ‘Rebecca Evans’, 12–13.
87	  Christine Dann, ‘Atareta Poananga talks to Christine Dann about her experiences in Manu Motuhake’, 
Broadsheet 92 (1981), 35.
88	  Dann, ‘Atareta Poananga talks to Christine Dann’, 35.
89	  Arvin, et. al., ‘Decolonising Feminism’, 15.
90	  Evans, ‘Rebecca Evans’, 17.
91	  McDowell, ‘Riria te Riri, Mahi ate Mahi’, 138–139; Okeroa, ‘Unfurling routes of self-determination’, 
68.
92	  Okeroa, ‘Unfurling routes of self-determination’, 37.
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Māori liberation’.93 The appearance of this more radical feminist group, who 
were often portrayed in the media as mimicking Black Power imagery,94 
was in line with the establishment of other radical feminist groups within 
Aotearoa at a similar time, such as the Radical Feminist Network.95 This 
contradicts common assumptions that white groups emerged first with 
women of colour following their lead, an assertion that obscures much 
dialogue and the impact of global movements.96 

Applying a broader and more diverse temporal lens (re)centres Māori 
knowledge that was often otherwise marginalised. In a 1973 Broadsheet 
interview, Betty Wark asserted the enduring presence of Māori women and 
knowledge, despite the lack of recognition:

[y]ou’ve never had Maori women in the [Women’s Liberation] 
movement because it is a foreign thing to them. You should have 
started learning things from them years ago dear. You were brought 
up differently and that you’ll never change. It is very hard for you to 
understand us. We should recognise each other for what each other 
has to offer.97 

Contradicting assumptions that white feminism was the leading model 
from which other feminisms branched, Wark asserted the value of 
Māori knowledge. Her insistence that Māori women’s activism had been 
overlooked in the mainstream discourse, to Pākehā feminism’s detriment, 
is one that is still in many ways relevant. The ‘conceptual corruption of 
Māori philosophy’ through colonial force has led to an ongoing aggression 
towards Māori ways of being and understanding.98 Highlighting Māori 
epistemologies as significant and a part of the ‘ongoing project of resistance’ 
resists the mainstream timeline and ensures that Indigenous histories 
are viewed in their own right, rather than as ‘progressive’ continuations 
of colonisation.99 
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When we consider feminist action of the 1970s, it is important not 
to constrict analysis to women-only action, or action that is expressed 
singularly for women’s advancement. In the context of Aotearoa, this 
broader understanding of feminist action recognises the longstanding 
powerful force of Māori women and acknowledges the damaging impact 
of colonial structures. Furthermore, considering broader contexts shows the 
impact of transnational connections, such as the Black Power movement, 
whose theories and approaches were adapted to the specific Māori context. 
These global interactions provide a much more complex story than that of 
one-way transmission from Pākehā to Māori.

Conclusion
In this article I have reconceived the decade of abundant feminism in 
1970s Aotearoa, but from a Māori-centred perspective. This is pertinent 
to current-day contexts, as New Zealand continues to assert narratives of 
having leading standards of feminism. With the feminist waves metaphor 
persisting within the fields of feminism and history, it is important to expand 
the parameters of who and what is incorporated and discussed within these 
contexts. This helps to rewrite the narrative of feminism as middle-class, 
straight and white, to one that encompasses a diverse range of women’s 
action and lived experience. Nevertheless, simple inclusion of marginalised 
women is not the answer. In order to truly provide space for Māori women’s 
knowledge as validated and understood, a deeper analysis of the oppressive 
capabilities and privileged position of Pākehā women, as part of a settler 
colonial society, is vital. This goes further than sitting back and listening and 
should include an examination of white privilege as well as handing over 
power to Indigenous women.100 To this end, this essay has begun to analyse 
the persisting colonial structures within New Zealand, and the impact this 
has had on the way Māori women’s activism is viewed.

Mainstream Pākehā feminism presented for many Māori women 
a complicated paradigm, in which the agenda was tied up with colonially 
enforced norms and a simplified version of oppression that encouraged 
solidarity with Pākehā women over Māori men. I have demonstrated ways in 
which Māori women navigated these complexities, fighting on several fronts 
to engage with Pākehā women and bring attention to racist structures within 

100	 Moreton-Robinson, ‘Whiteness Matters’, 250.
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Aotearoa society, whilst simultaneously addressing sexism within Māori 
society. This multiplicity of Indigenous female activism is testament to their 
powerful impact and tireless action. Thompson calls this the ‘three-pronged 
approach’ of feminists of colour, being active (1) within white-dominated 
feminist movements, (2) mixed-gender groups, and (3) developing their 
own Indigenous women’s organisations.101 Māori women consistently 
challenged Pākehā women during the 1970s, particularly through direct 
dialogue and confrontation. In this way they were able to present viewpoints 
and understandings that were often at odds with that of Pākehā feminists 
of the time. Even denial from Pākehā women required crucial engagement 
and reflection and this dialogue was part of what shaped the development 
of feminist thought in Aotearoa. This contradicts assertions that Māori 
women’s activism was purely in reaction to mainstream movements.

The way we view history is crucial to the way we view today. When Māori 
experience is relegated to the margins of history, it supports a continuation 
of this position within current Aotearoa society. Feminisms must be 
understood as ‘in dialogue’ with each other, rather than just ‘reactive’, in 
order to gain a more accurate perspective of second-wave feminism and to 
better understand women’s issues today.102 In the early 1970s, Te Awekōtuku 
questioned the relevance of the sisterhood and addressed the white-focussed 
actions of feminism that claimed to be working for all: ‘That year, 1893, 
the vote for Maori women seemed an irrelevance. This year, 1972, the 
situation has hardly changed. What good has the present system done to 
alleviate the pressures confronting the modern Maori woman?’103 It remains 
to be asked whether the issues and experiences of Māori women are truly 
being addressed in a validating and expansive way, fifty years on. The aim 
of this article was to deconstruct and reformulate the feminist narrative, 
to highlight the central place and contribution of Māori women within 
the movement. To deny Māori women’s importance in the history of the 
feminist movement is to continue to preserve the colonial structures that 
rendered them oppressed in the first place. 

101	 Thompson, ‘Multiracial feminism’, 338.
102	 Roth, ‘Introduction’, in Brown, ed., Mana Wahine, 8.
103	 Ngāhuia Te Awekōtuku, ‘He Wahine, he Whenua, e Ngaro ai teTangata: By Women, by Land, 
Men are Lost’, Craccum, 46, no. 22 (1972), cited in Te Awekōtuku, Mana Wahine Maori, 30.
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‘Worthy’ Women: Power, 
Paternalism and Process of 
the National Shipwreck Relief 
Society of NSW
Karen Filewood

Abstract
Victorian ideals of paternalism, morality, social status, gender 
and the deserving poor are well documented. Less familiar is 
a  recognition of their practical implications for women and their 
families in an all-male maritime-based benevolent society after 
crisis takes their breadwinner. To fully apprehend the consequences, 
we must understand these ideals, the everyday functioning of a 
benevolent society and its members and the lived experience of the 
women seeking relief. To achieve this understanding, the National 
Shipwreck Relief Society of NSW has been used as a case study, 
focussing on their 1877–1883 minute book. This source provides 
core information for biographical research into the life experience of 
everyone involved and gives insight into the charity’s management.

Our investigation shows that the society’s committee contained 
a  classic middle-class male demographic that was characteristic of 
Victorian times, while the women came from a variety of social 
classes and backgrounds. It reveals how contemporary ideals, gender 
and occupational biases, as well as the publicity and circumstances 
of crisis, affected the activities of a benevolent society, which in turn 
paid no regard for women’s workload or existing support. Overall, 
this study offers a new depth of insight into how contemporary 
ideology, emotional practice and women’s benevolence created 
‘arbitrary altruism’.

* * *
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This article argues that emotional practice and Victorian middle-class 
ideals within a benevolent society produced ‘arbitrary altruism’.1 Formed 
when male chivalry, paternalism and benevolence were well established 
within late-Victorian society, the National Shipwreck Relief Society of 
NSW (NSRS) will be used as a case study. Situated in maritime-based 
philanthropy, this unique investigation reveals how a benevolent society’s 
procedures, individuals’ situations, the crisis genre, publicity and the biases 
prevalent in the society destabilised and disrupted the assistance given to 
women in crisis.2 

Centred around practice theory as used by historians of emotions, this 
analysis investigates outcomes of the interplay between culture, emotions 
and actions. As Monique Scheer explains, ‘thinking of emotions as practices 
means integrating the history of feeling into the study of socially produced 
subjectivities’. Thoughts and emotions emerge due to an evaluation of 
circumstances, actively or passively, voluntarily or not, dependent upon 
the openness that an individual’s temperament constructs, in an act known 
as ‘emotional practice’.3 However, while emotional practice is reliant on 
societal culture for guidance, it is not limited by it and varies according to 
the agency of individuals and their situation, making the NSRS an ideal 
case study for the demonstration of this approach.4

The first minute book of the NSRS covers five and a half years of operation 
from 1877, chronicling assistance given to shipwrecked seafarers and their 
families on a mariner’s death and awards granted for bravery. Discovered 
during research exploring reactions to a shipping collision, the minute book 

1	  This is the author’s terminology to refer to inconsistent or chance outcomes of benevolent activity. 
The use of ‘altruism’ as defined in psychology can be found in ‘Altruism’ in The Gale Encyclopedia of 
Psychology, ed. Jacqueline L. Longe (Michigan: Gale, 2016), 37–38. Identical use of the term ‘arbitrary 
altruism’ is found in David Millar, ‘“Are They My Poor?”: The Problem of Altruism in the World of 
Strangers’, Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy, 5, no. 4 (2002): 106–127 [122].
2	  Lucy Delap, ‘“Thus Does Man Prove His Fitness to Be the Master of Things”: Shipwrecks, Chivalry 
and Masculinities in Nineteenth and Twentieth Century Britain’, Cultural and Social History, 3, no. 1 
(2006): 45–75; Alice H. Eagly and Maureen Crowley, ‘Gender and Helping Behaviour: A Meta-Analytic 
Review of the Social Psychological Literature’, Psychological Bulletin 100, no. 3 (1986): 283–308; ‘Minute 
Book’, in Royal Shipwreck Relief and Humane Society of New South Wales Records, Royal Shipwreck Relief 
and Humane Society of New South Wales (Sydney: State Library of New South Wales, 1877–1883); David 
Roberts, Paternalism in Early Victorian England, revised edition [original 1979], vol. 41, Routledge Library 
Editions: The Victorian World (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), 1; John Tosh, A Man’s Place: Masculinity and 
the Middle-Class Home in Victorian England (London: Yale University Press, 2008).
3	  Monique Scheer, ‘Are Emotions a Kind of Practice (and That Is What Makes Them Have a 
History)? A Bourdieuian Approach to Understanding Emotion’, History and Theory, 51, no. 2 (2012): 
193–220 [206].
4	  Scheer, ‘Are Emotions a Kind of Practice?’, 203–204.
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is ideal for in-depth examination and evaluation of the committee, their 
activities and charity recipients.5 Used in conjunction with contemporary 
newspapers and online databases such as Ancestry.com and the Maritime 
Heritage Database, individuals were traced and details of maritime crises 
located.6 Secondary sources such as books and journal articles provide 
context by examining contemporary ideals and benevolence to reveal how 
these notions were altered in the Australian psyche.7

For a balanced study, prosopography is used to investigate the NSRS 
committee members and the widows and their families who received their 
assistance, producing a historical sociology that uses biography to reveal 
lived experience over the long durée.8 The study of mentalités is employed to 
investigate significant life events, the cultural context and social values of 
the NSRS which affected their behaviour toward women. It also ascertains 
how income loss and NSRS decisions created arbitrary altruism, affecting 
beneficiaries’ lives.9 As the minute book was created by one individual with 
a single perspective, its analysis has advantages and constraints. Offering 
insight into NSRS processes, it reveals the variety of charity recipients and 
the committee’s operational processes, however, as the minutes were recorded 
for public perusal, they are restrained. This renders analysis of emotions and 
ideals challenging, as in-depth discussion and dissent within and between 
committee members and charity applicants is only vaguely implied or 
omitted. In addition, the scant level of detail in the minutes and newspaper 
articles limits the traceability of people, as does the ubiquity of common 
names such as ‘Smith’ or ‘Jones’, especially when the correspondence to 
which these documents refer is absent.10

5	  Karen Filewood, ‘Impact at Sea: Societal Sensibilities in Late Victorian England’ (Honours thesis, 
University of New England, 2018); ‘Minute Book’.
6	  Ancestry, 2006, ancestry.com.au; Office of Environment & Heritage, Maritime Heritage Database, 
NSW Government, heritage.nsw.gov.au/search-for-heritage/maritime-heritage-database/.
7	  Delap, ‘“Thus Does Man Prove His Fitness to Be the Master of Things”’; Miriam Dixson, The 
Real Matilda, Women and Identity in Australia, 1788–1975 (Melbourne: Penguin, 1976); Ben Huf, 
‘The Capitalist in Colonial History: Investment, Accumulation and Credit-Money in New South Wales,’ 
Australian Historical Studies 50, no. 4 (2019): 418–440; Gregory Melleuish, ‘Personal Politics and 
Being British: Political Rhetoric, Democracy and Their Consequences in Colonial New South Wales.’ 
Australian Journal of Politics and History 59, no. 1 (March, 2013): 1–14; Anne O’Brien, Philanthropy 
and Settler Colonialism (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014); Roberts, Paternalism in Early Victorian 
England; Tosh, A Man’s Place.
8	  Peter K. Anderson, ‘How Civilized Were the Victorians?’, Journal of Victorian Culture, 20, no. 4 
(2015): 439–452 [441–442].
9	  Anna Green and Kathleen Troup, The Houses of History: A Critical Reader in History and Theory, 
2nd ed. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2016), 111–112 & 131.
10	  Anderson, ‘How Civilized Were the Victorians?’, 445.
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To understand the experience and emotions of the NSRS members, the 
values and ideas of contemporary British philanthropy and their application 
in an Australian context must be examined. Victorian ideals and behaviour 
are often stereotyped as discourses of morality, paternalism and restraint. 
This typecasting, while often accurate, is only relevant to part of the 
population and omits regular, every-day activities.11 Paternalism is difficult 
to define as it was largely a set of imprecise principles and views expressed in 
assorted combinations within the psyche of individual people.12 As David 
Roberts explains, a paternalist was:

one who believes that society can be best managed and social evils 
best mitigated by men of authority, property, and rank performing 
their respective duties toward those in their community who are 
bound to them by personal ties of dependency. To be paternalist was 
to act toward dependents as a father does to his wife, his children, 
and his servants.13

Paternalism was pervasive and widely favoured and although Victorian 
society was exceedingly multifarious, it was manifest in many forms.14

Paternalism’s core values embodied the concept known as noblesse oblige 
(privilege entailing responsibility to others) and entailed elements of 
authoritarianism, societal stratification, belief in the natural body politic 
and pluralism, the uniquely English notion of multiple sub-hierarchies 
within an overarching hierarchy.15 Rather than the monarch, it was largely 
English squires who were the fatherly authority, followed by those who had 
tenants and employees. This gave their administration a personal element, 
embedding the notion ‘to know and be known by those one governed’ 
into English paternalism.16 Political power was secured through property 
ownership, and as this was extensive, power was broadly exercised in 
a variety of ways. With property and power came duties, along with the 
right to perform them by leading, directing, assisting, and disciplining, 
with the expectation that respect would be given in return. Paternalists also 
believed that a settled Christian population was the result of sound morality 

11	  Anderson, ‘How Civilized Were the Victorians?’, 439–440.
12	  Roberts, Paternalism in Early Victorian England, 1.
13	  Roberts, Paternalism in Early Victorian England, 8.
14	  Anderson, ‘How Civilized Were the Victorians?,’ 439–440; Roberts, Paternalism in Early Victorian 
England, 1.
15	  Eagly and Crowley, ‘Gender and Helping Behaviour’, 284–285.
16	  Roberts, Paternalism in Early Victorian England, 4.
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and spirituality, not good government and legislation. The archetype 
paternalist believed upstanding morality should be a guiding principle 
within all interactions, including within the economy, and be extended into 
fairmindedness in mercantilism and trade.17

Capitalism also had a considerable emotional influence on paternalism, 
especially regarding gender relations. From the early 1800s industrial 
capitalism was gaining momentum. The scale of enterprise was growing, 
and those in positions of authority were developing a fixation on power, 
profit and the stratification of classes and genders. Middle-class males 
ascending to an upper social class relegated their female companions to 
a position of idle ornamentation, aiming to portray a life of maintained 
leisure to which the working classes also aspired.18 The middle-class also 
introduced terminology which reinforced class division and potential 
resistance. Acknowledgement of varying worker occupations was pluralised 
to ‘working classes’ while the term ‘middle-class’ remained singular. A new 
social rank appeared, labelled ‘criminal class’, distinguishing the deserving 
from the undeserving poor, suggesting that there was a widely-held belief 
that crime was entirely voluntary.19 

The English brought these paternalist ideals to Australia, however the 
colony’s role as a place of exile for England’s ‘criminal classes’ altered the two 
countries’ relationship. Lacking a distinct aristocracy and governed by the 
middle classes, deep British prejudice against Australia soon emerged.20 
Aspiring for higher regard, those governing the colony responded by 
becoming increasingly class conscious and ‘progress’ focused on moral and 
industrial improvement.21 Morality, respectability and good behaviour were 
prioritised for the ordinary Australian liberal, and this was extended into 
the personalisation of colonial administrative process and politics.22 Most of 

17	  Alston Kennerley, ‘The Development of Welfare Provision for Seafarers in Australia since the Early 
Nineteenth Century’, The Great Circle 39, no. 1 (2017): 89–115 [91]; Roberts, Paternalism in Early 
Victorian England, 2–7.
18	  Dixson, The Real Matilda, 64–67.
19	  Robert Hughes, The Fatal Shore (London: Pan Books, 1988), 164–167.
20	  Catherine Bishop, Minding Her Own Business, Colonial Businesswomen in Sydney (Sydney: NewSouth, 
2015), 26–28; Hughes, The Fatal Shore, 258.
21	  Dixson, The Real Matilda, 59–60.
22	  Melleuish, ‘Personal Politics and Being British’, 2–7.
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the middle class embraced the ideology of respectability, some incorporating 
it into every aspect of their private and public lives, while others restricted 
it to specific circumstances.23

Despite Australia’s governing middle classes’ desire to gain British respect, 
their relationship with England was contradictory. While Australia’s 
advancement was upheld as a process built on solid British tradition, 
they rejected aspects of that tradition, such as the Poor Laws, in favour of 
voluntary philanthropy. For upper-class Australians, the creation of a welfare 
system based on England’s Poor Laws was particularly objectionable.24 
Operating via government legislation, community support was mandated 
via taxation. The blind adoption of this system would also signify the 
colonies’ co‑dependence, implying they were no different from England.25 
Rejecting the legislative model, the colony’s administrators fostered a unique 
philanthropic approach, based on core colonial ideals. These included 
a focus on income generation, an economy for a ‘working man’s paradise’ 
and a regulated capitalist market, although typical of paternalist ideals, 
they tacitly assumed a male breadwinner.26 Developed as an experiment in 
suppressing state welfare, informal help was encouraged from family, friends 
and sympathetic strangers.27 This distinctly Australian paternalism, which 
shifted patrician and capitalist welfare responsibilities onto workers and 
women, is identified in this statement printed in Sydney Punch after the 
NSRS’s formation:

The merchants and shipowners of Sydney have at last done their 
duty in respect of those by whom their fortunes are made in a great 
measure, but whose share of the golden harvest which they gather at 
the risk of their lives is so infinitesimally small that a wreck means 
the destitution of widows and orphans.28

23	  Mike J. Huggins, ‘More Sinful Pleasures? Leisure, Respectability and the Male Middle Classes in 
Victorian England.’ Journal of Social History 33, no. 3 (2000): 585–600 [585–587].
24	  John Murphy, ‘The Other Welfare State: Non-Government Agencies and the Mixed Economy of 
Welfare in Australia,’ History Australia 3, no. 2 (2006): 1–15 [3–6].
25	  Shurlee Swain, ‘A Long History of Faith-Based Welfare in Australia: Origins and Impact,’ Journal 
of Religious History 41, no. 1 (2017): 81–96 [82–83].
26	  Hughes, The Fatal Shore, 258; Murphy, ‘The Other Welfare State’, 3–5.
27	  Anne O’Brien, Philanthropy and Settler Colonialism (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 6–7.
28	  ‘The National Shipwreck Relief Society’, Sydney Punch, 4 August 1877, 1, Trove, National Library 
of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article253643346.
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While Australia’s Victorian idealism provides context for this case study, 
a biographical analysis of committee members is required to assess the 
level of influence paternalism and life experience had over their actions.29 
An examination of wood and coal merchant John Catley, who initiated the 
meeting to form the NSRS, reveals how formative life experience influenced 
his emotional practice in urging others to hold the meeting.30

Born in Westminster, London, in 1832 he was orphaned at about the age of 
six and sent to live with his aunt (mother’s sister) and her husband, Phillipa 
and Edmund Bowden and two cousins.31 Phillipa Bowden was matron 
of the Middlesex Pauper Lunatic Asylum and her husband, its physician. 
Catley’s sister was sent to live with their uncle (mother’s brother) and his 
wife, Thomas and Ellen Powell, while his older brother went to boarding 
school. Thomas Powell was also a physician and his wife a matron, both 
employed at Snenton Lunatic Asylum. Although it is unclear whether the 
family resided within these institutions, their presence in Catley’s life, along 
with the loss of several family members, would certainly have influenced 
him.32 In 1841 his cousin and stepbrother Edmund Bowden junior died, 
aged ten, followed in the late 1840s by the deaths of his uncles and his 
cousin and stepsister Amelia Bowden, aged twenty.33 In 1865 his brother, 

29	  Tosh, A Man’s Place, 2–3.
30	  Dixson, The Real Matilda, 61; ‘Ecclesiastical Jurisdiction’, New South Wales Government Gazette, 
6 July 1877, no. 218, 2632, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article223535671; 
‘Shipwreck Relief Fund’, Sydney Morning Herald, 28 September 1876, 3, Trove, National Library of 
Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article13380666.
31	  ‘Frances Mary Swindale Catley’, England Deaths and Burials, 1538–1991, comp. of Genealogical Society 
of Utah, Salt Lake City (2013), Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/18960324:9840.
32	  ‘Phillippa Bull Burtin’, Census Returns of England and Wales, 1841 (London: The National Archives), 
Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/imageviewer/collections/8978/images/MDXHO107_656_657-0257?treeid=
&personid=&hintid=&usePUB=true&usePUBJs=true&pId=6954684; ‘Thomas Powell’, Census Returns 
of England and Wales, 1841 (London, The National Archives), Ancestry, ancestry.com/imageviewer/ 
collections/​8978/​images/NTTHO107_866_867-0507?treeid=&personid=&hintid=​&use​PUB=​true&​
use​PUBJs=​true&_​ga=​2.218015766.​1080342405.​1629168588-​1921040992.​1573431670&​ftm=​1&​
pId=​9244826.
33	  ‘Amelia Gilbert Carter’, in Tombstone & Memorial Inscriptions of Tasmania, comp. Genealogical 
Society of Tasmania, , 2nd ed., (1999), 868, Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=​
1266&h​=​406348&indiv=try; ‘Edmund Wetherell Edward Bowden’, London Church of England Parish 
Registers, (London, London Metropolitan Archives), Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?​db=​
1559&h=​10226084&indiv=try; ‘Edmund Bowden’, Tasmanian Pioneer Index, 1803–1899, Ancestry, 
search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1779&h=5416606&indiv=try; ‘Thomas Powell’, Records of 
the Prerogative Court of Canterbury Wills (London, The National Archives), Series PROB 11, Class: 
PROB 11, Piece: 2063, 383–384, Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/393604:5111.
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a ship’s mate, died aged twenty-eight and the year after, his sister also died.34 
Thus, at the age of thirty-three, he had lost all his immediate and adoptive 
family, aside from his aunt, Phillipa Bowden.35

It can be deduced from this life experience that his empathy toward sailors’ 
families and the loss of life in two shipping disasters may have prompted 
him to call others into action. Around forty crew on the SS Dandenong and 
men on another dozen boats died over eight days in the Dandenong Gale 
of 1876.36 Shortly after, John Catley wrote to the Sydney Morning Herald 
suggesting a permanent society be formed, however nothing eventuated.37 
A year later, on 14 July 1877, another storm saw the loss of the SS Yarra 
Yarra and eighteen seamen and again Catley wrote to the newspaper.38 Two 
weeks later an advertisement appeared for a public meeting to form the 
society, where Catley joined the committee, becoming its secretary.39

Prosopographical analysis of the NSRS committee’s composition reveals 
it was large (twenty members) and consisted of the colony’s ‘small’ and 
‘great’ working capitalists. Members included pastoral and mercantile elite 
businessmen who had used Sydney as a port city to accumulate wealth, 
politicians, as well as highly regarded and skilled professional men.40 
Confirming their societal status in financial terms, analysis of their funds at 
the time of their deaths reveals eleven founding members possessed between 

34	  ‘Sarah Price Catley’, Calendar of the Grants of Probate and Letters of Administration made in the 
Probate Registries of the High Court of Justice in England (London, Principal Probate Registry), 63, 
Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/1047490:1904.
35	  ‘Thomas Catley’, Calendar of the Grants of Probate and Letters of Administration made in the 
Probate Registries of the High Court of Justice in England (London, Principal Probate Registry), 413, 
Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/1108731:1904.
36	  ‘Dandenong’, Maritime Heritage Database, Office of Environment & Heritage, NSW Government, 
environment.nsw.gov.au/maritimeheritageapp/ViewSiteDetail.aspx?siteid=1692.
37	  ‘John George Catley’, Find a Grave, Find A Grave Index, findagrave.com/memorial/188498463/john-
george-catley; ‘Shipwreck Relief Fund’, Sydney Morning Herald, 28 September 1876, 3, Trove, National Library 
of Australia, trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/13380666?browse=​ndp%3Abrowse​%2Ftitle%2FS​%2F​
title%2​F35%2F1876​%2F09%2F28%2Fpage%2F1439717%2Farticle%2F13380666.
38	  ‘Shipwrecks and Relief ’, Sydney Morning Herald, 18 July 1877, 6, Trove, National Library of Australia, 
nla.gov.au/nla.news-article13395592; ‘Yarra Yarra’, in Maritime Heritage Database (Office of Environment 
& Heritage).
39	  ‘National Shipwreck Relief Society of NSW’, Sydney Morning Herald, 26 July 1877, 5, Trove, 
National Library of Australia, trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/13397290; ‘To the Right Worshipful 
the Mayor of Sydney’, Sydney Morning Herald, 25 July 1877, 1, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.
gov.au/nla.news-article13395592.
40	  Huf, ‘The Capitalist in Colonial History’, 431–35.
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£18,000 to £496,000.41 A study of their occupations also illustrates how 
Claire Wright’s examination of 1910s corporate networks applies forty years 
earlier to the NSRS.42 Committee membership was discerning, with a portion 
allocated to members with certain skills in order to build a complex network 
of overlapping occupations and interests within the upper classes.43 This was 
demonstrated after the society’s inaugural meeting, when individuals such 
as Frederick Dangar were asked to join, in his case, to become president.44 
The executive’s four members were typical prominent colonial capitalists, 
being coal or general merchants and involved directly with shipping, with 
additional interests in insurance and pastoral industries.45

General committee members also had diverse interests, occupations and 
skills which assisted the society. Charles Hayes was secretary of the Royal 
Exchange and mayor of Manly, hence the society met at the Exchange.46 
City dignitaries included Sydney mayor and shipowner, James Merriman 

41	  R.F. Holder, ‘Buckland, Thomas (1814–1896)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National 
Centre of Biography, Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/buckland-thomas-171; 
‘Late Captain J Broomfield’, Australian Star, 8 December 1903, 6, Trove, National Library of Australia, 
nla.gov.au/nla.news-article228627983; ‘Late Mr C.H. Hayes’, Sydney Morning Herald, 28 April 1924, 
4, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article28073995; G J Abbott, ‘Merriman, 
James (1816–1883)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian 
National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/merriman-james-4190; ‘News in Brief ’, Nambucca 
and Bellinger News, 11 June 1920, 6, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​
217854506; ‘Probates’, Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 17 Jun 1882, 966, Trove, National 
Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article162029585; A G. Lowndes, ‘Ross, Joseph Grafton 
(1834–1906)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian National 
University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/ross-joseph-grafton-4509; Martha Rutledge and Bede Nairn, 
‘Stuart, Sir Alexander (1824–1886)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, 
Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/stuart-sir-alexander-4661; G.P. Walsh, 
‘Gilchrist, William Oswald (1843–1920)’, in Obituaries Australia, National Centre of Biography, 
oa.anu.edu.au/obituary/gilchrist-william-oswald-15599; ‘Wills. W S Buzacott’, Daily Telegraph, 30 June 
1916, 3, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article238677163.
42	  Claire E.F. Wright, ‘The Boarding Pass: Pathways to Corporate Networks in Early Twentieth-
Century Australia,’ Australian Historical Studies 50, no. 4 (2019): 441–462 [461].
43	  Tosh, A Man’s Place, 2–3.
44	  Louise T. Daley, ‘Dangar, Frederick Holkham (1831–1921)’, in Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/dangar-
frederick-holkham-288; ‘Minute Book’, 7.
45	  ‘A.T. Wilshire’ in John Sands Ltd, Sands Sydney, Suburban and Country Commercial Directory, 1882. 
633, City of Sydney Archives, (01/01/1882 - 31/12/1882), [A-01136277]. archives.cityofsydney.nsw.
gov.au/nodes/view/1898977; Huf, ‘The Capitalist in Colonial History’, 433; J G Catley, ‘Public Notice’, 
Daily Telegraph, 30 October 1897, 15, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article238428133; ‘The Late Captain Broomfield’, Balmain Observer and Western Suburbs Advertiser, 29 
August 1903, 3, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article132354780; ‘The Late 
Honorary William Laidley M.L.C.’, Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 20 February 1897, 
396, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article163790857.
46	  ‘Manly Pioneer’, Daily Telegraph, 8 March 1924, 8, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.
au/nla.news-article245904477.
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who had interests in pearl shell and whaling, as well as a pub licence.47 His 
colleague, Benjamin Palmer, was a Sydney alderman with membership on 
the Board of Water Supply and Sewerage.48

Other members had similar interests but had a deeper interest in philanthropy, 
such as Captain Shorter who personally helped sailors’ families trace their 
missing menfolk.49 Joseph Paxton came from a labouring background and 
worked as a music teacher and psalmodist, before becoming a very successful 
gold miner. After his son accidently drowned he further engaged his time 
and finances into philanthropic causes.50 As with most nineteenth-century 
benevolent societies, NSRS had a significant, though indirect, religious 
base, with many members connected to the Congregational (Independent) 
Church.51 Being Protestant, the church was linked closely with morality 
and temperance, ongoing issues that contributed to the NSRS’s notions 
of respectability.52

There were also ties to key colonial institutions and societies including 
the Trade Protection Society of NSW, Chamber of Commerce, the Royal 
Exchange and Customs.53 Captain Hixson had an authoritarian presence as 
the Marine Board president and founder of the volunteer naval brigade.54 
Captain Shorter was Sydney’s Shipping Master, while Matthew Stephen 
QC was in the Legislative Committee, and handled the society’s legal 

47	  Abbott, ‘Merriman, James (1816–1883)’.
48	  ‘Minute Book’, 1–12; ‘The Late Benjamin Palmer’, Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 14 
October 1893, 801, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article164367147.
49	  ‘Death of Captain Shorter’, Sydney Daily Telegraph, 1 March 1880, 3, Trove, National Library of 
Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article238486798.
50	  ‘The Late Joseph Paxton, Esq. J.P.’, Australian Town and Country Journal, 3 June 1882, 1025, Trove, 
National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article70969656.
51	  Kennerley, ‘The Development of Welfare Provision for Seafarers’, 97.
52	  ‘Mr W.S. Buzacott’, Week, 16 June 1916, 28, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.
news-article190537338; ‘Minute Book’, 123; ‘The Late Benjamin Palmer’, Sydney Mail and New South 
Wales Advertiser, 14 October 1893, 801, Trove, National Library of Australia, trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/​
article/​164367147?​browse=ndp​%3Abrowse​%2Ftitle%2​FS%2F​title%2F698%2​F1893%2F​10%2F​14​
%2F​page%2F​16909450​%2F​article%2F164367147; ‘Wreck of the Queen of Nations’, Sydney Morning 
Herald, 18 June 1881, 9, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​13488602; 
Delap, ‘“Thus Does Man Prove His Fitness’”, 7; Lowndes, ‘Ross, Joseph Grafton (1834–1906)’.
53	  Martha Rutledge and Bede Nairn, ‘Stuart, Sir Alexander (1824–1886)’; Lowndes, ‘Ross, Joseph 
Grafton (1834–1906)’; ‘The Late Mr John Alger’, Sydney Morning Herald, 22 December 1902, 8, Trove, 
National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article14490490; ‘Mr C H Hayes’, Sydney Morning 
Herald, 8 March 1924, 18, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article16123293.
54	  ‘A Naval Funeral: The Late Captain Hixson’, Sydney Mail, 10 March 1909, 30, Trove, National 
Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article163289271.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article164367147
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article238486798
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article70969656
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responsibilities.55 Personal interests also linked the committee through 
membership of the Union Club, Royal Sydney Yacht Squadron, Royal 
Society of NSW and the Rifle Association.56

This analysis of their occupations, income and involvement in maritime 
affairs illustrates the capability of middle-class Victorian men to freely shift 
between public and private spheres, and the extent of the power this can 
generate.57 Adding to the NSRS’ power, was the retention of British maritime 
principles and standards.58 Maritime culture was a significant part  of 
economic and political life, and played a central role in the construction 
of particular Australian male identities. Shipwreck narratives were utilised 
to reinforce class power and chains of command, which included the 
dominance of the merchant class, the creation of an ‘officer class’ and the 
development of ‘working-class masculinity’.59

Australia’s avoidance of English state welfare created a reliance on benevolent 
organisations or private individuals, giving more power to committee 
members by fostering government support in the form of land or funds.60 
The NSRS’s initial aim of providing housing for ‘decayed’ mariners and 
their widows and children, based on England’s Liverpool Homes for Aged 
Mariners, did not eventuate. Their request to government for waterfront 
land resulted in a grant of £3,086 14d 10s, which was deposited to earn 
interest.61 Alston Kennerley identifies three types of maritime benevolence 
including organised societies, impromptu organisations for temporary crisis 
relief and charity provided by private individuals.62 The NSRS covered all 
three genres, with their initial funds built on voluntary private and business 
donations. After two month’s operation a self-help subscription scheme for 
mariners was established to assist them and their families in times of crisis 

55	  ‘Obituary. Captain Shorter’, Australian Town and Country Journal, 6 March 1880, 25, Trove, National 
Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article70941630; ‘Personal’, Daily Mail, 3 April 1920, 6, Trove, 
National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article215595066.
56	  Daley, ‘Dangar, Frederick Holkham (1831–1921)’; Lowndes, ‘Ross, Joseph Grafton (1834–1906)’; 
‘The Late W O Gilchrist, Captain of Early Australian Industry’, Sydney Morning Herald, 21 February 
1920, 12, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article28094398.
57	  Tosh, A Man’s Place, 2–3.
58	  Murphy, ‘The Other Welfare State’, 3–6.
59	  Delap, ‘“Thus Does Man Prove His Fitness”’, 3–5.
60	  Kennerley, ‘The Development of Welfare Provision for Seafarers’, 90–91 & 97.
61	  ‘Minute Book’, 2 & 8.
62	  Alston Kennerley, ‘Welfare in British Merchant Seafaring,’ The International Journal of Maritime 
History 28, no. 2 (2016): 356–375 [360].
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or death. A salaried ‘collector’ was employed to solicit membership and fees 
from seamen, adding to the ongoing income earned from donations and 
bank interest.63 

To detect ‘arbitrary altruism’ in the NSRS’s benevolence, a prosopographical 
investigation was undertaken on the families from the Yarra Yarra shipwreck, 
assisted before the society’s rules were created. Likely due to the secretary’s 
sense of responsibility to the new society, families and the shipwreck’s 
publicity, the minute book records are detailed for these cases.64 Given the 
composition of the committee, and its paternalism and sense of superiority 
over ordinary seamen, it is unsurprising that assistance given to deceased 
sailors’ families was biased. Although mariners had ‘masculine’ qualities, 
such as strength, self-sufficiency and companionship, they were believed to 
pose a threat to established social order. Their ability to care for the ‘weaker’ 
sex was doubted, they were deemed too ‘wild and unruly’ to be capable of 
chivalry and working away from the main population alienated them from 
the general community. Mariners were therefore ranked below officers as 
they required management and discipline. Obedience rather than chivalry 
was desired.65 These tenets were transferred to seamen’s families. Believed 
to be physically and mentally unable to cope with seafaring, women were 
perceived to be items around which males could arrange themselves in order 
to ensure safe passage to their destination.66

Gender and class bias, along with paternalism, also emerged through the 
NSRS’s method of assessing applicants for assistance. Following a direct 
application for relief or via a third party, one or two committee members 
paid a discreet visit to the household to discuss and appraise their situation. 
Each applicant’s well-being was assessed, along with their disposition, 
reputation, respectability, number of dependents, age, income source and 
housing situation. At the next NSRS meeting, in a more open, collective 
approach, the delegation reported on their visit for group discussion.67 

63	  ‘Minute Book’, 16, 32 & 44.
64	  ‘Minute Book’, 1.
65	  Delap, ‘“Thus Does Man Prove His Fitness’”, 54–55.
66	  Hughes, The Fatal Shore, 58 & 258.
67	  ‘Minute Book’, 3–24.
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Table 1 illustrates a clear 
occupational bias toward the 
mariner’s families in the NSRS’s 
assistance.68 This disproportion 
increases when comparing each 
woman’s circumstances with their 
relief allocation, revealing the 
committee’s neglect in considering 
other factors. These include the 
number of dependents they cared 
for, the resultant workload, and 
the women’s current support. Alice 
Summerbell’s situation highlights 
how social status and familial help 
gave her the most support of this 
group of women and how marriage 
improved women’s financial well-
being. As the widow of an officer and 
captain’s wife, Alice Summerbell was 
granted the largest amount of funds, 
being £50 from the NSRS and £70 
from public fundraising. Alice had 
been a schoolteacher, a  traditional 
‘lady-like’ occupation for middle-
class girls which supplied the 
means of climbing the social ladder. 
Patriarchal ideology considered 
women’s employment temporary, 
with marriage and children the 
ultimate objective, so accordingly, 
Alice resigned before her marriage.69 
Her role as the mother of a two-
year-old son and new baby, along 

68	  Delap, ‘“Thus Does Man Prove His Fitness’”, 
54–55; Roberts, Paternalism in Early Victorian 
England, 8; Christina Twomey, ‘Courting Men: 
Mothers, Magistrates and Welfare in the Australian 
Colonies’, Women’s History Review, 8, no. 2 (1999): 
231–246 [241].
69	  Beverley Kingston, My Wife, My Daughter, 
and Poor Mary Ann (Melbourne: Nelson, 1977), 6.
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with her husband’s status, dissipated the NSRS’s expectation for Alice to 
support herself.70 She went to live with family but there is no evidence this 
affected the level of assistance she received.71 Given women’s well-being was 
largely dependent on men, she was fortunate to marry widower Robert Guy 
in 1881, a grocer like her father.72 He subsequently became a commission 
agent and later they had a family, then on his death in 1898 Alice inherited 
the household goods and a block of land at Homebush.73 She also became 
the sole executrix of his estate, including three properties in Darlinghurst 
and Sydney, with other investments shared between herself and the couple’s 
two children. When she died in 1919, her estate was sworn in at just under 
£7000.74 While Alice’s standing, familial help and marriage resulted in 
a positive outcome, this was not always the case for officers’ widows.

As the first officer’s widow, Emma Millet, like Alice Summerbell, received 
the highest amount of relief being £50 from the society and £70 from public 
donations. Raised in Bendigo, Victoria, Emma’s father worked as a carpenter 
and builder, after her parent’s arrival in Adelaide as Irish immigrants.75 
In 1867 her first husband, a solicitor, died and she married her brother-
in-law, William Millet, a highly-esteemed merchant navy officer who had 
several English bravery awards, including the Royal Humane Society’s gold 

70	  ‘Deaths’, Sydney Morning Herald, 15 February 1878, 1, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.
gov.au/nla.news-article13407792; ‘Minute Book’, 15–18; ‘William George Summerbell’, The New 
South Wales Pioneers Index, (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.
dll?db=1778&h=4479004&indiv=try.
71	  ‘Deaths’, Sydney Morning Herald, 15 February 1878, 1, Trove, National Library of Australia, 
trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/13407792?​browse=ndp%3Abrowse​%2Ftitle%2FS%2​Ftitle​%2F35​%2​
F1878​%2F02%2​F15%2Fpage%2F1435564%2Farticle%2F13407792.
72	  Kingston, My Wife, My Daughter, and Poor Mary Ann, 6.
73	  ‘Marriages’, Sydney Morning Herald, 31 December 1881, 1, Trove, National Library of Australia, 
nla.gov.au/nla.news-article28383561; ‘Benjamin Lowe’, in John Sands Ltd, Sands Sydney, Suburban 
and Country Commercial Directory, 1870. 357, City of Sydney Archives, (01/01/1870–31/12/1870), 
[A-01136285], archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/view/1898985, ancestry.com.au/imageviewer/
collections/​1907/​images/​rdaus1863_078562__0001_02_h-0017?h=254673&indiv=try&ftm=1&tre
eid=​&​personid​=&hintid=&usePUB=true&usePUBJs=true&pId=25467; ‘Robert Guy’, in John Sands 
Ltd, Sands Sydney, Suburban and Country Commercial Directory, 1875. 81, City of Sydney Archives, 
(01/01/1875–31/12/1875), [A-01136282], archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/view/1898982.
74	  ‘Alice A Guy’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.
ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2596679&indiv=try; ‘Robert Guy’, in John Sands Ltd, 
Sands Sydney, Suburban and Country Commercial Directory, 1880. 131, City of Sydney Archives, 
(01/01/1880–31/12/1880), [A-01136278], archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/view/1898978.
75	  ‘Death of Mr William Murphy’, The Bendigo Advertiser, 21 March 1887, p. 2.
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VA medal.76 The couple resided in Balmain with Emma’s three children 
from her first marriage—two daughters aged twenty and thirteen, along 
with son John, aged eighteen.77 After Messrs. Dangar and Alger’s initial visit 
to her, at the following NSRS meeting, Mr Dangar referred to her means of 
income, stating ‘at present he did not make any proposition’.78 The reason 
behind this guarded statement is difficult to interpret, however at the next 
meeting he states that ‘Mrs Millett was still of the opinion that to open 
a boarding house was the best thing that she could do’.79 Opening a boarding 
house was common for women seeking to supplement or create an income, 
however attitudes towards doing so varied according to an individual’s life-
experience, skills and class.80 Emma lacked parental support and there is no 
evidence her daughters worked, however her son was employed by a general 
merchant. Unlike Alice Summerbell, the women in the Millett family were 
untrained, aside from housework, so Emma considered keeping lodgers. 
Although there is no evidence she established a boarding house, she received 
her allocation of assistance.81 Apparently unwell and needing continued 
support, she moved in with her son, who had begun work as an accountant 
in Melbourne, but died soon after, aged forty-two.82

Anna Geddes’ lack of dependents and the NSRS’s rationale in denying 
her support significantly contributes to the issue of ‘arbitrary altruism’ 
(see Table 1). She was the only woman not to receive a share in publicly 
raised funds, the society reasoning that her husband’s employer owed her 

76	  ‘John Millett’, Australia, Death Index, 1787–1985 Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discovery​ui-content/​
view/1048088:1779; ‘Marriages, Millett-Baylis’, The Sydney Mail, 3 April 1886, p. 125; ‘The Late Mr. 
W. H. Millett’, Maitland Mercury and Hunter River General Advertiser, 24 July 1877, p. 4; ‘William Halse 
Millett’, Australia, Marriage Index, 1787–1950 Ancestry, ancestry.​com.au/discoveryui-content/view/​
1899770:​1780.
77	  ‘Constance Eliza Maude Halse Millett’, Sydney, Australia, Anglican Parish Registers, 1814–2011 
Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/​view/​900364711:61177; ‘Emma Mary Millett’, 
Australia, Birth Index, 1788–1922, Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/​1382451:​1778; 
‘John Edwin Millett’, Victoria, Australia, Birth Index, 1837–1917, Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-
bin/​sse.dll?​db=​61648​&h=​1869910&​indiv=try; ‘Millett, W H’, John Sands Ltd, Sands Sydney, Suburban 
and Country Commercial Directory, 1876. 179, City of Sydney Archives, (01/01/1876–31/12/1876), 
[A-01136281], archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/​view/1898981.
78	  ‘Minute Book’, 8.
79	  ‘Minute Book 1,’ in Royal Shipwreck Relief and Humane Society of New South Wales Records, ed. 
Royal Shipwreck Relief and Humane Society of New South Wales (Sydney: State Library of New South 
Wales, 1883–1897), 10.
80	  ‘Minute Book 1’, 1–4; Kingston, My Wife, My Daughter, and Poor Mary Ann, 49.
81	  ‘Late Mr John Millett, Prominent Bank Manager’, Sydney Morning Herald, 7 January 1921, p. 10 
& 19.
82	  ‘Deaths’, Leader, 21 August 1880, 27, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article​196700605; ‘Marriages’, Sydney Mail, 3 April 1886, 725, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.
gov.au/nla.news-article162816543.
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£80 of his wages.83 However, the society gave her assistance from their own 
funds, the £34.16.0 consistent with her husband’s status. As David Geddes 
was chief engineer at the time of his death, he ranked below the officers 
but was head of the engineers, who were classed above sailors due to their 
specialised skills.84 Anna Geddes’ age lowered the society’s expectations 
that she would find employment. Though only five years older than Emma 
Millett, at forty-eight years old Anna was the oldest widow from the Yarra 
Yarra shipwreck, and her three children had attained adulthood, which 
presumably reduced her financial need and daily workload. It is unclear how 
she managed in the initial years of her loss as she did not remarry, although 
she may have lived with one of her children or co-habited with a partner. 
In addition, she may have received the old-age pension on its introduction 
in 1900. In 1897 she was residing alone and this continued until her death 
on 1 October 1904.85

Compared with the other women, Rebecca Logeman was the most 
disadvantaged by the NSRS’ class bias. She lost the lowest ranked wage-
earner but had the most dependents and workload, with no familial support 
or perceptible NSRS regard as a business proprietor. Born in Ireland, little 
is known of her life until she married Johan (John) Logeman in Sydney in 
1858. She was widowed a week before the Yarra Yarra shipwreck in which 
her eldest son was killed.86 Seventeen-year-old John Logeman worked 
as a winch boy to support the family while Rebecca supplemented his 
income as a washerwoman, work she began about a year earlier to help 
her husband.87 As her son’s status was the lowest on the ship, she had the 

83	  ‘Minute Book’, 3–24.
84	  Alston Kennerley, ‘Stoking the Boilers: Firemen and Trimmers in British Merchant Ships, 1850–
1950’, The International Journal of Maritime History 20, no. 1 (2008): 191.
85	  ‘Age and Invalid Pensions’, National Museum of Australia, nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/
age-and-invalid-pensions. ‘Deaths’, Sydney Morning Herald, 3 October 1904, 6, Trove, National Library 
of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article14649062; ‘Mrs A Geddes’, John Sands Ltd, Sands Sydney, 
Suburban and Country Commercial Directory, 1897. 684, accessed from City of Sydney Archives, 
(01/01/1897–31/12/1897), [A-01136262]. archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/view/1898962.
86	  ‘John Logeman’, Australia, Marriage Index, 1788–1950 Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discovery​ui-
content/view/980506:1780; ‘John Logeman’, Sydney Metropolitan Cemetery Records (Sydney, Society 
of Australian Genealogists), Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/​113027:​61153; ‘Loss of 
the Steamer Yarra Yarra with All Hands’, Australian Town and Country Journal, 21 July 1877, p.  20, 
Trove, National Library of Australia, trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/​70607535?​browse=​ndp%3​
Abrowse​%2Ftitle%2FA​%2Ftitle%2​F52%2F1877​%2F07%2​F21%2F​page%2​F5666894​%2F​article%2​
F7060​7535; ‘Rebecca Magee’, Ireland, Select Births & Baptisms, 1620–1911Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/
discoveryui-content/view/3070681:2533.
87	  ‘Advertising’, Sydney Morning Herald, 24 October 1877, 12, Trove, National Library of Australia, 
trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/​13401878?​browse=ndp%3​Abrowse%2​Ftitle%2​FS%2Ftitle​%2​F35​
%2F​1877%2F10​%2F24%2F​page%2F1436862%2​Farticle%2F13401878.
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http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/13401878?browse=ndp%3Abrowse%2Ftitle%2FS%2Ftitle%2F35%2F1877%2F10%2F24%2Fpage%2F1436862%2Farticle%2F13401878
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/13401878?browse=ndp%3Abrowse%2Ftitle%2FS%2Ftitle%2F35%2F1877%2F10%2F24%2Fpage%2F1436862%2Farticle%2F13401878
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least amount of financial help with £6.10.0 and payment of three month’s 
rent from the society, with £25 of public funds. This was despite having 
the greatest workload compared to the other women as mother to eight 
children aged between seventeen and four years old, including three sets 
of twins.88 Her onerous work as a laundress was described by Kingston 
as involving handwashing waterlogged clothes and linen in boiling water 
which involved ‘the appropriate rinsing, wringing, blueing, starching, or 
mangling processes’ before being hung out to dry.89 

In comparison to Rebecca Logeman, the relief given to Sarah Baxter 
illustrates how the NSRS considered her case more deserving, through their 
admiration for her recent business initiative rather than ongoing enterprise, 
despite Sarah having less dependents and lighter work. Upon Captain 
Broomfield and Mayor Merriman’s visit to inquire after Sarah and her four 
children, they found she had set up a small shop and like Rebecca, Sarah’s 
business enabled her to care for her children while earning an income. Her 
efforts impressed the committee to the extent that she was granted in-kind 
help, with £30.0.8 of goods purchased from Hordern’s store to bolster 
the business. This was in addition to NSRS and public funds of £20.16.0 
and £25 respectively, allocated according to her husband’s status as second 

88	  ‘Clara Logeman’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.
ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310361&indiv=try; ‘Elizabeth Logeman’, The New 
South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.
dll?db=1778&h=2310362&indiv=try; ‘Hannah Logeman’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers 
Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310363&indiv=try; 
‘Jane Logeman’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.
ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310364&indiv=try; ‘John Logeman’, Sydney Metropolitan 
Cemetery Records (Sydney, Society of Australian Genealogists) Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-
content/view/113028:61153; ‘Margaret Logeman’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 
1788–1888), Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310365&indiv=try; 
‘Rebecca Logeman’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.
ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310366&indiv=try; ‘Rebecca Logeman’ John Sands 
Ltd, Sands Sydney, Suburban and Country Commercial Directory, 1877. 393, City of Sydney Archives, 
(01/01/1877–31/12/1877), [A-01136280]. archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/view/1898980; 
‘Rodolph Logeman’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.
ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310353&indiv=try.
89	  Kingston, My Wife, My Daughter, and Poor Mary Ann, 36–37.

http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310361&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310361&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310362&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310362&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310363&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310364&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310364&indiv=try
http://ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/113028:61153
http://ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/113028:61153
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310365&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310366&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310366&indiv=try
http://archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/view/1898980
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310353&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310353&indiv=try
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engineer.90 As with Alice Summerbell, a year later she remarried, her second 
husband being a grocer and they remained together, having another four 
children.91

While undertaking this initial assistance, the underlying rules and 
administration of the NSRS were being finalised. Visits to assess benevolent 
applicants became the norm and two months after the society’s formation, 
the committee officially confirmed the society’s rules, in which occupational 
bias was embedded. An annual membership subscription was set at twelve 
shillings or membership was granted to those who donated five pounds 
or more. Members received compensation for lost possessions in the event 
of a disaster, or in the case of death, their families received a payout. Male 
and female applicants who were not members of the NSRS were pressured 
to start and retain their membership through outright refusal or a large 
reduction of assistance. In January 1878, a scale of relief payments was 
introduced, providing official validation of the committee’s power and bias 
within the charity; the annual increase in the scale of relief payments was 
clearly designed to encourage long-term membership (see Figure 1 below). 
However, the first proviso (located under the tabled scale) reinforced the 
committee’s power, ensuring continuity of disproportionate assistance as 
payments could ‘be supplemented by any sum which the committee may 
determine to bestow’. The second proviso reveals class bias in allowing for 
adaptation of the scale of payment for a Master, Mate or Engineer to ‘be 
increased rateably [sic] in proportion to the amount of subscription which 
he pays into the Funds of the Society’.92

90	  ‘Minute Book’, 5 & 10.
91	  ‘Annie Berry’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.
ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=4376869&indiv=try; ‘Charlotte Berry’, The New South 
Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?​db=​
1778&​h=4377795&indiv=try&ftm=1; ‘Robert Edward Berry’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index 
(Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/551923:9776; ‘Robert 
Berry’, in John Sands Ltd, Sands Sydney, Suburban and Country Commercial Directory, 1880. 138, City 
of Sydney Archives, (01/01/1880–31/12/1880), [A-01136278]. archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/​nodes/
view/1898978; ‘Rupert W Berry’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Federation Series 1788–1888), 
Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=4078451&indiv=try; ‘Sarah Baxter’, 
The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-
bin/​sse.dll?db=1780&h=3719723&indiv=try.
92	  ‘Minute Book’, 12 & 39.

http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=4376869&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=4376869&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=4377795&indiv=try&ftm=1
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=4377795&indiv=try&ftm=1
http://ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/551923:9776
http://archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/view/1898978
http://archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/view/1898978
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=4078451&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1780&h=3719723&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1780&h=3719723&indiv=try
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Figure 1: Scale of Relief Payments93

Source: ‘Minute Book’, 39.

Newspapers also influenced the amount of help given to women, 
through the amount of publicity given to the loss of a seafarer. The more 
sensationalised an incident became, the more public awareness was raised, 
affecting the monetary level of public donations given to the beneficiary. 
It was the media that established which incidents were worthy of reporting 
and how much space was given to the news item, as the success of the 
business relied on capturing and holding the public’s attention, however 
it also affected community views.94 While Australian newspapers gave 
extensive publicity to the foundering of the Yarra Yarra, eliciting numerous 
donations for the widows, many incidents were not publicised at all. In one 
example, the prevalence of Kate Whyte’s surname and lack of publicity 
on her husband’s accidental death in Sydney prevents further analysis of 
her case. Kate’s application for assistance was assessed at the same meeting 
funding was confirmed for the Yarra Yarra widows. The potential to analyse 
the NSRS’s decision to refuse her assistance, as her case was not applicable 
under their rules, has been lost due to the lack of information on the couple’s 
circumstances.95 

93	  ‘Minute Book’, 39.
94	  Robert C. Moyer, ‘“When That Great Ship Went Down”: Modern Maritime Disasters and Collective 
Memory’, The International Journal of Maritime History, 26, no. 4 (2014): 734–751 [741–742].
95	  ‘Minute Book’, 17.
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In the prosopographical analysis of those assisted by the NSRS during the 
period studied, information was not found for twenty-one of the remaining 
forty-five women. Of the other twenty-four women, twelve remarried, 
while almost all the remaining half did not remarry but lived with family 
(see Table 2), just as those aiming to keep Australia welfare-free desired.96 
Mary Marsh is noted for her number of marriages, but primarily, the manner 
of her first husband’s death, which demonstrates the NSRS’s willingness to 
help women without judging them on their husband’s actions. On the night 
of 1 April 1882, before Captain James Marsh was to return to Sydney from 
Eureka, California, he had too much to drink. Walking around the outside 
cornice of a building he fell three storeys down and was killed instantly by 
a crushed skull.97 The residents of Noumea took up a collection for her and 
she received £43 6s, along with £100 from the NSRS and what was usually 
due to her from the society, as her husband was a member.98 

The ‘arbitrary altruism’ which resulted from the spontaneous, personal 
decisions of the NSRS’s committee members had the potential to 
significantly affect women’s quality of life. This is illustrated by committee 
member Thomas Buckland, who felt so strongly against the committee’s 
decision to refuse a widow’s claim for additional help that he assisted her 
privately. Captain Scott had been killed by a falling spar, and on applying 
to the NSRS his widow received £15, but applied again for further help, an 
indication she was struggling financially. Buckland’s quick decision while 
at that meeting resulted in assistance for Mrs Scott from an independent, 
private source, which would otherwise not have been received. In contrast, 
the opportunity for independent self-support given to a widow could be 
brief if she remarried to an errant husband who placed her in a worse 
situation. In 1881 Mrs Frances Randle and her five-year-old son received 
£15 from the NSRS while waiting for her husband’s probate to be granted.99 
Six months later she married Thomas Yeardley and inherited goods valued 
at £1,600, but by the following year their marriage and Frances Yeardley’s 

96	  Murphy, ‘The Other Welfare State’, 5.
97	  ‘Saturday’s News. Pacific Coast’, Sacramento Daily Union, 3 April 1882, 4, California Digital 
Newspaper Collection, Centre for Bibliographical Studies and Research, University of California, cdnc.
ucr.edu/?​a=d&d=SDU18820403.2.32.3&e=-------en--20--1--txt-txIN--------1.
98	  ‘Collected at Noumea (New Caledonia)’, Sydney Morning Herald, 26 July 1882, 2, Trove, National 
Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article13515555.
99	  ‘Minute Book’, 84, 97 & 131; ‘William K Randell in the Australian Birth Index, 1788–1922’, 
Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2903538&indiv=try.

http://cdnc.ucr.edu/?a=d&d=SDU18820403.2.32.3&e=-------en--20--1--txt-txIN--------1
http://cdnc.ucr.edu/?a=d&d=SDU18820403.2.32.3&e=-------en--20--1--txt-txIN--------1
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article13515555
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2903538&indiv=try
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financial support was in trouble.100 In 1884 the police took out a warrant 
for his arrest for wife desertion, then in 1886, Frances placed a newspaper 
advertisement, informing him that if he did not return to her within 
three months, she would marry again.101 He was arrested in 1889 for wife 
desertion but discharged, then disappears from the records.102 She no longer 
qualified for NSRS aid and had no income, but cared for her son from her 
first marriage, and four children (including twins) from her second, though 
her youngest three children had died by 1887.103

In conclusion, exploring the underlying links between paternalism, 
Australia’s unique capitalist welfare system, maritime ideals and individual 
attitudes reveals how these notions found a practical outlet through the 
emotional practice of NSRS philanthropy. The committee’s composition 
confirmed representation from a middle-class, largely maritime-based, 
corporate network, placing its members in a position of power and authority. 
This gave them the ability to judge and apply standards according to their 
opinions on those seeking assistance, impeding the extent and effectiveness 
of their benevolence. 

From their formation, NSRS principles upheld paternalist and maritime 
conceptions of morality and respectability, gender roles, class and 
occupational bias, with no regard for women’s workload in running a business 
and caring for dependents. Other factors also influenced discrepancies in 
their benevolence including the favouring of a woman’s business initiative, 
a mariner’s NSRS membership status and wages owed to a deceased mariner. 
Funds the NSRS distributed were confined to a standardised scale but could 

100	 ‘Public Notices’, Sydney Morning Herald, 11 July 1882, 2, Trove, National Library of Australia, 
nla.gov.au/nla.news-article28380950; ‘Richard Randell’, New South Wales Will Books, 1800–1952, (ref: 
5933), accessed from Find My Past, (DC Thomson, 2001), search.findmypast.com.au/record?id=anz/
bmd/nswwills/4064/00915&parentid=anz/nswwills/510193.
101	 ‘Missing Friends’, Australian Town and Country Journal, 22 May 1886, 1, Trove, National Library 
of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article71077357; ‘Francis Lucy Yeardley in the New South Wales, 
Australia, Police Gazettes, 1854–1930’, Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=​1942&h=​
430250&indiv=try.
102	 ‘George Theodore Yeardley’, Police Gazettes, New South Wales Government, Ancestry, search.
ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1942&h=505197&indiv=try.
103	 ‘Annie S.M. Yeardley’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, 
search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1779&h=4412063&indiv=try; ‘Frances L.L. Yeardley’, 
Balmain Cemetery Revisited, 1868–1912 (Gosford, Central Coast Family History Society, c2011), 
1966, Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/11051:62091; ‘Thomas H. Yeardley ’, 
Balmain Cemetery Revisited, 1868–1912 (Gosford, Central Coast Family History Society, c2011), 1966, 
Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/11052:62091; ‘William K. Randell’, The New 
South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.
dll?db=​1778&h=2903538&indiv=try.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article28380950
http://search.findmypast.com.au/record?id=anz/bmd/nswwills/4064/00915&parentid=anz/nswwills/510193
http://search.findmypast.com.au/record?id=anz/bmd/nswwills/4064/00915&parentid=anz/nswwills/510193
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article71077357
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1942&h=430250&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1942&h=430250&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1942&h=505197&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1942&h=505197&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1779&h=4412063&indiv=try
http://ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/11051:62091
http://ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/11052:62091
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2903538&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2903538&indiv=try
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be overruled at the discretion of the committee, creating additional bias. 
Instances of NSRS members’ spontaneous offers to help women privately 
added an element of chance to receiving aid.

The amount of financial help from publicly raised subscriptions was 
dependent on the victim’s familial circumstances and moral standing, as well 
as the amount and kind of media attention each case received. On occasion 
women became self-supporting, however most found themselves reliant 
on parents, adult offspring or remarriage for support, highlighting the 
degree to which benevolence in Australia was reliant on immediate family. 
A widow’s remarriage could have varying consequences, demonstrating her 
reliance on personal and cultural male values for her well-being. Overall, it 
is clear that the complexities of emotional practice, along with the Victorian 
and maritime ideals of the NSRS committee members, produced the 
phenomenon of ‘arbitrary altruism.’ 
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‘Pleasure’, ‘Vice’ or ‘Profession’: 
Myriad Social Perceptions and 
Representations of Prostitutes 
in Colonial Calcutta
Sonia Mondal

Abstract
Since the arrival of colonial rule, the attitude towards the profession 
of prostitution and women in prostitution in South Asia has 
undergone many changes. Consequently, terms like Nati, Ganika, 
Barangana, and Tawaif associated with public women in the pre-
colonial period (India) did not retain the same meaning during 
the colonial period, particularly in the nomenclature of ‘common 
prostitute’. Perhaps the moral fabric of contemporary society led to 
the change in social perception about public women. 

Focusing on colonial Calcutta, this article addresses how colonial 
urban society under British rule shaped a new socio-cultural 
discourse on prostitutes and their profession. Here, the study 
intends to explore how the indigenous discourse on prostitution 
(beyond the official legal discourse) played an important role in 
shaping the popular images of prostitutes in contemporary urban 
society. Sifting through primary and secondary literature on urban 
prostitution, this article argues that the social perceptions of 
prostitutes and their trade were not homogenous among the various 
social groups but rather depended on class as well as the regional 
identities of social groups. 
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Introduction
Colonial urban society under British patronage shaped a new socio-cultural 
discourse on prostitutes and their profession that was different from 
pre‑colonial times.1 In pre-colonial society, public women were generally 
seen as products of feudal culture, where their skills were aesthetically 
represented.2 Despite being perceived as an ‘object’ of sexual pleasure in 
pre-colonial feudal society, the so-called public women were hardly ever 
considered to be a sexual commodity. However, there was a significant shift 
in perceptions of this trade with the rise of capitalist relations during the 
colonial era, when their bodies as well as their labour were commodified. 
This change in perceptions can be traced back to the metropolitan notion of 
prostitution and prostitutes, which influenced the colony’s understanding 
of trade, including in India during the heyday of the colonial regime. 
Consequently, names like Nati (actress), Ganika,3 Barangana (one who sells 
her sexual favours), and Tawaif, 4 used to refer to different kinds of public 
women in the pre-colonial period,5 did not have the same meaning during 
the colonial period, especially in the nomenclature of ‘common prostitute’.6 
Perhaps the moral fabric of contemporary society contributed to the shift in 
social attitudes towards public women.7

1	  A ‘prostitute’ is a woman who sells herself for sexual purposes to a great number of men in succession, 
with little or no choice among them. For a more detailed definition, see S. K. Mukherjee, Prostitution in 
India (Calcutta: Das Gupta and Co., 1934), 1. ‘Prostitution’ means promiscuous sexual intercourse for 
hire, whether in money or kind, with a prostitute. See Mukherjee, Prostitution in India, 1–2.
2	  ‘Public women’ meant those women who had left the household, that is, the private sphere or 
the sacred sanctum of the house and were out in the public domain. Public performance, freedom of 
movement, and even participation in labour outside the domestic sphere also denigrated her position 
as a public woman. See S. M. Edwardes, Crime in British India (New Delhi: ABC Publishing House, 
1983), 75–98.
3	  Ganika enjoyed the highest status in ancient India among all prostitutes. Ganika was a social 
celebrity because of her intellectual and artistic accomplishments. See S. Bhattacherjee, ‘Prostitution in 
Ancient India’, Social Scientist 15, no. 2 (1987): 32–61. 
4	  Tawaifs, who were experts in singing, dancing, and recitations, secured the highest rank among 
courtesans. Lucknow was renowned for its distinctive Tawaif culture during the eighteenth century. 
V. T. Oldenburg, ‘Lifestyle as Resistance: The Case of Courtesans of Lucknow’, Feminist Studies 16, 
no. 2 (1990): 259–287.
5	  Here, the timeframe of the pre-colonial era in India roughly indicates the period before the 
establishment of colonial rule, i.e., the eighteenth century. To be more specific, in Bengal, the colonial 
era starts after 1757 and the 1850s for the rest of India. 
6	  The colonial definition of ‘common prostitute’ included not only those who met the physical 
needs of soldiers but also a number of perceived ‘unchaste’ women, ranging from former courtesans and 
temple dancers to brothel inmates. See Durba Mitra, Indian Sex Life: Sexuality and the Colonial Origins 
of Modern Social Thought (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2020), 68–86. 
7	  I define ‘moral fabric’ as a set of foundational moral principles (common moral ground) that most 
people in a particular society agree on and recognise as guidelines throughout their daily lives. 
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In the context of changing morality and norms, the social discourse on 
prostitution in colonial Calcutta deserves greater attention. Being a colonial 
port city, nineteenth-century Calcutta saw the rapid rise of colonial society, 
where the moral fabric was often guided by colonial ideas of legal and moral 
codes. Materially, on the other hand, the colonial networks of business and 
administration propelled significant migration, which helped increase the 
pace of urbanisation, particularly in its trading and industrial sectors. In this 
environment, prostitution was able to flourish and develop into a lucrative 
industry. Thus, prostitution, which was relatively obscured in rural settings 
during the pre-colonial period, was in full public view in colonial cities.8 
In compliance with this new development, a different indigenous discourse 
combined with colonial legal connotations articulated the popular images 
of prostitutes in contemporary society.9 

Historians working on nineteenth-century prostitution in Bengal/Calcutta 
have traditionally focused on indigenous discourses on prostitution. The 
pioneering venture in this field was B. Joardar’s monograph, Prostitution 
in Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century Calcutta. His work reveals how 
prostitution was seen differently in society since the profession was not 
considered disgraceful in elite society, whereas other social groups defined 
prostitutes as outcasts.10 Ratnabali Chatterjee has shown how the indigenous 
elites known as bhadralok were influenced by the colonial discourse on 
prostitution and created imagery surrounding Indian prostitutes that was 

8	  Calcutta recorded a terrific expansion of prostitution both ‘numerically and spatially’ in the 1850s. 
The cosmopolitan nature of prostitutes was an important feature of the city’s sex trade. Apart from 
indigenous women, it hosted a sizeable number of foreign prostitutes. Along with Bengali babus, their 
clients included floating populations like European sailors and soldiers. Since the nineteenth century, 
the city has seen the rise of many red-light districts. However, the areas between Chitpore Road in the 
west and Sobha Bazar in the east (known as the Sonagachi area) emerged as the most important ‘tolerated 
zone’ for prostitutes in Calcutta. For details, see Sumanta Banerjee, Under the Raj: Prostitution in Colonial 
Bengal (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2000); Biswanath Joardar, Prostitution in Nineteenth and Early 
Twentieth Century Calcutta (New Delhi: Inter-India Publication, 1985). 
9	  Prostitution was subject to punitive law during colonial rule, and people involved in it were for the 
first time viewed as criminals. The passing of the Cantonment Acts (1864) and the Contagious Diseases 
Act (1868), which aimed at curbing the spread of venereal diseases among British soldiers, strengthened 
the process of criminalising the profession. These changes eventually led to the redefining of prostitution 
in India. See, Keeneth Balhatchet, Race, Sex, and Class under the Raj: Imperial Attitudes and Policies and 
Their Critics, 1793–1905 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1980); Banerjee, Under the Raj, 142–176.
10	  Joardar, Prostitution in Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century Calcutta.
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represented in popular Bengali literature.11 Likewise, Sumanta Banerjee 
has captured the changing roles and positions of prostitutes in Bengal 
throughout the nineteenth century. His most important contribution, 
however, is his attempt to recover the voices of prostitutes by analysing 
songs, sayings, letters, and plays of the period.12 

Although historians have emphasised the indigenous discourse on prostitutes 
in colonial Calcutta, it is crucial to note that representations of prostitution 
throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were more dynamic 
than previous historiographical constructions. Their representation reveals 
narrower outlooks that mostly present a monolithic attitude towards 
women in prostitution. However, the records documented by the Bengali 
bhadraloks and social reformers, contemporary poetasters and writers of 
farces, illustrate the divergent perspectives that various social strata had on 
prostitutes. Analyses of these records reveal the need to modify the narrative 
of prostitution discourse in order to transcend the oversimplified propensity 
to lump all divergent perspectives into a single identity. The complex and 
often contradictory social discourse around prostitution, which was greatly 
influenced by class as well as the regional identities of social groups, cannot 
therefore ever be fully understood through the lens of one social viewpoint. 
With this in mind, this study aims to search for a more fluid, complex 
and changing social reality that defines the popular images of prostitutes in 
contemporary urban society. 

Prostitutes as ‘Entertainers’
Prostitutes played an essential role in shaping urban entertainment in the 
early years of the colonial period. From the early nineteenth century, Calcutta 
was an important destination for the emergence of traditional performing 
communities to nurture their artistic skills (singing and dancing women 

11	  The question ‘who were the bhadralok?’ is rhetorical. It has been denoted variously as a class 
in the Marxist sense, a status group in the Weberian sense, and even as a ‘mere category’. Wealth, 
English education, and high status in terms of administrative service were the factors that led to the 
rise of this new aristocracy. In nineteenth-century Calcutta, Brahmin, Baidya, and Kayastha, the three 
traditional upper-castes who had administrative skills and economic advantages, formed the majority 
of the Bhadralok community. See Tithi Bhattacharya, The Sentinels of Culture: Class, Education, and 
the Colonial Intellectual in Bengal (1848–85) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 25–40; Himani 
Bannerji, ‘The Mirror of Class: Class Subjectivity and Politics in Nineteenth Century Bengal,’ Economic 
and Political Weekly 24, no. 19 (1989): 1041–51. See R. Chatterjee, ‘The Queens’ Daughters: Prostitutes 
as an Outcast Group in Colonial India’ (Report), Bergen: Chr. Michelsen Institute (1992): 19–27.
12	  Banerjee, Under the Raj.
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of courtesan/baijee background). Their patrons came from the wealthy 
stratum of urban society who built their fortunes through the new colonial 
connections and were ready to spend lavishly on hiring or employing these 
women.13 

The situation increasingly encouraged the flourishing of these cultural 
performances as more ousted rulers of Indian states, along with their courts, 
were forced to take up refuge in Calcutta by the mid-nineteenth century. 
According to Ratnabali Chatterjee:

Here (in Calcutta), the dancers of Wajid Ali Shah (the last native 
prince of the Awadh dynasty) and the poets of the Delhi durbar (the 
court of an Indian ruler) merged with the members of Tipu Sultan’s 
(the native ruler of Mysore) deposed family to create the cultural 
ambiance for those who came in a nostalgic search of the  grand 
old days.14 

In Calcutta, babus were famous for their association with prostitutes,15 
mostly baijees.16 Bai naach (a dance performed by baijees) was an essential 
avenue of pleasure for them. One of the earliest works of literature about 
urbanity in Calcutta, Naba-babu-bilash (Merry-Making of the New 
Babus, 1825), by Bhabanicharan Bandyopadhyay (1787–1848), satirically 
mentioned that khushi (pleasure) and khanki (whores) were integral parts 
of the leisurely activities of the babus.17 Shibnatrh Shastri, a contemporary 
social reformer, in his famous book Ramtanu Lahiri o Tatkaleen Bangasamaj 
(Ramtanu Lahiri and Contemporary Bengali Society, 1903), mentions in 
detail the daily routine of the urban babus: 

13	  During the colonial era, significant economic and administrative reforms led to the emergence of 
a new, affluent urban class in Calcutta. This group consisted of a number of upstart fortune seekers, ranging 
from the banians and dewans (who acted as direct agents of the colonial commercial and administrative 
systems, respectively) to their subordinates (known as mosahebs). Besides a sizeable number of ‘absentee 
zamindars’, the new rentiers produced by the Permanent Settlement were also included in it. In the early 
nineteenth century, Calcutta represented them all as urban aristocrats. Banerjee, Under the Raj, 73–74.
14	  R. Chatterjee, ‘Prostitution in Nineteenth Century Bengal: Construction of Class and Gender’, 
Social Scientist 21, no. 9/11 (1993): 7.
15	  The babus were neo-urban, high-class, flamboyant Bengali gentlemen—a class that came into being 
through close interaction with the British in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. They 
were the affluent class that challenged the conservative style of living in colonial Calcutta. See Banerjee, 
Under the Raj, 73–105.
16	  Baijis/Baijees were women performers who had expertise in singing and dancing. Although the 
seedbed of Baijis was the court of Muslim rulers, particularly the later Mughals and Nawabs, it reached 
its zenith in the early nineteenth century in Calcutta. See Debadrita Mukherjee, ‘Ganika o Nartaki Baijis 
of 19th Century Calcutta’, The Journal of Social Environment 5, no. I (2015): 6–7.
17	  Bhabanicharan Bandyopadhyay, ‘Naba-babu-bilas’, in Babanicharan Bandyopadhyay Rachanasangraha, 
ed. Ramenkumar Sar (Kolkata: Bangiyo Sahitya Parishad, 2013): 177–185.
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This babu sleeps in the day, flies, watches bubbles, plays sitar, esaraj, 
veena,18 etc., listens to poets, attends recitals of panchali [an oral 
form of songs and stories in Bengali culture], etc., but at night they 
enjoy the singing and dancing of girls in their place.19 

The elites of Calcutta acquired status by becoming patrons of female 
entertainers and prostitutes, visiting brothels and consorting with public 
women. Building kotha (the large adornments of women performers) or 
pucca (houses built of bricks) for mistresses enhanced their social reputation. 
In fact, there was a keen competition to spend lavishly on baijees and 
prostitutes to prove one’s superiority over the other.20 Shibnath Shastri also 
noted that when a group of singers and dancers from the north and west 
came to town, it was a matter of great pride to have the rich in attendance 
at their performances.21 

Notably, the majority of the baijees in this city in the early nineteenth 
century were non-Hindus. They were a heterogeneous group that included 
Anglo-Indians, Jews, and Armenians, although the majority were Muslims.22 
Despite the religious divide, the urban aristocracy’s (mostly Hindu) 
association with foreign or Mussalman baijees was hardly ever frowned upon 
in contemporary Hindu society. As members of the wealthiest class, they 
were not ashamed to openly consort with public women. Sumanta Banerjee 
aptly said that ‘these tycoons could afford to ignore or bypass traditional 
Hindu taboos in the choice of their mistresses’.23 Accordingly, women 
entertainers and prostitutes were accepted in the elite urban culture as 
symbols of social prestige as well as personal pleasure. This practice turned 
prostitution into a custom, which was satirically represented and criticised 
but hardly ever interfered with by indigenous society. 

18	  The Sitar, Esaraj and Veena are all Indian musical instruments. 
19	  Shibnath Shastri, Ramtanu Lahiri O Tatkalin Bangasamaj, 2nd edition (Calcutta: S.K. Lahiri & Co., 
1909), 36–37.
20	  Joardar, Prostitution in Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century Calcutta, 54–55.
21	  Shastri, Ramtanu Lahiri O Tatkalin Bangasamaj, 36–37. 
22	  P. Thankappan Nair, Calcutta in the Nineteenth Century (Calcutta: Firma K. L. M. Pvt. Ltd., 1989), 
194–95. 
23	  Banerjee, Under the Raj, 11.
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Prostitutes as ‘Social Vice’ or ‘Evil’
The advent of English education and western culture in the middle of the 
nineteenth century gave birth to a new class of Indian society (referred 
to as the ‘middle class’) that had a different attitude and way of living.24 
Unlike the erstwhile nobility, this social group started to set new moral 
codes for colonial society. In Calcutta, the middle class, renowned as 
bhadraloks, fostered a new notion of ‘respectability’, which, as Sumanta 
Banerjee observes, encouraged a wider social opposition to ‘whoring and 
drinking’ as it was juxtaposed to the ‘happy married life’.25 Viewed from 
this perspective, the bhadralok community was concerned about the open 
presence of prostitution in urban lifestyles and thus sought to limit its 
visibility in society. This concern was reflected in various contemporary 
newspapers and journals, where prostitutes were described as the great social 
evil. The vernacular periodical, Alochona, reflected: 

Two vices are simultaneously growing in prowess: one is alcohol, and 
the other is beshya [prostitutes]. The epicentre of both of these vices 
is the metropolis [Calcutta]. Both of these vices, with their demonic 
power, have ruined many families. 

Although we are unable to estimate how much of Calcutta’s territory 
this [prostitute] population occupies, they are not a minority. 
Everywhere on the city’s big roads, small streets, and side lanes, 
you would find prostitutes … During the night, the people passing 
over these areas are harassed by this corrupt group, like the vicious 
‘Shardul-Dal’ [enemy brigade]. It seems like these sinners are ruling 
the town nowadays.26 

This vilification of public women, as well as the prostitution trade, drove 
the bhadralok to push prostitutes to the fringes of society. The first step 
they had taken towards this goal was to remove the so-called women of ill-
repute from respectable areas. From the mid-nineteenth century on, various 
petitions were sent to the government opposing the presence of prostitutes 

24	  According to Sanjoy Joshi, the term ‘middle class’ encompasses more than just basic economic 
indicators like income and occupation. It also refers to people who ‘share certain similarities in their 
social and economic background, such as education, occupation,’ as well as people who are ‘products of 
new cultural politics in a transformed historical context’. Sanjoy Joshi, Fractured Modernity: Making of a 
Middle Class in Colonial North India (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2001), 7–8. 
25	  Banerjee, Under the Raj, 126–129. 
26	  ‘Bhadro’, Alochana, 1806 Saka (circa August-September 1884), in Sambad-Samayikpatre Unish 
Shataker Bangalisamaj, ed. Swapan Basu, vol. II (Kolkata: Paschimbanga Bangla Academy, 2000), 623–
626.
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in the streets of Calcutta. In 1856, Kaliprsanna Sinha (1841–1870), an 
active social and intellectual reformer operating under the banner of the 
Vidyotsahini Sabha,27 petitioned the colonial administration to issue an order 
removing prostitutes from respectable areas of the city and the suburbs. 
He expressed his concern for the apparent increase of cases where the young 
men of respectable Bengali families fell prey to the clutches of prostitutes, 
who already had a thriving business in brothels in the heart of the city.28 

The removal of prostitutes from the vicinity of schools was a common 
demand  in these petitions. Here, prostitutes were blamed for being the 
seducers of the school-going ‘innocent children’. An appeal was published 
in the vernacular newspaper Grambasi, in which some managers of the 
educational institutions asked the Lieutenant Governor of Bengal to 
take measures to prevent prostitutes from ‘alluring weak-minded men’, 
especially around the schools and colleges.29 A similar appeal was published 
in the Education Gazette, which asked for the transfer of prostitute 
quarters from the vicinity of schools and colleges in Calcutta as soon 
as possible. It specifically mentions that College Street, which was the 
hub of these educational institutions, was unfortunately infested with 
prostitution businesses.30

The Bengali bhadraloks’ next move was to restrict prostitutes’ rights in 
a number of ways. Rashamoy Dutta (1779-1854), a notable Bengali 
educationist, successfully argued that prostitutes who were named as kept 
mistresses of babus were not allowed to bring any legal claims against 
their customers before the court. One of the most important Bengali 
daily newspapers of the time, Sambad Bhaskar, approved of this verdict, 
writing that:

Earlier, the prostitutes of Calcutta could … file cases against some 
Rajas [native princes] or Amirs [princes/royals], accusing them of 
not paying [their] monthly dues despite keeping them as mistresses. 
These allegations were enough to harass the babus, who had to 
appear before the court as the magistrates summoned them, while 
the ‘immoral women’ got a chance to squeeze some money. Realising 
the fallacy of the system, Shri Rashomoy Dutto appealed to the 

27	  Kaliprasanna Singha founded Vidyotsahini Sabha, a forum for those who are interested in education, 
in 1855. 
28	  Sambad Prabhakar, 19 November 1856, in Sambad-Samayikpatre Unish Shataker Bangalisamaj, 
600–601.
29	  Grambasi, 31 July 1886, in Report on Native Papers (Kolkata: West Bengal State Archives, 1886). 
30	  Education Gazette, 18 September 1885, in Sambad-Samayikpatre Unish Shataker Bangalisamaj, 626.
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Governor’s Council against this injustice. The Council accepted 
the demand and declared that prostitutes were not required to pay 
wages. Thus, a group of innocent people of good moral character 
were rescued from deceitful prostitutes who, from now on, have lost 
the right to falsely accuse their patrons in court.31

The jubilant tone of this report reflects the bhadraloks’ disdain for prostitutes, 
who were condemned as immoral and treacherous, and sympathy for 
customers whose money was ‘squeezed out’ during their patronage. 

Between the 1850s and 1870s, Bengali bhadralok society became vocal 
against two incidents regarding the public mixing of prostitutes in 
contemporary Calcutta. The first resistance occurred in 1853, when Heera 
Bulbul, a prostitute in Calcutta, enrolled her son in the prestigious Hindu 
College of Calcutta. The upper-class Hindu bhadralok felt that the sanctity 
of this college was at risk because of the presence of a prostitute’s son among 
other students and subsequently threatened to withdraw their contributions 
from the college fund to put pressure on the college administration. They 
also used the print media to voice their protest towards the incident. 
The  contemporary newspaper Sambad Prabhakar wrote in the editorial 
column that:

It is shameful that a son of a Nepalese prostitute has been admitted 
to the Hindu College … In this situation, it is apparent that any 
self-respecting aristocrat Hindu will not dare to send their wards 
to the Hindu College. We have heard that many rich men have 
already removed their sons from the college and have admitted to 
somewhere else.32

The college authorities ultimately yielded to this resistance from the 
powerful Hindu bhadralok lobby and issued a written statement in which 
they admitted their ignorance about the background of the student at the 
time of admission and cancelled his studentship.33

The second incident happened in 1876, when Goshthobihari Dutta, 
a scion from a respectable Bengali bhadralok family, dared to marry Golap, 
a prostitute-actress. The status of prostitutes as mistresses was tolerated in 
contemporary respectable society, but her marriage to a ‘bhadra santan’ 
(respectable son), confirming her status as his wife, drew harsh criticism. 

31	  Sambad Bhaskar, 31 January 1854, in Sambad-Samayikpatre Unish Shataker Bangalisamaj, 599.
32	  Joardar, Prostitution in Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century Calcutta, 53. 
33	  Joardar, Prostitution in Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century Calcutta, 53.
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One contemporary writer, Manomohan Basu, composed a slanderous song 
that lampooned Golap, reminding her about her past as a public woman 
in which she had relationships with several men. It also reminded her of 
the sanctity of marriage as an institution, where she was unable to take 
advantage of a chaste spouse like she could in a play. The song thus described 
Golap as a ‘chaste woman in disguise, looking for a sport’.34 

Along with such social resistance, the Bengali bhadralok community also 
played an active role in enunciating the so-called sin of prostitution in 
the urban sphere by publishing their opinions through printed media. 
During this time, there was a surge in Bengali chapbooks and farces that 
reflected various societal views on prostitution. The most famous image 
that was depicted in this literary genre was the prostitute as the ‘vamp’, 
who seduced the perfect gentleman to ruin his family and friends. Most 
of the narratives follow a straightforward plot in which a young man 
from a wealthy, respectable family falls victim to the wily prostitutes after 
arriving in Calcutta. A narrative written in the popular folk form of panchali 
titled Beshayai Sorbonasher Mul (The Whores are the Cause of All Disasters), 
published in 1873, describes how a genteel young man left his family, as 
well as his wife and parents, because of his attraction to prostitutes. He was 
subsequently abandoned and voiced a warning in the conclusion to other 
young men about the perils of prostitution.35

In another comic farce titled Beshyanurkti Bishombiptti (Enticement towards 
Prostitutes is a Grave Menace, 1863), the author narrated a story in which 
a prostitute was made responsible for the protagonist Priyo Babu’s immoral 
social life and alcoholism. Privo Babu’s friend Kedar then rescues him, 
and he reforms his ways. These narratives reflected the dominant social 
perspective of the time, which accused prostitutes of so-called immoral 
activities. Prostitutes were generally portrayed negatively in these stories, 
where they were described as greedy, tricky, and mysterious women who 
attracted wealthy babus through their acts of love. On the other hand, babus 
were generally portrayed as wealthy men with a huge amount of ancestral 
property but with little worldly vision who easily fell into the traps of the 
prostitutes and neglected their legitimate wives because of their attraction to 
these public women. Often, a character like Kedar emerges as a saviour to 
these babus, who epitomise the role of the responsible middle-class bhadralok, 

34	  Banerjee, Under the Raj, 132.
35	  Chandicharan Ghosh, ‘Beshayai Sarbanasher Mul’, in Beshyaparar Panchti Durlov Sangraha, ed. 
Mou Bhattacharya (Kolkata: Ananda Publishers, 2011), 109–122. 
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especially underlining their reservations about the prostitutes who drag 
babus down in the peril of dangerous, decadent practices. Interestingly, in 
the end, the babu is generally reintegrated into society without any social 
stigma for their alleged misconduct or licentious activities, whereas no 
attempt is made to rescue the prostitutes from their plight.36

Nevertheless, there were some narratives written in Bengali that were not so 
critical of prostitutes, like Briddha Tapaswini Beshya (Aged Prostitute Turned 
into Sanyaswini, 1863). The author, Ram Krishna Sen, provides a detailed 
description of the harsh consequences of Kulinism which drove many young 
women into the scourge of prostitution.37 The protagonist of this narrative 
is Soudamini, who became a prostitute with the help of a servant because 
she was a victim of kulinism. But as a prostitute, too, she had a harsh life 
from which she wanted to distance herself. As an elderly woman, she 
ultimately led a life of asceticism. Being a victim of the system, she describes 
prostitution as a ‘dangerous world’ that women should avoid, even if life is 
harsh in the so-called respectable domestic space.38

Similarly, Panchali Kamal-koli (1872), a text that has received little scholarly 
attention, addressed the issue of prostitution from a more social perspective. 
It rightly points out that despite the massive clamour against the perils of 
prostitution amongst the bhadralok community, nobody actually attempted 
to evaluate the social status of the prostitutes. It also criticises the dominant 
trend of accusing prostitutes of this civic problem without exploring the 
root cause behind the system.39

Thus, it could be said that the Bengali bhadrolok community approached 
the  issue of prostitutes and prostitution in a rather complex manner. 
On the one hand, it reflected the upper-caste, Hindu patriarchal perspective 
that was critical of lower-class women who posed a threat to the colonised 
society and their sexual relationships within and outside their home. 
On the other hand, they often tried to uphold their duty as social leaders 
to eradicate the ‘threat’ of prostitution, either by sweeping them away to 

36	  Anon., ‘Beshyanurkti Bishombiptti’, in Beshyaparar Panchti Durlov Sangraha, 31–69.
37	  Kulinism denotes that the marriage of a kulin girl should only be to a man of the same class or one 
of a higher class. In order to defend kulin status in Bengali society, girls were often given to older men 
in marriage. Since many kulin Brahmins had many wives, these women were often impoverished and 
helpless after the deaths of their husbands. 
38	  Ramkrishna Sen, ‘Br̥iddha Tapasbini Beshya’, in Battalar Boi: Unish Shataker Dushprapya Kunriti 
Boi, ed. Adrish Biswas (Kolkata: Gangchil Publishers, 2011), 192–205.
39	  Aghorchandra Ghosh, ‘Panchali Kamal-koli’, in Beshyaparar Panchti Durlov Sangraha, 75–103.
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the margins or by trying to appear as their saviours to end the practice 
of prostitution. All these measures were often mooted by the bhadrolok to 
protect their own families. 

The Ambiguous Attitude towards 
Prostitute-Actresses
Despite the middle class’ reluctance to interact socially with prostitutes, the 
rising culture, which was inspired by Western entertainment and education, 
made single public women more visible in social life. During the nineteenth 
century, the introduction of Western-style public theatre in India was 
enthusiastically welcomed by the educated Bengali intelligentsia. Initially, 
to make modern theatre a ‘respectable space’, the emergent elite theatre 
encouraged men to perform in female roles (as female impersonators) on 
the public stage.40 However, from the late 1860s, female performers were 
desired on the public stage to make the performances more realistic and 
alluring to the spectators. During that period, women from respectable 
families were not allowed in the public sphere. In such a context, women 
from red-light districts were brought into public theatres, which triggered 
a huge controversy.

Scholars propose a variety of reasons why regularly employed young 
women from the prostitute’s quarters were introduced in public theatre. 
Rimli Bhattacharya argues that it was a demand of the market rather than 
a  middle‑class reformatory project to rehabilitate these ‘sinful women’.41 
With the rise of proscenium theatre, a new standard of representation 
became necessary. Also, the boys dressing up as girls/women caused 
uneasiness among the middle-class theatre enthusiasts. In most cases, these 
boys were of lower-class origin, which, in terms of gender and class, often 
appeared to be a threat to the construction of middle-class masculinity.42 
According to the colonial perspective, Bengalis were increasingly cast as 
‘effeminate babus’, not only in contrast to the ruling race or the ‘manly 
Englishman’, but also in comparison to the other so-called ‘martial races’ 

40	  Lata Singh, ‘Making of “Modern” Theatre and Actresses’ Question: Negotiation and Contestation’, 
Indian Historical Review, 35, no. 2 (2008): 4–6. 
41	  Rimli Bhattacharya, ‘The Nautee in “the second city of the Empire”’, Indian Economic & Social 
History Review, 40, no. 2 (2003): 221–223.
42	  Lata Singh, ‘Making of “Modern” Theatre’, 4–8.
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of India.43 Perhaps these constructs and stereotypes haunted the Bengali 
intelligentsia. To prove their masculinity, they preferred to introduce real 
women on stage instead of female impersonators. 

The need for authenticity or realism likely played the most significant role 
in deciding to favour female actors on stage. Michael Madhusudan Dutt 
(1824–1873), the main proponent of modern theatre in Bengal, persuaded 
the theatre patrons to introduce actresses in Bengali theatre by claiming 
that ‘men with moustaches doing female roles’ were ‘very unnatural’.44 
On  16  August 1873, the Bengal Theatre in Calcutta made history by 
introducing Jagattarini, Elokeshi, Golap, and Shyama, four prostitute-
turned-actresses from red-light areas, to participate in Michael Madhusudan 
Dutta’s play Sharmistha.45 This incident ignited a public debate in which 
most of the leading lights of the Bengali intelligentsia either disassociated 
themselves from the public stage or held an ambivalent attitude towards it. 

Most of this intelligentsia, however, reacted to the issue of introducing 
actresses with dubious backgrounds through letters, editorials, and speeches 
at public meetings, where they often lamented the deplorable condition of 
the Bhadra Samaj. Most of them feared that the presence of these so-called 
loose moral characters on stage in the guise of ideal women would jeopardise 
the patriarchal ideals of domesticity. The contemporary newspaper Bharat-
Sanskarak criticised the venture:

So far we have seen whores performing in jatra [folk-theatre], 
dances, kirtan [a call-response chanting or musical conversation], 
jhumur [a folk dance], etc., but this is for the first time that we find 
them sharing the stage along with people of decent origin … [We] 
hope that the gentlemen could preserve their dignity.46 

Despite these reservations, other groups supported the introduction of 
actresses from dubious backgrounds on the public stage. One journal, 
Tottomonjari, represented a contemporary dilemma by pointing out that 
one section of the public was vehemently protesting female impersonation, 
which they considered disrespectful to the masculinity of Hindu men, while 
the other claimed the use of prostitutes in female roles was disrespectful to 

43	  See Mrinalini Sinha, Colonial Masculinity: The ‘Manly Englishman’ and the ‘Effeminate Bengali’ in 
the Late Nineteenth Century (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995).
44	  Sunetra Mitra, ‘The Tales of Woes “Prostitute-Entertainers” in Bengali Theatre: The Agonies of 
Living with a Past’, Proceedings of the Indian History Congress, 64, (2003): 883.
45	  Mitra, ‘The Tales of Woes “Prostitute-Entertainers”’, 883.
46	  Mitra, ‘The Tales of Woes “Prostitute-Entertainers”’, 883.
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the stage. By raising these binary positions, this journal raised a pertinent 
question: if the so-called public women had been replaced by chaste 
women from respectable backgrounds, would it be commercially viable, 
as they could charge more than these women of lower origin? The article 
also raised its voice against the allegation that public women in the theatre 
were spoiling the characters of young people. It categorically attacked this 
allegation by arguing that the theatre was not for school-going children. 
Instead of condemning the theatre companies, it questioned why these 
children were allowed to go to the theatre and criticised their parents for 
not disciplining them.47

Thus, the issue of public women on stage created a schism among the Bengali 
intelligentsia. They accepted them for the sake of realistic presentation 
but kept them marginalised in other social interactions since they feared 
that their idealised portrayal would breach the dominant perception of 
women’s roles in the domestic sphere. This dichotomy in treatment also 
caused suffering for the prostitute-actresses, who otherwise earned little 
respectability through their performances. In her memoir, Binodini Dasi, 
one of the earliest professional actresses in Calcutta’s public theatre, reveals 
that despite their success on stage, actresses were often restricted from 
attending social functions and had very little scope to lead their own lives.48 

Prostitutes in the Nationalist Paradigm
The perception of prostitution continued to change with India’s increasing 
awareness of its anti-colonial national identity in the twentieth century. Since 
the late nineteenth century, indigenous prostitutes were often portrayed 
as ‘fallen women’, a concept perhaps derived from Victorian England’s 
cultural myth but given more complex dimensions through nationalist 
rhetoric. In England, the term ‘fallen woman’ was used to describe a woman 
who had ‘lost her innocence’, and the word ‘fallen’ had a strong Christian 
connotation of being denied the grace of God. With the passage of time, 
however, this Christian connotation was superseded by another perception, 
where these women were viewed as victims of society rather than having 

47	  Tottomonjari, Agrahan, 1807 Saka (circa November-January1885), in Sambad-samayikpatre Unish 
Shataker Bangalisamaj, 629–630.
48	  Binodini Dasi, My Story and My Life as an Actress, trans. and ed. R Bhattacharya (Delhi: Kali for 
Women, 1998), 10–38. 
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fallen because of their own sins.49 In this sense, the fallen woman is no 
longer regarded as an outcast in society but rather as a martyr or a victim of 
an oppressive social order.50 In India, the middle-class and upper-middle-
class intelligentsia imbibed this dogma and offered a new perspective on 
prostitution, which viewed the practice as a social institution of the current 
regime that oppressed a group of indigenous women. 

Despite the nationalist patriarchal view, the word ‘fallen’ displayed a better 
understanding of prostitutes. It evoked a new zeal for reform and gave rise 
to a glimmer of hope that a prostitute might someday restore her social 
standing.51 Within this discourse, economic and social factors like poverty 
and male oppression were pointed out as the causes behind the ‘degradation’ 
of prostitution.52 Instead of blaming these prostitutes and treating them 
as outcasts, the discourse tended to pity them. Thus, a new concept of 
rehabilitation gained significance in the nationalist paradigm that gave 
reformers/nationalists the responsibility of ‘rescuing’ these women who 
had slipped down from the place of domesticity as well as respectability. 
Notably, the nationalists tried to rehabilitate prostitutes through marriage 
so that they would become acceptable to respectable society. But this model 
of domesticity was not accepted or seemed unconvincing to the prostitutes. 
In an attempt to analyse the cause, Sumanta Banerjee argues that prostitutes 
‘who had grown up in an environment where they had been used to 
exercising [their] power,’ became suspicious of ‘rehabilitation’ offered by 
bhadralok reformers in the form of marriage, which ‘implied constraints on 
the movements and rights they had enjoyed in their professional careers’.53 
He also added that the bhadralok reformer ignored the individual prostitute’s 
capacity to exercise rational control over her life—a capacity that she enjoyed 
in her environment.54 So it could be said that, like colonial masters, the 
indigenous nationalist elites also denied prostitutes individuality and space.

Despite the strong reservations from influential nationalist figures like 
Gandhi, there were also references by some Bengali middle-class nationalists 
in Calcutta who actively supported prostitutes’ causes. In lieu of sympathy, 

49	  Nina Auerbach ‘The Rise of the Fallen Woman’, Nineteenth-Century Fiction 35, no. 1 (1980): 31. 
50	  Auerbach ‘The Rise of the Fallen Woman’, 32.
51	  See Janaki Nair, Women and Law in Colonial India: A Social history (New Delhi: Zubaan Publication, 
1996), 148–149.
52	  Farida Begum, ‘The Creation of Difference: Empire, Race, and the Discourse on Prostitution in 
Colonial Bengal, 1880–1940’ (PhD diss., Barnard College, 2012), 36–38. 
53	  Banerjee, Under the Raj, 138. 
54	  Banerjee, Under the Raj, 136–137.
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many of them tried to ‘rescue’ prostitutes to reinstate them into society. 
This process had started earlier through the Brahmo reformers.55 For 
example, Shibnath Shastri, Nilmoni Chakravarty and other Brahmo leaders 
took initiatives to ‘rehabilitate’ prostitutes in society.56 Following in these 
footsteps, in the early decades of the twentieth century, Chittaranjan Das 
(1870–1925), the eminent Bengali nationalist leader, not only showed 
sympathy but also tried to incorporate prostitutes into the broader 
independence movement. Manada Debi, a self-defined ‘educated prostitute’ 
in Calcutta, wrote in her autobiography that ‘Deshabandhu’ Chittaranjan 
Das not only accepted contributions from the public women but also 
invited their cooperation. She writes:

Seeing his initiatives of including these women (prostitutes) into the 
folds of the Non-Cooperation movement,57 some leaders taunted 
him, to which he replied, showing full confidence in them by saying 
that ‘Those whom we have kept at arms’ length out of hatred are 
the ones stepping up today; this is a good omen, I have discovered a 
miraculous force at the bottom of the garbage heap.58

An Alternative Worldview
Recent research has tried to explore the prostitutes’ responses to the treatments 
they received depending on their songs, letters and autobiographies that 
critique contemporary society and conventional patriarchy. During the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, with the burgeoning culture 
of the printing press, prostitutes also used print media to express their 
grievances. Perhaps because of the high level of literacy among a section of 
the prostitutes, they took up writing quite early, including the production 
of memoirs. 

55	  Bengali Brahmos are adherents of the Brahmoism philosophy, which Raja Rammohan Roy created 
and promulgated through the Brahmo Samaj. By leading every religious, social, and educational 
advancement of the Bengali community, Brahmos played a crucial role in the nineteenth century’s Bengal 
Renaissance. 
56	  Banerjee, Under the Raj, 136–141. 
57	  In 1920, Mahatma Gandhi launched the Non-cooperation movement to persuade Indians to 
discontinue collaborating with the British government and advocate self-rule.
58	  Manada Devi, An Educated Woman in Prostitution, trans. Arunava Sinha (New-Delhi: Simon 
Schuster, 2021), 77–78. 



113

‘Pleasure’, ‘Vice’ or ‘Profession’

The personal reminiscences of contemporary prostitute-actresses provide 
an  important source for understanding their social perceptions. Three 
prominent examples are the biographies of Manada Debi, Binodini Dasi, 
and Tinkori Dasi. Binodini Dasi (1863–1941) was a powerful writer who 
described her life in vivid detail in her autobiographies, Amar Katha (My 
Story, 1912) and Amar Abhinetri Jiban (My Life as an Actress, 1924–1955). 
She explained that prostitution is neither an individual phenomenon nor 
inherent to women’s nature but is caused by society and by the double 
standards of male sexual morality and deceit that oppresses women. 
She writes: 

[T]hey become prostitutes forced by circumstances, such as lack of 
shelter, lack of space: but they, too, first come into this world with 
the heart of a woman. … A prostitute’s life is certainly tainted and 
despicable, but where does the pollution come from? … there are 
many who are taken in by the artfulness of men and trusting in them 
are doomed to carry an everlasting stigma and bear pain of unending 
hell. … that one mistake that poisons the rest of their life forever. 
Nothing is lost for a man even if a hundred mistakes are made, but 
a woman is doomed if her step but falter one bit.59 

As a marginalised woman in the public eye, Binodini spoke out against 
the prevailing patriarchy. Her self-assured autobiography may be seen 
as a  feminist response to how femininity was constructed by patriarchy, 
which labelled her as a ‘fallen woman’. Her writing style not only challenged 
the convention of writing history, but her Atmakatha can be viewed as an 
attempt to refashion history from a woman’s point of view.60

Similarly, Manada Devi, in her autobiography Shikshita Patitar Atmajibani 
(An Educated Woman in Prostitution), expressed societal duality in her 
dialogue with Mahantaji, her spiritual guru. She wrote: 

I am a grave sinner, babaji, society has no place for me, my father has 
forsaken me. But you know of the men who have sold their honour 
and prestige … at the feet of women like me, look, society has given 
them the choicest of positions … And we have been burning in 
the fire of hell because of one mistake made in the ignorance of 
adolescence. This is how your society metes out justice.’61

59	  Dasi, My Story and My Life, 105–106.
60	  Sourav Dandapat, ‘Understanding History: A Reading of Binodini Dasi’s Autobiography’, Vidyasagar 
University: Journal of English 12 (2014–2015): 147.
61	  Devi, An Educated Woman in Prostitution, 47.
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In her autobiography, Manada also made note of the social dichotomy she 
encountered when speaking with her landlady, Rani. Rani explained to 
her how many prostitutes’ poor families, including her own parents and 
siblings, relied on their earnings despite being aware of the ethical and 
moral injunctions against the profession. She claims that this dependence 
not only puts her in danger as an individual but also demonstrates how 
society as a whole has been subsumed by sin.62 

In contrast to the dominant association of prostitution with the collapse 
of the family institution, there are some references from the lives of the 
prostitutes that revealed their long-lasting monogamous relationships, 
which could challenge the notion that domesticity is portrayed only in 
the traditional family setting. The biography of Tinkori Dasi narrates her 
monogamous relationship with her babu, which she deemed as sacred 
as marriage. Upendranath Bidyabhushan, the editor of Tinkori Dasi’s 
biography, told a story about her that was both interesting and important: 

[O]ne night in a stage show at Minarva Theatre, Tinkori refused to 
come into stage clad in a ‘than’ [a white saree, one of the signifiers of 
widowhood] because her babu was present there in the theatre as an 
audience … finally, the problem had been solved when her babu left 
the theatre by knowing the reason … thereafter Tinkori came out on 
the stage and played the role of ‘karmeti’.’63

Such an incident demonstrated that the babu with whom they (the actresses) 
were engaged as lovers through the norms of gandhorba bibah treated this 
engagement as sacred as wedlock.64 Therefore, despite societal disapproval 
of their lifestyles, which instilled fear of social exclusion, prostitutes often 
established their own independent sphere of influence, which was perhaps 
more open than traditional familial bonds. 

Prostitutes maintained their space and place in society and contributed 
to socio-cultural activities through various means, including by enjoying 
exclusive roles in acting, music, and storytelling. For example, the 
gramophone industry started its musical journey with prostitutes in 
the  early twentieth century. The famous Gouharjan (1875–1930), India’s 
first mega-playback singer, came from Calcutta’s kotha and gained immense 

62	  Devi, An Educated Woman in Prostitution, 59–60.
63	  Upendranath Bidyabhushan, ed. Tinkori (Calcutta: Shishir Publishing, 1326; circa-1919), 69–72.
64	  Upendranath Bidyabhushan, ed. Tinkori.
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popularity.65 Their roles were important in the popularisation of theatre and 
cinema. Jaddan Bai (1892–1949), one of the famous actresses of the early 
film industry, also came from a tawaif background. She made her on-screen 
debut as a heroine in 1932 and continued to perform in successive hit films 
as an actress, which soon made her a model of success.66 They also associated 
themselves with the social and political activism of the day. Some references 
likewise indicate how prostitutes became part of the various nationalist 
programmes. Manada Debi wrote that they participated in the Non-
Cooperation movement in Calcutta. She writes, ‘the prostituted women of 
Harkata Lane, Rambagan, Sonagachhi, Phulbagan, Champatala, Ahiritola, 
Jorasanko, Simla, Keranibagan, and all the other localities formed their own 
squads and went out on the streets to collect contributions’.67 Thus, it could 
be concluded that despite their marginalisation in society, prostitutes, with 
their limited means, did engage in active politics and social movements 
during the nationalist period. 

Conclusion
This article has surveyed the myriad socio-cultural discourses on prostitution 
that shaped the popular images of prostitutes in the colonial city of 
Calcutta. By reading a variety of contemporary literature, it has revealed 
multiple societal mentalities that changed from one period to another and 
from one social stratum to another. The findings indicate that each social 
group had a distinctly shaped morality, which affected not just the manner 
in which it was represented culturally but also how it reacted emotionally 
to its surroundings. For instance, as part of their entertainment, the 
upper-strata of society patronised prostitutes, mostly singing and dancing 
women. In this regard, prostitutes were portrayed as performers and came 
to symbolise the epitome of their affluent culture. Contrary to the upper-
class perspective and prerogatives, the middle class living in the same city 
tended to distain urban prostitution. For them, prostitutes’ public visibility 
was an annoyance and antithetical to their perceptions of domesticity and 
respectability. This viewpoint saw prostitutes as a symptom of social vice 

65	  Gerry Farrell, ‘The Early Days of the Gramophone Industry in India: Historical, Social and Musical 
Perspectives’, British Journal of Ethnomusicology 2, no. 1 (1993): 31–53. 
66	  Sarah Rahman Nilazi, ‘Recasting Bodies and the Transformation of the Self: Women Performers 
in the Bombay Film Industry (1925–1947)’, India International Centre Quarterly 39, no. 3/4 (2012): 
207–210.
67	  Devi, An Educated Woman in Prostitution, 82.



Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 29

116

that needed to be eradicated from society or curtailed in specific areas of the 
city. Since the mid-nineteenth century, the discourse on prostitution has 
often been subjected to the dominant British colonial narrative, one which 
legally defines indigenous prostitution as a crime, and socially perceives it as 
a menace. All these formed the grand narrative that marginalised prostitutes 
in society.

Despite their marginalisation, the emergence of new cultural industries 
such as theatre and film gave these prostitutes or public women a little more 
social mobility. Notably, the societal perceptions of prostitute-actresses did 
not undergo any drastic change but rather gained a new dimension with 
time. They were revered on the public stage but viewed as a necessary evil 
in daily life. It is also crucial to note that, despite the fact that nationalism 
evolved with a distinct discourse that sympathised with prostitute women 
(as victims of the larger colonial social order), it was unable to overcome the 
deeply ingrained patriarchal norms.

In contrast to the predominant societal narrative about prostitutes, this 
article also uncovers an alternative version from the perspective of prostitutes 
that not only attacked the prevailing patriarchal norms of society but also 
advocated for their own rights and sovereign space. In fact, the oppressive 
behaviour of society hardened prostitutes, who often retorted against 
social injustice. In that process of interaction and counter-interaction 
with various sections of society, prostitutes secured their own professional, 
independent space. 
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‘Unspeakable atrocities’: 
The 1857 Hornet Bank massacre, 
interracial rape and white 
femininity on the Australian 
colonial frontier
Zoe Smith

Abstract
Despite settlers’ immediate and visceral reaction to the ‘barbaric’ 
rape and murder of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary Fraser by Yiman 
men at Hornet Bank station in Queensland on 27 October 1857, 
in mid-nineteenth-century settlers’ recollections and newspaper 
representations of the events that morning the identities of 
Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary were quickly overlooked. Instead, 
they were diminished purely to their reproductive, gendered roles 
of ‘wife’, ‘daughter’ and ‘betrothed’, and their rape was described 
in euphemistic terms that obscured the reality of the sexual 
violence they had suffered. This article explicitly aims to draw 
Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary’s experiences of rape out from the 
archives, revisiting mid-nineteenth-century settlers’ recollections 
and newspaper representations in order to demonstrate how these 
women’s stories have been overlooked historically, and were co-
opted and distorted by male settlers in line with the colonial and 
transnational racialised and gendered discourses around interracial 
rape. The euphemistic descriptions by white settlers of Martha, 
Elizabeth, and Mary’s rape were deployed in a sensationalised image 
that was circulated throughout the colony—an image which, in 
literally shrouding the violated bodies and obscuring the identities 
of the raped mother and daughters, was used to justify subsequent 
settler violence against Indigenous people, enacted under the guise 
of ‘patriarchal protection’ of all white women. In this article, the 
victims of the ‘unspeakable atrocities’, Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary, 
are reinserted back into the Hornet Bank narrative, no longer purely 
euphemistic bodies to be co-opted by white settlers and overlooked 
by historians.
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* * *
In the early hours of 27 October 1857, approximately fifteen Indigenous 
men of the Yiman nation attacked Hornet Bank station on the upper banks 
of the Dawson River near Taroom in central Queensland.1 The frontier of the 
Darling Downs and Upper Dawson River in 1857 was, like many fledgling 
frontiers in Australia and other colonies, characterised by violent resistance 
by Indigenous people, sometimes in the form of attacks on stations such as 
Hornet Bank, and harsh, unequal reprisals by settlers.2 What was irregular 
about this particular act of violence was that, at Hornet Bank station, the 
Yiman men raped Martha, aged 43, mother of the Fraser family who resided 
there, as well as her two eldest daughters, Elizabeth, aged 19, and Mary, 
aged 11, before murdering them. Three of Martha’s five sons, John, aged 23, 
David, aged 16, and James, aged 6, and her two youngest daughters, Jane, 
aged 9, and Charlotte, aged 3, alongside the family tutor and two station-
hands, were also murdered that morning, but left unviolated.3 The murder 
of these eleven settlers, known as the Hornet Bank massacre, was the largest 
massacre of white settlers by Indigenous peoples in Australian history to 
that date, and was distinguished by its sexual violence.4 

The Australian frontier, like other colonial societies in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, most notably the United States and Canada, was 
perceived as potentially dangerous for vulnerable white women, a perception 
reinforced by widely circulated narratives such as the ‘capture’ of Eliza Fraser 

1	  Queensland did not officially exist until 1860, so in 1857, the Upper Dawson region was still part of 
the colony of New South Wales. However, for the purpose of this article, and the fact that the Hornet Bank 
station’s location was in current central Queensland, Queensland will be utilised throughout the article.
2	  For work on the nature of frontier violence on fledgling frontiers in both Australia and elsewhere, see 
Angela Woollacott, ‘Imperial Conquest, Violent Encounters, and Changing Gender Relations in Colonial 
Warfare, 1830s–1910s’, in Karen Hagemann, Stefan Dudink, and Sonya O. Rose (eds), The Oxford 
Handbook of Gender, War, and the Western World since 1600 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 
310–324.
3	  Deposition of the only survivor, Sylvester Fraser, given in Ipswich on 7 November 1857, with a copy 
enclosed within a letter from W. H. Wiseman, Government Resident’s Office, Moreton Bay, 11 November 
1857, to Colonial Secretary, New South Wales State Archives, Native Police Moreton Bay collection. Item 
57/4578.
4	  Gordon Steven Reid, A Nest of Hornets: The Massacre of the Fraser Family at Hornet Bank Station, 
Central Queensland, 1857, and related events (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1982), v.
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in the 1830s, and the white woman of Gippsland narrative of the 1840s.5 
Furthermore, historians such as Angela Woollacott, Ann L. Stoler, Anne 
McClintock, Jessie Mitchell, and Jenny Sharpe, have all argued that crises 
in British authority in the colonies, exemplified in an ‘uprising’ or violent 
resistance by Indigenous populations, were managed by white men via the 
circulation of the constructed image of the violated white woman as a sign 
of the violation of colonialism.6 Building on the contributions of these 
scholars, this article asserts that the violated and literally shrouded bodies 
of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary, were exploited by white male settlers on 
the Upper Dawson for a similar purpose, particularly through the use of 
euphemism to further exacerbate settler anxieties about the apparent crisis 
in authority that subsequently had to be reasserted via retributive violence 
against the local Indigenous population. In the aftermath of the Hornet 
Bank massacre, white male settlers deployed the event, particularly the 
rape of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary, as justification for further punitive 
violence–both physical and sexual–on a horrific scale.7 These settlers, led 
by the two surviving Fraser sons William and Sylvester, massacred between 
three hundred and five hundred Indigenous men, women and children over 
this eighteen-month period, nearly eliminating the Yiman nation.8

5	  The Eliza Fraser narrative is explored later in this article. The white woman of Gippsland narrative 
involved the rumour that a white woman had been captured and held against her will by members of 
the Kurnai nation in Gippsland, Victoria. Although no woman was ever found, the narrative circulated 
the Australian colonies persistently throughout the 1840s. See Larissa Behrendt, Finding Eliza: Power 
and Colonial Storytelling (Brisbane: University of Queensland Press, 2016); Kay Schaffer, In the Wake 
of First Contact: the Eliza Fraser Stories (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Julie Carr, The 
Captive White Woman of Gippsland: in Pursuit of the Legend (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 
2001); Angela Woollacott, Gender and Empire (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillian, 2006), 43–45; Shino 
Konishi, The Aboriginal Male in the Enlightenment World (London: Pickering and Chatto, 2012); Sarah 
Carter, Capturing Women: The Manipulation of Cultural Imagery in Canada’s Prairie West (Montreal: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1997). 
6	  Woollacott, Gender and Empire, 42–43; Ann L. Stoler, Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race 
and the Intimate in Colonial Rule (Oakland: University of California Press, 2002); Anne McClintock, 
Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest (New York: Routledge, 1995); Angela 
Woollacott, Settler Society in the Australian Colonies: Self-Government and Imperial Culture (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2015); Jessie Mitchell, ‘“Great difficulty in knowing where the frontier ceases”: 
Violence, Governance, and the Spectre of India in early Queensland’, Journal of Australian Colonial 
History, Vol. 15 (2013), 43–62; Jenny Sharpe, Allegories of Empire: The Figure of Woman in the Colonial 
Text (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993).
7	  Sylvester (15) was the sole surviving member of the family of those present that night. His eldest 
brother, William (24), was away in Ipswich at the time of the murders.
8	  Reid, A Nest of Hornets, 178. Raymond Evans, ‘“Plenty Shoot ‘Em”: The Destruction of Aboriginal 
Societies along the Queensland Frontier’, in ed. A. Dirk Moses, Genocide and Settler Society: Frontier 
Violence and Stolen Indigenous Children in Australian History (New York: Berghahn Books, 2012), 156; 
Eve Mumewa D. Fesl, Conned! (Brisbane: Queensland University Press, 1993), 70. 
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The rape of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary, and the murder of all white settlers 
present at Hornet Bank that morning, was essentially also a retributive act—​
a response to the repeated rape of Yiman women and girls at the hands of 
the older Fraser sons, members of the local Native Police, and other settlers.9 
Records show that Martha Fraser was aware of her sons’ atrocities, that she 
explicitly demanded that they cease these acts, and then asked members 
of the Native Police to intervene as she ‘expected harm would come’ of 
their repeated acts of ‘forcibly taking the young maidens’.10 Her pleas were 
unsuccessful. 

Queensland in the 1850s and 1860s was not unlike other frontier societies 
in its selective acknowledgement of sexual and gendered violence. The white 
settler community considered sexual violence against white women to be 
abhorrent, while the incessant rape and abuse of Indigenous women and 
girls was met with wilful obliviousness and indifference. Yet, despite that 
clear racial hierarchy of women, even white victims of rape were readily 
rendered nameless in the stories of frontier sexual violence that circulated 
through public culture. This connects with the arguments made by 
Woollacott, Mitchell, Kay Ferres, and Carmel Harris, who have examined 
how imperial anxieties about interracial rape manifested specifically in the 

9	  For work on the rape of Indigenous women on the frontier, see Libby Connors, ‘Uncovering the 
Shameful: Sexual Violence on an Australian Colonial Frontier’, in ed. Robert Mason, Legacies of Violence: 
Rendering the Unspeakable Past in Modern Australia. (New York: Berghahn Books, 2017), 33–52; Liz 
Conor, Skin Deep: Settler Impressions of Aboriginal Women (Perth: UWA Publishing, 2016); Victoria 
Haskins and John Maynard, ‘Sex, Race and Power: Aboriginal Men and White Women in Australian 
History’, Australian Historical Studies, Vol. 36 (2005), 191–216; Hannah Robert, ‘Disciplining the 
Female Aboriginal Body: Interracial Sex and the Pretence of Separation’, Australian Feminist Studies, 
Vol. 16, No. 34 (2001), 69–81. I also analysed and discussed the endemic rape of Yiman women and 
girls on the Upper Dawson frontier in my honours thesis, which this article is also derived from, and an 
article published in the ANU Historical Journal II. See Zoe Smith, ‘Violation and Violence: The Hornet 
Bank massacre and interracial rape on the nineteenth-century Queensland frontier’, Honours thesis, 
the Australian National University, 2021, and Zoe Smith, ‘“Manly” Violence: Rape, Massacres, and 
White Masculinity on the Mid-Nineteenth-Century Upper Dawson Frontier’, ANU Historical Journal 
II, Number 4, 2023.
10	  I. Downes Wood, Toowoomba, 12 March 1862, to Queensland Chief Secretary, Queensland State 
Archives, Colonial Secretary Correspondence. Item 62/1118. Incidences of rape perpetrated against 
Yiman women by white settlers and the Fraser sons were confirmed in multiple testimonies, given 
in both the 1858 and 1861 Select Committee Inquiries. See: Select Committee on Murders by the 
Aborigines on the Dawson River Generally for the New South Wales Legislative Assembly, Report from 
the Select Committee on Murders by the Aborigines on the Dawson River together with the Proceedings 
of the Committee, Minutes of Evidence and Appendix (Sydney: William Hanson, 1858), Accessed via 
The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS); Select Committee 
on Native Police Force and the Condition of the Aborigines Generally for Queensland Legislative 
Assembly, Report from the Select Committee on the Native Police Force and the Condition of the Aborigines 
Generally together with the Proceedings of the Committee and Minutes of Evidence (Brisbane: Fairfax and 
Belbridge, 1861), National Library of Australia: Trove Library. 
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Australian colonies—indeed, Woollacott and Mitchell have demonstrated 
that settler responses at Hornet Bank drew on established colonial tropes 
and narratives about the violation of unnamed white women that were also 
being deployed in India.11 Like the women reportedly violated by Indian 
men, Martha, Elizabeth and Mary were rendered nameless bodies, narrated 
in euphemistic terms. 

In re-examining the history of the Hornet Bank massacre, I argue that 
white settler communities actively dehumanised white women’s experiences 
of frontier sexual violence in pursuit of a generic narrative of feminine 
vulnerability and victimhood. Whilst this article contextualises the rape of 
Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary in relation to ideas about white femininity and 
white patriarchal masculinity, the events before, during, and after Hornet 
Bank reveal the multiplicity of gendered and racialised discourses about 
interracial rape when perpetrated against both white women and Indigenous 
women. The exclusion of the experiences of Yiman women and girls from 
narratives surrounding Hornet Bank also reflects the realities of the colonial 
experience on the Upper Dawson more broadly, and is worth considerable 
analysis and investigation, however, it is beyond the scope of this article. It is 
important to highlight Yiman women and girls’ experiences of oppression 
and rape which ultimately lie at the heart of the events at Hornet Bank. 
Martha Fraser’s fear that ‘harm would come’ from the atrocities of her sons 
suggests that even white women were relatively callous toward the suffering 
of Indigenous women, concerned only with the protection of their own.12 
Yet, not only is her plea for both her sons and members of the Native 
Police to cease their rape of Yiman women and girls the sole discussion of 
white men’s rapacious behaviour on the Upper Dawson by a white woman 
from this period, but it is also the only instance in the archives of overt 
condemnation of these violations. Her comments, given in a discussion 
with Sub-Lieutenant Nicholl of the Native Police in mid 1857 and then 
relayed in a letter from I. Downes Wood to the Queensland Chief Secretary 
who visited the Upper Dawson following the massacre and interviewed 
Nicholls, as well as other members of the Native Police and pastoralists in 
the district, are also particularly important as they serve as the only record 

11	  Woollacott, Gender and Empire; Mitchell, ‘“Great difficulty”’; Kay Ferres, ‘Sites of History and 
Memory: Hornet Bank 1857’, in Jane Crisp, Kay Ferres, and Gillian Swanson (eds), Deciphering culture: 
ordinary curiosities and subject narratives (London; Routledge, 2000); Carmel Harris, ‘The “Terror of the 
Law” as Applied to Black Rapists in Colonial Queensland’, Hecate, Vol. 8, Issue 2 (1982), 22–48.
12	  Wood, 12 March 1862, to Queensland Chief Secretary. 
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of Martha’s voice in the archives.13 Martha’s comments, therefore, offer both 
a rare female voice from the archives, and insight into a male-dominated 
discussion about and representation of interracial rape on the frontier, 
provided before she too would become a victim of both interracial rape 
and white men’s silencing and control over women’s violated bodies and 
experiences of rape.

Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary in the 
Historiography of Hornet Bank
Despite their centrality to the events at Hornet Bank, Martha, Elizabeth, and 
Mary, and their experiences of rape, have not only been silenced in both the 
recollections and writings of mid-nineteenth-century settlers of the Upper 
Dawson, but also by historians writing ‘ungendered’ studies of the events at 
Hornet Bank.14 The sole monograph on Hornet Bank, written by Gordon 
Reid in 1982, exemplifies the diminution of both Martha, Elizabeth, and 
Mary’s identities and experiences, as well as interracial rape more broadly, 
by certain historians.15 Reid discusses the sexual abuse of the Yiman women 
and girls as merely one factor that led to the massacre, and a factor he 
devotes substantially less attention to than others. The rape of Martha, 
Elizabeth, and Mary is similarly glossed over, as are their identities—they 
are named in the first few instances, and then subsequently referred to ‘the 
mother and her daughters’ or the ‘female victims’.16 Their rape is explicitly 
mentioned only twice before Reid also engages with the euphemistic 
language deployed by settlers and newspaper accounts.17 More recently, 
historian Timothy Bottoms’ 2017 monograph, which attempts to address 
the ‘conspiracy of silence’ regarding the brutality of the Queensland frontier 
and has a dedicated chapter on Hornet Bank, only depicts rape as a feature 
of massacres and a common occurrence on the frontier. He remarks upon 
‘the rapacious sexual appetites of some squatters (including the Fraser boys) 

13	  Wood, 12 March 1862, to Queensland Chief Secretary. Reid argues, and I concur, that she was 
likely illiterate. Reid, A Nest of Hornets, 41.
14	  I used the term ‘ungendered’ here to refer to histories that do not consider either masculinity 
or femininity in their considerations of historical men and women, presenting them as ungendered 
subjects, despite significant developments in gender history that have demonstrated that a historical 
individual cannot be separated from their gendered or sexed being and experiences.
15	  Reid, A Nest of Hornets.
16	  Reid, A Nest of Hornets, 98–99, 102, 124.
17	  Reid, A Nest of Hornets, Preface, 97, 100.
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who raped local [Yiman] women’, however this was his only discussion of 
the sexual violence at Hornet Bank.18 Bottoms provides no explicit mention 
of the rape of Martha, Elizabeth, or Mary.

By both naming these women and detailing the realities of the violence 
they experienced, I seek to challenge the silencing of Martha, Elizabeth, and 
Mary’s experiences by the patriarchs who have controlled the representations 
of the events since October 1857. Newspaper accounts, memoirs and 
correspondence written by male settlers, Select Committee Inquiries 
commissioned by the colonial government, and writings by the few colonial 
women on the frontier, are all valuable sources to be mined for concerns 
about gender, race and interracial rape within this period—particularly for 
revealing gendered responses to the rape of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary. 
These are many of the same sources used by Reid in his analysis of Hornet 
Bank; however, neither he nor other historians analysed those sources using 
gender or literary devices as their key analytical prism. Placing Martha, 
Elizabeth, and Mary, and their experiences of rape, back into the Hornet 
Bank narrative thus aims to produce a richer and more accurate picture of 
the violent, gender-imbalanced and masculinist racial frontier that existed 
in central Queensland in 1857.

When news reached settlers on the Upper Dawson of the rape and subsequent 
murder of Martha Fraser and her two eldest daughters Elizabeth and Mary 
by Yiman men, it garnered an immediate and visceral reaction. The North 
Australian, Ipswich and General Advertiser decried how ‘the ladies’ untimely 
fate [was] deeply deplored by a large circle of friends and acquaintances in 
this district’.19 Not only was their ‘fate’ deplored, but ‘it [was] hoped that 
retributive justice [would] soon overtake the ruthless perpetrators’.20 The 
core responses following the rape of Martha and her two eldest daughters 
reflected both settler anxieties about the wider fears of the darkest and most 
unpalatable dangers that underscored the process of colonisation and the 
demarcated gender roles on the frontier—white women were vulnerable 
and in need of masculine protection, and white men were bound to punish 
their violators in the case of sexual assault via swift and often indiscriminate 
violence against the perceived perpetrators.

18	  Timothy Bottoms, Conspiracy of Silence: Queensland’s Frontier Killing-Times (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 
2013), 42. 
19	  ‘Frightful Murders by the Blacks, at the Upper Dawson River’, The North Australian, Ipswich and 
General Advertiser, 10 November 1857, 4. 
20	  ‘Frightful Murders by the Blacks, at the Upper Dawson River’, The North Australian, Ipswich and 
General Advertiser, 10 November 1857.
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White Women on the Upper Dawson Frontier
Particularly in the case of the Upper Dawson frontier, inhabited by 
predominantly male, young, individualistic squatters and settlers from 
1847 onwards, and still highly masculine and continually under threat of 
Indigenous attack in 1857, the few women on this frontier were considered 
to be vulnerable to rape at the hands of ‘savage’ Indigenous men.21 Indeed, 
young white women such as Elizabeth Fraser—who was nineteen and 
engaged to a local squatter at the time of her rape and murder—were 
increasingly present and visible on the colonial frontier throughout the 
1850s and 1860s.22 A significant gender imbalance entrenched a highly 
masculine culture on the Upper Dawson frontier, due to its perceived 
danger and isolation. The exact figures are unknown; however, historian 
Ann McGrath has speculated, ‘in rural areas [of Queensland] in 1861, there 
were 200 white men to every 100 white women’.23 Arguably, this imbalance 
would have been similar, if not greater, on the fledgling Upper Dawson 
four years prior in 1857. The composition of the Fraser family (a widow, 
four daughters, and five sons) was certainly unusual for the Upper Dawson 
frontier, particularly with so many daughters, and a middle-aged widow left 
to manage the station. 

Despite their comparative paucity to their male counterparts, white women 
were considered crucial to the establishment and maintenance of the 
racialised and gendered ideologies embedded within colonial discourses 
and idealisations concerning the future of the colony. Their reproductive 
efforts, alongside their husbands’ violent ‘dispersals’, combined to try 
to ensure the colonial population would grow to outnumber those they 
dispossessed.24 The domestication of the frontier via the growing numbers 
of white women and children present, epitomised by the Fraser family, was 

21	  The Native Police had been instated in the Upper Dawson and surrounding districts in 1842, five 
years before the arrival of the first settlers in 1847, and immediately garnered a reputation for causing 
discontent among local Indigenous communities and inciting conflict. Reid, A Nest of Hornets, 29.
22	  Elizabeth Fraser’s impending engagement to an unnamed local squatter was confirmed in Thomas 
Murray-Prior’s memoirs. Murray-Prior was also involved in the massacre of the Yiman following Hornet 
Bank. Thomas Lodge Murray-Prior, Memoirs, Item 3.1.1, OM 64–01 Rosa Caroline Praed Papers, State 
Library of Queensland, 29.
23	  Ann McGrath, Illicit Love: Interracial Sex and Marriage in the United States and Australia (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2015), 262. 
24	  See Catherine Hall, ‘Of Gender and Empire: Reflections on the Nineteenth Century’, in Philippa 
Levine (ed.), Gender and Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), for more on this.
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also explicitly linked to racialised constructions of the colonised; ensuring 
the safety of these white women and children justified eradicating those 
deemed dangerous.

Consequently, Hornet Bank was a site of white settlers’ concern even 
before the events of 27 October, due to both its remoteness from white 
population centres, and its distinctiveness because of the number of white, 
predominantly young, women and girls present. Mrs Fraser was listed as 
leasing the station, as her husband, John Fraser, had died only a few months 
after the family had taken up Hornet Bank in 1854, and thus the established 
patriarch, deemed in charge of protecting the family and property, was her 
eldest son William Fraser, aged 24 in 1857.25 As a widow, she had lost her 
principal ‘protector’, and William ‘was frequently away from the station 
for months at a stretch’, leaving his mother, sisters and brothers to fend for 
themselves.26 Leaving even one white woman without patriarchal protection 
was considered to be dangerous enough on the frontier, let alone five. 
The Upper Dawson district was notorious for its perceived risk to white 
women, such that ‘no woman would go near [the district] at all’ ostensibly 
due to ‘troublesome blacks’.27 The few women who did reside in the area 
were expected to carry revolvers to protect themselves when the men were 
absent from their stations. Mrs Scott on the nearby station Palm Tree Creek 
‘often went about her household duties with a double-barrelled revolver 
strapped on a hip’.28 As James Reid stated to the 1858 Select Committee, 
Hornet Bank was ‘a very unprotected place to have so many females at’ and 
‘it was rash to have them there’—especially if they were left unprotected and 
at risk by their patriarchs.29

Discourses surrounding the events at Hornet Bank also point to colonial 
anxieties about racial and sexual purity. This was evident in the emphasis 
both on the fact that it was a large, middle-class, and predominantly female 
family who had been massacred, and that Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary had 
been raped before being killed. These women were not only representative of 
the ‘civilising project’, but they embodied the vaunted ideal of the virtuous 
and fertile white woman who had now been desecrated. W. H. Wiseman, 

25	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs 25–26. Red Gum, ‘Ipswich During the Sixties—No. XX’, The Queensland 
Times, 7 May 1901, 2. 
26	  Red Gum, ‘Ipswich During the Sixties—No. XX’, The Queensland Times, 7 May 1901.
27	  William Butler Tooth to 1858 Select Committee on Murders by the Aborigines on the Dawson 
River Generally for the New South Wales Legislative Assembly, 23 June 1858, 26.
28	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 57–58. 
29	  James Blain Reid to 1858 Select Committee, 23 June 1858, 25.
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Commissioner of Crown Lands for the district, detailed in a letter how 
the Fraser family were renowned for their ‘propriety of conduct and 
respectability’.30 Here, Wiseman framed them in line with middle-class ideas 
of civility and respectability, which were focused on modesty and manners 
as a key way women were to ‘civilise’ the frontier.31 Implicit in Wiseman’s 
assessment of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary following their publicised rape 
and murder was the insinuation that part of their respectability was derived 
from their virtuousness, implying that they had not and would never have 
willingly engaged in sexual activity with Indigenous men. These anxieties 
also connected to concepts of a woman’s honour being linked to chastity 
and virtue, honour which ‘once lost, [could] never be restored’, especially if 
‘lost’ at the hands of a ‘savage’.32 

Particular focus was often directed towards Elizabeth in recollections 
of the massacre when the three women were mentioned, due to her 
impending marriage which signified her embodiment of the archetype of 
white women on the frontier: potential wife and presumably soon-to-be 
mother. All recollections of the massacre that mentioned Elizabeth explicitly 
discussed her upcoming nuptials, often remarking how ‘her trousseau had 
come up’ and how she ‘was on the eve of being married to a squatter’, such 
that ‘the clergyman had been written to’ and ‘the date fixed’.33 Letters and 
memoirs from white settlers in the Upper Dawson also commented upon 
her attractiveness, attributes that cemented her as highly marriageable and 
valuable—with multiple individuals commenting on ‘how well and pretty 
she looked in her nice habit on her good horse’.34 In doing so, they painted 
her as an idealised pure gentlewoman, fit to bring civilisation to the frontier 
and fulfil her role in the colonising process by reproducing the race. With 
a focus on young white women as the generation to continue the colonial 
project via their capacity to birth a ‘sturdy race’, young women such as 
Elizabeth were idealised within racialised colonial discourses surrounding 
gender and the position of women on the frontier. 

30	  W. H. Wiseman, Cockatoo, 16 November 1857, to Colonial Secretary for Lands and Public Works, 
New South Wales State Archives, Native Police Moreton Bay collection. Item 57/4329.
31	  Penny Russell, Savage or Civilised?: Manners in Colonial Australia (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2010), 
230–243.
32	  Carolyn Strange and Robert Cribb, ‘Historical perspectives on honour, violence and emotion’, 
in Carolyn Strange, Robert Cribb, and Christopher E. Forth (eds), Honour, Violence and Emotions in 
History (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2014). 
33	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 29; Rosa Campbell Praed, My Australian Girlhood: Sketches and Impressions 
of Bush Life (London: T. Fisher Unwin, Paternoster Square, 1902).
34	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 29.
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Notably, the same attention was not directed towards the rape of Elizabeth’s 
younger sister Mary, aged eleven at the time of her rape and murder. Whilst 
the age of consent in colonial New South Wales (where Hornet Bank 
was jurisdictionally placed in 1857) was twelve, legally rendering Mary 
a child unable to consent, not even one of the newspaper articles, letters 
between settlers, or memoirs singled out Mary or commented upon her 
youth and girlhood. Investigating a case of rape against a twelve-year-old 
girl in New South Wales that took place two decades later, Andy Kaladelfos 
demonstrated that a girl’s body was defined as ‘all the more virtuous’ after 
she had experienced her first menstrual cycle and thus able to be classed 
a  woman and contribute to the colonial project via bearing children.35 
Instead of centring on the violation of a child, the desecration of a woman’s 
sexual honour and robbing her of her reproductive potential—exemplified in 
Elizabeth—became key to establishing the hierarchy of victimhood between 
the three, placing Mary, rarely mentioned by name, let alone age, at the 
bottom, and Elizabeth—the vision of the pioneering future—​firmly at top.

White Female Vulnerability to 
Interracial Rape
Societal discourses surrounding white women’s supposed vulnerability 
to rape at the hands of Indigenous men meant that the imagined place 
of white women on the frontier, and its surrounding anxieties, actively 
contributed to racial tensions and conflict. The rape of Martha, Elizabeth, 
and Mary was also not the first time in the Australian colonies that events 
actualised settlers’  acute fears about the vulnerability of white women 
on the frontier, nor were these fears limited to the Queensland frontier in 
the mid‑nineteenth  century. In May 1836, Eliza Fraser (a white woman 
of no relation to the Frasers of Hornet Bank) survived a shipwreck on the 
island of K’gari off the coast of Queensland and spent a number of weeks 
with the  resident Badtjala (Butchella) people there. Following her rescue 
from  the island, her exaggerated and arguably falsified account of her 
‘capture’ and ‘mistreatment’ was widely publicised throughout Australia and 
Britain, with particular focus centred both around the supposed threat of 
rape that underpinned Eliza’s time with the Badtjala, and Eliza’s depiction 

35	  A Kaladelfos, ‘The “Condemned Criminals”: Sexual Violence, Race, and Manliness in Colonial 
Australia’, Women’s History Review, Vol. 21, No. 5 (2012), 706.
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as an object of purity and symbol of domesticity.36 Narratives such as that 
of Eliza Fraser that circulated through both metropole and colony intensified 
long‑standing colonial and imperial fears surrounding white female 
vulnerability and ideas about white femininity on the frontier, alongside 
confirming supposed ‘truths’ about the savagery of Indigenous men.37 

Reinforced by narratives of white women captured and raped by Indigenous 
men on the colonial frontier such as the Eliza Fraser story, Yiman men 
were stereotyped as sexual savages with ‘no horror in shedding blood…
or committing the most dreadful atrocities on females even of the most 
tender age’.38  The rape of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary on 27 October 
1857, confirmed to settlers the ‘truths’ about the threat Indigenous men 
posed to white women. These white settler men, who were often the ones 
who discussed sexual relations euphemistically in their published newspaper 
articles and letters, were key agents in reinforcing the danger of interracial 
rape for white women in the years immediately following Hornet Bank. 
This supposed confirmation of the threat Indigenous men posed to white 
women also meant that white settlers could argue that any violence they 
deployed was part of their role as patriarchal protectors in protecting 
white women from the supposedly rapacious tendencies of Indigenous 
men.39 Constructing Indigenous men as dangerous and in need of violent 
suppression due to their supposed ‘barbaric’ and ‘savage’ sexual behaviour 
towards white women had the dual effect of drawing attention away from 
the other form of violence in which white men were engaging—the rape of 
Indigenous women and girls, reflected in the events at Hornet Bank by the 
minimal discussion of the rape of Yiman women and girls that precipitated 
the events.40 

36	  Behrendt, Finding Eliza; Schaffer, In the Wake of First Contact. 
37	  Behrendt, Finding Eliza; Schaffer, In the Wake of First Contact; Woollacott, Gender and Empire, 
43–45. See Carter for narratives of interracial capture and rape in other colonial outposts: Carter, 
Capturing Women.
38	  W. H. Wiseman, ‘State of Aborigines in District, 5 January 1856’, as cited in Evans, ‘“The Nigger 
Shall Disappear”’, 71. 
39	  See Tracey Banivanua-Mar, Violence and Colonial Dialogue: the Australian-Pacific Indentured Labour 
Trade (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2007), 74, for how the defence of patriarchal property as 
a justification for violence towards Indigenous peoples became a colonial standard.
40	  Woollacott has argued this, assessing that public foci on non-white men’s alleged sexual aggression 
obfuscated white men’s actual sexual aggression. Woollacott, Gender and Empire, 52.



129

‘Unspeakable atrocities’

Local newspaper reports following the Hornet Bank massacre detailed how 
Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary had been ‘violated’ and ‘subjected to gross 
insult and cruelty’.41 The use of the term ‘violated’ highlights how white 
women and girls were considered under both British law and dominant 
gendered ideals to be the property of their patriarchs, and thus their sexual 
abuse by anyone except their husband or father was considered a violation 
of his property.42 Colonial British ideas of consent and the subsequent 
definition of rape were heavily patriarchal, rooted in ideas of property 
and ownership alongside Christian notions of sexuality and monogamy. 
For an act of sex to be defined as rape, British common law, as used in 
Moreton Bay—the closest town to the Upper Dawson—required a lack 
of consent demonstrated by verbal outcry or a physical attempt to defend 
one’s self and thus protect one’s honour, an understanding of consent which 
was bound up in gendered and racialised ideals of patriarchal control and 
protection over unmarried and chaste white women.43 This is apparent 
in the concept of interracial rape serving as a ‘fate worse than death’ for 
women and girls, which implies that a woman’s honour was more important 
than her life, and that, by extension, it was worth sacrificing her life to 
protect her husband’s honour in ensuring his ‘property’ remained pure and 
chaste. Any questions posed by contemporary settlers surrounding Martha, 
Elizabeth, and Mary’s consent were answered by the deposition of the sole 
survivor of that morning’s events, Sylvester Fraser, who testified hearing 
the screams and pleas of ‘no’ and ‘stop’ and the sounds of the rape from 
his mother and two of his sisters, thus confirming settlers’ worst fears and 
‘truths’ about the dangers Indigenous men posed for white women and girls 
on the frontier.44 

41	  ‘The Massacre at Hornet Bank Station’, The North Australian, Ipswich and General Advertiser, 8 Dec 
1857, 4; ‘Ipswich (from our own correspondent)—Massacre by the Blacks’, The Moreton Bay Courier, 
14 November 1857, 3. 
42	  See Harris, ‘The “Terror of the Law”’; Haskins and Maynard, ‘Sex, Race and Power’, 197, for more 
on this.
43	  Anne-Maree Collins, ‘Testimonies of Sex: Rape in Queensland, 1880–1919’, Journal of Australian 
Studies, Vol. 15, Issue 29 (1991), 50–63. Similarly, ideas about consent and rape in the nineteenth 
century were centred around ideas of a woman’s purity and ability to defend her chastity in light of 
a clearly sexual threat. Joanna Bourke, Rape: a History from 1860 to the Present Day (London: Virago, 
2007), 407.
44	  Deposition enclosed in W. H. Wiseman, 11 November 1857, to Colonial Secretary.
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‘A Fate Worse than Death’: 
Linkages between Hornet Bank and the 
Indian Rebellion
Other crises of Empire involving sexual violence, such as the 1857 Indian 
Rebellion, further sensationalised the manner in which sexual violence 
perpetrated against white women by Indigenous men was seen to threaten 
the sanctity and stability of the colonial enterprise. The Indian Rebellion 
commenced in May 1857, when sepoys of the British East India Company’s 
army mutinied in the town of Meerut, which then erupted into other revolts 
and civilian rebellions throughout northern India against the colonial 
rule of the British East India Company.45 In June–July 1857, the Siege of 
Cawnpore saw over two hundred British women and children captured by 
Indian forces and subsequently killed, with the British women reportedly 
raped before death.46 The contemporary British and colonial press fuelled a 
subsequent ‘eruption of sensationalised stories of sexual violence by colonised 
men against white women’, with reports emerging from India characterised 
by ‘accounts of savage, sexualised slaughter of white femininity’.47 

The Siege of Cawnpore was first reported in the Moreton Bay Courier in the 
same week the events at Hornet Bank took place. The article detailed how, 
when captured by Indian forces, ‘all the men were killed, and the women 
taken away for a worse fate’.48 This euphemistic phrase became the common 
descriptor of events of interracial rape perpetrated by Indigenous men against 
British women in both Australia and India, constructing interracial rape as 
a ‘fate worse than death’ for colonial women and thus establishing linkages 
between the events occurring in two separate colonies.49 This connection 
has been explored in-depth by both Woollacott and Mitchell in the context 
of gender ideals and imperial connections between metropole and colony.50 
However, it is helpful to explore this connection in the context of considering 
how Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary’s experiences were explicitly framed by 
white settlers in order to engage with ongoing broader imperial discussions 
about the stability of the colonial project and the need to protect women’s 
‘honour’ at all costs, even if it meant women’s own self-sacrifice. 

45	  Woollacott, ‘Imperial Conquest’, 316. 
46	  Woollacott, ‘Imperial Conquest’, 316.
47	  Woollacott, Gender and Empire, 44; Mitchell, ‘”Great difficulty”’, 57–58. 
48	  ‘India’, The Moreton Bay Courier, 31 October 1857, 3. 
49	  Harris, ‘The “Terror of the Law”’, 23.
50	  Woollacott, Gender and Empire; Mitchell, ‘”Great difficulty”’.
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The first newspaper article following the events at Hornet Bank, published 
in the North Australian, Ipswich and General Advertiser, explicitly linked 
the rape of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary to the rape narratives emerging 
from India about the behaviour of ‘the Infidel Sepoys’, detailing how ‘the 
unfortunate mother and her helpless daughter … were treated in the same 
brutal manner as the Infidel Sepoys did the ladies and children in India’.51 
The Drayton Correspondent in the Moreton Bay Free Press also linked the 
events in an article published in mid-November 1857 which read: 

Little did we imagine that when reading the horrible indecencies 
inflicted upon, and the subsequent butchery of, one hundred and 
seventy-nine women and children at Cawnpore, that a tragedy of 
similar nature was being enacted at our very doors.52 

Even nine months after the events at Hornet Bank, colonial newspapers 
continued to establish strong parallels between the ongoing Indian Rebellion 
and local events. A letter to the editor of the Sydney Morning Herald in June 
1858 described ‘circumstances of atrocity in [the] case of that unfortunate 
Fraser family equal in barbarity and cruelty to anything we have heard of 
the sepoys doing’.53 Similarly, in a letter to the Colonial Secretary, pastoralist 
Walter Lamb detailed how the Yiman had ‘murdered the Frasers’ and had 
‘been committing atrocities only equalled by those of Sepoys in India’.54 
Whilst Lamb did not explicitly state that Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary 
had been raped, his comparison between the actions of the Yiman and 
the Indian rebels in committing ‘the most frightful atrocities’ upon white 
women in colonial settings would have automatically conjured the image of 
violated white femininity.55 

The concept of interracial rape serving as a ‘fate worse than death’ for white 
women on the frontier was not only evoked in newspaper articles about 
Hornet Bank and the Indian Rebellion but was also apparent in settlers’ 
expressions of their fears for their own wives and children’s honour on 
the frontier. Settler Charles Robert Haly stated in an 1861 parliamentary 
debate that, for months after Hornet Bank, he ‘slept with a dagger under 
his pillow to plunge into the hearts of his wife and children to save them 

51	  ‘Frightful Murders by the Blacks, at the Upper Dawson River’, The North Australian, Ipswich and 
General Advertiser, 10 November 1857, 4. 
52	  ‘Horrible Massacre by the Blacks on the Dawson’, The Moreton Bay Free Press, 18 November 1857.
53	  ‘To the Editor of the Sydney Morning Herald’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 15 June 1858, 3. 
54	  Walter Lamb, 14 December 1857, to Colonial Secretary Charles Cowper, State Library of Queensland, 
Colonial Secretary Correspondence. Item 57/05004.
55	  Lamb, 14 December 1857, to Colonial Secretary.
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from a fate worse than death’.56 His brother-in-law, Thomas Murray-Prior, 
then Surveyor General for the Upper Dawson/Burnett district, was similarly 
concerned for his wife and children, particularly when they were left without 
patriarchal protection, describing in his memoirs how: 

business took me then a good deal from the station—when I came 
home, I used to canter pretty sharply to the top of the ridge from 
which the place was visible with my heart in my mouth, fearing for 
my wife and children.57 

As Jessie Mitchell has argued, ‘gory tales from Kanpur…had become part 
of an Australian vernacular’, a vernacular which Martha, Elizabeth, and 
Mary’s rape was moulded to fit into.58 Both rape narratives emerging from 
India and the early reports on Hornet Bank engaged with gendered ideals 
that depicted British women as vulnerable and pure, with their rape at the 
hands of ‘savage Indigenous men’ equally a violent affront to the idealised 
future of British colonies, and justification for brutal vengeance killings. 
Notably, in all these narratives, Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary’s experiences 
and identities became conflated with those of all imperial women in the 
colonies, to be interpreted as any white settlers’ ‘unfortunate mother and 
helpless daughters’ in danger of being ‘violated’ by Indigenous men.

A Strategic Form of Silence and the Use 
of Euphemism
As evidenced in the newspaper articles and narratives that minimised the 
realities of the rape of white women in British colonies, the use of euphemism 
by white men was a strategic form of silence that played on and exaggerated 
imperial anxieties about female vulnerability to rape.59 Whilst exaggerating 
imperial anxieties about interracial rape, euphemism also operated to leave 
the reader’s imagination open to a wide range of possibilities, including—
but not limited to—the most extreme forms of violence. Following 

56	  Parliamentary debate as published in Queensland Guardian, 27 July 1861, as cited in Noel Loos and 
Henry Reynolds, ‘Aboriginal Resistance in Queensland’, Australian Journal of Politics and History, Vol. 22, 
Issue 2 (1976), 217.
57	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 44.
58	  Mitchell, ‘“Great difficulty”’, 60. 
59	  ‘The Massacre at Hornet Bank Station’, The North Australian, Ipswich and General Advertiser, 
8 December 1857; ‘Ipswich (from our own correspondent)—Massacre by the Blacks’, The Moreton Bay 
Courier, 14 November 1857, 3; A. Meston, ‘The Tragedy of Hornet Bank’, The World’s News (Sydney), 
17 February 1923, 14. 
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Hornet Bank, The Moreton Bay Courier reported ‘circumstances of peculiar 
atrocity’ and ‘scenes of such barbarity’, detailing how Martha, Elizabeth, 
and Mary were ‘subjected to gross insult and cruelty’ before ‘they also were 
slaughtered’.60 Deploying similar language, William Miles, second to arrive 
at the scene of the massacre alongside Thomas Boulton, wrote to the Sydney 
Morning Herald, detailing how ‘Mrs Fraser and her eldest two daughters 
[were] treated in the most barbarous and revolting manner’.61 Referring to 
women who had been raped as ‘violated’, or as rape as a ‘gross insult and 
cruelty’ and ‘unspeakable atrocities’ obscured the reality of what violence 
had actually occurred, an act of rape. 

This strategic form of silence became part of the established colonial discourse 
surrounding incidences of interracial rape on the Queensland frontier, 
reinforcing men’s control over discussions surrounding and representations 
of interracial rape. The sexual violence committed against Martha, Elizabeth, 
and Mary was couched within language that reflected Victorian attitudes 
towards sexuality and speakability that, in rendering the rapes unspeakable 
in actual detail, not only undermined the identity and experiences of the 
women, but upheld interracial rape perpetrated by Indigenous men against 
white women as the worst crime imaginable for white men.62 Rosa Praed, 
daughter of Thomas Murray-Prior, summarised this idea in detailing that 
‘danger never seems to come home to Englishmen till it’s a question of their 
women being killed—and worse’.63 This language also worked to create a 
kind of reverse euphemism whereupon rape was constructed as worse than 
death for white women.64 This reverse euphemism, reflective of ideas about 
rape, honour and chastity for white women, continued to be deployed 
throughout the colonies during the second half of nineteenth century in 
relation to colonial sexual violence—reflecting the cultural currency of such 
notions and language. As Kaladelfos’ research into sexual violence, race, and 

60	  ‘Ipswich (from our own correspondent)—Massacre by the Blacks’, The Moreton Bay Courier, 
14 November 1857, 3.
61	  W. Miles, ‘To the Editor of the Sydney Morning Herald’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 26 November 
1857, 8. 
62	  For more about Victorian attitudes towards sexuality, sexual violence and speakability, see H. G. 
Cocks, Nameless Offences: Homosexual Desire in the Nineteenth Century (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 
2009); William Cohen, Sex Scandal: The Private Parts of Victorian Fiction (North Carolina: Duke University 
Press, 1996).
63	  Praed, My Australian Girlhood, 81. 
64	  This is a reverse euphemism in the sense that rape, which would arguably be ‘better’ than murder 
due to one’s death, was constructed as worse than death for white women.
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manliness in colonial New South Wales has revealed, it was ‘believed that 
for women of “pure chastity and refinement of feeling” rape was an offence 
greater than murder’.65

This reverse euphemism functioned to attempt to keep white women terrified 
due to their supposed vulnerability on the frontier and thus maintained the 
need for their patriarchal protection, and the protection of their honour, 
by white men through any means possible. Both the behaviour and records 
of white women from the Upper Dawson reflected the currency of these 
attitudes, such as Mrs Scott’s constant wearing of a revolver, or Praed’s 
statement, reflecting on Hornet Bank, that: 

I know many Australian women, who, in the same extremity, would 
have defended themselves to the last, with shot or steel, and 
would have turned the pistol or knife to their own bosoms ere they 
fell into the hands of the savages.66 

Praed’s statement here would have been influenced by her father’s own 
writings, which deployed language common to representations immediately 
following Hornet Bank, describing Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary as having 
been ‘horribly abused’.67 Murray-Prior also engaged with a strategic silence 
about interracial rape in his writings, refusing to offer exact details of the 
rapes and murders. Instead, he stated that ‘it is better to draw a veil over 
a scene which cannot be described’.68 Even nearly fifty years later, Martha, 
Elizabeth, and Mary were remembered as being ‘diabolically treated’—but 
also stripped of their individual identity, instead reduced to the category of 
‘the mother’ and ‘her daughters’, not named but instead remembered due 
to their position relative to their reproductive capacity and assigned gender 
role.69 Exaggerating the rape of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary via the use of 
euphemism, as well as disavowing them of their individual identities and 
instead identifying them through their feminine reproductive roles, meant 
that the events at Hornet Bank could be interpreted as a threat to all white 
settlers on the frontier and thus increase fear and anxiety in the district 
about the fate of all white women. 

65	  Kaladelfos, ‘The “Condemned Criminals”’, 701. Notably, in the same year as the rape and murder 
of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary, debates about whether to keep the death penalty for the crime of rape 
were occurring in the New South Wales parliament with retentionists evoking this idea of rape being 
worse than death for white women.
66	  Rosa Campbell Praed, Australian Life: Black and White (London: Chapman and Hall, 1885), 42.
67	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 28.
68	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 28.
69	  Red Gum, ‘Ipswich During the Sixties—No. XX’, The Queensland Times, 7 May 1901.
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Whilst Murray-Prior metaphorically ‘drew a veil over’ the realities of 
Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary’s experiences, other settlers performed 
strategic silencing and stripped the three of their individual identities in 
a more physical manner. As Miles and Boulton detailed in their depositions 
following their arrival at the scene of the massacre, ‘the women were violated 
previous to their murder’, and, in order to preserve any remaining semblance 
of their modesty and respectability, they ‘covered over the bodies of the 
women that evening’.70 Only Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary’s bodies were 
shrouded prior to their burial the next day, with the unviolated bodies of the 
brothers and youngest sisters left uncovered. Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary 
also remained unnamed and were deidentified in Miles’ deposition. Miles 
and Boulton’s euphemistic detailing of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary’s raped 
bodies, which were then shrouded, established a sensationalised image that 
was circulated throughout the colony in newspapers—an image which, in 
covering the violated bodies, obscuring the identities of the raped mother 
and daughters and using euphemism to describe their rape, exaggerated the 
horror of the events at Hornet Bank. Whilst Ferres has argued that white 
settlers’ ‘indignation at the killings installed the figure of the raped white 
woman as an icon of the crisis in colonial authority it signified’, the literal 
shrouding of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary’s bodies, the strategic silence 
and euphemism deployed in relation to their experiences of rape, and their 
deidentification, further demonstrates the manipulation and violation of 
these women’s bodies and selves by white men for their own purposes.71 

The shrouded body of a ‘violated’ young white woman, covered to protect 
her modesty after being subjected to an unspeakable crime, was a powerful 
image white men deployed in relation to Hornet Bank in order to fuel 
settler anxieties about the place of white women on the frontier, and the 
stability of the colonial project. The raped white woman, stripped of her 
individual identity, became another way for white men to shroud subsequent 
settler violence against Indigenous Australians enacted under the guise of 
‘patriarchal protection’. The extreme physical violence deployed by white 
settlers towards the Yiman following Hornet Bank reflects an ideology of 
violent frontier patriarchal masculinity that called for the protection of white 
women by the masculine ‘avenger’, and the maintenance of the sanctity of 
the colonial project by any means possible. Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary 

70	  The depositions of William Miles and Thomas Boulton were reproduced in ‘The Massacre at 
Hornet Bank Station’, The North Australian, Ipswich and General Advertiser, 8 December 1857.
71	  Ferres, ‘Sites of memory and history’, 181. 
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Fraser’s experiences and identities were transformed and transmuted by 
white settlers such as William Fraser who, at the makeshift graves of his 
mother and sisters: 

vowed at the graveside … with an uplifted tomahawk in my 
hand, that I would never rest until I had sunk it in the head of the 
blackfellow who was the cause of the murder.72

Under the pretence of fulfilling his patriarchal duty to ‘avenge’ the violation 
of the women and girls under his protection, William Fraser, alongside 
his brother Sylvester, then embarked on his ‘eighteen months of warfare’ 
resulting in the massacre of hundreds of Yiman people.73 Whilst supposedly 
enacting this violence on behalf of his raped and murdered mother and 
sisters, the identities of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary quickly faded from 
memory, replaced by the figure of the masculine avenger, protecting all 
white women from the dangers of the frontier. 

The responses following the rape of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary Fraser 
reflected the clearly demarcated gender roles on the frontier that were 
bound up in cultural discourses surrounding race and gender in colonial 
society. White settlers’ euphemistic stories and representations of interracial 
rape perpetrated by Indigenous men against white women at Hornet Bank 
fed into the wider culturally scripted fear of white women’s supposed 
vulnerability to rape on the colonial frontier—a script that was upheld across 
the British Empire, and that highlighted the linkage between idealisations 
of femininity and the stability of the colonial project within this period.

These discourses, and the euphemistic language used to describe the rape 
of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary Fraser that depicted them as gendered, 
racialised bodies devoid of individuality, framed white women as vulnerable 
and in need of protection, establishing that white men were bound to 
protect them or punish their violators in the case of assault, with both 
actions bound up in ruthless violence. Yet, at Hornet Bank in 1857, it was 
not only the act of interracial rape which was exploited by white men to 
arouse colonial passions, but also the dead and violated bodies of Martha, 
Elizabeth, and Mary which were revealed in the nineteenth-century written 
archive to have been utilised purely as ciphers by white patriarchs for their 
own violent purposes. This article has sought to give prominence 165 years 
later to victims of the ‘unspeakable atrocities’ in the Hornet Bank narrative 

72	  Red Gum, ‘Ipswich During the Sixties—No. XX’, The Queensland Times, 7 May 1901. 
73	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 44.
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and to restore Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary’s personhood, individuality, 
place and experiences as real historical women on the fledging Queensland 
frontier in the mid-nineteenth century. Raped and murdered by Yiman 
men, then overlooked and exploited by white settlers in death, they are 
reinserted here back into the narrative from which they never should have 
been removed.

Funding details:
This research was supported by the Australian National University School of 
History under the History Honours Bursary, awarded in 2021 for interstate 
archival research completed in June that year.

Disclosure statement:
The author reports there are no competing interests to declare.





139

Immodest Successes: 
The Provision of Public 
Lavatories for Women in Meanjin 
(Brisbane), 1912
Anna Temby

Abstract
In August 1912 the first public toilet facilities for women were 
opened in Meanjin (Brisbane). What could have been considered 
a victory for the women of Brisbane was complicated by the fact 
that it had taken a full ten years from when the facilities were first 
proposed to when they were finally built, and their use required 
both a fee and set hours of operation. The facilities’ construction was 
part of a strenuous, but largely ineffective, scheme by the Brisbane 
City Council to bolster women’s participation in civic life, which 
rather than having an altruistic basis, was guided by an emerging 
principle that women’s public influence was needed to domesticate 
or ‘nurture’ city spaces. Women’s voices are all but absent from the 
council’s planning and decision-making around the provision of 
toilets, further complicating the notion that the accommodation 
and wellbeing of women were driving factors in the council’s plans. 
This article argues that rather than reflecting a victory for women’s 
civic participation, the provision of public facilities was part of an 
aspirational, patriarchal demonstration of good governance and 
municipal beneficence by the Brisbane City Council, which served 
to reinforce, rather than weaken, the extant gendered delineations in 
Brisbane’s urban sphere. 

* * *
In October 1882, through a letter to the editor of the Telegraph, a Brisbane 
resident raised their objection to the construction of a urinal at a busy 
inner‑city intersection because of the potential for its intolerable impact 
upon  women. The author believed that being subjected to ‘the sights, 
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sounds,  and smells, that are usual to these places’ while waiting for an 
omnibus would be ‘decidedly objectionable’ for women and children.1 
It was not until a full thirty years later, in 1912, that the first public toilet 
facilities suitable for women were constructed in Brisbane. The absence of 
public toilets was arguably far more objectionable and impactful to women’s 
experiences in the urban sphere than the whiff of a urinal could ever be. The 
lack of toilet facilities produced constraints on women’s ability to engage 
in public life—limiting moments of public engagement to the time in 
between bodily functions. Even when the toilets were finally constructed 
in 1912, there were only two facilities to service a city of over 140,000, 
and the conditional opening hours and small fee ensured they were not 
genuinely accessible to all women. When the idea for their construction 
was initially raised, it was not the genuine impact that lack of toilet access 
had on women that was key  in council discussions, but rather how the 
failure to provide basic amenities for a significant part of the population—​
a demographic that had recently been granted suffrage on a federal level—
reflected on the council.2 

This article examines the construction of Brisbane’s first public bathrooms 
for women from when their provision was first proposed in 1902 to their 
eventual construction in 1912. Rather than viewing their construction as 
a victory for women’s civic participation, or evidence of the  weakening 
of gendered divisions and demarcations within the public sphere, I argue 
that the provision of women’s lavatories should instead be regarded as 
an extension  of a patriarchal management of urban space—part of the 
aspirational models of city-building that situated the all-male city council 
as the caretakers of women’s needs and mediators of their ‘acceptable’ 
involvement in the public sphere. Further, when public facilities for 
women were provided, the nature of their operation, as fee-for-service with 
regulated opening hours, ensured that they only remained accessible for 
a certain class of person, excluding poor and working-class women. The 
violent process of colonisation that saw the near-removal of Aboriginal 

1	  Telegraph, 11 October 1882, 3.
2	  Only white women were able to vote post 1901—it was still several decades before Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander women were permitted to vote.
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women from urban spaces implied that new the facilities were designed 
for the use of white women only and that the toilet needs of Indigenous 
women was of no concern to municipal managers.3

Through an analysis of the meeting minutes and mayoral reports of the 
Brisbane City Council (BCC),4 alongside public discussion and discourse 
located in daily broadsheets and news sources, I demonstrate the highly 
political and tokenistic approach to improving public amenities for 
Brisbane’s women in the early-twentieth century and highlight how they 
reflect male ideals rather than female needs. There is an acknowledged 
absence of some voices in these sources, particularly of the poor and working 
classes. The complex nexus created by the taboo nature of the subject and 
its narrower visibility in historical records means that broader experiences 
of bathroom access can only be inferred and educated guesses made. These 
sources bring governmental process into contact with public opinion 
as a means of highlighting the disconnect between public expectation 
and municipal desire. As the records of the Brisbane City Council have 
suffered considerable losses over the years, the occasionally sparse details 
of the extant records are bolstered through reportage of council activities 
in the daily broadsheets. 

Interpreting Euphemisms
Interest in bathrooms as historical and contemporary urban landmarks 
has waxed and waned in recent decades, influenced by broader scholastic 
movements designed to reinscribe our cities to reflect historically 
marginalised voices, such as women, people of colour, and queer people. 
Yet recent scholarship demonstrates that public bathrooms and toilet 

3	  By the early twentieth century, the Queensland government had introduced highly discriminatory 
Acts which allowed the state incredible control over the lives and movement of Aboriginal people. This 
meant that their presence in urban spaces was a rarity and heavily monitored and controlled. For more on 
the wide-reaching implications of this legislation see: Fiona Foley, Biting the Clouds: A Badtjala perspective on 
The Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act, 1897 (Chicago: University of Queensland 
Press, 2020); Raymond Evans, Fighting Words: Writing About Race (St. Lucia: University of Queensland 
Press, 1999); Kathy Frankland, ‘A Brief History of Government Administration of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Peoples in Queensland’, Records Guide Volume 1: A Guide to Queensland Government Records 
Relating to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People (Queensland State Archives and Department of 
Family Services and Aboriginal and Islander Affairs, 1994).
4	  During the period under investigation the name of the Corporation of Brisbane changed from the 
‘Brisbane Municipal Council’ to the ‘Brisbane City Council’ in 1903. For clarity I have simply used 
Brisbane City Council.
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facilities remain complicated and inequitable spaces even today. There is 
an illuminating body of literature that considers the provision of public 
toilet facilities for women around the turn of the twentieth century 
(although one which predominantly considers Britain and countries within 
the British Empire), and the complexity of public bathrooms is reflected 
in the broad range of approaches to their examination. The identification 
of shifting patterns of public/private in relation to gendered bodies is one 
vital approach.5 Inclusive urban planning scholar Clara H. Greed’s key 
text ‘Public Toilet Provision for Women in Britain: An Investigation of 
Discrimination Against Urination’ demonstrates the awkward position of 
public facilities for women in Britain, which she describes as not fitting 
neatly into either medical or municipal authority. Greed attributes the 
provision of public facilities for women during the Victorian and Edwardian 
periods to preventative, public health programmes.6 Architectural historian 
Barbara Penner has made a considerable contribution to scholarship around 
women’s public conveniences, both proximate and historic, by exploring the 
juxtaposition of their intimacy alongside their ‘publicness’, and as indicators 
of equality within an urban landscape.7 

Penner’s work is reflective of a broader trend of symbiosis between historical 
and modern scholarship on public toilets and amenities that highlights how 
critical they are as a lens of social inquiry. Leslie Kern and Caroline Criado-
Perez illuminate in their all-too recent works how the design of cities, and 
their designers and regulators, still often exclude or subjugate women—
intentionally or subconsciously.8 Public bathrooms have been considered 
through the relationship and negotiation of the queer community around 
bathroom access and use—and the historical significance of bathrooms, 
particularly to gay men—and the continued surveillance and over-policing 

5	  Annabel Cooper, Robin Law, Jane Malthus, and Pamela Wood, ‘Rooms of Their Own: Public 
Toilets and Gendered Citizens in a New Zealand City, 1860-1940.’ Gender, Place and Culture: A Journal 
of Feminist Geography 7, no. 4 (2000): 417–33. 
6	  Clara H. Greed, ‘Public Toilet Provision for Women in Britain: An Investigation of Discrimination 
against Urination.’ Women’s Studies International Forum 18, no. 5 (1995): 573-77. 
7	  Penner has written extensively on the matter. For examples see: Barbara Penner, Bathroom (London: 
Reaktion Books Ltd, 2013); Barbara Penner, ‘The First Public Toilet? Rose Street, Soho.’  Victorian 
Review 39, no.1 (2013): 26–30; Barbara Penner, ‘A World of Unmentionable Suffering: Women’s Public 
Conveniences in Victorian London.’ Journal of Design History 14, no.1 (2001): 35–51; Barbara Penner, 
‘Researching Female Public Toilets: Gendered Spaces, Disciplinary Limits.’  Journal of International 
Women’s Studies 6, no.2 (2005): 81–98.
8	  Leslie Kern, Feminist City: Claiming Space in a Man-Made World (Brooklyn: Verso, 2020); Caroline 
Criado-Perez, Invisible Women: Exposing Data Bias in a World Designed for Men. (London: Chatto & 
Windus, 2019).
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of gay beats.9 Debates surrounding trans and gender diverse people’s access 
to safe and accommodating public amenities are fierce and ongoing.10 The 
common thread that ties these works together are those of inequity and 
restriction—of having lives and experiences limited by poor access to what 
should be a basic right. 

Rights and citizenship have figured heavily in historical examinations of 
public amenities. In their 2022 article, ‘Public Toilets for Women: how 
Female Municipal Councillors Expanded the Right to the City in Sweden, 
c. 1910–1925’, Malin Arvidsson and Andrés Brink Pinto delve into the 
notion of ‘rights’ in relation to public amenities. They demonstrate the 
considerable influence of improved access to public toilets, particularly for 
working class women.11 Arvidsson and Pinto suggest that while, outwardly, 
statehood and a woman’s civic citizenship appeared to be key drivers for 
the lack of opposition to women’s facilities being built, the success of toilet 
campaigns was based in the reaffirmation of gender norms which cast 
women’s roles as mothers and in biological assumptions about women’s 
bodies.12 Caroline Daley similarly considered civic participation as a facet 
of public bathroom access in Auckland in the early twentieth century.13 
Daley details how, unlike the Swedish example, public toilets for women 
were subject to public debate and opposition. Daley employs Clara Greed’s 
well-known moniker ‘sewer and drain feminists’ to describe the ‘tenacious’ 
women responsible for the eventual construction of public facilities for 
women, some who were local councillors, but most women who existed 
outside of ‘power structures’.14

9	  Sheila L. Cavanagh, Queering Bathrooms: Gender, Sexuality, and the Hygienic Imagination (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Pres, 2010); Wickliffe Shreve, ‘Stall Wars: Sex and Civil Rights in the Public 
Bathroom.’ Law and Contemporary Problems 85, no.1 (2022) 127-50.
10	  There is a wealth of recent literature, particularly arising from the United States, which examines 
the topic of trans and gender diverse bodies and their use of public facilities. For examples see: Brian 
S. Barnett, Ariana E. Nesbit, and Renée M. Sorrentino, ‘The Transgender Bathroom Debate at the 
Intersection of Politics, Law, Ethics, and Science.’ The Journal of the American Academy of Psychiatry 
and the Law 46, no. 2 (2018): 232–41; Anon, ‘Constitutional Privacy and the Fight over Access to Sex-
Segregated Spaces.’ Harvard Law Review 133, no. 5 (2020): 1684–1705; Jessen N. Foster, ‘Transcending 
Sex: Protecting Transgender Access Through Federal Intervention.’ Suffolk University Law Review 54, no. 2 
(2021): 199.
11	  Malin Arvidsson and Andrés Brink Pinto, ‘Public Toilets for Women: How Female Municipal 
Councillors Expanded the Right to the City in Sweden, c. 1910-1925.’ Women’s History Review 31, no. 3 
(2022): 489-90.
12	  Arvidsson and Pinto, ‘Public Toilets for Women’, 491.
13	  Caroline Daley, ‘Flushed with Pride? Women’s Quest for Public Toilets in New Zealand.’ Women’s 
Studies Journal 16, no.1 (2000): 95–113.
14	  Daley, ‘Flushed with Pride?’, 96.



Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 29

144

While this article examines how citizenship and civic participation 
factored  into the eventual establishment of public amenities for women 
in Brisbane, it demonstrates how excluded women were from the process 
of campaigning, planning, and constructing spaces meant to bolster their 
engagement with the urban sphere and ease disruption to their lives. Instead, 
this article considers how the provision of public bathroom facilities served 
as a symbol of municipal beneficence and outward projections of ‘good 
governance’ by an all-male city council, and therefore served to reinscribe, 
rather than weaken, the gender delineations and demarcations that had 
plagued Australian (and global) cities across the nineteenth century. 
It questions whether the delayed provision of basic amenities for female-
sexed bodies can be considered a victory if it is born out of ingrained and 
unchallenged paternal municipalism and served the political agenda of 
‘progressive’ male politicians rather than the communities for which they 
were intended to aid. 

A Matter of Convenience… or lack thereof
That cities in the West have served as reflections of the practices and 
aspirations of men is a well-accepted notion amongst urban scholars.15 
This inherent gendering of cities ensured that by the turn of the twentieth 
century, as women’s participation and presence in public space and the 
public sphere began to increase, Australian cities were not well established 
to accommodate their needs. New forms of retail and consumer culture—
such as window shopping—meant that women had more opportunities 
than before to engage in street life and street behaviour in ‘respectable’ 
ways.16 In some cities, like Melbourne, this new consumerism was confined 
by the construction of retail arcades, particularly in the later decades of the 
nineteenth century.17 Brisbane, with its comparatively small population, was 
not considered a suitable environment for a dedicated shopping precinct, 
and it was not until the prosperous interwar years that the shopping arcade 
trend would truly flourish.18 Shopping arcades, along with department 

15	  Kern, Feminist City, 14-24.
16	  Beverley Kingston, Basket, Bag and Trolley: A History of Shopping in Australia (Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press Australia, 1994), 25-29.
17	  Andrew May, Melbourne Street Life: The Itinerary of Our Days (Kew: Australian Scholarly Publishing, 
1998), xviii, 46-47.
18	  Judith Nissen, Pedestrian Passage and Consumer Dreamworlds: Shopping Arcades of Central Brisbane, 
(Brisbane: Centre for Applied History and Heritage Studies, 2004), i.
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stores and restaurants, were some of the few places where toilets were 
occasionally provided for customers and patrons, so their absence would 
have been acutely felt.19 It was not uncommon for restaurants and businesses 
in Brisbane—particularly those targeted at women—to advertise their 
inclusion of lavatories for women, suggesting it may have been a drawcard, 
although one not accessible to many women due to cost.20

By the early twentieth century women were also participating more 
frequently and actively in the workforce, marrying later, and remaining 
independent for longer.21 In 1900, a new iteration of the Factories and Shops 
Act (Qld) made it a requirement to provide sanitary conveniences for both 
female and male employees for the first time—one for every fifteen women, 
or twenty men.22 This new requirement opened up new modes of informal 
bathroom access for some women—appealing to the benevolence of the 
female employees of shops for use of their lavatory. Cooper et al. posited 
a few possibilities of other informal bodily evacuation, stressing, however, 
that as a largely undocumented custom, speculation about toilet use must 
be performed with considerable caution. They suggest that in Dunedin, 
Aotearoa (New Zealand) lolly shops may have been a particular outlet, 
being predominantly staffed by women—a practice they say has ‘endured 
in folk memory’.23 The homes of friends and acquaintances may have also 
been a source of relief for some, assuming they had the social connections 
to produce such a network. Penner also cautiously considers the types 
of informal public toileting in London; for wealthy women with private 
carriages, a chamber-pot stowed under a seat could be one such outlet.24 
She suggests, however, that many women would have resorted to relying 
on back-alleys and the nooks and crannies of the city to find a moment of 
privacy and relief. It was this act that London Vestryman and playwright 
George Bernard Shaw described as the ‘unmentionable suffering’ of women 
in civic life in his 1909 essay ‘The Unmentionable Case for Women’s 
Suffrage’, reflecting a broader shift towards consideration of women’s civic 
participation permeating through the early twentieth century.25 

19	  Penner, ‘A World of Unmentionable Suffering’, 39; Peter C. Baldwin, ‘Public Privacy: Restrooms 
in American Cities, 1869-1932.’ Journal of Social History 48, no. 2 (2014): 275.
20	  Brisbane Courier, 22 December 1904, 2; Brisbane Courier, 30 March 1905, 2.
21	  Queensland Past and Present: 100 Years of Statistics (Brisbane: Government Statistician’s Office, 
1998), 135.
22	  An Act to Amend the Law Relating to Factories and Shops Qld, 1900.
23	  Cooper et al, ‘Rooms of Their Own’, 422.
24	  Penner, ‘A World of Unmentionable Suffering’, 38. 
25	  Penner, ‘A World of Unmentionable Suffering’, 35, 38.
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Mothering Municipalism
In 1903, Brisbane Mayor Leslie Gordon Corrie used his annual mayoral 
report to highlight the lack of municipal conveniences for ‘the gentler sex’ 
within the city of Brisbane.26 He said that the issue had been previously 
drawn to the council’s attention, and had been under consideration, despite 
the apparent lack of progress. One year later, when still no progress towards 
the provision of public facilities for women had been made, Corrie again 
used his annual report to reflect on the council’s shortcomings: 

Man’s inhumanity to man is often preached. To what extent does he 
sometimes fail to consider the weaker sex! The discreditable fact that 
Brisbane has not a single public convenience of any kind for women 
makes one feel with a recent writer on Municipal work that it is not 
only paternal but maternal government which is requisite, that cities 
‘want mothering before they can be redeemed’.27

Corrie’s nod to the ‘recent writer’ refers to English author on urban 
social reform George Haw and his 1901 work To-day’s Work: Municipal 
Government, The Hope of Democracy. Throughout his career, Haw wrote 
widely on the social problems of urban spaces in Britain—in particular the 
urban poor and working classes, overcrowding and housing crises, and the 
role of governments as agents of moral reform.28 To-day’s Work was Haw’s 
treatise on the need for local municipal governments to reclaim power and 
authority from parliament and become the key arm of democracy in British 
society.29 In it he pays particular attention to the role of women in civic 
life, highlighting the importance of women being permitted to serve as 
local councillors—something already in practice in the United Kingdom, 
but not legislated in Queensland until 1920, and only for non-Indigenous 
women.30 However the section of Haw’s work that Corrie references in his 
report—a chapter titled ‘Maternal Municipal Government’—relates not to 

26	  Lesley Gordon Corrie, City of Brisbane Mayoral Report 1902-03 (Brisbane: Nichols, Larwill and 
Butler, 1903), 27.
27	  Lesley Gordon Corrie, The Corporation of the City of Brisbane Mayoral Report, 1903-1904 (Brisbane: 
Nichols, Larwill and Butler, 1904), 41.
28	  George Haw, No Room to Live: The Plaint of Overcrowded London, 2nd ed. (London: Wells Gardner, 
Darton and Co., 1900); George Haw, Britain’s Homes: A Study of the Empire’s Heart Disease (London: 
The Clarion Press, 1902); George Haw, From Workhouse to Westminster: the Life Story of Will Crooks, M.P.  
(London: Cassell, 1907).
29	  Haw, To-Day’s Work, 11-22.
30	  Joanne Scott and Ross Laurie. ‘Promise and Performance: The Queensland Elections Act 1915 and 
Women’s Right to Stand for Parliament.’ Queensland Review 12, no. 2 (2005): 52.
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the role of women in government, but rather the maternal and feminine 
role that governments should take in the lives of its citizens. Haw blamed 
the dysfunction of urbanism on the paternalism of local governments, 
claiming a maternal approach to municipalism could overcome the disorder, 
as ‘a mother would never leave her children to starve and suffer as many 
Municipalities leave their people’.31 While To-day’s Work does discuss the 
role of women in civic life and municipal government more broadly, it is 
through their supposed natural disposition as nurturing ‘housekeepers’ of a 
city that their benefits to local councils is situated.32 This positioning of 
government as a maternal entity, particularly in a British context, has origins 
in the early feminist movements, and the intrinsic relationship between 
‘maternalists’—those engaged in maternalistic feminism—and emerging 
forms of social welfare.33

The position of the BCC, as active supporters of the provision of public 
toilets for women, initially painted a picture of a progressive and justice-
minded municipal council. Campaigns by women’s organisations such as 
the Women’s Progressive Club did not start with real gusto until after the 
construction was proposed by the BCC, suggesting that the initial idea was 
also devised unprompted and without considerable public pressure. This 
perceived progressiveness is illuminating, especially when compared to 
other studies of the provision of women’s bathrooms. Motions throughout 
the 1910s to provide public conveniences for women in three of Sweden’s 
largest cities were met and passed with minimal opposition, but the motions 
were spearheaded by female councilwomen, not men.34 Penner’s subtextual 
analysis of the veiled discussions in early-twentieth-century meeting minutes 
of London vestries regarding women’s public lavatories demonstrates the 
unchecked sexism and classist attitudes of those responsible for providing 
for women’s urban comfort.35 When compared to the attitudes of the 
London vestries the BCC appears to demonstrate a considerably more 

31	  Haw, To-Day’s Work, 104.
32	  Haw, To-Day’s Work, 119-20.
33	  Shaul Bar-Haim, The Maternalists, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2021); Seth 
Koven and Sonya Michel (1990) ‘Womanly Duties: Maternalist Politics and the Origins of Welfare States in 
France, Germany, Great Britain, and the United States, 1880-1920.’ The American Historical Review 95, no. 4: 
1076–1108.
34	  Arvidsson and Pinto, ‘Public Toilets for Women’, 476-95.
35	  Penner, ‘A World of Unmentionable Suffering’, 35-51.
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modern approach to women’s civic participation, however when the broader 
motivations and aims of the council are considered a much more patriarchal 
and paternalistic agenda emerges. 

That Corrie’s takeaway from Haw’s work—that women needed more 
public  amenities—appears to be a fundamental misunderstanding of the 
purpose of To-day’s Work. Regardless, Corrie became the driving force behind 
many of the BCC’s attempts at bolstering participation in civic life for 
women in Brisbane. Alongside the proposed provision of public lavatories, 
in 1903 Corrie and his council sought to improve women’s access to public 
baths.36 In  1909, under Mayor Thomas Wilson, the BCC proposed the 
appointment of a Lady Sanitary Inspector to improve maternal and public 
health outcomes for poor and working-class women.37 These initiatives 
share a commonality with the provision of public bathrooms—and not just 
in that they were designed to provide women with a small percentage of the 
accommodations their male urban counterparts had received for decades—
in that they either took years to progress, or simply did not progress at 
all. In 1906, three years after Corrie first raised the question of improving 
bath access, his own wife, who was president of the Queensland Ladies’ 
Amateur Swimming Association, lead a formal deputation to the mayor—
then John Crase—petitioning for sex-segregated bathing facilities.38 From 
available evidence it appears that plans for a Lady Sanitary Inspector never 
came to fruition. Despite Corrie’s apparent commitment to improving 
the civic experience for women, seemingly very few of his initiatives made 
any headway despite the fact they represented only modest attempts 
at improving the situation for urban women. A significant factor that 
cannot be overlooked, is how intrinsic sex segregation had become by the 
beginning of the twentieth century, and how providing facilities meant to 
accommodate the bodily needs of women required critical untangling of 
rigid ideologies around gender and bodies from the practical experience 
of women in urban spaces.

36	  Corrie, Mayoral Report, 1903-1904, 50. 
37	  Minutes of Proceedings, the Council of the City of Brisbane, 1909-1910, BCA0002, Brisbane City 
Council Archives, 31, 42, 87.
38	  Brisbane Courier, 9 April 1906, 2.
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A Need or a Nuisance?
The strict bodily protocols of the nineteenth century certainly pervaded 
debates around the provision of public lavatories for women, even into 
the twentieth century. Despite being a relatively recent practice—with 
communal and mixed toilets being the norm in pre-industrial Britain—
the physical and visual separation of sexes were essential to the planning of 
public toilet amenities.39 But bodily functions were not the only negative 
association with public toilets—other types of subversive and ‘antisocial’ 
behaviours were understood to take place within them also. Murder, suicide, 
and infanticide were all crimes reported in daily broadsheets as taking place 
in public or semi-public bathrooms across Australia in the early twentieth 
century.40 In May 1898, a man named William Woodland was robbed while 
using a semi-public urinal at the back of Brisbane’s Coupland’s Hotel, likely 
due to the ephemeral vulnerability of Woodland.41 Public bathrooms also 
developed associations with sex work, and some semi-public facilities in 
Brisbane, such as the toilets out the back of Alfred Shaw’s Queen Street 
hardware store, became known as homosexual beats.42 At a time when 
privacy was a luxury that few could afford or gain access to, any private 
space within the public sphere was at risk of becoming the site of ‘immoral’ 
or clandestine behaviour. So, while visibility was a concern, due to the 
negative associations with bodily functions, there was also a perceived 
danger of public toilets being too private.43 

Although they garnered significantly less ire than public toilets, public 
urinals  did not completely escape the moralising around privacy. Many 
methods of minimising the privacy of public urinals had been considered 
by architects and city planners over the years—in Discipline and Punish: 
The Birth of a Prison (1975) Michel Foucault describes the use of urinals with 
half doors in schools, which maintained some privacy while still exposing 

39	  Penner, ‘A World of Unmentionable Suffering’, 36-7.
40	  For examples see: Telegraph, 21 January 1902, 5; Telegraph, 4 January 1906, 2; Telegraph, 24 August 
1909, 7; Telegraph, 2 January 1912, 2; Brisbane Courier, 2 January 1912, 5.
41	  Brisbane Courier, 27 May 1898, 2.
42	  Clive Moore, Sunshine and Rainbows: The Development of Gay and Lesbian Culture in Queensland 
(St  Lucia, Qld: University of Queensland Press, 2001), 30; Yorick Smaal, ‘More Than Mates?: 
Masculinity, Homosexuality, and the Formation of an Embryonic Subculture in Queensland, 1890-
1914,’ (MPhil thesis, University of Queensland, 2004), 111, 114, 135.
43	  Andrew May and Peg Fraser, ‘Gender, Respectability and Public Convenience in Melbourne, 
Australia, 1859-1902,’ in Ladies and Gents: Public Toilets and Gender, ed. Olga Gershenson and Barbara 
Penner (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2009), 81.
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the head and legs of the pupils, 
allowing surveillance.44 A  plan 
for a proposed one-man-urinal in 
Brisbane from 1902 demonstrates 
a doorless volute (spiral) pattern, 
which ensured privacy for the user 
while allowing anyone suspecting 
immoral behaviour to easily observe 
the inside (Fig 1). Despite the 
negative associations with urinals, 
relative to both bodily waste and 
immorality, several were constructed 
throughout the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries with 
comparatively less public complaint 
than that met by the construction 
of women’s bathrooms. Complaints 
around urinals would emerge from 
time to time, but mostly when 
they were not being maintained 
and therefore posed a potential 
risk to public health.45 In the 1882 
example detailed at the beginning of 
this article, it was the prominence 
and also eminence of the proposed 
site that was the greatest cause 
of concerns. So accepted was the 
necessity of public urinals for men 
that council would commission 
several to be built before sites for 
them had even been decided.46 

44	  Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 2nd ed., trans. Alan Sheridan (New 
York: Random House, 1995), 173.
45	  The provision of urinals appears as a routine matter in BCC minutes (and early Brisbane Municipal 
Council minutes) from around 1880; Brisbane Courier, 12 April 1901, 4; Brisbane Courier, 5 February 
1903, 4; Brisbane Courier, 21 February 1903, 14.
46	  Minutes of Proceedings, the Council of the Municipality of Brisbane, 1903, BCA0002, Brisbane 
City Council Archives, 12.

Figure 1. Tendered design for the 
non-closing, spiral-shaped urinal. 
Plan for One Man Urinal, 1902 
(detail), BCA1017.
Source: BCC Archives.
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One reason why urinals may have been more psychologically tolerated was 
because of their necessity in combating the scourge of public urination. 
However, the cloaked and indirect language employed in discussions of 
urinals makes this difficult to elucidate.47 It was typical for public urination 
to be referred to as a ‘nuisance’ or ‘public nuisance’. Nuisance was, however, 
a common term in the veiled language of the Victorian era and could 
similarly be used to describe a dirty drain, a pack of loiterers, or a site 
occupied by sex workers.48 It is only really through subtextual clues that 
the provision of public urinals as a means of staving off public urination 
is illuminated—particularly when discussions of ‘nuisances’ comes into 
contact with discussion of the ‘necessity’ of a urinal to be constructed on 
a specific site.49 Despite the comparative acceptance of public urinals, in 
Corrie’s 1902 mayoral report, where he first raised the lack of conveniences 
for women, he describes the city’s urinals as ‘too few in number, and many 
cases unsatisfactory in design’.50 In raising the apparent ‘unsatisfactory’ 
state of Brisbane urinals alongside the complete dearth of conveniences 
for women, Corrie neatly demonstrates the disproportionate attribution of 
importance to men’s urban ‘issues’ in comparison to those of women. Here, 
Corrie is reinscribing the status of women’s civic participation as lesser than 
that of his male constituents by implying that a deficiency of convenience is 
somehow comparable to an absence. This disconnect is particularly apparent 
when considering Corrie’s report from the following year where he proudly 
reports on the provision of four new urinal sites, with three more imminent, 
while still bemoaning a complete lack of facilities for women.51

‘A pleasing addition’
It was 1912 when the first facility was constructed and in the ten years since 
Corrie’s initial proposal, discussion of the lack of conveniences for women by 
the BCC fluctuated considerably. In 1903 the issue was still salient enough 
to form part of the election platform of North Brisbane Alderman Richard 
Gailey, promising ‘lavatories in all streets equally for women and men’—

47	  May, Melbourne Street Life, 97-99.
48	  Anna Temby, ‘“Not Every Person Who Waits Is Loitering”: Public Space, Public Order, and the 
“Move On” Laws in Colonial Brisbane, 1889–1895.’ History Australia 20 (2022):1, 82, 85; Brisbane 
Courier, 12 April 1901, 4.
49	  Minutes of Proceedings, the Council of the City of Brisbane, 1904, BCA0002, Brisbane City 
Council Archives, 139; Brisbane Courier, 23 July 1985, 7. 
50	  Corrie, City of Brisbane Mayoral Report, 1902-03, 27.
51	  Corrie, Mayoral Report, 1903-1904, 41. 
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who then fell silent on the issue completely once in office.52 During the 
Queensland Jubilee Show in 1909—an event intended to demonstrate the 
‘phenomenal progress’ of Queensland in its first fifty years,53 temporary public 
conveniences for women needed to be organised—housed in the recently-
constructed Lady Chelmsford Milk Institute at North Quay, the basement 
of Foresters’ Hall in the Fortitude Valley, and the basement of a corset shop 
in Brisbane’s ‘high street’ of Queen Street.54 It was around this time that 
the Women’s Progressive Club began writing routinely to the city council 
requesting permanent facilities be constructed—a sustained but ultimately 
lacklustre campaign. The club wrote to the council somewhat consistently 
over the following twelve months, but the strenuousness of their petitioning 
never appeared to increase. Another small act of citizen intervention came in 
1910, in the form of a cheque for £50 from a Mr Norman Congeau to the 
BCC intended to contribute towards the cost of constructing public ‘retiring 
places’ for women and children.55 The council moved to accept the donation, 
and Congeau was congratulated for being ‘public-spirited’.56 Some aldermen 
used the opportunity to highlight the ‘insurmountable difficulties’ that had 
been faced in the past in trying to provide ladies’ lavatories, although little 
evidence appears in council records that illustrates what these difficulties were, 
particularly considering most of the ‘debate’ around the lavatories occurred 
after 1910 when council began to actually lay plans for their construction. 

The first site proposed for the construction of the public amenity was the 
same busy intersection that has been the site of the ‘urinal debate’ thirty years 
earlier—a prominent parcel of land at the junction of Queen and Eagle Streets.57 
The BCC proposed the site in February of 1910 and by May that year they 
had already received a petition from ratepayers opposing the establishment of 
a lavatory on the site.58 A proposal to construct an underground facility at the 
crossing of nearby Wickham and Brunswick Streets was ultimately rejected by 
the City Engineer as being ‘unsuitable’.59 By June the council had abandoned 

52	  Brisbane Courier, 2 February 1903, 6.
53	  Joanne Scott and Ross Laurie, ‘Celebrating Her First Half-Century: Queensland’s Jubilee 
Carnival.’ Queensland Review 16, no.2 (2009): 43–56; Brisbane Courier, 12 August 1909, 9.
54	  Brisbane Courier, 6 August 1909, 6.
55	  Minutes of Proceedings, 1909-1910, 147. Norman Congeau is likely Naoum Kongos aka Norman 
Congeau, husband of poet Emily Congeau nee Howard, who also wrote under the moniker ‘Hibiscus’. 
£50 adjusted for inflation is 2021 equates to around $7276 AUD. 
56	  Telegraph, 25 January 1910, 3.
57	  Minutes of Proceedings, the Council of the City of Brisbane, 1910-1911, BCA0002, Brisbane City 
Council Archives, 62.
58	  Minutes of Proceedings, 1910-1911, 50.
59	  Minutes of Proceedings, 1910-1911, 46. 
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the idea of a facility on the Queen/Eagle Street site—describing their plans 
as having been ‘thwarted’—and having no other locations to recommend did 
not raise the issue for the remainder of the year.60 Objections were also raised 
to another proposal for underground facilities, this time in Albert Square—
another site afforded prominence by its adjacency to land reserved for the 
future town hall (now Brisbane City Hall). In early 1911 Alderman Peter 
Fleming suggested that a small parcel of Federal land adjacent to the General 
Post Office might be requested for the purpose, although the suggestion was 
never looked into or raised again and Fleming left office a short time later.61 
Eventually, in September 1911, the BCC was successful in securing a twenty-
year lease on a site owned by the state Department of Railways, opposite 
Brunswick Street Station in Fortitude Valley.62 Another site—a small parcel 
of council-owned land adjacent to the Customs House ferry on upper Queen 
Street—was approved shortly after.63

On paper, the opposition to the previously proposed sites—both the Queen/
Eagle Street and Albert Square reserves—had less to do with any associations 
with women’s bodily functions and were rather a broader rejection of 
such prominent sites in the city becoming home to something as taboo 
as a toilet. It is impossible, however, to completely disentangle these ideas 
completely—while it might seem possible that prestige and optics were the 
key drivers behind public opposition, the negative associations with bodily 
functions, which were particularly acute around the bodies of women, likely 
formed part of the general aversion. This aversion is even reflected in both 
the design of the facilities and the selection of sites. While no plans exist 
of the Fortitude Valley amenities, the design of the Queen Street facility 
(Figure 2), as well as extant plans for facilities built in the years following 
(Figure 3), demonstrate a highly decorative and aesthetic approach to the 
toilet’s design. The small, cottage-style structures—made of brick, with tiled 
rooves—were described by Mayor Harry John Diddams as ‘ornamental’ and 
‘a pleasing addition to the architecture of the city’.64 Despite the care taken 
with the visual appeal of the buildings, both were accessed by small paths 
which diverged from the main thoroughfares, visually removing them from 
broader streetscape (Figure 4). While providing additional privacy to those 
using the bathrooms, it also created a potential public safety risk.

60	  Minutes of Proceedings, 1910-1911, 62.
61	  Minutes of Proceedings, 1910-1911, 148.
62	  Minutes of Proceedings, The Council of the City of Brisbane, 1911, BCA0002, Brisbane City 
Council Archives, 101.
63	  Minutes of Proceedings, 1911, 109.
64	  Brisbane Courier, 11 September 1911, 7.
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Figure 2. Side elevation plan of the Custom’s House adjacent, Queen Street 
Ladies’ Lavatory.
Source: BCA1017, BCC Archives.

Figure 3. Proposed plan for ladies’ lavatory for William Street, 1914 (detail). 
This particular plan may not have been constructed but demonstrates the 
aesthetic character of the proposed buildings and their relationship to 
the architecture of the city. 
Source: BCA1017, BCC Archives.
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Figure 4. Situation of the Queen Street site of a ladies’ lavatory in Brisbane. 
While it is not visible in this image the facility sits on a slope down from 
Queen Street towards the river, with minimal visibility from street level. 
Underground convenience, Petrie’s Bight, Brisbane, 1911 (detail). 
Source: BCA1017, BCC Archives. 

By August 1912 the two facilities had finally opened to the public, although 
the victory—albeit a modest one—was not for all. The conveniences were 
only open from 7:30am to 9:30pm Monday to Saturday, and 9am to 7pm 
on Sundays.65 There was a fee of one penny per person per use, a common 
price for public amenities across the British Empire and likely the origin of 
the popular euphemism ‘to spend a penny’.66 While a seemingly modest fee, 
it would have certainly proved exclusionary for some women, particularly 
poor and working-class women. Perhaps part of the reason for the fee was 
due to the manner in which public facilities for women were intended 
to function. Prior to the construction of actual public amenities, when 
bathrooms located within restaurants and department stores were the best 
accessible option for middle-class and elite women, these facilities were often 
constructed in a British and North American tradition that ritualised and 
socialised the bathroom experience. Ladies’ retiring rooms, or just ‘ladies 
rooms’, were designed to cover not just toileting but a range of women’s 

65	  Minutes of Proceedings, The Council of the City of Brisbane, 1912, BCA0002, Brisbane City 
Council Archives, 66; Brisbane Courier, 15 August 1912, 15.
66	  Brisbane Courier, 15 August 1912, 15. The one penny fee equates to approximately $0.54 AUD 
adjusted for inflation in 2021.
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needs, often equipped with areas for socialising and rest, replete with a 
bathroom attendant.67 Brisbane’s two newly constructed public facilities 
both employed bathroom attendants, personally interviewed and hired by 
the mayor.68 There is evidence to suggest that when public facilities were 
constructed some attempts were made at maintaining or recreating the 
experience of the ladies’ retiring room, such as the bathroom attendant, 
which increased the operational cost of the public facilities, requiring a fee 
for maintenance. A far more cynical, but also plausible, explanation is that 
the inclusion of a fee was something designed to literally exclude certain 
people from patronising the facilities, due to the past association of public 
facilities with clandestine activity, such as sex work. Bathroom attendants 
may have been provided ostensibly to see to the comfort of bathroom 
patrons, but they were also able to act as agents of moral and material 
surveillance, keeping both the facilities and its patrons in check. 

Conclusion
While any allowance for the accommodation of women in the public 
sphere in the early twentieth century can be perceived as a victory against 
the highly gendered nature of cities, it is crucial to consider the context 
from which they emerge. Two lavatories in a city as large as early-twentieth-
century Brisbane was an ultimately shallow victory, despite the considerable 
impact it would have had on some women’s ability to negotiate public 
space and the public sphere. The reality is that when the starkly gendered 
delineations of urban space are removed on even a small scale, the sometimes 
invisible classed boundaries become even more clear. This small victory also 
did not account for all aspects of toilet experiences of female-sexed bodies, 
with Carla Pascoe demonstrating it was still decades before technologies 
around public toilets and menstruation were refined.69 It is important also 
to note that Corrie’s sudden desire to improve the situation for women 
came in 1902, the same year that white women in Australia were first able 
to vote in Federal elections. That the provision of public facilities came to be 
understood as a symbol of good governance, and the ability of the BCC to 
provide it—as a mother would for their child, to adopt Corrie’s metaphor—
means that they were still constructed, both materially and imaginatively, 

67	  Arvidsson and Pinto, ‘Public Toilets for Women’, 478. 
68	  Minutes of Proceedings, 1912, 66
69	  Carla Pascoe, ‘A “Discreet Dance”: Technologies of Menstrual Management in Australian Public 
Toilets During the Twentieth Century’, Women’s History Review 24 no.2 (2015): 234-251.
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as extensions of a patriarchal assertion over city spaces. The all-male council 
was ultimately responsible for deciding where and how they thought women 
should relieve themselves in the Brisbane streetscape. There is a stark absence 
of women’s voices and opinions from the work of the BCC in providing 
these facilities—along with their other initiatives designed to ‘better’ the 
civic participation of women. In Penner’s examination of London, she 
demonstrates that this exclusion of women was purposeful, highlighting 
a  quote from Shaw which reads ‘the subject of sanitary accommodation 
[was] one to which no lady should allude in the presence of a gentleman.’70 
By all accounts the BCC appeared to be taking a far more progressive 
approach to that of the vestrymen of London and yet there is no evidence 
of any attempt to engage or consult with women in the process of providing 
conveniences meant to benefit them. Only in the moments when women 
sought out the BCC with requests does it seem their opinions and thoughts 
were considered and despite often being well-received, most requests for 
initiatives designed to improve the lives and wellbeing of women were 
completed either painstakingly slowly, or not at all.

There are several theories that could be posited as to why these initiatives 
were either delayed or unsuccessful, varying in levels of cynicism or 
practicality. Municipalities often operated on shoestring budgets that made 
any improvement works difficult to negotiate and fund. The period of 
Corrie’s mayorship was impacted by significant public health crises, such as 
an outbreak of bubonic plague, that would have placed considerable strain 
on the Brisbane City Council as the body cheifly responsible for public 
health.71 It is also not unreasonable, with proper contextualisation, to 
simply argue that the accomodation of women’s needs were not a priority at 
the turn of the twentieth century—a sentiment that required rapid change 
in the following decades as women’s public and economic engagement 
increased in line with new modes of burgeoning modernity. However, the 
increased need to accommodate women within a public sphere not designed 
for them collided uncomfortably with longstanding gendered divisions in 
our cities—divisions that many feminist geographers and urbanists argue 
are still felt today. With increased understanding of the histories of these 
spatial inequalities, our ability to recognise the often invisible boundaries 
still extant today may be bolstered, and our opportunities to make equalised 
urban spaces expanded. 

70	  Penner, ‘A World of Unmentionable Suffering’, 40. 
71	  Corrie, City of Brisbane Mayoral Report, 1902-03, 51–57.
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Emotions: Women’s Political 
Letter‑Writing in the Movement 
to Save Lake Pedder
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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 
of Protest’,  402.
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.



183

The Political Power of Emotions

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.
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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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Wilson’s Ladies: Post-WWI 
Diplomacy and Gender in 
the Alpine Region—Vira B. 
Whitehouse (1875–1957) and 
Sarah Wambaugh (1882–1955)
Dagmar Wernitznig1

Abstract
Based on a larger study, this article explores Wilsonian politics after 
WWI in the Alpine area of Central Europe through a gendered 
lens. For this purpose, the narratives of two female diplomats—
Vira B. Whitehouse (1875–1957) and Sarah Wambaugh (1882–
1955), both operating in this part of Europe after WWI for US 
interests—are comparatively analysed. Whitehouse was confined 
to the ‘feminine’ sphere of humanitarianism and philanthropy in 
her agency for President Wilson in Switzerland of 1918, whereas 
Wambaugh’s evaluation of the Austrian territories in 1922, as one of 
the few women employees of the newly founded League of Nations, 
helped shaped its future geopolitical outlook via a distinct prism 
of ‘Wilsonian mapping’. By highlighting these two case studies of 
female American attachés, who engaged in international affairs and 
interwar European statecraft in the Alpine area, this contribution 
further seeks to unpack the transatlantic nexus and dimensions 
of women’s ambassadorial or quasi-ambassadorial efforts.

* * *

1	  This article was supported by the EIRENE project (full title: Post-War Transitions in Gendered 
Perspective: The Case of the North-Eastern Adriatic Region), funded by the European Research 
Council under the Horizon 2020 financed Advanced Grant founding scheme [ERC Grant Agreement 
n. 742683]; project-eirene.eu.

http://project-eirene.eu
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Before 1914, women activists, particularly suffragists, could be nationalist 
while collaborating internationally via transborder structures of 
‘honeycomb’ webs with assorted local auxiliaries.2 Their tactics of ‘golden 
cables of sympathy’ and ‘joyous greetings’ across borders of nation states 
were bolstered throughout the nineteenth century and simultaneously 
strengthened their movements for the vote or more political rights as well as 
compensated for their partly marginal existence in their mother countries.3 
At the outbreak of WWI, these networks culminated in The International 
Congress of Women in The Hague, called together by suffragists with pacifist 
inclinations. This meeting resulted in the establishment of delegations 
of female envoys who formulated pioneering concepts of mediation and 
progressive diplomacy while being belittled by governments and societies 
on both sides of the Atlantic.4

After 1918, these suffragists remained excluded from diplomatic platforms, 
despite their groundbreaking endeavours. This article concerns itself with 
two US women, Vira Boarman Whitehouse and Sarah Wambaugh, who 
managed to interact with male diplomats during the interwar period, albeit 
the latter more successfully than the first. As proactive suffragists, they 
perpetuated the rationale of thinking nationally by working internationally 
at a time when nationalism reached its ‘apogee’.5 Each in their own way, 
Whitehouse and Wambaugh strived for national self-determination from 
both a diplomatic and gendered point of view in an age when women’s 
individual and collective emancipation became much more visible through 
the granting of female franchise in many countries. Even though Wambaugh 
was exceptionally well educated for her time and securely entrenched in 

2	  For the honeycomb metaphor, see Patricia Clavin, ‘Defining Transnationalism’, Contemporary 
European History 14, no. 4 (2005): 421–39. For the synergies of nationalism and internationalism, 
see Glenda Sluga, Internationalism in the Age of Nationalism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2013). 
3	  Margaret H. McFadden, Golden Cables of Sympathy: The Transatlantic Sources of Nineteenth-Century 
Feminism (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 2015); Bonnie S. Anderson, Joyous Greetings: 
The First International Women’s Movement, 1830–1860 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). See also 
Leila J. Rupp, Worlds of Women: The Making of an International Women’s Movement (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1997) and for Central Europe Susan Zimmermann, ‘The Challenge of Multinational 
Empire for the International Women’s Movement: The Habsburg Monarchy and the Development of 
Feminist Inter/National Politics’, Journal of Women’s History, 17, no. 2 (2005): 87–117.
4	  Lela B. Costin, ‘Feminism, Pacifism, Internationalism and the 1915 International Congress 
of Women’, Women’s Studies International Forum 5, no. 3–4 (1982): 301–315; Dagmar Wernitznig, 
‘Borders and Prisms of Gender, War, and Politics Then and Now: The International Congress of Women 
in The Hague in the Spring of 1915—Topicalities for Our World and Millennium’, DEP—Deportate, 
esuli, profughe [Deportees, exiles, refugees] 38, no. 11 (2018): 63–8.
5	  Glenda Sluga, ‘Female and National Self-Determination: A Gender Re-Reading of “the Apogee 
of Nationalism”’, Nations and Nationalism 6, no. 4 (2000): 495–521.
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inter-state arenas, the Wilson appointee Whitehouse was typecast as a social 
‘busybody’ without intermediate or long-lasting political bearing.6 It is the 
aim of this contribution to demonstrate the idiosyncrasies of these two 
case studies and their significance for the interwar juncture of nationalist, 
internationalist, and feminist developments: Wambaugh, reinventing 
herself as an independent specialist for the newly established League of 
Nations (LoN), could harness and repackage the decade-old tradition 
of transnational activism with patriotic subtexts by suffragist circles. Never 
dispatched from implications of Wilson’s presidency, Whitehouse was 
much more hampered in making concessions to her suffragist heritage of 
international liaisons for political purposes or in building stable bridges to 
male-dominated diplomacy. 

This contrastive study of Whitehouse and Wambaugh is a novel approach 
towards dissecting the influences and failures of women internationalists after 
1918. Both suffragists were unique for their generation in that they could 
become ambassadors amongst male crowds, if only temporarily, as in the 
case of Whitehouse. Therefore, it is even more surprising that relatively little 
has been published about them, especially from a comparative perspective.7 
Discussing Whitehouse’s and Wambaugh’s diplomatic trajectories expands 
the existing corpus of literature about gender and international relations 
(IR)—a newly created term after WWI—by shedding an alternative light 
on female activists’ direct or indirect associations with political leaders and 
their ideologies.

6	  Cf. Eve Colpus, Female Philanthropy in the Interwar World: Between Self and Other (London: 
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2018). 
7	  Gregg Wolper, ‘Woodrow Wilson’s New Diplomacy: Vira Whitehouse in Switzerland, 1918’, 
Prologue (Quarterly of the National Archives) 24, no. 3 (1992): 227–39; Tibor Glant, ‘Against All Odds: 
Vira B. Whitehouse and Rosika Schwimmer in Switzerland, 1918’, American Studies International 
40, no. 1 (2002): 34–51; Lauren Claire West, ‘The Uneasy Beginnings of Public Diplomacy: Vira 
Whitehouse, the Committee on Public Information, and the First World War’ (Louisiana State 
University and Agricultural and Mechanical College MA thesis, 2018); Ayla Oden and John Maxwell 
Hamilton, ‘“By Far the Best of Our Foreign Representatives:” Vira B. Whitehouse and the Origins of 
Public Diplomacy’, American Journalism 40, no. 2 (2023): 168–91; Sluga, ‘Female and National Self-
Determination’, esp. 497 and 511; Dagmar Wernitznig, ‘Contested Territories in the Short Twentieth 
Century: Sarah Wambaugh (1882–1955), Plebiscites, and Gender’, Nationalities Papers 50, no. 5 
(2022): 983–1002.
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Wilson’s Inquiry: Mapping Post-1918 
Central Europe

Although not ratified by the United States, the Peace of Versailles has 
been termed an American peace. … This is particularly true of the 
geographical provisions, where the doctrine of self-determination, 
which was one of President Wilson’s cardinal tenets … was accepted 
as the guiding principle. The later treaties followed the model of the 
first … and in doubtful instances the decision was left to plebiscites.8

Harvard professor and historian Archibald Cary Coolidge was one of 
the well-known scholars that President Woodrow Wilson assembled for 
The Inquiry. Founded in 1917, The Inquiry featured a motley group of male 
opinion makers, ranging from philosophers, such as Sidney Edward Mezes, 
to journalists like Walter Lippmann, all supervised by Colonel Edward M. 
House to assess and draft plans of mediation and geopolitical settlements 
for Central, Eastern, and South-Eastern Europe after WWI.9 Responsible for 
the Coolidge Mission named after him, Archibald Cary Coolidge and his 
staff moved to Vienna in 1919 to monitor the former Habsburg lands, obtain 
a first-hand impression of the socio-economic situation, and absorb the 
overall atmosphere of these war-stricken ‘shatterzones’ and their peoples.10 
Together with the travel reports by General Sherman Miles, whose team 
of military men scanned these territories after the dissolution of Austria-
Hungary for Coolidge, their collected data and observations became the 
basis for Wilsonian politics and strategies of ‘mental mapping’ regarding 
these Alpine areas.11 By investigating factors beyond mere theoretic ‘rice 
board’ decisions and by integrating an ‘approach to geography that considers 
the subjective, psychological, and cultural aspects of how individuals and 
communities understand the places and spaces on the map’ this process 
of mental mapping influenced many decisions at the negotiation tables at 
Versailles, especially when dealing with the vanquished Habsburg Empire.12

8	  Archibald Cary Coolidge, ‘Ten Years of War and Peace’, in Ten Years of War and Peace, ed. Archibald 
Cary Coolidge (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1927), 106–139, here 113. 
9	  See Lawrence E. Gelfand, The Inquiry: American Preparations for Peace, 1917–1919 (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1963).  
10	  Omer Bartov and Eric D. Weitz, eds., Shatterzone of Empires: Coexistence and Violence in the German, 
Habsburg, Russian, and Ottoman Borderlands (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013).  
11	  Larry Wolff, Woodrow Wilson and the Reimaging of Eastern Europe (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2020), 4.
12	  Wolff, Woodrow Wilson and the Reimaging of Eastern Europe, 4; Robert Gerwarth, The Vanquished: 
Why the First World War Failed to End, 1917–1923 (London: Allen Lane, 2016). 
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Whereas The Inquiry and its exclusively male advisors to President Wilson’s 
cabinet attracted attention at the time, the diplomatic manoeuvres of 
female US figures in connection with the drawing of post-1918 borders 
and post‑conflict pacification are yet to be explored in detail. Although 
women were generally excluded from the official peace talks for the Treaty 
of Versailles—mostly out of informal prejudices and fear that they would be 
too lenient and passive in their demands towards the defeated powers—two 
American suffragists had the chance to operate directly in the Alpine region, 
one as a quasi- or surrogate diplomat for President Wilson in Switzerland, 
the other as a shadow diplomat for the LoN, indirectly implementing 
many of Wilson’s ideas about self-determination and anti-Bolshevism.13 
This contribution traces the activism of Vira B. Whitehouse and Sarah 
Wambaugh, who both spent time in the Alpine borderlands as envoys 
during the aftermath of WWI. Whitehouse’s personal appointment by 
President Wilson as the commissioner to Switzerland of the newly created 
Committee on Public Information (CPI) in 1918 turned into a disastrous 
mission. Defined by her ‘feminine’ qualities such as motherhood, she was 
thus stonewalled or even openly sabotaged by most of her male colleagues. 
By contrast, Wambaugh managed to craft a somewhat unprecedented career 
as one of the few female experts in the newly established LoN by being 
officially separated from Wilson’s presidency, but indirectly exercising many 
aspects of his agenda for post-war Europe. An examination of the careers 
of both women in conjunction with interwar US diplomacy in Central 
Europe will illustrate the relevance of gender parameters. Such gender 
parameters could, on the one hand, terminate female delegates’ work, as 
in the case of Whitehouse, who returned from Switzerland disappointedly. 
On the other hand, they could foster it when detached from Wilsonian 
politics and embedded into a supranational setting, as was the case with 
Wambaugh. Her trip through the Alpine region in 1922 was the beginning 
of a fruitful time within the ranks of the LoN and throughout the short 
twentieth century.

Whilst both women were ardent suffragists, Wambaugh could reframe her 
international activism for political stability in post-war times within the 
official, all-male realms of the LoN. As an attaché directly appointed by 
President Wilson, Whitehouse, conversely, became constricted by the corset 

13	  For women’s (absent) role in official peace politics after the ceasefire, see, for example, Erika A. 
Kuhlman, ‘The “Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom” and Reconciliation after the 
Great War’, in The Women’s Movement in Wartime: International Perspectives, 1914–19, eds. Alison S. Fell 
and Ingrid Sharp (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 227–43. 
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of feminine-defined duties concerning humanitarian aid. Her publicly 
perceived role as a dilettante intruder who trespassed on diplomatic turf 
became foregrounded by the transatlantic community of male emissaries in 
the United States and Europe. This in turn prevented her from generating 
a reputation as a specialist in particular diplomatic matters, unlike her 
counterpart Wambaugh. The plebiscite expert Wambaugh again had the 
opportunity to design her profile as a female deputy more clearly and 
directly. Her seeming disconnection from blatant feminist issues propelled 
her career in the LoN and endowed her with credibility in the eyes of the 
public. Whereas the trifecta of motherhood, ladylike appearance, and 
public-political presence turned Whitehouse into something of a damsel-
in-distress during her overseas work in 1918. Her sister-in-suffragist-spirit 
Wambaugh smartly detached her research for and commitment to the LoN 
from private flavours of domesticity and family life which guaranteed her 
path to profitable success in the global spheres of diplomacy. Coating her 
suffragism and feminist elements of self-determination, she still tapped 
into Wilsonianism as a plebiscite expert when it meant nurturing imagined 
communities in Central Europe for US interests.14 

On the Sidelines: The Boycotting of Vira B. 
Whitehouse
‘And I was at once surrounded by such vague misrepresentation and 
obstructions that I felt always as if I were moving in a thick fog.’15 Vira B. 
Whitehouse was appointed as the commissioner of the Swiss Office of the 
CPI, a US propaganda bureau, in Berne by President Wilson in 1918. Two 
years later, she assessed her time there in a monograph entitled A Year as 
a Government Agent, in relatively frank and candid words. Married to the 
New York stockbroker Norman de Rapelye Whitehouse (1858–1949) and 
co-founding the Women’s City Club in 1916, she had gained prominence 
in the New York woman suffrage campaign by presiding over the publicity 
council of the Empire State Campaign Committee in 1913 and the New 

14	  Cf. Benedict R. O’G. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983). 
15	  Vira B. Whitehouse, A Year as a Government Agent (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1920), 31. 
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York State Woman Suffrage Party in 1916.16 Moving in the same social 
circles of fundraising and cultural events as a charitable hostess, Whitehouse 
was well acquainted with President Wilson, himself not a proponent 
of woman suffrage, and she actively lobbied for more women’s rights in 
Washington. All these circumstances and especially her stern pursuit of the 
female franchise would not have made Whitehouse a natural choice as a CPI 
representative in Switzerland if it had not been for her contacts with the CPI 
chairman George Creel (1876–1953). Not being an Ivy-League graduate 
and, moreover, without any higher education at all, Creel himself was an 
unorthodox choice for this post.17 President Wilson set up the CPI a few 
days before the American entry into WWI to mobilise public opinion and 
accelerate the war effort, particularly through visual means like pamphlets 
and brief addresses by the so-called four-minute men. 

Rather viewed sceptically by White House advisors like Walter Lippmann, 
Creel was also an atypical candidate for the CPI post in that he was directly 
affiliated with the women’s movement. Thus, he had become acquainted 
with Whitehouse through her suffrage activism in New York, and, in 
recognition of her work ethic and vigour, finally pulled strings to engage her 
in international affairs. Considering the CPI outpost in Berne imperative 
for selling American ideas and values—hence the chosen title of his oeuvre, 
How We Advertised America—he recruited Whitehouse, who had displayed 
enormous logistical efficiency and practical perseverance in her New York 
suffrage crusade, as the person in charge for this PR-task: 

16	  For Whitehouse’s suffrage activism in New York, see Johanna Neuman, Gilded Suffragists: The New 
York Socialites Who Fought for Women’s Right to Vote (New York: New York University Press, 2017); Susan 
Goodier and Karen Pastorello, Women Will Vote: Winning Suffrage in New York State (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2017); Joan Marie Johnson, Funding Feminism: Monied Women, Philanthropy, and 
the Women’s Movement, 1870–1967 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carlina Press, 2017). See also 
Whitehouse’s column ‘Why Shouldn’t Women Vote? Asks Mrs. Whitehouse’, The Sun, April to June 
1914, Vira Boarman Whitehouse Papers, 1889–1957; MC 356 [henceforth VBWP], box 1, folder 10. 
Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass.
17	  For the CPI generally and Creel’s role in it specifically, see James R. Mock and Cedric Larson, Words 
That Won the War: The Story of the Committee on Public Information, 1917–1919 (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1939); Stephen L. Vaughn, Holding Fast the Inner Lines: Democracy, Nationalism, 
and the Committee on Public Information (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980); 
Christopher Eric Howard, ‘Propaganda against Propaganda: Deconstructing the Dominant Narrative 
of the Committee on Public Information’ (Appalachian State University MA thesis, 2014). For Creel’s 
personal accounts, see How We Advertised America: The First Telling of the Amazing Story of the Committee 
on Public Information That Carried the Gospel of Americanism to Every Corner of the Globe (New York: 
Harper & Brothers, 1920) and Rebel at Large: Recollections of Fifty Crowded Years (New York: G. P. 
Putnam’s Sons, 1947). See further David M. Kennedy, Over Here: The First World War and American 
Society (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004) and Alan Axelrod, Selling the Great War: The Making 
of American Propaganda (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009).
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It was a new thing to place a woman in such a position of 
absolutely international importance, but behind her was a record of 
achievement that made the appointment wise and necessary. Equal 
suffrage in New York after its defeat in 1915 was apparently ‘dead,’ 
but Mrs. Whitehouse accepted the office of state chairman … and 
drove it through to victory. … Mrs. Whitehouse’s job was to put 
America across in Switzerland just as she had put equal suffrage 
across in New York.18 

As a neutral enclave, conveniently located between the Allied and Central 
Powers and with polyglot residents, Switzerland was an important strategic 
base for American overseas interests and foreign policies.19 The CPI office in 
Berne became an essential switchboard for the dissemination of American 
material, such as motion pictures, newspaper articles, and pamphlets. 
In particular, the external influence of Germany on Swiss ground, with 
a longstanding stronghold and dominance in the German-printing 
newspaper business, was to be stymied by the CPI staff. As Creel detailed 
to Whitehouse’s husband: ‘Switzerland, from the first, has been one of our 
most delicate and important problems.’20

Hailed as the ‘prettiest woman in New York’ or ‘belle of New Orleans’ and 
as a glamorous host of salons and soirees, the socialite Whitehouse certainly 
was an attractive choice for overseeing the CPI in Switzerland.21 Fashionable, 
stylish, and wealthy, she was the subject of headlines and provided woman 
suffrage with a desirable and appealing aura, parallel to maintaining a tame, 
presentable, and caring mother image, zealously covered by various tabloids 
at the time. From a journalistic point of view, stereotypical portrayals of 
her either as a furious harpy, setting out to emasculate society by winning 
more rights, or as a homely, frustrated spinster would have been equally 
counterproductive and futile for her anti-suffragist adversaries. Quite 
familiar with the leverage of muckraking, the newspaper man Creel clearly 
understood and employed Whitehouse’s tactical and symbolic value for 

18	  Creel, How We Advertised America, 317. Creel openly differentiated between bad propaganda 
seeping from Germany, and good cultural diplomacy of ‘Americanizing Mittel Europa’, as explained in 
chapter 2 of part III, ‘Demobilization’, in this title, 417–26.
19	  See, for example, Florian Weber, Die amerikanische Verheissung: Schweizer Aussenpolitik im 
Wirtschaftskrieg 1917/18 (Zürich: Chronos, 2016); Adrian Gerber, Zwischen Propaganda und Unterhaltung: 
Das Kino in der Schweiz zur Zeit des ersten Weltkriegs (Marburg: Schüren, 2017).
20	  Creel to Norman de R. Whitehouse, 4 Nov. 1918, VBWP, box 1, folder 10.
21	  Mrs. William Astor, ‘How Queen Alexandra Has Set a New Fashion of Being Photographed with 
Your Pets’, American Magazine Supplement of the San Francisco Examiner, 19 July 1903, n.p.; ‘Mrs. Norman 
de R. Whitehouse,’ Vogue, 15 September 1920, n.p., both VBWP, box 1, folder 17. Whitehouse was born 
and raised in New Orleans.
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the international stage of war and postwar politics, nominating her to run 
the CPI headquarters in Berne on 29 December 1917. With Whitehouse 
personifying a quasi-diplomat in white kid gloves, her trip to Switzerland in 
1918, however, was to be tainted from the outset on grounds of her gender.

Even before Whitehouse left American shores, Secretary of State Robert 
Lansing had openly objected to her appointment, with the result that she 
had to depart for Europe without a diplomatic passport. She recalled: 
‘As to my own appointment, in addition to the general opposition, I was a 
woman! And Mr. Lansing, Secretary of State and the husband of a very 
active anti-suffragist, cannot be called a liberal man in his attitude toward 
women.’22 Whitehouse’s position was further demoted in a cable, issued by 
Frank L. Polk, counsellor of the State Department, to Hugh R. Wilson, the 
chargé d’affaires of the American legation in Berne, which stressed that her 
duties were to be limited to observing the situation of women and children 
in Britain, France, and Switzerland.23 With one stroke of a pen, her mission 
thus became an exclusively humanitarian one, something of a maternalist 
cliché, and she was excluded from the still all-male bastions of power in 
the diplomatic sphere. Upon her arrival in Switzerland in January 1918, 
Whitehouse further learned that the actual support for her at the American 
legation in Switzerland was scarce at best. Next to Hugh Wilson, the second 
Secretary Alan W. Dulles, Lansing’s nephew-by-marriage, and especially 
the American Minister, Pleasant A. Stovall, acted reserved and were mostly 
disobliging. In Whitehouse’s own words: ‘He believed the fact that I am 
a woman, added to the fact that I am a suffragist, would, in itself, prove an 
insurmountable obstacle to my doing work of value for my country.’24

Moreover, the general denial of Whitehouse’s diplomatic status perpetuated 
and fortified gender prejudices and chauvinism. Labelling her as a ‘feminine’ 
humanitarian observer served the hegemonial aspirations of bureaucrats, 
both in Washington and Berne, to pursue propagandistic programs in the 
Alpine region and, more widely, Central European areas. As Hugh Wilson 
explained outspokenly in a cable to the Department of State: 

22	  Whitehouse, A Year as a Government Agent, 57. After much back and forth, which even necessitated 
Whitehouse later returning to the American capital from Europe in April 1918, she finally received 
a diplomatic passport.
23	  Polk’s telegram, forwarded by the American legation in Berne to the American embassy in Paris, 
22 January 1918, VBWP, box 1, folder 11, also reprinted as Appendix III in Whitehouse’s A Year as a 
Government Agent, 290–91.
24	  Whitehouse, A Year as a Government Agent, 71–2. Stovall’s opinion ‘that woman’s place is in the 
home’ was also referred to by Creel in How We Advertised America, 320. 
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Relations which could be of benefit to our cause I feel Mrs. 
Whitehouse could develop with the cloak [of humanitarian tasks] 
which is furnished by this Communiqué, but if she were a recognised 
emissary from the American Committee on Public Information—
from reaching such relations with the editors of newspapers, she 
would be precluded.25

The primary goal of the CPI was not simply to counteract what was imagined 
to be the ‘monstrous plans of Germany’ regarding remilitarisation and 
territorial expansion, but also to curb the ‘German direction of the Bolshevik 
revolution’ by liaising with local news agencies.26 The disintegration of the 
Dual Monarchy increased additional concerns in the White House about 
potential Bolshevik revolutions spreading in and from former Habsburg 
lands. Wilson therefore issued an ‘Appeal to the Peoples of the Constituent 
Nations of Austria-Hungary’ that urged ‘to restrain every force that may 
threaten either to delay or discredit the processes of liberty’ and, as the 
chief of the CPI bureau in Berne, it was Whitehouse’s task to distribute 
this address swiftly and efficiently in the autumn of 1918.27 This prompt 
dissemination of Wilson’s appeal, which had been translated into Czech, 
French, German, Hungarian, Italian, Rumanian, Ruthenian, Serbian, 
and Slovakian, was mainly due to the help of another ‘unofficial’ female 
diplomat in Berne, the polyglot Jewish-Hungarian pacifist and suffragist 
Rosika Schwimmer (1877–1948). Despite the successful accomplishment 
of this exercise, Whitehouse’s stay in Berne was cut drastically short by the 
gendered expectations of the diplomatic corps and their ‘clever campaign 
of obstruction—calculated to be discouraging to any one [sic] who had not 
been trained in suffrage campaigns.’28 Succeeded by Guy Croswell Smith, 
she resigned on 25 December 1918 and submitted a report of her activities 
in Switzerland, ranging from sending Swiss editors to the United States, to 
attempts to lease or even buy movie theatres for the screening of American 
films to counteract ‘pro-German propaganda’ and ‘anti-Ally and especially 
anti-American propaganda.’29 

25	  The American legation to the Secretary of State, 8 February 1918, VBWP, box 1, folder 11. Also 
reprinted as Appendix IX in Whitehouse, A Year as a Government Agent, 296. 
26	  Creel, How We Advertised America, 421. 
27	  Included in Whitehouse’s letter to Rosika Schwimmer, 8 November 1918, Rosika Schwimmer Papers, 
Manuscripts and Archives Division. The New York Public Library. Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations, 
box 102, folder ‘General Correspondence 1918, 8–11 November’.
28	  Whitehouse, A Year as a Government Agent, 33. 
29	  Vira B. Whitehouse, ‘Work in Switzerland’, in Complete Report of the Chairman of the Committee on 
Public Information (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1920), 183–91, here 184. A more 
detailed account can also be found in VBWP, box 1, folder 12. 
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Whitehouse’s mission to Switzerland in 1918, which happened under the 
most adverse conditions, was used to reinforce political gender segregation 
and assumptions about female diplomatic inferiority. Appointing women as 
diplomats was not simply thought to effeminise and weaken this privileged 
profession during President Wilson’s time but also insult the country to which 
these women were sent. In military and civilian circles, a female ambassador 
signified disrespect for the host nation in question. In the diplomatic 
service and IR, women were at best permitted to pursue surrogate politics 
and auxiliary or administrative, not executive or representative, duties.30 
As Helen McCarthy argues, for instance, only from 1946 onwards, after 
another World War, were British women even considered and recruited as 
diplomatic deputies, and the marriage bar for British women emissaries 
was lifted only in 1973.31 

That Whitehouse aimed to act as a new-model attaché, not engaging via 
a male spouse or philanthropic avenues in a country that only enfranchised 
women in 1971, put her in a precarious position from the start in Berne 
of 1918.32 To Whitehouse’s detriment, the reactionary Swiss political 
milieu of  granting female votes exceptionally late became conflated with 
the antipathy towards women members amongst the male pre-eminence 
in US diplomacy. President Wilson’s euphemistic statement to Whitehouse 
about endorsing ‘the unreservedly American policy of absolute openness’, 
did not resonate with his own male staff in Washington or Berne.33 With 
new nation states springing up on former Habsburg territories, these 
male employees did not take her seriously and perceived her at best as an 
experimental candidate in post-conflict diplomacy amidst intense phases 
of reconstruction and demobilisation. Whilst Whitehouse was publishing 
her memoires about her disastrous encounter in the Alpine region ‘to place 
America’s cause before all … the peoples of the Central Powers, from 
whom the truth about President Wilson’s ideas about making the world 

30	  For women’s underrepresentation in all diplomatic sectors, see, for instance, J. Ann Tickner and 
Laura Sjoberg, eds., Feminism and International Relations: Conversations about the Past, Present, and 
Future (London and New York: Routledge, 2011). For case studies on sex discrimination in American 
foreign services, see Larissa A. Grunig, ‘The Consequences of Culture for Public Relations: The Case of 
Women in the Foreign Service’, Journal of Public Relations Research 7, no. 2 (1995): 139–61.  
31	  Helen McCarthy, ‘Petticoat Diplomacy: The Admission of Women to the British Foreign Service, 
c.1919–1946’, Twentieth Century British History 20, no. 3 (2009): 285–321; Helen McCarthy, Women 
of the World: The Rise of the Female Diplomat (London: Bloomsbury, 2014). 
32	  Thomas Ernst Wanger, ‘Vom Frauenstudium zum Frauenwahlrecht in der Schweiz und in 
Liechtenstein’ in Schriften des Vereins für Geschichte des Bodensees und seiner Umgebung (Ostfildern: 
Thorbecke, 2004), 117–57.
33	  Woodrow Wilson to Vira B. Whitehouse, 23 May 1918, VBWP, box 1, folder 10. 
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safe for democracy has been withheld in whole or in part’, another female 
diplomat with Wilsonian sentiments—yet completely disconnected from 
White House politics—journeyed through the very same post-1918 areas, 
using this trip as a stepping stone for her future career in IR as well as 
LoN realms.34

In the Field: The Making of 
Sarah Wambaugh

Had the United States been a member of the first League of Nations, 
had we not remained neutral, claiming the right to trade with the 
aggressor as well as with the victim, I, for one, am convinced by close 
observation at Geneva, and particularly during the early years, that 
the League would have been able to stop the Axis in its infancy.35 

Interestingly, one US suffragist was permitted to catch a glimpse of the 
diplomatic boys’ clubs before and after Versailles. After WWI, Sarah 
Wambaugh could forge an international career as a renowned expert in 
plebiscites by carving out a feasible professional niche on the transnational 
diplomatic forum and amongst otherwise almost utterly male colleagues in 
global affairs and peace matters. The daughter of Eugene Wambaugh (1856–
1940), a Harvard law professor, she was educated at Radcliffe College, 
graduating in 1902. For the next four years, she continued to stay there as 
an assistant. From 1906 to 1916, she worked for the Women’s Educational 
and Industrial Union of Boston, also engaging in the fight for women’s 
votes. In 1916, she returned to Radcliffe College for graduate studies and 
earned a master’s degree in international law and political science. 

For her future academic interest, Wambaugh chose a relatively unknown 
and rather neglected scholarly topic at that time: the subject of plebiscites 
in history and practice. One might argue that precisely the fact that her 
male peers had not zeroed in on that field allowed Wambaugh to devote her 
attention to it and become a sought-after expert in all matters pertaining 
to plebiscites for the next decades. For instance, her research for the 1919 
Versailles Peace Conference was published in 1920 as A Monograph on 

34	  ‘Woman Chosen to Carry Truth to Germany: Suffragists Indorse Mrs. Whitehouse’, New York 
American, 31 December 1917, n.p., VBWP, box 1, folder 16.
35	  Sarah Wambaugh, ‘New Tools for Peaceful Settlement’, The Annals of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science 240 (1945): 1–6, here 1. 
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Plebiscites, with a Collection of Official Documents, followed by many other 
titles on that topic, such as La Pratique des plébiscites internationaux (1928), 
Plebiscites since the World War (1933), and The Saar Plebiscite (1940), most 
of which were sponsored by the Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, which saw its ‘primary function as the financing of scholarship from 
a Wilsonian liberal-internationalist perspective.’36 It seems that the Radcliffe 
graduate Wambaugh was in the right place at the right time during the 
transatlantic conceptualisation and formation of the young discipline of IR. 
In the interwar United States, the philanthropic outlook of organisations like 
the Carnegie Foundation took on a new dimension by honing internationalist 
models of peacebuilding and peacekeeping that sometimes even served as 
blueprints for the LoN’s organisational and logistical structures.37 Whereas 
Whitehouse’s Swiss mission was limited to PR tactics and humanitarian 
ventures that gravitated around traditional interpretations of motherhood 
and domesticity, Wambaugh profited from this paradigm shift towards the 
education of IR experts and knowledge building during the foundational 
phase of the LoN. In the early 1920s, Wambaugh became a member of 
the LoN secretariat and was employed in its administrative commissions 
and minorities section. Until her death in 1955, she conceptualised several 
plebiscites and acted as a hands-on observer, for example, in the Tacna-
Arica Plebiscite of 1925–26, the Saar plebiscite of 1934–35, and the Indian 
plebiscite in Jammu and Kashmir of 1949.

Especially after WWI, a growing number of countries enfranchised citizens, 
also female ones. For the first time, diverse and large strata of constituents were 
given the chance to decide elections or referenda about what kind of nation 
they wanted to belong to politically, economically, culturally, or religiously.38 
Until recently, this had been a prerogative of monarchs, emperors, or, at 
best, of selected and minuscule elites, deriving from the aristocracy and 
clergy. This intertwined set-up of universal suffrage in combination with 
transnational debates over geographical ‘separation, cession or annexation’ 
was Wambaugh’s entrée into diplomatic domains, and she could make her 
livelihood by investigating an extremely neoteric and, so far, underexamined 

36	  Emily S. Rosenberg, Spreading the American Dream: American Economic and Cultural Expansion, 
1890–1945 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982), 115. 
37	  See Katharina Rietzler, ‘Experts for Peace: Structures and Motivations of Philanthropic 
Internationalism in the Interwar Years’ in Internationalism Reconfigured: Transnational Ideas and 
Movements between the World Wars, ed. Daniel Laqua (London: I. B. Tauris, London, 2011), 45–66.
38	  The terms ‘plebiscite’ and ‘referendum’ are used interchangeably in this study. 
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theme in diplomatic history, theory, and practice.39 Reflecting a mandate of 
the people, plebiscites are prone to propaganda by all parties vying for the 
popular vote, either by one authoritarian leader cementing their rulership, 
or by two nations contesting over frontiers or a piece of land.40 The second 
option applied to practically all referenda observed by Wambaugh.

Transnationally operating as an employee of the LoN, Wambaugh became 
classified as an independent and neutral representative in the eyes of many. 
Interwar suffragists and feminists in particular pinned their hopes on the 
newly founded LoN as an equitable umbrella organisation for peace, stability, 
and gender equality.41 Wambaugh therefore was perceived as being formally 
detached from nationally bound interests of the United States in the various 
regions where referenda were realised. Nevertheless, her assessments and 
reports of these individual referenda, in Central Europe for instance, could 
easily and implicitly play along the lines of American geopolitical objectives.

In her approach to the complexities and conundrums of plebiscites, 
Wambaugh, though operating as an impartial agent for the LoN, was 
decidedly influenced by Wilsonian politics and rhetoric. For example, on 
the cover of her earliest work, The Doctrine of National Self-Determination 
(1919), she paid homage to the American Declaration of Independence and 
Wilson’s principles of self-determination. In her subsequent publications 
she refrained from addressing this American perspective directly. Yet the 
term ‘self-determination’ is pivotal in all her writings and reoccurs in 
practically every analysis of plebiscites, be they official or irregular. It is 
important to stress that Wilson’s and the Allies’ utilisation of this iridescent 
term at Versailles and beyond was not to be taken at face value. Devoid of 
any feminist-suffragist overtones, it carried geopolitical meanings to pacify 
regions or stabilise borders and served particular interests for boosting 
the sovereignty of certain countries.42 For instance, ‘self-determination’ 

39	  Sarah Wambaugh, A Monograph on Plebiscites, with a Collection of Official Documents (New York 
and London: Oxford University Press, 1920), ix. 
40	  Lawrence T. Farley, Plebiscites and Sovereignty: The Crisis of Political Illegitimacy (Boulder: Westview 
Press, 1986); Matt Qvortrup, Referendums and Ethnic Conflict (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2014). 
41	  Cf. Carol Miller, ‘“Geneva—the Key to Equality”: Inter-War Feminists and the League of Nations’, 
Women’s History Review 3, no. 2 (1994): 219–45.
42	  For female activists’ approaches to self-determination regarding the LoN and UN, see Marilyn Lake, 
‘From Self-Determination via Protection to Equality via Non-Discrimination: Defining Women’s Rights 
at the League of Nations and the United Nations’, in Women’s Rights and Human Rights: International 
Historical Perspectives, eds. Patricia Grimshaw, Katie Holmes, and Marilyn Lake (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 
2001), 254–71. 
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was neither included in Wilson’s Fourteen Points, as Wambaugh frankly 
admitted in Plebiscites since the World War, nor was it originally connected 
to questions of human rights or the political protection of minorities, except 
for cultural and linguistic entitlements.43

In the same opus, she narrated further on self-determination in Wilsonian 
and Allied terms that were used quite elastically. Indeed, many individuals 
like Secretary Lansing and Colonel House were sceptical of the practicality 
and outcome of plebiscites, while President Wilson, according to Wambaugh, 
was looked upon favourably by those ‘who believed that the new frontiers 
drawn at the Peace Conference should be based on self-determination.’44 
Indirectly, Wambaugh implemented many Wilsonian ideas with her 
observations and publications about borderland disputes in post-1918 
Central Europe specifically, and overseas territories during the interwar era 
generally. Despite the fact that Wilson’s intentions to join the LoN were 
vetoed by the US Senate, his mental mapping thus reverberated within the 
LoN on account of Wambaugh’s assessment of ‘problematic and troubled’ 
regions and their political constellations after 1918.45 For instance, the 
American scepticism of German hegemony over Alpine, formerly Habsburg, 
areas as well as the perceived threat of Bolshevik expansion into this region 
after WWI, found its expression in her retrospective evaluation of the First 
Republic of Austria and its various post-1918 plebiscites. Two plebiscites 
in the years immediately after WWI were performed on the fringes of the 
German Austrian territory of the former Habsburg Monarchy, first and 
foremost in Carinthia in 1920 and then in Ödenburg/Sopron in 1921. 
Also in 1921, referenda in Tyrol and Salzburg about a union with Germany 
took place, and all these were preceded by an unauthorised referendum in 
Vorarlberg in 1919 between Switzerland and Austria. Whereas the Wilsonian 

43	  Sarah Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, with a Collection of Official Documents. 2 Vol. 
(Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 1933), Vol. 1, 11. See further, Allen 
Lynch, ‘Woodrow Wilson and the Principle of “National Self-Determination”: A Reconsideration’, 
Review of International Studies 28, no. 2 (2002): 419–36; Trygve Throntveit, ‘The Fable of the Fourteen 
Points: Woodrow Wilson and National Self-Determination’, Diplomatic History 35, no. 3 (2011): 
445–81. Semantically and pragmatically, ‘self-determination’ underwent a metamorphosis after another 
World War, with UN charters and mandates, decolonisation, and its equivocal origins from the German 
language (i.e., Selbstbestimmung), also in hindsight on Nazi-Germany. Cf. Hannum Hurst, ‘Rethinking 
Self-Determination’, Virginia Journal of International Law 34, no. 1 (1993): 1–69 [2–12].
44	  Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 13 and 4. 
45	  For Wilson versus the US Senate, see John Milton Cooper, Breaking the Heart of the World: 
Woodrow Wilson and the Fight for the League of Nations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); 
see further, Stephen Wertheim, ‘The League That Wasn’t: American Designs for a Legalist-Sanctionist 
League of Nations and the Intellectual Origins of International Organization, 1914–1920’, Diplomatic 
History 35, no. 5 (2011): 797–836.  
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envoy Whitehouse had been grounded in Berne in 1918 without adequate 
diplomatic papers that would have enabled her to travel and inspect this 
corner of Europe, Wambaugh, the LoN employee and hence detached from 
the White House, was free to explore it four years later to gather and analyse 
data for the future realisation of plebiscites by the LoN.

Accordingly, in 1922, Wambaugh conducted field studies of the entire 
Alpine region, travelling from Vorarlberg to the Burgenland. She spent the 
summer in Carinthia, parts of which had remained on the Austrian side 
after a plebiscite between the First Republic and the Kingdom of Serbs, 
Croats, and Slovenes (SCS) two years earlier, commissioned by the Treaty 
of Saint Germain. Although Wambaugh was not directly involved in this 
referendum, it assumed a central place in her work as ‘the best precedent’, 
and she referred to it and used it as a positive and successful template in all 
her studies about the theory and practicalities of plebiscites.46

In making the trip to this strategic triangle situated between Austrian, 
Italian, and SCS spheres—‘a region important because of railroad 
connections affecting southern Europe’—she somewhat emulated the route 
of the American Field Commission.47 Led by Major Sherman Miles, this 
Commission had ‘mapped’ this area for Archibald Cary Coolidge and The 
Inquiry prior to this referendum. Miles’ team came to the conclusion that this 
landscape was a geographic and economic unit and that the majority of all 
residents, even Slovenes, preferred to stay with Austria.48 Colonel Lawrence 
Martin of Miles’ entourage further recounted the apparent anomaly that 
German-speaking estate holders who owned land in Slovenia favoured the 
SCS state, while much to his ‘surprise the majority of the Slovenes thought 
it wiser that they should continue to be subjects of Austria.’49 The question 
of cultural, linguistic, or national identity thus was deprioritised by most 
inhabitants for economic benefits, as reiterated by later scholarship.50 

46	  Sarah Wambaugh, unpublished manuscript ‘Memorandum’, 10 July 1925, Sarah Wambaugh 
Papers, 1919–1948; 89-M64 [henceforth SWP], box 1, folder 4, 2. Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe 
Institute, Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass.
47	  Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 25. In the preface of the same work, she also 
acknowledged Professor Archibald Cary Coolidge. See Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, 
Vol. 1, xii. 
48	  Unpublished reports by Lieutenant Colonel Miles and Lieutenant Le Roy King to Professor 
Archibald Cary Coolidge, as cited in Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 174 n. 2.   
49	  Lawrence Martin, ‘The Perfect Day of an Itinerant Peacemaker’, in Essays Offered to Herbert 
Putnam, eds. William Warner Bishop and Andrew Keogh (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1929), 
333–50 [348].
50	  Guido Tiemann, ‘“Kärnten” = Austria, “Koroška” = Yugoslavia? A Novel Perspective on the 1920 
Carinthian Plebiscite’, Historical Social Research / Historische Sozialforschung 45, no. 4 (2020): 309–46.
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Similarly, after her tour, Wambaugh shared this finding of the Miles 
Mission, highlighting: ‘The fact appears to be that in the Klagenfurt area 
language statistics gave little indication of national sympathies.’51 Putatively, 
Wambaugh detected streaks and manifestations of ‘national indifference’, 
decades later excellently captured by scholars like Jeremy King, Pieter M. 
Judson, and Tara Zahra.52 However, unlike most of her male colleagues in 
the LoN or military men working for The Inquiry and Wilson himself, 
Wambaugh went a step further by gendering this mental mapping, 
expressively translating the ‘Wilsonian Moment’ and the abstract notion 
of self-determination into a gendered context that encompassed electoral 
rights, privileges, and duties for women.53 Especially in post-conflict 
countries with a substantial decimation of male inhabitants due to combat 
casualties, women constituents attain a pivotal role in election processes, 
and Wambaugh paid credit to this scenario in her writings: 

The principle of woman suffrage in all the plebiscites appears to 
have been adopted as a matter of course by the Allies at Paris, and it 
formed a part, as well, of the conditions for plebiscites demanded by 
the German, Austrian, and Hungarian delegations. In only two cases 
since the war, Vilna and Tacna-Arica, has there been an attempt to 
exclude women from the electorate.54 

For instance, she detailed how Carinthian farmers’ wives (with a Slovene 
background) consulted their local priests, most of whom strongly supported 
the SCS cause, only after they had cast their ballot papers for Austria: ‘But 
even the peasant women were sufficiently independent to vote against their 
priests’ advice, for a Slav told me that many of the women had come to 
the priests for absolution for having voted for Austria.’55 With her keen 
eye on gender constellations in everyday life, Wambaugh deconstructed 
this voting behaviour quite accurately, stressing that electors’ decisions 
in mountainous Carinthia were less based on demographic and more on 

51	  Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 202. Klagenfurt/Celovec is the province capital 
of Carinthia. 
52	  Jeremy King, Budweisers into Czechs and Germans: A Local History of Bohemian Politics, 1848–1948 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002); Pieter M. Judson, Guardians of the Nation: Activists on the 
Language Frontiers of Imperial Austria (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006); Tara Zahra, 
Kidnapped Souls: National Indifference and the Battle for Children in the Bohemian Lands, 1900–1948 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008). 
53	  Erez Manela, The Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the International Origins of Anticolonial 
Nationalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). See further, Adom Getachew, Worldmaking after 
Empire: The Rise and Fall of Self-Determination (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019). 
54	  Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 477.  
55	  Sarah Wambaugh, unpublished manuscript ‘Frontiers by Plebiscite’, SWP, box 2, folder 3, 16a. 
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economic-materialistic parameters, with peasants—and especially female 
peasants in their function as keepers of the hearth and as such home 
economics—calibrating the nearest and therefore most convenient markets 
for their goods: 

And to reach that country [the SCS state] they had to climb back 
over the lofty mountain passes of the Karawankens, a part of the 
Alps, or to take a costly railroad journey through the one tunnel 
which pierced them; while to reach their market town of Klagenfurt, 
from which they were asked to cut themselves, they need only walk 
a few miles.56 

According to Wambaugh, the same women were consequently threatened 
by Yugoslav bullies or ‘Prügelbanden’ [thugs] that frequently roamed the 
countryside during the night and were complemented by ‘the Yugoslav 
police, priests and crowds of rowdies who were rushed to the spot in special 
trains from Yugoslavia … with revolvers and bludgeons.’57

This narrative, it must be remembered, was composed within the backdrop of 
the Red Scare in the American 1920s and the fabric of the ‘tribal twenties’.58 
Subsequently, Wambaugh’s concern about the spreading of Bolshevism 
surfaced much more pronouncedly with her inspection of the Sopron 
plebiscite held in 1921, when the city and its surroundings eventually fell 
to Hungary, provoking fears of a ‘Red peril’.59 Referring to the first Austrian 
chancellor Karl Renner’s proposal to the Versailles Conference in June 1919 
about the necessity of a plebiscite in West Hungary, she emphasised: ‘The 
transfer of the area to Austria was now growing more attractive to the Allies. 
The Béla Kun rule in Hungary, which had begun in March 1919, gave 
a strong inducement for pushing back the frontiers of Bolshevism as far as 
possible from Vienna.’60

56	  Sarah Wambaugh, untitled, undated manuscript, SWP, box 2, folder 1, 1. 
57	  Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 195–97; Sarah Wambaugh, unpublished 
manuscript ‘Klagenfurt (Carinthia)’, n.d., SWP, box 2, folder 2, 1.
58	  John Higham, Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860–1925 (New Brunswick: 
Rutgers University Press, 1955), 264–99.  
59	  Sarah Wambaugh, unpublished manuscript ‘The Plebiscite in the Burgenland’, n.d., SWP, box 7, 
folder 1, 2. 
60	  Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 275. For Renner’s proposal, see ‘Note de la 
délégation de la République d‘Autriche, 22 mai–6 aôut, 1919’ (Note No. 17, June 16, 1919, 57), as cited 
Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 275 n. 1.  
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Interestingly, Wambaugh’s sentiments against the rise of Bolshevism  and 
the dissemination of its doctrines were shared by Sherman Miles and were 
also conveyed in George Creel’s writings.61 Creel had traversed this area 
shortly before Kun’s takeover. He also visited ‘Leibach [sic]’ in his pursuit 
of ‘“Americanizing” Mittel Europa’ and lamented that ‘Kun, plentifully 
supplied with Bolshevik money, was preaching the gospel of a new 
revolt.’62 Wambaugh, in turn, echoed his attitudes towards Bolshevist 
coercion, declaring the Sopron plebiscite unfair and controversial because 
of ‘Hungarian Freischärler, or insurgents, well supplied with arms, hand-
grenades and machine-guns’, the equivalent to the Yugoslav Prügelbanden.63 
Wambaugh’s impressions of her Alpine stay in 1922 determined her 
future outlook on European and global issues of diplomacy in Wilsonian 
terms while also adhering to her convictions about gender equality as a 
suffragist. Deploring that ‘the one great state [the United States] … so far 
refuses membership [of the LoN]’, her gendered mapping of border or 
territorial disputes manifested itself in practically all her analyses of and 
cooperation on plebiscites, conducted under the auspices of the LoN.64 
Rendering the female franchise as ‘axiomatic’, Wambaugh understood 
the value and impact of the ‘other’ half of the population when it came 
to designing a ‘new’ world order in conflict-ridden nations diplomatically, 
by harking back to US internationalists’ notions of self-determination, 
formulated during Wilson’s presidency.65 Unlike her suffragist counterpart 
Vira B. Whitehouse, whose agency was veiled by a ‘cloak’—as Hugh Wilson 
nonchalantly put it—of feminine philanthropy and passivity to a point 
of isolation in all-male diplomatic circles, Wambaugh could implicitly act 
as a US agent during phases of interwar American isolationism on many 
occasions such as against a ‘Chileanizing’ of Peru in the abandoned Tacna-
Arica plebiscite of 1925–26, despite the latter Kellogg-Briand Pact.66  

61	  Sherman Miles, ‘The Problem of the Pacifist’, The North American Review 217, no. 808 (1923): 
313–26 [319, 326]. 
62	  Creel, How We Advertised America, 424. 
63	  Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 278. 
64	  Sarah Wambaugh, ‘Two Accomplishments of the Existing League—The Secretariat and the 
Assembly’, The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 96 (1921): 16–21 [17]. 
65	  Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 501. 
66	  Wambaugh, A Monograph on Plebiscites, 161. The Tacna-Arica dispute between Chile and Peru, to 
a certain extent, was also a continuation of geopolitical constellations and antagonisms during WWI, 
with Peru rather siding with the United States and Chile more favourable towards and thus also backed 
by Germany.  
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Concluding Remarks: Isolationists, 
Internationalists, and Suffragists

‘Self-determination’ is not a mere phrase. It is an imperative principle 
of action, which statesmen will henceforth ignore at their peril. … 
The United States has no desire to interfere in European affairs or to 
act as arbiter in European territorial disputes. She would disdain to 
take advantage of any internal weakness or disorder to impose her 
own will upon another people.67

The complex triangular constellation of Wilsonianism, patriotism, and 
gendered dialectics of public versus private spheres becomes the crux for 
understanding Whitehouse’s moderate and mostly eclipsed success in 
Switzerland and Wambaugh’s rather comfortable place within the LoN’s 
worldwide plebiscite schemes and programs. In conclusion, we now may ask 
why the wealthy and well-connected Whitehouse was unable to get her foot 
into the diplomatic door at the same time when Wambaugh started to build 
her positive reputation as the LoN’s key person for plebiscite questions, 
regardless of prevailing sexism and misogyny. As soon as Whitehouse 
attempted to act as a national representative in international spheres—as a 
governmental agent in her own words—her fate was doomed. Wambaugh, 
by contrast, could easily fly under the radar by operating as a transnational, 
formally objective officer for mankind’s community of the LoN. Not directly 
affiliated with her country of origin, the United States, hers became labelled 
a neutral, transcontinental job, resembling international interests. Indeed, 
during the interwar years, the LoN increasingly promoted women’s validity 
in humanitarian and minor or medium-level administrative positions 
for precisely that reason.68 Whereas Whitehouse stayed an ambivalent 
or ambiguous ambassador for the United States, Wambaugh became an 
auxiliary ambassador for the future UN. 

67	  President Wilson’s Address to Congress, delivered in Joint Session, 11 February 1918, 10–11, 
Image 1050 of Woodrow Wilson Papers: Series 7: Speeches, Writings, and Academic Material, 1873–
1923; Subseries B: Messages to Congress, 1913–1921; 1913, Apr. 7–1918, May 27, Library of Congress 
(loc.gov) and Image 1049 of Woodrow Wilson Papers: Series 7: Speeches, Writings, and Academic 
Material, 1873–1923; Subseries B: Messages to Congress, 1913–1921; 1913, Apr. 7–1918, May 27, 
Library of Congress (loc.gov) , accessed 25 June 2023.
68	  For the LoN’s perspective on women as non-state actors, see Madeline Herren, ‘Gender and 
International Relations through the Lens of the League of Nations (1919–1945)’, in Women, Diplomacy 
and International Politics since 1500, eds. Glenda Sluga and Carolyn James (London: Routledge, 2016), 
182–201.

http://loc.gov
http://loc.gov
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Whitehouse’s endeavour in Berne was further complicated in that she tried 
to penetrate and interfere with exactly this habitual masculine territory 
of diplomacy, whilst Wambaugh appeared on the scene as a theoretical 
and practical instructor of a fairly novel subject, plebiscites, and therefore 
could fill a vacant space without much competition. Her task, originally, 
was to compile information that was afterwards used by male diplomats 
and decision-makers—similar to the behind-the-scenes manoeuvres of 
ambassadors’ wives in support of their husbands.69 Whitehouse, again, was 
supposed to run and direct the CPI headquarters in Berne, outranking 
and supervising many of her male staff. 

The storylines of both suffragists show that the leverage and, subsequently, 
the impact of female emissaries’ international thought and action was 
extremely context dependent in the socio-political turmoil and upheaval 
during the interwar years. Whitehouse, the glamourous high-society lady 
whose maternal qualities were praised by the New York press, found herself 
at odds in the conservative environments on the other side of the Atlantic. 
The unmarried, childless Wambaugh, who made it a habit to refrain 
from being in the spotlight or disclose her private affairs, could engineer 
her ambassadorial engagements with a distinctly biased, cultural-colonial 
American nuance within the LoN at a time when this organisation was still 
evolving ideologically and logistically.70 

In the post-conflict dynamics of the interwar years with a tapestry of 
geopolitical and national as well as nationalist interests, the ‘Alpine 
adventures’ of both US suffragists enhanced American domestic and foreign 
policies with the dimension of gender. As female pioneers in transatlantic 
diplomacy, they also stood at the crossroads of interwar developments and, 
to a certain extent, helped pave the way towards a more inclusive approach 
regarding post-conflict negotiations and peace matters, interfacing with 
nation building and national emancipation. Significantly, the 1920s and 
1930s typified a ‘gendering’ of IR.71 Likewise and with the dawning era 

69	  See, for instance, Katie Hickman, Daughters of Britannia: The Lives and Times of Diplomatic Wives 
(London: HarperCollins, 1999); Molly M. Wood, ‘Diplomatic Wives: The Politics of Domesticity and 
the “Social Game” in the U.S. Foreign Service, 1905–1941’, Journal of Women’s History 17, no. 2 (2005): 
142–65.
70	  Quite symbolic of Wambaugh’s withdrawn lifestyle and enigmatic profile, her papers were 
discovered by mere coincidence in the basement of the Harvard Law School Library in 1970 and 
comprise only professional, no personal writings and texts.
71	  See Jan Stöckmann, ‘Women, Wars, and World Affairs: Recovering Feminist International Relations, 
1915–39’, Review of International Studies 44, no. 2 (2018): 215–35; Patricia Owens and Katharina Rietzler, 
eds., Women’s International Thought: A New History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021).  
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of postcolonialism, intersectional responses to transnational problems and 
crises began to include the factor ‘race’ in addition to ‘gender’ and ‘class’.72 
Few of these actors, whether Vira B. Whitehouse, Sarah Wambaugh, or 
‘new’ and less privileged voices like Eslanda Cardozo Goode Robeson 
(1895–1965), would have presumed that one hundred years on and with 
current diplomatic challenges and human catastrophes, there was still much 
to be accomplished on global platforms to establish and guarantee safety 
and stability, particularly for civilians. 

72	  See Keisha N. Blain, Set the World on Fire: Black Nationalist Women and the Global Struggle for 
Freedom (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018); Imaobong D. Umoren, Race Women 
Internationalists: Activist-Intellectuals and Global Freedom Struggles (Oakland: University of California 
Press, 2018). 
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She and Her Pretty Friend
Danielle Scrimshaw
(Sydney: Ultimo Press, 2023, 272pp. AU$35.99)
ISBN: 9781761150838

In this hybrid work of history and memoir, writer and historian Danielle 
Scrimshaw examines the lives of queer women in Australia with a view to 
making this historically sidelined area of study both visible and accessible 
to a lay audience. Leaning on the work of historians such as Lucy Chesser, 
Joy Damousi, Ruth Ford, Rebecca Jennings, Sylvia Martin, Shirleene 
Robinson and others, Scrimshaw takes the reader on a journey through 
Australia’s queer past, with its primary period of interest being from the 
mid-nineteenth century to the 1980s. Across twelve chapters, the author 
recounts the stories of Australian women who led queer lives, and places 
them in conversation with her own personal history and lived experience 
as a young, queer woman in the present day.

Her profile subjects, who are presented in a largely chronological order, 
include convict women Catherine Owens and Ellen Scott, who formed 
a partnership in Hobart’s Cascade Factory in the 1840s; middle-class 
colonial settlers Anne Drysdale and Caroline Newcomb, who cohabitated 
and were eventually buried together at their homestead in Drysdale; the 
actress Augusta Freudenberg and her lover Ada Grantleigh; founders of 
Melbourne’s first women-only gymnasium, Harriet Elphinstone-Dick and 
Alice Moon; pioneering doctor Lilian Cooper and her lifelong partner 
Josephine Bedford; Katie Anna Lush, who was immortalised in the poems 
of Lesbia Harford; and suffragette Cecilia John, a contemporary and close 
friend of Vida Goldstein. In a chapter on trans or genderqueer individuals, 
she profiles writer Eve Langley, the notorious Marion-Bill Edwards, Edward 
de Lacy Evans and Jack Jorgenson, and tracks the shift in scholarly discourse 
from framing them as cis lesbians to conceptualising them as trans men. 
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Subsequent chapters detail lesbian bars of the 1950s and ’60s and the women 
who ran them; the rise of lesbian visibility in the 1970s; and the lesbian-led 
Peace Camp at Pine Gap in the 1980s into which is folded a brief profile 
of 1920s motoring pioneer Alice Anderson.

Scrimshaw’s book is informed by wide reading of relevant secondary 
literature, as well as original archival research. It is written in an accessible 
style that’s designed to appeal to a specific audience: young, queer 
Australians who are hungry to find representation of their own sexual and 
gender identities in the past. Scrimshaw’s book is interested in measuring 
the past against current understandings of identity and sexuality—to trace 
what Laura Doan has called an ‘ancestral genealogy’—to affirm lesbian and 
queer existence throughout Australian history. Scrimshaw sees herself as 
part of this genealogy and peppers the narrative with anecdotes of her own 
experiences—dates she has had, excerpts from her diaries, conversations with 
friends and partners. She is interested in her own life as part of her historical 
project: ‘If, by some chance, anybody wishes to use me as a historical subject 
years from now,’ she writes, ‘I intend on making it very easy for them to find 
the sources they require’ (59).

Scrimshaw is upfront about her motivations for writing this kind of history—
she wants her book to be read by the general public. To this end, she avoids 
academic jargon and sidesteps dense theory. The tone of the book is casual 
and conversational. Above all, her work is meant to take queer history out of 
the rarefied world of academia and into the hands of whomever seeks it out: 
‘This is the kind of accessible history I crave, which entertains while telling 
a story, which does not cost the price of an academic journal subscription, 
or a tertiary education’ (119).

She and Her Pretty Friend functions as a good introduction to the field and 
will appeal to the lay audience it has been written for. Specialists may find it 
less useful, as much of the material it relies on is well-known. Some might 
question why so few individuals from the 1930s and ’40s are discussed in 
the text, particularly given the excellent research done by Noah Riseman, 
Shirleene Robinson and Graham Willett, among others, on queer service in 
the Australian military during WWII. Also absent are accounts of the many 
queer Australian artists who were active during this period, such as Janet 
Cumbrae-Stewart, Margaret Preston, Agnes Goodsir and Dora Ohlfsen. 
That being said, this book offers a welcome contribution to literature on 
Australian queer history—that it is from a debut author renders it all the 
more impressive.
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(Perth: Upswell Publishing, 2022, 270pp. AU$29.99)
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Kath Kenny’s monograph is an invigorating history of the women’s play 
Betty Can Jump, performed at the Pram Factory in early 1970s Melbourne. 
Extended from her award-winning doctoral thesis on theatre and film 
groups of the Australian Women’s Liberation Movement (WLM), Staging a 
Revolution, an account of before, during, and the legacy of Betty, is a vivid 
and endearing contribution to cultural Australian and WLM historiography. 
Betty, and Kenny’s historicization of it, both sit outside typical Anglo male 
history. As Kenny emphasises, the collective, evolving, and ephemeral 
nature of feminist art during the WLM means these activisms can often be 
forgotten. Until now.

The importance of this history is demonstrated through participants’ 
reminiscences of Betty as transformative, not only to Australian 
performance  culture, but by creating a consciousness-raising space 
and prompting collective realisation of women’s inequalities, on stage and 
in the audience. The aim of Staging a Revolution is to both situate Betty in 
its era of cultural change and to emphasise the significance of Betty, and 
feminist performance art more broadly, as complex and experimentally 
shifting activisms that functioned as a means of knowledge circulation and 
subsequent positive social reform. Kenny centres the testimonies of Betty 
participants and performers to recount the period before, during, and after 
the play, whilst bookending and intermittently considering Betty alongside 
present-day movements such as #MeToo to position Betty as educational to 
feminists today.
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After setting the scene of increased tensions around gendered inequalities 
during 1960s Australia, the middle portion of Kenny’s monograph describes 
the organisation, practice, and recital of Betty. A six-month working 
bee, at  times involving a twenty-four-hour roster, transformed the old 
Paramatta Pram Factory into a theatre space. This was the beginning of such 
intimacy that manifested into tensions, frustrations, and confrontations, 
both between men and women, and between women throughout the 
production. As Kenny highlights, the organisational banter took far greater 
time than originally anticipated, and could sometimes be hurtful, despite 
being innovatively necessary. Betty rehearsals often utterly exhausted the 
cast. Kenny amplifies that sometimes the point was to break participants 
down, as this would reveal memories and motivations. Indeed, Kenny 
eagerly argues that the significance of Betty was its transcendence beyond 
the performers and audience and its ability to inspire feminism and validate 
the array of emotions that come with realising one is subject to injustice. 
Betty as a revolution.

At a time of arrests and trials for obscene language and literature, Kenny 
notes the swearing and abrupt themes in Betty must have both ‘come as 
a shock’, whilst being ‘electrifying’ to the audience (107). In Chapter  5, 
Kenny walks readers through the play. The first half presented a brief 
historical timeline, from violence against convict women, to parodies of 
women dressed as men at the pub mimicking drinking, fighting, and sex. 
In the ‘Bush Scene’, their representation of a stillborn birth often left the 
audience sobbing or in silence, juxtaposed by a contemporary scene of a 
domestic dispute. The second half of Betty consisted of women’s personal 
stories. Kenny recounts, ‘The Betty collective used exaggerated characters 
and costumes in the show to satirise gender roles and mock heterosexual 
institutions such as marriage’ (111). This engagement with the deeply 
private was evocative for performers and successful with the audience and 
critics. Kenny suggests this was both due to and contributed to the ‘personal 
is political’ feminist rhetoric of the time. 

Staging a Revolution is accessible, whilst sophisticated and detailed. The 
monograph is in some ways a reckoning with the desire to celebrate the WLM 
era, as much as consider it in the context of ongoing inequalities in Australian 
society. This monograph would be accessible to undergraduates onwards 
but would be greater appreciated by those with a cultural understanding 
of 1960s and 1970s Australia. Alongside a rare script and photos taken 
frantically during the final performance, Kenny foregrounds interviews 
with Betty participants, particularly director Kerry Dwyer. Articulated in the 
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third part of the monograph on Betty’s legacy, the testimonies demonstrate 
a rich variety of sentiments and experiences. Participants reminisce on the 
exhilarating, emotional and intellectual impacts of Betty; the realisations, 
changes, and unburdening of oneself.

In an interview with Betty participant and author Helen Garner, Kenny 
admits a desire to romanticise the era, an acknowledgment met by Garner’s 
dismay. This reminds readers that what made feminist activisms like Betty 
so  ground-breaking was the risks and dangers these women faced by 
challenging their oppressions. Kenny’s monograph encourages readers to 
celebrate and remember Betty, and the WLM more broadly, for its complexity, 
successes, including Betty, and downfalls, such as the exclusivity of white 
sisterhood. The women behind Betty could not represent all women, but 
crucially, as Kenny iterates, their work had ‘revolutionary potential’ (216), 
and therefore it has a rightful place in Australian historiography. 
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Views on Europe: Gender Historical and Postcolonial Perspectives 
on Journeys 
Edited by Lilli Riettiens and Elke Kleinau
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2022, 171pp. €79.95)
ISBN: 9783110738780 

Views on Europe: Gender Historical and Postcolonial Perspectives on Journeys, 
edited by Lilli Riettiens and Elke Kleinau, is a selection of essays providing 
an analysis of travel history through a gendered lens. As the editors mention, 
‘the history of travel was constructed and described almost exclusively as 
a history of “European”, male mobility, without however explicitly making 
the gender and whiteness of the travellers a topic.’ (1) The book wishes to 
challenge this precedent by viewing Europe through the eyes of travellers 
from outside Europe, following a postcolonial analysis. The importance of 
a postcolonial analysis derives from the very limitations of a Eurocentric, 
white (and privileged) historiography that sees the Western white male 
as universal. 

The contributors have engaged with both primary and secondary sources, 
which makes the edited volume particularly interesting: Béatrice Hendrich’s 
chapter on Suat Derviş contains valuable information about her life 
through  a rich engagement with primary source material in Turkish. 
An  interesting point concerns the obscuring of certain details by Derviş 
herself to portray a more attractive image of herself. Indeed, Dervis’ self-
marketing or ‘hysterophimia’ (concern with one’s posthumous legacy) is 
fascinating in itself and could be further researched. Equally, Florian Grafl’s 
article focuses on the importance of cuadros de costumbres (vignettes of 



Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 29

220

everyday life) as a media for the circulation of common knowledge. The 
cuadros, written by Europe-educated Hispanic authors within the context 
of colonisation, portrayed Europe as the source of all cultural sophistication.

This portrayal of Europe as the epitome of high culture is evident in several 
other articles in the volume: Meritxell Simon-Martin’s article focuses on 
Nisia Floresta’s travel writing. Through the lens of hybridity theory, the 
author conveys the complexity of identity as seen in Floresta’s writing. 
The latter, born in a criollo family, has a hybrid cultural identity; a criollo 
in Brazil, yet an exotic inferior version of Europeanness in Europe. Her 
views on Europe, critical as they may seem, were formed within a European 
epistemic paradigm and do not represent a challenge to European identity. 
Moreover, Claudia Opitz-Belakhal’s article analyses Persian traveller Mirza 
Abu Taleb’s views on Europe. In his travelogue Abu Taleb criticises the 
European other but simultaneously essentialises the Asian self, expressing 
himself with European ‘Enlightenment’ language.

Yet the idea of Europe as a monolithic entity is flawed. This becomes evident 
in Miruna Bacali’s article, which focuses on the construction of Europe in 
Dumitru Tsepeneag’s book Hotel Europa. Europe’s character is not seen 
as something static. The different characters in the book hold different 
experiences and as they encounter Europe they experience its differences 
and imbalances.

Through the different articles, the importance of one’s positionality becomes 
evident. Cecilia Morgan’s article focuses on three travel accounts: that of 
a Canadian minister and writer, William H. Withrow; that of a bride during 
her honeymoon, Lucy Ronalds Harris; and that of her daughter Amelia 
during her stay in a boarding school in England. Each one of these writers 
manifests agency in constructing an idea of Europe as an entity which 
is always in interaction with dominant ideas and their own positionality as 
subjects. Nishant K. Narayanan’s article on representations of Europe by 
three Indian travellers also demonstrates this idea as the three travellers 
choose to focus on different topics in their travelogues, from history to 
architecture, while their engagement with the objects they wish to describe 
manifests itself in various ways, provoking different sentiments in each 
one of them. Equally, positionality should be interpreted as one’s place in 
the broader context: Leila Gómez focuses on female travellers in Russia 
during different periods throughout the twentieth century. These personal 
accounts are written in a historically specific period, which influences the 
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authors’ writing and interpretation of events. As such, their understanding 
of Russia changes along with the political history of the US and the cultural 
transformations taking place throughout that eventful century.

The only limitation of the book, acknowledged by the editors themselves, 
concerns the travel gaps in terms of the geographical composition. 
The editors mention that this absence was despite the call for abstracts in 
various social networks, with the majority of contributors coming from 
institutions in the global North, reflecting the unequal relations in academia 
when it comes to including authors from the global South. If we aim to 
decolonise knowledge, assumptions about the inclusive reach of the call 
for abstracts should be challenged. Often scholars in the global South 
or “peripheral”/non-prestigious institutions are not part of these social 
networks, they do not learn about them, and consequently, they have no 
means of ‘responding’ to the call for abstracts. This is also an empirical 
observation based on my own personal experience, having undertaken 
my undergraduate studies at a peripheral institution: a public university 
with non-English curricula attended by the non-elite classes in Athens. 
As Marton Demeter argues in Academic Knowledge Production and the Global 
South, this underrepresentation of writers from the global South focusing 
on the respective areas has nothing to do with the quality of their work, it is 
rather a matter of a privileged positioning. 

Despite this drawback, the book is an important contribution to the field 
as it provides interesting information on the more complex relationship 
between Europe, gender, and travelling. 
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Disgrace: Global Reflections on Sexual Violence
Joanna Bourke
(London: Reaktion Books, 2022, 352pp. £20)
ISBN: 9781789145991

In her new book, Disgrace, Joanna Bourke presents a nuanced global history 
of sexual violence, underpinned by a widely encompassing intersectional 
feminist approach. Bourke provides a comprehensive investigation of sexual 
violence across time, continents, and cultures, arguing that the Western 
point of view continues to be treated as one-size-fits-all despite the issue 
itself being pervasive and universal. Bourke’s book is part of a strong feminist 
canon on rape and sexual violence, echoing the arguments of renowned 
feminist scholars such as Susan Brownmiller, Judith Butler, and Patricia 
Easteal. Bourke also turns to the work of an extensive list of global feminist 
scholars who write from a range of perspectives and positions, providing an 
extremely well-researched addition to the literature on sexual violence. 

Bourke seamlessly merges her research with that of global historians and 
scholars, using statistics, anecdotes, and even poetry to bolster her blended 
approach to the subject material. The book presents a clear, well-written 
history of sexual violence, with particular sensitivity to issues of race, culture, 
and class. Bourke’s call for intersectionality goes above and beyond that 
employed in much white feminist discourse, arguing that ‘by embracing 
a  transnational, intersectional approach, this book seeks to contribute to 
the political task of decolonizing language’ (21). 

Bourke also draws attention to how stories of rape are obtained and used 
by other scholars and professionals exploring sexual violence, addressing 
the difficulty of informed consent; cross-cultural issues; language variances, 
usage, and connotations; and the ‘othering’ of rape as a racial or cultural 
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issue. Her detailed examination of how sexual violence is perpetrated and 
perceived on a global and historical scale also explores the operation of 
shame as a highly politicised emotion; rape myths and varying spiritual 
beliefs around rape, purity, and morality; the temporally and spatially 
varying definitions of rape and consent; the social and economic risks of 
disclosing sexually violent acts; and the inherent risk of viewing sexual 
violence through established gender binaries. 

Bourke also takes the time to address aspects of sexual violence that have 
often been overlooked by other works in this genre. She discusses the joy of 
resistance and resilience; female perpetrators of sexual violence, including 
victim-perpetrators; caste and colonialist prejudice; and the medicalisation 
of rape. Finally, Bourke touches on trauma—a concept she has written about 
extensively in her previous work—noting that Western understandings 
of the after-effects of rape can be problematic (171). Bourke notes that 
despite the increasing widespread acknowledgement that sexual violence is 
a universal problem, its effects are still generally measured against Western 
standards: ‘the ‘norm’ was Anglo-European, against which ‘other’ cultures 
were compared and assumed to be ‘specific’ rather than ‘universal’’ (183).

Perhaps most radically, in the book’s final chapter Bourke provides a series 
of suggestions for producing what she terms a ‘rape-free world’ (190). 
Bourke provides four central tenets to her call to action—locality, diversity, 
pleasure, and the body—and notes that the acknowledgement of these 
should be combined with a transversalist approach; that is, to go beyond 
universalism (200). The concept of transversalism, which underpins much 
of Bourke’s work, is explained in the book’s final chapter as ‘start[ing] 
from the basic belief that each person recognises the world from their own 
position and that, as a consequence, all knowledge is partial and incomplete’ 
(201). This produces a bold and compelling approach to intersectionality: 
‘what this means is that feminists should abandon the precepts of shared 
female identity in the interests of solidarity based on the acknowledgement 
of difference and disagreement’ (202).

This book is written in a clear and accessible manner despite its often-
graphic content, which will prove emotionally challenging for some. While 
most suitable for scholars of gender history, its approachability also makes 
it an excellent introductory text for the public in terms of viewing the issue 
of sexual violence on a global scale. Bourke particularly speaks to her desire 
for the most common perpetrators of sexual violence—cisgendered men 
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and boys—to be educated and included in the global fight against sexual 
violence; and this is emphasised by her easy-to-read text. This book  is 
particularly striking for its rich approach to a complex and often sensitive 
issue, and it achieves its goal of presenting an impressive, widely researched 
and balanced view. Disgrace makes an excellent and up-to-date addition to 
the scholarship around sexual violence and is sure to have a global impact.
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Queer Public History: Essays on Scholarly Activism
Marc Stein
(Oakland: University of California Press, 2022, 343pp. US$29.95)
ISBN: 9780520304314

At a time when across Australia and North America queer communities 
are being harassed, LGBTQIA+ events are being cancelled, and even the 
legality of these events is sometimes being called into question, Marc Stein’s 
most recent publication is a helpful reminder of how far we have come and 
how far we must continue to go. In Queer Public History: Essays on Scholarly 
Activism, Stein intimately describes the practice of doing queer history in 
and out of institutions throughout his academic career. Bringing a personal 
perspective to American queer history, the book is effectively an anthology of 
Stein’s essays, written across three decades. Although at times not particularly 
clear on how “public” these queer histories are, Stein compels his readers to 
consider the ways community and academic historians have collaborated 
and been intertwined since the beginning of the formal academic study 
of queer communities throughout North American universities.

Stein is best known for his work as a historian of United States constitutional 
law, but in this collection of essays he contextualises his commitment to 
making his work relevant to the public. The book is organised across eight 
sections, containing thirty-three essays. Each section is centred around 
a different theme. Those themes are: ‘Queer Memories of the 1980s’, 
‘Discipline, Punish, and Protest’, ‘Histories of Queer Activism’, ‘Queer 
Historical Interventions’, Queer Immigration’, ‘Sex, Law, and the Supreme 
Court’, ‘Exhibiting Queer History’, and ‘Stonewall, Popularity, and 
Publicity’, Of particular interest to readers of this journal may be the second, 
sixth and seventh sections of this book for their increased attention on 
lesbian histories. Being thematic, the essays are not ordered chronologically, 
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according to date of publication or timing of the events discussed, which 
could be disorienting or confusing for some readers. Following the experience 
of the Stein in ‘deciding to ignore’ reading how Jonathan Ned Katz organised 
the contents of his 1976 book Gay American History, I, in turn, also found 
it useful to jump across essays—mostly ignoring the thematic organisation 
of the book and reading the essays in chronological order by date of original 
publication.1 I found this useful as it provided historical context for essays 
in later periods and helped me understand Stein’s contributions to queer 
history over the course of his career.

Queer Public History offers a unique perspective on the development of queer/
LGBTQ+ history in the professional field of historians. Stein also draws on 
his own experience as one of the first cohorts of officially ‘out’ historians in 
the academy. In early sections, he explains how his PhD research and later 
professional research created barriers for upward mobility in the history 
profession. Early on in his career, he regularly published in non-academic 
outlets, such as LGBTQ+ community newspapers, newsletters, blogs, and 
other channels. As sections of essays became increasingly autobiographic 
and, in my view, non-essential to the topic, this reader cringed at some of 
the more intimate details provided. But it is also Stein’s deeply personal 
perspective that invites readers to consider the political nature of historians’ 
work, the academy, and our relationship with the public as historians. 

It is not only Stein’s vulnerability throughout Queer Public History that 
is refreshing. Both his passages of autobiography and historical work 
on Philadelphia and pre-Stonewall queer activism were enlightening. 
Nonetheless, his laser focus on specific places or time periods left questions 
about how they fit into larger queer movements. Perhaps commentary in 
the form of a conclusion in each section or at the end of the book might 
have helped draw together how the personal, professional, and political fit 
into the overall narrative. Stein emphasises the connection queer history 
has, and continues to create, with the public and professionals. His work 
on queer historians (historians of queer history) shows that this discipline 
remained outside the purview of history departments for many years and 
when queer historians were welcomed inside institutions they still suffered 
from censorship and under resourcing. It is with this knowledge that Stein 

1	  Marc Stein, ‘Jonathan Ned Katz Murdered Me: History and Suicide,’ in Queer Public History: Essays 
on Scholarly Activism (Oakland: University of California Press, 2022), 31–36 [33].
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argues it is also the historian of queer history’s responsibility to become an 
advocate, extending from the rise of queer historiographies in tandem with 
gay and lesbian civil rights movements.

Queer Public History is a unique, personal enquiry into how public history 
has been practiced in North American LGBTQ+ communities and how 
this public history has shaped the professional academic historian’s practice. 
Stein’s own dedication to public history, queer activism, and public 
engagement shines through in this book. 
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Alternative Historiographies of the Digital Humanities
Edited by Dorothy Kim and Adeline Koh 
(Goleta: Punctum Books, 2021, 512pp. US$27)
ISBN: 9781953035578

Alternative Historiographies of the Digital Humanities contributes to the 
decolonial resistance of popular narratives that claim the digital realm is 
democratising or neutral and explores the operation of this myth in the 
field of digital humanities (DH). Across eighteen essays (including the 
introduction), the contributors dismantle assumptions about the digital, 
and confront topics, such as the role of fascist feminism, that are challenging 
but necessary contexts for the reckoning DH needs. Both in its content and 
through glimpses into the process of its creation, this volume represents the 
potential for a brighter future with more connection and compassion, not 
just for DH but for scholarship more broadly. 

As the introduction by Dorothy Kim explains, even the coding languages 
that underpin everything digital reveal ingrained settler colonial American 
exceptionalism. This may seem like an obvious concept but it is one I rarely 
consider as an English speaker, just as oppressions are so easily ignored by, or 
invisible to, those that they benefit. The digital is now an unavoidable aspect 
of humanities research, and most historical research and history courses 
already engage with DH tools and methods, especially databases and digital 
mapping, albeit relatively superficially. In Alternative Historiographies, 
through complex accounts of the history of DH and in their reflections 
on this historiography’s impact in the present, Kim and the diverse and 
accomplished contributors persuasively demonstrate why it is crucial these 
alternative historiographies become integral to all scholarship using digital 
humanities tools.
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Some chapters, including the introduction, might be considered difficult to 
an audience not already familiar with DH and its language. However, this 
complexity is justified given it is those in the field currently perpetuating 
its entrenched issues that most urgently need to rethink this history. 
Promisingly, Alternative Historiographies won the 2022 American Studies 
Association Digital Humanities Book Award, suggesting that their reckoning 
is well under way.

There has clearly been extensive editorial care invested in shaping the 
volume’s overall argument, as the essays are thematically cohesive but 
crucially plural—historiograpies, not just a historiography as per the 
dominant narratives of linearity. The authors self-reflexively identify their 
intellectual choices as well as their own positioning within their work, as 
Domenico Fiormonte demonstrates particularly clearly in his chapter 
on monolingualism. Self-reflexivity is even self-reflexively theorised by 
Alexandra Juhasz in a chapter that holds utility as a model for researchers 
working outside DH, particularly historians.

Alternative Historiographies is very deliberately connected to the present 
moment, especially to our experiences of the global pandemic, the 
compounding impacts of racial violence and politics, and the casualisation 
and entrenched power imbalances affecting the emerging generation of 
scholars—indeed, the co-editor Adeline Koh left academia after planning 
this volume and thus passed the project to Kim. In a book about digital 
futures, the short chapter by Nalubega Ross about Dr Stella Nyanzi was 
a powerful reminder that a progress narrative from pre-digital to digital 
ubiquity is a colonial fallacy, and that Black digital futures must be connected 
to minorities’ present experiences—including those that are non-digital. 

One particularly exciting contribution to the volume is Edmond Y. 
Chang’s chapter “Why are the Digital Humanities So Straight?”, which is 
simultaneously a ‘scholarly article, a BASIC program (printed), and a text 
game (executed)’. Chang’s ‘academic essay-as-parser game’ is published 
in the book as the code text and instructs the reader to copy it into a 
BASIC emulator to play. When first playing the chapter, the concept felt 
underutilised—as though I was being told about the technonormativity 
in the code, rather than shown how it worked. However, these embedded 
concepts were much clearer when reading the chapter alongside running 
the game code. There is text that does not appear to the player while the 
program is running, including direct commentary about how text parser 
games demonstrate an illusion of choice within a tightly controlled system, 
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while seeing the code also means witnessing the lists of available choices 
and outcomes normally only revealed through play. I assume the point is 
to make the player feel as if they are cheating by seeing behind the curtain, 
where hidden complexities become visible. The format requires us to act as 
both scholar/reader and player simultaneously and self-reflexively, but as a 
new concept, more specific instruction is needed to facilitate this, and 
the chapter text itself could be enhanced by the self-reflexivity which has 
been used in other chapters. Furthermore, many of these meanings would 
remain inaccessible to a broader academic audience unacquainted with 
computational thinking and text-based gaming conventions. Still, Chang 
masterfully demonstrates the untapped future potential of these kinds of 
digital formats for presenting academic arguments.

The volume’s greatest strength is that its historiographical examination of 
the past is equally integrated with strategising improved futures. This is 
exemplified in Kim’s chapter on databases, structured around a question 
posed by Tara McPherson’s seminal 2012 article:1 ‘if we are always already 
complicit with the machine, what are we to do?’ Kim argues that to address 
this complicity we must know the history of the concepts at the heart of our 
work, and resist the fallacy of a universal audience by redesigning digital 
futures that centre the needs and knowledges of minorities. 

1	  Tara McPherson, ‘Why are the Digital Humanities So White? or Thinking of Histories of Race and 
Computation’, in Debates in the Digital Humanities, ed. Matthew K. Gold (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2012), chapter 9.
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Tianna Killoran is a PhD Candidate in History at James Cook University 
and a member of the Lilith collective. Her recently submitted thesis concerns 
the history of Japanese migrants in northern Queensland between 1885 
and 1946, with a particular emphasis on Japanese women’s histories within 
this larger narrative of northern Australia. She has previously published in 
Lilith, and in History Australia, and was recently a scholar in residence as 
part of the Past Wrongs, Future Choices project in Canada. She is author 
of  ‘Sex, Soap and Silk: Japanese Businesswomen in North Queensland, 
1887–1942,’ Lilith: A Feminist History Journal 28 (2022): 35-54.

Reece Moir is a graduate researcher at La Trobe University. His research 
explores the history of public BDSM and the construction of BDSM 
subjectivities, desires and practice in Australia. Through original archival 
research and oral history interviews, Reece is uncovering changes in public-
facing gay, lesbian, and pansexual BDSM groups in Melbourne, Sydney, 
and Brisbane between 1970 and 2010.  
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Sonia Mondal is Assistant Professor in History at Jhargram Raj College 
(Girls’ Wing), West Bengal. Her research interests focus on prostitution in 
colonial India. Her recently submitted PhD thesis is entitled ‘Prostitution 
in Colonial Calcutta and Bombay: A Comparative Study (1850s–1940s)’. 
Her most recently published peer-reviewed publication is ‘Women in 
Cantonments: Evolution of Regulated Military Prostitution in Colonial 
India’, Indian Journal of Gender Studies 29, no.3 (2022): 384–393.

Alison Downham Moore, FRHistS, SFHEA, GIA(affiliated) is Associate 
Professor of History and Medical Humanities, Associate Dean of Research 
in the School of Humanities and Communication Arts at Western Sydney 
University, and a core member of the Translational Health Institute 
(THRI) there. She is author of The French Invention of Menopause and the 
Medicalisation of Women’s Ageing: A History (Oxford University Press, 2022) 
and of 2 other books, 2 edited volumes, 3 journal special editions and over 
50 peer-reviewed articles/chapters about either gender or sexuality in the 
history of psychiatry or medicine, digestive health or historiography, with 
a focus on the work of Michel Foucault. She is Managing Editor of Lilith.

Saskia Roberts is a PhD Candidate in History at the Australian National 
University. Her thesis concerns sexual knowledge, Australian teenage girls 
and reading between 1970 and 2010. She has published with Lilith and 
authored several papers for the Northern Territory Treaty Commission. 
Saskia’s PhD research is supported by an Australian Government RTP 
scholarship and the ANU RSSS Director’s Award for Higher Degree 
Research. She is author of ‘Maternity Misplaced: The Infanticidal Woman 
Archetype in Fin-de-Siècle Australia and France,’ Lilith: A Feminist History 
Journal 27 (2021): 177-201. She is a member of the Lilith editorial collective.

Connie Skibinski is an early-career researcher having recently completed 
a  PhD (Classics) at the University of Newcastle. Her primary research 
interest is Greco-Roman mythology and the adaptation of ancient mythology 
from the Medieval period to the contemporary era. Her doctoral thesis is 
a classical reception study of the Amazon Queen Penthesilea, examining 
written and visual representations from antiquity to the twenty-first century. 
Connie is currently co-editing volumes on Xena, Wonder Woman and on 
ancient women, and she has a forthcoming article on hostile representations 
of the Amazons in contemporary media. Her first monograph on Amazons 
in Medieval literature is under contract. She is a  member of the Lilith 
editorial collective.
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Zoe Smith is a PhD candidate in the School of History at the Australian 
National University. Her research explores cultural understandings of 
domestic violence in Australia’s eastern colonies between 1880-1914, 
centring  on the fiction and non-fiction writings of Barbara Baynton, 
Ada Cambridge, Louisa Lawson, and Rosa Praed, to illuminate gendered 
discourses and ideas surrounding femininity, masculinity, and domestic 
violence. She has published on histories of sexual violence, domestic 
violence, Australian and colonial literature and film, masculinity, and 
gender and race in the context of nineteenth-century Britain and Australia, 
including ‘‘Manly’ Violence: Rape, Massacres, and White Masculinity on 
the Mid-Nineteenth-Century Upper Dawson Frontier’, ANU Historical 
Journal 2, no. 4, (2023). She is a member of the Lilith editorial collective.

Huda Syyed is a PhD candidate at Charles Darwin University. Her research 
focuses on the practice of female genital cutting (FGC) and its political 
invisibility in Pakistan. She uses qualitative primary data collection to 
contextually understand FGC, through a Pakistani lens. Her 2022 article, 
‘Lack of Data and Dialogue on Female Genital Mutilation in Pakistan,’ 
the Journal of International Womens Studies 24, no.1, Article 18, highlights 
the urgency and lack of awareness surrounding this tradition. She also has 
a degree in International Relations and taught the course ‘International 
Organisations’ at Bahria University, Pakistan. Huda has worked in the non-
profit sector on issues of gender-based violence, and she is a member of the 
Lilith editorial collective.

Anna Temby is an early-career researcher at the University of Queensland, 
examining the construction and contestation of space in late-colonial 
Australian cities and the urban histories of marginalised people. Her research 
aims to reinvest the urban landscapes of the past with the narratives of silenced 
historical actors through the examination of the social appropriation and 
shaping of space, urban municipalism, discursive urban representation, and 
the aspirational/imaginative processes of urban formation and city-building. 
Her first monograph is Governance and Public Space in the Australian City: 
Negotiating Public Order in Brisbane, 1875-1914 (Routledge 2024). Anna 
is an award-winning heritage consultant and works as a curator and public 
historian at the National Trust of Australia (Queensland) specialising in 
intangible heritage and the social significance of heritage spaces. Anna is 
also an Early Career Researcher Representative for the Australian Historical 
Association, and the Queensland Representative of the Australian Women’s 
History Network.
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Claire Waddell-Wood is a graduate research student at La Trobe University, 
specialising in environmental history. Her research focusses on settler-
colonial understandings of and relations to colonised landscapes on the 
Australian continent, and the implications of this for contemporary and 
future lives. She is currently writing her masters thesis on the socio-cultural 
factors that drove colonial resource extraction in Southeast Victorian 
forests following Black Friday, 1939. Claire also holds interests in gender 
history, queer ecology, natural sciences, ecofeminism, and environmental 
activism, and is passionate about opportunities to merge them. She has 
written for (Dis)solution magazine and is author of ‘The Problematics of 
Institutionalised War Memory: Australian War Art and How Ben Quilty 
Has Altered the Status Quo by Depicting Deep Memory’, Eras Journal 23, 
no.1 (2021).

Tess Watterson is a PhD candidate in the Department of Historical and 
Classical Studies at the University of Adelaide, researching history and video 
games, with particular focus on medievalism, fantasy and gender, as explored 
in her recently submitted thesis on witchcraft in medievalist roleplay games. 
Tess’s broader research goal is to contribute to the development of historical 
thinking in game studies, game design, and beyond. She is author of 
‘Now you are Robin Hood: Prince of Thieve™’: Intermedial Medievalism,’ 
Adaptation 16, no. 1 (2023): 50–62.

Dagmar Wernitznig is an Associate Professor at the University of Ljubljana 
and a Senior Research Fellow part of a European Research Council 
Advanced Grant, entitled ‘EIRENE – Post-War Transitions in Gendered 
Perspective: The Case of the North-Eastern Adriatic Region’. She earned her 
doctorate in history from the University of Oxford, where she also held 
postdoctoral and associate fellowships at the Rothermere American Institute. 
With an additional PhD in American Studies, she has further worked as 
a university lecturer in Austria for several years. Her most recent scholarly 
publication is ‘Rauchzeichen: Tabakproduktion und Gender im globalen 
und historiographischen Kontext [Smoke Signals: Tobacco Production 
and Gender in a Global and Historiographic Context]’, Österreichische 
Zeitschrift für Geschichtswissenschaften [Austrian Journal of Historical Studies] 
33, no.3-4 (2022).
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