
Prohibition and Women: 
T H E P R E S E R V A T I O N O F A N I D E A L A N D A M Y T H 

THE EMERGENCE of the prohibition movement in Anglo-Saxon societies 
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries has frequently been 
regarded in the popular mind with benign amusement as a wowserish fad 
of little lasting consequence. In recent years academic studies of the 
English and American versions of this movement have been less inclined 
to dismiss it as a phenomenon outside the mainstream of history and 
have analyzed its importance within the social and political reform 
environment of the period. That prohibition attracted so much popular 
support, that it achieved constitutional status in the USA and that it at 
one stage had majority support in New Zealand are just a few factors 
that have encouraged this re-evaluation and caused some of the popular 
beliefs surrounding the issue to be questioned. One such belief is that, 
through its links with the Women's Christian Temperance Union and the 
agitation for women's suffrage, the prohibition movement was to a large 
extent the result of female agitation for abolition of the liquor trade. 
This article examines why this belief emerged and evaluates its validity in 
the New Zealand context. In the process it reveals that the prohibition 
movement was a serious social reform movement which has had a signifi-
cant impact on the mores of New Zealand society. 

That the prohibition movement in New Zealand was more than just a 
faddish attempt to stop the sale and consumption of alcohol is seen in the 
emphasis it gave in its arguments to the roles of the home and family as 
the basic units of society.1 Throughout the movement's literature there is 
an unquestioning belief in the role of the family unit as the basis of a 
stable society, and hence an intense concern to protect the home and 
family from the destructive influences of drink, be they economic, social, 
physical or moral. One particular aspect of these arguments emphasized 
the role of woman as homemaker, childbearer and moral guardian.2 'The 
crown of womanhood is maternity. . . . Every healthy woman who in 
this land lives and dies unmarried lives a life that has starved the 

1 E. Olssen and A. Levesque, 'Towards a History of the European Family in New 
Zealand' , in P. G. Koopman-Boyden, Families in New Zealand Society, Wellington, 1978, 
pp. 1-25. 

2 R. Dalziel, 'The Colonial Helpmeet: Women 's Role and the Vote in Nineteenth 
Century New Zealand' , New Zealand Journal of History (NZJH), XI, 2 (October 1977). 
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strongest instinct and the purest passion that God has implanted within 
her—the desire to give her love and ministry to a husband worthy of 
them, and to bear children, to feel their tiny arms clinging around her 
neck, to nestle them in her bosom, to play her part in building up a na-
tion great because good." 

Prohibitionists saw liquor as one of the biggest hindrances to the 
welfare of the home and nation: because of this, women were expected to 
play a vital part in any move for its abolition.4 Temperance, wrote Lily 
M. Kirk, a leading prohibitionist, 

is a subject . . . pre-eminently fitted for women to take up. In the home, the 
nursery, and the social circle her influence is still supreme, and whatever changes 
politics may bring, this supremacy is one which she is never likely to lose. If her 
power to mould the minds of the young and the social customs of the adult—a 
power mightier than any legislative power, because law is weaker than opinion 
and powerless without it—if this great power were exerted by her constantly and 
strenuously to promote the cause of temperance, women might . . . effect a 
glorious and bloodless revolution, the like of which the world has never seen.5 

Because women were believed to have superior moral natures to men, 
it was assumed that they would take a special interest in prohibition as a 
moral reform movement.6 Specific areas were singled out which presum-
ed this interest and stressed the value placed on a stable home 
environment and the importance of adherence to a certain code of 
behaviour. 

One such area was physical suffering of wives and children at the 
hands of a drunken husband or father. Claims were made that 'many 
thousands of wives and daughters and sisters . . . have seen in grog only 
that which has robbed them of all the enjoyments of life. . . . The share 
that they have had of the enjoyment themselves is irritability, brutality, 
perhaps blows.'7 Wife and child bashings were frequently mentioned in 
prohibitionist propaganda as being the direct results of indulgence by 
men in intoxicating liquor. Generalized statements were preferred to 
specific instances; emotive language replaced reasonable logic. There was 
much talk of 'the poor broken-hearted wife, whose spirit had been 
crushed and broken by a series of cruelties inflicted by one who promised 
to love and cherish her. The life of such an one is a long-drawn-out 
martyrdom, of which God only knows the end.'8 Because of such 
violence it was believed that once women had the vote they would use it 

3 Vanguard, 7 November 1908, p. 13. 
4 Otago Daily Times (ODT), 10 March 1894, p.6, letter to editor. 
5 L. M. Kirk, 'The Moral and Social Aspects of Temperance', White Ribbon, July 

1897, p.2. 
6 White Ribbon, September 1895, p . l ; Otago Workman, 15 September 1894, p.6. 
7 Newspaper cutting, 1896, no source, Seddon Papers 3/11, p.45, National Archives. 
8 Prohibitionist, 14 November 1896, p.2. 
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against the liquor trade in an effort to purify society and protect 
themselves. The liquor industry was as convinced as the prohibitionists 
that once the 'shrieking sisterhood' had political power there would be 
an all-out female assault on the liquor trade. ' 

Women would be in favour of prohibition, it was also argued, for 
economic reasons. If husbands could be encouraged by the unavailability 
of alcohol to bring home all of their wages, then it would be much less 
difficult for the wife to provide the needs of the home. In the public 
house, it was argued, women 'had seen the rival of the domestic hearth; 
and what would have given boots to the children, and food and clothing 
in abundance for all, they have seen abstracted from the hardly earned 
and perhaps meagre wages."0 That prohibition could remedy this situa-
tion was, to its supporters at least, unquestionable. Once more it was 
generalized from instances of known hardship aggravated, if not caused, 
by a husband's indulgence in alcohol, that women would, if given the 
opportunity, support en masse any move towards prohibition. It was 
assumed that they would grab at any possibility of improving their 
material surroundings and of establishing for themselves and their 
families little havens of peace in garden suburbs, with mother and father 
at each side of the hearth and children at their knees, perhaps with a 
daughter playing the piano, while the family Bible was prominent on the 
table. A caricature of lower middle class mentality this may be, but such 
ideas did find expression in the propaganda of the prohibition move-
ment. The following was part of a paper about no-licence in Invercargill 
after twelve months' experience: 

How does it affect the social and home life of the people? Is there increased com-
fort, sobriety, happiness? There can be no shadow of a doubt that these things 
have largely increased in many homes. Neighbours tell of the improved condi-
tions in many homes; where formerly there was poverty, hunger, misery, there is 
now happiness, comfort and plenty. One case, which may stand as representative 
of many, may be given. A poor woman, whose husband was a heavy drinker 
under License, had to go, on pay day, and wait for her husband as he came out of 
the office with his wages, or she would scarcely get enough from him to keep the 
wolf from the door. The home was clean, but very sparingly furnished, and there 
were no curtains in the windows, but a piece of muslin tacked up. Today that 
home has been transformed. The wife no longer has need to go on pay day to 
meet her husband, for he brings his wages home, merely deducting a small 
amount for his tobacco. The woman is neatly dressed, and the children have 
improved in health, and the windows have lace curtains in them; the man himself 
enjoying better health, and proving himself a better citizen." 

9 ibid., 15 July, p.3; New Zealand Herald, 13 September 1893, p.5, cited in P. 
Grimshaw, Women's Suffrage in New Zealand, Auckland, 1972, p.94; Journal of 
Legislative Council (JLC), 1893, Schedule of Petitions, p.xii, nos 34, 36. 

10 Newspaper cutting, 1896, no source, Seddon Papers 3/11, p.45. 
11 White Ribbon, June 1907, p.4. 
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Prostitution was another issue expected to ensure women's involve-
ment in the prohibition movement. To many women the licensed bar was 
only one step removed from the brothel, and was almost invariably on 
the path that led to it. It was the 'centre of moral filth' in which 'im-
morality is connived "at, where drunkenness and gambling are 
encouraged. . . . The licensed liquor bar, more than anything else, is the 
creator of the brothel, and the parent of illicit love."2 The consumption 
of alcohol created lustful desires and weakened self-control, so that sex-
ual gratification was sought in brothels and whorehouses. At the same 
time consumption of liquor impoverished the bar's patrons so that they 
could not afford to establish a home and support a wife and family. As a 
result it was claimed that, 'thousands of women who are in every way 
fitted for the position of wife and mother remain unmarried. Early 
marriages are at once the safeguard of the man, the happiness and right 
of the woman, and the good of the State, and against this the saloons 
stand in grim array."3 

The various women's organizations, notably the Women's Christian 
Temperance Union (W.C.T.U.) and the National Council of Women 
(N.C.W.), attacked the issue of prostitution from a number of angles. 
Perhaps the most notable was their demand for the repeal of the Con-
tagious Diseases Act which subjected prostitutes to examination for 
venereal diseases but allowed the male customer complete freedom of 
action. Apart from being totally inadequate as a means of curtailing the 
occurrence and spread of venereal diseases, it was also considered a 
travesty of human dignity that such examinations should take place at 
all. Likewise it was considered an insult to women that they should be 
blamed and made responsible for male lust and pleasure. 

A second angle of attack by these organizations was on dancing. Danc-
ing had become, in the eyes of the puritan section of the community at 
least, an occasion for decadence and immorality. A considerable amount 
of literature was published at this time stating that dancing, especially 
that involving physical contact between the sexes, excited the senses and 
desires of both sexes. This was bad enough, but it was compounded by 
the fact that at most dances there was also alcohol, which, by reducing 
inhibitions and also exciting the senses of male and female alike, 
encouraged wantonness, lust and depravity. Such scenes of debauchery 
as were thus portrayed as occurring at dances could, in the eyes of the 
reformers, lead only to the succumbing of the female to the amorous or, 
worse, lustful advances of the male. The assumption was that dances 
were little more than cover-ups for brothels and prostitution. One of the 
offenders was alcohol.14 

A third angle of attack was a campaign to raise the age of consent for 

12 ibid. 
13 ibid.; also May 1914, p . l . 
14 Vanguard, 1 November 1908, p.13; 23 May 1914, p . l . 
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females from sixteen to twenty-one. It was hoped that this would reduce 
the number of child prostitutes, presumably more susceptible to male 
flattery, charm or threats. At the same time it would make the running of 
brothels more difficult as it was expected that most young women would 
be married by the time they were twenty-one, and that as a result there 
would be few women left to be prostitutes." 

Alcohol was considered by these moral and social reformers to be at 
the root of the prostitution problem in that it reduced self-control and 
heightened the passions. It is not surprising, therefore, that the prohibi-
tionists and their allies should return to the licensed bar to attack yet 
another aspect of the liquor trade that affected women, this time to con-
centrate on the barmaid. From the very outset of the W.C.T.U. in New 
Zealand one of its aims had been to abolish the barmaid. Little was done 
for several years, however, partly because of the initial emphasis on 
achieving the vote for women, partly because of the novelty of the pro-
hibition campaign after the granting of the triennial polls in 1893, and 
partly because of the many and drawnout attempts to alter and perfect 
the Alcoholic Liquors Sale Control Act of 1893. An occasional attack 
was made on this 'most degrading occupation', but it was not until 1902 
that a real effort was undertaken. In July 1902 a Miss Perkins of 
Eastbourne attacked the barmaid system as 'degrading to women and a 
lure to young men'.16 As a result it was decided by two active members of 
the W.C.T.U., Miss Mackay and Miss Dalrymple, to 'make the barmaid 
question one of importance'.17 As the campaign developed it quickly 
became one of the objects of the entire prohibition movement, male and 
female, to abolish the employment of barmaids. After several attempts 
between 1902 and 1910 by prohibitionists within Parliament, notably 
H. G. Ell (Christchurch South), to pass a measure to achieve this, a 
clause was incorporated in the 1910 Licensing Act, forbidding the 
employment of any more barmaids but allowing existing ones to register 
and continue in their work.1 ' 

The prohibitionists' reasons for singling out barmaids were novel and 
interesting, and again reflected the prohibitionist concern for the preser-
vation of the home, the elevation of the role of the female as wife and 
mother, and the abhorrence of prostitution. 

An attractive, pleasant-mannered barmaid (who was, so far as the pro-
hibitionists were concerned, always young) was considered to be one way 
in which publicans enticed numbers of men, particularly young men, into 
public bars. Once there, it was but a little step for them to indulge in 
alcoholic refreshment." The prohibitionists assumed that indulgence 
eventually led to excess and ultimately to ruin. Such was the basic argu-

15 ibid. 
16 White Ribbon, September 1902, p.7. 
17 ibid. 
18 New Zealand Statutes, 1910, no.46, pp.203-04, clause 36. 
19 ODT, 11 November 1902, p.4. 
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ment against the employment of barmaids, and it found continual 
expression from a variety of sources during the next eight years. The 
argument lacked substantial factual supporting evidence, yet was even 
uttered in support of a legislative enactment to abolish the barmaid.20 

While this basic argument found widespread credence, it was 
developed by the prohibitionists and given much more sinister connota-
tions. On the one hand it was suggested that the barmaid was an immoral 
woman who, with ulterior motives, enticed young men to drink. The rest 
remained unsaid, but the innuendo as to her immoral activities, her pro-
stitution, was clear in the many references to 'immorality', 'moral filth', 
'lust' and the like which were to be found in prohibitionist discussions on 
the bar and the barmaid. As the New Zealand Observer wrote in 1903: 
'The arguments for her abolition as a dispenser of liquids are many and 
various, more or less unsound always, often unworthy, and not infre-
quently discreditable and disgusting. The last named we shall not refer to 
further than to say that they impugn the honour of the barmaids as a 
class. . . . Infamous insinuations concerning immorality are made with 
the greatest facility, and as they are invariably unaccompanied by any 
specific details of cases, it is the most difficult thing in the world to refute 
them. This is what makes them so infamous.'21 Four years later the 
debate was still raging with no change from wild accusations and 
generalized replies: 'The suggestion that they are, as a class, immoral, 
would be scouted by anyone who has frequently been brought in associa-
tion with them. They are in the main, clean-living, high-minded girls, 
with a capacity for business, and they are not sentimental.'22 

On the other hand some felt that it was not the drinker but the barmaid 
who needed protection. By abolishing this 'degrading occupation' the 
prohibitionist reformers aimed to protect the female by removing her 
from such 'vile surroundings' and leading her to 'a higher and better 
life'.23 This protection involved not only the avoidance of obscene 
language but of the amorous advances, propositions or threats of intox-
icated males. Such an argument for reform found more support than did 
the attack on the barmaid's own motives. As one commentator said: 
'The stock argument is, of course, that the callow dude should be pro-
tected from the wiles of the barmaid. From our own observation, we are 
satisfied that there is greater reason for protecting the barmaid from the 
wiles of the callow dude.'24 

That the barmaid received so much attention at this time was the result 
of an alliance between two ideas: that woman's place was in the home, 
and that the licensed bar was evil and should be abolished. The prohibi-

20 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (NZPD), 1910, 153, p.606, J. B. Callan, 14 
November. 

21 New Zealand Observer (NZO), 25 July 1903, p.3. 
22 ODT, 8 June 1907, p.9. 
23 NZO, 13 March 1897, p.3, report of W.C.T.U. meeting. 
24 ibid., 24 November 1908, p.2. 
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tionists appear not to have appreciated that barmaids were not 'women 
of ease' but that 'they are chiefly women of necessity, and choose this 
employment because it pays them a living wage, and not because they 
have any desire to be degraded or surrounded with anything vile'.25 More 
moderate people, while they might not have liked the employment of 
women in bars, could appreciate that this was one occupation open to 
women, and that other avenues should be found for them before their 
present jobs were abolished. It would seem that 'the strongest argument 
hitherto employed against any proposal to abolish barmaids has been the 
recognised difficulty of providing them with suitable employment'.26 It 
was appreciation of this problem that encouraged the legislators to allow 
existing barmaids to continue as such while the employment of any new 
ones was prohibited by the 1910 Licensing Act. 

The issue of the barmaid was one further aspect of the puritan cam-
paign to protect the family and the home. It was expected that it would 
attract the support of most women and also involve them in the wider 
prohibition movement. Such involvement would have two effects: it 
would increase the prohibitionist ranks considerably, and it would 
encourage at least half the community, the female half, to adopt, 
consciously or otherwise, certain middle class, pietistic beliefs and values 
concerning the role of women and the place of the home in society's 
structure.27 The prohibitionists were indeed accused of trying to gain 
increased support by attracting the female vote in the debate on the bar-
maids' clause in the 1910 Licensing Bill. Mr G. W. Russell, member for 
Avon, stated that 'a large part of the hostility of the women of this coun-
try with regard to the drink traffic is because women are engaged in the 
hotel-bars'.28 What, then, is the evidence that this barmaid question, or 
any other question, attracted women into the ranks of the prohibitionist 
movement? 

The only evidence to suggest that the job of barmaid was causing much 
public concern and that the demand for its abolition was attracting 
strong female support came from prohibitionist sources. One commen-
tator wrote: ' "Where" , it is asked, "has it ever been shown that 'public 
opinion' is strongly against females being employed in the bars of the city 
hotels?" Public opinion has never expressed itself at all on the subject. 
The Christian Temperance Women have spoken, and the Auckland 
Crusaders, but public opinion—never.'29 The only year in which peti-
tions to Parliament asked that the employment of barmaids be pro-
hibited was 1904, and even then the total number of signatories was only 
145 over thirteen petitions.30 This situation did not change. It was not an 

25 ibid. 
26 ODT, 11 November 1902, p.4. 
27 White Ribbon, May 1914, p . l . 
28 NZPD, 1910, 153, p.587, 11 November. 
29 NZO, 14 July 1906, p.3. 
30 Journals of the House of Representatives (JHR), 1904, Schedule of Petitions, 

pp.xv-1. 
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election issue in 1908, and there had been no strong agitation for it in 
1910 when it was incorporated in the Licensing Act. Its incorporation 
was rather part of a compromise between the liquor trade and the pro-
hibition movement to achieve alterations in the form of the licensing 
poll. The barmaid herself was certainly not agitating for her own aboli-
tion. Rather it would seem that she was worried that she might lose her 
employment. There is no evidence to suggest that she felt trapped by her 
environment and wanted help to break out of it.31 

The question of the barmaid would appear, therefore, to have been 
created by the W.C.T.U. and the N.C.W., adopted by the wider prohibi-
tion movement, and maintained by both the men and women of that 
movement. It was, as part of the overall prohibitionist campaign, an 
agitation of a certain moral reform group rather than a feminist agitation 
against a scheme of female exploitation. The question of the barmaid no 
more attracted widespread support of women to the prohibition cause 
than did the arguments concerning the physical, economic, and moral 
effects of the liquor trade upon women and society generally. 

Religion, it was asserted, was a further reason behind women's sup-
port for prohibition. It was generally believed that women were more in-
terested in and more susceptible to the mysterious rites surrounding the 
supernatural.32 This idea was partly based on the belief that men were 
more rational, women more emotional, and that religion involved more 
emotion than reason. It was also partly the cause and partly the result of 
the belief that women were morally superior to men, took a greater in-
terest in the moral standards of the community, and hence had a greater 
interest in a religious system which expounded a definite ethical code. As 
there was no doubt that the prohibition movement was, in part at least, a 
campaign to improve the moral standards of society, and as the non-
episcopalian churches in particular were conspicuously involved, it was 
believed that women, too, would be behind the movement in large 
numbers. Put crudely, it was argued that women were more susceptible 
to the influence of the parson or the priest, and would follow him blindly 
wherever he led.33 Even the women themselves, or at least the reforming 
zealots among them, believed that 'there can be no question that as a rule 
women are more responsive to that sense of religious and moral duty that 
arises from mental development as surely as the ignoring of it hinders 
it. . . . In all public questions that directly affect the highest interests of 
humanity we have faith in women's verdict.'34 

These five specific reasons why women were expected to support pro-
hibition—physical suffering, economic improvement, prostitution, the 
role of the barmaid, and religion—led to the popular belief that the pro-

31 ODT, September 1912, passim; NZPD, 161, 5 November 1912, p.1137, A. E. Glover. 
32 NZPD, 1893, 81, p.150, H. Scotland, 18 August; 1892, 75, p.183, T. L. Buick, 1 July. 
33 ODT, 16 December 1911, p.9. 
34 Vanguard, 7 November 1908, p. 12. 
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hibition movement would find widespread support amongst New 
Zealand women. Yet the evidence available shows that women as a group 
were no more involved in the prohibition movement during this period 
than were men ." 

Perhaps nowhere is it more starkly revealed that the prohibition move-
ment was not a female preserve than in an examination of its leadership. 
In a sample of 844 committee members of local and national prohibi-
tionist organizations, including the W.C.T.U., Sons and Daughters of 
Temperance, the International Order of Good Templars, the Prohibition 
and No-Licence Leagues, and the N.Z. Alliance, only 144 (17.06%) were 
women (see Table I). Similarly, out of sixty-nine people who were listed 
in 1910 as vice-presidents of the N.Z. Alliance (a life-long appointment 
unless otherwise requested), only three (4.3%) were women. For a move-
ment that had allowed women on to all its councils long before they ever 
had the vote at the general elections, this disparity between the roles 
played by the sexes is intriguing. It reveals that while a few women may 
have been to the forefront of the reform agitation of this period, most 
women were willing to be at best the followers of male opinion and agita-
tion, at worst sideline spectators, appearing only to vote every three 
years. They were not encouraged, of course, to 'unsex' themselves by 
appearing on the public platform, and there is little evidence to suggest 
that many of them tried, except through participation in the W.C.T.U. 
The fact that it had such an influence despite its small membership is a 
sign of the articulate ability of the women involved, an ability suggesting 
a higher educational achievement and an economically and socially less 
restricted environment than was usual for most women.36 

These figures do not, of course, prove that women were not interested 
in prohibition, although such low active involvement would strongly sug-
gest that they were no more interested than men. Certainly the strong 
male leadership would indicate a reasonably high proportion of male 
involvement. Woman's absence from the forefront of the campaign 
seems to be best explained by her being restricted, through the emphasis 
on her domestic role, in her activities outside the home, while her educa-
tion regarding public affairs was largely dependent on the opinions of 
her husband or father. This would suggest that the female vote at the 
liquor poll was likely to be similar to the male vote, because of the 
continuing influence of male opinion in society. 

The first occasion at which all adult women in New Zealand had the 
opportunity to use their vote was at the 1893 general election. After the 
stormy passage of the 1893 Alcoholic Liquors Sale Control Act, with 
which the prohibitionists were dissatisfied, it was expected that the liquor 

35 See Review of Reviews, February 1894; Evening News and Hawke's Bay Advertiser, 
29 December 1896, Seddon Papers 3/13; Telegraph, 9 December 1896, Seddon Papers 
3/13. 

36 See Table I: also Grimshaw, p.30. 
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TABLE I 

Membership of the W . C . T . U . , 1893-1915 

153 

% of Adul t 
Date W . C . T . U . W o m e n Over 21 W o m e n Involved 

in W . C . T . U . 

1893 600 139,471 0.43 
1896 700 159,656 0.44 
1897 
1898 1496 
1899 1232 171,373 0.72 
1900 1610 
1901 
1902 1300 195,783 0.66 
1903 1140 
1904 1220 
1905 1330 226,933 0.59 
1906 1471 
1907 1462 
1908 1700 243,504 0.70 
1909 1900 
1910 2407 
1911 2668 273,208 0.98 
1912 3474 
1913 3144 
1914 2792 297,168 0.94 
1915 3371 

Source: based on reports in White Ribbon, 1895-1915; Statistics of New Zealand, 
1893-1915. 

question would have a m a j o r effect on the election, and tha t the w o m e n ' s 
vote would swell the prohibit ionist ranks . In the debates on the Licensing 
Bill Sir Rober t Stout had said, 

Sir, it has been said that if you get the women on the roll this Bill will practically 
end in the obtaining of prohibition. What does this mean? That the women are 
going to vote for temperance: is that what it means? Then, we temperance people 
are willing they shall vote at the general election for temperance, and that their 
votes shall be cast for the return of members to this House who will give us a real 
Bill of local control, and not the sham Bill which this measure is. . . . This ques-
tion is going to be the question at the elections.37 

37 NZPD, 1893, 81, p.441, 30 August. 
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Despite the fact that this was partly political manoeuvring by Stout 
against Seddon, it did express both the desire of the prohibitionists for a 
new Bill, and also the general belief regarding the female vote. As the 
election approached the prohibitionists and the liquor trade alike 
expected that the prohibitionist vote together with the woman's vote 
would swamp Parliament with temperance-oriented members in favour 
of amendment of the Licensing Act. The effect, as Kate Sheppard, 
Franchise Superintendent for the W.C.T.U., amusingly put it, was that 

as the candidates came into the field they made distinct bids for the woman's 
vote, and some of them were most mirth-provoking with their wriggles as they 
were brought face to face with a large body of electors whose rightful claims they 
had previously opposed. . . . Efforts were made in some quarters to organise 
women for the purpose of giving block votes. . . . We felt that so far as ordinary 
party questions of the hour were concerned it was better that women should 
decide for themselves. We advised, however, that special regard should be paid to 
reform in the liquor laws . . . and that on no account should a woman vote for a 
man of immoral l i fe ." 

The results of the election did not reveal, however, that the female vote 
had any considerable effect. Rather, it was argued that 'the result could 
scarcely be deemed doubtful, as so far as the balance of power between 
the two parties is concerned the women's vote has made no important 
difference. We hold the opinion that . . . all things being equal, women 
would vote in the same direction as their male friends. Every inquiry that 
we have since made confirms this view.'39 As to the persuasive power of 
the clergy over women the results showed that the new Parliament con-
tained a much smaller number of denominationalists in favour of 
government aid to church schools than had previously been the case. Of 
this the comment was made that, 'we offer no opinion as to whether this 
is a desirable state of things or not. But it effectively disposes of the old 
cry that women would vote as the priests directed.'40 

The realization that the female vote at the 1893 general election had 
been of a disparate nature did nothing to dispel the expectation and 
uncertainty that surrounded that vote at the liquor poll held the follow-
ing March. 'The uncertain factor, indeed, in the approaching contest is 
the extent to which women as a body will vote for prohibition. All the 
probabilities are in favour of the women's vote being cast en masse on 
the side of temperance; and in that case the experiment of absolute pro-
hibition will be tried in New Zealand on a scale and with a thoroughness 
hitherto unknown.'41 

Once more, however, the results showed that such expectations were 
unfounded. The poll resulted in a low voter turnout amongst both men 

38 N.Z.W.C.T.U. , Franchise Report, 1893. 
39 ibid. 
40 ibid. 
41 Review of Reviews, Australasian Section, February 1894. 
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and women. Proportionately considerably fewer women on the roll 
voted (43.72%) than did men (53.84%), while the vote itself, though 
6.11% higher for no-licence than for continuance, revealed that the 
country was fairly evenly divided on the issue. The fact that large 
numbers of supporters of continuance did not vote so that the polls 
would be void by not achieving the 50% voter turnout required by law 
would suggest that the no-licence majority was artificially high and that 
the man in the street was not concerned about the presumed unity of the 
women's vote, even if the prohibitionist leaders and newspaper commen-
tators were. 

After the poll the press conceded that 'the entrance of the petticoat in-
to New Zealand politics has not been the overwhelming gain to 
temperance that was expected'.42 Yet it still credited prohibition with be-
ing of more interest to women than men. Considerable adverse comment 
was directed at these 'hard-faced women' and 'pert misses' by the anti-
prohibitionist press. It was argued that 'women who seek notoriety in 
this way [on the public platform and in street agitation] unsex 
themselves. . . . All that can be hoped is that the common sense of the 
community at large will assert itself and refuse to let itself be dragged at 
the chariot wheels of a few noisy women and female men.'43 

This was again the situation in 1896. While voter turnout rose to 
76.5%, the vote for no-licence dropped from its 1894 level of 45.57% to 
37.83%, compared with an increase in the continuance vote from 
39.46% to 53.71 %. The proportion of females on the role who voted was 
no greater than that of males—76.35% compared with 76.79% males. 
One newspaper editor wrote: 'The result of the poll was to demonstrate 
beyond a shadow of a doubt, that the people of this colony don't want 
Prohibition and that the women, whose block vote was relied upon as 
certain to be cast for Prohibition, proved wiser than their "spiritual 
guides" and loyal to their conjugalities as well as sensible.'44 The ideas 
that most women were in favour of prohibition and that they were under 
the influence of men of the cloth were again revealed, along with the 
implicit approval of the subjection to their husbands' opinions. 

While there was surprised approval at the outcome of the female vote 
at the poll, there was no change in the continued stereotyping of the 
female role within society and within the prohibition agitation. For the 
prohibition movement the basic assumption that the liquor issue was of 
particular interest to women did not change. They no longer assumed, 
however, that female support was automatic. Rather, women had to be 
made aware of why the issue was of prime importance to them. Such a 
realization amongst prohibitionists meant a change in emphasis during 

42 ibid., April 1894. 
43 Otago Workman, 24 March 1894, p.6. 
44 Evening News and Hawke's Bay Advertiser, 29 December 1896, Seddon Papers 3/13. 

see also Telegraph, 9 December 1896, Seddon Papers 3/13; 1896, p.2. ODT, 11 December 
1896, p.2. 
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the next few years as they attempted to educate women to their own way 
of thinking. As a result greater attention was given to persuading women 
of the effect of liquor on their homes, their families and society's values. 
They now set out to convince women of the validity of the arguments on 
which they had based their assumption of women's support prior to the 
1896 poll. The annual report of the Dunedin branch of the W.C.T.U. 
saw the situation thus: 

Women, who are the greatest sufferers from this accursed traffic, have certainly 
for some accountable reason traded to the lowering of humanity by their late vote 
for continuance of licence . . . . Have women really lost all love for their fallen 
and degraded sisters, not to speak of the thousands of poor starved children, 
through this drink traffic, and the wrecks of husbands and brothers by the same 
cause? Let every woman who voted in this fearful traffic look upon every 
drunkard as a specimen of her handiwork . . . . In working for the abolition of 
the liquor traffic we are doing the work of God—we are making happier homes, 
and we are working for the uplifting of humanity.45 

How successful were they in persuading women to vote for prohibi-
tion? It would seem by 1908, not very. During the 1908 liquor poll cam-
paign a change of emphasis occurred in the interpretation of women's 
connections with the prohibition issue. In early 1908 a police report 
stated that there appeared to be an increase in the number of women 
drinking in hotel bars, particularly in the Wellington and Auckland 
regions.46 The W.C.T.U. was instantly on the scene with a resolution 
deploring this increase and urging that more attention be given to scienti-
fic temperance instructon for schoolchildren so that they did not start 
drinking once they were of age.47 The prohibitionists did not try to deny 
the police report, but used it instead for propaganda purposes to attract 
more voters to their cause. 

The licensed victuallers, however, did oppose the report as being a libel 
upon the women of New Zealand and untrue as to the real situation. The 
prohibitionists merely turned this outcry against the liquor industry by 
arguing that the industry knew that such facts about women's drinking 
habits would encourage people to vote for no-licence. They interpreted 
the licensed victuallers' outburst of denial as an 'old trick' in which they 
understood ' to a nicety the amount of sincerity there is in their newfound 
tenderness for woman's reputation, and without hesitation we 
characterise all such utterances from their lips as offensive and hypo-
critical c a n t . . . . [We] will prove before the next Licensing Poll, that in 
every large centre of population in this Dominion there is, and for a long 
time has been, a deplorable and increasing amount of excessive drinking 
amongst women.'48 

45 Cited in ODT, 3 February 1897, p.4. 
46 ODT, 5 March 1908, p.4. 
47 ibid., 6 March 1908, p.3. 
48 Vanguard, 21 March 1908, pp.8-9. 
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Such an argument revealed a considerable change of approach from 
the early prohibitionist agitation in the 1890s when it had been believed 
that women would flock en masse to the prohibitionist standard. The 
emphasis now was to convince people, not just women, but 'every man 
and woman who has the welfare of this Dominion at heart ' , of the need 
for 'remedial and preventive action . . . to stop an evil that, through the 
mothers, curses the young life of the Dominion, inflicting wrong upon 
hundreds of little ones.4 ' Woman was still considered to have a vital 
interest in the solution of the liquor problem, but it was now realized that 
many women had to be persuaded that this problem concerned them. 
They had to be taught their social and moral responsibilities, according 
to the prohibitionists' point of view; they had to conform to the stan-
dards of the 'respectable classes'. 

By the time that the 1908 liquor poll was at hand the prohibitionists 
were prepared to admit that 'it has been a surprise to us that the No-
Licence movement has not commanded from New Zealand women a far 
wider and more vigorous support than it had done.'50 The reason for 
this, apart from the influence of the liquor trade, was not at all apparent, 
but the prohibitionists concluded that 'as yet woman has not sufficiently 
emancipated herself from the undue control her men folks have so long 
exercised over her thought. Taught from the outset of life that in matters 
outside a certain sphere it is her duty to leave thought and decision to her 
father or her husband, as the case may be, she has simply registerd his 
opinions.'5 ' The prohibition movement was still considered to be of more 
interest to women than men. It was now realized, however, that this in-
terest might have to be encouraged. 

In 1911, therefore, an all-out effort was made to convince women once 
and for all of the value of prohibition. Organized by Mrs Annie J. P. 
Driver of Dunedin, a women's crusade was undertaken. It was hoped 
that all women would be canvassed and all supporters registered. 
Meetings for women were to be organized and held in every town.52 The 
inaugural rally was held in Burns Hall, Dunedin, on 15 June 1911. Mrs 
Driver and Mrs W. Don, also of Dunedin, were the speakers and they 
both dwelt upon the role that women had played in New Zealand for the 
advancement of righteousness.53 The campaign rapidly spread to the 
other main centres and, in a manner reminiscent of Lysistrata, the motto 
'lips that touch wine shall not touch mine' was adopted.54 Co-operation 
from all existing women's organizations, such as the W.C.T.U. , the 
Society for the Protection of Women and Children, women's missionary 
societies, and church guilds, was invited. The immediate response was 

49 ibid. 
50 ibid., 7 November 1908, p.12. 
51 ibid. 
52 ibid., 10 June 1911, p.2. 
53 ODT, 16 June 1911, p.2. 
54 ibid., p.5. 
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reportedly very encouraging, with support being gained from male 
organizations as well.55 Membership figures for the crusade were not 
made available, however, and its success numerically cannot be 
measured. Its effect on the 1911 liquor poll and the women's vote was, 
however, thought by the prohibitionists to have been considerable. The 
large vote for national prohibition (55.83%) was interpreted as 'a signifi-
cant illustration of the working of the women's vote . . . . Hitherto the 
actual effect of the women's franchise has been in doubt, but a full sense 
of responsibility is now evidently gripping them in regard to such an issue 
as prohibition.'56 A few days later the editor of the Otago Daily Times 
wrote: 'To such a result the experience of many women of some of the 
evil results of a traffic with which their sex is generally in little sympathy, 
and their inclination to be swayed by the attitude of the evangelical chur-
ches that aim at the abolition of the liquor trade, will doubtless have 
largely contributed.'57 

That the vote of women was largely in favour of national prohibition 
was admitted to be an assumption, although a safe one. As already 
argued, however, the voting pattern and number of women on the elec-
toral roles compared with the number of votes for prohibition make such 
an assumption suspect. A higher proportion of men on the rolls 
(84.43%) than women (82.47%) voted at the poll, while only 45.01% of 
the total votes were female, leaving a margin of 10.82% which had to be 
made votes in favour of prohibition even if all women had supported 
national prohibition, a possibility that hardly seems likely.58 

It is more likely that this support was mixed, involving the opinion of 
thousands of unified households, unified on questions of religion, 
morals and social ideals.59 Secondly, if the national and electoral figures 
for no-licence support at the previous polls are studied, it is clear that 
there was a triennial increase in the vote in favour of prohibition of 
between 2.17% and 2.38% between 1902 and 1908. If the trend up to 
1908 were to continue in 1911 then there should have been little surprise 
at a 55.83% vote in favour of national prohibition. If a 53.45% vote in 
1908 had not elicited any serious suggestion that women were voting in 
large numbers for no-licence, it seems strange that a 55.83% vote three 
years later should. Such an interpretation would appear to have been 
offered only in the light of the women's crusade agitation prior to the 
1911 poll. There is nothing else to suggest that the 1911 national prohibi-
tion vote was any more of a women's vote than previously. 

It is also significant that between the 1911 poll and the 1914 poll it was 

55 ibid., 24 July 1911, p.3; White Ribbon, June 1911, p . l . 
56 Sydney Daily Telegraph, 12 December 1911, cited in ODT, 13 December 1911, p.7. 
57 ODT, 16 December 1911, p.9. 
58 See Table II. Until 1918 a 60% majority was required to carry local no-licence and 

national prohibition. 
59 Vanguard, 7 November 1908, p. 12. 



PROHIBITION AND WOMEN 159 

TABLE II 

Percentage of registered women voting at liquor poll compared with 
percentage of registered men, for all of New Zealand. 

Date Male Female 

1894 53.84 43.72 

1896 76.79 76.35 

1899 76.45 74.05 

1902 78.44 74.52 

1905 84.10 82.87 

1908 80.10 76.72 

1911' 84.43 82.47 

19142 85.43 83.73 

1 National prohibition poll. 
2 Sex breakdown for general election, 1914, as sex breakdown for liquor poll not 

available. 

still felt necessary by the leading women reformers to attempt to per-
suade women of the evils of liquor and its threat to the social and moral 
welfare of the community. They were not yet convinced that they had the 
women of New Zealand in the prohibition camp, nor were they satisfied 
that their standards were the standards of the community. They were still 
arguing that ' thousands of homes in this fair land of ours are today the 
scene of a tragedy, caused by drink, the cruel weight of which falls most 
heavily on mother, wife or daughter. '60 They still felt obliged to stress 
that ' the home is the germ-cell of society . . . . Every home is imperilled 
as long as the liquor traffic exists, and the obligation to get rid of it is as 
broad and deep and strong as that of humanity itself.'61 The success of 
their agitation to convince women that their first calling was to be wives 
and mothers may be seen in the history of women in New Zealand in the 
following fifty years. Their success in convincing women that the drink 
traffic was the cause of most of their misery may be measured in the 
declining vote for prohibition after 1911, beginning with a drop in 1914 
to 48.99%. They could create an environment that stereotyped women in 
a domestic role, but they could not create an environment that 

60 ibid., 23 May, 1914, p . l . 
61 ibid. 
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encouraged women, any more than men, to vote out the liquor traffic. 
The simplistic view, which assumed women's involvement in the prohibi-
tion movement, proved to be unrealistic. Prohibition was not a battle of 
the sexes. 

There is no evidence to suggest that the support of women for no-
licence and prohibition became any more pronounced between 1894 and 
1914 than did the support of men. While the actual figures for males and 
females supporting prohibition do not exist, there is nothing in the avail-
able figures that suggests any strong connection between the female vote 
and prohibition as against the male vote. The percentage proportion of 
women voting at the liquor poll at no time exceeded that of men at the 
national level, in fact it was always slightly less.62 In an analysis of 
individual electorates this national trend is strongly mirrored. The 
number of voters at the liquor poll who were women was very much in 
proportion to the percentage of the electoral roll that equalled women.63 

This would suggest, as already argued, that the liquor question did not 
motivate women to vote any more strongly than it did men. 

At the simplest level it would be possible to say that the national no-
licence vote was increasing as the proportion of the population that was 
female was also increasing, but this was not the experience of many local 
areas. A survey of the ratio of female to male voters correlated with the 
no-licence vote in separate localities gives no indication that the female 
vote was having a significant impact on the licensing issue. For example, 
in the Bay of Islands licensing district the number of women voters at the 
liquor poll reached a maximum of 37.5% of all voters in 1902 and then 
declined over the next four polls, yet the vote for no-licence in the area 
did not peak until 1911, when it reached 51.78% and 58.86% for 
national prohibition.64 

In the more settled areas where the proportion of female to male voters 
was more balanced (between 45% and 52%) there was a constant 
fluctuation in the support for no-licence, sometimes varying anything up 
to 15% from poll to poll. For example, Napier had a peak turnout of 
women voters in 1899 (48.07%) but a peak no-licence vote in 1902 
(52.05%). It waited until the first national prohibition poll in 1911 to 
give a 54.58% vote in favour of that option, by which time the women's 
vote had declined to 45.8%. Table IV (b) shows the fluctuations in the 
support for no-licence in Napier during this period.65 

Of the twelve districts that adopted local no-licence it is significant that 
there was a close balance between those that were more urbanized and 
containing 45% or more voters who were female, and those that were 
more rural, with much higher numbers of male voters. Yet the first three 

62 See Table II. 
63 See Table III. 
64 See Table IVa. 
65 See Table IVb. 
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areas to go dry were areas that had a greater disparity between male and 
female voters. It was not until 1905 that urban areas, with their larger 
numbers of women, started to adopt no-licence, but the rural areas con-
tinued to do so as well ." 

TABLE III 

Percentage of electoral roll, by electorate, who are women, correlated 
with percentage of women voters at liquor poll, giving simple correlation 
coefficient and significance level of simple correlation coefficient. 

Date Simple Significance 
Correlation Level (P) 
Coefficient 

(r) 
1896 0.9588 0.0000 
1899 0.9086 0.0000 
1902 0.9027 0.0000 
1905 0.9766 0.0000 
1908 0.9834 0.0000 
1911' 0.9577 0.0000 
19142 0.9774 0.0000 

1 National prohibition poll. 
2 Sex breakdown for general election, as sex breakdown for liquor poll not available. 
' r is highly significant at a 95% confidence level if P<0.01. 

If it is further considered that, while the total vote for no-licence 
increased from 37.83% to 55.83% (national prohibition result) between 
1896 and 1911, the proportion of actual voters who were female only 
increased from 41.81% to 45.01%, then it will be seen that prohibition 
called upon a much wider area of support than merely the women's 
vote.61 There is nothing to suggest that a greater proportion of the pro-
hibitionist vote was female than male, nor that there was any connection 
between the increased support for prohibition and the gradual increase 
of women voters in the country. The latter increase was so small that its 
bearing on the much greater increase in support for prohibition could 
only have been marginal at best. 

Despite the evidence available as early as 1893, the dual response to the 

66 See Table V. 
67 See Table VI. 
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TABLE IV 

Support for no-licence compared with percentage of voters equalling 
women, 1896-1914: 

(a) Bay of Islands 
% vote for % of voters Variation in no-licence 
no-licence equalling women support between polls 

1896 34.94 29.48 
1899 30.74 32.48 — 4.20 
1902 30.91 37.50 + 0.17 
1905 40.78 36.12 + 9.87 
1908 46.92 35.21 + 6.14 
19111 51.78 27.34 + 4.86 
19112 58.86 + 11.94 
19141 45.99 33.863 

— 5.79 
19142 48.49 - 10.37 

(b) Napier 
1896 42.59 46.83 
1899 44.32 48.07 + 1.73 
1902 52.05 46.77 + 7.73 
1905 38.98 47.15 — 13.07 
1908 46.22 44.84 + 7.24 
19111 44.20 45.80 — 2.02 
19112 54.48 + 8.26 
19141 37.81 46 .5P 6.39 
19142 42.86 — 11.62 

1 no-licence poll. 
2 national prohibition poll. 
3 female voters at general election as liquor poll results not available. 

connection of women with the prohibition movement continued 
throughout the next twenty years. On the one hand, it was admitted that 
prohibition was of no greater interest to women than to men, while on 
the other hand it was argued that it was an emotive issue that would 
attract the wholesale support of women, who had the interests of the 
community at heart. It became one of the tasks of the prohibitionist 
literature to persuade women that they should be interested in the pro-
hibition movement. These arguments assumed that the role of women 
was primarily as wife, mother and homemaker; as a corollary of these 
beliefs it was implied that women who did not conform to this role were 
not fulfilling their duty to society and the state. 



TABLE V 

Support for no-licence compared with percentage of voters equalling women in licensing districts that adopted no-licence. 

Licensing 
District 1896 1899 1902 1905 1908 * 1911 1914 

NL W NL W NL W NL W NL W NL W N P NL W2 N P 

Eden 41.96 46.77 43.66 46.85 46.31 48.08 54.38 48.87 63.09 48.59 69.16 49.01 67.88 66.21 49.46 63.42 
Grey Lynn 52.96 52.89 63.35 53.14 71.23 51.27 70.12 51.22 70.74 61.22 50.73 59.10 
Ohinemuri 41.98 25.17 56.98 33.72 47.64 35.11 48.56 37.26 61.63 38.44 49.04 41.69 54.86 48.05 42.63 54.31 
Masterton 41.60 34.64 51.57 39.46 48.50 39.67 58.51 40.29 60.61 43.37 48.57 48.35 52.56 44.18 40.73 46.50 
Wellington Subs 41.60 47.06 36.05 48.11 63.00 46.71 56.47 48.29 57.83 53.10 48.60 49.52 
Wellington South / 

Newtown 60.08' 47.82 56.39 47.66 63.53 48.07 56.73 50.97 60.16 49.46 49.28 48.89 
Ashburton 41.49 40.57 48.14 39.6 62.05 41.44 48.00 42.71 46.08 42.22 46.04 44.39 43.35 42.65 44.48 43.75 
Oamaru 42.24 44.86 50.55 46.15 56.93 45.95 62.99 46.58 59.42 47.00 53.27 49.23 54.94 51.03 48.23 50.29 
Bruce 51.25 40.86 61.31' 46.47 59.88 45.15 61.02 46.49 57.18 45.63 55.90 53.34 44.08 50.46 
Clutha ' 54.24 38.74 60.14 40.43 62.14 39.67 63.48 42.23 65.21 44.02 56.85 39.91 57.59 53.90 40.36 52.42 
Mataura 42.87 39.79 53.83 40.62 60.91 40.65 59.39 41.95 55.83 43.39 54.07 38.48 55.45 52.88 37.88 53.30 
Invercargill 40.15 49.64 50.91 49.65 59.82 49.00 60.13 49.57 55.99 48.68 53.76 49.07 55.03 51.12 47.11 51.60 

1 74% of voters in Clutha favoured the abolition of publicans' licences in 1894; 40.15% of these voters were women. 
2 General election results re women as liquor poll results not available. 
3 Poll declared invalid 
NL = % vote for no-licence 
N P = % vote for national prohibition 
W = % of voters equalling women 

= year in which no-license was adopted 
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TABLE VI 

Percentage vote for no-licence and national prohibition, compared with 
percentage of actual voters who were female, for all of New Zealand. 

Date % Of Vote °7o Of Actual 
No-Licence Voters Who 

Were Female 

1894 45.57 39.15 
1896 37.83 41.81 
1899 42.07 42.89 
1902 48.89 43.46 
1905 51.28 44.08 
1908 53.45 44.18 
1911' 55.83 45.01 
1914' 48.99 45.002 

1 National prohibition poll. 
2 Sex breakdown for general election, 1914, as sex breakdown for liquor poll not 

available. 

The role of women as moral watchogs and homemakers was part of 
the puritan, Victorian middle classes' concept of society." That these 
ideas formed part of the prohibition movement's ideology suggests that 
it must be regarded not only as a movement which was trying to eradicate 
alcohol because it was considered harmful in itself, but also as a move-
ment to define the complete social and moral environment. With the 
period of the gold rushes over, New Zealand was moving into a new 
phase of a more established environment.69 Trade, commerce, farming, 
education and the development of settled communities had replaced the 
concerns of the goldfields and the Anglo-Maori wars as the major issues 
of the day. Attempts were now being made to transform New Zealand 
f rom being a frontier society into a more civilized, cultured and inte-
grated community, with a sense of purpose and unity. Part of such a 
development involved decisions as to the basic unit of the community, 
that is, the family and the role it was to play in the new society. Similarly 
other decisions had to be made concerning the values that were to be the 
social norms of the community. In both these aspects the effect of alco-

68 J. F. C. Harrison, 'The Victorian Gospel of Success', Victorian Studies, I, 2 
(December 1957). 
69 L. D. B. Heenan, 'The Urbanisation of New Zealand's Population: Demographic 

Patterns in the South Island, 1881-1961', in R. L. Johnston, ed., Urbanisation in New 
Zealand, Wellington, 1973, pp.108-31. 
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hol and the licensing system came under attack as being detrimental to 
the economic, social and moral welfare of the people. At a time when the 
civilizing and stabilizing influences of home and family were increasing, 
attacks on what sections of the community considered to be anti-social 
forces also increased.70 In an attempt to shape the future of New Zealand 
society the prohibition movement, as an expression of middle class, puri-
tan values, came to the fore in offering its definition of acceptable social 
and moral behaviour in this new country. This social reform movement 
hoped for the support of the majority of women for its aims. By the time 
of World War I, however, the reformers had to admit that their hopes 
had not been fulfilled. Both the literary and quantitative evidence avail-
able suggested that the prohibition movement had not attracted as much 
support from women as had been expected in the early 1890s. 
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70 White Ribbon, March 1901, pp.6-7. 


