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THE EARLY National Council of the Women of New Zealand lasted for only a 
decade. In April 1896 a women 's convention met in Christchurch under the 
auspices of the Canterbury Women ' s Institute and resolved itself into a National 
Council, later becoming affiliated with the International Council of Women. The 
aim of the Council was to 'unite all organised Societies of Women for mutual 
counsel and co-operation, and in the attainment of justice and freedom for 
women, and for all that makes for the good of humanity'.1 At first there was great 
public interest and debate concerning NCW activities, and male politicians 
regarded the women with some trepidation. After the vote was won, many New 
Zealanders hoped and expected that society would change for the better and 
politicians were sensitively aware of thebarometerof women 's opinion. In 1896, 
for instance. Parliament focused a great deal of nervous attention on the first 
NCW conference which was attended by about 25, mostly middle-class women. 
Many were former leading suffragists and politicians warily attempted to gauge 
the extent to which they represented the opinions of women in New Zealand and 
how influential they would be. George Hutchison stated 'Depend upon it, the 
resolutions passed at that Convention deserve the most respectful considera-
tion'.2 G.S.Whitmore, on the other hand, attributed the agitation at the confer-
ence for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Act 1869, which made medical 
examination of women suspected of prostitution compulsory, to 'certain old 
ladies who really knew nothing about the question'. Thomas Mackenzie thought 
that at that 'now famous conference. . . . A few unsettled women are making a 
fuss who in no way represent our best women' ; and C.H. Mills considered the 
delegates to be 'very much overeducated'.3 The press also devoted many 
columns to coverage of the early conventions. For example, in 1898 the Evening 
Post described the extraordinary scene of women in Bellamy's restaurant: 'The 
gay tables, the busy bar, had been thrust out of sight, and instead of the jingle of 
glass and the chatter of politics there reigned the decorous hum of women 's 

1 Constitution of the National Council of Women of New Zealand and Minutes of the First 
Meeting, 1896, Christchurch, 1896, pp. 1-5, National Council of Women Papers, MS 1371/106, 
AlexanderTurnbull Library, Wellington (WTU). 

2 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (NZPD), 1896, 92. p.340. 
3 ibid., 93. pp.52,54; 94, p.527. 
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voices, raised in defence of their long denied rights. Down the centre of the room 
a black-covered table had been stretched, and ranged on both sides of this sat the 
delegates to the Women ' s National Council ' .4 Indeed, the NCW was frequently 
referred to in the press and elsewhere as 'the Women ' s Parliament'. However, 
the early Council held its last annual convention in 1902 and in 1906 it went into 
recess until its revival in 1918.5 In view of the initial strong surge of public 
interest in the N C W and the able, intelligent, informed and committed member-
ship, why was the early organization's existence so fleeting? 

An examination of the Council 's policies and philosophies and the response 
of the women ' s movement and the public to them provides some understanding 
of the factors that led to the decline of the organization. The Council was 
criticized for its stance on women ' s rights, its perceived opposition to the South 
African War 1899-1902 and its minority representation. An assessment of the 
successes and failures of the NCW in implementing its resolutions is also integral 
to such an analysis; ironically, the widely-held belief that by 1900 the Council 
had achieved most of its goals helped to weaken it. 

The N C W capitalized on the prevailing belief in the superior morality of 
wives and mothers to further its aims. Members believed that the State was 'but 
a family extended' and they wished 'to bring the woman spirit and the home 
atmosphere into the affairs as well of the State as of the parish'.6 Purification of 
society was to be achieved by seeking increased government intervention in the 
lives of the colony's inhabitants. To this end, the women put pressure on their 
local politicians, held public meetings, sent resolutions and delegations to 
ministers, and petitioned Parliament and the Premier. 

Seeking to make New Zealand society more moral in many ways, the NCW 
passed resolutions urging the raising of the age of consent to 21, the teaching of 
scientific temperance in schools, the establishment of homes for ' inebriates', and 
more rigorous enforcement of liquor laws.7 Members asked for free and longer 
education for children and better care and training of those who were orphaned 
or neglected.8 

Many of the aims of the NCW were attuned to the progressive ethos of the 
period; the Council advocated universal old age pensions, reform of the system 
of government, prison reform, equality in the marriage laws, the removal of 
women ' s disabilities and repeal of the Contagious Diseases Act." At local body 
level, it urged the extension of the municipal franchise, the placing of women on 
boards and councils, and control by borough councils of public services, works 

4 Evening Post (EP), 21 April 1898, p.2. 
5 B.Hol t , Women in Council. A History of the NCW of NZ, 1896-1979, Wellington, 1980.pp.44-

47, 128-30. M. Tennant, 'Matrons with a Mission: W o m e n ' s Organisations in New Zealand, 1893 
to 1915', MA thesis, Massey University, 1976, p.83. 

6 The National Council of the Women of New Zealand, 1901, Wanganui, 1901, p.28, 1902. 
Gisborne, 1902, p.26, H.K.. Lovell-Smith Papers, 1376/3, 4. WTU. 

7 Canterbury Times (CT), 23 April 1896; Constitution and Minutes, 1896, p. I I . 
8 National Council of Women of New Zealand, 1898, Wellington, 1898, p.60, Lovell-Smith 

Papers, 1376/3; NCW of NZ, 1900, pp.74, 78-79; NCW of NZ, 1901, pp.34-54. 
9 CT, 23 April 1896; Constitution and Minutes, 1896. 
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and industries.1" However, although socialist economic arguments were often 
expounded, there was no thought of dismantling the existing social structure. For 
example, the NCW solution to the shortage of domestic servants was to raise 
their status and improve their working conditions rather than to propose a 
communitarian solution." 

Consistent with its middle-class ethic of self-improvement, the N C W consid-
ered its 'duty to the Unfit ' (who were defined as the idle wealthy as well as the 
mentally, physically or morally weak) was to engender self-respect by fostering 
independence. The women asked the government to classify the unemployed 
and establish a body of women and men in each centre to see to their welfare.12 

Fears aroused by the contemporary eugenic movement that the unfit were 
threatening to outnumber the more desirable members of society contributed to 
the organization's growing obsession with racial fitness. In 1899 the executive 
suggested to Duncan McGregor, inspector of hospitals, that legislation should be 
enacted to prevent procreation by the unfit. They proposed that prospective 
parents should be compelled to present a bill of health and that habitual 
drunkards, criminals, and the so-called morally insane, defectives and degener-
ates should be segregated and prevented from procreating. Margaret Sievwright, 
prominent temperance worker, suffragist and delegate for the Gisborne Wom-
en's Political League, declared that women owed it to themselves and the world 
not to be 'transmitters or creators of a mentally, morally, or physically dwarfed 
or distorted progeny' and suggested that profligate men could be 'offered the 
alternative of being reduced to sexual incapacity ' ." 

Among the factors leading to the collapse of the NCW, perhaps the earliest 
and most damning was the criticism that came from within the women ' s 
movement itself. A rift appeared in the organization at its inception. On 31 
December 1894 Eva McLaren, foreign corresponding secretary of the Interna-
tional Council of Women, wrote to Kate Sheppard, leader of New Zealand's 
suffrage campaign, who was visiting England, suggesting that she initiate a 
Council for New Zealand. McLaren proposed to write immediately to Anna 
Stout, who was also in the forefront of the campaign for women 's rights, to ask 
her to become vice-president for New Zealand.14 However, for reasons un-
known, McLaren instead asked Stout to assume the presidency and Sheppard to 

10 Minutes of the Second Meeting of the National Council of the Women of New Zealand. 1897, 
Christchurch, 1897, pp.8-9, Lovell-Smith Papers, 1376/3; Lyttelton Times (LT), 1 April 1897, p.6a/ 
b; NCW of NZ, 1898, p.64; EP, 27 April 1898, p.2. 

11 NCW of NZ, 1899, pp.3.19,53; 1900, pp.30-31, 63-67; 1901,73; 1902, p.94. Professor A. W. 
Bickerton' s proposal at the 1896 convention for just such a communitarian solution, which he termed 
a 'federative home", was not taken up by the NCW. His ideas may have been based on those of the 
radical Utopians Fourier and St Simon. CT, 23 April 1896; Constitution and Minutes, 1896; C.L. 
Bacchi, Same Difference. Feminism and Sexual Difference, Australia, 1990, p.9. 

12 Constitution and Minutes. 1896, p.7; CT, 23 April 1896;Af/ i i«to, 1897,p .9 ;LT, 1 April 1897, 
p.6a/b; National Council of the Women of New Zealand. 1899, Auckland, 1899, pp. 10, 21, Lovell-
Smith Papers 1376/3. 

13 NCW of NZ. 1899, p. 12; 1901. pp.31-32; P. Fleming, 'Fighting the "Red Plague"' , in New 
Zealand Journal of History (NZJH). 22, 1 (1988), pp.56-64. 

14 McLaren to Sheppard, 31 December 1894, Lovell-Smith Papers, 1376/1. 
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become secretary, reminding her that 'Lady Stout of course holds a position 
which no other woman in the country does ' . Stout was unique. Not only did she 
fit comfortably into elite society because of her husband's title and position as 
a leading politician in the colony, but she had been president of New Zealand's 
first Women ' s Franchise League in Dunedin. Her strong advocacy of sexual 
equality was exceptional for a woman of her status. After some hesitation 
because of her young family, rather delicate health, 'discouragement of deaf-
ness' and many social duties, and having been informed that Sheppard had 
undertaken the corresponding secretaryship and the organization of the Council, 
Stout agreed to accept the presidency.1 ' 

When the National Council of the Women of New Zealand was formed, 
however, McLaren 's assumption that Stout should preside because of her title, 
marriage and considerable personal abilities and commitment, was thwarted by 
the will of a group of women who did not carc for the conventions of elite society 
but who nevertheless had a strong sense of their own worth. The modern 
egalitarian ethic rather than the traditional English class system prevailed. 
Whereas in Canada. Lady Aberdeen, wife of the governor and a British 
aristocrat, became the first president of the National Council of Women, in New 
Zealand, Kate Sheppard, the wife of a grocer and general merchant, took the 
leading role."' Clearly, the New Zealand Council considered that Sheppard, 
because of her success in leading the suffrage campaign and possibly because of 
her more radical political stance, deserved the office. The result of the election 
contributed to difficulties within the organization. Stout, whether from genuine 
concern or pique, or a combination of both, stirred up a great deal of controversy, 
which undermined the Council. 

During the 1896 convention, Stout expressed disappointment that the pro-
ceedings had been 'confined to political questions' and that, with one exception, 
the societies invited and represented were political organizations: 'The Council 
was intended to represent, and should represent, all societies of women, and its 
object in the meantime was to have all women engaged in industrial, profes-
sional, social and political work organised, and afterwards represented by 
delegates in the Council. ' Sheppard responded by noting that although the 
subjects dealt with were political, five of the eleven societies represented were 
social organizations and industrial bodies had been invited.17 

The following year, Anna Stout and other members of her Southern Cross 
Society in Wellington, which she had founded in 1895 to educate 'women from 
all classes and all shades of opinion', refused to attend the NCW convention 
because Christchurch members of the executive had decided to hold the meeting 
in Christchurch instead of in Wellington, as previously resolved. Stout com-

15 McLaren to Sheppard, 11, 13, 19, 29 January 1895, 20 August 1895, 24 January 1896, Stout 
to McLaren, 24 June 1895, Kate W.Sheppard Papers. MSS 259 ,260 ,262 ,263 ,264 ,282 , Canterbury 
Museum Archives, Christchurch. 

16 Stout to McLaren, 20 February 1896, Sheppard Papers, 297; D. French, Islthel and the Empire. 
Toronto, 1988, p. 153; Tessa K. Malcolm, 'Sheppard, Katherine Wilson' in Dorothy Page (intro), The 
Suffragists. Women Who Worked for the Vote, Wellington, 1993, p.121. 

17 White Ribbon (WR), June 1896, p.4. 
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plained that the programme had been drawn up arbitrarily by the Christchurch 
members of the executive and had been confined to the 'political branch' of the 
Council 's work: 'If the industrial, educational, and philanthropic societies were 
not to be represented, the Council was neither national nor representative.'18 

Clearly, she thought that the Christchurch faction was dominating the organiza-
tion and she did not attend any further conferences during the early phase of its 
existence. With Stout's departure, the Council was weakened and lost its most 
direct access to powerful government circles. Moreover, the lack of wider 
representation that she had complained of was to contribute to the disintegration 
of the organization. 

In 1898, another blow was inflicted by Ethel Benjamin, New Zealand's first 
woman lawyer. She sent a paper to be read at the April convention entitled 'The 
I nequalities of the Law Regardi ng Man and Women ' . The executive returned the 
paper saying that 'the tenor of portions of it was opposed to the spirit of the 
Council 's work. ' Benjamin went to the press about the Council 's censorship, 
arguing that it would have been wiser to have the paper read before the Council 
and to let others decide whether or not it was detrimental to the woman 's cause.19 

She attacked the Council for looking 'upon men as the natural foes of women' 
and members' inability to handle criticism: 'It is really absurd for a few women, 
as yet political infants, to meet and in a moment "carry unanimously" motions 
which few of them understand, which in all probability are quite impracticable, 
or which, if given effect to, might revolutionise society in a way that few of them 
thoroughly appreciate.'20 

Margaret Sievwright replied to Benjamin 's statements and revealed a glaring 
generation gap in the women 's movement. She labelled Benjamin a coward for 
not appearing personally in support of her paper and asked 'does the poor child 
fully understand what she talks about — so "glibly." The "political infants" — 
those of them, at least, who have taken a prominent part in the discussion — are 
grey-haired women, who for quarter of a century or more (before Miss Benjamin 
was born) have been working for the emancipation of women, and, through 
them, of men —'.2 I 

These internal disputes were exploited by the press. The Evening Post 
commented that 'If this annual Parliament of Women is to be more than a 
mouthpiece of a clique, it must rise to a little more breadth of views, and the 
majority or minority, as the case may be, must expect criticism from the other 
side.'22 The Otago Daily Times concurred that 'the spirit of revolt does not 
animate the majority of the intelligent and educated women of New Zealand, and 
that a really national council would have to be a much more representative 
affair ' .21 Possibly, the opinions of Stout and Benjamin had been informed by 

18 LT, 30 March 1897, p.6e; EP, 6 April 1897, p.2c; Lady Stout, Southern Cross Society. Its 
Objects, Wellington, 1895. 

19 EP, 30 April 1898, p.2. 
20 EP, 5 May 1898. p.4. 
21 EP, 7 May 1898, p.2. 
22 EP, 5 May 1898, p.4. 
23 ODT. 21 April 1896. 
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their intimate involvement with politics and the law; both had a realistic grasp 
of the ideas that could be applied in practice to contemporary society. The NCW 
executive, on the other hand, being more distant from the centre of power, was 
more radical and less compromising in its demands. 

The NCW was not only vulnerable to attacks from within its own ranks and 
the women ' s movement but also from society in general. Although the Council 
firmly proposed evolution not revolution and pursued its objectives only through 
legitimate channels, many critics believed that its ideas, particularly those on 
family life, threatened the 'very foundations of society'. The Council resolved 
that there should be absolute equality between the sexes within marriage: this 
entailed the repeal of the doctrine of 'possession' or 'coverture' (whereby the 
legal identity of a woman at marriage became absorbed in that of her husband), 
the establishment of the economic independence of married women through 'a 
law attaching a certain just share of her husband's earnings or income for her 
separate use ' , and equal conditions for divorce.24 In Christchurch, the Presbyte-
rian minister, Gordon Webster, admonished the women from the pulpit for 
inveighing 'against the "possession" theory in our marriage laws' and 'debasing 
the union of souls into a mere sordid arrangement' . The mayor of Wellington. 
J.R.Blair, thought that divorce was 'an extremely dangerous subject to touch 
upon'.25 But of all the NCW resolutions those concerning the economic inde-
pendence of married women frightened people most. The press and public railed 
that it would be degrading for a woman to be paid 'for exercising the sacred 
function of motherhood' and feared that the aim of the NCW was to make it 
'possible for women to live without man and renounce marriage'. The editor of 
the Lyttelton Times commented that 'The National Council of Women cannot 
have grasped the tremendous social revolution implied in this proposition. If 
carried into effect it would mean, first of all, the degradation of woman from the 
position of man 's equal to that of paid housekeeper. It w o u l d . . . mean something 
a thousand times more revolting . . . wives would be paid a price for exercising 
the sacred function of motherhood.' Sievwright, as the author of the offending 
resolution, was singled out for attack because of "the futility and dangers' of her 
proposals which were 'condemned by the entire Press of the colony'.26 

Sievwright engaged in a spirited debate with the press. Although she acknowl-
edged that 'Love requires no law' , she asked why an upper class husband who 
spent his money in the gambling saloon or 'hetaira' , or a lower class husband who 
spent his evenings in drinking and 'all other abominations' , should not be asked 
to put aside a portion of his means for his wife and children. She pointed out that 
when a woman elected to superintend her house she gave up any opportunity to 
earn money herself; marriage was a partnership in which the woman looked after 
the home while the man went out to work.27 In 1898 she read to the convention 

24 CT, 23 April 1896; Constitution and Minutes, 1896, p.6; National Council of the Women of New 
Zealand, 1900, Dunedin, 1900, p.24, Lovell-Smith Papers, 1376/3. 

25 LT, 5 April 1897, p.5a; EP. 26 April 1896, p.5. 
26 LT. 16 April 1896. p.4g, 18 April 1896, p.5a/b, 25 April 1896, p.3e, 29 March 1897. p.4f/g, 

2 April 1897, p.3c. 
27 LT. 17 April 1896. p.2f, 18 April 1896, p.3e/f. 
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a bill drafted by the executive 'to abolish coverture, and to equalise the economic 
relations of man and wife ' . It stipulated that the wages or earnings of the husband 
or wife should form a common fund for the maintenance of their household and 
that one half should be paid to the wife or to her credit in the bank. Any disputes 
were to be settled by a judge or magistrate.28 

Observing proceedings from the outside, Anna Stout criticized the mock bill 
for its impracticality. She did not believe that the problem could be remedied by 
an act of Parliament because it 'does not take into consideration the power which 
a husband possesses and which he could exercise so as to get the allowance 
returned if he so desired, and which most women would not have the moral 
courage to resist ' Furthermore, she argued, 'If the resolution proposed at the 
Convention became law, there is no reason to believe that women who only 
suffer in their self-respect by having to ask for money would avail themselves of 
the privilege of applying to the Court. ' She thought that every marriage contract 
should contain a provision declaring the wife an equal partner, that an equal share 
of the husband's income belonged to her, and that the only remedy for non-
compliance would be public opinion, to be aroused by women ventilating the 
subject in a moderate and fair way.29 In 1899 the New Zealand Herald remarked 
that 'Women become ridiculous when they pose as martyrs to matrimony' and 
that 'If such a law were passed in New Zealand, every married man who had any 
self-respect would insist upon covenanting himself out of it.'30 

The attitude of some members to the South African War also made the NCW 
unpopular with the public. The teacher and pacifist Wilhelmina Sherriff Bain 
extended the NCW sphere of interest to international affairs by inviting the 
women of Australasia to co-operate in promoting peace, disarmament arid 
arbitration. With the threat and onset of the war, resolutions deploring the build 
up of militarism and advocating international arbitration were passed.31 When, 
in her presidential address of April 1899, Amey Daldy, first president of the 
Auckland Women ' s Franchise League, said that 'mothers and wives were 
already beginning to ask why they should offer in sacrifice their hearts' treasures 
to satisfy the greed of any autocrat ' , the editor of the New Zealand Herald took 
exception to her words.32 In Dunedin in May 1900 the editor of the Otago Daily 
Times commented that Bain had given 'a bad lead' in her paper on peace and 
arbitration by dogmatically asserting that the people who protested against the 
war were the '"true patriots'". Stating that it was 'deeply to be regretted' that so 
many of the speeches given during the discussion 'were painfully lacking in 
judgement and good taste', he asked 'Who . . . are these members of this self-
constituted "National Council of Women" that they should scoff at the cause 

28 NCW of NZ, 1898, pp.51-53; EP. 29 April 1898, p.2. 
29 Lady Stout, 'Economic Independence of Women ' , Anna Stout Papers. MI 259/B, Hocken 
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which New Zealand has made its own, and paradoxically vaunt themselves as the 
"true patriots"?' The mayor ot Dunedin, R. Chisholm, was so shocked at the 
reading of Bain 's paper and the ensuing discussion, that 'as a loyal British 
subject' he refused to take the chair at the NCW meeting the following evening 
or to become an honorary member. He received the support of a large majority 
of the people of Dunedin who hoped for 'an immediate close to the council 's 
session'. '3 

The NCW president, Kate Sheppard, attempted to placate Dunedin's citizenry 
by explaining that she had asked the members not to mention the present crisis 
and that she was disappointed that Bain's paper had been biased. For her part. 
Bain contended that she had heard of Sheppard's request just before she was to 
enter the room when it was too late to change her paper. She was supported by 
Louisa Blake, a representative of the Canterbury Women 's Institute, who 
considered that 'it would have been great and gracious on the part of Great 
Britain to have submitted to arbitration' and by Sievwright who 'felt very 
strongly that the extension of territory and the gold and diamonds of South Africa 
were the leading ideas at the inception of this war.' Sievwright compared 
Britain's intervention in South Africa with its non-intervention in Armenia 
where atrocities were being committed.34 

The Council was divided on the issue of the war and passed a resolution 
unanimously that the people of Dunedin should realize that the views of some of 
the Council 's members did not represent those of the Council as a whole. 
Sheppard, Ada Wells, the NCW secretary, and Jessie Williamson, the treasurer, 
also wrote to the editor of the Otago Daily Times distancing themselves from the 
views of Bain, Blake and Sievwright, and saying that the opinions of three 
members should not be taken as an expression of policy of the Council.35 But the 
damage was irreparable. One commentator contended that the National Council 
of Women had 'lived a day too long'; they had been 'talking sedition in our Town 
Hall ' . Another favoured 'giving all pro-Boers a passage to some Republic, where 
their education might be improved' ; and yet another thought that the NCW views 
on the war and the equal rights of the sexes were 'so absurd and ridiculous that 
they would be amusing if they were not dangerous misleading the young and 
unwary' .3 6 It was around this time that societies affiliated to the NCW such as the 
Salvation Army and the Auckland Women ' s Democratic Union began to drop 
away. Whereas the number of affiliated societies had peaked at 16 in 1898, by 
1902 it was down to six. Christina Henderson, a teacher and prohibitionist, 
attributed this partly to the fact that some had been 'adversely affected by the 
attitude of the Council toward the war.'37 

NCW support for equal pay for equal work also went against the tide of public-
opinion. It was generally held that equal pay would entice women into the 
workforce, away from their key roles of rearing children and maintaining moral 

33 ODT, 12 May 1900, pp.6. 8. 
34 ibid., p.8. 
35 NCWofNZ, 1900. p.77; ODT, 12 May 1900, p.8. 
36 ODT, 17, 19 May 1900, p.3. 
37 WR, November 1941, p.5; Holt, pp.128-30. 
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standards. The Council 's demands for equal pay arose from a sense of grievance 
on the part of women teachers, whose male counterparts earned two or three 
times as much as they d id . , s The 1902 convention addressed the subject after the 
implementation of the State Teachers Salaries Act 1901. This Act purported to 
remove inequalities in the staffing of and salaries for teachers in public schools. 
The debate was led by women teachers attending the convention. Edith 
Hodgkinson commented that while the new act equalized the salaries of men and 
women in sole teacher schools, the work was not equal because of the hours 
women spent teaching sewing. Also, under the new regulations, men were still 
appointed to the best positions. Christina Henderson sighed that 'It is a matter for 
regret that many of the women teachers, while thoroughly believing in the 
principle, are willing to accept a compromise. ' Hodgkinson and Jessie Mackay, 
who was also a journalist and poet, noted that often the worst enemies of equal 
pay were women: 'The well-housed, well-fed counterpart of the blatant male 
individualist is very well satisfied with the Divine ordinance of the things that be, 
and she says so' and 'The harm done by girls who need work only for dress and 
pocket money is little regarded by themselves or those who employ them.' The 
women argued that, contrary to generally held views, women did work as well 
as or better than men; the needs of women were just as great as those of men; 
women more often had dependents to keep; they disliked being in debt; and many 
were long term workers.'9 

The editor of the Daily Telegraph responded by echoing the prevailing 
colonial attitude towards working women. He argued that married women 
should not work because such competition would drive the combined earnings 
of husband and wife down to the level of the earnings of the husband alone and 
because the physical well-being of the race needed to be preserved. He feared 
that equal pay would lead to the abrogation of marriage, the abandonment of the 
family as the foundation of society and to all children becoming wards of the 
state. As far as unmarried women were concerned, they were offered 'too many 
opportunities . . . they compete with men and so tend to make it less and less 
possible for men to marry'. Their wages tended to 'lower men 's wages in direct 
proportion to the competition men have to meet in the shape of women 
workers'.4" 

Hostility to equal pay based on the idea that it was a disincentive to marriage 
linked with fears about the declining birth rate. In her presidential address of 
1902, Margaret Sievwright said: 'We hear men talking hysterically about the 
decreasing birthrate. We hear very little about the death-rate of babies under two. 
Better were it that our birth-rate fell even further, if, at the same time, we could 
ensure a normal vitality in the little ones who come. ' The Daily Telegraph, 
however, compared the smaller population and relative military weakness of 
France unfavourably to the numbers and might of Germany. More births meant 

38 NCW of NZ, 1899, pp.45-51; 1900,32-44. 
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greater revenue from taxation and 'so many hundreds of thousands of males able 
to take the field it is only a question of time when the peoples with low birth 
rates must range themselves behind those nations whose populations increase 
faster. ' The Telegraph considered the question of great importance to New 
Zealand, which then had the lowest birth rate in Australasia. It was declining with 
'noticeable rapidity': in the 19years f rom 1882 to 1900 it had fallen from 37.32 
per thousand to 25.60, despite an increased number of marriages.41 

Anxiety over the declining birth rate had become so widespread as to cause the 
government concern. In 1901 the Premier, Richard Seddon, disturbed by the 
number of 'wilfully sterile' marriages, introduced a 'Sale of Preventatives 
Prohibition Bill'.42 Being forced to withdraw the Bill, he focused on the health 
of children born in the colony. His Memorandum on Child Life Preservation of 
May 1904 recommended the registration of midwives, establishment of state 
maternity homes, day homes for children of working mothers, stricter controls 
over the care of illegitimate children, and state subsidies for nurses and midwives 
for the poor. He commented that 'apart altogether from the humane side of the 
question the capital value of every adult in this colony is £300. Increased 
population is necessary to our welfare. ' In response to his suggestions, the NCW 
held a public meeting in Christchurch and passed a resolution urging the 
government to remove legal disabilities from illegitimate children and to make 
adequate provision for their care, maintenance and education.43 

Although NCW concern for the welfare of children in the colony was 
approved, their policies on the economic position of women were perceived as 
detrimental to the continued growth and strength of the nation. Many men and 
women who formed the early committees of the Society for Promoting the 
Health of Women and Children (later the Plunket Society) worried that the sharp 
decline in the birth rate might be caused by the tendency of young women to turn 
from motherhood to the workforce.44 The New Zealand Herald commented: 'it 
would be a real danger to the race if the mass of our women-folk should follow 
in the steps of those who claim perfect equality for the two sexes' . Fears were 
raised that women were becoming too masculine, thus contributing to the 
decreasing birthrate. In concluding her presidential address of 1902 Sievwright 
attempted to reassure the public by saying that 'we have no wish to turn women 
into men. Our plaint is that the masculine element is already too much in 
evidence. We wish to increase the truly feminine; in the home, in the market 
place, in the civil service and in the forum.'4 5 

The personality and philosophy of Margaret Sievwright, who took over the 
presidency between 1901 and 1905 and intensified the radical rhetoric of the 
NCW, exacerbated public hostility toward the organization. While Kate Sheppard 
was adept at public relations and disarmed potential male opponents with her 
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carefully groomed and elegant appearance, her gentle and dignified manner and 
unfailingly rational and logical approach, Sievwright was uncompromising in 
her beliefs, boldly forthright in public and frequently wrote waspish letters to the 
press. Although equally dedicated to the woman ' s cause, she lacked Sheppard's 
tact and charisma. For instance, in May 1900 the conservative editor of the Otago 
Daily Times, smitten by Sheppard's charms, described her presidential address 
as 'excellent' — 'quiet, practical, moderate, perspicuous, and lofty' and 'sound 
and sweet and wise.' In his opinion, 'There is hardly a man in the community that 
might not be better for turning a listening ear and heedful heart to this lady' s clear 
call to energy, lucidity, and unselfishness in civic and political concerns. ' 
Sievwright, on the other hand, became associated in the public mind with 
demands fo r ' t he full and complete' emancipation of women. A columnist for the 
same newspaper wrote, 'Let me assure Mrs Sievwright and the other National 
Councillors that the Woman of the Old School enjoyed a larger degree of solid 
happiness, and that she wielded a larger influence than will ever fall to their 
dismal protegee the Woman of the New.'46 Furthermore, the area of women ' s 
rights to which Sievwright was most passionately committed, economic equal-
ity, clashed with men's major interest and aroused their deepest antagonism. The 
level of their resistance can be measured by the length of time it took to break 
down. Equal pay legislation for the public service was not to be passed until 1960 
and for the private sector until 1972. By the centenary year of women 's suffrage 
in New Zealand, women would still not have pay equity or economic independ-
ence as homemakers. Sievwright herself admitted that i am not the best of 
diplomatists' and Amey Daldy commented after her death that 'her talent was not 
directed to amusing the public consequently she is but little mourned except by 
just a few of us'.47 

The erroneous perception held generally by the public, politicians and many 
former suffragists that by the turn of the century, most of the goals of the 
women's movement had been attained also contributed to the collapse of the 
Council. This view was strengthened by leading feminists who tried to help 
women's suffrage movements in other countries, and by politicians who, 
wishing to boost the country's image, held the New Zealand model up as an 
inspiration for others to follow. In 1904, in preparing a paper to be read at the 
quinquennial meeting of the 1CW at Berlin, Kate Sheppard presented an 
optimistic view of the influence that women had had on politics since they had 
won the vote. She contended that men listened to and were influenced by the 
opinions of women to a far greater extent than had been the case formerly and 
that the 'moral and humanitarian tone of the community ' had been elevated; this 
had been manifested in the legislation of the period. The list of legislative 
achievements was considerable and included Acts affecting shop assistants, 
servants, children, married women, the elderly and inebriates.48 Most of the 22 
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or more acts described were primarily protective of women, children and the 
elderly at home, in institutions or in the workplace; others helped control 
addiction; only two (the Female Law Practitioners Act and the Divorce Act) dealt 
essentially with equal rights for women. The most intense period of activity, 
between 1896 and 1900, when 16 acts were passed, coincided with the peak of 
early NCW influence. 

Sheppard argued that 'the agitation for most of the humanitarian legislation 
which had made the previous ten years notable in the history of the Colony was 
conducted almost entirely by women 's societies, or organisations with women 
members ' . She believed that 'the enfranchisement of women gave a splendid 
stimulus to the desire for humanitarian legislation, that their persistent efforts 
kept these questions constantly to the fore, and that their votes made it necessary 
for Members of Parliament to proceed with this legislation', although many of 
them had little sympathy with it as individuals. Seddon himself stated — albeit 
for the international stage — that it was largely owing to the pressure of women 
that his old age pensions scheme passed and that 'In the legislation of which we 
boast, in the great social advancement we have made . . . I say that women are 
behind it all '. In the past the men had, after all, expected women to set the moral 
tone of the household, and many readily gave way to the extension of that moral 
dominion to the houses of Parliament. The women, meanwhile, were careful to 
stand aside from, and were in fact mostly opposed to, party politics.4'' 

Relentlessly honest, unprepared to compromise or modify her views for any 
audience, Margaret Sievwright presented a more pessimistic picture. In 1902, 
disillusioned and weary at 58 years of age, she pointed out that although a 
resolution approving the removal of the civil and political disabilities of women 
had year after year been unanimously approved by the Council and a bill 
embodying the principle had two or three times passed its second reading in the 
House of Representatives, Seddon had openly opposed it 'on the ground that 
women did not want it!'50 While he was pleased to boast of women 's influence 
on New Zealand's social and humanitarian legislation when travelling overseas, 
Seddon's attitude at home remained firmly patriarchal. Women could exert 
pressure in 'womanly ' spheres pertaining to nurture and morality, but he 
obdurately refused to relinquish any political, financial or legal control to them. 
Shortly before her death in 1905, Sievwright wrote despairingly: 'The principle 
of equal pay for equal work has been again ignored by the Legislature. Male sex 
is rampant in every phase of the economic position of women, and so many 
women are ready, either from choice or compulsion, to accept inferior positions, 
and, shirking responsibility, to remain in them'. Even in regard to the Shops and 
Offices Act 1904 which entitled female shop assistants to chairs and the right to 
sit on them, she heralded a twentieth-century debate in noting that 'Privilege to 
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women only had to be paid for in the long run' . She wished the concession had 
been made to all, 'irrespective of sex'.51 

Kate Sheppard had not been as optimistic as she seemed. Probably because she 
recognized the need to tailor her speeches to meet the expectations of public 
opinion, she emerges as a rather ambivalent and enigmatic figure. In the White 
Ribbon, mouthpiece of the Women ' s Christian Temperance Union, NCW and 
other women's organizations, she attacked the various bodies and individuals 
who obstructed women's progress towards equal rights. She heaped scorn on 
various politicians, especially those in the Legislative Council, for their refusal 
to remove the remaining civil and political disabilities of women: 'the mere idea 
of women in Parliament seems to them a picture of utter unwomanliness, and 
arouses their deepest indignation.'52 In December 1900 she listed key issues that 
needed to be resolved: women were prohibited from being elected to the House 
of Representatives or called to the Legislative Council; they could not be 
appointed justices of the peace; they were not allowed to act as jurors; they could 
not enter into partnerships without the consent of their husbands; and whereas 
the law decreed that the father should be the guardian of the children of any 
marriage, illegitimate children, considered to be a source of shame, became the 
mother 's responsibility.51 

In 1906 Sarah Saunders Page, honorary NCW secretary, added to this list of 
disabilities: women still had unequal pay and unequal opportunities in the 
teaching profession and in other branches of the civil service; the economic 
partnership of husband and wife was not legally recognized; the Contagious 
Diseases Act had not been repealed; and, 'the so-called privileges in the 
Factories Acts militate against the best interests of women, and should be 
abolished'.54 This was in contrast to Kate Sheppard who applauded those laws 
which 'carefully guarded' the health of women workers and fixed their hours of 
labour and statutory holidays.55 Sheppard publicly espoused the generally-held 
view that the health and morals of working women should be protected for their 
primary reproductive role, thereby preserving the strength of the nation. Sievwright 
and Page, on the other hand, adhered to the more recent and radical minority 
opinion that protective legislation denied women full opportunity and earning 
capacity in the workforce. Equal rights for women were being obstructed by 
zealous middle-class reformers who wished to impose the ideology of domestic-
ity on the working classes and male unionists who feared competition from 
women workers.5'1 Had the NCW not gone into recess at this time, the issue of 
protective legislation for women might have divided the organization. 

Much of the social and humanitarian legislation demanded by the NCW had 
been passed by 1900.57 While the Liberals were content to allow social legisla-
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tion, particularly that pertaining to family welfare, and humanitarian legislation 
on to the statute books, they displayed a reluctance to share any real political, 
legal or financial power with women. The Counci l ' s period of decline, 1901 to 
1906, was matched by a corresponding lack of influence at the parliamentary 
level; it c laimed credit for only three Acts passed in this period. The movement 
had been defused by its success and women who insisted on demanding more in 
the area of equal rights were seen increasingly as cranks and eccentrics. In 1901, 
Kate Sheppard remarked that some women in the WCTU, especially those who 
had profited by the struggles of early pioneers of the emancipation movement , 
had become 'apathetic and indifferent ' to the removal of w o m e n ' s disabilities. 
In 1903 Margaret Sievwright noted that ' the apathy and cheerful indifference of 
the great majori ty is distinctly benumbing ' . Shortly before becoming paralysed 
by a debilitating stroke in 1905, Amey Daldy asked 'Why, oh why, do the women 
not rouse themselves f rom their love of ease and do something for the betterment 
of the race'?'5s 

The fact that the early N C W was not broadly representative diminished its 
impact and credibility. The exclusion of men f rom N C W conferences after 1896 
of fended those who wished to preserve the patriarchal structure of colonial 
society. A number of men had spoken at the first convention. All were liberal or 
radical politicians, professional men or clergymen.5 9 The women of the NCW 
were aware that support f r om politically influential men was essential if they 
themselves wished to break into circles of power and that liberal males needed 
tô be carefully groomed for this purpose. However, after the 1896 conference 
Jessie Wil l iamson, the witty Irish representative of the Wanganui W o m e n ' s 
Political League, probably expressed the feelings of most of the women present 
when she declared that it was a mistake to bring them in 'as it proved an 
opportunity for those with an 'axe to g r i n d ' . . . to air their v i e w s . . . all the humbug 
that had been talked had been by men. ' Ridiculed in the Christchurch Press as 
'political roosters ' , the men were not invited again.60 However , this irked many 
observers who had ' some objection to this forming of women into a separate 
camp with scarcely disguised antagonism to the other sex' ; the women also lost 
an important link to the House of Representatives.61 Had Anna Stout been elected 
president, the organization might have had a stronger chance of survival, not only 
because she aspired to wider representation, but because of her more conserva-
tive stance on w o m e n ' s rights issues and her social prestige. Most of the affiliated 
organizat ions were indeed political in nature and, with the exception of 
Sievwright ' s Local Council of Waiapu Women founded in Gisborne in 1901 and 
an abortive effort to establish a local council in Napier in 1902, attempts by the 
N C W to organize local branches outside the main centres failed. Apart from the 
affiliation of the Dunedin Tailoresses ' Union in 1897 and the Wellington 
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Workers' Union in 1898, the movement lacked working-class membership and, 
after Stout's departure, any significant elite membership. Moreover, members 
— even the wealthy Amey Daldy — were inclined to scorn the rich for their 
decadent lifestyle and there was a strong element of class warfare in the attacks 
of the NCW on those who obstructed their desired legislation.62 

The Legislative Council, the last bastion of the political power of the 
conservative landed elite, was especially despised. Sheppard referred to them as 
a 'body of irresponsibles' that mutilated and killed bills. When battling in 1896 
to have the divorce laws made equal, the women of the NCW were incensed by 
the 'outrageous contention' of the leader of the Opposition, Captain Russell, 
supported by F.H.D.Bell, that 'adultery is a greater crime on the part of woman 
than on the part of man ' , and that in the case of the man 'the crime terminated 
with its commission' . Sievwright remarked disparagingly that Russell and Bell 
were gentlemen who enjoyed all the advantages which wealth, social position 
and education could bestow. Her scorn was not only directed at elite men but at 
elite women: 'The trouble is that so many women, coddled, flattered, "pro-
tected", are still ready to become the echoes of such men as Captain Russell ' . The 
writer Edith Searle Grossman commented that 'In New Zealand some of the most 
troublesome enemies of the active suffragists were spoiled society ladies'.63 

It was only as the old guard in the House of Representatives and Legislative 
Council diminished in number that laws encompassing a double moral standard 
crumbled and a middle-class morality based on the nonconformist faiths, to 
which most of the women belonged, prevailed. Time after time, bills passed by 
the House of Representatives were blocked by the Legislative Council. After 13 
years agitation by women's organizations, equal grounds for divorce were 
established for men and women with the Divorce Act of 1898.64 In 1908 the 
Legitimation Act would provide that when parents married any child born before 
the marriage would be entitled to all the rights of a child born in wedlock, 
including the inheritance of property.65 The repeal of the Contagious Diseases 
Act, which had been passed in 1869 in a semi-secret manner by elite males, was 
stymied again and again by the 'pillars of patriarchy', not only in the Legislative 
Council but within the medical profession and amongst the clergy as well. The 
NCW condemned it as ineffectual, a violation of constitutional law and an 'insult 
to the womanhood of the colony' . In 1910, after 25 years of agitation by the 
WCTU, the N C W and other women 's organizations, the act was finally re-
pealed.66 Had the NCW attracted or included more elite women in its hierarchy 
and been less antagonistic in its attitude to that class, the organization would have 
had more credibility and clout. This, however, would have committed the 
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organization to unpalatable compromises in its campaign for an equal standard 
of morality for both sexes and the acceptance of a class hierarchy which this 
predominantly middle-class organization had discarded. 

By the turn of the century there was a feeling that young feminists like 
Benjamin could take advantage of the gains made by the older generation 
without having an understanding of the struggle that had gone before, that after 
becoming enfranchised most women had become apathetic and indifferent, and 
that the N C W was annually passing resolutions that had little chance of success. 
Some w o m e n ' s organizations began to resent the cost of belonging, believing 
that the money would be better spent locally and that more gains could be made 
through the ballot box.67 The time and expense of attending the annual conven-
tions began to seem burdensome once much of the desired humanitarian 
legislation was on the statute books. In the face of adverse public reaction, most 
of the women lacked either the stomach or the commitment to continue the 
struggle for equal rights. The 'odium of publicity and an unpopular movement ' 
may have contributed to Sheppard experiencing a nervous collapse f rom 1903 
to 1904 and to Sievwright ' s 'very nervous disposition' .6 8 Eventually, the early 
N C W was overwhelmed by the despair, illness and death of several of its leading 
activists. Louisa Blake died in 1901, Margaret Bullock, founder of the Wanganui 
W o m e n ' s Franchise League, in 1903, and Annie Schnackenberg, a former 
national president of the W C T U , Hatton and Sievwright in 1905. Christina 
Henderson resigned in 1904 and in 1905 Daldy collapsed. Efforts to replace 
older activists with new members were unsuccessful.6 9 

The N C W waned primarily because, once most of its humanitarian goals had 
been attained, it came to be perceived by many as a threat to family life and, 
ultimately, to social order and security. Its demands for equal opportunity and 
economic equality raised fears that woman, attracted by the prospect of f reedom 
f rom dependency at home, would abandon her nurturant and reproductive role 
and weaken the patriarchal structure of New Zealand society. Its reported 
attitude to the South African War and the potential effect of its policies on the 
birth rate appeared subversive to many observers. Af ter the suffrage had been 
won, the decline of the w o m e n ' s movement was hastened by the splintering of 
previously unified organizations into radical and conservative factions. Oppo-
sition to the Counci l ' s policies came not only f rom men and women who wished 
to preserve the status quo, but f rom feminists outside and within the organization 
itself. 
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