
'Mothers of the World' 
WOMEN, PEACE AND ARBITRATION IN EARLY 

TWENTIETH-CENTURY NEW ZEALAND 

DURING THE PERIOD 1896-1919 a small minority of women in New Zealand 
agitated for international arbitration and an end to war. They couched their 
argument in terms of women 's inborn opposition to war: as the bearers of 
children, they had a natural interest in protecting life. This argument had 
connections with the campaign for the extension of women 's rights. Women who 
wished for a greater role for their sex in public affairs often used the concept of 
motherhood to justify the move from the home to the public sphere. An obvious 
example is the fight for women's franchise. The suffragists used the imagery of 
women's particular experiences, especially as mothers, to argue for a greater role 
in decision-making: the expansion of women 's activities beyond the home 
would imbue public life with the qualities that only women possessed. Similarly, 
those who supported peace and arbitration stated that women ' s natural pacifism 
meant that when they were able to influence government 's decision-making 
through their votes, wars would no longer be fought and international arbitration 
would be the means of settling disputes between countries. Few would deny, 
their argument ran, that war was a bad thing. Nor could anyone deny that wars 
were being fought. Women who had no political power were naturally pacific; 
if women were given power, there would be no more wars. 

There have been few accounts of anti-war or anti-militarist activities in New 
Zealand in this period, other than in studies of conscientious objection during 
World War I and, occasionally, in studies of military policy.' None refer to the 
role that women played, or consider the motivation for their anti-war activities, 
with the exception of Paul Baker 's King and Country Call and Elsie Locke 's 
Peace People.2This is in contrast to the international literature in which there is 
a long record of accounts of women 's activities against war and militarism, 
culminating in work by Richard J. Evans, Sandi E. Cooper, Anne Wiltsher and 

1 See, for example, David Grant. Out In the Cold; Pacifists and Conscientious Objectors in New 
Zealand During World War II, Auckland, 1986, Ch. 1; Paul Baker, King and Country Call; New 
Zealanders, Conscription and the Great War, Auckland, 1988, Ch.7; and P. S. O'Connor, 'The 
Awkward Ones — Dealing With Conscience, 1916-1918", New Zealand Journal of History, 8, 2 
(October 1974); Ian McGibbon. The Path to Gallipoli: Defending New Zealand, 1840-1915, 
Wellington. 1991, pp.201-2. 

2 Elsie Locke, Peace People: A History of Peace Activities in New Zealand. Christchurch, 1992. 
See also Megan Hutching, '"Turn Back This Tide of Barbarism": New Zealand Women Who Were 
Opposed to War. 1896-1919', MA thesis. University of Auckland, 1990. 
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others. ' These studies attempt to explain the motivations of the small number of 
women who opposed war by studying the justifications the women themselves 
used. 

By looking at the activities of women 's organizations in New Zealand, such 
as the National Council of Women (NCW), the Canterbury Women ' s Institute 
and the Women ' s International League, and, more particularly, at specific 
women within these organizations, this essay seeks to do the same. I will argue 
that the idea of women ' s intimate experience in reproduction and the nurturance 
of human life was a powerful motivating factor for some women to commit 
themselves to working for peace. Women such as Wilhelmina Sherriff Bain, Ada 
Wells and Sarah Saunders Page believed that it was necessary for women to 
promote values, attitudes, policies and social structures which removed the need 
for war. If, they argued, women could use their domestic skills in the public 
arena, the world would become not only more humane, but peaceful. However, 
there were other women ' s organizations, such as the Women 's Christian 
Temperance Union (WCTU), which espoused concord between nations during 
peacetime but which, in times of war, actively supported the government 's 
activities in word and deed. It is difficult to understand the reasons for this but 
it shows the difference between women who, like Bain, believed that war was 
wrong under all circumstances, and others who, under certain circumstances, 
would support a war. For the latter, a particular war may be elevated 'into a 
crusade for the spiritual salvation of humankind'4 as the WCTU asserted when 
war broke out in 1914.5 

The women discussed in this essay were proud of New Zealand's reputation 
as being at the forefront of social legislation as represented by the Industrial 
Conciliation and Arbitration and Old Age Pension Acts and used that tradition 
to push for a strengthening of women 's influence. Women ' s involvement in 
peace, arbitration and wider social reform was inextricably intertwined in their 
minds. As Kate Sheppard remarked at the NCW conference in 1900, there were 
people 'who would say that there must be fighting, and probably they were right 
in a sense' because 'so long as greed and hatred were in men 's hearts there would 
continue to be war ' , but it was up to women to make sure that 'in time the 
combative element would be used to fight for great moral reforms' rather than 
for any other reason.6 

3 Mary Louise Degen, The History of the Woman '.v Peace Party, Baltimore, 1939; Richard J. 
Evans, Comrades and Sisters; Feminism, Socialism and Pacifism in Europe, 1X70-1945, Sussex, 
1987; Sandi E. Cooper, 'Women ' s Participation in European Peace Movements: the Struggle to 
Prevent World War I' in Ruth Roach Pierson, ed., Women and Peace; Theoretical, Historical and 
Practical Perspectives, London, 1987; Anne Wiltsher, Most Dangerous Women: Feminist Peace 
Campaigners of the Great War, London, 1985. 

4 Malcolm Saunders and Ralph Summy, The Australian Peace Movement; A Short History, 
Canberra, 1986, pp.7-8. 

5 Hutching, '"Turn Back This Tide . . . ' " , pp. 105-7. 
6 Quoted in Otago Daily Times, (ODT), 11 May 1900, p.2. The same argument was used in 

Australia. See Darryn Kruse and Charles Sowerwine, 'Feminism and Pacifism: "Woman ' s Sphere" 
in Peace and War ' , in Norma Grieve and Ailsa Burns, eds, Australian Women: New Feminist 
Perspectives, Melbourne, 1986, p.50. 
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In the decade between 1896 and 1906 the NCW was active in promoting the 
extension of women's influence. Peace and arbitration became a part of this 
programme. They emerged as issues in the NCW for two reasons. The first is that 
Wilhelmina Sherriff Bain, a prominent teacher member of the NCW, was 
passionately concerned with them and was prepared to take the time and spend 
the effort to keep them on the Council 's agenda. The second is that these women 
saw peace and arbitration as women ' s issues, issues in which women, because 
of their social and biological role, had a right and duty to become involved. 

At its 1897 conference the NCW passed the following resolution: '[T]he 
National Council of Women of New Zealand considers war to be a savage, costly 
and futile method of solving disputes hostile to the realisation of brotherhood 
which is essential to the progress of humanity; therefore the Council invites the 
women of Australasia to co-operate in promoting permanent and universal 
peace, with the simultaneous, gradual and proportional disarmament of civilised 
peoples, and the agreement to abide by Arbitrative Principles. '7In her speech on 
Peace and Arbitration which prompted the resolution. Bain argued that the NCW 
should press for arbitration and disarmament, because war was a question 'pre-
eminently for women' , and if all women united to work for peace, their efforts 
'could not fail ' .8 

The resolution was the first of those supporting peace and arbitration subse-
quently passed annually by the NCW. That the NCW did this can only be 
attributed to Bain's unflagging interest in these issues. They were not her only 
interests — she argued for protective laws for workers, women as jurors, prison 
reform, and proper financial provision for the dependants of propertied men ' — 
but they were the ones she consistently advocated in public forums. She regularly 
brought the issue of peace before the NCW and in 1901 was chosen to represent 
the NCW on the International Council of Women ' s (ICW) standing committee 
on peace and arbitration. In 1904 she travelled to Berlin for the ICW's Quinquen-
nial Meeting and then to Boston for the Thirteenth Universal Peace Congress, 
where she gave a brief address in which she mentioned the annual resolutions 
passed by the NCW on disarmament and arbitration.'0 Her arguments had 
Christian and Socialist overtones — she usually couched her belief in arbitration 
and internationalism in terms of the brotherhood of humankind. Her arguments 
also had a strong teleological streak — she believed that civilization had evolved 
so far as to make warfare unnecessary. 

In New Zealand, Bain's most widely-reported address on peace and arbitration 
occurred at the time when Great Britain, along with New Zealand, had become 
embroiled in war in South Africa. At the Dunedin NCW conference in 1900, Bain 

7 The National Council of Women of New Zealand. Minutes (abridged) of the Second Meeting 
of the National Council of the Women of New Zealand Held at the Provincial Council Chamber, 
Christchurch, March, 1897, Christchurch, 1897, p. 10. 

8 ibid. 
9 Elsie Locke, 'Wilhelmina Sherriff Bain ' , The Book of New Zealand Women/Ko Kui Ma te 

Kaupapa, Wellington, 1991, p.35. 
10 Universal Peace Congress, Official Report of the 13th Congress Held at Boston, Massachu-

setts, October 3-8, 1904, Boston, 1904, p. 127. 
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used the opportunity provided by New Zea land ' s involvement in the South 
African war to set forth her opposition to war in some detail. This was an 
important speech because in it Bain illustrated her fundamental opposition to war 
and addressed all the concerns at the heart of women ' s anti-war arguments. The 
injustice of the war in South Africa, the denial of suff rage to women in the United 
Kingdom, the increase in military expenditure and the alternative that arbitration 
offered were all covered in their turn. 

Her address was, as usual, entitled 'Peace and Arbitrat ion' . Bain began by 
remarking on the untimeliness of the topic. Despite the 'brief interlude of 
feel ing' a f forded by the Peace Conference at The Hague, high hopes which soon 
turned to disappointment , ' the cult of Moloch had widened and strengthened 
until it appeared to have become the ruling passion of the human race ' , and 
millions of people became obsessed by the spirit of mili tarism." 

She spoke of her belief that, while 'human warfare has done service in the past 
. . . the race is now capable of developing competit ion into emulat ion'1 2 and 
argued strongly in favour of international arbitration — a fundamental compo-
nent of w o m e n ' s arguments against war. The issue of arbitration had gained 
support during the 1890s, culminating in a peace conference in 1899 at The 
Hague which discussed the arms race, ways of reducing armaments and 
international arbitration. Like the N C W in New Zealand, the International 
Council of W o m e n also espoused arbitration as a means of settling international 
disputes, and had set up a Standing Commit tee on International Arbitration in 
1899. Arbitration appealed to many women because, as Lady Aberdeen stated 
at a public meeting on the subject organized by the ICW at its 1899 meeting, 'if 
any section of humanity has cause to be interested in the prevention of war, that 
section is womenkind . ' The greatest suffering inflicted by war 'is in the wider 
field of devastated homes and maimed lives, and it is the women who have had 
to bear the brunt of this suffering. '1 1 It was not in w o m e n ' s interests to raise 
children who might have to fight in wars and be maimed and killed. As women 
were realistic enough to know that international disputes would always arise, 
arbitration seemed the sensible answer. 

Bain agreed. Arbitration and peace education were not only the answers to 
war, she continued in her speech in 1900, but they were also largely the 
responsibility of women. Women could play a vital role as ' the real educators of 
the next generation". Using a typical blend of peace activism and feminism, she 
argued that not only would women be important as educators for peace but they 
would find that their status would become greater by placing women 'beside men 
in influential positions, so that they might mould thought and public ac t ion ' . " 

Bain concluded her extraordinary address by honouring the protesters against 
the war in South Afr ica. She then moved the fol lowing motion: 'The N C W of 
New Zealand deplores the militarism which is extending its ravages over the 

11 ODT, 11 May 1900. p.2. 
12 ibid. 
13 International Council of Women, Report ofTransactions of the Second Quinquennial Meeting 

Held in London. July 1899, London, 1900, p.217. 
14 ODT, 11 May 1900, p. 2. 
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world, increasing the burdens of every people, fomenting national and interna-
tional jealousies, and inciting virulent racial hatreds. The Council considers that 
difficulties between nations are always capable of peaceable settlement, if 
mediatory methods be employed in time, and it strenuously advocates the 
establishment of a permanent Court of Arbitration, which shall adjudge the 
claims of the strongest and weakest States on the basis of equal justice to all . ' '5 

For Bain, peace was the issue, but she did not see it in isolation. Prejudice, 
nationalism, exploitation: these were the causes of militarism. War was the 
symptom; peace, through arbitration, the only remedy, and woman, through her 
example and values, was the physician. 

Despite her comments against the British, Bain 's speech was generally 
supported by the other members of the NCW. Kate Sheppard said that all the 
women's societies that she knew had voted against the war (probably more a 
comment on the type of organization with which she had dealings than a 
reflection of opinion in New Zealand as a whole), and agreed with the principle 
of arbitration. Other speakers supported Bain. However, not all the women 
present were happy with the motion. Margaret Bullock of the Wanganui 
Women ' s Political League, while voting for it, preferred the previous year 's 
resolution in favour of disarmament, and thought a discussion of the South 
African war ' inopportune'." ' 

Obviously, the NCW did not speak with a single voice. Bullock's disapproval 
of the resolution reflected the shades of opinion to be found in an organization 
made up of representatives from a variety of women ' s groups. Her disapproval 
may have reflected her own belief that war was inherently wrong but that a 
particular war may be just. It was not so strong that she refused to support Bain's 
resolution, however, which was eventually carried unanimously. 

This resolution provoked an outcry in the press. The Lyttelton Times, in an 
editorial, felt that Bain had 'cast the most atrocious aspersions on her own 
countrymen',17 and the Otago Daily Times (ODT) argued for the necessity and 
righteousness of the war. War, it said, 'has a utilitarian aspect no less than its 
humanitarian, and to refrain from war under certain conditions would be to 
surrender the highest pinnacle of civilization attained, with the prospect of 
dwelling on a lower plane indefinitely', an argument Bain would have consid-
ered completely topsy-turvy, feeling as she did that the heights that British 
civilization had attained meant that war was no longer necessary. The ODT 
continued by saying that the British were fighting for freedom and implied that 
there was little chance of conciliation as '[ i |n the full consciousness that right is 
on our side, all parts of the Empire are agreed that the war must be carried to a 
successful issue at all costs'.18 Any hope of arbitration to settle such disputes 
could only arise when the other European countries realized that Britain was too 
strong for any concessions to be gained by fighting; only then would there be a 
favourable climate for talks on arbitration and disarmament. 

15 ibid. 
16 ibid. 
17 Lyttelton Times (LT), 14 May 1900, p.4. 
18 ODT, 12 May 1900, p.6. 
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In the light of such pronounced reaction, it is unsurprising that Kate Sheppard 
felt obliged to clarify the N C W ' s position at the next day 's session of the 
conference. In explanation. Bain said she had spoken in the interests of humanity 
and was as much pro-British as pro-Boer, and Jessie Williamson remarked how 
unlikely she thought it that any women 's society would send a delegate to the 
Council ' for the express purpose of speaking against the war'.19 Not all the 
women were prepared to be conciliatory, however. Louisa Blake, of the 
Canterbury Women ' s Institute, thought that it 'would have been great and 
gracious on the part of Great Britain to have submitted to arbitration' and that just 
because 'the Boers did not give way quite to our l i ne s . . . that was no reason why 
we should crush them out as we were going to do. '20 A resolution was passed by 
delegates stating that 'the people of Dunedin should be able to recognise that the 
utterances of some of the Council 's members with regard to the present crisis do 
not express the convictions of the Council as a whole.'21 

Bain made one more attempt to argue the general issue in a letter to the ODT. 
She used a social Darwinist argument to contend that society had evolved enough 
for war to be unnecessary in settling disputes: 'When mentally detached from 
[the] immediate personal environment of time and place, one may see that 
conflict is an evolutionary process, and that human warfare has done service in 
the past; but one believes that the race is now capable of developing competition 
into emulation, and that the battlefield has ceased to be necessary.'22 

Other women ' s organizations at the time also made the connection between 
the evolution of civilization, and arbitration, for settling international disputes. 
An article in the White Ribbon on the suggested establishment of an international 
court of arbitration, discussed the menace to the 'further development of 
civilisation' which the growth of militarism posed. 'The further evolution of 
humanity ' , it stated, 'is retarded by the war spirit '; nations 'which are but 
aggregations of humanity' should be expected to behave just as morally as 
'individuals under the highest existing forms of civilisation'.23 This would be 
attained by the introduction of international arbitration. People did not fight and 
kill each other lawfully; neither should nations be allowed to do so. An unsigned 
1904 editorial considered war to have 'served its purpose in the evolution of the 
race by calling forth the elementary virtues of physical bravery and hardihood', 
but to have a different purpose in the present. The lesson to be learnt from war 
now, the White Ribbon said, was to 'direct studious attention to the desirability 
and possibility of a bloodless settlement of international disputes and the best 
means to be adopted for that attainment.'24 

19 ibid, p.8. 
20 ibid. 
21 The National Council of the Women of New Zealand, Fifth Session Held at the City Council 

Chambers, Dunedin, May 3rd to 12tli, 1900, Christchurch, 1900, p.77. Despite the fact that Bain's 
original motion was carried unanimously, it would be unwise to see the NCW as being in complete 
accord over the anti-war stand, as Margaret Bullock's comments and this later resolution show. 

22 ODT, 14 May 1900, p.2. 
23 White Ribbon (WR), January 1902, p.9. 
24 WR, November 1904, p.7. 
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In 1905 the WCTU had rejoiced at the 'increasing number of Governments 
that are entering into treaties of arbitration' ,25 and at the 1906 convention a debate 
was held on peace and arbitration. A resolution was subsequently passed (and 
renewed for the next three years) drawing attention to the 'horrors & evils of 
War ' and expressing hope that 'all Christian governments . . . resort to 
Arbitration as a means to settle differences between nations' and thus avert war.26 

At the same time the convention deplored the 'spirit of militarism sometimes 
inculcated in the young' and urged parents to teach their children 'the nobleness 
of adjusting quarrels by the exercise of reason, justice and forbearance, rather 
than by force.'27 

The WCTU felt that the behaviour of individuals should be reflected in the 
behaviour of governments, and the influence of mothers on their children was an 
important factor in the development of a less warlike state. However, it was not 
primarily concerned with the issues of peace and war and, unlike the NCW, it did 
not have someone like Wilhelmina Sherriff Bain to concentrate its attention on 
those issues. Therefore, while its statements fitted into the network of ideas on 
women 's roles as peacemakers, these were contradicted by its actions during the 
South African war and World War I.28 

While international arbitration continued to be discussed by interested wom-
en 's groups in New Zealand in the later years of the first decade of the twentieth 
century, from around 1906 another issue began to cause concern. Compulsory 
military training for young men and schoolboys was touted as the solution to the 
'problem' of New Zealand's national defence.29 Once compulsory military 
training (CMT) was introduced by the 1909 Defence Act, women became 
involved in the fight to have the legislation repealed. By this time the NCW had 
gone into recess and its annual conferences no longer provided a national 
platform from which anti-militarist views could be expressed. Opposition 
tended to be more localized and individuals in groups such as the Canterbury 
Women ' s Institute (CWI) and some branches of the New Zealand Housewives 
Union were at the forefront of the protests. 

The issue of CMT is a rather different one f rom that of peace and arbitration. 
Those opposed to CMT felt that military training inculcated a spirit of militarism 
in the country' s youth which would make them more amenable to fighting should 
war break out. The legislation provided a specific rallying point for these people, 
unlike the wider and more general issues of international arbitration and peace. 
In that, it is rather an aberration in this study but the struggle did provide a context 
in which those women opposed to war could express that opposition. 

25 Women ' s Christian Temperance Union, National Convention Minutes, 20 March 1905, Acc 
79-57, 1895-1905, AlexanderTurnbull Library, Wellington. 

26 W C T U National Convention Minutes, 21 June 1906. 1906-1912. 
27 ibid. 
28 See Hutching, '"Turn back this tide . . . " ' , p.53 and pp. 146-51. 
29 See James Dalton Milburn, 'New Zealand 's first experiment with compulsory military training, 

1900-1914', MA thesis, Victoria University of Wellington, 1954, and Ean M. Fraser, 'New Zealand 
Military Policy From the Boer War to the Great War, 1900-1914' , MA thesis. University of 
Auckland, 1935, for a detailed examination of why C M T was introduced in New Zealand. 
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Apart from some employers and farmers who were annoyed at the inconven-
ience caused by workers having to attend training camps, opposition to compul-
sory military training was not widespread. However there were two areas which 
found special disfavour with anti-militarist and anti-compulsion groups. The Act 
allowed for exemption from military training on religious grounds but this was 
conditional upon approval by the military authorities. There was no provision for 
conscientious objection. The second area, which was also unpopular with some 
parents, was the military training of schoolboys under fourteen years. Some felt 
that twelve was too young for boys to attend training camps and that military drill 
was a poor substitute for physical training. In 1908, a year before the Defence Act 
was passed, the WCTU had argued that it was not advisable to make military 
training compulsory unless compulsion was a last resort and that it was 'more 
than doubtful whetherany useful purpose is served by the training of young boys 
in the use of arms'.30 After CMT was introduced, the WCTU reiterated its 
objection to military training for boys. It felt that physical drill was all that young 
boys needed and that it would have been better to make the age of enrolment for 
military training 20 or 21 so that it would be 'undertaken by those who might be 
expected to have some conception of the gravity of the work' . The Union also 
argued that because boys' military training took place after school hours, it was 
an 'unnecessary interference with the authority of the parent and in the domain 
of the home.'31 The WCTU was concerned with the usurpation of parental 
authority over boys but had no profound opposition to compulsion in enforcing 
military training for adults. In this, it articulated the views of most New Zealand 
adults towards the Defence Act. 

The strongest opposition to compulsory military training as a whole came 
f rom religious organizations such as the Society of Friends, and secular groups 
such as the New Zealand Freedom League and the National Peace Council. 
Women played a significant role in these groups, but it is women 's organizations 
such as the Canterbury Women ' s Institute and the New Zealand Housewives 
Union which interest me here. They used the argument that women were 
naturally opposed to war to explain their dislike of CMT. 

The New Zealand Housewives Union, founded in 1912, agitated against 
compulsory military training. The Union was part of an international movement 
established to monitor the cost of living for housewives, and in New Zealand 
some branches became involved in left wing political causes. The first national 
president was Elizabeth Taylor, later national president of the WCTU, and 
widow of temperance politician, Tommy Taylor, one of only three MPs to vote 
against the introduction of compulsory military training. The secretary was 
Elizabeth McCombs, and Ada Wells was president of the Christchurch branch. 

In 1912 the Housewives Union and the National Peace Council issued a 
pamphlet by Ada Wells and Sarah Saunders Page, addressed 'To the women of 
New Zealand' . The pamphlet began by remarking on New Zealand's reputation 
as a country where attempts had been made to enact legislation which embodied 

30 WR, 15 July 1908, p.7. 
31 ibid, 18 June 1912, p.9. 
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' lofty conceptions of life' , amongst which was the enfranchisement of women. 
The opportunity to vote had conferred upon New Zealand women the chance to 
work towards the 'one grand ideal of womanhood' , to 'rear and train a noble 
race'. However, women should be aware that an 'enemy' had appeared: the 
Defence Act, 'the embodiments of which are subversive to our every hope of 
movement towards greatness'. The Act made 'our school-houses recruiting 
grounds for savage warfare' and set up the 'Moloch of War for our children to 
worship'. Compulsory military training was a retrograde step in the advance of 
civilization and had been "engineered by capitalists and reactionaries banded 
against the progress of humanitarianism'. The Defence Act professed peace but 
'plots war' and women should be particularly concerned because 'as long as our 
country submits to its yoke so long our aims for the betterment of our race will 
be frustrated.' Quoting Olive Schreiner, Wells and Page stated that women were 
naturally opposed to war because 'they pay the first cost on all human life' and 
knew first-hand the cost of war. The pamphlet ended by asking New Zealand 
women to 'work without ceasing for the repeal of the Defence Act, which will 
bring disease and death to the moral sense, and in the the end to the State we so 
ardently love . ' " 

The arguments employed by Page and Wells are very similar to those 
propounded by the NCW. Women were naturally opposed to war because they 
were the sex which bore children and therefore had a vested interest in their 
survival. Sending their sons off to be killed in wars did not constitute protection. 
Military training was seen as a step on the way towards war because it inculcated 
a favourable regard for war in the minds of young boys and men. New Zealand, 
with its reputation as the cradle of forward-thinking legislation, was not a 
country in which the Defence Act should have been introduced. Society had 
progressed beyond the need for war — the establishment of the International 
Court of Arbitration at The Hague was an illustration of that fact — and the 
introduction of CMT could only be seen as a retrograde step. Women in New 
Zealand, it was implied, had, as a result of their enfranchisement, the duty to 
show the world that women 's votes could influence social conditions and 
encourage the government to legislate to build a better world. Women were 
morally superior to men and thus they had a duty to see that their humanizing 
influence in public affairs was not overlooked. This belief underpinned their 
claim that 'women 's voices would naturally be aligned with the cause of 
peace . ' u 

Despite vigorous promulgation of these arguments, the opponents of compul-
sory military training failed in their task: the compulsory clauses were not 
repealed. They could, and did, claim a small victory after the programme of 
military training for boys was altered in the 1912 Defence Act. On the advice of 
a Commission of Enquiry into education, provisions for Junior Cadets ' training 
were abandoned. However, that change was more a result of widespread parental 

32 Ada Wells and Sarah Saunders Page, To The Women of New Zealand: A Plea for the Repeal 
of the Defence Act, Christchurch, 1912. 

33 Kruse and Sowerwine, p.50. 



182 MEGAN HUTCHING 

opposition to the compulsory drilling of their twelve- to fourteen-year-old sons 
than of the agitation of the anti-militarists. This was the section of the Act that 
the WCTU strongly opposed and it would be unwise to underestimate the 
influence of this national women ' s organization on government thinking. The 
government extricated itself f rom involvement in such a genuinely unpopular 
aspect of the scheme without making any concessions of principle to those 
people who were opposed to the universal and compulsory aspects of the military 
training scheme. 

The event that tried the spirit of all anti-war and anti-militarist women was 
World War I. The declaration of war was greeted enthusiastically in New 
Zealand, so much so that most anti-militarist groups felt it wise to keep a low 
profile. The National Peace Council suspended all its public work in 1914 'as the 
war fever is too acute to allow of any meetings being held' , but held private study 
circles for the 'education of the people in the deeper principles of the great Peace 
Question'.34 The WCTU, while deploring war in the abstract, supported the 
government 's actions and threw itself into fundraising for 'comforts ' for 
servicemen. The CW1, the Women ' s International League, the Housewives 
Union and the Women ' s Anti-Conscription League, along with the Society of 
Friends and the National Peace Council, formed the nucleus of the anti-war 
movement which became more vocal after the National Registration Act was 
passed in October 1915. Under the terms of the Act, eligible men were required 
to say whether they were prepared to volunteer for overseas service, for civil 
service in New Zealand, or for neither. 

The Act caused great concern amongst anti-militarist groups who rightly saw 
it as the first step on the road to conscription. In 1916 the government introduced 
the Military Service Bill. The method of conscription was an innovative system 
that was designed to please as many of the population as possible. The volunteer 
system remained and conscription was only to be enforced in areas where the 
number of volunteers was not large enough to make up the quota of recruits 
needed.35 

Anti-militarist groups responded swiftly. A new women 's organization, the 
Women 's Anti-Conscription League (W ACL), based in Wellington, was founded 
in 1916 specifically to object to conscription. Membership was drawn from 
familiar groups such as the Housewives Union. The WACL was opposed to 
conscription because 'under it the sacredness of human life is ruthlessly 
violated'. Their objection, whilst rooted in a dislike of war, was to the compul-
sion involved: 'The question of participating in the destruction of human life in 
war is, and should remain, a matter of individual conscience, and no Govern-
ment, whether representing a majority or minority, has any right to compel any 
person to kill or be killed.' The League referred to their special interest as 
mothers in opposing conscription, tying their argument to a dislike of militarism: 
'The mothers among us revolt against the idea that there is no better use for their 

34 Mackie to Egerton Gill, 2 September 1914. Papers of Charles Maekie, Series 47, Canterbury 
Museum. 

35 See Baker, King and Country Call, pp.85-92, for a more detailed discussion of the Act. 
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sons than to be compulsorily sacrificed to militarism, war, and wholesale 
slaughter.'16 Women, they argued, had most to lose by the adoption of conscrip-
tion, although those men forced to fight against their will and those conscientious 
objectors sent to detention camps may have found that difficult to believe. 
Conscription meant an increase in militarism and an increase in 'military 
domination means a lessening of the position of women'.37 In other words, an 
increase in 'masculine' militarism would lessen the softer influences that women 
brought to bear on society. 

In June 1916 a deputation of women from the WACL waited upon the Prime 
Minister to put forward their views on conscription. Women such as Sarah Snow, 
who had been president of the Wellington Housewives Union in 1913 and was 
an executive member of the Labour Party in 1916, and Jane Donaldson, also a 
member of the Housewives Union and a well known Labour woman, spoke to 
Massey on the subject. Mrs J. Aitken, president of the Wellington branch of the 
Women's International League and another member of the Housewives Union, 
told the Prime Minister that 'as mothers they protested against their sons being 
conscripted if they objected to go to the war . . . . No Government had the right 
to take their boys away from them, and for that reason they were going to fight 
conscription for all they were worth.'38 The WACL used the rhetoric of women 
as mothers, and thus protectors of their children, to justify their opposition to 
conscription. 

The war provided the impetus for the establishment of New Zealand's first all-
woman peace group — the Women's International League (WIL). The League 
was an international organization which had been established as a result of the 
International Congress of Women held in Holland in 1915.39The resolutions of 
the International Congress of Women assumed that women were naturally 
opposed to war, and resolution 9, about the enfranchisement of women, stated 
that 'the combined influence of the women of all countries is one of the strongest 
forces for the prevention of war'.4" As a women's peace group in New Zealand, 
the WIL used the images of motherhood and internationalism to protest against 
the war. 

In 1916, it contributed to the Christmas issue of the Maoriland Worker. The 
objects of the WIL, as stated in the Maoriland Worker, were to ensure that in 
future national differences would be settled by means other than war, and to 
demand that women have a 'direct voice in the affairs of the nation.'41 This was 
a very strong echo of the arguments used by Bain and others at the end of the 

36 Maoriland Worker (MW), 14 June 1916, p.2. 
37 ibid. 
38 Evening Post, 10 June 1916, p.6. 
39 For more information on the international organization, see Gertrude Bussey and Margaret 

Tims, Women's International League For Peace and Freedom, 1915-1965; A Record of Fifty Years 
Work, London, 1965. For the New Zealand group, see Megan Hutching, 'Women ' s International 
League For Peace and Freedom' in Anne Else, ed„ Women Together, Wellington, 1993, pp.85-87. 
40 International Congress of Women, Report of the International Congress of Women, Zurich, 

May 12 to 17 1919. Geneva, 11920], p.253. 
41 MW, 13 December 1916, p. 12. 
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nineteenth century. The WIL ' s motto was 'The world is my country. War has 
always meant suffering and sorrow to woman and child. ' "Through the sufferings 
of war, the New Zealand WIL hoped, women might find a 'bond of unity' which 
would be stronger than 'ties of race, blood, creed or co lour ' . " The League's 
message was directed to the 'mothers of the world' because 'to them has fallen 
the task of bringing into the world those human souls which in war are but food 
for cannon.'44 

The WIL made an explicit connection between war and the 'degradation of 
women' and argued that international arbitration was the only sane and wise 
alternative. Women should build on the opportunity raised by the war and 'seek 
to create an International Solidarity which shall stretch from sea to sea, from 
shore to shore.' It called upon the 'mothers of the world' to 'throw their combined 
strength against the forces that prevent the peaceful solution of international 
disputes' and to demand that international co-operation 'supersede the outworn 
system of warfare ' .4 5In the twenty or so years since Wilhelmina Sherriff Bain 
had first brought up the issues of peace and arbitration at the NCW conferences, 
little had changed in either the arguments used by women against war and for 
international arbitration, or in the rhetoric employed to express them. 

In the 1890s the women of the NCW used the image of motherhood when 
speaking of the need for international arbitration to end disputes between 
countries. They made an explicit connection between the skills women used to 
arbitrate disputes in the home and those needed to arbitrate disputes between 
nations. Similarly, at the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, the 
image of motherhood was used to persuade women to oppose compulsory 
military training. Between 1914 and 1918 women were exhorted to oppose war 
both as the mothers of soldiers and because, as women, they were naturally 
inclined to support the conservation of life. I am certain that the rhetoric of 
nurturant motherhood was not used expediently by these women. That the 
ideology had been internalized and was used quite unselfconsciously is sup-
ported by the fact that even pro-war groups used the image of women as mothers 
to underpin their stance.46The WCTU, for example, referred to it explicitly in its 
desire to 'make the world more homelike' . There is no difference in the imagery, 
only the uses to which it was put. The WCTU had temperance and social purity 
as its major aims; the WIL had peace and arbitration. The NCW pushed for a 
variety of reforms, one of which, thanks mainly to the influence of Wilhelmina 
Sherriff Bain, was peace and arbitration. 

42 ibid, 29 March 1916, p.3. 
43 ibid., 13 December 1916, p.12. 
44 ibid. 
45 ibid. 
46 See Barbara J. Steinson, ' "The Mother Half of Humanity": American Women in the Peace and 
Preparedness Movements in World War 1', in Carol R. Berkin and Clara M. Lovett.eds, Women, War 
and Revolution, New York, 1980. 
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The message that women should be allowed to use their mothering skills in the 
political sphere was explicit. International arbitration was their domestic skills 
writ large. It was a message that was extended further by Bain in the N C W , and 
by the WIL: those mothering skills could, and should, be used to bring about an 
end to armed conflict. 
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