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WOMEN WIN THE VOTE 
1880s and 1890s. 

THE TRUE RIGHTS OF WOMEN 

The rights of women -what are they? 
The right to labour,and to pray? 
The right to watch while others sleep, 
The right o'er others' woes to weep, 
The right to succour in reverse, 
The right to bless while others curse, 
The right to love whom others scorn, 
The right to comfort all who mourn, 
The right to shed new life on earth, 
The right to feel the soul's high worth, 
The right to lead the soul to God, 
Along the path the Saviour trod - 
The path of meekness and of love, 
The path of patience and of wrong, 
The path in which the week grow strong. 
Such women's rights - and God will bless, 
And crown their champion with success. 

This piece of verse from the Oxford and Cust Observer, 7 September 
1889, reflects the viewpoint of a number of men at  this time. It is 
certainly what its editor, Richard Parish, one of Oxford's most prominent 
citizens and a member of a large number of organizations, 
felt. No mention is made of a woman's right to vote, the right to 
make choices or the right to have some control over her own life. 
It appears that the only right a woman is permitted is the right 
to serve others, and the reward for these saintly activities will be 
in Heaven. 

From the same edition of this newspaper, the editorial states, 

''So we from the look out of our editorial chair, 
watch the progress of the world's fight , and we 
see, a s  plainly a s  the noonday sun, the ever 
increasing power of 'the people', the growing 
intelligence of the masses, and we claim no 
special inspiration when we debate the tri- 
umph of Democracy to be inevitable. We 
should feel that we are disgracing our intelli- 
gence if we wasted our ink on 'chaff and 
twaddle about 'the rights of woman', and the 
far distant consequences of 'woman suffrage'. 
The condition of woman in the wide field of 
industry has greatly changed, of late years: her 
social and political influence too, has grown to 
large proportions, and we are fully confident 
that all her rights and privileges will be secured 
by society when she learns to know and value 
them. The more conversant she becomes with 
the rights and duties, the better fitted she will 
be to appreciate her own. In fact when men 
and women devote their minds to working out 
the problems of practical life instead of specu- 
lating on abstract theories and dreaming the 
impossible, the wiser and better they will both 
become." 

There was clearly a sector of opinion which was strongly opposed to 
women having equal political rights with men. This is particularly 
interesting in light of the very liberal views this newspaper expresses on 
such issues as the fight between Capital and Labour and the plight of the 
working classes. 

This same newspaper has a Woman's Section where the following 
letter appears supporting the editorial viewpoint. 

''LADY'S LETTER CUST 
Dear Sissie, - At last, after all these years of 
weary waiting, we have a fashionable wedding! 
I must write to tell you all about it, because I 
may not live to be so old to see another in such 
a place a s  this. It was the second Miss Murphy, 
who was married to Mr A. N. Williams of Auck- 
land, and great was the excitement among all of 
us  who knew the bride: She looked lovely, being 
dressed in white watered silk, with a wreath 
and veil . . . . . the elite were there in great force, 
and I noticed some beautiful dresses among 
them. " 



Similar exciting events, household hints and recipes were published 
weekly. These were the things at least some men saw as  being within the 
realm of women. 

What was life really like in North Canterbury for the women of the 
1880s and 1890s ? This period in New Zealand's history has traditionally 
been known as  the Long Depression. It appears that North Canterbury 
did not suffer as badly as other areas in New Zealand. Production 

actually increased in all areas of farming, although prices would most 
certainly have fallen because of the world-wide slump. Those farmers 
with little debt would probably have survived relatively well. 

Small rural industries and businesses such as  flax mills and flour 
mills did have fluctuating histories, especially because of fickle prices 
on the world market. New industries came and went depending on 
overseas demand and prices. 

The Kaiapoi Woollen Mills, the largest industry and employer, began 
its production of woollen blankets in 1875 and came under local 
ownership in 1878. Women would have been employed here and in other 
local industries. 

The main paid employment for women was still in domestic service, 
although women were becoming increasingly reluctant to take on this 
work because of the long hours and poor rates of pay. Pay rates in 
other areas were an important issue and in November, 1889 the Oxford 
and Cust Observer commented on the role women were playing in the 
tailors' struggle: 

"We must also bear in mind that in the recent 
struggle it has not been men alone who are 
striving for their rights, but women and girls as  
well. Stimulated by the advice and example of 
their husbands, brothers and friends, the 
women have shown themselves worthy allies, 
and in every way deserving of the success they 
have attained." 

Teaching and shopwork were also areas of paid employment for 
women but despite their numbers there were very few who attained any 
level of responsibility except where they actually owned the business or 
had set up a private school. Pay and conditions for women were generally 
poor at this time and women in North Canterbury were no different from 
those in other areas of New Zealand. 

The majority of women were fully occupied caring for large and 
dependent households and rearing numerous children. Even without 
an economic depression life would have been difficult for most women. 
For some women at this time, especially those married to men who 
moved constantly from one place to another in search of work, it would 
have been particularly stressful. Women on farms, as  well as performing 
the usual household tasks, were expected to play an  active role in 
farming activities and to cook for any farm workers. In reality, women 

probably had little time to spend on frivolous indulgences such as the 
fashionable wedding described in the Oxford and Cust Observer. 

Despite their already full lives, many women of this period did have 
time for activities outside their homes, especially those associated with 
churches and community welfare. From this strongly Christian involve- 
ment there was a natural progression to the temperance movement, the 
Women's ChristianTemperance Movement (W. C. T. U.) and the women's 
suffrage movement. 

In May 1885, a visiting American, Mrs Mary Leavitt, was in 
New Zealand to promote temperance and organize branches of the 
W. C. T. U. During her stay branches were established in a number of 
Canterbury towns. including Rangiora. 

The initial purpose of the W. C. T. U. was to work for temperance and 
discourage the sale and use of alcohol. It  was felt that alcohol diverted 
money and attention away from the family and at  times resulted in 
violence and deprivation within the home. There was also an  emphatic 
Christian message, progressive ideas for other aspects of women's lives 
and strong support for women's suffrage. 

While the concept of votes for women was held in contempt by many 
men, this was not always the case. Without the active support of men, 
both locally and at  Parliamentary level, the women's suffrage movement 
would not have achieved its eventual success. There are many examples 
of this involvement. 

In Parliament, Sir John Hall, a long-standing member of the House of 
Representatives, an ex-Premier, and an ex-Member of the Legislative 
Council, was the main supporter of women's suffrage. Richard Moore, 
the Member for Kaiapoi, was also a constant supporter. 

Locally there are many references to men playing an  important role 
in temperance meetings and supporting votes for women. It may seem 
a little quaint to women today to have men taking leading roles in 
meetings and organizations which were primarily concerned with issues 
affecting women. One such event, reported in The Press, was a public 
meeting held in Rangiora in November 1892. 

'A  public meeting to discuss the question [of 
women's suffrage] was held in the Rangiora 
Literary Institute on Tuesday evening. There 
was a large attendance, the hall being well 
filled, and on the platform were the Revs P. R. 
Monro ( who presided ) H. B. Redstone and S. 
J. Garlick, and  Messrs. A. Saunders  
and Meredith ........ He [the Chairman] 
expressed his entire sympathy with the object 
of the meeting and trusted some good would 
result from it. The Rev. H. B. Redstone moved 
- That this meeting deeply deplores the fate 
of the Electoral Bill in the last session of 
Parliament. "' 



He went on to urge that the Government stack the Legislative Council 
with new appointees sympathetic to Electoral Reform at the next session 
to ensure the passage of a new Bill. This was seconded by Mr. T Keir and 
yet another male, Mr Saunders, delivered an address on the issue. Mr 
Meredith then added more information. This motion was passed by the 
meeting, as  was a second motion, moved by Rev. J. S. Garlick and 
seconded by Mr. S. Ayers, that resolved that a copy of the resolution be 
forwarded to the Premier. 

There were men who were quite clearly supportive ofwomen's suffrage 
in North Canterbury. Men mentioned in such reports were known 
workers for the temperance movement. That they were also prominent 
citizens suggests that there was quite a level of local support. Whether 
this support arose from a desire to champion equality for women or the 
hope to enlist more voters for the prohibition cause is unimportant. Their 
motivation was probably a combination of the two and without the 
support of men such as  these the work of the women would have been 
much more difficult. 

While men appeared to take many of the leadership roles in the 
Ranfiiora movement, Kaiapoi was quite different. Kaiapoi had a highly 
successful branch of the W. C. T. U. "with strong women such as  Annie 
Blackwell and Fanny Evans as  energetic and determined leaders and 
"with Bessie Soulby, a meticulous and efficient secretary, to support 
them. With women such as  these it is not surprising that men did not 
get to play the prominent role they did in Rangiora. 

In September 1889, another visiting American, Mrs Harrison Lee held 
a mission in Kaiapoi to promote the temperance movement. The 
meetings in this instance were for women only, a very radical step at this 
time. 

Strong links existed between the Kaiapoi and Christchurch branches, 
as  was shown when Kate Sheppard came out to lecture and read 
Sir John Hall's speeches on female franchise. The meeting took place in 
the Wesleyan Hall on 1 October 1890, where Kate Sheppard 
also circulated petition forms demanding the right for women over 
the age of twenty-one to be given the vote. This petition was to be 
presented to both Houses of Parliament. 

In November 1890, Sir John Hall wrote to the President of the National 
Women's Christian Temperance Union. 

"Dear Madam, - I have the pleasure to ac- 
knowledge the receipt of a letter from yourself 
and the office-bearers of The Women's Chris- 
tian Temperance Union on the subject of what 
I have been able to do in the matter of female 
suffrage . . . . . . . In compliance with your wish I 
have introduced a Bill, of which I enclose a 
copy for giving effect to the resolution which 
was adopted by the House, but it is so difficult 
for a private member to get a Bill, through its 

various stages that I fear it will be impossible 
for it to pass this session . . . . . . . . I trust that your 
Society will take steps for having petitions 
ready for presentation to Parliament at its 
meeting early next year." 

Women throughout New Zealand circulated these petitions and the 
final petition, containing about 8,000 signatures, was presented to 
Parliament by Sir John Hall in August 189 1. The Bill was defeated in the 
Legislative Council (the upper House) by two votes. 

A second petition was presented in 1892. By this time the previously 
antagonistic Oxford and Cast Observer was beginning to give support to 
the movement. 

"The question as  to whether women should be 
permitted to exercise the franchise has long 
been debated, and the view that they were 
entitled to it, until very lately has been held by 
a very small minority, but the ranks of those 
who think otherwise are being constantly re- 
cruited and they now count among some of the 
most accomplished scholars a s  well a s  some of 
the shrewdest politicians in the British Empire 
. . . . . . Nobody denies that women exercises [sic] 
great political influence in secret, how much 
more could she do if she were permitted to 
exercise it openly." 

A third petition was circulated in 1893. This time the collection 
of signatures was organised systematically. Areas to be canvassed 
were divided amongst branches of the W. C. T. U. and individuals 
working for the cause in areas where branches did not exist. In Kaiapoi 
the W. C. T. U. was particularly well organized. Mrs T. B. Ward was the 
"Franchise Superintendent". Her job would have been to delegate tasks 
and oversee the huge task of getting a s  many signatures as  possible on 
the petition. She was supported by a band of such dedicated women as  
Fanny Evans, Bessie Soulby, Annie Blackwell, Mrs W. Western and Miss 
Murray. These energetic women and many others like them took the 
petitions from house to house, usually on foot, to collect signatures. It 
would seem that this was the main way of canvassing, for on examining 
the Suffrage Petition it can be seen that whole households often signed 
together. 

At the same time these women continued to be involved in other 
important aspects of the temperance movement and working for the 
social and economic good of their communities. Reference is made to 
these activities in other chapters of this book. 

In both Rangiora and Kaiapoi, Temperance Tearooms were in opera- 
tion. In July 1893 The Press reported the first anniversary celebration 



of the opening of the Kaiapoi Tea and Coffee Rooms by the Kaiapoi 
Women's Temperance Union. A soiree was held in the Oddfellows Hall. 
Once again the names of Mrs Blackwell, Mrs Western, Mrs J. S. Smalley, 
Mrs Ward, Miss Murray and Mrs Soulby were prominent in the report of 
the proceedings. 

The energetic efforts of North Canterbury women and those from 
other areas of New Zealand were rewarded when on 13 July 1893 The 
Press reported that 

"when the Electoral Bill is brought before the 
House on the 19th instant, Sir John Hall will 
present over 27,000 signatures of women, over 
twenty-one years of age, in favour of extending 
the franchise to women, in time for the next 
general election." 

The Bill was passed on 19 September 1893. Now that women had the 
right to vote it was imperative to get as  many as  possible registered in 
time to vote in the forthcoming election. North Canterbury women were 
again well organized and on 27 September 1893, The Press reported a 
meeting held in the Rangiora Institute Hall to discuss the recently gained 
franchise for women. The Rev. P. R. Monro moved - 

"That the enfranchisement ofwomen called for 
an  expression of gratitude to the Divine Ruler, 
and  tha t  the  meeting viewed the  
Suffrage as  a sacred trust to be prayerfully 
exercised for the advancement of every 
righteous cause." 

He also passed a vote of thanks to Sir John Hall for his support. In  
this report, at  least, there is no mention of the well co-ordinated, 
dedicated and tireless work of women in this fight. Is this another 
example of women's work being ignored or simply under valued ? These 
men could not have been unaware of the contribution of women in this 
battle for at this same meeting Kate Sheppard spoke on the history of 
the women's franchise movement. 

The other important focus of this meeting was the enrolling of women 
to vote. There was a local Justice of the Peace present to help women fill 
in the forms and to verify their claims to vote and a total of over one 
hundred enrolments were made. 

The work and success of the Suffrage Movement were remembered 
and used as  a continued inspiration for furthering the work of the 
W. C. T. U. In September 1894, The Press reported, 

'On Wednesday evening, in the oddfellows' 
Hall, Kaiapoi, was held the first anniversary 
celebrated by the members of the Women's 

Christian Temperance Union and their friends 
of the granting of the women's electoral fran- 
chise in this colony ...... Mrs G. H. Blackwell, 
President of the Union, occupied the chair, and 
gave an  interesting address, tracing the rise 
and progress of the W. C. T. U. ...... Mrs J. 
Smalley gave an  interesting address, congratu- 
lating those present on the advance ofwomen's 
position in the world. She concluded by con- 
gratulating her own sex on their efforts to make 
this colony an example to the rest of the world, 
and a land in which women should enjoy full 
privileges . l*  

It is clear that even though men may have failed to appreciate the hard 
work of women in this fight, the women themselves were well aware of 
their own efforts. In remembering their achievement in this area women 
had a wealth of experience on which to draw and many tales to give them 
the inspiration and confidence to fight other social and political battles. 
The most important of these was to be the fight against the "Demon 
Drink", a continuing crusade for the W. C. T. U. 

North Canterbury women, had shown that, despite the cynical 
attitudes of some men, they were capable of organizing an  efficient and 
successful political campaign and making a valuable contribution to 
ensure the final successful outcome of women's suffrage. 
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