In the December 17, 1914 edition of the Woman Voter, the American feminist Grace Isabel Colbron is quoted as saying

“It is the spirit of militarism, the glorificator of  brute force, and this

 alone, that has kept woman in political, legal and economic bondage

 throughout the ages.”

 The Woman Voter had been launched in Melbourne in 1909 as the journal of the Women’s Political Association or WPA. The wish of many WPA members to devote themselves as women to dissent against involvement in World War 1found expression in the formation from the WPA of the Women’s Peace Army in 1915. In this paper, I will argue that during World War 1, through its incarnation as the Women’s Peace Army, the WPA’s anti-militarist platform and it’s concern for the position of women in Australian society combined to provide a context from which a woman-centred critique of Australia’s participation in war could develop. This occurred in parallel with an already developing critique of women’s position in Australian society. Through these critiques, dominant constructions of gender, and of femininity in particular, were both contested, and reinscribed. 

In the second decade of the  twentieth century, Australian nationhood was becoming increasingly linked to participation in warfare. Australia had already participated in a number of wars, and compulsory military training had been legislated for and in force since 1909. From the time of its first publication, the Woman Voter frequently expressed its opposition to this compulsory militarization. The WPA was also quick to establish a link between women’s marginalization, violence against women and children, and  constructions of masculinity which saw militarism as desirable.

For the WPA, the very existence of war as the usual means of settling

international disputes was evidence of the failure of masculinist statecraft. On August 24, 1914, Vida Goldstein wrote in the Woman Voter :

…this Association hopes that women…will work…with

 one mind to destroy the perverted national sense of honour

 that can only be justified by the murder of men, and demand

 that international disputes shall be adjusted by arbitration.

The WPA had adopted an explicitly anti-militarist policy earlier in 1914, after considerable controversy which resulted in some resignations, but many members believed that a special effort to disseminate anti-militarism as a feminist policy was required in a society mobilized to support the war. The Women’s Peace Army was formed on July 7th, 1915 as a response to this perceived need, with a platform calling for the abolition of compulsory military training and militarism, as well as for equal political rights for women wherever representative gov’t existed. Although many women were members of both organizations, it was believed that a separate Peace Army could appeal to women who may not agree with the WPA’s non-party politics, but who wanted to play an active role with other women in opposing the war. For the Peace Army, the war as a discrete international relations event was one thing, and this was addressed in the Woman Voter, but of even more significance was the paper’s responsibility to counteract the pro-war propaganda which pervaded the mainstream press and report the realities of war as experienced by ordinary people from a feminist point of view. Adela Pankhurst wrote that:

 …we can place before the people what war means to the soldiers

 who go out and fight and to the mothers, wives and children who

 remain behind; what it means to the working people of the nations

 who engage in it, whether they win or lose…War proves nothing 

except which country is stronger in battleships and guns.


In its reporting of the Peace Army’s activities and policies, alongside continued coverage of the issues which preoccupied the WPA before the war, the Woman Voter between 1915 and 1918 disseminated experiences of and perspectives on the war which were absent from most other Australian publications of this period. The war was covered from a woman-centred point of view as contextualizing a number of issues as properly the concerns of women. Among the more obvious of these were violence against women and children and the incidence of venereal disease. Violence against women and children was a prominent issue in the Woman Voter before the war, and the frequent involvement of soldiers, particularly under the influence of alcohol, intensified the paper’s interest in this issue during the war. The WPA’s interest in the effects of venereal disease on women became of more urgent concern as its incidence increased dramatically when soldiers returned from the war. “White slavery” and the struggle for equal pay also continued to be featured, now within the context of the war. As the war approached in 1914,Vida Goldstein had already written :


If men really understood what was meant by the need of defending the 



honour of women and children in time of war, they would be more 


concerned about defending that honour in time of peace against the 


white slave traffic and venereal disease.


Other ways in which the war caused Australian women’s lives to become more difficult were featured, along with reports about the Peace Army’s efforts to alleviate these hardships. The Woman Voter ran a long series called “Hands Off the People’s Bread” when the price of bread was raised, and another on the Women’s Unemployment Bureau set up by the Women’s Peace Army to provide some work and wages for women who became unemployed during the war. The Woman Voter thus locates World War 1 in the totality of women’s oppression, as another context in which the pre-existing war against women must be fought.

A central aspect of the anti-war ideology expressed in the Woman Voter was its focus on internationalism through a vision of sisterhood between all women, whom they saw as equally vulnerable to abuse from men and from the consequences of war. The women who joined the WPA and the Women’s Peace Army were almost exclusively drawn from the middle class, and it was often in terms of their own class’ gender ideology that their understanding of this sisterhood was articulated. Before war broke out, Adela Pankhurst had expressed it in relation to women of all classes in Australia:

Men have divided women into two classes – those they

protect and those upon whom they prey…We assert our 

sisterhood with those women whom men have used and 

cast aside…there is no price which can buy our acquiescence


in their wrongs. We declare war upon every condition which 


degrades our sisters.


In the language of middle class rectitude which was commonly used by members of the WPA to articulate their ideas, they expressed their wish for solidarity with other Australian women from whom it would perhaps have been easier to differentiate themselves.  During the war, the Woman Voter focussed not only on the sisterhood between Australian women but between themselves and the women of Europe, particularly German women. The consequences of the war for women and children were the same, regardless of their nationality. In 1915 Pankhurst wrote

Dear women of all nations, we have no quarrel with you….We do

 not want to wreck your homes…and spoil your children’s lives…

This is men’s way to safety. Many bloody wars have they waged,

and countless women’s hearts have they broken to make us “safe”

 by such means as these.

This expression of solidarity with women of all nations represents a considerable departure from the sentiments which were expressed about the differences between the men on either side of the war in the mainstream press. As the war went on, these publications gave full vent to the anti-Germanist atmosphere which held sway in Australia. German men were represented as progressively more animal-like and rapacious, in contrast to the brave and honourable Anzac soldiers. By contrast,German soldiers were represented in the Woman Voter as having much in common with their Australian counterparts, and Australian men who enlisted to fight overseas were often represented as the unwitting pawns of war propaganda. Returned Australian troops often disrupted the Peace Army’s public meetings, but according to Adela Pankhurst

We know there are wild lawless spirits among them, but believe that…

they are fine fellows, whose courage and devotion we would … see

 turned to nobler usage than the slaughter of their fellow men who are

 as brave and unselfish as themselves.

 For Pankhurst enlistment put Australian men in a position which was at odds with their masculinity in the eyes of Australian women:


…every woman who has a son, a husband or a brother wants him

 to be a man, and not an automaton, whose watchword is “obey”, 

irrespective of right. What is going to happen when the war is over

 and the soldiers begin to think again, to remember their manhood 

and the rights of men?

The possible consequences of military masculinity were also at odds with expectations of men’s behaviour in peace time on a number of levels. As we have already seen, it led to increased violence against women, but Pankhurst could see other potential scenarios as well:

“Surely it is dangerous to put deadly weapons in the hands of young men

 to avenge Nurse Cavell, when sweating employers drive hundreds of 

girls to a fate worse than death, when rich young men seduce them…

What if the young men of Australia take up their cause at home?

Without question, it was the campaigns leading up to the referenda on conscription for overseas service in 1916 and 1917  which focused the attention of the Women’s Peace Army most sharply during the war years. Considerable interest was displayed in the women’s vote by both the pro- and anti-conscriptionists. On October 23rd, 1916 the Argus published a letter from Louis E. Burns of Camberwell who wondered if it was now too late to issue different coloured ballot papers for male and female voters at the referendum, so that women’s voting patterns could be investigated later.
 

 
The Women’s Peace Army campaigned strongly for a “No” vote, and they focused their campaign on establishing conscription in the public arena specifically as a women’s issue. Debates and public meetings were held. At an anti-conscription meeting on the Yarra Bank on September 17, 1916, Vida Goldstein addressed a crowd of about 30,000 people. When the Prime Minister announced his proclamation on October 2, 1916 to call up single men and draft them into camps in anticipation of a “Yes” vote, the Women’s Peace Army became involved in the trade unions’ People’s Proclamation Day which was held as a protest two days later. Despite heavy rain, 40,000 people attended. The Peace Army’s early anti-conscription rhetoric stressed the ways in which conscription would disadvantage working class people far more than the middle class but as each referendum became imminent, particular types of gendered imagery became much more prominent in the Woman Voter. This imagery  retains elements of traditional gender ideology, whilst also inverting others. The relationship between mother and son is as central in this material as it had always been in conventional gender ideology. But where Australian men had often been represented as aggressive in the Woman Voter, the material printed during the anti-conscription campaigns is dominated by passive images of men as innocent sons potentially being sent off to fight against their will. These child-like images contrast with those of women, who are portrayed as strong mothers, able to use the power of the vote to protect their sons. The defender/defended opposition so commonly used in pro-war and pro-conscription propaganda, and associated with masculinity and femininity respectively, is thus inverted in anti-conscription material constructed by women. This use of the image of the mother also contrasts sharply with the silent, sacrificing mother who featured prominently in propaganda for the “Yes” cause, despite both images depending for their legitimacy on conventional middle class gender ideology. This imagery is strongly present in the words of an anti-conscription song “I Didn’t Raise My Son To Be a Soldier”, which often appeared in the Woman Voter. 
The mother in this song asserts her solidarity with other mothers and alludes to their power not only to prevent conscription, but to end the war by refusing to deliver their sons to the army. Again it is the mother who is represented as a powerful actor in this scenario, rather than her son who can be delivered to the military or withheld from it by his mother’s action, rather than by his own. So powerful were the lyrics of this song that it was banned from being performed in public for the duration of the war. It was, however, sung at virtually every rally and meeting held by the Peace Army. To enable all present to join the singing, the words were printed and distributed by Peace Army members, and singing was usually led by Cecilia John, the WPA’s business manager, who had an excellent contralto voice. The Woman Voter had often used maternal imagery in articulating the Women’s Peace Army’s view of many issues earlier in the war, and had always insisted on the importance of women’s roles as mothers, but it was during the anti-conscription campaigns that its contestation of the qualities of women as mothers was at its most intense. I t must be acknowledged, however, that other aspects of the Woman Voter’s earlier critique of the restrictive nature of women’s position in society, such as their economic dependence on men disappears from its pages during the referendum campaigns. This partial retreat from earlier imperatives seems explicable only by the gravity of the situation during the referenda, and the need to appeal to women urgently in the most meaningful terms. 


The most significant of the public activities in which the Peace Army was involved was the Women’s No-Conscription Demonstration and Procession which was held on October 21st 1916, under the auspices of the United Women’s No-Conscription Committee.
 In this event one also sees elements of a conventional construction of femininity along with contestation about gender. This was the first time Australian women had held such a procession and clearly identified conscription as a women’s issue as well as the appropriateness of women acting in public to express their views. The march consisted of six thousand women, and was led by Madeleine Gardiner, the youngest daughter of the Peace Army’s vice president. The decision that the leader of the procession should be a child claimed for the procession the potent symbolism of the relationship between mother and child, simultaneously with the right of women to act publicly as women.  Madeleine was followed by Cecilia John on horseback, and then by the members of the Women’s No-Conscription Committee led by the committee’s presidents, Vida Goldstein and Lizzie Wallace. The women marched from the Guild Hall down Swanston Street to the Yarra Bank, where 80,000 people had assembled to hear twelve women speakers giving their views on the case against conscription. This public demonstration by women against conscription did not pass without adverse reaction on the part of observers. Groups of soldiers “of the hooligan type” made a number of attempts to disrupt the march, but others linked arms to prevent this. For the Peace Army, the outcome of the procession was “a demonstration of popular feeling such as has never before been witnessed in Australia.”


When the defeat of the 1916 referendum was known, Vida Goldstein was sure that the women’s vote had been decisive, and she wrote in The Woman Voter that although the ballot had been a secret one, 

It is believed …that the “No” majority was secured by the women’s vote,

and the soldiers’ vote – by the two sections of the people who suffer

most under Militarism.

By the end of the anti-conscription campaigns,the Woman Voter was already in financial difficulty, as its notoriety and the war-weariness which  by then pervaded Australian society affected circulation. It became a fortnightly newspaper in mid-1918 and doubled in price to twopence in August of that year. The Peace Army continued to work to alleviate the increasing hardship which the sheer numbers of war dead caused for women and children, despite its precarious financial position.


The last of the Peace Army’s major activities was its sponsorship of Goldstein and Cecilia John as delegates to the Women’s Peace Conference at Zurich in 1919. 

The Conference deliberated over the Peace Terms which had been negotiated by the combatant powers and passed a resolution deeming them unacceptable. Goldstein reported to the Woman Voter that she was deeply moved by the Conference, and the possibilities for lasting peace, led by women, which it seemed to promise. She had been in the company of “women [of] every country who had remained true to the universal sense of love”, and this gave her much optimism for the future.
 Nevertheless, she decided against returning to Australia, and in fact did not do so until 1922. So heavily had the Peace Army depended on Goldstein’s input, that her absence, along with it’s financial difficulties led to the disbandment of the Peace Army and the Women’s Political Association, as well as the end of the Woman Voter. In the last edition of the paper, its acting editor wrote that the postwar world required a more comprehensive outlook on the world’s affairs than the paper was able to offer:


The aftermath of the war, even more than the war itself, has 


shown us the utter futility of the tinkering processes of reform


 that each and all of the methods adopt that do not aim at a 


complete upheaval and reconstruction…


This was the end of the Women’s Peace Army, but not of women’s anti-war activism in Australia. Also attending the Zurich conference was Eleanor Moore, a pacifist who had worked throughout the war in Australia in an organisation which had common ground with the Women’s Peace Army, but also considerable differences in philosophy and methods. This organisation was the Sisterhood of International Peace, which soon after the Zurich Conference became the Australian branch of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF). Not only did this organization continue its work for peace long after the end of World War I, but it still continues to do so today.  
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