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At the end of the nineteenth century, a social change was engulfing the Western World.1 Australia’s
preparations to become a self-governing nation were put in fruition and the journey to become a new
country encompassed the desire to bring with it a “new woman”. Conditions were horrendously
discriminatory towards women leading up to and at the beginning of the twentieth century; however
this was no deterrent for strong-willed and passionate women who campaigned tirelessly; first and
foremost for the right of equal citizenship in the form of holding the privilege to vote.2 At the forefront
of this movement, was Louisa Lawson, an inspiring and too often forgotten woman who changed
Australia positively as a consequence of her tireless campaigning.
Gold Rushes of the 1850’s in New South Wales saw poverty stricken convict families relocate with the
prospect of fortune that gold would bring.3 Tents were assembled and quickly women were an
underlying force, maintaining the domesticity. By the 1860’s, however, women had established
themselves as pioneers of the land. Hard working labourers who married young and bared an average of
seven children for the prosperity of the nation.4 It was at this time when women were confined to the
women’s sphere, sewing for in excess of twelve hours a day, whilst maintaining a home and a family.5 It
was this agonising and pain staking work that encouraged women to yearn for something different; to
yearn for something more. Women were the second class citizens of the time, with many laws
implemented to keep women in this place including not having legal guardianship of their children, nor
the right to own land. Maintained with careful execution, the world of education, politics, professions
and equality was a realm open only to men. However, women saw the desperate need for change. For
the prevention of wife beating, child abuse and drunkenness; the right to divorce, to higher education
and to politics.6 But first and foremost was the priority to establish enfranchisement.
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As Australia’s journey to Federation progressed and failed gold rush dreams had evaporated; many
circumstances found women raising large families by themselves, whilst providing for them by working.
Louisa Lawson was one of these women. In all too many cases; women married young and foolishly to
drunkard husbands and were subjected to child bearing decades, violent assaults7 and the struggles of
manual labour. Due to a social change which saw products such as candles and soaps, previously made
in the house, being produced by factories, for the first time, women were able to leave the confines of
domesticity and take part in working life.8 No matter the intellect of a woman, her business dreams or
aspirations, all women were confined to this situation, which combined domesticity for the first time
with severely underpaid and underappreciated labour.9 To support her family, Lawson found herself
taking in seamstress work, whilst maintaining a position at a local post office. Throughout this period,
she also managed her home garden from which she grew surplus vegetables to sell at market and cared
for her young family. The struggles of this country life in Eurundee, near Mudgee,10 encouraged Lawson
to relocate her family to the prosperity and promise of city life, in 1883.11 It was in Sydney12 where
Lawson proved her entrepreneurial genius, advertising for boarders in her house, whilst continuing to
manage her seamstress tasks, so that surplus money could be invested in a sound future for the Lawson
family and a challenging fulfilment for Louisa Lawson herself. After the move from bush battler to city
dweller, she had no desire to be bound by the confines of domesticity again.
Lawson’s monetary skills placed her in a comfortable position for the first time in her impoverished life
and the untimely death of her husband, Peter Lawson, saw Lawson inherit £1103.13 Her passion for
writing14 was then captured when she bought and managed the radical newspaper, The Republican, with
her son Henry Lawson in July 1887 which advocated federation.15 The Republican provided Lawson’s first
platform to oppose the conventions of women’s lives and conjure the potential problems that will arise
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if society continues to raise their future females in such constraining and limiting manners.16 The
Republican was part of the chronology of Lawson’s developing, yet determined, ideals of feminism with
the publication of a monthly ‘Ladie’s Coloum’ providing revolutionary ideas about the changing role of
women in society. By 1889, the campaigns for emancipation were becoming formidably stronger, and
one of these founding moments was when The Dawn was first printed in October 1888.17 This first issue
informed readers of the journal’s aims and the purpose of its editorial as well as the business policies on
which it was founded.18 Subtitled A Journal for Australian Women, this issue informed readers that it
was to be the voice of women, “their journal and mouthpiece”19 and promised the rising sun of a new
beginning.20 It is clearly demonstrated that Lawson’s objective for The Dawn was not the subsequent
revenue it provided for her family but the complete support of the suffrage cause. This risk saw Lawson
hire a team of ten female workers, grossly under experienced in comparison to their male counterparts,
yet this risk paid off.21 The instant commercial success of The Dawn can be attributed to many intuitive
business decisions on Lawson’s part creating the widest distribution possible.22 The perfect balance of
editorials and household hints made this newspaper unlike any other available. This created a
practicality to the newspaper which was also filled with advertisements for women, often advertising
women’s services.23 Success was seen worldwide, with issues being ordered from New Zealand, Fiji,
England, Scotland and America and the average yearly subscription list was 1000 people.24 A unique
factor was that there was no topic that The Dawn was afraid to approach, with monthly editorials
ranging from higher education for women, the fraud of an ideal married life and the Divorce Bill.25 The
pages of The Dawn were filled with advanced arguments for womanhood suffrage, dress and diet,
reform, temperance, the appointment of women to public office and woman’s right to paid work.26 In
the early days which paved the foundation of the path for enfranchisement, Louisa Lawson caused a
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social murmur. Controversial issues were now broached in a public forum and questions were now
asked about the inequality that every Australian woman was experiencing.27
Through this journey to Female Enfranchisement, Louisa Lawson broke down many barriers that arose
during her mission for change. The New South Wales Typographical Association refused membership to
females, thus threatening to shut down the emerging success of The Dawn.28 This triumph over the
encouraged boycott by unionists and advertisers further established her role in the feminist movement
and encouraged her to take a further step in the battle for equality, beginning The Dawn Club in May
1889.29 At the inaugural meeting of the Dawn Club, Lawson spoke gallantly about the campaign that
stretched ahead of them and the significance of why it was a necessity to be fought.
“A woman’s opinions are useless to her, she may suffer unjustly, she may be wronged, but she has no
power to weightily petition against man’s laws, no representatives to urge her views, her only method to
produce release, redress or change is to ceaselessly agitate.”30
The Dawn Club was an even greater achievement and more promising frontier for the fight of
feminism.31 Open to any female member of the public, the Dawn Club met biweekly and discussed how
the evil laws of men must be changed to protect women and children and the abstract logic surrounding
women not having the vote already.32 The Dawn Club was also used as a platform to practise public
speaking skills and discuss campaign strategies and Lawson persuaded the Sydney Mechanics School of
Arts to admit women to their association in an attempt to practice public speaking in a larger forum and
by 1893,33 Lawson was the first female on the Club’s board.34 Yet another step of the ladder for change
had been climbed.
As many of Lawson’s ventures were, The Dawn Club was a catalyst for unions and groups that began
around Australia.35 In 1891, the Women’s Christian Temperance Union met in Melbourne and was the
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first interstate assembly that addressed women’s rights.36 The primary focus of this group was the
prohibition of alcohol, as it was seen to be the root for the evil and violence men continuously inflicted
on their wives.37 Nevertheless; this union was an underlying group involved in ensuring the vote for
women across Australia. The Social Purity Club of South Australia campaigned rigorously for dignity in
the form of raising of the age of consent. Once again, the Social Purity Club of South Australia agreed
unanimously that the vote was necessary for any legislation to be passed by parliament.38 In 1891, the
Dawn Club was absorbed into a group of a larger scale; the Womanhood Suffrage League.39 With the
motto ‘Equality is Equity’40 the primary focus of the Womanhood Suffrage League was obtaining the
vote for women. The Dawn was a pivotal part of this group, with the printing facilities used to publish
the numerous leaflets and pamphlets the group used effectively to advocate their cause.41 Lawson was a
prominent member of the group’s council42 and her radical views encouraged women to participate in
public speaking in an attempt to aid the message of enfranchisement.43 And it was this year, 1891, when
change of a greater scale was beginning to occur.
The Women’s Christian Temperance Union of Victoria had created a colossal following. Gathering the
support of over 31 000 women which resulted in the “The Monster Petition”, signed by women from all
walks of life and approximately 260 metres long, the petition was sent to the Parliament of Victoria,
requesting that “women should vote on equal terms with men.”44 Despite the promising support of
Premier James Munro, Women of Victoria would not be granted equality at the booths for more than a
decade, but this adversity was not one that women would let overcome them. In the face of this
demurring obstacle, the battle for equality accelerated at far greater velocity after New Zealand women
were granted the vote in 1893; a positive change was on the horizon for women of Australia.45 After
extensive deliberation in the colony of South Australia, women were finally enfranchised. Producing a
petition of 11 600 names, it was now in the hands of parliament as to how this card was to be played. As
a much deserved reward for the hard work of women, it was announced on December 18, 1894 that the
36

Lees, K, 1995, Votes for Women, Allen and Unwin, St. Leonards, page 33
National Archives of Australia: Adelaide, Petition No 52. In favour of state right to prohibit importation of
intoxicants and opium, 1897
38
Lees, K, 1995, Votes for Women, Allen and Unwin, St. Leonards, pages 2-9.
39
Lees, K, 1995, Votes for Women, Allen and Unwin, St. Leonards, page70
40
Lake, Marilyn, 1999, Getting Equal, Allen and Unwin, St. Leonards, page 21.
41
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/lawson-louisa-7121 accessed: 05.08.2012
42
New South Wales State Records: NRS 905 [5/6120], letter 93/2813, Newspaper Excerpts, 1893. This passionate
article captures a side of Lawson that is otherwise not revealed in her writing.
43
http://smsa.org.au/events/event/louisa-lawson-and-the-dawn/ accessed on: 05.08.2012
44
http://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/about/the-history-of-parliament/womens-suffrage-petition
45
South Australian Register, 31 May 1894, Women’s Suffrage Meeting at Port Adelaide
37

Women of South Australia were enfranchised at last. It was the first colony of the Australian nation to
take the tentative step towards the social justice the twentieth century would deliver.
Lawson responded to the triumph of her New Zealand and South Australian colleagues with exuberance
for the prosperity and opportunities this victory insinuated. Lawson printed
“A mother can now teach her son by example, percept the responsibility of a faithful citizen... and
strengthen, not weaken the marriage tie.”46
To demonstrate her persistence and the inconsistency of the electoral act, Lawson took out a Miner’s
Right in 1895 and again in 1897. Although Lawson had since resigned her position on the board in the
Womanhood Suffrage League, she remained both a financial and publication supporter, printing the
petition sent to the Federation Convention in The Dawn.47 Ultimately it was rejected, however, Lawson
continued to advise and improve the lives of women. Monthly household tips in her journal spanned
from home remedies for the common cold to where it is best to store eggs, Lawson continuously tried to
give women tips that would minimise their time spent on domestic necessities.48 In 1897 Lawson applied
for a patent for a self adjusting curtain holder, again trying to help women in the home.49
In 1900, tragedy struck as Lawson stepped off a tram at Circular Quay. With extensive spinal injuries,
Lawson was bed ridden for many months and attempted to continue the prosperity of The Dawn from
her sick bed. She found much of her time was spent on writing verses and stories for children50 but
despite her injuries, her passion remained campaigning for the enfranchisement of women. Joining the
Women’s Progressive Association in 1901, formed by Nellie Martel, Lawson was again active politically
and maintained the campaign for equality. And in 1902, Lawson’s tireless work, persistent attitude and
diligent campaigning were substantiated with the Commonwealth Franchise Act passed in parliament.51
Due to her sickly health, Lawson was unable to join the other women in the gallery for the decision,
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however, attended an event held by the Womanhood Suffrage League a few weeks later. Although she
was no longer an official member of the group, and not listed on the agenda of the proceedings, Lawson
was called to the lectern at the close of the evening. It was at this point the realisation of her life’s
dream was fulfilled and years of pioneering work were validated. Now Lawson stood in front of a room
of women, many of whom she encouraged to defeat their fear of public speaking, overcome the political
obstacles that stood in their way and to join her in forcing votes for women onto the public agenda of
New South Wales. Rose Scott declared her “The Mother of Suffrage” and this euphoric moment stayed
with her for her remaining years. Her advancing age saw the closure of The Dawn in 1905 after 17 years
of successful business, but her objective was now complete and legacy left for generations to come.52
The year of her death, 1920,53 saw a new era of change begin. Australia, refreshed and rejuvenated from
the conclusion of war, saw a greater liberalisation of women.54 Shortening dresses and sporting perms,
women had greater opportunities than they ever conceived possible, only 40 short years prior, when
Louisa Lawson raised this significant problem to political attention. Everything Lawson achieved to
accomplish triumphed. Women, of every race across every state and territory of Australia have the right
to vote, they also hold equivalent legal rights in divorce and guardianship and the power to stand for
election. Higher education has seen an even more dramatic result, with 60% of 2011 graduates being
females.55 The legacy of Louisa Lawson should never be forgotten. She is the person every Australian
female owes her equality to. Her persistent campaigning has been successful and she has created a truly
remarkable consequence to her toil, initiating the suffrage movement in Australia.
WORD COUNT: 2423
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Y_RULE_ID=10&frameId=1&usePid1=true&usePid2=true
State Library of Victoria, Accession number: A/S10/03/86/41, Election Sketches, 1886
Accessed at:
http://www.slv.vic.gov.au/miscpics/gid/slv-pic-aab22136/1/mp009771
A political cartoon depicting the unorderly elections and questions women’s suffrage.
Unidentified, What We Want, 30 September 1893
Accessed at:
http://bishop.slq.qld.gov.au/webclient/MetadataManager?pid=193679&descriptive_only=true
Depicting a woman holding a banner of equal opportunities in front of a sun entitled prosperity, it was
now common place to see cartoons like these appear in newspapers across the country. This simple
cartoon is a very valuable source because it shows a more brazen image published for the public on this
matter.
State Library of Queensland: Record number 194020, Voters and Voteless, October 1900
Accessed at:
http://onesearch.slq.qld.gov.au/primo_library/libweb/action/search.do?vl(D45500790UI0)=creator&vl(
D45500791UI1)=title&vl(1UI0)=contains&ct=search&indx=1&vl(1UI1)=contains+&mode=Advanced&vid=
SLQ&reset_config=true&vl(freeText0)=unidentified&fn=search&vl(freeText1)=voters+voteless+%5Bsuffr
agette+movement+in+queensland%5D
This political cartoon portrays all the negative stereotypes of society, race and difference, with the vote
and the woman pictured in the middle ‘voteless’. It demonstrates the social confines which have been
enforced on women.

CAMPAIGN MATERIAL
The first leaflet issued by the Victorian Women's Suffrage Society, Date unknown
Accessed at:
http://www.abc.net.au/ola/citizen/women/women-home-vote.htm
Very important campaign leaflet, detailing all the reasons that women should have the vote and all the
reasons that the law is unjust towards women.

ARTWORKS
National Library of Australia: an6222116, Enfranchised! 1902
Accessed at:
http://nla.gov.au/nla.pic-an6222116
This ink drawing was illustrated immediately after women were enfranchised and depicts men at a
dinner party raising their glasses for a women at the head of the table who is holding a piece of paper
with the declaration on it. This picture demonstrates that at this time, there were men who supported
this movement.
Australian Archives: The Australian Women’s Suffrage Banner, Meeson, D, date unspecified
Accessed at:
http://www1.curriculum.edu.au/ddunits/guide/g1e_aust_democ.htm
Due to the difficulty of Australian women getting the vote, this banner depicts Australia urging its
mother country, England, to also give their women the vote.

NEWSPAPER ARTICLES
Lawson’s newspaper, The Dawn was published for 17 years, between 1888-1905. A tragic fire at one of
The Dawn’s offices has resulted in more than a year of issues being lost forever. I have read articles from
the remaining issues extensively, however, these are the issues of which I drew information from
directly to write this essay.
The Dawn, 1 October, 1888

This first issue of The Dawn was a foundation for the articles, information and beliefs that were to come.
It established itself as a magazine that all women needed and also encouraged them to spread the word
about the suffrage concern.
The Dawn, 1 June, 1889, Unhappy Love Matches.
Article written about the promise every young women expects from marriage and explores that it is the
only career pathway available to half the worlds population. It was articles like these that began the
public discussions about marriage, enfranchisement and women’s rights.
The Dawn, 1 July, 1889
The leading article in this issue about corsets draws many parallels to the confinement women lived in
society during this time. This provided an excellent comparison that was believed during this time.
South Australian Register, 31 May 1894, Women’s Suffrage Meeting at Port Adelaide
As with most major publications around Australia, New Zealand’s triumph was widely documented. As
is implied in the title, the sudden success prompted a meeting of the Women’s Suffrage League as it was
believed that this triumph would be a catalyst of greater things to come in Australia.
The Dawn, 1 January 1895
This issue contained over 2/3 advertising which is an example of how popular this journal was and
lucrative business Lawson had created. More importantly, the ads were for women and by women
which meant that they were a very important part of women’s lives and many women’s income.
The Dawn, 1 January 1895
This issue was published after the New Zealand and South Australian victories. It addressed the triumphs
and also provided information about events and campaigns that were subsequently started.
The Dawn, 1 October 1889
The leading articles of this issue discuss the decision of employing a team consisting solely of female
employees and the support that this would inevitably create towards the suffrage movement. Despite
women not being as experienced as their male counterparts in this field, Lawson’s decision proved her
seriousness towards this cause.
The Age, 17 July 2012, A New Take on the Gender Gap.
A very recent article about how women create more than half of the higher education population and a
positive comparative to a time when women had few choices and opportunities.
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An extremely insightful and in-depth book about the struggles and the journey to enfranchisement. This
book puts all of these battles into context and comparison to what a modern person would feel if they
had to live the disadvantaged lives that women of the 19th century did.
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This was an exceptional book, providing excerpts from The Dawn and an introduction which included a
brief summary about the life of The Dawn. Lawson’s writing is truly inspirational and the articles in this
book were of varied subjects and very much ahead of her time. This book also details how The Dawn
was not only a source to spread the concepts of enfranchisement, rather also provide information about
how ordinary women can advertise their services in this newspaper.
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declared.
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area who were involved in the Womanhood Suffrage League.

AUDIO
Fuller, K, 12.10.2010,Suffrage in NSW, and the role of Louisa Lawson,
Accessed at:
http://www.abc.net.au/local/stories/2010/08/27/2994894.htm
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