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PREFACE.

BEFORE plunging into my theme I would like to 
explain how I came to address you this evening.

The Auditor originally elected by our Society for 
this year was Mr. Edward Kelly the most accom 
plished and amiable of our members, whose active 
work in our ranks stands to the benefit of the Society 
and the credit of himself. Unfortunately, however, 
he has fallen ill, and is not able to be with us.

This evolution of accidents has brought about 
what Darwin would call a " survival of the unfittest." 
I have to thank the Society for calling on me to fill 
Mr. Kelly's important place; but I can assure you 
that it is to me as it must be to you a matter of 
regret that the Society did not make a more natural 
selection.

The special thanks of the Society are due to those 
gentlemen who, as donors of prizes, have done so 
much for our Society.

To Messrs. Wakely and Evans we owe, as in 
previous years, our continuing gratitude for their 
practical help and sympathy on all possible occasions. 
Mr. Hayden in undertaking, with Mr. Evans, the 
troublesome task of scrutinising the ballot returns 
has also earned our thanks.

The past Session of the Society, financially and 
otherwise, has been eminently successful.

The Debates have been well sustained, and the 
attendance showed that the subjects dealt with 
reached a high standard of interest.
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A word is due in explanation of some recent events, 
unique, I am glad to say, in the Society's history. 
The Inaugural function has suffered two postpone 
ments, with the result that many members of the 
public and friends of the Society experienced 
disappointment. Further, the subject originally 
announced for the Address has been set aside. 
These changes have, I am aware, caused perplexity 
and inconvenience in many directions, notably in 
the Press, where very considerate arrangements are 
usually made for reporting our inaugural proceedings. 
The changes, however, became imperative owing to 
developments in other quarters, and as a personal 
explanation I am justified in saying that the circum 
stances were beyond my control.

"WOMEN'S SUFFRAGE.'

A SSUMING that my audience snatches even a 
weekly glance at the placards of the evening 

papers, there is no need to introduce my subject. 
Starting, therefore, with the ground cleared, I propose 
to examine in a blunt, common-sense fashion a few 
of the dominant fallacies that lie at the back of the 
apathy and opposition towards the Women's Suffrage 
movement. To begin with, there is the old objection 
that it would shift the legislative centre of gravity 
from the intellect to the emotions. Now here it is 
necessary to shatter a belief that has its root in 
humbug. Under the present system of male suffrage 
we have not, even in the remotest sense, a rule of 
intellect. Men, in the vast majority, are much more 
emotional than reasonable. In a General Election 
they are swayed far more by sentiment than by 
knowledge of the issues involved. The leaders of 
the great political parties quite recognise the fact; 
and after every change of benches you find the 
Opposition taunting the party in power with having 
gained office on the strength of some catch-phrase 
that deceived the electorate. Thus, one side is 
accused of having climbed to power by picturing 
imaginary persecutions endured by British subjects 
in the Transvaal. The accusing party becomes the 
accused as soon as there is a change of Government; 
in their turn the first accusers are taunted with 
obtaining the reins of Government by simply 
shrieking "Chinese Slavery!" at the hustings. 
I have no desire to intervene in this contest of 
charges and counter-charges ; I simply wish to press
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home the truth that, whatever party is in power, it 
is eternally assailed by the same charge of having 
played on the hysterical tendencies of the electoral 
majority. The permanence of the charge proves 
that it is really substantial.

I do not for a moment urge that the hysteria is 
always in the wrong: when, for instance, all England 
was roused to wild denunciation of the unspeakable 
Turk, with the result that the Government had to 
adopt a very stern attitude towards the systematic 
murder of Armenians, the hysteria rose to a form 
of noble rage, and its results were infinitely greater 
and infinitely more punctual than those of cold logic. 
But the point I emphasise is, that this hysterical 
element is always there in the male electorate; 
that it is always, and rather easily, appealed to; 
and that it is frequently the deciding force in making 
and unmaking Governments. The contention that 
male legislation rests on the icy foundations of 
unbiassed intellect is, therefore, sufficiently exploded. 
To give a fair view of this perhaps the most 
important branch of opposition, I must, however, 
touch for one moment on what is almost a sexual 
aspect of the subject woman's passion for the 
humane. Movements of humane interest find their 
strongest supporters in women : they are in the 
van of every crusade that has a kindly object. 
For this very reason it has been anticipated that 
their sympathy might, if they wielded the Franchise, 
develop into a legislative vice. Dominated by this 
dread, the Vivisectionists, as the whole world is 
aware, abhor the thought of " Votes for Women." 
But would their humane zeal really outrun their 
human prudence? The fear seems based on a
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misconception. Women being excluded from legis 
lative control are, at present, seen only as agitators 
of one kind or another, and their agitational 
earnestness is apt to be misread as indicating no 
capacity for compromise. The responsibilities of 
power would, however, moderate their attitude when 
they would come to deal practically with those 
matters which, as yet, they are merely permitted to 
keep red hot; for, as Burke declares, "aspiration 
sees but one side of a question, while possession sees 
many." The strike organiser of yesterday becomes 
the Cabinet Minister of to-day, without evincing any 
pronounced desire to make hay of the Constitution. 
And in like manner a woman endowed with political 
rights is pretty certain to be steadied by the sense 
of public obligation.

Come we to another stumbling-block Are women 
"prepared" for the Franchise? In other words, 
is the education and training which the average 
woman receives to-day fairly calculated to make her 
a desirable voter ?

I will say nothing of the very upper classes; 
their political opinions are handed down like heirlooms. 
They do not make them; they succeed to them. 
These beings have been born that way. So, having 
paid them our admiration, we will pass to the con 
sideration of those classes whose opinions are not 
cast-iron who think out new ideas, who must adjust 
themselves to altering circumstances, and who, in a 
word, constitute the great engines of perpetual 
change in the world of politics. I speak of the 
middle and the industrial classes. I state a common 
place too axiomatic for dispute when I say that the 
women of the middle classes constitute the best
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educated unit in the length and breadth of European 
society. They have vast advantages over their 
men-folk; their school period is longer, and they have 
in after-life much more leisure for self-improvement, 
while in what is called " knowledge of the world " 
more than half of them have the benefit of business 
training in some shape or form. The efficiency of 
the middle-class woman is, therefore, not to be 
questioned, unless we previously establish the 
hopeless incapacity of her counterpart, the middle- 
class man. The case of the woman of the working 
community is somewhat less favourable. She, as a 
rule, begins to work for her living a little earlier 
than the man of her own station. Her urgent needs 
and her increasing numbers are her strongest claim 
to a voice in legislation. Her educational diploma 
is of a practical and tragic character. She has 
first-hand knowledge of one terrific social plague 
spot sweating; she, in fact, is the sweated party. 
She has been the most neglected entity in latter-day 
programmes of social reform. Given the voting 
power, she would erect herself into a social force. 
Suitors for her political support would be quick to 
discover that sweating is not a necessary accom 
paniment of industrial success; and her presence on 
the register would soon compel the legislation to 
define the minimum standard of competition.

Therefore, reviewing the moral and mental forces 
of the women of the middle and industrial classes, 
I can report (as Lord Bacon would put it) no deficiency 
in these departments. The general competence of 
the female mind is further vindicated by achievement. 
Mrs. Ayrton's intellectual triumphs have won her 
the Royal Society's Medal. Caroline Herschel, a 
model housekeeper, was also the discoverer of eight
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comets. Mary Somerville's wonderful work in science 
is known everywhere ; her last book, a summary of 
the latter-day advances in chemistry and physics, 
was published in her 89th year! Lady Huggins 
continues to be the valuable co-worker of her 
astronomical husband. Radium, the greatest dis 
covery of later times, was given to the world by 
Mme- Curie.

To avoid mental confusion in thinking out the 
subject it is needful to remember that there is no 
elemental war between the sexes. Man and woman 
are not natural enemies; they are the counterparts 
of each other the complements of the human unit. 
Accordingly, laws for the betterment of humanity 
must be founded on full intimacy with the conditions 
of both sexes; and this is precisely where " man- 
made laws " fall short.

How far women are "misunderstood " by men is 
a theme more suited to cheap novelists than to a 
paper like this; yet the fact must be faced, that 
women themselves are the best judges of what is 
necessary for the well-being of female existence. 
It is a very old truth; too old, one would think,  
for re-statement. The Greek philosopher put it in 
a nutshell thousands of years ago when he said  
" Woman is woman's natural ally." But, old as it is, 
it has not, so far, been grasped by those who ask  
why do women want votes ? They want votes 
because they are the bulk of humanity. They out 
number us in the world's population; and as they 
have the best understanding of their own require 
ments, it is not straining the deduction to say that 
they must be allowed a voice in the legislation, if 
the laws are to result in " the greater happiness of 
the greater number."
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Let me not ignore the enemy's glib, triumphant 
retort that the majority of women have no wish to 
exercise the franchise. Well, we will hear more on 
that point presently. Centuries of denial has made 
them indifferent: that I quite admit. But already 
the lethargy is being shaken off. The pioneer 
women are calling for votes. Must the answer be  
"No! you can't have them till every woman in 
the community comes forward with the request." 
That attitude of postponing wise reforms usually 
ends in revolutions. In this case, however, it has 
not even the semblance of ingenuity. Publicists all 
the world over recognise the principle that the 
bestowal of rights inculcates a desire to exercise 
them. At present women take no interest in politics, 
because they are allowed no part in politics. 
When that vast domain is thrown wide to them the 
haze of indifference will disappear, and the world 
will witness a tremendous stimulation of womanly 
intelligence.

A point to be borne well in mind is this:  
At present women merely seek the Parliamentary 
Franchise: the right to vote at Parliamentary 
Elections. That does not, as too many people 
imagine, involve their admission to all the executive 
branches of government. Hence there is no relevancy 
in the objection that women are not the best 
instruments for the execution of the laws. There 
is a considerable difference between framing laws 
and enforcing them. The Suffragists do not demand 
the power to enforce them. For the present they 
merely ask a hand in the selection of the law-framers. 
Let us look human nature in the face. Till the 
crack of doom there will be certain spheres suited

17

exclusively to men or to women. That was what 
Mark Twain meant when he declared women 
matchless as wives and mothers. As long as the 
human race is composed of two sexes, you cannot 
get rid of these water-tight compartments. But you 
can get rid of the close boroughs the fields in which 
man has assumed absolute possession, by virtue 
solely of conventional usage.

I cannot side with those who hold that woman 
should be permanently shut out from the executive 
branch of the administration. But I thoroughly 
agree that their entrance should be delayed till they 
can come in on a rational basis. The day will come, 
I am convinced, when women barristers will plead 
to women judges and juries in the cause of certain 
classes of women offenders whose cases can best be 
weighed by sisterly insight. But, in the present 
state of things, a female advocate appealing to a male 
jury would be likely (quite unwittingly, of course,) 
to exert undue influence ; while, on the other hand, 
a lady judge might be overborne by the sheer lung 
power and ferocity of male counsel. These, however, 
are waggons on the side track; so the good people 
who dread a disaster to female simplicity may keep 
calm. Women merely ask the right to vote at 
Parliamentary Elections, where they may prove 
themselves wise as serpents and innocent as doves. 
And which amongst us is prepared to state that 
" Woman is an Outlander by predestination?"
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