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WOMEN AND PUBLIC SPEAKING,

Although I was called t0 make my first gpeech by a
pudding "Free Chureh" minister,and blessed and encouraged at
my first public lecture by a distinguished ghurch of England
Divine,it must not be supposed for a moment that any woman could
as an ordinary,permissable action address an audience from a
platform. In those days it was still considered a masculine
yreserve — was platform oratory!

It is almost impossible for the present generation 10
realize the utter change that has been brought about in the
generﬁl mind,the collective prejudices of ordinary persons,as
to what women can 4o and what women ought to do; and this 1is I .fgf-
egpecially the case about publie gpeaking. A woman addressing a
Eublﬂzﬁmeting or a learned S$ociety is now no novelty at all;it
hardly arouses any special remark. But when 1 (and other women)
pegan to address fublic Meetings on Women's Enfranchisment,women
gpeakera were still so rare that it is no exaggeration to say
that the Suffrage speakers were the first Naiadsd ladies aver
geen On a lecture platform by thousands amongst their audiencesn.
I have heard this statement repeatedly from people I have met
— Olive Schreiner,by the way,was Oone of them — poth in those
early days and in after years: "Ah,you were the firat women I

ever heard make a public speechl®

Until the Woman's Suffrage movement began,and indeed
xs -~

- .

until nearly the end of the ninateaanth century,there was a ﬂ}{ﬁd




gonvietion in the general mind,held by women themselves as well
as by men,and one dating from time immemorial,that no lady
could,should,or would,stand up in an assembly £ 0f strangers,
and,in a voice raised enough to reach many ears,utter her own
thoughts and opinions in her own words, It was a gaettled
certainty with almost everybody that al lady could not do this
effectively even i1f she would,and should not even if she could.
Dr Johngon had not thought that hs made himsgelf ridiculous by
saying that"A women speaking in public is like a dog valking

on 1ts hind legs: it is not surprising that it 1s not well done
the wonder is that the ereature can do it at all!" This sounds
absurd te-day,but in his Century,and for long after,tihere was
no experience of women's now proved capacity for clear,conslge,
impressive oratory,because public opinion uncompromisingly
parred "the creature® from the proof. Women were,without a
glimmer of doubt as to the propriety of the aourse,required to
be 1ike good 1little children in drawing-rooms — seen but not

heard.

!
This chose Jjugee attitude rested largely On the

gonstant repetition in the Christian churches of the dicta of
St Paul. Did he not order all women to "keep silence"? Had he
not said*it is not rermitted unto them to speak; for they are
commanded to be under obedience .... and I suffer not a woman
t0 teach ... it i3 a shame for women to speak in the Church”,

and so on?
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Charlotte Yonge, the navelist, on “Woman's Work in the Chure
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Hector in reply probably quoted St. Faul's orders to
of Corinth seventeen centuries ear r. At any rate,
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in 1895, the Bnglish Wesleyan Methodists
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10 women especially.

He advises celebaoy,but leaves the

question to individuals to decide for themselves in each
case. However,such is the Present-day Wesleyan-Methodist
male notion of "equal terms for men and women® as preachers.
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18NEUBES «..s the Quaker hablt and Quaker renovm disarmed
hostility».

In the selfsame modern vear (I884) as the absurd
comment above cited from the Eminent Women Series", an even more

prapoaterous diatribe purporting t0 be writlen DY a woman was

published in The Hinetaanth qﬁntury.‘ﬂ the March 1lssus of that

Magazine is ineluded an Article entitled "Platform Women',by
Margaret Lonsdale. It is introduced by a quotationjthe following
thumbnail sketeh from an anonymous posti-

"Oh,it iz not loud tones,and mouthingness,

i7{s not the arms akimbo,and large strides,

That make a woman's forcah,

After this ominous beginning the author propounds her
topie:

"There is no doubt a general tendency among women,both
in this eountry and America,towards public speaking. Why 1is
there this tendency,and what is at the bottom of it?"

0f course Ssmbwm) the inspired St Paul makes an early
antry On the scens. The teaching of religion is 80 distinctly
forbidden t0 women that Elizabeth Fry and Catherine BOOth are

¢learly in the wrong — ﬂhuaa_jugéa.

But there still remains the possibility of women using
the 1iving voiee to influence public opinion about gecular
matters. The author is sure that women's minds "as part of our
physical constitution and dependent upon 1t are sure to be narrow
and mentally warped;" no,ubviﬁuely,"if wa oblige our hearers to
take our view of the matter,a warved one-sided view,how do we
tharm'c-j aontribute to0 the irprovement of the world?!

One might suppose that 1o write a warpaed Articlse was
as del#terious to the world as to get up and talk =silly abuse of
your own sex,but there are wider reasons againat speaking than

againat soribbling. There comes forth the familiar argument




that if we desire men t0 1like us and approve of us we must assumg
the virtue of incapacity to form and express an opinion if we
have it not by nature. I will not spoil the delieious quotation
from the Article by any further unnecessary comments:-—

"Women who are exhibiting themselves,their persons,
talents and opinions upon platformas,are necessarily helping to
lower the standard of Jomanhood in the mind of the world at
large... for a Pl&tﬁﬁﬁﬂLNUEt strive; she must Ooppose herself
t0 those viho differ from her; she muat make heraelf a very
different cereature from that which we should pewssww wizh our
c¢hildren t0 possess as a recdllection of their mother! To rub
off the bloom, t0 blow away the aroma... to banish good taste
and the appreciation of what is refined,and fitting to a woman's
nature; 1s this to improve the world? We present oursselves
before our children as talking-machines,as specimens of what
they t00 may bhecome when,by aid of our example,they shall have

rid themselves Of all latent feelings of refinement,and quietness,

and dislike Oof being stared e at bodily and spiritually by

the multitude,and shall have put on,like their elders,a pPanaply
0f self-assertion which gradually thickens and becomes a front
Of brass. The mental and moral condition which the modern platfofm
woman exhibits is the surest proof of the mischief which public
speaking is working,by her agency,on the public at large — the
gradual hardening of the countenance,and of the external manner
and address,indieating too surely the repression going on within
of what 1s lovable and admirable in a woman., No repose outwardly
or mentally is to be found in her society... She produces a
strong impression of unnaturalness,and of belng in antagonism
with the world around her,since har position ia not yet,thank
Heaven! by any means an assured one... who does not know the
Bhuddetr with which a sensitive,highly-wrought,fastidious man
speaks of those whose persons are continually before the world,
whose prineiples are discussed in half the drawing-rooms of
London? 'That dreadful woman' is the mildest term applied to
them. And the meaning of It all is that the women who take up

a pergonally prominsnt position are opposed to the good sense
and the refined feelings of the majority,and thesrefore that
female influence in the world is degensrating®,

That such illiteracy,illogicality and misrepresentatiorm

of living prersonalities should have found admission to a Magazing

with the pretentions of Fhe Nineteenth Century is significant

of the prejudice that the early women public speakers had to

overcoms,
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