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WHY HAVE S50 FEW WOMEN BEEN INVOLVED IN POLITICS IN AUSTRALIA?

ﬁlfu~L4,4. = A number of factors have contributed to the dearth of

glggmen being elected to the parliaments of Australia.
W“‘
Although research is being carried out by historians
and sociologists about the conditions placed on the entry of women
) 2; into the political life of the nation not m%fh has come from the
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The great amount of effort that was put into the campaighs

political science arena.

launched by the suffragists in the late 19th century was dissapated
after the vote was gained by Australian Women in 1902. ,j@,ng
The record of the involvement by women including Rose
Scott (NSW) and Vida Goldstein (VIC) is challenging. 1In 1891 Rose
Scott founded the Womanhood Sufgﬁge League through frustration with

y
politicians double standards towards raising the age of consent from
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\H_if—sg—EE;TNHVida Goldstein was involved in 1884 in the first womans
suffrage association in Australia and by 1903 was a candidate for

the Federal Elections.

Since Australian women were amoungst the first in the
world to gain the vote and then the first country where women had
the right to sit in Parliament &hen the lack of participation in the
process of politics takes some analysis. L

In some quarters it has been assummef that the gains
made by women came from the generosity of male politicians. It was
also suggested that women might have valued their political obligations
and responsibilities more highly if they had to fight for them.
However the male champions of votes for women were drowned by those
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who failed to allow participation in the party system, but women



did organise and lobby and wage very- proper, thoroughly constitutional
—

campaigns before they were admitted to full membership of the political
zgftem. Women have not always been apathetic about the use of
l Il At
~ their political rights, as their record, measured by the numbers
mJmeﬁdf*j of women who have succeeded in entering politics, suggests.
1 4 ,.;.!-L-L-L—Fﬂ-- Cnd
-kL b pde C In the decade after women in South Australis were given
& e
¢ 1."-4-‘ '
f*w“”x' dV the Vote they showed considerable and active: interest in politics.
It was at this time that the National Council of Women and the Labour
Women's Organising Committee were set up. Their members offered
themselves for election, usually as inde pendents but without
success. F Uty o~ st 7
Up to World War 1 there was a tendemcy amo#i g women

to see the political position of women as very advanced and a source

of inspiration to the rest of the world.
J

There was still hope through the i920's and 1930's when
some women were elected , that Adstralia had not slipped behind
the rest of the world.

The first woman in Australia to be elected was Edith
Cowan who gained the seat of West Perth in 1921.*’hBy this time
she had already gained an ocutstanding record as a pioneer of womens
involvement in public life. Cowan achieved the seemingly impossible

task of unseating another Nationalist candidate, the Attorney-General

T.P.Draper. —

Another aspect which hampered the election of women

was the fact that the system was stacked against them. In these
-
$ %arly years it could be said that they had a better chance in the

Wil
conservative parties than in the bﬂﬂr partﬁjﬁ. There seemed to
be, in the traditions of the labour movement a strong Irish Catholic
I

background of masculinity. This placed women in the home as wives
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and mothers. It was also noted that the support for the party came
from Trade Unions who opposed women in the workforce and thus in
the union movement.
A pioneer feminist Louisa Lawson had the'priﬁier;fuﬁion
camgggh against her for years as she established her newspaper
"Dawn' with women printers. This emphasised the coming together
of forces in the political system and the structure of society as a
whole. Another factor which had a significance was the absence
of a strong trad#fition of local government. The steps whereby
y/L/ 1)*h'/1~L£Akgxperience and confidence are gained in local politics first and then
‘/fﬁ & tduhwmﬁafgﬁé%h next levels would have gained valuable experience for women.
Gla AT ‘The intensity of women's political participation during
“ Wt it . : e
’¥APT4¢hJ the suffrage campaign rapidly subsided once the goal had been aghlevedi

)
But it was also the modern party system which tamed the womens vote.

L

Party loyalty rather than support for women by women dictated: their

political behaviour. r;;) b y SSrRN #{j_4/ﬁji

.

(;\The gaining of endorsement by the partieg was unlikely

whilst the party members sought to exclude them. ) It is interesting

M‘u— UWJ to note that in Finland in 1907. nine women were elected/as soon as
’#Aﬂb;ﬁt -—-#;he right to vote was gained in 1906. But the explanation was that

leﬂﬂtgﬁn’v/ this suffrage was gained by meq'and women at the same time. However
the male party system posed lesé of a problem because there was
only one pre-existing party.

Another problem that applied to Australia was the tyrizzj;,

of distance and lack of transport to speedily reach each state.
This particularly gEEgcted women who were perceived to have ascribed

social roles. With the vast distances to be travelled it placed

demands on time and money. This was ahurdle for women who may have
Cl,.acﬂ._.,t., ~ ,,-ft"\- 'u{'\ o) «.-HZ( #
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Federal politics also covered powers which led feminist

had families and homes to contend with.
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organisations to concentrate at the state level where social and
domestic matters were on the political agenda. Still the successes
by representation by womenimE_“____ T

It is contended that the mi&dig_;iass women in Australia
were less inyglved in public life that their cuunterparts elsewhere.
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The. reason—this-view-was-held.related-to the lack of cheap domestic
labour, so women were more involved in home and garden. #7ézm,ud,éi7

The influence of the electoral system was another factor
that mitigated against women. It was pointed out by suffragists
that proportional representation like the Hare-Spence system was
supportive of gaining parliamentary seats. 1In 1930 at the Conference
of the Australian Federation of Women Voters thet the pre-selection
ballots, single electorates and preferential voting had prevented
capable women from being elected to parliament. Countries which
used proportional representation elected far highgf proportion of
women to parliament. r”gld‘**f*“v( 7

This is illustrated in the Auatralian Parliament in the
1980's where 20% of members in the Senate are women #uhﬁfproportional
representation bqr'only 5% sit in the House of Representatives.

As more study of the question of why so few women have
been involved in politics in Australia is Sﬁi{iéd u;i we may yet *f‘iﬂﬂf

b Pt
get a bettFr picture of the 40 years gap in the)right to sit in the

AT o =0 ll e Py et K Carrirla
Australian Parliamant, and the q&ection of En Lyons to tge House s
{" '_‘{":" e A.. /"Lﬂ / A C_dt A AL t"
of Rep esentat{ﬁes.

l»
Certainly the current period of time will lead to more
involvement in the political process as women take their places in

all ¥iers of government and the higher echelons of the union

movement.
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