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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis examines the constraints and options inherent in placing feminist demands 

on the state, the limits of such interventions, and the subjective, intimate 

understandings of feminism among agents who have aimed to change the state from 

within.  First, I describe the central element of a „femocratic‟ policy machinery as a 

three-tiered network of politicians, public servants, and women in community 

organisations and political lobbies, who were agents of a particular brand of 

feminism.  I focus on the formation of a women‟s information service, passage of 

equal opportunity legislation, and a legislative decriminalisation of early abortion, as 

case studies where these networks were most effective in engendering change.  

Second, the politics of the 1970s Perth women‟s movement shared a heritage of 

peculiarly Australian tradition of social liberalism, where the state intervened to 

equalise the unequal social order.  The „feminism‟ articulated within the state was 

influenced by social liberalism, but was also configured and reconfigured according to 

the specific Western Australian political context. 

Third, the material obtained in interviews with women politicians and senior 

bureaucrats constituted the most important source of the women‟s understandings of 

the politically volatile arenas of public life in which they worked.  In particular, 

insights gathered in this material underscored and reinforced the complexities of 

feminist involvement with the state and the fragile, contraditory nature of feminist 

gains.  This thesis makes a contribution to the under-researched field of Australian 

feminist political participation, spread across the conventional academic spectrum of 

disciplines, while bringing together an important body of relevant feminist analysis. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

 

Writing in the 1990s, Australian sociologist Chilla Bulbeck observed that „all 

Australian feminisms might be seen as grafts, [as] each transplants disparate growths 

to produce something new‟.
1
  This thesis examines some Western Australian 

feminist grafts as I explore the role of feminism in the work of a generation of 

Western Australian feminist women politicians and public servants, and its changing 

public dimensions over the three decades.  First, this thesis traces the entry of 

women into the State Parliament from the 1970s, during feminism‟s „second wave‟.  

Second, I outline how throughout the 1980s, the reformist Australian Labour Party 

(ALP) state governments introduced many changes to benefit women, in installing 

the „women‟s policy machinery‟ in the public service.. 

 Third, I discuss the more recent feminist engagements with the state in the 

1990s, marked by what some see as the beginning of „the end of equality‟.
2
  Finally, 

I evaluate the constraints and opportunities in feminist state involvements, the limits 

and gains of such interventions, and the subjective, intimate understandings of 

feminism among women agents who have aimed to change the state from within.  In 

other words, I ask whether or not this specific feminist generation of women has 

„burnt down the house‟, that is the extent to which it has impacted on  the very 

system of the state.
3
 

                                                 
1
 Chilla Bulbeck, „Hybrid Feminisms: The Australian Case‟, Journal of Women‟s History, 

vol.6, no.1, 1994, p.112; the term „feminist graft‟ is credited to Susan Sheridan (ed.), Grafts: 

Feminist Cultural Criticism, Verso, London, 1988. 
2
 Anne Summers, The End of Equality: Work, Babies and Women‟s Choices in 21

st
 Century 

Australia, Random House, Sydney, 2003; in the mid-1990s, Eva Cox noted conservative 

attacks on feminists in the public service, Leading Women: Tactics for Making a Difference, 

Random House, Milsons Point, 1996, p.134. 
3
 The title of this thesis replicates the name of a women‟s community radio program 

broadcast since 1974 on the Perth community radio station RTR fm; permission to use the 

name has been obtained from the program collective. 
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Defining feminism 

The period between the early 1970s and late 1990s saw a marked improvement in 

women‟s representation in the Western Australian Parliament, not least symbolised 

by the election in 1990 of the first Australian woman premier, Dr Carmen 

Lawrence.  The introduction of legislative and policy initiatives for women was 

achieved through using „windows of opportunity‟, such as the increased election of 

feminist women into the ALP State Government, and the emergence of „femocrats‟ 

in the public service.
4
  I propose that the assumed „golden age‟ of feminist 

engagements with the state, particularly in the 1980s, was instead a terrain of 

competing ideas within feminism about women‟s needs, wants and interests.   

 The Western Australian women‟s movement‟s relationship with the state 

government was, at the best of times, central to gaining favour for the introduction 

of „feminist‟ changes in legislation or policy of the state government.
5
  At the worst 

of times, the repercussions of institutionalising feminism resulted in deeper changes 

in the directions of the Perth women‟s movement.
6
  The booming state economy of 

the mid-1980s and the perceived electoral mandate of the ALP to initiate wide-

ranging social policy reform, provide the context for the political processes 

discussed in this thesis. 

                                                 
4
 Hester Eisenstein defines a „femocrat‟ as „a woman, feminist by personal conviction, who 

works within a government bureaucracy at a senior level to advance the status of women in 

society‟ in Inside Agitators: Australian Femocrats and the State, Allen & Unwin, 

Sydney,1996, p.108; see also Linda Hancock (ed.), Women, Public Policy and the State, 

Macmillan Education, South Yarra, 1999; Renate Howe (ed.), Women and the State, La 

Trobe University Press, Bundoora, 1993; Marian Sawer, Sisters in Suits: Women and Public 

Policy in Australia, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1990; Sophie Watson (ed.), Playing the State: 

Australian Feminist Interventions, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1990; Anna Yeatman, 

Bureaucrats, Technocrats, Femocrats: Essays on the Contemporary Australian State, Allen 

& Unwin, Sydney, 1990; Suzanne Franzway, Dianne Court & R.W. Connell, Staking a 

Claim: Feminism, Bureaucracy and the State, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1989. 
5
 I discuss this in Chapter Three on the Equal Opportunity Act 1984 (WA). 

6
 An example is the case of Women‟s Information and Referral Exchange, considered in 

Chapter Four of this thesis. 
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The political feminist graft discussed in this thesis, spanning the three 

decades during which women entered the Western Australian Parliament and public 

service in increased numbers, had a distinctive flavour grounded in the politics of a 

plethora of women‟s organisations that promoted feminist aims.  Women politicians 

and public servants who were the subjects of this thesis espoused or identified with 

what can be described as broadly feminist ideals, even if they may have been 

reluctant to call themselves „feminist‟, or have never been members of feminist 

women‟s organisations (although most of them were). 

The multiplicity of feminisms in Western Australian parliamentary politics 

demonstrated that identifying or acting as a „feminist‟ was for each woman a 

challenging process of negotiation between competing beliefs, roles and demands.  

The women interviewed for this thesis framed the obstacles that women faced 

across organisations, institutions and social structures as gendered social 

inequalities.  In this respect, they demonstrated a different understanding of 

women‟s social positions, and a different attitude to feminist aims from some of 

their female colleagues whose values leant towards liberal individualism and a 

belief that „barriers are often things we, as women, put in our own way‟.
7
 

This thesis identifies a specific feminist generation
8
 of Western Australian 

women politicians and bureaucrats.  Although I dispute the breakdown of feminism 

into distinct historical waves, I use the word „generation‟ to suggest that there has 

                                                 
7
 Liberal Party member Cheryl Edwardes in D. Black & H. Phillips, Making a Difference: 

Women in Western Australian Parliament 1921-1999, Parliament of Western Australia, 

Perth, 2000, p.157; I discuss in more detail the selection of interviewees for this thesis 

further in this Introduction. 
8
 For a generational analysis of Australian female politicians see Marian Sawer, „From 

Motherhood to Sisterhood: Attitudes of Australian Women MPs to Their Roles‟,  

Women‟s Studies International Forum, vol.9, 1986, pp.531-541; for the concept of feminist 

generations see Nancy Whittier, Feminist Generations: The Persistence of the Radical 

Women‟s Movement, Temple University Press, Philadelphia, 1995; see also 

Chilla Bulbeck, Living Feminism: The Impact of the Women‟s Movement on Three 

Generations of Australian Women, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 1997. 
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been a continuum of feminist political struggles, while highlighting important 

differences in feminist political orientations, since the late nineteenth century.  

Defining the boundaries of feminist beliefs can be a challenging task, however, as 

Australian sociologist Chilla Bulbeck discovered while interviewing Australian 

women from a range of backgrounds and articulating their „feminist‟ aspirations.  

She reached an important conclusion pointing to the diversity of feminisms: 

I suspect every feminist has a different answer to what makes 

the women‟s movement … The distinction I would make is 

that the women‟s movement encompasses women acting to 

improve the status of women (however, wherever).  

Feminists‟ commitment to improving the status of women is 

contextualised within an understanding of the structural 

impediments faced by women and how these impediments 

vary between women depending on class, ethnicity and so on.
9
 

 

Feminists share the fundamental assumption that gendered social inequalities 

and practices which disadvantage „women‟ as a group are central building blocks in 

the hierarchical social order.  The very act of defining „feminism‟, however, is 

contingent upon the prevailing meanings of feminism, which vary between feminists 

depending on the historical circumstances in which they are placed.  Thus, the term 

„feminism‟ as I use it refers to a woman‟s understanding of structural inequalities 

and exclusionary practices based on gender (often the primary category of analysis 

in much feminist thought that I discuss), and the intersections with cultural 

background or age, as well as her attempts to elevate women‟s overall social 

position.  In contrast to Bulbeck, however, I use the term „women‟s movement‟ with 

reference exclusively to the 1970s movement and its offshoots such as the „official 

feminism‟ of the 1980s, with international and national linkages. 

The class and cultural backgrounds of women who were active in the 

Western Australian 1970s women‟s groups such as the Women‟s Electoral Lobby 

                                                 
9
 Bulbeck, Living Feminism, p.125. 
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(WEL) and Perth Women‟s Liberation are critical factors in the women‟s 

understandings of feminism, and shape their perceptions of a range of culturally 

imbued understandings of womanhood.  The 1970s feminist generation‟s 

„standpoint‟, to adapt sociologist Kathi Weeks‟ theoretical contribution, is a 

„collective interpretation or reworking of a particular subject position‟ that was 

embodied in an Anglo-Australian, middle-class woman, „rather than an immediate 

perspective automatically acquired by the [supposedly „essentialist‟] individual‟ 

woman.
10

  The „whiteness‟ of many women in the Western Australian women‟s 

movement is an important political privilege when contrasted with the cultural 

backgrounds of „other‟ women, such as those from Indigenous and non-Anglo 

migrant backgrounds. 

Consequently, in many discussions within the Perth women‟s movement, 

dominant Anglophone feminism‟s concerns and its analytical framework which 

foregrounded patriarchal oppression, were represented as the concerns all women 

shared.  For feminism to be reconceptualised, as an eminent Western Australian 

sociologist and theorist Joan Eveline has noted, „feminist activism and theorising 

need to begin from the perspective‟ of the „other‟ woman, Aboriginal or, I would 

add, migrant woman, „as she defines herself and articulates her agency in the process 

of social change‟.
11

  Eveline has interrogated not only the lack of non-Anglo 

women‟s participation in the Australian „women‟s movement‟, but also the 

prevailing meaning of „feminism‟ as a movement defined by middle-class Anglo-

Australian women. 

                                                 
10

 Kathi Weeks, Constituting Feminist Subjects, Cornell University Press, New York, 1998, 

p.8. 
11

 Joan Eveline, „Feminism, Racism and Citizenship in Twentieth-Century Australia‟, in P. 

Crawford & P. Maddern (eds), Women as Australian Citizens: Underlying Histories, 

Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 2001, p.176, emphasis original. 
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This thesis examines the political and parliamentary career paths of 

predominantly Anglo-Australian women during the 1980s and 1990s in Western 

Australia.  Many of the women harnessed their political capacities in earlier 

organising around a number of social issues, while others responded on a more 

personal level to the broadly progressive perspectives promoted by the 1970s social 

movements.  The diversity of their political choices and values that sprang from the 

New-Left ideas generated since the 1970s is also reflected in the range of women‟s 

collective attempts to engage with the state.  This was evident in their roles as 

parliamentarians and policy makers working for the State Government and its 

agencies, and the non-government organisations that represented women‟s concerns.  

This approach supports the notion of multiple and contested feminisms in the 

Western Australian public sphere. 

All of the women interviewed for this thesis have at some point in their lives 

connected with the women‟s movement and prevailing feminist ideas, identifying 

the structural gendered, class-based and cultural inequalities that underpin the 

contemporary social order.  The distinction between women who recognised that 

gender was a significant social category and women who dismissed gender as the 

basis of inequality was essential when I was making decisions about potential 

interviewees.
12

  Beyond this broad definition, however, the meaning of „feminism‟ 

was different for each woman, whether it was a feminism modified by party-political 

allegiances or a feminism rejected for its deep-seated Anglo-centrism.  The 

subjective realities of feminist identification are more tenuous than the blanket 

imposition of a label „feminist‟ would suggest, and hold the potential for revisiting 

                                                 
12

 I discuss the choice of interviewees further in this Introduction. 
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common academic conclusions about feminisms‟ state engagements in the 1980s 

and 1990s.  

 

Feminism and the state: historical and theoretical perspectives 

The state was a topic of intense interest among feminist theorists writing in the 

1980s and 1990s, positioned in the debate that can be conceptualised as part of 

broader conversations between the „difference‟ and „sameness‟ types of feminism.
13

  

Australian and international writings around feminism‟s engagements with the state 

focus on the internal workings of bureaucracies, and a range of feminist attempts to 

institute women‟s policy machineries to support the development and 

implementation of measures addressing women‟s concerns.  In 1984, for example, 

Australian women‟s studies journal Refractory Girl editorialised about a rising 

interest among Australian feminist scholars in feminist state engagement, suggesting 

that it was „important for women to develop their own understandings about the 

relationship between women and the state from a wide variety of perspectives‟.
14

 

These 1980s debates also harnessed some of the earlier entrenched divisions 

originating in the 1970s, such as those between the liberal and more radical 

feminisms.  The first general assumption was that liberal feminists identified with 

the role of „inside agitators‟,
15

 working from within the state for legislative and 

policy reform.  The second assumption was that radical feminists questioned the 

effectiveness of state engagement, preferring to direct their demands for a more 

„substantial‟ social change working outside the state.  The debates instilled the 

                                                 
13

 Chilla Bulbeck, Reorienting Western Feminism: Women‟s Diversity in a Postcolonial 

World, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1998, pp.10-12. 
14

 Editorial, Refractory Girl, no.27, May 1984, p.1. 
15

 Eisenstein coined this term, as reflected in the title of her book, Inside Agitators. 
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philosophical divisions among feminist scholars with implications for the politics of 

feminist analyses of engagements between grassroots movements and the state. 

Specifically, in the debates among feminist theorists and historians who have 

written since the 1980s, the „difference‟ side of the debate insisted on women having 

intrinsically positive, nurturing qualities, and saw the state as essentially a 

masculinised domain.  Thus, American sociologist Kathy Ferguson wrote in 1984 

that feminist values – connectedness rooted in modes of interaction, care and the 

relational world-view – were antithetical to „the bureaucratic episteme which viewed 

individuals as essentially separate, independent from one another‟.
16

  Although 

Ferguson conceded that entry into the bureaucratic realm was „necessary for any 

voice of opposition that wished to be heard‟, she warned of the dangers inherent in 

the process: 

Feminism is not compatible with bureaucracy, and like all 

forms of opposition, it is endangered by too-close contact with 

bureaucratic, linguistic and institutional forms.  If opposition 

can be rendered bureaucratic by the powerful, it can be 

absorbed, integrated and eventually rendered harmless.  

Bureaucracy can be resisted, but not on its own terms, since 

they are the terms that render opposition invisible.
17

 

 

Ferguson‟s argument resembles the analysis of some Australian writers who have 

expressed caution about the potential for feminism‟s „co-option‟ by the 

fundamentally patriarchal, capitalist and racist political order.
18

  Feminist historian 

Judith Allen has gone furthest by denouncing feminism‟s need for a theory of the 

state because „”the state” is a category of abstraction‟ unhelpful in addressing „the 

                                                 
16

 Kathy Ferguson, The Feminist Case Against Bureaucracy, Temple University Press, 

Philadelphia, 1984, p.196. 
17

 Ibid., p.180. 
18

 For example, Franzway, Court & Connell, Staking a Claim, especially p.143. 
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disaggregated, diverse and specific (or local) sites that must be of pressing concern to 

feminists‟, including rape, sexual harassment and domestic violence.
19

 

Further, Indigenous women identify the Anglophone women‟s movement as 

serving the interests of middle-class, white women.  Writers Catrina Felton and Liz 

Flanagan, who have proclaimed that self-determination of Indigenous peoples lies at 

the heart of their struggle, are in implicit agreement with Ferguson‟s analysis in 

their commentary on feminism‟s relations with the state and the Indigenous nations: 

We need to define for ourselves what is to be included in our 

tiddaism agenda, because if we keep being told by White 

bureaucrats, White feminists and the White government what 

the solutions to our problems are, we will never be self-

determining.
20

 

 

If the concepts of Indigenous self-determination – the tiddaism agenda – or cultural 

and linguistic autonomy for non-Anglo migrant women often do not match the 

„official‟
21

 Anglo-feminist paradigm explored in this thesis, it is because they are 

even more antithetical to the workings of a liberal-democratic state. 

 Neither the state discourse, an active agent in Indigenous dispossession, nor 

„official‟ feminism holds much promise for successful hearing of „different voices‟, 

largely because both are rooted deeply in the Australian tradition of social 

                                                 
19

 Judith Allen, „Does Feminism Need a Theory of “the State”?‟, in Watson (ed.), Playing 

the State, pp.21-38. 
19

 Catrina Felton & Liz Flanagan, „Institutionalised Feminism: A Tidda‟s Perspective‟, 

Lilith: Feminist History Journal, no.8, 1993, p.57. 
20

 For an enthusiastic assessment of social liberalism see Marian Sawer, „Reclaiming Social 

Liberalism: The Women‟s Movement and the State‟, in Howe (ed.), Women and the State, 

pp.1-21; see also M. Sawer, „Why Has the Women‟s Movement Had More Influence on 

Government in Australia than Elsewhere?‟, in F. Castles (ed.), Australia Compared: People, 

Policies and Politics, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1991, pp.258-277. 
21

 Mary Kalantzis, „Ethnicity Meets Gender Meets Class in Australia‟, in Watson, (ed.), 

Playing the State, pp.39-59. 
22

 Ibid. 
23

 Ibid. 
24

 Ien Ang, „”I‟m a Feminist, but …”: “Other” Women and Postnational Feminism‟, in B. 

Caine & R. Pringle (eds), Transitions: New Australian Feminisms, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 

1995, pp.57. 
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liberalism, and its championing of the „equality of opportunity‟.
22

  As Mary 

Kalantzis has observed, when the liberalism of equal opportunities confronts the 

notions of cultural and linguistic autonomy for non-Anglo Australian communities, 

or Indigenous sovereignty for the first nations, its claims for women‟s economic 

„independence‟ and „equality‟ with men are not met with anticipated enthusiasm.
23

  

This is why, for many migrant and Indigenous women, feminism has remained, 

when accepted, a „limited political home‟.
24

 

Australian sociologist Anna Yeatman proposes a reconceptualisation of the 

idea of „the state‟ and „official‟ feminist engagements: 

Evaluation of the femocrat project must recognise that 

femocrats constitute a challenge to the state‟s interest in the 

gender order and to the masculine dominance of public power.  

The notions of an omnipotent state and of the inevitability of 

co-option must be scrapped.  In their place, we argue for 

recognising a state which has its own concerns.  The state 

interprets demands in terms of its own solution and strategies 

aimed at reconciling its internal mode of operation with 

conflicting constellations of interests.
25

 

 

Yeatman‟s notion of a disaggregated state is useful in examining the importance of 

much feminist networking that occurs between different arenas of public life: the 

community and grassroots women‟s organisations; the parliaments, as the state‟s 

legislative arm and the bureaucracy, as the state‟s executive body.  The success of 

women‟s policy initiatives in Western Australia, such as the establishment of the 

Women‟s Information and Referral Exchange (WIRE) in 1984, or legislative 

changes, such as equal opportunity laws of 1984 and abortion law reform of 1998, 

was enabled by the political capacity of women in all arenas of political life to seize 

the opportunities to enact such changes.  It follows that the state itself is 

                                                 
 

 
25

 Yeatman, Bureaucrats, Technocrats, Femocrats, p.154. 
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disaggregated enough to accommodate feminism‟s successes, however limited or 

influenced by the political context the latter may seem. 

Australian feminist scholar Carol Bacchi helpfully incorporates arguments 

both for and against feminist engagement with the state.  Bacchi proposes the 

usefulness of the debate for feminist theory by noting that all feminist political 

achievements need to be seen in the context that shapes them:  „Both political 

climate and specific cultural and institutional factors will affect the opportunity or 

lack of opportunity for, and the shape of, discursive reframings of the state.‟
26

  The 

results of feminist interventions in the state are always circumscribed by the 

conditions of these interventions.  Bacchi recognises that „femocrats are actually 

articulating interests that are not pre-given, and which have to be constructed in the 

context of the machinery of the government‟.
27

   

Eveline also has noted the complexity of the relationship between feminists 

in a range of public roles:  

From the early 1970s, Australian femocrats worked with, and 

sometimes through the decreasingly visible women‟s 

movement to generate major legislative reforms … Yet, 

ambivalence, contradiction and debate swirled around these 

women, from right and left of the political spectrum.
28

 

 

The radical nature
29

 of liberal feminism‟s state interventions only becomes visible 

when what some would describe as a moderate social movement enters a 

conservative political sphere.  How women in politics and in senior public positions 

negotiate and speak to their feminism in their public roles, and how they identify 

                                                 
26

 Carol Bacchi, „”Rolling Back the State?”: Feminism, Theory and Policy‟, in Hancock 

(ed.), Women, Public Policy and the State, p.65. 
27

 Rosemary Pringle & Sophie Watson, „“Women‟s Interests” and the Post-Structuralist 

State‟, in M. Barrett & A. Phillips (eds), Destabilising Theory: Contemporary Feminist 

Debates, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1992, p.60. 
28

 Joan Eveline, Ivory Basement Leadership: Power and Invisibility in the Changing 

University, University of Western Australia Press, Crawley, 2004, p.79. 
29

 The text pioneering this theory is Zillah Eisenstein, The Radical Future of Liberal 

Feminism, Longman, New York, 1981. 
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gendered „problems‟ in a highly contested arena, are the key questions I address in 

this thesis.
30

   

 Canadian feminist political theorist Amy Mazur‟s work in comparative 

analysis of 27 policy initiatives in 13 countries confirms the validity of a theoretical 

framework which see the formation of feminist policy as an internally incoherent, 

contentious process with no definite linkages between elements of cause and 

effect.
31

  For example, the number of women in elected legislature does not 

necessarily lead to a more women-friendly policy framework advanced by the same 

state body.  Mazur has concluded that although feminist policy is a standard feature 

of Western post-industrial democracies, „it appears to be quite different from more 

established areas of government action with more uniform and predictable dynamics 

and policy styles‟.
32

   

 The theoretical framework applied in this thesis reflects some of the most 

recent feminist theoretical contributions around the character of the state, most 

notably drawing attention to „contradictions and contradictory effects of the state, 

not just between different fields, but even within one policy field‟.
33

  This means 

that feminist achievements analysed in this thesis may be interpreted as having both 

empowering and disempowering effects on the status of feminist policy making 

within the state.
34

  Not only are contradictions and tensions identified in this thesis 

                                                 
30

 Adopting a methodology that asks „what‟s the problem (represented to be)?‟ assists in 

understanding broader political ramifications of feminist politicians‟ and senior bureaucrats‟ 

decisions, see Carol Lee Bacchi, Women, Policy and Politics: The Construction of Policy 

Problems, Sage Publications, London, 1999, pp.1-14. 
31

 Amy G. Mazur, Theorizing Feminist Policy, Oxford University Press, Toronto, 2002, 

p.177. 
32

 Ibid. 
33

 Johanna Kantola & Hanne Marlene Dahl, „Gender and the State: From Differences 

Between to Differences Within‟, International Feminist Journal of Politics, vol.7, no.1, 

2005, p.51. 
34

 It is not an aim of this thesis to evaluate the effects of feminist policy on women or 
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between different feminisms‟ interactions with the state, there are diverse and often 

contradictory effects arising out of these interactions, which render feminist policy 

creation a malleable and volatile field with unpredictable, fickle and equally 

contradictory consequences.  

 

 

The personal is political: using oral history as methodology 

 

But the unique and precious element which oral sources force 

upon the historian and which no other sources possess in equal 

measure is the speaker‟s subjectivity.  If the approach to 

research is broad, and articulated enough, a cross-section of 

the subjectivity of a group or class may emerge.
35

 

 

I draw on my research based in large part on oral history, partly because it was 

methodologically most suitable to an exploration of women‟s feminist political 

subjectivities, and partly because it presented opportunities to explore issues absent 

from the conventional written records.
36

  The identification of interviewees 

depended largely on their political background and the extent of their involvement 

with certain major policy and legislative initiatives such as equal opportunity 

legislation, establishment of WIRE and abortion law reform.  The following women 

(former and current) politicians were interviewed for this thesis: Cheryl Davenport, 

Kay Hallahan, Yvonne Henderson, Helen Hodgson, Carmen Lawrence, Beryl 

Makin, Ljiljanna Ravlich, Diana Warnock, Giz Watson and Judyth Watson.  Giz 

Watson was a member of the Greens (WA), and Helen Hodgson was from the 
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35
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Australian Democrats, while the remaining women were all elected from the ALP.  

The „femocrats‟ interviewed included: Val Marsden, Thea Mendelsohn and Liza 

Newby.
37

 

Irrespective of the individual woman‟s professional background, however, it 

was her subjective understanding of working within the state that was most usefully 

conveyed in an interview process, contributing to the rich repertoire of „official‟ 

feminisms
38

 present on the Western Australian political landscape in the 1980s and 

1990s.  Interviewing offers opportunities to keep asking questions, to probe what 

may lay behind the gaps and silences unavailable in written evidence, and allows the 

interviewer to appreciate the presence of multiple perspectives on any given event.  

As the respected oral historian Alessandro Portelli has remarked, perceptions and 

beliefs are crucial to the study of human subjects: 

Subjectivity is as much the business of history as are the more 

visible “facts”.  What informants believe is indeed a historical 

fact (that is, the fact that they believe it), as much as what 

really happened.
39

 

 

It is no longer necessary for oral historians to „justify‟ and explain the use of 

oral sources in a manner which assumes their inferior status compared to written 

sources, just as the same is no longer required for historians utilising film or art as 

valid historical sources.  A change in methodological thinking in academic 

historiography has followed the greater prominence given to oral sources in 

professional and popular histories, and has also reflected a deeper paradigm shift in 

                                                 
37

 A full list of interviews with bibliographical details is in Appendix One. 
38

 Hester Eisenstein, „Femocrats, Official Feminism and the Uses of Power‟, in Watson 

(ed.), Playing the State, pp.87-104, coined this term to encapsulate feminist discourses 

engaged with the state. 
39

 Portelli, „What Makes Oral History Different?‟, p.68, original emphasis. 



 15 

the understanding of historical scholarship itself, the „new sense of being absorbed 

by rather than of being detached‟ from the world and the historical subject.
40

 

Important debates have preoccupied historians, especially feminist 

historians, practising oral history.  These include: questions of power positions, and 

how power is used, or misused, by researchers vis-à-vis their „subjects‟;
41

 the 

development of a take-and-give methodology as a means of power-sharing between 

the researchers and the researched;
42

 and associated issues in interpreting specific 

data while drawing general conclusions about „women‟s experiences‟.
43

  

Underpinning these debates is an understanding that in asking women to talk about 

understandings of feminism in their work, „one is not searching for an “objective 

truth” or a mere description of past events‟; rather, it is more important to „aim for 

an understanding of the meaning people ascribe to their lives‟ and work.
44

 

I approached the interviews undertaken as part of this thesis with a degree of 

caution.  Far from being „typical‟ research subjects whose narratives are 

championed by oral historians – the poor, the dispossessed, those culturally more 

inclined towards oral expression – the women interviewed for this thesis were, for 

the most part, experienced political agents.  Whether they had worked in the 
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bureaucracy or in the State Parliament, they were accustomed to interviews or 

questions related to a professional capacity.  As former or current political actors 

some of them were especially experienced as interviewees, and responses they 

offered were well thought-through and given due consideration, void of the 

sensationalism accompanying some of the more popular accounts of their work. 

The nature of interviewed women‟s backgrounds is the reason that the 

responses they gave were more complex than contemporary popular accounts would 

suggest, for example as demonstrated by Lawrence‟s struggle with the Western 

Australian press during the notorious „Easton affair‟ and her view of „what actually 

happened‟.
45

  Historian and journalist Julia Baird notes the volatility of women 

parliamentarians‟ public positions: 

The fact remains that the position of women [politicians] is 

more tenuous and their grasp on power more slippery by 

virtue of their gender and the intense scrutiny – both 

sympathetic and hostile – of the media.
46

 

  

The indiscriminate media attention explains one of the major dilemmas faced by 

women in the public sphere.  It provides an insight into the hesitation experienced 

by a woman politician to criticise openly her political party: that ambiguity was 

apparent among some of the women interviewed for this thesis.  In contrast, 

however, sometimes the woman‟s circumstances may make her feel confident 

enough to voice a concern about a particular issue.  Davenport‟s strong disapproval 

of „lip-service‟ paid to promoting women‟s increasing representation in the state 

parliamentary ALP is one example; perhaps it is significant that she voiced her 
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criticism in an interview with me just before her retirement from parliamentary 

politics.
47

 

I framed my conclusions about women‟s feminism and experience of 

politics around stories women were willing or able to tell.  It is an ethically honest 

response to the conundrum many women politicians face when their private lives, 

confidential decisions and party-political manoeuvres are frequently subject to often 

tantalisingly unfair and unjustified scrutiny.
48

  I resolved that I would respect the 

immediate subjectivity of the women – the trust that they place in the interviewer to 

represent their stories faithfully and within a particular explanatory context.  

Further, I gave each woman a written transcript of her interview, giving her an 

opportunity to delete or correct the final draft approved for use in the thesis, and 

prior to signing off the copyright release form.
49

  All correspondence was tracked 

and recorded, and the final written interview transcript and a copy of the audio 

recording were sent to each interviewee whose quotes were used in this thesis. 

The responsibility for analysis and interpretative authority to contextualise 

women‟s narratives remains, however, within a given academic framework.  No 

measure of consultation with the interviewee can diminish the important fact that 

the researcher holds responsibility for framing evidence, for theorising women‟s 

„lived experience‟, and for positioning women‟s narratives within the accepted 

codes of scholarly work.  None of these reservations should mean that written 

sources are accorded privilege in historical research over and above oral sources, 
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because „written documents are only the uncontrolled transmission‟
50

 of identified 

or non-identified oral information.  Rather, it is more productive to insist on the 

researcher‟s ethical and intellectual responsibility to acknowledge that „theorising 

women‟s experiences invariably means adopting a very different perspective to the 

respondent‟s own‟.
51

 

Further two important points complicate the power imbalance inherent in the 

act of interpreting any historical evidence: the „messy‟ nature of „experience‟ and 

the inevitable fallibility of memory.  First, in the interviews I asked women 

questions about how their experiences of politics differed from the experiences of 

men, about the perceived „different‟ nature of their philosophical negotiations 

between feminism and other political positions, and about „making a difference‟ in 

the public sphere.  Conventionally, „experience‟ as articulated in historical evidence 

is taken for granted, neither questioned nor dissected, and the identities of those 

whose experience is documented is naturalised.  Historian Joan Scott, in her 

interrogation of the dimensions of „experience‟, argues this point: 

The evidence of experience then becomes evidence for the 

fact of difference, rather than a way of exploring how 

difference is established, how it operates, how and in what 

ways it constitutes subjects who see and act in the world.
52

 

 

Historical subjects do exercise agency, not from an abstract force such as 

„free will‟, but through the situations and constructs in which they are positioned 

throughout their lives.  „Experience is a subject‟s history.  Language is the site of 

history‟s enactment.  Historical explanation cannot, therefore, separate the two.‟
53

  

The position promoted by Scott represents a paradigm shift that departs from 
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positivist understandings of memory as unproblematic recollection of past events, 

and history as an objective interpretation of the subjects‟ experiences.  Learning to 

listen to the woman‟s unfolding of her own „experience‟ demands a „shift in 

methodology from information gathering … to interaction, where the focus is on the 

process, on the dynamic unfolding of the subject‟s viewpoint‟.
54

 

Second, many women were interviewed many years after the events they 

were asked about had taken place; in some cases, several decades had passed 

between them.  Interestingly, the length of time that lapsed between the event and 

the interview had no correlation, either positive or negative, to the reliability, or 

even existence, of memory about the event.  Memory is a fragile concept, as oral 

historian Elizabeth Tonkin observes, because it is „partly constituted by, but is also 

constitutive of, society‟.
55

  Oral narratives are „social actions, situated in particular 

times and places and directed by individual tellers to specific audiences‟.
56

  The 

conventional positivist division between subjective and objective memory is 

disputed; the researcher‟s probe into the subject‟s „experience‟ brings out as 

selective a memory as that of the author of a penned document.  The interaction 

between the subject, her memory and the listener is a multilayered process that in 

itself gives clues about the active construction of the subject‟s „experience‟. 

Given the public prominence of politicians and public servants who told their 

stories for this thesis, it would have been well nigh impossible to conceal their 

identities.  Each interviewee is progressively named and introduced as her 

involvement with and interpretation of feminism is explained in the relevant 
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chapter.
57

  I based the initial choice of interviewees on the review of existing 

primary and secondary sources and literature.
58

  It was a decision made between 

those who understood women‟s lower social position as stemming from gender-

based discrimination, and where gender was a primary social marker, and those who 

believed that a woman‟s individual effort and abilities largely determined her social 

status and political involvement.   

The necessity of identifying interviewees by name and past involvement 

restricted the number of women, particularly those currently working in the public 

sector, who were willing to be interviewed.  Some who were approached and told 

about the subject of this thesis, declined the interview; others declared that they 

could not remember anything of relevance for the thesis and explicitly stated they 

had nothing to contribute despite their critical role in the early years of the Western 

Australian women‟s policy machinery.
59

  Yet others have long since relocated 

overseas or interstate and were difficult to contact.  In some cases, however, such as 

the abortion law reform, women bureaucrats had extremely limited involvement 

because their job of serving the government of the day restricted all but private 

support they offered to Cheryl Davenport and other politicians who initiated the 

legislative change.
60

  This highlighted the concealed and secretive character of 

networks between feminist „sisters‟ outside and within the state.  The nature of the 

work in the public sector, where public servants adopt a non-partisan political 

stance, meant that women who were elected to Parliament and developed the 
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government‟s women‟s policy were in a better position to comment then women 

who worked in implementing that policy.  Also, the current legislative and policy 

framework which governs the work of public servants explicitly forbids discussion 

of their policy work in the public domain (where „public‟ remains ill-defined), 

including any unpublished form.
61

 

The distinction between women who identified social gender divisions and 

those who did not paralleled a broad political division between the ALP, the Greens 

(WA) and the Australian Democrats, on the one hand, where women were more 

likely to express feminist aspirations, and the state Coalition (Liberal and National) 

parties, on the other hand, where women were more likely to see their successes and 

disappointments through the prism of liberal individualism.  The dominance of the 

ALP women among interviewees reflects a history in which the policies and 

governing practices of the state ALP governments in the 1980s and 1990s provide 

the clearest evidence of engagements between the state and contemporary 

feminisms.  From 1992, in contrast, the period of the successive Coalition 

governments under Richard Court came under criticism from Western Australian 

women‟s groups as well as the ALP Opposition for downsizing the women‟s policy 

machinery and promoting an increasingly conservative view of women‟s roles.
62

 

In identifying suitable interviewees, I also used the „snowballing‟ 

technique,
63

 where initial interviewees, such as ALP women parliamentarians who 

were the key actors in debates around equal opportunity, abortion law reform or the 
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establishment of WIRE, recommended other women involved in the same events.  

Such „purposive sampling‟ is justified in the context of the restrictive nature of the 

original sample, that is, the relatively low numbers of women who have sat in the 

State Parliament or worked in senior „femocrat‟ positions in the public service and 

who agreed to be interviewed. However, the political „bias‟ of this thesis is apparent 

in the selection of women from the ALP, the Greens (WA) and the Australian 

Democrats, and particularly women who served in the state ALP governments and 

the public service in the 1980s and early 1990s.
64

 

Despite the limits of interviewing, and the constraints imposed by the public 

identities of women interviewed, the narratives opened generous possibilities for 

contextualising the women‟s life events: feminist „consciousness-raising‟, 

involvement and interest in a range of social and political issues, and ultimately their 

parliamentary and policy-related work around „women‟s issues‟.  Throughout the 

interview process, as well as afterwards, both parties to the interview were 

challenged to be more aware of the contingency of memory, the limitations of 

transcribing emotions,
65

 and the unheard or unrecorded meanings expressed in body 

language, from the realm of the spoken or the felt into the written word.  The 

unstructured, open interview format allowed the space to make links and identify 

commonalities between feminist initiatives undertook by politicians and public 

servants at various times during their careers.  Although I used a list of general 

questions to prepare for the interview as well as to inform each interviewee of the 

parameters of our conversations, every individual story demanded specific questions 
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and responses that more closely examined the nature of respective feminist 

engagements with the state.
66

 

The women talked about their childhoods and early politicisation and 

activism, as well as about the more „personal‟ dimensions of the presence (or 

absence) of family, friends and partners in their work.  They discussed the changing 

prospects for tertiary education that underpinned their entry into the professions, and 

the widening of public space that often accompanied their involvement in 

community organisations, unions and political parties.  They also spoke about 

barriers women still face in public life, primarily parliamentary politics, as well as 

about achievements for women to which they contributed despite stern opposition 

and extreme political challenges.  The interviews offered rich sources of insight 

lending to an analysis of feminist political subjectivities and the specific 

international, national and local contexts in which they were shaped. 

The national context for feminist agitation 

Current scholarship places the beginnings of the „second-wave‟ Australian women‟s 

movement in the summer of 1969-1970 when a loose coalition of university-based 

Sydney women advertised the first meeting of Women‟s Liberation.  The pamphlet 

announcing the meeting, entitled „Only the Chains Have Changed‟, spoke to the 

new movement‟s fraught relationship with the male-dominated New Left.
67

  Similar 

loose Women‟s Liberation groups formed in Adelaide (December 1969) and in 

Melbourne (January 1970).
68

  Young Australian activists in Perth as well as other 
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cities were greatly inspired by the US women‟s movement in the formation of 

Women‟s Liberation.
69

  They were equally vocal in expressing outrage against the 

patriarchal thought and practice that was rife in the New Left, as they sought to 

redefine their own space within the worldwide movement, and challenge the false 

public/private divide in „radical‟ social thought.  The slogan „the personal is 

political‟ became one early distinguishing rallying focus of the international 

women‟s movement. 

 The politics of the Australian women‟s movement arose in the context of 

increased education and work opportunities opening to many Anglo-Australian 

women.  As Verity Burgmann concludes: „Material realities and feminist ideas were 

mutually reinforcing.‟
70

  Anglo-Australian middle-class women observed a three-

dimensional paradox in their social positions.  First, they saw the growing 

contradictions between an increasing number of women in higher education and the 

restrictive range of low-paid and low-skilled jobs available to them.  Second, there 

were clear contradictions between the increasing need for a female labour force 

specific to the post-Second World War economy, and entrenched legal and social 

barriers to married women working.
71

  Finally, the dominant social constructs of 

passive, procreation-oriented female sexuality were contested through the appeal of 

sexual revolution – an ideal central to the New Left discourse – and the 

demographic trend towards shorter periods of women‟s child-rearing and fewer 
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children.  The discrepancy between the hegemonic values of domesticity and 

married women‟s longing to enter the sphere of paid full-time work laid the basis 

for discontent among educated, Anglo-Australian, middle-class women.
72

 

The Australian women‟s movement emerged on the eve of a distinct 

historical conjuncture
73

 marked by the fusing of radicalised political activism with 

the election of the ALP to the Commonwealth Government in 1972, following a 

long period of the conservative Liberal/Country Party Coalition‟s rule.  As in the 

rest of the country, the ALP victory was accompanied by strong political 

reverberations in Western Australia.  Reflecting on their early activist involvement, 

many Western Australian feminist activists referred to the ALP‟s victory as a 

breakthrough in their rising personal politicisation.
74

  To one Western Australian 

feminist, the early 1970s seemed like the dawning of a new political era: 

Suddenly there were all these exciting, creative ways of 

looking at a whole range of issues that had been damped down 

and closeted for years.  It was like a breath of fresh air being 

let into the portals of Parliament.
75

 

 

The Whitlam government‟s role in opening educational opportunities to both 

mature-aged and younger women was seen as an important factor in changing 

women‟s consciousness, for the universities of the early 1970s were hubs of New 
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Left activism.
76

  As the authors of the notable text Creating a Nation observe: „The 

1972 election and its aftermath encouraged the translation of a personal identity into 

a political mobilisation.‟
77

 

 Women interpret their feminism in different ways, as Bulbeck has argued in 

relation to the significance of personal experience: 

Feminism was suggested to women by incidents as major as 

the shame of rape or as an unwanted pregnancy, as pressing as 

equal wages, or as apparently superficial as unequal access to 

leisure facilities.
78

 

 

Australian women in the 1970s responded to the social contradictions in ways 

specific to the context in which they were placed.  Women workers finding 

employment opportunities in the professions acquired a new sense of themselves 

and their social and economic „usefulness‟.  Australian feminist writers increasingly 

questioned women‟s imposed identity as „Doormats of the Western World‟ in the 

Australia of „mateship, “the Ocker”, [and] keg-culture‟.
79

  Women‟s movement 

activists read voraciously the germinal feminist texts such as Betty Friedan‟s 

Feminine Mystique (originally published in 1963), Germaine Greer‟s The Female 

Eunuch (1970) and Kate Millett‟s Sexual Politics (1971).
80

  Most of the canonical 

feminist texts emerged directly from the international women‟s movement, shaped 

by it and shaping it in turn.  Greer openly proclaimed her book was „a part of the 
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second feminist wave‟.
81

  The 1970s generation of feminist activists added to the 

repertoire of ways of living their newly formed political identities, with long-term 

political consequences. 

 

Historicising Western Australian feminisms 

The 1970s generation of Western Australian feminists espoused novel ways of 

defining social issues that distinguished them from the preceding women‟s 

movements.  Their mode of feminist organising was different from that adopted by 

their predecessors; yet there were irrefutable overlaps and commonalities that defied 

the clear breakdown of feminism into distinct historical waves.  Feminism has 

always had a presence in Western Australia.  Both the National Council of Women 

and the Women‟s Service Guilds (WSG) had been able to attract women activists 

since the late nineteenth century and into the inter-war period.
82

  The Union of 

Australian Women and the Modern Women‟s Club (formed by the Western 

Australian writer and activist Katharine Susannah Pritchard) were both closely 

allied to the Australian Communist Party during the 1950s and into the 1960s.  The 

feminists of the 1970s, however, initially rejected the word „feminist‟, and instead 

preferred the terminology of „Women‟s Liberation‟, associating the term „feminist‟ 

with the conservative image of „prudish‟, turn-of-the-century suffragists.
83
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 The strong presence of Western Australian feminism as a political force in the 

1970s reinforced the continuity in some feminist goals and strategies, despite the 

new movement‟s superficial knowledge of earlier feminist groups.  Just like the 

1970s feminists, campaigners of earlier periods were similarly absorbed by female-

centred ways of seeing, doing and knowing „like a woman‟.
84

  Late nineteenth-

century feminists who campaigned for and used the right to vote actively engaged 

with improving the lives of women.  Earlier feminists were political agents and 

although their feminism diverged from the 1970s values in relation to issues such as 

sexuality, domesticity or motherhood, this does not prevent historians from 

bestowing recognition on their successes as political agents.
85

 

 Marilyn Lake‟s recent history of Australian feminism concludes that earlier 

and later feminists exhibited extraordinary similarities in strategies they adopted in 

their campaigning.
86

  As early as 1910, the WSG, for example, had employed the 

strategy of sending out questionnaires on awareness of women‟s issues to the 

Western Australian election candidates.  This tactic was later used most successfully 

by WEL from 1972, and in both state and federal elections.  During the 1970s, the 

WSG supported „second-wave‟ feminists in their campaigns for the establishment of 

family-planning clinics and lobbied the state government for increased funding to 

women‟s refuges and childcare services.  The WSG similarly expressed concerns 

about „sex-bias‟ in children‟s education, and campaigned with WEL for the 

formation of a women‟s advisory body to the premier and the enactment of equal 
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opportunity legislation.
87

  Their demands for women‟s equal citizenship, equal 

political participation, equal pay and the right of married women to work were 

expressed through persistent media and political lobbying or the gathering of 

petitions. 

 But the WSG did not abandon what would be perceived later as women‟s 

traditional concerns: housekeeping was a regular feature of their Dawn newsletter.  

The feminists of the 1970s had concerns similar to those of previous generations, 

but differed in their radical critiques of social institutions, most notably of the 

normative nuclear family.  The 1970s feminists were more likely to adopt, at its 

mildest, a critical view of the nuclear family as the key site of women‟s subjugation.  

More „traditional‟ women‟s groups in Perth also saw a marked change in feminist 

approaches to issues such as abortion, sexuality and lesbianism, brought up by the 

new feminist generation.
88

 

 Views of party politics also differed between the feminist generations.  While 

earlier feminists engaged with the state in a sense that their campaigning shaped the 

reformations of the Australian welfare state throughout the first half of the twentieth 

century, they generally saw party politics as a masculine endeavour, preferring non-

party-aligned political action.
89

  National Party member Edith Cowan, the first 

Australian woman elected to any parliament, was the exception rather than the norm 

in Western Australian as in national parliamentary and political life for most of the 

twentieth century.  (Cowan herself found it difficult to challenge press 
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representations of her as the New Housewife, a lone woman in parliament with the 

potential to „clean up‟ the disorder of masculine politics.
90

) 

 Groups like the WSG also promoted women‟s active involvement in 

parliamentary politics as independent candidates, but they also believed that politics 

came second to women‟s „true‟ role in the family home.  The 1970s generation, 

however, and in particular WEL, campaigned strongly for equal participation of 

women in political parties, parliaments, public service, government boards, the 

judicial system and other public arenas of the state, as a defining political right of 

women.  Increasingly into the 1980s, their understandings of women‟s issues 

permeated the public discourse and enforced a redefinition of women‟s „private‟ 

roles and „public‟ contribution. 

Between 1971, when Women‟s Liberation groups and later also WEL 

became active in Perth, and the ascendency of the Coalition state government in 

1993, nineteen women sat in both houses of the State Parliament; twelve of them 

were members of the ALP, and the majority served while the ALP was a governing 

party.  The ALP women dominated their gender group among politicians from the 

1970s through to the early 1990s.  In the 1983, 1986 and 1989 state elections, 

progressive and feminist ALP women were an increasing presence in parliament, 

their numbers rising from two members in 1972 to nine members in 1989.
91

  By 

comparison, there were only two Liberal Party women serving in the 1970s; they 

were joined by a further two in the 1989 election, and accompanied by two women 

National-Country Party (later renamed National Party) members in the 1980s and 

1990s.
92
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During the 1990s, however, Liberal women made gains in elected members: 

in the elections of 1993 and 1996, six Liberal women were elected, comparing well 

to the ALP‟s eight elected in the same two elections.  No National Party woman was 

elected in the 1990s.  Dr Liz Constable, a sole Independent member (formerly of the 

Liberal Party although never elected as such) has sat in the Lower House since 1993.  

Women from so-called „minor‟ parties gained representation in State Parliament in 

the 1996 state election, when Helen Hodgson was elected for the Australian 

Democrats, and Giz Watson and Christine Sharp were elected for the Greens (WA). 

Labor Party women‟s entry in such numbers over the course of the 1980s 

was particularly significant: it represented the apparent expansion and improvement 

of the party‟s relationship with women in the community since it demonstrated more 

women were standing as candidates, and it coincided with the „whole-of-

government‟ social policy reform introduced by the successive ALP governments 

from 1984.  The rise of parliamentary feminism in Western Australia was 

accompanied by the entry of feminist women who came to be called „femocrats‟ to 

the state public service from 1984, and reflected national and state trends in policy 

reform.  The capacity of the ALP governments of the 1980s and early 1990s to 

promote, shape, and co-opt a particular brand of feminism as the state‟s „official 

feminism‟, would neither be repeated by the conservative Court government nor by 

the re-elected ALP that has held government in Western Australia since 2001.
93

 

 

Case studies in Western Australian state feminism 
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The „official‟ face of Western Australian feminism is a site where „personal‟ values, 

beliefs and understandings of issues that affect women – themselves products of 

specific political environments – are negotiated by women with broader, party-

internal as well as external, political forces.  The social and political structures 

within the state either function as windows of opportunity, or erect constraints on 

the feminist project, as I will discuss in the Chapters Three, Four and Five of this 

thesis. 

 It was imperative to analyse in this thesis, in depth and detail, a few „key‟ 

historical events grouped around feminism‟s engagement with the state rather than 

provide a narrative and chronological discussion of the entire Western Australian 

state feminist project.  While Chapter One revisits the political „second-wave‟ 

heritage of „official‟ feminism, Chapter Two is principally concerned with women 

politicians‟ subjective negotiations of feminism and own sense of their political 

agency.  Chapters One and Two together contextualise the three events shaped by 

Western Australian „official‟ feminism discussed in the remaining chapters: the 

opening of a women‟s service, WIRE, and the introduction of equal opportunity 

laws, both in 1984; as well as the 1998 abortion law reform. 

The three case studies I discuss in this thesis represent a particular Western 

Australian feminist graft shared with feminisms across the country.  This is the 

feminism that has recognised, and has used the political opportunity given by that 

knowledge, that „there is no coherent set of interests embodied in the state, rendering 

the link between men‟s interests and the interests of capital vulnerable to 

contradiction, appropriation and challenge‟.
94

  The women‟s policy initiatives which 

formed the ALP election policy in 1983 were informed by the work of the party‟s 
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women members at the grassroots level in women‟s organisations, as well as in the 

State Parliament and, as was the case with the „femocrats‟, in the Western Australian 

public service.  The policy shifts were supported by women‟s groups around the 

state, as explored in Chapters Three and Four, in which I discuss the state provision 

of women‟s services and the legislative success in institutionalising equal 

opportunities in employment, education and the provision of goods and services.  

The initial success of services like WIRE in engaging with women in the 

community, and the political elegance of the parliamentary debates over the Equal 

Opportunity Bill which reached cross-party consensus, were collective successes of 

women‟s networks across the broad political spectrum: the community 

organisations, parliament and political parties, and the public service. 

In Chapter Five, I discuss the legislative changes to abortion law in 1998.  Of 

the three key feminist state engagements I revisit in this thesis, changes to abortion 

law occurred outside the period marked by the concerted engagement with broadly 

liberal feminist ideals and the golden age of the state „femocrats‟.  For a number of 

reasons, however, the discussion of the actions preceding the legislative reform in 

May 1998, as well as the direction of the legislative debate, are included.  First, the 

reform was not a party-political issue because the ultimately successful legislation 

was a private member‟s bill.  The debate was least driven by party platforms, except 

in so far as both major parties allowed a „conscience‟, non-party aligned vote to their 

respective members.  Second, pro- and anti-reform members were present in both 

major political parties, which gave a distinctive flavour to the reform process.  The 

reform of abortion law was an extraordinary event, and the required extra-

parliamentary effort that secured it deserves analysis precisely because it sat outside 

the paradigm of „official‟ feminism whose influence progressively diminished in the 
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1990s.  Unmistakably, however, it was the product of feminist campaigning both 

within and outside the state over the course of three decades.  One critical 

characteristic of the kind of feminism examined in this thesis is the networks and 

linkages between feminist parliamentarians, public servants and community groups 

that left a strong imprint on state politics in the 1980s and early 1990s. 

The three case studies were chosen for several specific reasons.  First, a 

range of different case studies was needed to illustrate that there was no single 

dimension to feminist engagement with the state while still providing a snapshot of 

feminist organising and different forms of campaigning.  The topics chosen for this 

thesis epitomised the emphasis placed by the 1970s feminists on the importance of 

women‟s equal access to employment and education.  In order to ensure the wanted  

equality in public life, women needed access to relevant information that would ease 

their way out of the private sphere, a legislative guarantee of equal opportunities that 

prohibited sex discrimination and sexual harassment, and a mechanism that 

established women‟s own control over their reproductive lives. 

Second, there are historical specificities to each case study that illuminate its 

importance in the history of Western Australian feminism.  In the case of WIRE, the 

reformist nature of the Labor Government in the 1980s included its willingness to 

provide services for under-privileged social groups and on demand from the 

women‟s movement.  Since the early 1990s, however, the state system in Western 

Australia as elsewhere has preferred to „outsource‟ services to the private or not-for-

profit sectors and subsidise their provision to the community.  Concerning equal 

opportunity legislation, women‟s equality in the public sphere was the single biggest 

mobilising cause behind the efforts of groups like WEL and other „liberal‟ feminist 

organisations in the early 1980s.  Equality of opportunity in access to education and 
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employment was a defining characteristic of the 1970s feminism, paralleled only by 

the demands of a woman‟s right to choose.  Abortion law reform provides the only 

example of an issue which harnessed bipartisan political support and where the 

political fault-lines transgressed the conventional Labor/Coalition divide 

I also use the case studies to highlight some of the elements of „official‟ 

feminism, such as the constraints and opportunities presented within the state, but 

also I argue that women‟s political choices were the result of a sophisticated 

interplay between their personal values and the frequently antagonistic political 

system in which the women worked.  The historicisation of women‟s political 

perspectives within broader political processes demonstrates the fragility of feminist 

engagements with the state, and the difficult process of negotiating one‟s feminism.  

In interrogating the interactions between liberal feminism and the state, I am in 

agreement with Julia Baird who notes that „the use of the word [feminism] by 

women in the public sphere has long been a battle of conscience and identity for the 

woman involved‟.
95

 

While the „personal‟ element of politics is normally the subject of a large 

number of women‟s political biographies and autobiographies,
96

 there has not 

hitherto been published a historical analysis that synthesises the personal dimension 

of political involvement and the circumstances of the historical context in which 

women performed their political work.  Writings about Western Australian feminist 

politicians and „inside agitators‟ are particularly infrequent, with the exception of the 
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efforts of some Western Australian scholars.
97

  In the late 1990s, feminist state 

engagement had gone out of style as a subject of a legitimate academic inquiry.   

There have been attempts more recently to return the feminist interrogations of the 

state into intellectual vogue despite the fact that the current political order of trans-

nationalism and globalisation transcends the nation-state and diminishes its 

importance in Western liberal democracies.
98

  Perhaps this dis-engagement with the 

state was a reflection of a view that since the mid-1990s, „feminism [has been] 

losing ground as a political movement for change‟, as explained by Kathy Corbiere: 

The femocrat as a central agent of reform and democratisation 

of the Australian State [sic] is under threat.  Structural 

changes of mainstreaming and devolution, political, cultural 

and theoretical shifts, have added to the disbursement and 

waning of this position.
99

 

 

I conclude that it is timely to re-assess the feminist state engagements in both the 

parliamentary and bureaucratic realms in order to develop strategies for reversing 

the losses in the context of a rather different political climate at the beginning of the 

twenty-first century. 

 

 

Conclusion 
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In early 1993, the ALP lost government in Western Australia, and the outgoing 

premier Carmen Lawrence‟s reputation was tarnished with political controversies 

that were set to preoccupy the state‟s political commentators well into the decade.  

The election ushered in a victory for the conservative Coalition government led by 

Richard Court, while the downfall of services like WIRE, and the downsizing of the 

women‟s policy machinery (apparent even during the sympathetic but financially 

burdened Lawrence government) brought in a climate seen by at least one senior 

public servant as increasingly hostile to feminists and feminism.
100

  The WIRE was 

just one example of a service promoted by the ALP governments that came under 

passionate attack: one Liberal parliamentarian suggested that its downfall was a 

painful reminder for „the Labor sisterhood … because they have based their entire 

policy approach on the premise that only men would treat women so badly‟.
101

 

Political accusations of this kind were common in Western Australian public 

discourse in the 1990s, implicating the ALP as being in ideological collusion with 

the misguided „sisterhood‟.  It became increasingly apparent that the early 1990s 

marked the point of change for the feminist project around the state, some later 

victories – such as the 1998 abortion law reform – notwithstanding.  While some 

commentators wrote about the onset of the „third feminist wave‟,
102

 others 

bemoaned the lack of „feminist‟ awareness among contemporary younger 

women.
103

  This sequence of important changes in the women‟s movement – if 
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indeed such a collective noun by then still applied – completed the picture of 

feminism‟s impasse, although this appeared to have been an illusion.
104

  In this 

thesis, I revisit the history of the Western Australian women‟s movements 

conversations with the state as a means of drawing together the contested and 

multiple feminist perspectives and the women‟s active pursuits of change. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Rock the Boat not the Cradle: 

Feminist Interactions with the State, 1972-1983 

 

 

The Perth women‟s movement‟s interaction with the state in the 1970s laid 

foundations for feminist presence in the parliamentary and bureaucratic arenas in the 

1980s, and in turn produced specific measures that broadly aimed at improving the 

social, political and economic status of women in Western Australia.  In this chapter, I 

trace the emergence of the 1970s Western Australian women‟s movement and discuss 

the goals and strategies deployed when the movement entered into a relationship with 

the state government and its agencies.  I examine the discursive terms within which 

the women‟s movement identified women‟s issues and framed the demands for 

women‟s rights to the state authorities as well as the contradictory effects of these 

framings for the success of the movement‟s engagements with the state. 

 

Theorising social movements and the state 

The Western Australian women‟s movement, concentrated largely in the state capital 

of Perth, encompassed an array of feminist orientations and forms of organising 

around „women‟s issues‟, and functioned in an international context.
1
  The 

movement‟s common strategies and goals, as well as its diversities resist, however, 

containment within neat conceptual models confined to academic disciplines.
2
  While 

the Perth women‟s movement has always had a multidimensional character, 
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traditional understandings of the 1970s feminism – in terms of a three-tiered division 

between liberal, socialist and radical feminism
3
 – are sometimes accepted uncritically.  

In this chapter, I look at the ways in which Perth women‟s movement activists 

constructed their group as, for example, more „radical‟ than others.  I am interested in 

particular to delineate the ways in which this differentiation within the „women‟s 

movement‟ was enabled by the context of the hostile and alien bureaucratic state 

system. 

 I use the concept of collective identity as a theoretical foundation for an analysis 

of women‟s own understandings of their place in a social movement.  Australian 

social scientist Sarah Maddison in her article on young Australian women‟s 

relationship with the women‟s movement, has argued that the concept of collective 

identity is still a novelty on the Australian academic stage, with the exception of 

contributions from a select group of political scientists and sociologists.  Maddison 

has further asserted that „there has been little Australian academic work done that 

deploys social movement theory‟ in the analysis of contemporary social movements.
4
  

I would argue further that there has been little by way of a historical examination of 

the 1970s Western Australian women‟s movement that deploys the useful tools of the 

„new‟ social movement theory and avoids the essentialism permeating early 

Australian scholarship on „new social movements‟. 

 In this chapter, I address this imbalance in academic writing about social 

movements, as well as apply deconstructionist theories to the 1970s Perth women‟s 

movement, towards a re-assessment of its early attempts to position itself on the 
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state‟s political agenda.  I draw on early work on social movements and the state as 

the basis for deconstructionist theorising which succeeded it.  Australian political 

scientist Verity Burgmann‟s important work on social movements belongs to the body 

of knowledge that has made an unprecedented contribution to Australian scholarship.  

Burgmann‟s analysis is helpful in emphasising the role of collective identity in 

transforming the dominant political agenda, when she identifies the political benefits 

of developing a collective identity within a social movement: „It is this forging of a 

common self-identity that achieves for the group a political impact, that makes the 

collection a collectivity, a mass of people a coherent political actor.‟
5
  Her approach 

identifies human agency as an important element of political struggles, with the 

potential to transform abstract knowledge about women‟s subjugation into a set of 

specific strategies that simultaneously empower women and result in women‟s greater 

economic, political and social autonomy. 

 Burgmann‟s analysis, however, remains within the confines of conventional 

debates around social movements.  Burgmann‟s theory suggests that the aims and 

strategies of feminist political activism are determined by a particular „consciousness‟ 

of the participants in the women‟s movement.  Differences in strategies among 

women‟s groups, she implies, emerge because the subjects‟ definitions of politics are 

fundamentally wide-ranging and sometimes incompatible.  The conflicts between 

competing feminist discourses are, therefore, products of incommensurable, pre-

existing feminist differences.  Burgmann‟s emphasis on the main organisational 

division between the „militant/revolutionary‟ Women‟s Liberation and 

„moderate/reformist‟ Women‟s Electoral Lobby (WEL) illustrates a particular 
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understanding of feminism as a social movement.
6
  This understanding is based on a 

view of politics as a „concealed motor which sets all social relations into motion‟,
7
 as 

a fixed determinant of a position adopted by a fully rational, coherent subject acting as 

an agent of such politics.  The political subject produces politics; in other words, the 

subject‟s consciousness precedes the development of a specific political discourse 

such as that articulated by different groups in the women‟s movement. 

 Interventions by post-structuralist scholars influenced by French philosopher 

Michel Foucault contribute a very different view to theorising identity and politics.  

Broadly, social constructionism challenges several claims espoused by structural and 

functional analyses such as Burgmann‟s, most notably the idea that identity is 

preordained, that identity is produced through individual acts of free will, and that 

collective identities are based on an „essence‟ or set of core features shared by all 

members of the „collectivity‟.
8
  Several influential theoretical developments in 

sociology are helpful in the understanding of collective formations of identity.  In 

particular, French sociologist Alain Touraine
9
 and Italian sociologist Alberto Melucci 

have argued for recognition of the plurality of perspectives, meanings and 

relationships which contextualise a social movement in their analyses of collective 

action.
10

  Melucci‟s major thesis stipulates that social movements are „facts‟ to be 

explained, rather than solely evidence of a reaction to social oppression: 

The actors “produce” the collective action because they are able to 

define themselves and their relationship with the environment.  The 
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definition that the actors construct is not linear but produced by 

interaction, negotiation, and the opposition of different 

organisations.
11

 

 

 Nancy Whittier has argued that the women‟s movement is an excellent example 

of the process of collective identity formation.
12

  In the local case, the collective Perth 

women‟s movement has sought not just institutional, social and cultural equality, but 

also has produced new definitions of what it means to be a woman.  Rich archives of 

the Western Australian women‟s movement‟s activities from 1973 until the late 1980s 

are testaments to the energy and creativity that has resulted in substantive changes to 

the status of women in the state.
13

  The 1970s feminist renewal gave women 

opportunities to question the dominant meanings of gender in a radicalised social 

context.  For many women, the development of feminist „consciousness‟ involved the 

wholesale politicisation of everyday life as a way of resisting and restructuring male 

domination.
14

 

 Paradigm shifts in social movement theory in the 1980s and 1990s throw the 

spotlight on the changing nature of 1970s feminism‟s engagement with the state.  In 

Australia, Carol Bacchi has noted that a key to „understanding some of the rhetorical 

battles taking place currently in the policy domains … is the particular understanding 

of the state that is offered in these accounts‟.
15

  This theoretical grounding rests upon 

two premises substantiated with Bacchi‟s research into feminist relationships with the 
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state.  Firstly, „it is inadequate to see “the state” as a “body” operating either for or 

against claimant groups‟; secondly, „it is useful to think about politics as discursive 

battles over meaning‟.
16

  The state is understood as the centralised microcosm of 

social, political and economic relations, and the site where feminist identities are 

constantly contested and redrawn.
17

 

 In the 1970s, collaborations between Perth Women‟s Liberation and WEL 

occurred within the context of staking a claim on the state for the provision and 

funding of women‟s services.  I agree that the 1970s Perth feminists demonstrated a 

diversity of campaigning and lobbying as strategies in negotiating with what was 

perceived as the hostile, masculine state.  Their strategies led to successes such as the 

establishment of the Nardine refuge in 1976, as discussed below.  In 1976 also, the 

contentious opening and equally sudden closure of the Women‟s Health and 

Community Centre was an event that suggested there were limits to the capacity of the 

state to accommodate social services modelled on an egalitarian proposal championed 

by some Women‟s Liberation groups.  The limited choices precipitated arguments 

within the Perth women‟s movement over the extent of risk involved when groups 

engaged the state for funding women‟s services they wished to establish.  I depart 

from the dominant theoretical frameworks in suggesting that the differences between 

Perth women‟s organisations were neither inherent nor pre-existing. Instead I propose 

that these differences were constructed within the context of state engagement and in 

the welfare framework defined by the state government and its agencies.   I also 

propose that there were significant contradictions within seemingly unified categories 

of liberal feminism and radical feminism which created the 1976 split as much as they 

were its consequence. 
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Salad days: the 1970s Perth women’s movement 

Prominent Western Australian activist Irene Greenwood, whose trans-generational 

involvement blurs the division of feminisms into distinct „waves‟, recalls the 

emergence of 1970s feminism: „The new women‟s movement set out from the first to 

re-structure society and themselves with it.‟
18

 Formed in 1971, the Harvest Guild was 

one of the first organised 1970s feminist groups in Western Australia.  It was founded 

by young friends and daughters of the Women‟s Service Guilds (WSG) members who 

aimed to set up a „younger‟ group affiliated to the WSG.
19

  The Harvest Guild is 

peculiarly positioned in the historical tapestry of Western Australian feminism.  The 

name, signifying the fruition of a new feminist generation from the seeds sowed by 

the preceding activists, implied that the group was straddling the supposedly separate 

waves of feminism.  On the one hand, the Harvest Guild employed the strategies – 

such as lobbying of parliamentarians – which were later trademarked as some of the 

„reformist‟ tools of liberal feminism.  On the other hand, its agenda for change was 

wide and colourful, unstructured in form that embodied the ambitious „do-it-all‟ 

attitude characteristic of an emerging women‟s movement. 

 Little is known from historical literature or available primary sources about the 

Harvest Guild.  Indeed, the early activists were so immersed in their demands for 

change that they were unaware of the meetings of a loose coalition called „Perth 

Women‟s Liberation‟ taking place simultaneously.
20

  The Harvest Guild campaigned 

for multifarious legislative changes, from requests for proper labelling of food 
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preservatives, to demands for accessible, safe and affordable contraception, to 

increased opportunities for women to acquire non-traditional skills such as auto-

mechanics.  An early member and future Western Australian ALP (Australian Labor 

Party) politician, Wendy Fatin remembered the Harvest Guild‟s actions: „You name 

it, we were involved in it!‟
21

  Lobbying of the state and federal governments, rated 

high on the Harvest Guild‟s agenda, providing valuable experience to aspiring 

feminist politicians such as Fatin.
22

 

 If the formation of the Harvest Guild gave an indication of the approaching 

storm brewing amongst Western Australian women, then Perth Women‟s Liberation 

personified this collective passion and commitment and fuelled it with creativity.  As 

a historian of Australian feminism, Gisela Kaplan has written: „Western Australian 

feminists were extremely active, innovative and productive, especially considering the 

relatively small population of Perth compared to the east coast capital cities.‟
23

  While 

the Liberationists had unbridled enthusiasm, they eschewed formalities at meetings, 

and left few records of their earliest gatherings.
24

  The term „Women‟s Liberation‟ 

was used inconsistently in the printed matter produced by the large number of small 

collectives.  In May 1972, Perth Women‟s Liberation produced the first issue of its 

newsletter Liberation Information.  This loose coalition of university students, anti-

Vietnam War activists, and left-leaning ALP members then followed up its inaugural 
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formative meetings with a public Women‟s Liberation meeting at the Trades Hall 

union building in Perth in February 1972. 

 The „liberation‟ of all women was both the prevailing framework within which 

Perth Women‟s Liberation operated, and the movement‟s causative goal.  To this end, 

an „understanding of her condition by woman, herself, and a willingness to do 

something to remedy it‟ were two essential factors necessary for its achievement.
25

  

The Liberationist outlook was heavily informed by the language of the New Left‟s 

libertarian tradition and a Marxist conceptual layer in an understanding that „ideology 

constituted the main barrier to equality – not the ideology of the ruling class so much 

as the ideology of “sexism”‟.
26

  Men, even those with the best intentions, could not 

liberate women, although women‟s liberation was „part of the [wider] struggle for 

people‟s liberation from ignorance, exploitation and want‟.
27

  The widespread and 

popular practice of „consciousness-raising‟ (CR) worked to promote women‟s shared 

understanding of their social status and strategies to improve it. 

 The early 1970s Perth women‟s movement essentially centred its demands for 

social justice around gender relations as the defining web of collective social relations 

in which women as a group were subjugated to the power of men as a group.  The 

demands inherent in the liberationist vision of „equality‟ – whether economic or social 

equality – represented a continuation of demands set by an older women‟s movement 

with an important difference: there was more attention in the 1970s on transcending 

rather than celebrating „sex-differences‟.
28

  The Liberationists understood well that in 

the conservative discourse women‟s biological difference from men justified their 
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subjection. At the same time, the women‟s movement used women‟s difference 

constructed as a disadvantage vis-à-vis men to justify the provision of services for 

women necessary to bring about gender „equality‟.  The suppression of „sex-

difference‟ hence focused on difference as a mechanism of patriarchal control.
29

 

 Simone de Beauvoir‟s well-known statement that „a woman is made, not 

born‟, resonated in Liberationists‟ understandings of gender differences in the early 

1970s, over 20 years after her book had been published.
30

 Women‟s Liberation 

activists hoped that promotion of „scientifically correct knowledge‟ about „sex-

conditioning‟ would dispel myths of women‟s inferiority.  They also hoped that the 

right to participate in paid „socially useful activity‟ outside the home, supported by the 

provision of appropriate childcare, would open the public space to women and lead 

them to be valued as „human beings with equal potential and intelligence‟; and that 

women‟s control over their bodies would be achieved through widely available 

reproductive health services, including abortion.
31

  The overwhelming power of 

„patriarchy‟ – understood as a systematic control of all women by all men – reinforced 

ideas of sisterhood and of cross-class/cross-cultural cooperation among women.
32

  

Women were seen as a homogeneous category; „sex‟ was the basis for women‟s 

subordination, and „patriarchy‟ underpinned the social milieu in which such 

subordination was promoted. 
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 As a practical extension of the espoused theory that „sex-differences‟ were 

learnt from an early age in an environment shaped by the agenda of a masculine, 

patriarchal state, the Liberationists challenged dominant thought about sex and gender 

in their numerous visits to secondary schools.  They distributed leaflet information 

about contraception to students, intending to stimulate the debate about „sex 

education‟, and the childcare group wrote submissions to the State Government 

criticising men‟s absence as carers from the state-subsidised childcare systems (which 

reinforced patriarchal gender roles) and demanding an improvement in accessibility 

and affordability of childcare services.
33

 

 Women‟s Liberation‟s theoretical framework which critiqued „sex-difference‟ 

as the ultimate justification for women‟s inequality was applied in other contexts to 

mean that any call for recognition of „difference‟ could be potentially divisive.
34

  

Differences among women were excluded from consideration in an attempt to forge a 

coherent gender-based political force where women could legitimately speak solely as 

women. In the Liberationist discursive frame of social categories cultural or class 

backgrounds were regarded as „add-ons‟ to gender.  When Women‟s Liberation 

discussed racism Indigenous and migrant women were said to suffer from a „double 

oppression‟.
35

 

 Indigenous and non-Anglo migrant women consistently voiced their concerns 

and complaints against Anglo-Australian feminism‟s exclusionary practices, 

condemning its ignorance of issues such as dispossession from their lands and 

linguistic and cultural oppression.  More importantly, they strongly disapproved of the 
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Anglo feminists‟ limited vision of their own relative privilege as members of the 

culturally dominant group.  Anglo-Australian feminists‟ claims to speak in the name 

of all women were not welcomed by those who were most marginalised by the agenda 

of the apparently inclusive women‟s movement.
36

 

 Some Perth women, from Italy for example, organised within their own 

communities together with men, such as the state branch of the Italian Federation of 

Migrant Workers and Their Families.  This organisation‟s Women‟s Group expressed 

concerns about the education system‟s effect on their children, the need for culturally 

appropriate childcare facilities, the teaching of English to migrant women workers, 

and the ending of cultural discrimination.
37

  Anglo-Australian women‟s movement, in 

positioning the centrality of issues such as the right to choose abortion, for example, 

had the effect of alienating Indigenous women for whom state-sanctioned and 

enforced sterilisation ranked as a central concern in reproductive life.
38

  By and large 

the authority to define a woman‟s issue and the parameters of feminism and feminist 

engagements, rested with the women‟s movement‟s own naturalised whiteness.
39

 

 While tactics such as lobbying governments and writing submissions were used 

in state engagement, many Liberationist activities were focused on women and the 

work of changing „consciousness‟.  Women‟s groups promoted the ideals of 

sisterhood and values acquired in „consciousness-raising‟.  Production of a magazine 

Sibyl by a collective based at the University of Western Australia (UWA), the 

                                                 
36

 One of the earliest articles exploring the different agendas of white and Indigenous women 

was by Pat O‟Shane, „Is There Any Relevance in the Women‟s Movement for Aboriginal 

Women?‟, Refractory Girl, no.12, 1976, pp.31-34; see also Bobby Sykes, „Black Women in 

Australia – a History‟ in J. Mercer (ed.), The Other Half: Women in Australian Society, 

Penguin, Ringwood, 1975, pp.313-322. 
37

 Sibyl, no.10, 1977. 
38

 For a summary of debates around abortion see Kaplan, The Meagre Harvest, pp.146-147. 
39

 Katy Reade, „Limited Gestures: White Feminists and Aboriginal Women in the 1970s‟ 

Women‟s Movement‟, in P. Grimshaw & D. Kirkby (eds), Dealing With Differences: Essays 

in Gender, Culture and History, History Department, University of Melbourne, 1997, pp.118-

129. 



 51 

establishment of a library and feminist living accommodation in Northbridge‟s Lake 

Street,
40

 and the acquisition of a rented space known as Feminist Workshop in central 

Perth‟s King Street, intended for use „for any activities within the Feminist 

Movement‟, also ensured the burgeoning of early 1970s feminist „consciousness‟ in 

Western Australia.
41

  The activities were essential to women‟s process of redefining 

themselves because they were „a method‟: 

… not only of linking the various groups and providing continuity 

but, more importantly, of developing an ever expanding theory of 

the oppression of women and of constantly reassessing where the 

movement was going and how it was going about achieving the 

goals it set for itself.
42

 

 

The Perth Women‟s Liberationists lived by their guiding consciousness-raising motto: 

„We‟re all experts – every one of us can teach the rest, and all can learn.‟
43

 

 Liberationists‟ strategies were constituted by the context in which they took 

place and produced at the intersection of broader political forces.  Direct action was 

the preferred mode of engagement with the world outside the movement‟s confines, 

limiting the time and energy available to campaign around other issues using more 

„traditional‟ tools.  Although Women‟s Liberation emerged during a brief period of 

the ALP government between 1971 and 1973, it was unsympathetically ignored by 

both the ALP and Liberal/Country Party Coalition governments throughout the 

decade.  The successive state governments‟ unwillingness to enter into a constructive 

dialogue with the new Perth women‟s movement reinforced the Liberationists‟ beliefs 
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about the state as a masculinised social domain whose structure and modus operandi 

were antithetical to their libertarian aims. 

 It was not until the 1972 emergence of the Women‟s Electoral Lobby (WEL), 

and the subsequent accumulation of political experience steeped in radicalism, that 

Women‟s Liberation decided to make more direct approaches to the government.  I 

do not suggest that Women‟s Liberation activists immediately abandoned their more 

„radical‟ tactics for letter- and submission-writing campaigns.  The distance and 

isolation of the Perth women‟s movement from the country‟s eastern centres of 

activism meant that women‟s organisations faced a lone battle in providing women‟s 

services and this enforced strong cooperation between diverse groups.  I suggest, 

rather, that the action frameworks of the groups that made up the 1970s Perth 

women‟s movement relied largely upon their active engagement with each other and 

in a specific arena of political power.
44

  While Perth Women‟s Liberation 

accomplished its successes by relying on support from WEL, its relationship with 

WEL also exemplified the ambivalent nature of feminist alliances in their 

engagements with the state. 

 

Women into politics: forming Perth WEL 

Perth WEL‟s founding activists came from two directions – the Harvest Guild and 

Women‟s Liberation – whose members made contact with the aim of forming a 

political lobby group.  Pat Giles, a future federal ALP senator and a Liberation 

activist, noted that Perth WEL was in political terms „a compromise‟ between the 

                                                 
44

 In stating this argument I am in broad agreement with the conclusions reached by Lake, 

Getting Equal; see also Nancy Whittier, Feminist Generations: The Persistence of the Radical 

Women‟s Movement, Temple University Press, Philadelphia, 1995; Dennis Altman, „The 

Personal is Political: Social Movements and Cultural Change‟, in B. Head & J. Walter (eds), 

Intellectual Movements and Australian Society, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1988, 

pp.308-321. 



 53 

„radical‟ philosophies of Women‟s Liberation and „reformism‟ of the Harvest Guild.
45

  

Her fellow activist Madge Cope noted that some members of Women‟s Liberation 

felt that WEL‟s promise to „do something active‟ attracted those who were 

dissatisfied with the perceived „stagnation‟ of Women‟s Liberation.
46

.  Contributors 

to the first issue of Perth WEL‟s newsletter called for a „good critique‟ of Women‟s 

Liberation.
47

 

 Formation of Perth WEL in October 1972 resembled events that had occurred 

across Australia a few months earlier.  In February 1972, two Melbourne Women‟s 

Liberation groups met to consider forming a political action group when activist 

Beatrice Faust circulated an article from the US feminist magazine Ms.  The article 

inspired another meeting in Faust‟s home to consider the merits of the strategy of 

sending questionnaires on the status of women to federal election candidates and 

publishing the results in national newspapers.  The aim was to mobilise the women‟s 

vote and to campaign for the candidates who were most sympathetic to feminist 

views.  Subsequently, the results of WEL‟s survey were published in major national 

newspapers, giving rise to the view that the ALP and Gough Whitlam‟s 1972 victory 

on a progressive, feminist-friendly platform rode the wave of the „women‟s vote‟.
48

  

The strategy formed a cornerstone of WEL‟s philosophy as a feminist political lobby 

group with a view to achieving social change for women through the lobbying of 

existing political institutions. 
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 WEL‟s 1972 founding meetings were advertised in Women‟s Liberation 

publications as well as in the major newspapers.  The formation of Perth WEL was a 

major step in the nationwide process in which the organisation gained solid ground in 

all Australian states and opened itself to rapidly expanding membership.  Among the 

150 women who attended Perth WEL‟s foundation meeting were future state 

politicians, senior public servants, journalists and union leaders.  Most of the women 

in attendance had acquired significant activist experience in trade unions, schools, 

community organisations and fundraising groups.  The decision to form WEL in 

Perth was a result of the perceived need among Perth activists for „a vehicle that 

would be used for the benefit of women to become politicised and get involved 

politically‟.
49

 

 Although the activists were aware that „mainstream‟ Western Australia did not 

see Women‟s Liberation and WEL as distinctly separate groups but instead regarded 

them as „all those awful women‟s libbers‟,
50

 they saw each other as representing 

different feminist orientations.  WEL member Dorothy (Dot) Goodrick explains these 

major points of divergence: 

The degree of difference [between Women‟s Liberation and WEL 

was]… that with[in] the more radical elements of women‟s 

liberation [guiding ideology] was revolution whereas we were more 

reformist … And Women‟s Liberation was structureless as 

[contrasted] against a form of structure that we had within 

Women‟s Electoral Lobby.
51

 

 

A commitment to structure meant that activists such as Wendy Fatin felt that more 

„concrete‟ knowledge about women‟s subordination was needed before they could 

answer specific queries from the government, public servants or the media, who 

                                                 
49

 Fatin interview. 
50

 Transcript of an interview with Dorothy Goodrick, by Criena Fitzgerald, March/April 

1990, OH 2371, p.41. 
51

 Ibid., p.41. 



 55 

queried WEL‟s claims of discrimination against women.
52

  WEL activists with prior 

experience in Women‟s Liberation perceived the Liberationists‟ prevailing ethic of 

anarchic structurelessness and rhetoric of revolutionary change as barriers to 

articulating its demands to the male politicians and bureaucrats in the ways in which 

the latter could readily understand.  The early WEL activists, in Fatin‟s words, largely 

„taught [them]selves politics‟.
53

 

 WEL insisted on differentiating itself from other contemporary women‟s 

groups such as the Business and Professional Women‟s Club most notably in that it 

was a women‟s political lobby.
54

  It saw itself as a cross-party and non-party-aligned 

group for feminist women of all political leanings, who were united by a belief that 

collective and principled lobbying was the most productive political tactic in a non-

party political engagement.  WEL encouraged forceful lobbying of all politicians, „by 

whatever means deemed necessary‟ to raise their „paltry awareness of women‟s 

issues‟, as one of its central tactics used most prominently during election times.
55

 

 Women‟s complex engagements with party politics, on the one hand, made it 

awkward for WEL to present a non-party political front, but, on the other hand, those 

engagements demonstrated a healthy diversity of women‟s political allegiances at the 

time.  The lobby enacted a number of regulatory strategies to ensure that its „feminist‟ 

credibility was not compromised in party-political wars.  WEL asked that its 

members who were also members of a political party declare their „party interest‟ 

before speaking on topics concerning any party.  It also asked that the following 

commitment was observed: 
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No WEL member shall make use of any information acquired by 

virtue of her position as a member of WEL to gain an improper 

advantage for herself or to cause detriment to WEL, or to benefit a 

political party.
56

 

 

 While the preserve of feminist politics had not often included women who 

identified with the agendas of the conservative Liberal or National Party, WEL‟s own 

membership survey conducted in 1974 provided some peculiar exceptions regarding 

its composition.  Although the majority of its membership was found among the 

supporters of the ALP as well as the supporters of a small but progressive Australia 

Party, those who held Liberal Party allegiances formed a substantial group within 

WEL.
57

  Conscious of the fact that its membership base contained diverse political 

loyalties, WEL was anxious to reinforce its „non-party‟ image, and show no political 

bias, by assigning media and public relations responsibilities to non-party members.
58

 

 If there was strong evidence of heterogeneity in WEL members‟ political 

alliances, the homogeneity of its membership in terms of class and cultural 

backgrounds ensured that WEL‟s debates over what constituted an issue of concern to 

„women‟ remained grounded in the Anglo-Australian middle-class women‟s 

experience.  According to a 1974 survey, most WEL members were highly educated 

or professionally trained middle-class women of Anglo-Australian background; and 

most were married and had children.  There were few survey responses from women 

whose occupation was classified as „unskilled‟ labour, or women from a non-Anglo 

background.
59

  Equal opportunity in access to professional work, education, and 
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appropriate public childcare, equal legal status of women, and free and accessible 

abortion, were, accordingly, the cornerstone „women‟s issues‟ identified as requiring 

extensive social reform by WEL‟s campaign during the 1974 state election.
60

 

 Occasionally, environmental awareness and gay and lesbian oppression, for 

example, were included in its political portfolio, although WEL cautiously perceived 

that „intrusion‟ of other issues might have a counterproductive effect on the fulfilment 

of its long-term goals.  Debates ensued in WEL over the nature of „women‟s issues‟ 

which were resolved with a confirmation of its more strictly defined feminism: 

We in WEL must accommodate Peace Movements, Palace Guards 

[sic] and members of all political organisations, but from all such 

diverse interests one over-riding interest emerges – feminism.  … 

To use WEL to ride our own hobby horse is unjust, and it is even 

more wrong of WEL to allow WEL to be used.
61

 

 

 In a discourse that mirrored that of the Liberationists‟, WEL‟s call for feminist 

uniformity evaded the differences between women.  Especially pronounced (although 

not unusual) was WEL‟s early lack of awareness of racism and cultural dispossession.  

Resistance to a recognition of „race‟ as a critical social category was an expression of 

WEL‟s keen attempts to privilege the discourse of sisterhood and women‟s unity.  In 

1973, for example, in a belief that Indigenous women suffered from sexism as much 

as any woman, WEL wrote to the Aboriginal Advancement Council „advising of our 

organisation and extending an invitation to any aboriginal [sic] women who might be 

interested in joining WEL‟, but was disappointed with a response which fell far short 

of that anticipated.
62

  In planning a demonstration to protest the injustices suffered by 

Indigenous women in the legal and penal systems, WEL proclaimed: „Their struggle 
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is our struggle, their liberation is our liberation.‟
63

  Anglo-Australian WEL women 

did not see themselves as cultural oppressors.  Men were seen as the main oppressors 

in a framework which relied on an inflexible definition of sexism and ideas of an 

imaginary cross-cultural sisterhood. 

 In the „special‟ issue of its newsletter on „feminism and racism‟ WEL appeared 

to have confronted some elements of its prejudicial thinking: 

As a feminist organisation WEL has tried to steer a course between 

the non-committal and faintly euphoric position that racism is not 

an issue that need affect personal relationships and political 

polemics within a non-party political movement, and the more 

radical position that racism is an aspect of feminist activity that 

needs to be explored within the local situation.  To what extent has 

our feminist awareness allowed us to understand “black women”? 

Where did we learn how to oppress others?
64

 

 

The writer, however, promoted a popular view of cultural oppression in which white 

men but not white women featured as its agents: „The lowest common denominator of 

sexism and racism is the white man who remains unscathed.‟
65

  Unlike many 

branches in Australia, however, Perth WEL accommodated an Aboriginal 

Subcommittee for a period of time in the early 1970s.  Although the subcommittee 

was a part of WEL, its major concerns with racism, racial discrimination and land 

rights stood on the very margins of WEL‟s discourse, and led to little proactive 

engagement.
66

 

 A critical similarity between Women‟s Liberation and WEL was in their choice 

of targets in the public education system.  WEL aimed to banish conventional 

portrayals of gender roles throughout the broader school curriculum.
67

  Socialisation 

or „sex-role‟ theory was particularly prominent in the „equal rights‟ branch of the 
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1970s movement as its „theoretical foundation‟.
68

  WEL dissected children‟s books for 

their portrayal of gender roles, emphasising that gendered behaviour was learnt in the 

earliest years of one‟s life.  It „blacklisted‟ inappropriate material, and wrote to 

publishers „drawing their attention to the biased nature of the majority of reading 

material being offered to children from 5 to 15 years of age in libraries and schools‟.
69

 

 In 1975, in a response to WEL‟s demands, the Coalition government‟s Minister 

for Education, Barry MacKinnon, established the State Education Department Sexist 

(sic) Education Committee, which included a WEL member.  The committee, in a 

detailed submission to the minister, called for sweeping changes aimed at raising 

opportunities for girls within the education system.
70

  In a similar vein to the 

Liberationists, WEL activists reflected on their own experience of limited 

opportunities and gender segregation in schools, affecting particularly younger and 

middle-aged women from middle-class, Anglo-Australian cultural background.  The 

method of consciousness-raising and the encompassing ethic of sisterhood often 

served to remind women that what often looked like individual problems were instead 

issues rooted deeply in childhood relationships and normative modes of upbringing.
71

 

 WEL advocated an engagement with the state from within mainstream arenas, 

while Women‟s Liberation preferred to direct its concerns to the state from outside its 

confines.  While WEL did not fully abandon the direct action of protests and 

demonstrations, it insisted its raison d‟etre was achievement of social change for 

women through political lobbying.  WEL encouraged women to join political parties 

and participate actively at all levels of politics in a belief that this was the most 
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effective way of changing patriarchal social structures.  Political pressure was exerted 

from within, as feminist party members influenced party policies, and from without, 

by publicising the levels of a politician‟s awareness of women‟s issues.  

Consequently, WEL believed that „raising the politicians‟ consciousness‟ would best 

be achieved where large numbers of women nominated for preselection in electoral 

seats.
72

 

 Organisationally, WEL‟s adoption of a quasi-hierarchical structure was quite 

different from the ethos of egalitarian, consensual decision-making prevalent in 

Women‟s Liberation.  WEL had convenors, secretaries, and treasurers; the meetings 

were structured and minuted; WEL had a constitution; and sub-committees dealing 

with different topics.  Although the membership of sub-committees or action groups 

was fluid, and determined by interest in a particular issue at the time, it was markedly 

different from the consciously unstructured and self-contained nature of many 

Women‟s Liberation groups. 

 In a 1973 critique of the Australian women‟s movement, feminist activist Anne 

Summers wrote about the perceived differences between its two modes.  Summers‟ 

comments prominently fixed the divisions among feminists into positions identified 

as liberal, radical and socialist.  While WEL grew out of Women‟s Liberation, 

Summers argued that it attracted „women who were less interested in the total 

critique of the relationship of the sexes … than in trying to effect specific, immediate 

and piecemeal reforms‟.
73

  Where WEL was a reformist lobby, Women‟s Liberation 

strove for the „unachievable‟ social revolution.  Where WEL was eager to employ 

the views of „experts‟ from, for example, academic political science in developing its 

                                                 
72

 Broadsheet, vol.1, no.12, 1974. 
73

 Anne Summers, „Where Is the Women‟s Movement Moving To?‟, in Mercer (ed.), The 

Other Half , pp.409-410. 



 61 

lobbying strategy, Women‟s Liberation defined „ordinary‟ women as being expert 

enough to determine their own destiny.  Where WEL enforced a highly structured 

hierarchy with a focus on „efficiency‟, and exhibited a divide between the leaders 

and the led, Women‟s Liberation eschewed the slightest thought of hierarchical 

ordering.
74

 

 Summers‟ critique was republished in 1975 when the national women‟s 

movement was debating its strategies during the International Women‟s Year.
75

  It 

was clear that WEL‟s emergence represented a challenge to women who held dear the 

ideals of Women‟s Liberation, but appealed to others who saw WEL as „drawing its 

strength from the suburban family woman‟.
76

  Some commentators noted that overlap 

in membership between WEL and Women‟s Liberation became increasingly less 

pronounced, resulting in the ossification of the women‟s movement into alleged 

„reformists‟ and „revolutionaries‟, and ignoring the affinity between WEL‟s and 

Women‟s Liberation‟s goals.
77

  Perth WEL had attempted to cross the dangerous 

divide with a unanimously adopted recommendation that „WEL be defined as part of 

the Women‟s Movement, with feminist aims, using the methods of political action and 

lobbying to achieve these aims‟.
78

  The terms of the debate, however, failed to escape 

the conventional division into radical, socialist and liberal feminisms and to address 

more specific examples of cooperation as well as the contexts in which these 

occurred. 
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 I do not wish to dispute the diversity of feminist objectives within the 1970s 

Perth women‟s movement.  Indeed, some degree of distinction between the feminism 

of Women‟s Liberation and the feminism of WEL, for example, helps to understand 

the decisions made to adopt specific means towards the achievement of feminist 

agendas.  However, any portrayal of the differences between the reformist WEL and 

radical Women‟s Liberation as fixed and immutable overshadows many examples of 

successful cooperation between the two groups.  More importantly, collapsing the 

similarities in goals and strategies between feminisms tends to perpetuate the 

perception of those divisions as being based on opposing ideological foundations.  

Writers such as Summers imply that there is an objective definition of feminist 

politics against which the „radicalism‟ or „reformism‟ of a group‟s objectives or 

strategies can be measured.  However, Summers does not state such a definition or 

other means by which feminist agendas and strategies could be neutrally assessed as 

either radical or reformist.  My key argument in this chapter is that the significant 

differences among Perth women‟s groups arose not because of converging theories of 

women‟s oppression or liberation, but because of the specific context of political and 

bureaucratic arenas with which the feminists engaged in the 1970s. 

 

A fractured sisterhood? 

In early 1976, the establishment of the Nardine Women‟s Refuge and the Women‟s 

Health and Community Centre were seen as the fruits of lively feminist activism 

within Perth Women‟s Liberation.  The Nardine refuge had been opened in 1974 by 

the Women‟s Centre Action Group (WCAG), which saw itself as part of a radical 

feminist heritage where gender difference within patriarchy was considered the most 
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significant category in determining gendered disadvantage.
79

  This perspective 

informed WCAG‟s view that „it was very important that as part of that movement it 

should be seen that things were being done by women and for women‟.
80

 

 WEL gave heartfelt principled support to the refuge, and assisted within its 

limited means with donating funds and advertising for volunteer help to maintain 

Nardine.  The relationship between WEL and WCAG was mutually warm.
81

  Two 

WEL women were active in WCAG, illustrating the fluid nature of women‟s 

„membership‟ in the groups belonging to the Perth women‟s movement.  The refuge 

movement philosophy underpinning the Nardine‟s establishment was usually 

understood as the province of radical feminists in Women‟s Liberation,
82

 largely 

because WEL (while not remaining blind to the problem of domestic violence) was 

slow to formulate a coherent and self-contained set of policies and strategies for 

dealing with domestic violence as a gendered social problem. 

 It was strategically important to maintain a cooperative ethos within the Perth 

women‟s movement as the 1973 election victory of the Coalition state government 

held little promise for its demands.  The conservative government, led by premier 

Charles Court, was unwilling to accept the notion of domestic violence as systematic 

and widespread abuse of women by their male partners.  The Liberationists‟ discourse 

of inherently aggressive masculinity was equally unacceptable to the senior male 
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public servants who implemented the government policy.
83

  Further, the government 

opposed the Federal ALP Government‟s embrace of domestic violence as a gendered 

social issue in announcing Commonwealth funding for Australian refuges.  The 

Western Australian Public Health Department was assigned the task of developing a 

funding distribution policy for Perth refuges, which provided grants to those refuges 

that had obtained a substantial proportion of their funding from other sources. 

 The government policy was framed to grant funding to nine refuges linked to 

churches and charitable organisations, but „Nardine was ominously isolated‟.
84

  The 

precarious relationship between the state government and the WCAG demanded that 

WCAG develop a support network which included WEL and other Women‟s 

Liberation groups.  Nardine was initially funded by donations from community groups 

and individuals, and staffed by women volunteers from the refuge movement and the 

WCAG.  Eventually sufficient funds were raised to employ a full-time social worker, 

and WCAG then applied for the matching government funding which subsequently 

was granted through the Department of Community Welfare.
85

 

 Encouraged, WCAG proceeded with the second part of its plan of establishing 

the Women‟s Health and Community Centre.  The „long-winded negotiations‟ with 

the state government‟s Department of Community Welfare achieved rent payment for 

centre premises, and contribution to the salary of a full-time staff member and 

telephone rental fee.
86

  In its presentation to the Women and Politics Conference in 

1975, WCAG activists recalled that a strong sense of sisterhood sustained them in the 

process: 
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We should realise that other women can give you a great deal of 

emotional support and that we can rely on other women for all sorts 

of things which most of us feel are not available to us.
87

 

 

 WEL enthusiastically greeted WCAG‟s victory in obtaining the centre 

funding,
88

 and assisted again with advertising and lobbying support.  In its newsletter, 

WEL replicated the discourse of sisterhood and self-empowerment for women: 

An important part of the proposed Centre, apart from having fully 

qualified staff, would be Self-Help Health Centre [sic], with the 

aim of increasing women‟s understanding and control of their own 

bodies, by developing personal awareness and skills in positive 

health.
89

 

 

The Women‟s Health and Community Centre, more so than Nardine, was precariously 

positioned in what it signified for Women‟s Liberation.  On the one hand, the extent 

of State Government support ensured that its operations were never completely void 

of the government‟s control.  On the other hand, Women‟s Liberation‟s historical 

suspicions of government interference in providing feminist-based services for 

women had not dissipated after the apparent success in establishing Nardine. 

 Following the centre‟s establishment, a challenge by a small group of the 

Liberationists questioned the „medical model‟ of the centre and the permeating 

discourse of „professionalism and the establishment‟.  The debate was as much about 

the directions of the centre as it reflected deep disagreements about the aims of the 

women‟s movement.  The first Liberationist group wished to promote „equality … of 

administrators, counsellors, cooking staff, child-care staff and doctors and patients all 

being equal [sic] and making collective decisions about women‟s health‟.
90

  Their 

probing of the centre‟s arrangements emerged in the wider context of the discussion 
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among the centre‟s women staff about how they dealt with the male public servants 

who allocated the funding, and who found the language of leaderless structure and a 

collective, consensual decision-making process difficult to understand and translate 

into the highly bureaucratised order in which they worked.
91

 

 The proponents of the egalitarian ethos maintained that their feminist ideals 

included „anti-professionalism‟, because professionalism, defined as the use of 

privileges and qualifications to keep knowledge and information away from others, 

was antagonistic to the feminist philosophy of sharing.
92

  They argued that the centre 

should be run on an egalitarian model in opposition to the demands imposed by the 

State Government‟s funding model that promoted a hierarchical organisational 

structure within which salaries were differentiated according to professional 

qualifications.  In contrast, the second group of professional centre employees 

preferred the formalised hierarchical structure and approved of the occupational salary 

differences among the centre workers.
93

  Their argument was that following a 

hierarchical model tied to state funding was more likely to gain the monies needed to 

maintain the centre.  The differences provoked a bitter dispute between the 

„egalitarians‟ and the „professionals‟ around the long-term direction plan for the 

centre. 

 WEL was called in to mediate the negotiating process between the centre staff 

in assisting with decision-making and ensuring the centre‟s short-term viability.  

Recognising the damaging nature of the dispute within Women‟s Liberation for the 

centre, WEL made a conscious decision not to discuss the split publicly, or to record 
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its discussions.  One WEL member who was involved in the mediation between the 

„egalitarians‟ and the „professionals‟ later attributed the downfall of the centre to the 

irreconcilable differences within Women‟s Liberation.  „The ideology of Women‟s 

Lib was rigidly applied to the extreme n
th 

degree with no compromise‟, when some 

members requested equal pay for all centre employees irrespective of training or 

qualifications.
94

  „Other things, like collective decision-making – no-one made all the 

main decisions – had to be agreed upon even if it took five days by consensus.‟
95

  

According to this WEL member, the egalitarian Liberationists‟ insistence on non-

hierarchical modelling was chiefly to blame for the centre‟s closure: 

Well, there was absolutely no way in which we could get through 

to the radical group that there had to be some sort of compromise 

made, and ultimately that situation led to that centre being closed 

down.
96

 

 

 The State Government funding ceased in 1976 and the Public Health 

Department wrote to the centre that the „organisation appear[ed] to have been unable 

to maintain suitable staff or to operate a centre which can be seen to fulfil the 

purposes for which it was created‟.
97

  „Professional‟ women left the centre and in 

1977 formed Women‟s Health Care House, a medical service that at its peak also 

promoted feminist perspectives acting as a liaison point for the wider community by 

hosting meetings of groups such as WEL.  The Women‟s Health and Community 

Centre was renamed the Women‟s Liberation Centre and survived many attempted 

evictions until 1983 when it closed permanently.
98
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 The 1976 split produced a number of tensions in the collective Perth women‟s 

movement.  Val Marsden, a veteran Perth WEL activist since 1977, recalls that the 

memory of the split, and the feminist divisions it brought to the fore, reverberated 

through the women‟s movement „for years‟ afterwards.
99

  Marsden insists that there 

were differences among Perth feminists between radical and liberal feminists which 

caused the split in Women‟s Liberation.  I concur that there were distinct political 

streams of feminisms in the 1970s but I also promote the idea that these feminist 

differences were specific to the historical context and feminist state engagement.  The 

extent of the different systems of values co-existing within the same feminist model, 

in certain times welcomed as proof of feminist diversity and model of co-operation, 

functioned in the state arena to deem women-oriented projects as suspicious, 

irresponsible and in need of fiscal surveillance by the regulating and funding arms of 

the state.
100

  The challenge for the women‟s movement was to propose models of state 

interventions which minimised unnecessary interference in the management of 

women‟s services while still providing the necessary funding and legal protection.  

Anxieties within the women‟s movement in Perth in early 1970s were a result of 

competing expectations over the powers of the state and merits of feminist state 

engagement. 

 

The morning after the storm: implications of the 1976 split 

In 1977 WEL published in its newsletter an exceptionally revealing submission that 

presented one view of broader anxieties around gender and sexuality within the early 

                                                 
99

 Interview with Val Marsden, by Jasmina Brankovich, 21 January 1999. 
100

 Insight from the works on „governmentality‟ is useful here, see, for example: Michel 

Foucault, „Governmentality‟, in Faubion, J.D. (ed.), Power: Essential Works  

of Foucault 1954-1984, Penguin, London, 1994, pp.201-224; see also Colin Gordon‟s 

introduction in the same volume, pp.xxiii-xxix; Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism 

and the Subversion of Identity, Routledge, New York, p.3. 



 69 

Perth women‟s movement.
101

  The authors of the submission were the same Women‟s 

Liberation group who had espoused the more „egalitarian‟ structure for the Women‟s 

Health and Community Centre in 1976.  They maintained that the „professional‟ 

women of fearing to employ the hallmark strategy of consciousness-raising (or CR), 

because „they knew that women were radicalised by CR and they did not want to be 

threatened in that way‟.
102

 

 The egalitarian Liberationists also argued that the „“professionals‟” 

perspective was that they were there to provide a service, that we didn‟t need to look 

at our own lives‟.
103

  They saw consciousness-raising as essential to developing a 

successful articulation of feminist awareness and saw themselves not as service 

providers, but as „catalysts for releasing women‟s oppression‟.
104

  Active participation 

in consciousness-raising allowed women to „examine their own lives‟ and „the 

implications of our lifestyles for ourselves and for other women‟.
105

  Consciousness-

raising was in part associated with lesbian feminist politics and promoting an 

orientation among women „seen as choosing a lifestyle which [was] less oppressive to 

ourselves and other women‟.
106

 

 In 1976, in a move that betrayed relatively homophobic tendencies, some 

Liberationists explicitly identified lesbianism as a contributing factor to „the divisions 

seen in the Women‟s Movement [sic] in Perth over the last year‟, referring implicitly 

to the year of the „split‟.
107

  From 1975, the feminist politics of lesbianism was 

arriving from the United States, and was engrossing and preoccupying for many 

women active in the women‟s movement, especially those in the Women‟s Centre 
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Action Group.
108

  Historian Marilyn Lake notes that feminist discussions about 

difference in the Australian women‟s movement were pioneered by lesbian women.
109

  

Janet Pine, a Perth WEL activist who nevertheless appeared highly critical of what she 

called WEL‟s „middle-class, reformist stance‟, recalled that the „sexuality line‟ was 

one which drew divisions both between WEL and the Liberationists and within 

Women‟s Liberation.
110

  It was frequently cited by some Liberationists as evidence 

that hetero-normative WEL women were unsupportive of „consciousness-raising‟ 

activities and disinterested in promoting sisterhood „since its members tend[ed] to see 

themselves as being separate from the women‟s movement they [were] working 

for‟.
111

 

 The proposal advanced by the egalitarian group against the „professional‟ 

orientation of the centre embodied wider tendencies in the Liberation camp against 

what was perceived as the growing „reformism‟ of the Perth women‟s movement 

more broadly.  Women‟s Liberationists were aware that, in the mid- to late 1970s, 

WEL was becoming increasingly concerned with its public image, working steadily to 

portray itself as a group with moderate, „reasonable‟ demands, and forming a public 

relations subcommittee to deal with the ever-increasing media attention.
112

  The 

organisation learnt that governments could afford to ignore WEL as long as it only 

attracted its old followers. 

 WEL‟s successful lobbying performance in the 1974 state election campaign, 

which drew hundreds of spectators to a televised political debate on women‟s issues, 

proved its media appeal and launched the organisation as a significant political 
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force.
113

  WEL specifically addressed the perceived need to speak out more and more 

often, to reach the media, to „polish‟ its spokeswomen, and to form alliances with 

other community organisations such as parents‟ and citizens‟ councils.
114

  WEL‟s 

Publicity and Public Relations Group was responsible for introducing the lobby to the 

wider community through the mainstream media.  Consequently WEL was often 

invited to speak on „women‟s issues‟, and was represented as a „mouthpiece‟ for all 

women.  Lake notes that the very appearance of disorder and anxiety unleashed by 

Women‟s Liberation created the space for WEL to flourish and explains the 

sympathetic response of the press.
115

 

 WEL‟s stern commitment to „reformist‟ strategies stemmed from a belief that 

the status quo was best challenged through developing a „respectable‟ image and 

certain political credibility, particularly when faced with a government as hostile to 

feminist initiatives as the conservative Court government appeared to be.  As a long-

standing WEL activist, Goodrick explained this motto: 

I think people with credibility are far more threatening than a 

bunch of radicals upsetting a meeting, or calling out at a conference 

… or being noisy in an arena or even standing with a placard.
116

 

 

Goodrick‟s evaluation noted major differences in feminist „radical‟ and „reformist‟ 

strategies, yet suggested that the context in which the Perth women‟s movement 

fought its battles was more open to the group presenting a „respectable‟ image.  It was 

paradoxical that Goodrick‟s name was on a „blacklist‟ circulating in the Premier‟s 
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Department,
117

 because it pointedly illustrated that even the most „reformist‟ feminist 

demands or strategies were interpreted as „radical‟ within a conservative state. 

 Perth WEL justified the „reformism‟ of its demands as a product of political 

expedience enforced by the negative responses from an unfriendly government.  In a 

newsletter issue entirely dedicated to lobbying techniques, a WEL member promoted 

the following refinement of WEL‟s strategies: „Don‟t confront … [but] relate.  … 

Compromise is essential when lobbying within the system.‟
118

  On the one hand, the 

benefits of lobbying from „within‟ signified WEL‟s more pro-active engagement with 

the issue of women‟s participation in government structures.
119

  On the other hand, 

WEL‟s concerns over the image it projected to the outside community perpetuated the 

perception that its strategies were inconsistent with the Liberationist claim that the 

„personal was political‟.  WEL‟s misunderstanding or ignorance of lesbianism was 

cited as a major dividing line that illustrated this contention: 

The lesbian women [in Women‟s Liberation] had a real 

commitment to other women.  You could form friendships with 

them.  The personal was political.  With the WEL women, the 

political was out there, and you had to learn it and use it and 

change things by legislation, and winning politicians over to your 

point of view.
120

 

 

 The most important division in the women‟s movement of the 1970s revolved 

around competing images of lesbianism both as a political philosophy and sexual 

orientation.
121

  The „invisibility of a lesbian feminist agenda‟ was understood as a sign 

that feminist politics was becoming more „respectable‟ and reformist in the mid-

1970s.
122

  Political lesbianism was far more prevalent in Women‟s Liberation, 
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although many lesbian women claimed that they felt marginalised by the totalising 

politics of both Women‟s Liberation and the broader women‟s movement.
123

 

 The Women‟s Electoral Lobby was itself not an ideological monolith.  While 

WEL strongly promoted ways of „doing‟ feminist politics from within the system, 

some WEL women were aware of the dangers inherent in negotiating feminism within 

a hostile environment.  For example, a couple of WEL members articulated their fears 

of co-option to which anyone was vulnerable when „working within the system‟: 

Co-option is a frightening thing because it happens to you 

personally.  Your own ideas are under constant attack, being 

depleted, becoming transformed.  YOU are changed.  Your ideas, 

while unacceptable as long as they are yours, become acceptable if 

incorporated into someone else‟s practice.  The ideas are altered in 

the process of absorption.
124

 

 

At times, individual members expressed disappointment at WEL‟s political aims 

claiming that „we delude ourselves if we think male dominated party systems are 

going to give us equal power‟.
125

 

 Although WEL was labelled and sometimes presented itself as a „reformist‟ 

group, some of its activists felt embattled in their efforts to activate and maintain a 

radical movement that would also achieve „tangible‟ changes for women.  WEL 

continually reviewed its organisational style, wanting to dispense with the „executive 

hierarchy‟, but found it difficult to ensure equal work sharing without some form of 

„structure‟.  WEL‟s hierarchical ordering, however moderate, often provoked marked 

dissent, even in its early years as this writer suggested: „WEL is supposed to be based 

on an absence of a power structure – nevertheless there appears to be an unofficial one 

operating at certain times.‟
126

  When in 1976, WEL for the first time introduced the 
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sharing of the convenor‟s responsibilities, this was seen as a way of implementing a 

philosophy which stressed „egalitarianism‟ as opposed to hierarchy, while maintaining 

some semblance of structure.
127

 

 The differences between major Perth women‟s movement groups in the 1970s 

were not necessarily reflected in memberships of respective groups or even in the 

wide-ranging aims espoused by various feminist collectives.  A number of activists 

attempted to bridge the schisms developing in the Perth women‟s movement.  A letter 

written in response to the publication of the Liberationists‟ paper in WEL‟s 

Broadsheet provides one example: 

Perhaps it is merely stating the obvious to say that the aims of 

WEL and the Women‟s Liberationists are divergent on the short-

term but not on the long-term view of women‟s liberation.  … 

Politication [sic] of all of us proceeds at different levels however – 

dependent on the total personal criteria of each woman. … 

Personally, I have found the message of the Women‟s 

Liberationists most meaningful … At the same time I see very 

positive value in the role of WEL.
128

 

 

 The conventional frame of analysis which identifies three distinct streams of 

feminist theories – radical, liberal and socialist – does not necessarily capture the 

range of views and strategies common to the Perth feminists in their engagements 

with the state.
129

  An equally common interpretation frames the conflicts between 

WEL and Women‟s Liberation in terms of a revolutionary/reformist dichotomy, 

where „rights‟ are distinct from „liberation‟.
130

  What this framework of ideological 
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difference does most constructively is alert us to the existence of a range of feminist 

explanatory narratives present in different groups.  More often than not, however, 

current Australian feminist historiography regards differences among feminists as 

major barriers to an inclusive dialogue about common aims.  WEL‟s liberal-feminist 

argument that „piecemeal‟ solutions were better than no solutions has been traced to 

the particularly strong Australian tradition of social liberalism and its engagement 

with the state as a social arbiter.
131

 

 I argue that the differences often self-ascribed by feminists have been accepted 

uncritically in contemporary historiography.  Clearly, self-imposed boundaries 

between groups within both WEL and Women‟s Liberation add another layer to the 

complexity of 1970s feminist theory and practice and complicate the neat division.  

Both WEL and Women‟s Liberation adopted the constructions of „rights‟ and 

„equality‟, and women‟s „needs‟ and „interests‟, as political tools in different contexts.  

Most women wanted to assert the commonality of women‟s experience within their 

particular groups; WEL, importantly, asserted its belief in sisterhood in its attempt to 

override the divisive claims of its difference from Women‟s Liberation. 

 At stake for each organisation within the collective women‟s movement was 

always „ownership‟ of feminism.  Each group regarded its own strategies as the most 

effective even if both WEL and Women‟s Liberation shared concepts of equality, 

liberation, oppression or discrimination.
132

  The Perth women‟s movement, just like 

all similar women‟s movements of the 1970s, did not possess either any essential 

unifying feature or exhibit a justifiable and large array of „irreconcilable differences‟.  

Women‟s Liberation and WEL cooperated together in the establishment of the 
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Nardine refuge and the Women‟s Health and Community Centre because the context 

of their respective „battlefields‟ necessitated close contact and mutual assistance, and 

because they both shared the agenda which included eroding male dominance. 

 Where the movement split, the discord between and within Women‟s Liberation 

and WEL was not necessarily caused by any predetermined ideological differences.  If 

both groups could initially work with the idea that they were striving towards the 

same goals, as well as act in remarkable unison and even adopt a range of similar 

strategies to achieve specific aims, then the arguments positing the tripartite feminist 

division explain away, rather than interrogate, the particular events leading up to and 

including the 1976 split.  I would argue that the feminist dissonance was largely 

triggered by the hegemonic persistence and rigid enforcement of bureaucratic, 

masculine paradigms outlining appropriate engagement with the state.  It is this 

context which shaped the events of 1976 within Perth feminism, and marked a period 

of uncertainty and anxiety among the activists. 

 „In desperate efforts to forge their own distinct identities, both WEL and 

[Women‟s Liberation] outwardly constructed themselves as being the opposite of the 

other in a relational, binary manner.‟
133

  The process of their respective identity-

construction saw WEL and Women‟s Liberation activists posit a deep mutual mistrust 

of each other as an insurmountable barrier.  Despite the mentality of social 

movements which stresses the need to have one identity standing under the banner of 

that particular movement, people do move between these supposedly stable identities, 

while „pretending‟ for the time that they remain the same „one‟ person.  The debates 

explored in this chapter indicate, as Katy Reade suggests, that „an all-inclusive, 
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unified, homogenous [sic] “sisterhood” became increasingly less workable [as the 

women‟s movement grew out of the early 1970s], and is now untenable‟.
134

 

 

The birth of ‘official feminism’ 

The 1976 split in the Perth women‟s movement produced a range of political effects 

important for the directions Western Australian activists took in the 1980s.  Women‟s 

Liberation and WEL continued to cooperate on a range of pressing issues, but the 

1976 events were followed with marked cross-ideological questionings within the 

women‟s movement around its future methods and espoused theories. 

 The movement‟s involvement in the provision of feminist welfare services, 

always more central to Women‟s Liberation‟s activism than to that of WEL, was not 

entirely undermined by the 1976 split.  The Liberationists, however, still faced the 

unwillingness of state bureaucrats and leaders to provide sufficient budget allocations 

to the refuges and other feminist services in order to meet increasing community 

needs.
135

  Despite all odds, as Ludo McFerren has written, the Western Australian 

refuge movement was particularly strong in the late 1970s.
136

  In 1977 a group of 

women staged a sit-in and street theatre performance at the Department of Community 

Welfare to protest against cuts in funds for women‟s refuges.  I suggest that the 

increasing state repression of feminist perspectives on domestic violence in the refuge 

movement produced an even more determined campaign for state funding.  The state 

government boosted its funding in 1981, followed by a second increase in 1982, but 

only after the refuge activists had taken their case to the media.  This achievement was 

even more remarkable in the context of the Federal Coalition Government‟s 1981 
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decision to cancel all funding for Australian refuges and effectively leave the matter 

to the will (and the purse) of individual state governments.
137

 

 Although some writers suggest that the Liberationists faded from the Australian 

political scene after 1972, overshadowed by the emergence of groups like WEL,
138

 the 

Perth example of the refuge movement‟s consistent campaigning is evidence that the 

Western Australian women‟s movement responded differently.  The first Reclaim the 

Night March held in Perth in 1978 organised by Women‟s Liberation was staged to 

reclaim public space for women‟s enjoyment free from threats of rape or sexual 

harassment, and became an annual tradition lasting to the present day.
139

  From 1976, 

Women‟s Liberation collaborated with WEL in presenting weekly radio programmes 

entitled „Out of the Gilded Cage‟ on the community radio station 6NR.
140

  The large 

number of demonstrations, sit-ins, protests and cultural activities performed by the 

Liberationists ensured the long life of radical perspectives in Perth.  Particular credit 

must be paid to Women‟s Liberation for initiating a public debate and successfully 

demanding law reform in the areas of prostitution, sexual assault and rape.
141

 

 There were signs, however, of a growing number of „single-issue‟ groups 

proliferating in the women‟s movement.  Marsden attributed the decentralisation of 

feminist activism to the divisions that emerged in the course of the 1976 debates 

around the ethics and necessity of state funding for feminist services.
142

  The rising 

mobilisation around rape law reform, for example, prompted the formation of the 

Western Australian branch of Australian Women Against Rape (AWAR), whose 
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establishment represents just one aspect of apparent „decentralisation‟ of feminist 

activism in the late 1970s.  Women at universities, such as those at the UWA, formed 

their own pervasive networks: the Child Care Club campaigned for accessible and 

affordable childcare for both staff and students.  The formation of the UWA Status of 

Women group in 1983 produced a number of victories for university women 

workers.
143

  As activist Janet Pine has commented incisively: „[Y]ou‟d find people 

with their favourite issues and they would get raised according to that energy or what 

was before them.‟
144

  However, Pine has suggested, the political consequences of 

diversification were complex: 

Most of those issues had been raised to the extent where people 

with the expertise couldn‟t get enough action in WEL – or 

concerted action – and chose to hive off and have separate 

organisations to pursue the issue … It meant in a way that WEL 

was less expert in speaking on those issues and only could speak in 

general terms.
145

 

 

 Historian Ann Curthoys argues that diversification after 1975 was a sign of 

strength rather than weakness: „[A]s the first flush of enthusiasm gave way to a longer 

and harder struggle, differences in theory and political strategy came to have more 

significance than ever before.‟
146

  WEL supported campaigns such as rape law reform, 

and consolidated its agenda for the forthcoming decade through a particularly strong 

engagement with the promotion of equal opportunity for women.
147

  In 1977, WEL 

commented on this major transformation in feminist orientations: „WEL exemplifies 
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the recent suggestions that the feminist movement is shifting its emphasis from 

providing welfare facilities for women towards political lobbying.‟
148

 

 This view was not shared by some of WEL‟s most prominent activists, as 

attested by a publication in the Melbourne daily The Age of sharply critical comments 

by Beatrice Faust, accusing WEL of growing more „conservative‟, and losing the 

passion behind confrontation and direct action typical of its early days.  While funding 

cuts to women‟s services found WEL fighting a battle to maintain existing funds 

rather than arguing for increased funding, the struggle with the state overshadowed 

the lobby‟s relationship with the grass-roots.
149

  Faust charged that WEL‟s close 

contact with the state system was moderating WEL‟s original purpose and diluting its 

quest for women‟s equality.  The critique seemed even more trenchant given Faust‟s 

standing as one of WEL‟s founding members, and as someone who had seen the 

lobby grow from its earliest heady days in 1972. 

 Some Perth WEL members had contrasting views.  They felt that there was an 

increasing need for WEL to review its procedures and structure: 

The women‟s movement has traditionally endorsed a 

consensus/discussion approach in its meetings on the grounds that 

many women feel intimidated by formal committee procedures.  

Ten years after the establishment of WEL, and eight years on from 

the International Women‟s Year, this view could be seen as 

patronising.
150

 

 

In 1983, an increasingly dissenting mood was created by a WEL member‟s suggestion 

that the organisation should adopt a number of regulatory mechanisms.  These 

included: the establishment of an executive committee to replace the executive 

„collectivity‟ (sic); the adoption of formal committee procedures to meetings; the 
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replacement of consensus by voting; and the enactment of lobbying strategies other 

than political correspondence.  Some of the minor recommendations were adopted, 

but the calls to „formalise‟ WEL‟s functions were rejected on the grounds that „many 

of these statements [of need were] based on false assumptions about WEL‟s 

philosophy and history‟.
151

 

 WEL campaigned in the 1983 Western Australian election through major 

newspapers by issuing advertisements and attending party campaign launches.
152

  

With the election of the ALP and Brian Burke as premier, it became quite clear that 

many of WEL‟s demands for women‟s equal political and public representation would 

be at least acknowledged.  WEL believed that the ALP‟s election came about largely 

because of the party‟s capacity to attract the women‟s vote with progressive policies 

that appealed to Western Australian women.  Accordingly, WEL expected the 

fulfilment of election promises it alleged were made to the women of Western 

Australia.  A commentator for the magazine Sibyl wrote: 

Considerable effort has been made to get women selected by the 

Party for winnable seats, and the success of these [women] 

candidates should make the selection of women more likely in the 

future.
153

 

 

 In 1983, WEL had procured what it regarded as a major triumph in seeing 

several of its members such as Yvonne Henderson and Kay Hallahan elected to the 

State ALP Government in its landslide election victory; seven women in total were 

elected to State Parliament.  Other activists found opportunities to practise knowledge 

and experience gained in feminist activism working in the state‟s bureaucratic arenas.  

Some WEL activists, like Janet Pine, worked for the ALP politicians as advisors or 

electoral secretaries, or on the ALP State Executive‟s Status of Women Policy 
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Committee.  Pine personifies feminist political work in the 1980s.  She identified the 

Labor Women‟s Organisation as a site of her major contribution to feminist politics, 

and juggled her work in the early 1980s with the position of WEL‟s co-convenor.
154

  

Pine‟s career developed rapidly: in 1983, she was on the inaugural Women‟s 

Advisory Council, set up by the Burke ALP Government in direct response to 

demands by groups like WEL.
155

  In 1986, Pine was employed to coordinate the 

Women‟s Unit at Technical and Further Education College (TAFE), which „entailed 

delivering equal opportunity for women staff and students at TAFE‟, and workshops 

on „assertiveness-training‟.
156

 

 The debate over WEL‟s direction that emerged with considerable intensity, 

following a highly successful political intervention in 1983 and a time of general 

optimism, underscored the difficulties WEL faced in positioning itself on the political 

spectrum.  WEL women‟s entry into parliamentary politics and the machinery in the 

public service left them with little time or energy for specific WEL pursuits, so 

„formalisation‟ of WEL‟s procedures was intended as a time-saving measure, albeit 

one with ideological implications.  The debate signified major changes in Perth 

feminist orientations enabled by the election of a relatively sympathetic state ALP 

government and a record number of feminist parliamentarians.  Women‟s entry from 

groups like WEL and Women‟s Liberation into the upper ranks of the ALP and State 

Government and the public service was as common in Western Australia as in other 

Australian states, giving rise to the phenomenon of „femocrats‟.
157
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 At the 1987 WEL State Conference, Suzie Quixley summarised the changes in 

the Perth women‟s movement since its beginnings in the 1970s: 

We have moved from being public and outward in our pursuit of 

change, to concentrating largely on change in our own lives.  And 

we are probably far saner and happier as a result! The emphasis on 

seeking radical change which exemplified the Women‟s Movement 

[sic] early in this wave of feminism, in retrospect, was inevitably 

doomed to failure.  The all-encompassing strength of patriarchy is 

inherent in every aspect of society.
158

 

 

Quixley‟s comment suggests that feminists were disillusioned with past attempts to 

issue radical challenges to the social status quo exclusively from the outside of the 

system.  She suggests that by the early to mid-1980s, Perth feminists had distanced 

themselves from their New Left heritage.  As many feminist activists of the 1970s had 

gone into government and other state arenas, this stage of feminist interaction with the 

state arguably left women‟s organisations without their most outspoken and capable 

activists.
159

  Quixley suggested that, consequently, feminist activism became more 

individualistic and inward-oriented in the late 1980s, a perception behind to the view 

that liberal feminism, with its reformist strategies, emerged as a dominant and most 

enduring mode of Australian feminism.
160

 

 Bulbeck notes the reasons for this apparent dominance of liberal feminism: 

Feminisms are influenced by the societies which host them.  The 

politics of change must find a successful purchase through the 

values already endorsed in society, even if those values are 

renegotiated by feminist interventions.
161

 

 

Feminist activists in organisations such as WEL and in groups belonging to Women‟s 

Liberation created their feminist politics in the context of engaging the state to fund 
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feminist-oriented women‟s services for disadvantaged women in the community.  The 

Australian tradition of social liberalism informed WEL‟s strategies in particular and 

reinforced a powerful belief in the efficacy of working for feminist aims within the 

state as an independent arbiter, however limited in its „independence‟ a state may be.  

However, „reformist‟ liberal feminist discourse co-exists with the more „radical‟ 

feminist heritage and is frequently enabled by its presence.  In the 1980s, the 

conversations between the diverse feminisms in Western Australia continued on the 

parliamentary floor because women‟s entry into parliament and the bureaucratic 

„women‟s policy machinery‟ represented at the time the most promising window of 

opportunity to enact a measure of change. 

 

Conclusion 

The debates continued around specific issues in the 1980s and 1990s, when feminist 

parliamentarians, many with direct backgrounds in WEL and Women‟s Liberation, 

introduced feminist discourse into their respective spheres of influence.  On the one 

hand, the diversity of 1970s feminist perspectives underscored a chief problematic 

these women faced: just whose feminist politics were they supposed to represent? The 

impossibility of fusing feminist arguments of the 1970s into a set of self-contained 

theories and practices that could function tenably in the Parliament and public sector 

also saw debates continue about the nature of „feminism‟ articulated by the women 

parliamentarians and in the policy and legal mechanisms they instituted within the 

Western Australian state machinery.  On the other hand, the capacity of the Perth 

women‟s movement to unify behind a number of specific goals, to generate 

mobilisation around issues of equal opportunity, women‟s services provision and 

abortion law reform, for example, ensured that feminist entry into the parliamentary 



 85 

and public service domain produced a number of significant advances for Western 

Australian women in the 1980s and 1990s. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

Beyond ‘Man-Made’ Politics: Feminism’s ‘New’ Generations and 

Women’s Parliamentary Representation in the 1980s 

 

 

In this chapter I discuss women‟s entry in increased numbers into the Western 

Australian Parliament following the Australian Labor Party‟s (ALP) state election 

victory in 1983.  First, I discuss the historical background to women‟s representation 

in the State Parliament and the ensuing debates about equitable presence of women at 

all levels of party politics.  The 1970s feminism and women‟s organisations in 

Western Australia recast women‟s representation in politics into a political right as 

fundamental as the right to vote.  Second, I explore how women in politics in the 

1980s and 1990s influenced political agendas of the parties and governments, and 

worked to identify and improve women‟s social status.  I conducted interviews with a 

select representative group of women politicians.  Their prevailing ideas of the role of 

feminism in parliamentary work reinforce the notion that „official feminism‟ is 

contested space, consisting of multiple discourses shaped by the arenas of the state 

with which the feminists engage. 

 

Women and politics: academic paradigms 

As a subject of academic interest, Australian women‟s parliamentary participation has 

received substantial attention from scholars working mainly in sociological and 

political sciences.  To this end, Jocelyn Clarke and Kate White‟s Women in Australian 

Politics, Sol Encel and Dorothy Campbell‟s Out of the Doll‟s House, and, especially, 

Marian Sawer and Marian Simms‟ A Woman‟s Place, provide valuable founding 
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perspectives towards an analysis of women‟s participation, primarily in federal 

politics.
1
 

 First, the repositioning of public/private boundaries, reflective of the 1970s 

slogan that „the personal is political‟, effectively undermined the idea of a secluded 

„private‟ world where women exercised their primary activities of childrearing and 

„home-making‟.  The false divide also demonstrated the privileged, masculine 

standing of the public sphere in social analysis.  Carol Pateman‟s germinal thesis 

outlined in The Sexual Contract has shown that the false public/private divide is 

perpetuated in social contract theory: 

Patriarchal civil society is divided into two spheres but attention is 

directed to one sphere only.  The story of the social contract is 

treated as an account of the creation of the public sphere of civil 

freedom.
2
 

 

In social contract theory, the private sphere has been traditionally seen as politically 

irrelevant because it was thought of as the domain of women.  As British sociologist 

Cynthia Cockburn has argued, the „workplace clause‟ was an essential feature of the 

„sexual contract‟: „Men guarantee each other rights over women in paid employment 

and in the organisations in which they work.‟
3
  Feminist theory has subverted the 

historical confinement of women‟s activities within the private world and challenged 

the supposed „apolitical‟ nature of the „private‟ sphere, demonstrated by the germinal 

approach of prominent Australian feminist thinker, Clare Burton.
4
  Through 

questioning the public/private distinction, feminist accounts of women‟s 
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parliamentary representation portray women doing politics as women, that is, as a 

distinct social group with specific political concerns that transcend the public/private 

divide. 

 Second, all three texts identify the critical link between the empowering effect 

of rejuvenated 1970s feminism with the subsequent increase in women‟s 

parliamentary representation during the 1980s and 1990s.  As Sawer and Simms 

explain this point: 

Only since the arrival of second-wave feminism and its impact on 

the political parties has Australia moved forwards in relation to the 

representation of women in public life.  Before the 1970s Australia 

… lacked even the token representation found in other English-

speaking democracies.
5
 

 

Encel and Campbell contrast the relationship between women and the public sphere in 

the nineteenth century with the more recent past:
6
 

The ability, or indeed the concern, of women to exploit these 

[legal] rights [granted in the nineteenth century] was a much later 

development and coincides, more or less, with the advent of the 

neo-feminist movement in the 1960s.  Neo-feminism inherited the 

ideology of feminism but has added a great deal more.
7
 

 

Clarke and White also attribute increased representation of women in public, 

particularly party-political, sphere to the success of the 1970s feminists: 

In the late 1970s the political history of Australian women moved 

into a new phase as some parties, government agencies and interest 

groups introduced affirmative action policies; that is, women were 

to be represented at all levels in proportion to their numbers in the 

population as a whole or in the organisation‟s membership.
8
 

 

 Third, in the three texts women parliamentarians claim that „women ha[ve] 

special knowledge and experience of certain women‟s issues‟ and that „a woman ha[s] 
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a different style, and different obligations, from men in Parliament‟.
9
  This occurred 

because women confronted specific structural problems, such as long and protracted 

parliamentary sittings, lack of adequate childcare facilities and the explicit male 

chauvinism of their colleagues.  Women politicians are said to best understand the 

lack of concern with the problems women face in the community, and have the 

potential to develop strategies for their redress.
10

  One of the reasons women choose 

to enter parliamentary politics is said to be their drive to have „women‟s concerns‟ 

appropriately addressed in parliament and bureaucracy through their respective 

legislative and policy-making functions.  The argument is that women‟s distinct ways 

of doing politics, informed by women‟s particular social experience, invest female 

parliamentarians with the privilege of perspective on women‟s social status. 

 Feminist concepts of gender differences and their social bases, and of women 

parliamentarians‟ capacity to „do politics differently‟, are closely related to debates 

about the equitable numerical representation of women in parliamentary politics.
11

  

Much academic work is dedicated to defining the nature and extent of barriers to 

women‟s equal participation, and the potential of strategies such as community 

education and mentorship which value the principle of equal opportunity, designed to 

address this inequity.
12

  It is increasingly difficult to pose explicitly a convincing 

argument against equality of opportunity in women‟s representation, in parties and in 
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parliaments, because the ideals of „equal opportunity‟ are endorsed as valuable by all 

but the staunchest of conservatives.
13

 

 Drawing epistemological links between women‟s activism in the 1970s 

women‟s movement groups, on the one hand, and the „feminist‟ terms of public 

policy and political issues they advance in political domains, on the other hand, can be 

difficult.  The relations of social, political and cultural power and their intersections, 

which give rire to opportunities for feminist-driven work in politics, can be just as 

obstructive as they can be productive for the aims of such politics.  The changeable 

nature of women‟s understandings of feminism, combined with the specific effect of 

working within the state, are processes with important political implications and 

influence over a woman politician‟s feminism.  The ways in which these processes 

unfolded in the 1980s and 1990s have not been fully explored as they have unfolded 

on the complex political landscape of the nation‟s „western third‟.
14

  Critical twists 

and turns in the history of women‟s parliamentary participation, where the results are 

more ambiguous than the linear model of progress suggests, are explored in this thesis 

in more detail.
15

 

 British political scientist Anne Phillips argues for a „politics of presence‟, or 

representation of „interest groups‟ by members of that group, rather than by nominally 
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neutral „representatives‟.
16

  Her approach fuses equitable numerical representation of 

women with their capacity to influence the political agendas of their parties and 

contribute gendered perspectives to policy.  A well-known Australian feminist lawyer 

and human-rights advocate Moira Rayner argues for the presence of women‟s „critical 

mass‟ in parliaments: 

Second-wave feminists (post-1970) and post-feminists (and I may 

be both) have asserted that a “critical mass” of women in positions 

of power and authority would make a difference to how that 

authority is exercised.
17

 

 

 The Western Australian Office for Women‟s Policy in 1999 represented the 

achievement of thirty percent of women members of parliament as a key indicator of 

women‟s political progress.
18

  Some scholars such as political scientist Jennifer 

Curtin, draw an implicit link between the „critical mass‟ of women in parliament and 

the politics of „women‟s interests‟ advanced in the legislature.
19

  But others hesitate to 

draw precise boundaries around the ideal „critical mass‟, despite claims that a 

sufficient degree of women‟s representation is essential to the success of women 

parliamentarians‟ feminist agendas because such an approach could be seen as too 

prescriptive and attacked by its opponents as contradicting the principles of „merit‟.
20
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 The call for improvements in women‟s parliamentary representation carries 

certain political risks because it masks differences between women as a social group.  

For Indigenous women and migrant women in Australia, it is not always the 

differences between women and men that are the most salient, but the differences 

among women: 

A common critical theme in black women‟s writing is that “white 

feminism” is yet another form of colonisation in general, in its 

appropriation of their histories and cultures, and in its attempt to 

undermine their claims to identity as a sovereign people.  Claiming 

that “men are the enemy” is also a means of attempting to divide 

Indigenous women and men.
21

 

 

Consequently, Anglophone gender politics has a different meaning for Indigenous and 

migrant women.  It is the dominant whiteness of the contemporary parliamentary 

cohort, irrespective of its gender constitution, that represents a fundamental 

problematic in the claim of working for all women.  In other words, the ways in which 

„white racial difference shapes those on whom it confers privilege as well as those it 

oppresses‟ demand increasing attention in the analyses of parliamentary politics.
22

 

 In the late 1990s, there was evidence that Australian feminist academics were 

departing from the view that equitable numerical representation of women in 

parliamentary politics was a precondition for having feminist demands met by the 

state.  As Elizabeth van Acker has written, the realities and rules of masculine politics 

failed to account for representation of women‟s needs: 

Because women parliamentarians are required to “fit in” to the 

existing structures and practices, it is not simply the case that the 
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election of more women to Parliament will necessarily lead to 

improved government services for women.
23

 

 

The complexity of categories that shape a woman‟s experience – such as cultural 

background, age, and class – prevents an understanding of the category of „woman‟ 

and her „experience‟ as generic.  Acker has argued convincingly that the 

multidimensional nature of women‟s experiences complicates the neat notion of 

„women‟s interests‟ and impacts on the ways in which these interests are articulated in 

parliaments and other „public‟ domains.
24

 

 The generation of feminist women entering the Western Australian Parliament 

in 1984 articulated a particular kind of feminism that mainstreamed gender as a 

category of policy analysis and basis for legislation.  The academic debates about 

women‟s representation in politics have provided the context for a study of „official 

feminism‟ in the legislature.  The personal narratives that evoked the interviewees‟ 

memories of the great social project of gendering policy and laws afforded a tool for 

an understanding of just what exactly constituted contemporary „feminist politics‟ in 

the 1980s and 1990s in Western Australia. 

 

Feminism and women politicians: a historical background 

 

A woman candidate, to be satisfactory, must be a “feminist” in 

the best sense of the word.  She should believe absolutely in the 

necessity for the equality of status, liberty and opportunity 

between men and women.  A woman candidate that is shaky on 

the matter, or not sufficiently imbued with its importance to be 

able to speak convincingly on the matter, will do the movement 

towards establishing women in Parliament far more harm than 

good.
25
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In 1921, when the Women‟s Service Guilds (WSG) of Western Australia articulated 

the vision for women‟s parliamentary participation quoted above, Edith Dircksey 

Cowan was elected to the State Parliament‟s Legislative Assembly, the first woman 

parliamentarian in Australia and only the second in the Commonwealth.  Western 

Australian women of European heritage were among the first in the Western world to 

gain the right to vote in 1899, and the right to stand for the Federal Parliament in 

1902. However, they became eligible to nominate for a seat in the State Parliament 

comparatively late in 1920.
26

 

 The main point of interest in the WSG‟s 1921 epigraph is the agenda of the 

state‟s largest women‟s organisation of its time, which makes explicit the need to 

recruit and elect more „feminist‟ women in parliamentary politics.  Although an 

appropriate numerical representation of „feminist‟ women in parliament was a central 

strategy, the WSG‟s vision transcended the aim of electing women for the sake of 

equal numerical representation.  That a woman parliamentarian best represented 

women‟s interests in the law-making arm of the state was taken as a given.  More 

complex was the notion that the WSG campaigned decisively for its own projected 

model of an appropriate „feminist‟ woman parliamentarian. 

 Cowan was elected in 1921 for the seat of West Perth at the age of 60, after 

spending a productive activist life as a member of more than 40 community 

organisations.  These included the WSG, one of the biggest Australian feminist 

groups predating the First World War as well as being active in the interwar period, 
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while remaining distinct to Western Australia.
27

  Cowan recorded the shortest gap 

between eligibility to nominate and elected women‟s representation in the country 

making Western Australia stand out among the other jurisdictions as the state with the 

greatest number of „firsts‟ in women‟s parliamentary participation. 

 In 1923, during the second-reading speech on her private Women‟s Legal Status 

Bill, Cowan spoke revealingly of the relationships between her contemporary feminist 

friends and herself as the lonely woman parliamentarian: 

I am bringing forward this Bill at the instance of the women in the 

community through their various organisations.  We are desirous of 

having women put on a reasonably fair footing in points of holding 

offices and positions now closed to them.
28

 

 

The Women‟s Legal Status Act 1923 was one of Cowan‟s greatest successes, giving 

Western Australian women the rights to serve public functions, hold civil and judicial 

offices, practise law and enter professions.
29

 

 Cowan was the sole woman in the State Parliament until May Holman became 

the first ALP woman parliamentarian in Australia in 1925, as an MLA for the seat of 

Forrest.  Holman was a strong unionist dedicated to improving the lives and standards 

of workers in the Western Australian timber industry.  She was acutely aware of the 

obstacles women faced in parliamentary politics, reported as saying prior to the 1939 

election and shortly before her untimely death in a car accident: „I think you will find 
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women as successful in Parliament as men.  But the women are judged by harder 

standards.‟
30

 

This first generation of women politicians has attracted substantial attention in 

the contemporary literature discussed in this chapter, mainly focusing on their status 

as lone women traversing the terrain of „man-made‟ parliamentary politics.
31

  Clarke 

and White conclude that, despite the exceptions of the pioneering women in 

parliament, political parties historically have exhibited hostility or at best, lukewarm 

support for the women in their membership constituency.  The few women who 

succeeded past the political glass ceiling have been seen as „unwelcome intruders‟ 

rather than as parliamentary colleagues in their own right.  Some scholars see „token 

women‟ as having a different position in political parties from „surplus women‟, the 

majority often overlooked as potential candidates although working hard at the 

grassroots of politics.
32

  Sociologist Robin Joyce, however, proposes that viewing the 

few women in parliaments as „tokens‟, „denigrates the woman who has achieved in a 

sphere seen as masculine‟, undermining the potential for future change.
33

 

 There is evidence that despite the low number of the 1960s generation of 

women in the State Parliament, their physical presence contributed in subtler ways to 

subsequent numerical progress in women‟s parliamentary representation.  Ruby 

Hutchinson, ALP Member of the Legislative Council (MLC) between 1954 and 

1971, mentored and encouraged her friend Lyla Elliott to stand for preselection for 

the seat of Floreat, which was vacated after Hutchinson‟s retirement.  Elliott had 

been a long-standing member and activist in the ALP, joining in 1955 because of „the 
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very unfair press criticism of the Labor Party.  It was the beginning of the McCarthy 

era in Australia, so I was developing a political consciousness‟.
34

  Elliott was a 

member of the Abortion Law Reform Association (ALRA) and lobbied the state 

division of the ALP to reform its outmoded abortion policy when she chaired the 

party‟s Health and Welfare Committee in the early 1970s.
35

 

 It was the „feminist second wave‟ which provoked Elliott to question accepted 

attitudes and issues women were concerned with: 

I always felt I had fairly enlightened views about equal opportunity 

for women, equal pay, equal rights to education, the right to 

employment opportunities and things like this.  I don‟t think it was 

until I started reading some of the feminist writers and listening to 

what the feminists had to say in the early seventies that I 

appreciated the sex stereotyping that had gone on in previous times 

and that the thinking of a lot of women had been due to nurture 

rather than nature, that women weren‟t necessarily prepared to stay 

at home and become housewives, that perhaps they did want to go 

out into the workplace.
36

 

 

 The public/private dichotomy dominant in social analysis has had several 

negative implications for an understanding of women‟s politics.  One of these was 

the exclusion of the „private‟ issues from open political consideration, identified in 

most liberal-democratic Western systems.
37

  The presence of politicians such as 

Elliott „privatised‟ the political domain through the voicing of issues such as 

reproductive rights and placing them at the centre of parliamentary discourse.  In this 

way, women‟s presence in parliament has the capacity to influence and lobby in the 

broader interest of women. 
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 Women parliamentarians, however, negotiate their feminism within the 

constraints inherent in representing a political party.  The ALP platform and policies 

were, for Elliott, a highly relevant guiding principle: „Women in the community I 

don‟t think appreciate the fact that this is the situation in Parliament that women are 

members of political parties.‟
38

  The formation of political subjectivity involves 

complex processes of negotiations between political beliefs, personal values and the 

political campaigning within the parties.  Most evidently, feminism is one of many 

layers constituting a woman‟s political identity that is not necessarily always 

congruent with the politics of her party. 

 Margaret McAleer was a Liberal MLC from 1974 until 1999.  She was an 

active member of the Country Women‟s Association and the Red Cross, and 

„chairman‟ of the state party‟s Women‟s Division from 1967.  In a 1992 interview, 

she explained that there was very little awareness of the women‟s movement in the 

deep Western Australian „bush‟ owing to the problems associated with sheer 

isolation and vastness of the state.
39

  Her first contact with feminism was through 

reading Simone de Beauvoir which made her „interested in her ideas and outlook‟, 

and she cited Germaine Greer‟s The Female Eunuch as „a bit of an eye-opener‟.
40

 

 McAleer rejected a feminist label, insisting that she had never felt „anti-woman 

feelings‟ in the party.  However, her comments about Western Australia‟s longest 

standing premier Sir Charles Court revealed her deep awareness of the extent of 

conservative attitudes to women in her immediate political surroundings: „I always 

remember he had some difficulty in remembering that he had women members.‟
41
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Other party colleagues „obviously had grave worries about my being a woman‟, 

McAleer explained; during an election campaign, McAleer was briefed by a male 

mentor: 

When he ever heard favourable comments … [it] relieved him 

perhaps even more than it relieved me! … He felt that being a 

woman probably might be a great handicap, but in fact didn‟t 

surface as such a thing.
42

 

 

 Earlier feminist generations in parliament did at times transgress party-political 

boundaries in solidarity with other women.  For instance, McAleer revealed that she 

made great friendships with the women „on the other [political] side‟, particularly 

ALP MLC Grace Vaughan, and federal Senator Pat Giles, who, despite being „heart 

and soul Labor‟, was McAleer‟s „mentor‟ in feminist matters.
43

  McAleer frequently 

„applied to‟ Giles „for information and being briefed‟, as she explained: „[It was] a 

strange alliance … but she was pretty good to me.‟
44

  The alliances, prompted by the 

low number of state women parliamentarians in the 1960s and 1970s, cemented a 

history of inter-party collaboration between Coalition women and ALP women 

which continued in the 1980s and 1990s on specific issues such as equal opportunity 

legislation and abortion law reform. 

 McAleer shared with Elliott the tensions inherent in competing party 

allegiances and their role in the negotiation of her „feminism‟.  For example, 

McAleer admitted to feeling „a certain anxiety‟ as to whether the party was prepared 

to accept the ALP‟s Equal Opportunity Bill 1983, specifically the affirmative-action 

clause which was regarded as „controversial‟ and difficult.  The equal opportunity 

legislation split the position of the Liberal Party nationally between the supporters 
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and opponents of equal opportunity and affirmative action.
45

  McAleer was forced to 

negotiate the liberal individualist discourse with her belief that women certainly were 

„handicapped‟ with regards to their low numbers in positions of power which the 

legislation and institutionalisation of equal opportunity has sought to change.
46

  The 

smooth passage of the Bill was widely attributed to the support from women in the 

Western Australian Liberal Party, who worked from within to obtain the Coalition 

Shadow Cabinet vote for its clearance.
47

 

 McAleer acknowledged that the popular image of the party among women 

activists did not necessarily correlate with her impressions of Liberal women‟s work.  

The party „had a bad reputation outside, as it were, for not promoting more women in 

politics and things, and yet women have been very important in the party itself‟.
48

  

She recognised that the „sex-segregated‟ structure of the party made it difficult for 

women „who often saw themselves as lesser lights‟ to gain endorsements for 

elections.
49

  Despite the slowness of progress, however, the Liberal Party had the 

highest number of women among its members of all parties in Australia until the 

early 1980s.
50

 

 In the early 1970s, alleged feminist ambiguity towards „man-made‟ political 

institutions was regarded as partly responsible for low levels of women‟s 

parliamentary representation.  Writing in the feminist journal Refractory Girl, Eva 

Cox attributed women‟s exclusion from parliamentary politics as owing in part to 

feminism‟s attitude toward masculine ways of „changing the system‟: 

Non-involvement in the political system constitutes de facto 

support of the status quo.  If we change the norms of political 
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behaviour it could help overthrow the system; if we play with the 

boys but refuse to play by their rules, the game may suffer a severe 

change!
51

 

 

 Feminist analyses of women‟s political involvement in the 1970s have 

countered that women had not been prepared to enter politics for two major reasons.  

First, women tended to see themselves only as wives and mothers, dependent and 

passive subjects conforming to political socialisation by their male partners and other 

family men.  Second, women politicians have not been understood as committed and 

serious players by their male colleagues, which has posed an impenetrable barrier to 

their progress within parties.
52

  Feminists like Cox and her generation criticised more 

„radical‟ feminists‟ hesitation to engage more determinedly with parliamentary 

politics and mark a departure from the non-party political tradition in Australian 

feminism.
53

 

 In the post-Second World War period, a new, international social discourse 

was rising, one „that saw a seat in parliament as women‟s professional entitlement – 

a matter of equal opportunity, and, in more recent times, the target of affirmative 

action‟.
54

  Indeed, the international community saw the percentage of women in 

parliaments as an indicator of a nation-state‟s „progress‟ towards achieving ambitious 
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objectives including eliminating world poverty and promoting reproductive and other 

health as issues critical to future development.
55

  The women‟s movement had 

become frustrated with the parties‟ lack of positive and productive effort to preselect 

more women for parliamentary seats, when there was evidence that the pre-selection 

process operated as the equivalent to the corporate „glass-ceiling‟.
56

  The impetus to 

improve women‟s political representation lacked a firm footing in the parliamentary-

party system and it became the responsibility of women‟s groups to devise strategies 

and place political pressure on the parties in favour of change. 

 

The new generation of women politicians 

The 1980s generation of Western Australian women politicians articulated a range of 

feminist perspectives on a number of issues, nourished by the heritage of the 1970s, 

which provided the theoretical space to negotiate the meanings of being a woman 

parliamentarian with feminist ideals.  This shift demonstrated that in the 1970s, the 

Western Australian women‟s movement had well and truly broken away from the 

quintessential mistrust of „man-made‟ politics, and demanded implementation of 

strategies to increase women‟s participation in the legislature.
57
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Invariably described as the „last bastion‟ of male power,
58

 parliaments exhibit a 

vast array of masculinised practices.  The structures of parliamentary politics and the 

gendered nature of parliamentary discourse are regarded as a few of the major barriers 

to women‟s equal parliamentary representation.  As recently as 1995, for example, the 

Commonwealth Office for the Status of Women issued a document which spoke to 

this effect: 

The world of Australian politics as it currently exists has not been 

designed to be friendly to women.  Politics has been made, by and 

large, by men and for men.  The way of interacting is male.  The 

language is male.  The agenda-setting is male.  The sitting hours 

reflect men‟s timetables rather than women‟s.
59

 

 

Parliaments, both state and federal, are arenas in which equitable women‟s 

participation has progressed all too slowly.  In the Federal Parliament, women‟s 

representation has fallen from 26.5 percent of all members (in both houses) in the 

2001 federal election, to 24.7 percent of all members in the 2004 federal election.
60

  

This was the first decline in numbers of elected women since the 1996 federal 

election.
61

  And in 2004, the number of women in the House of Representatives 

(Lower House of the Federal Parliament) fell for the first time since 1980, from 25.3 

percent to 24.7 percent, attributed to the failure of the ruling Australian Coalition 

Government to put forward women as candidates.
62

  Within the state of Western 

Australia, in 2006, about 23 percent of members of the Legislative Assembly (Lower 
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House) are women; in the Legislative Council (Upper House), known as the „House 

of Review‟, 43 percent of all members are women.
63

 

The figures themselves do not necessarily illustrate, however, considerable 

policy shifts that have accompanied women‟s increased participation in parliamentary 

politics.  As demonstrated by the WSG, state women‟s groups have worked since the 

early days of the feminist movement in the late nineteenth century towards improving 

women‟s participation in politics, achieving many successes along the way.  But 

historically the state has been hesitant to respond to calls from women‟s groups which 

centred on the state‟s obligation to make parliamentary politics more accessible to 

women members and this is reflected in the belatedness of women‟s numerical 

increases in parliament.  In Western Australia, women achieved significant numerical 

presence in parliamentary representation only in the 1980s.  Progress in women‟s 

parliamentary numbers has led to considerable changes in government policy and 

legislation, such as equal opportunity law, funding of the women‟s information 

service and legalisation of access to abortion.
64

 

 Following the dismissal of the Whitlam government in 1975, the ALP suffered 

major losses in both the federal and state elections.  In Western Australia, the short-

lived rule of the ALP Tonkin government between 1971 and 1974 had preceded the 

Coalition Court government era that lasted until 1983.  It is not a serious oversight on 

the part of feminist groups in choosing to shun parliamentary party systems.  I have 

discussed Western Australian feminism‟s ambivalence towards parliamentary 

politics of the major parties in the context of unsympathetic, if not outright hostile, 
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state governments‟ failures to respond to the women‟s movement in a considered 

manner.
65

  Although there is some evidence that the Tonkin government oversaw – 

within limits – an overhaul of welfare measures, and established the Department for 

Community Welfare,
66

 parliamentary parties were almost exclusive preserves of 

men, showing genuine unwillingness to field women candidates, until the late 

1970s.
67

 

 The single most positive outcome following the 1975 ALP‟s federal electoral 

loss was that the party seized on an opportunity to reflect and attempt to regain some 

of its voting appeal.  The role of women in the party was instrumental in this process 

and in cementing a feminist presence.  The ALP established a National Committee of 

Inquiry to investigate, among other matters, strategies to attract the women‟s vote and 

membership as well as to improve the party‟s image among women voters.  Yvonne 

Henderson, a young ALP (and Women‟s Electoral Lobby) activist at the time, 

remembers how the argument in favour of a detailed self-examination within the party 

was won: 

[The Committee] produced a really good discussion paper which 

basically said that the Labor Party was regarded in the community 

as a male-dominated, blue-collar organisation that was not 

attractive to women.  We sought to change the internal structure of 

the party, so that women would find it easier to get into the 

positions where they could have a say, and from where it could be 

seen from outside the party that the structure of the party was 

changing what it stood for.
68

 

 

 The committee recommended the development of Guidelines for 

Implementation of an Affirmative Action Programme, subsequently endorsed at the 
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1981 ALP National Conference.
69

  The guidelines set out a 10-year plan for increasing 

women‟s representation on executive bodies and parliamentary caucuses in proportion 

to women‟s membership of the party (although affirmative action principles applied 

only in ballots for multiple vacancies, not for preselection in individual seats).
70

  The 

guidelines explicitly linked gender equity with a consideration that the party project 

an image „which is less confrontationalist [sic] in political style, less urban, less 

industrial and less male-dominated‟.
71

 

 Feminist women in the Western Australian ALP branch felt that „a lot of women 

in the community didn‟t know what our policies were‟ and that by changing the 

perceptions, the image and the structure of the party, they could attract more 

progressive women to join the ALP with an aim of standing to represent the party in 

parliament.
72

  The Labor Women‟s Organisation (LWO) was critical to feminist 

caucusing in the party.  Henderson discussed changes within the LWO that coincided 

with broader ALP revitalisation: 

A group of women who were very progressive feminists basically 

took over the Labor Women … because [it] had been a long-

standing body, but had become merely just older women in their 

50s and 60s who made morning tea for state conferences and 

meetings.
73

 

 

 Subverting the political discourse of the party involved a strategic positioning of 

the LWO who had a representative on the ALP State Executive and a prominent place 

in the policy-making structures of the party: 

We saw this as an opportunity for a one more spot for a good 

woman, and so we organised a whole group of us … We basically 
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volunteered to take over positions and they [LWO] were very 

pleased.
74

 

  

The LWO exerted considerable pressure on the State ALP to introduce a shadow 

ministerial portfolio of women‟s interests, which succeeded in 1977, making the 

Western Australian ALP Branch the first in the country to develop a coherent 

women‟s policy platform.
75

  Henderson reflected on the broader meaning of the trend 

of increased numbers of feminist women: 

So [in 1983] everyone had this view that … it was very important 

that people who got elected stayed in touch with all their 

constituents, and that it was understood what issues were important 

to the community … I think most of us who got into Parliament in 

1983, and particularly the women, worked extremely hard in their 

electorates.
76

 

 

 Women‟s groups like the Women‟s Electoral Lobby (WEL) were delighted with 

the election of four women to the State Parliament in 1983 (Henderson, Kay Hallahan, 

Pamela Beggs and Jackie Watkins) who were also WEL members.
77

  WEL activists 

had reported on their campaign strategy exerted prior to the poll: 

We picketed the Liberal Party and Labor Party campaign openings 

… We wore sandwich boards bearing slogans protesting at the lack 

of funding for women‟s refuges, lack of jobs for women, etc., on 

one side and WEL logo on the other, and handed out pamphlets … 

We were not harassed in any way, although some members of the 

audience at the Liberal Party function made disparaging comments 

as they passed on.  We had some TV publicity arising from the 

Liberal Party opening, when Elysia [a WEL member] was filmed 

as she handed a pamphlet … Appropriately her sandwich board 

bore the slogan “Vote 1 – Women‟s Advisor”.
78

 

 

The election of WEL members was acknowledged as a positive outcome even by the 

conventionally sceptical members of Perth‟s Women‟s Liberation.  Sibyl magazine, 

for example, healthily debated the merits and drawbacks of the ALP‟s policy for 
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women, and in particular the new government‟s commitment to appointing a women‟s 

advisor and passing equal opportunity legislation.
79

 

 The Western Australian Government‟s enthusiasm for social policy reform was 

matched by its commitment to funding women‟s services such as the Women‟s 

Information and Referral Exchange (WIRE) from 1984 until at least the early 1990s.  

There is a general academic consensus that one of the contradictions of the years of 

convergent federal and state ALP rule was that all governments introduced positive 

legislative changes for women at the same time as they depleted funds for women‟s 

services and implemented regressive economic policies.
80

  I would argue, however, 

that Western Australia followed a different path.  When compared to NSW, for 

example, Western Australia was a latecomer in instituting a stronger presence of 

women in the state agencies as well as introducing women‟s policy machinery, but 

this state differed in the funding of women‟s services and contentious legislative 

reform such as on the issue of abortion.
81

 

 The Perth women‟s groups were understandably optimistic about the prospect 

for change that seemed more likely to begin with an unprecedented parliamentary and 

bureaucratic support.  Equal opportunity and affirmative action were promoted as 

measures with the potential to increase women‟s parliamentary numbers and as tools 

used by the feminists in the ALP to gain electoral success in the 1983, 1986 and 1989 

state elections.  The success of having as many as 14 women who were known 

supporters or members of women‟s groups elected in the 1970s and 1980s spoke to 
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the effectiveness of women‟s organising especially within groups like WEL around 

equitable electoral representation. 

 The election of the ALP in Western Australia coincided with the election of the 

Hawke ALP Government at the federal level also in 1983.  Both elections marked the 

end of a long conservative rule (only briefly interrupted in Western Australia from 

1970 to 1973) and the beginning of a reform agenda in social policy.  Burke 

Government‟s initiatives in Western Australia were continued by his successor Peter 

Dowding (Premier from 1988) and Carmen Lawrence (first woman premier in 

Australia from 1990).  The Hawke Government appointed Anne Summers to the 

position of women‟s advisor, introduced a women‟s impact statement in all Cabinet 

submissions and established a Permanent Heads‟ Taskforce on the Status of Women 

(a body of senior public servants assembled to ensure cross-departmental 

collaboration on women‟s issues).  The importance of having both levels of 

government co-operate on issues on which the federal government had funding 

authority, while the state government co-ordinated service provisions – such as child-

care – marked a significant departure from the years of conservative governments 

both in Western Australia and federally.
82

 

 The developments in the ALP were comparatively recent, as Sawer remarks: 

„Historically the ALP has not shared the commitment to women‟s equality of the 

European social democrats.‟
83

  The traditional resistance of major political parties to 

field women as prospective candidates is the most important explanation as to why 

only nine women parliamentarians – from all political parties – were elected to the 
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State Parliament before 1983.
84

  Between 1983 and 1998, however, 32 women were 

elected to the State Parliament, 19 of them from the ALP.
85

  The 1980s were a period 

marked by intense transformations in the State Government and the public service,
86

 

following the 1983 election of the ALP government.  The election of a considerable 

number of progressive, feminist ALP women was a milestone in the history of 

women‟s political participation in the state with favorable implications for the 

advancement of women‟s political interests. 

Negotiating ‘official feminism’ 

One of the central ideas in this thesis concerns the relationship between feminist ideas 

of the 1970s and feminist politics of the 1980s and 1990s.  I focus particularly on the 

representation of women‟s interests in the State Parliament, going beyond an analysis 

of numerical representation of „women‟.  The majority of women parliamentarians 

interviewed for this thesis came from the women‟s movement to serve in the 

successive ALP governments of the 1980s and early 1990s, while others were deeply 

involved in public debates around specific feminist issues such as the 1998 abortion 

law reform.  The interviews demonstrate that feminist practices – such as strategic 

alliances and arguments adopted by the feminist parliamentarians to argue their cases 

– are discursive shapes of a range of feminist political subjectivities.
87

 

 In this thesis I would argue that women‟s parliamentary or „official‟ feminism 

(or, more precisely, feminisms) are conceptual layers of political thought allied to 
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other progressive social movements, informed by multiple feminist perspectives, and 

constituted by the parliamentary processes within which they operate. Identification 

with feminism is a subjective experience, but it is always circumscribed by its 

political context and rapidly changing circumstances both within and outside the 

agencies of the state.  In some cases, subjective feminist identification may stand in 

complete contradiction to the more public and visible work performed by the woman 

in politics, to the point where she risks being denounced by her supposed supporters 

outside of the political arena.  I employ British feminist academic Sasha Roseneil‟s 

idea of feminist political subjectivity as a useful concept in the understanding of 

women politicians‟ „feminist‟ agency.  Women parliamentarians‟ understandings and 

negotiations of feminist politics form a complex pool of meanings derived from 

experiences within the parliamentary domain.
88

  Feminist identity provides a different 

sense of womanhood, a drive for women politicians to „make a difference‟ and do it 

differently.
89

 

 The 1970s was a life-changing decade for many in the generation of women 

parliamentarians interviewed for this thesis.  The 1975 dismissal of the Whitlam 

government, for example, provided an opportunity for Judyth Watson, a Labor MLA 

elected in 1986, to question her role in the political changes sweeping the country at 

the time of her own political awakening: 
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Gough Whitlam was sacked while I was doing my second-year 

anthropology exams, and I‟d long been handing out how-to-vote 

cards and things, but that spurred me.  The affront to democracy 

that was made me a republican immediately!
90

 

 

Women such as Diana Warnock, a Labor MLA elected in 1993, were also active in a 

vast array of New Left groups: 

I think the first campaign I worked in was the campaign against the 

death penalty … that was in the early 1960s.  And I suppose very 

soon after that I became active in the Vietnam War Moratoriums 

… Just before I became active in both the Labor Party and 

eventually in the women‟s groups [in the early 1970s].
91

 

 

Giz Watson from the Greens (WA), elected in 1996, related the Vietnam War to 

broader world affairs: 

I got really quite passionate about what was happening in Vietnam, 

and the whole connection about American imperialism and those 

kinds of frameworks … That was a very politicising awakening.  I 

read a lot of left political thought at the time.
92

 

 

 Being a member of a party which holds a distinct focus on environmental 

preservation and sustainability allows Greens women the space to develop a 

sophisticated set of „ecofeminist‟ values.  Watson participated in the women‟s anti-

nuclear base camp at the now famous Greenham Common in the UK,
93

 training 

women in non-violent direct action and drawing on the particularly strong 

environmental and anti-nuclear tradition of the British women‟s movement.  She is 

deeply committed to an anti-militarist philosophy, and particularly disdainful about 

nuclear weapons, claiming that „that [issue] for me goes right back through to a 

feminist framework on structure, the whole structures that establish militarism, or a 
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militaristic society‟.
94

  Watson‟s involvement in politics, both parliamentary and 

grass-roots campaigning „has been driven by a sense of urgency‟: 

We‟ve mucked up the planet to the point where it‟s unlivable 

basically, let alone the issues of potential nuclear war … which 

haven‟t gone away, they‟ve just moved into a different phase.
95

 

 

 Interviewed women parliamentarians related personal experiences and beliefs to 

the political changes of their times, and developed their own responses to the events 

and processes raging around them.  For some, traumatic personal experiences 

provided the motivation to work on the broader social issues in the political sphere.  

Beryl Makin (elected as ALP MLC Beryl Jones in 1986) was a City of South Perth 

councillor before entering state parliamentary politics.  She had worked on the 

opening of a women‟s refuge for the victims of domestic violence in her local 

community: 

I was married to an alcoholic and there were certainly times when I 

could desperately have used [a refuge].  But there was nothing 

there … Because, having come from England, I had no family or 

anybody that I could turn to … So, yes, it was well known to me 

and I was absolutely keen for this refuge.  I actually went down to 

select the curtains and finishings and carpets … for the refuge.  I 

wanted to be absolutely sure that it was something that was 

attractive and good quality … You know, when you‟re really 

depressed, you really need to have something decent around you to 

lift the spirits.
96

 

 

Makin spoke about her personal life as providing many examples of her feminist 

„consciousness-raising‟ and was clear that this influenced her political drive to work 

for women in the community. 
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 Sawer has argued that women parliamentarians often have a firm sense that they 

represent other women,
97

 and this has been a very powerful basis for a proposal of 

strategies in political parties to increase the number of women members of 

legislatures.  Long-standing WEL activist Joan Bielski has concurred that political 

parties were sites of the most persistent exclusionary practices and therefore, in need 

of the most urgent changes in order to allow for women „doing‟ politics differently.
98

  

Women‟s different modes of „doing‟ politics were upheld as embodiments of political 

virtue. 

 Many women parliamentarians found that the nature of operations in the State 

Parliament was disruptive to their private lives, evidenced in Henderson‟s statement: 

The parliamentary hours were shocking for women who had 

family and children commitments, because you started at two 

o‟clock in the afternoon and you went until midnight … [when the 

ALP did not control the Legislative Council] the only way to get 

legislation through was often what we called “legislation by 

exhaustion”.
99

 

 

Practical concerns were framed within feminist analysis in a response to 

discrimination they feel they shared as women: 

There are lots of hidden things that you don‟t actually know about 

until you get into it, and one of those for me was trying to juggle 

being a single parent.  When I first got elected my son was 10.  

That was no mean feat to juggle all of that and to find the 

appropriate type of childcare for him, and to be able to devote 

quality time to his life.
100

 

 

Judyth Watson has remarked that even she felt the strain of juggling parliamentary 

work in the shadow cabinet with work in her electorate, despite her limited family 
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commitments compared to most of her colleagues: „[And even] I thought: “I need a 

wife!”‟.
101

 

 One of the most frequently cited differences between the male and female style 

of politics is the aggressive nature of parliamentary debates.  Accordingly, it is widely 

held that having more women members can help introduce reforms „that reduce the 

bear-pit aggression and testosterone exhibitionism‟ in parliaments.
102

  The differences 

are extended to the prevalent political styles found in parliaments:  

I do think that as more women come into politics you do see some 

blurring of some things like the issue of confrontation versus 

consensus.  We‟re more likely to get a backing away from the very 

blokey atmosphere of hurtling insults at each other across the 

chamber.
103

 

 

Helen Hodgson, MLC for the Australian Democrats elected in 1996, illustrates the 

male/female differences by outlining her experience with what she calls the „male 

behaviour patterns‟: 

It‟s almost backward, they‟ll get into that sort of male bonding sort 

of behaviour that they have and you watch it, and you know you‟re 

not really a part of it, and yet they think you are a part of it because 

you are there with them as an “equal”.  And yet you relate 

differently.
104

 

 

Warnock agrees with Hodgson: 

Sometimes the boys drive you mad with their behaviour, and 

sometimes the way they carry on yelling at each other at question 

time … That sort of boyish behaviour I just find pathetic, but after 

a while you need to just get together with other women and say: 

“Oh shit, the boys are like pests today”, and you just dismiss them 

as children and get on with it.
105

 

 

 Warnock‟s dismissal of misbehaving men as „the boys‟ reinforces the common 

feminist argument about differences in male and female political styles, positioning 
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women politicians as having the capacity to make parliamentary politics more 

consensual, constructive and productive.  These invocations involve a negotiation of 

power, allowing feminist women to form resistance to discriminatory practices that 

militate against equitable gender representation in the political-public system.  

Women‟s demands for equal representation in politics are not to be treated as the end 

of political activism, but rather as the means of constructing an alternative identity in 

a world of adversity, and of changing the nature of a representative democracy.
106

 

 Where women use political power differently and where women are more likely 

to develop a collaborative style of politics in cooperation with other women in the 

community or in the women‟s movement,
107

 this does not mean that feminist 

commitments are unmediated by women‟s participation in parliaments as members of 

political parties.  Because of her long background in the women‟s movement and 

„full-time activism‟ Warnock is at ease and straightforward in expressing her feminist 

beliefs with men in her surrounds: 

[They] know where I‟ve come from, they know exactly the 

reaction they‟ll get out of me if they start being male chauvinist 

pigs, I‟ll tell them to go … you know, a whole string of abuse 

which they can expect to be very colourful.
108

 

 

However, mediating between the obligations and responsibilities which are part and 

parcel of a parliamentary position and a feminist discourse a woman wishes to 

espouse reveals conceptual tensions in the meanings of feminism.  As Warnock 

herself remarks: „It‟s very complicated, it‟s actually the crunch issue of politics … I 
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mean, just whom do you represent? … Ultimately, you have to represent your own 

conscience.‟
109

 

 There are questions (with no simple answers) about feminist parliamentarians‟ 

accountability to the women‟s movement and women in the community, illustrating 

the difficulties of articulating a radical perspective in a fundamentally conservative 

political environment such as parliamentary politics.  Political scientist Robyn 

Walmsley argues that feminist parliamentarians owe their election to women 

supporters and thereby have a moral obligation to promote debates around women‟s 

issues, but also must accept that putting feminism as a first priority may be 

contradictory to the present political processes.
110

  However, the issue of 

accountability to the women‟s movement is a contested ground in feminist analysis 

precisely because it disrupts the idea of a single unified feminism able to represent the 

views of all women.  As Joan Eveline and Michael Booth conclude, feminist calls for 

more feminist women in politics are difficult to translate into the pragmatic world of 

politics: „For who and what will determine just what the ideal of the feminist 

politician will be, given the variety of feminisms and their shape-shifting 

dynamics?‟
111

 

 The conflicts between multiple spheres of obligations become pronounced if a 

feminist politician‟s party proposes a legislation which she personally disagrees with 

on the grounds of social justice.  The Western Australian ALP, whose members are 

bound to support the party platform and the decisions made by its parliamentary 

caucus, proposed legislation which would see a disproportionate number of young 
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Indigenous people imprisoned.  Judyth Watson, who at the time was minister for 

Aboriginal affairs, absented herself from the Parliament to avoid voting on the 

legislation: 

[It] was a wimp‟s way out … It was such an issue about human 

rights and justice.  Look where it‟s led us now, I mean it‟s “my 

legislation is harsher than your legislation”.  Dreadful, dreadful 

thing to do.
112

 

 

She blamed „the boys‟ in the party for introducing the legislation when the premier, 

Carmen Lawrence, was overseas: „And if you think women‟s issues are difficult, 

Aboriginal justice, Aboriginal lives [are even more difficult]‟.
113

 Although, from 

1983, the ALP introduced a host of progressive schemes for advancing the status of 

women, Watson‟s impression was that this encountered silent opposition: 

A lot of the Labor blokes weren‟t always happy.  I mean, they 

didn‟t speak up about it publicly, or vote against it or anything like 

that, but they wondered where we were going with this.
114

 

 

This silent opposition meant that feminist parliamentarians made decisions by 

negotiating their shadow cabinet positions and party decisions with their feminist 

principles.  Cheryl Davenport was the ALP shadow spokesperson for women‟s 

interests, when an event made her question her loyalties to women, on the one hand, 

and to the shadow cabinet, on the other hand, forcing her to resign from the portfolio: 

The reason I resigned … was due to an internal preselection in 

which I took a position, because a very good woman candidate was 

being supported by a range of women within the party.  The men 

… chose to support a former state MP, who‟d been in the state 

parliament for 15 years and who had left burnt out, not wanting to 

know the place 12 months earlier … What really angered me was 

the fact that lip-service was paid to more women coming into 

parliament, and I wasn‟t prepared to go on using the rhetoric which 
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wasn‟t being delivered in terms of the Labor Party being prepared 

to support and encourage more women into the political system.
115

 

 

Davenport spoke out against a party majority, and this could have been seen as 

unacceptable to her shadow cabinet colleagues, even perilous for her political career, 

but her political point was noted by women colleagues in the ALP who showed their 

unreserved support.
116

 

 Feminist politicians who belong to „minor parties‟
117

 and whose presence in the 

Western Australian Upper House often decides the fate of a particular legislation, 

gave different answers to the question regarding their accountabilities.  Giz Watson 

explained that there was a three-tiered set of responsibilities in her work: 

There‟s always this tension between your constituents, and that is 

all of your constituents; your more direct constituents, the people 

who actually voted for you; and to some extent the party and 

what the party‟s expectations are in pursuing particular 

campaigns or agendas.
118

 

 

The balance of power then held by the members of the Australian Democrats and 

Greens (WA) in the Upper House meant that their members had a moderating 

influence and „a clear obligation to scrutinise legislation‟.
119

  With many portfolios as 

diverse as health, women‟s issues, justice issues, seniors, disabilities, shipping and 

marine issues, Watson felt that „there‟s a lot in terms of trying to be proactive‟.
120

  

Hodgson agreed with this assertion: 

Ultimately, my obligations are to the welfare of the state as a 

whole, that goes without saying … When you have balance of 
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power, however, on certain issues then you have to work out what 

is in the interests of the population as a whole.
121

 

 

 It is of interest that feminist politicians noted that their membership of a 

political party made them different to the women, be they feminist, non-feminist or 

anti-feminist, on the opposite benches.  I asked questions about co-operation among 

women from opposing political parties.  Warnock commented on her relationship with 

the women members in the Coalition: „You‟d find it very difficult to get most of those 

conservative women to co-operate at all, because it seems to me that they don‟t think 

as women.‟
122

  When Judyth Watson proposed to create a garden celebrating Edith 

Cowan‟s 75
th

 parliamentary anniversary and women‟s participation in the Western 

Australian parliament, she was met with the following comments from the women on 

the Coalition benches: „“What about men who have been in here?” So I just thought: 

“Oh shit, this is too hard!”‟
123

  These examples of lukewarm relationships between 

Coalition and ALP women in parliament in the 1980s and early 1990s, stand in 

contrast to the example provided by Margaret McAleer and Pat Giles in the 1970s.  

One possible explanation is that low numbers of women politicians in the 1970s 

provided an environment in which enforced friendships between women across the 

party lines provided havens from the uncomfortable nature of parliamentary work. 

 Diana Warnock, who led the pro-choice vote in Western Australia‟s Lower 

House during the 1998 abortion debate,
124

 commented that this reform was „the most 

difficult thing I expect to be involved in, in my life‟.
125

  Not having to follow the party 

lines on the issue, women parliamentarians were free to vote with their „conscience‟ 

and political alliances were forged with women and men from all sides of politics: 
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And when people don‟t belong to the same parties that is a very, 

very hard thing to do.  They don‟t want to come to meetings with 

people on the other side, but they must, because they have to if 

they don‟t want this thing to be lost, so it involved 1,000 percent 

more energy than a normal parliamentary debate.
126

 

 

Only one woman member from the Liberal Party voted for Davenport‟s bill and her 

contribution was seen as crucial for the passage of the legislation.  Warnock said that 

this vote meant that ALP women had to negotiate their feminist politics across party 

lines: 

I have to treat them as political enemies, because they are in a 

normal run of events.  But in fact I‟ve got a lot more respect for 

them than I have for a lot of people on our own side … I have to be 

frank with you, this is a crucial issue for me, this is a real gut issue 

… if you are anti-choice for women, however nice you are, I can‟t 

get on with you.
127

 

 

 I suggest in this chapter that there are issues on which even feminists from the 

same political party do not uphold a homogeneous idea of women‟s rights.  Ljiljanna 

Ravlich, ALP MLC elected in 1996, is the first and thus far the only woman member 

of the Western Australian Parliament to have been born in a non-English-speaking 

background.  Her conflict with feminism reinforces some of the key points raised in 

by now familiar academic feminist debates around the issues of culture, „ethnicity‟ 

and „race‟.  Adele Murdolo, for example, has written that feminism of the 1970s did 

not pay sufficient attention to the immediate issues affecting migrant and Aboriginal 

women, and that awareness of Anglophone ethnocentrism within feminism entered 

the mainstream feminist domain only in the early 1980s, compelling Anglophone 

feminists to self-critically examine the foci of their activism.
128

  That the Anglophone 

feminist discourse is frequently normalised, in the first instance as „Australian‟ 
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feminism, is evident in the fact that none of the interviewed women, with the 

exception of Ravlich, identified significance of a cultural dimension or cultural 

backgrounds in their work. 

 Ravlich denies that she has ever been a part of the women‟s movement or that 

feminism has ever provided her with „drive‟ in her agenda.  Her identification with 

feminism is ambiguous at best:  

I wouldn‟t consider myself a feminist, but as much as I would say 

that, somebody else might say in terms of practical example I am 

probably more of a feminist.  I don‟t espouse anything along 

feminist lines; however, I don‟t have any qualms about playing the 

blokes at their own game, and playing it tougher than they 

would.
129

 

 

British scholar Ann Millar argues that „the differences between feminist and non-

feminist women parliamentarians sometimes appear to be more a matter of semantics 

than reality‟.
130

  The complex processes involved in the constructions of a feminist 

identification mean that „official feminism‟ is a contestable political process, a 

mutable and changeable practice which transcends the divisions between public and 

private identities.
131

 

 Mary Kalantzis comments on the irrelevance of fixed ideological labels to the 

feminist political project incorporating a cultural dimension: „Whilst not speaking 

feminism, the language of criticism and re-assertion of power, the practical struggles 

of many immigrant women are akin in critical spirit and outcome to feminism 

itself.‟
132

  For non-Anglo-Australian and Indigenous women, the racist nature of the 
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dominant social discourse provides a continuous primary reference point in the 

formation of their subjectivities.  Class identities form a complex nexus of identities 

for migrant women, who are more often than not concentrated in low-paid 

employment down on the factory floors.
133

  Their sense of self is inevitably shaped 

through the processes of differentiation from the Anglophone social discourse which 

constructs them as socially, culturally or economically deficient. 

 Ravlich is keenly aware of the position of the majority of migrant women in her 

generation, and for her primary identification with the Western Australian Croatian 

community stems from family experiences: 

My late father didn‟t speak much English, but that‟s OK, never 

worried me … He fell off the construction site, and he fell on his 

head … I would have been about 20 at that time, and being the so-

called educated one in the family, it was my job to in fact go 

around with Dad, go to the doctors, go to the work supervisor on 

the job, and interpret for Dad … I actually saw him being quite 

humble for the first time in his life … I mean here‟s this bloke who 

is an absolute lion within his own community, and yet in the 

workplace … he‟s quite humble because he is powerless in the 

equation.
134

 

 

Ravlich‟s strong sense of being a migrant woman is reinforced by her interpretation of 

her experiences in a working-class family or what she defines as being a „street-smart 

Midland girl‟.  She worked in abattoirs at the age of 17, and the working-class 

background of her family led her „naturally‟ to join the ALP in the late 1980s.  She 

perceived the trade-union movement as the only political site where representatives 

were genuinely concerned with migrant workers‟ welfare.
135

 

 Working-class family background was not uncommon among women I 

interviewed, from all parties, as many of them cited family influences in raising their 
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interest in politics at an early age.  Makin‟s political socialisation provides a parallel 

example: 

I came from a [British] Labour background in terms of that was a 

philosophy of my parents at the time.  So I suppose that was 

inculcated into me and social justice, so I‟ve always had leanings 

towards the Labor Party although I never actually got around to 

joining the Labor Party until the 1980s.  That‟s when I first became 

involved officially, and I joined the branch in Roleystone.
136

 

 

Davenport‟s family experience provided her with a foothold in deeply held beliefs 

about social justice particularly for working-class families: 

My dad was in the timber industry during the [Second World] 

War; my mother was an enrolled nurse, but she gave up work after 

marrying and having three children.  I grew up in a small country 

town [of] North Dandelup; then I did three years … at Pinjarra 

High School.  There wasn‟t any opportunity at country high school 

… to go on and do fourth and fifth years.
137

 

 

Working-class experiences in small country towns had a cultural dimension often left 

as a political gap in most historical accounts.  Davenport offered her insights that 

illustrate that one‟s assumed „race‟ was a fundamental basis for discrimination at 

large:  

Pinjarra had a very big Aboriginal reserve at the time [early 

1960s].  Aboriginal people did not live in the towns, they lived on 

the outskirts.  Unless those kids were good at sport, they didn‟t rate 

anything.  They were treated very poorly by teachers, I guess, and 

very poorly by children in the playground.
138

 

 

 For Ravlich, her cultural concerns were paramount meaning that her 

identification with what she called „Anglo-Saxon‟ feminism was apprehensive at best: 

The one difficulty I‟ve always had with feminism is that I always 

saw it as being something which was structured by middle-class, 

Anglo-Saxon women for the promotion of middle-class, Anglo-

Saxon women … My view is that they should have made a big 

difference for migrant women on the factory floors. … I guess I 

probably don‟t have the regard for it because I don‟t think that the 
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priorities have been right.  I mean, if you are really talking about 

making a difference for women, then you start at the bottom and 

work your way up.
139

 

 

Ravlich claimed firmly, however, that she was „certainly … into women‟s rights‟, and 

voted in favour of abortion law reform together with many of her ALP women 

colleagues.  She expressed feminist values in her preparedness to venture into non-

traditional „female‟ areas of work such as the housing industry, „because that‟s a 

passion of mine and I‟ve done research in the industry.  I do a lot of work in the areas 

that women don‟t necessarily venture into‟.
140

  With an „atypical‟ interest in the 

building industry, Ravlich accepted that male party leaders „had a habit of slotting 

women into “soft” options‟ regarding portfolios and responsibilities.
141

 

 Ravlich‟s point of contention with feminism did not necessarily mean that her 

reality was gender-less or that she perceived her gender as unimportant.  Rather, 

gender as defined by „Anglo-Saxon‟ feminism proved a foreign concept inapplicable 

to her Croatian identification: 

I don‟t know whether you define it as feminism or a cultural thing 

… I look within my own community and … there is a clear 

division of labour.   Anything within the house was women‟s 

work, anything outside the house was men‟s work.
142

 

 

Ravlish concluded that she was unable to make firm decisions about the lines between 

culture and internal family order, on the one hand, and feminism, on the other hand. 

 The interview with Ravlich was thought-provoking, because it challenged the 

practice of drawing firm boundaries between feminism, non-feminism and anti-

feminism.  The diversity of feminist viewpoints, while clearly illustrative of the 

malleable nature of feminist beliefs, should not be misunderstood as feminism‟s 
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„baselessness‟, but perhaps as yet another example of contradictions within what is 

conventionally understood as a unified discourse of feminism.  The evidence from 

other interviews confirmed the notion of feminism advanced in this thesis: as an 

identity existing in a constant state of flux and the effect of a great number of 

ideological variables that determine the shape of feminisms espoused by women in 

parliament. 

 For most women, their class and family backgrounds, involvement in a range of 

community organisations, and vast networks of likely-minded individuals and groups, 

provide the most important support in the process of political identification.  Feminist 

lawyer Moira Rayner‟s argument that it is not so much a strangle-hold on power, but 

the different ways in which women exercise parliamentary power, encapsulates a 

major feminist political position.  This is especially valid because „women who wish 

to succeed in political life have to do something men do not. They have to make a 

decision about how to “be”‟.
143
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The one most likely?: Carmen Lawrence and parliamentary feminism  

 

Journalist and historian, Julia Baird, wrote about notable women in Australian 

parliamentary politics with the following observation: 

Each of the women who have blazed most brightly through the 

political firmament over the past decade has been pursued with 

unprecedented enthusiasm.  They have been courted and feted by 

the phalanx of reporters who hanker for a touch of colour and 

difference in the blokey world of politics they daily scour for 

stories.  Then, with few exceptions, they have been dumped or 

discredited with an intensity that has surprised even the most 

experienced observers.
144

 

 

Baird listed Dr Carmen Lawrence, Natasha Stott-Despoja, Joan Kirner and Cheryl 

Kernot as examples of these trailblazing women politicians.  Lawrence, particularly, 

as Australia‟s first woman premier, has remained a most potent example of a woman 

initially touted as „the one most likely‟ to become Australia‟s first female prime 

minister, only to be subsequently hounded for comparatively lesser misdemeanors 

then those of the male colleagues. 

 Lawrence was elected in 1986 for the then „unwinnable‟ Legislative Assembly 

seat of Subiaco, previously held by the Coalition for 27 years, following her long-

standing ALP activism, and participation at all levels of the party hierarchy.  She 

attributed the victory to support she received from a „terrific group of people who 

were very creative and ran an excellent campaign‟.
145

  Lawrence was a founding 

member of WEL in Melbourne in 1972 and had many achievements even prior to 

assuming a seat in Parliament.  She expressed sophisticated awareness of the barriers 

holding women back from participating in parliament, as she told the 1989 

Parliamentary Standards Committee of the Western Australian Parliament: 

In summary, my concerns are, firstly, that the debates themselves 

are often short on facts and long on rhetoric; that there are many 
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opportunities for people to digress and be repetitive and irrelevant; 

and the very design of parliamentary procedures and building 

make it difficult sometimes for women to contribute in a way that 

is notable and noted.
146

 

 

 Lawrence held a number of large and complex ministerial portfolios both 

prior to and during her premiership.  She explained the diversity of her political 

interests, „in [the] treatment of the mentally ill, the way the prison system interacted 

with disadvantage, the treatment of Aboriginal people‟, and expertise as a reflection 

of her broad and progressive political background.
147

  As a minister for health, 

Lawrence assisted in the campaign to provide resources to midwives working on safe 

home-birthing techniques and achieving positive health outcomes by all indicators.  

However, she found that the range of interest groups whose voices she listened to also 

included members of the medical profession who were „resistant to the idea that 

[state] funds were being provided to assist mainly midwives‟.
148

  She worked on 

bringing the diversity of competing voices inherent in the process of engagement with 

community groups, concluding that such demands were peculiar to holding a 

ministry. 

 Lawrence succeeded Peter Dowding as premier in 1990.  The prevalent thought 

at the time about the sweeping „feminisation of politics‟ was prompted by both 

Lawrence‟s election, and the election of Joan Kirner as the first Victorian woman 

premier only a few months later.
149

  Lawrence saw herself as needed by the faltering 

ALP government to bring fresh perspectives to leadership in the state.  She called the 

ALP‟s former premier, Brian Burke, „a consummate politician‟ and continued in the 

same vein about his successor: 
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[Dowding] … inherited a lot of problems that Burke had created, 

both in terms of financial collapses … but also the resistance of the 

party to having a leader who didn‟t necessarily pay much attention 

to what they thought.  The combination of those two predecessors 

meant that the party was looking for a change, and that they felt the 

only way we would survive politically was if that change was a 

dramatic one.  Now, you could not get much more dramatic than 

the first woman premier! But … they would not have put me in the 

job if they did not think I could do it.
150

 

 

 In 1991, Lawrence instigated the Western Australian Royal Commission into 

Commercial Activities of Government and Other Matters.  Widely known as the „WA 

Inc. Commission‟, it became „a by-word in the Western Australian  community for 

the failings of the Labor Governments‟, including the Burke and Dowding 

administrations.
151

  Despite (or, perhaps, in spite of) the image of Lawrence promoted 

by the Western Australian media, as someone who was brought in to „clean up‟ the 

disreputable aspects of the ALP created by her predecessors, her premiership implied 

that „a feminist presence in politics was now not only acceptable but desired‟.
152

  

However, Lawrence disclosed that she was facing conflicting expectations from the 

broader community and the women‟s movement in particular: 

Sometimes, the people who were most critical were people within 

the feminist movement, because they thought you should single-

handedly be able to remould the entire political structure, so that it 

was more amenable to women.
153

 

 

Lawrence inherited a difficult economic position and the electorate‟s hostility towards 

the ALP, and the conflicts among competing obligations bore on her work.  She has 

spoken to the difficulties inherent in performing the balancing act, such as meeting 
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feminist expectations that her presence would subvert the male-dominated 

parliamentary system: 

Well, that, I think, and putting the issues that they regarded as 

important, as the number one on the list.  Whereas once you get 

into the position, where you have a whole range of considerations, 

you can‟t necessarily focus exclusively on one line of analysis … 

Although, in everything that I‟ve done, I tried to be aware of the 

impact on various groups in the community who were lacking in 

power, whether women or Indigenous people, or people with 

disabilities.
154

 

 

 The women‟s movement‟s great expectations of Lawrence were a product of 

their times, dominated by the stereotype of what Baird has called „the female meteor 

syndrome‟, shared by the press and the public alike.
155

  Lawrence was the first woman 

premier in the country, and the women‟s groups seized on an unprecedented 

opportunity to have their concerns addressed by an ALP government led by a 

progressive and talented woman politician.  She believed, similarly to many of her 

interviewed colleagues, that it was overly simplistic to see women politicians as 

owing their loyalties solely to an abstract group of „women‟: 

I see it as a core responsibility that I have as a woman to promote 

the interests of women, but only to the extent that they suffer from 

disadvantage, not for the sake of it … I find that equally, I have to 

be alert to the needs of other groups in the community who are 

powerless or relatively powerless, and don‟t share the resources of 

the community to the extent that they should.
156

 

 

 Lawrence‟s unique position as the first woman premier prompted great 

expectations, but also made her vulnerable to treatment that was different to that 

accorded to male leaders: 

And some people, when you say that, think that you are stipulating 

conspiracies, but it isn‟t about conspiracies.  It‟s the same sort of 

thing that women face in any part of society.  There are fewer of 

them in positions of authority and power … So, therefore, you‟re 
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more visible and your performance is, as a result, more likely to be 

subject to close scrutiny.
157

 

 

Her leadership was wrought with contention.  In 1997 she was targeted by the press in 

particular as a conniving, pathological liar guilty of causing another woman‟s suicide 

during the notorious „Easton affair‟.
158

   

 Lawrence recalled her experience of the Marks Royal Commission into the 

affair suggesting that it was an unwarranted exercise instigated purely for political 

gain by the Court government.  Premier Richard Court had asked the Commission to 

investigate „improper uses of power‟ by Lawrence in particular, as leading to the 

suicide of Penny Easton,
159

 wife of Richard Easton.  The estranged husband misuSed 

his friendships in the ALP to have a petition alleging an affair between Penny Easton 

and Richard Court tabled in the State Parliament.  The petition was later proclaimed 

as false but not early enough to save Penny Easton‟s life.  Keith Wilson, Minister for 

Health in Lawrence‟s Cabinet, disclosed in contravention of protocols about cabinet 

confidentiality, that the petition was discussed in Cabinet prior to being tabled in the 

Parliament and accused Lawrence of misrepresenting the truth of those discussions.  

Baird agrees that many saw Lawrence‟s persecution „simply as a witch-hunt‟, while 

some members of her own party wanted vengeance for Lawrence‟s initiative in setting 

up the WA Inc Commission, which resulted in prosecutions and prison sentences for 

former ALP powerbrokers.
160
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 Lawrence‟s acquittal from charges of perjury for giving false testimony to the 

Marks Royal Commission was celebrated publicly by members of the Perth women‟s 

movement and her other supporters in the ALP.
161

  Despite past criticisms, the 

women‟s movement stood behind Lawrence during a turbulent trial.  In a show of 

triumph following the acquittal (and marked by her move to federal politics), in the 

1998 federal election Lawrence increased her majority in the federal seat of Fremantle 

in an election that was generally a disaster for the federal ALP.  Her election in 2002 

as the first woman national president of the party was further evidence of her appeal 

particularly among women ALP members. 

 I interviewed Lawrence a few months after the acquittal in 1999, and 

consciously focused on questions that avoided the rehashing of her changing political 

fortunes.  I was more interested in her understandings of feminism and its role in her 

political involvement, as well as the networks she developed with community groups 

and women in the public service.  She described these relationships as „two-fold‟: 

One was to try and make sure that we were pressing in areas like 

promotion of women in the senior executive services, setting 

targets for all the agencies … I also met very regularly with 

women, mainly through things like special lunches, special 

occasions where I‟d speak to them.
162

 

 

She recalled the importance of reaching the critical mass of women in parliament as 

contributing to the changes in institutional modus operandi. Lawrence had a key role 

in the establishment of EMILY‟s List, a national ALP women‟s organisation aiming 

to promote and mentor feminist ALP women for parliament: 

That‟s basically to give tangible support to women who are being 

preselected … because there are still a lot of difficulties by a lot of 

women in getting to know the system.  They tend to be a little bit 

less well prepared than their male colleagues, just because they 

hadn‟t been in the system so long, or they‟d been in community 
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organisations rather than the union movement … We don‟t see it 

as a competition, it‟s just providing an appropriate support for 

women who otherwise might feel a bit stranded.
163

 

 

EMILY‟s List, which has branches in all jurisdictions, is an example of what Sawer 

has called „separate institution-building‟: despite being an organisation for ALP 

women, it is listed by the Australian Electoral Commission as an „associated entity‟, 

and serves to counter perceptions of the ALP as male-dominated organisation.  

(EMILY‟s List is not endorsed by the ALP National Executive.
164

  EMILY‟s List 

aims to reverse falling support for the ALP among women voters by supporting 

progressive women candidates and working towards substantive representation of 

women, as well as by countering remaining resistance to affirmative action within the 

party.  Women parliamentarians who wish to be supported by the List must sign off 

on pro-choice, pro-childcare and pro-equal opportunity platform, as Davenport, the 

List‟s founding co-convener, has emphasised.
165

  It „provides an institutional base for 

feminism within professionalised party politics‟.
166

 

 As a backbencher in the Federal Opposition, Lawrence has preferred to work on 

issues that reflected her deeply held commitment to social justice, such as the case of 

ALP‟s policy on mandatory detention of asylum seekers, which she cited as a cause of 

her resignation from the federal shadow front-bench in 2002.  She has been giving 

frequent public lectures and speeches in the community and public sectors, and has 

published fervently on political thought.
167

  It is unlikely, however, that she will reach 
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the goal set out by others‟ great expectations, in getting elected as Australia‟s first 

woman prime minister, and perhaps that is not the most significant point arising out of 

Lawrence‟s case as Australia‟s first woman premier in the country.  The contribution 

of Carmen Lawrence is of a less tangible kind, perhaps most obvious in increased 

women‟s presence in the 2001 state elections, marked by a retirement or change of 

direction of most women in the 1980s generation and the changing of the guard where 

younger women, many of whom have sophisticated understandings of feminist 

beliefs, have been elected. 

 

Conclusion 

In as much as it is crucial to emphasise the discursive and material processes through 

which political subjectivities are constructed, it is equally important to acknowledge 

the „strands of agency and resistance among groups and individuals who [have] 

worked to shape and to retain their own meanings about themselves in the world‟.
168

  

The efforts of women parliamentarians discussed in this chapter have in both tangible 

and fundamental ways shaped the paths for the future feminist generations.  Women‟s 

physical presence in parliament is important because parliamentary politics has a 

pervasive influence on public attitudes and debates constructed by competing 

discourses in the public sphere such as within the mainstream media. 

 I have discussed the importance of understanding parliamentary and official 

feminisms as discursive practices, where the emphasis in feminism is on a process 

negotiated within particular contexts in which women engage with the state.  At an 

individual level, feminism was different for each woman of the 1980s generation of 
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parliamentarians, while there has been indisputable unity on certain measures 

advanced by the women‟s movement since the 1970s, such as equal opportunity 

legislation and abortion law reform. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

Getting the Act Together: Campaigning and Legislating for Equal 

Opportunity in 1984 

 

 
This chapter examines the discourse of „equal opportunity‟ as advanced by Western 

Australian women‟s organisations since the 1970s and the ways in which these 

understandings were enshrined in the Equal Opportunity Act 1984 (WA), (hereafter 

EOA), which prohibited sex discrimination.  First, I assess academic feminist debates 

arising in the 1980s and 1990s around the concepts of gender „equality‟ and 

„difference‟.  Second, I discuss the development of the EOA and argue that the 

legislation was the consequence of successful lobbying and advocacy enabled by 

strategic alliances among feminist parliamentarians in the Australian Labor Party 

(ALP), „femocrats‟ in the state public service and women‟s organisations such as the 

Women‟s Electoral Lobby (WEL).  Third, I consider the EOA‟s effects in a case 

study which received large attention from the Western Australian media at the time, 

and which relied on contradictory effects of the legislation to exclude and isolate 

women under certain circumstances from one particular sporting arena. 

 

Theorising equal opportunity 

American feminist philosopher Rosemary Tong traces the development of the modern 

notion of equality to eighteenth-century Western European liberalism, influential in 

publications such as Mary Wollstonecraft‟s Vindication of the Rights of Woman, first 

published in 1792.
1
  Nineteenth- and twentieth-century liberal feminist thought, from 
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Harriet Taylor and John Stuart Mill‟s work, such as The Subjection of Women (first 

published in 1869) to Betty Friedan‟s The Feminine Mystique (published in 1963) 

continued the argument for equality between women and men in the public realm.
2
  

Feminists of the 1970s promoted equal opportunities for women and men as giving 

women access to employment and educational opportunities otherwise unavailable to 

them because of both overt and covert discrimination on the grounds of sex.  More 

recently, feminist academics such as Carol Bacchi and Joan Eveline have questioned 

the ideas underlying and legislation enacting equal opportunities as masking „male 

advantage‟,
3
 and others have commented that the legislation reinforces the gendered 

hierarchy in select public arenas such as sport.
4
 

 Central to the so-called „liberal‟ feminist idea of „equality‟ is freedom from 

oppressive gender roles that are used to justify women‟s absence from the paid 

workforce and other spheres of public life including parliamentary politics and policy-

making positions in the public service.  Liberal feminists argue that one‟s „sex‟ does 

not determine one‟s „gender‟, and reify the distinction between „sex‟ and „gender‟ as 

categories of analysis to mean that sex is a biological „fact‟, while gender is a social 

construct.
5
  Traditional liberal notions of the essentially rational human „core‟, the 

values of individual autonomy and self-fulfilment and the focus on economic 

independence have been evoked in feminist demands that gender should be 

disregarded as irrelevant to the individual woman‟s capacity to perform public duties 
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and participate in paid employment, and to have access to all educational 

opportunities available to men, as preconditions for full equality. 

 Australian feminist political scientist Marian Sawer has made an important 

distinction between American and Australian streams of liberal thought.  She has 

maintained that there was a quintessentially Australian idea of social liberalism, 

distinct from individualist liberalism common in Western countries such as the United 

States and the United Kingdom, „with its themes of equal opportunity, active 

citizenship and the ethical state, provided discursive space and institutional 

possibilities for women‟.
6
  Central to social liberal campaigns since the earliest days 

of Australian colonies was the institution of the state as an independent arbiter for the 

rights of disadvantaged social groups, especially workers in a free-market system.  

This idea, argues Sawer, was inherited by the 1970s Australian feminists, particularly 

large organised groups such as WEL: 

Once the initial impact of US women‟s liberation theory had 

subsided, and with it the anti-state attitudes more characteristic of 

US than Australasian liberalism, there was a rapprochement with 

the kind of feminist advocacy conducted since the 1880s.
7
 

 

 „Equal rights‟ demanded by liberal feminists in Australia was a „wholly 

logical doctrine‟ that was in liberal thought to the „aristocracy of sex‟ what „the rights 

of man‟ was to the „aristocracy of property‟.
8
  The concept of „equal rights‟ was 

critical to liberal feminism‟s view of the state as a potential adjudicator of contested 

gender interests and a guarantor of individual rights.  The response to the male-

dominated state which acts only in men‟s interests led liberal feminists to argue for 
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the solution of „more access, packing more and more women into the top levels of the 

state until balance is achieved‟.
9
 

Theoretical critiques of equality and equal opportunity range from feminist 

functionalist and structuralist frameworks,
10

 which focus on the inherent 

contradictions and limitations of the equal opportunity legislation and its effects on 

the status of relevant social groups, to poststructuralist analyses of the implications of 

equal opportunity as a discourse of power which constitutes gender relations.
11

  

American feminist theorist Judith Butler‟s questioning of the sex/gender distinction is 

particularly relevant to the poststructuralist argument and to my analysis of gender as 

an effect of the EOA: 

Gender ought not to be conceived merely as the cultural inscription 

of meaning on a pregiven sex (a juridicial conception); gender must 

also designate the very apparatus of production whereby the sexes 

themselves are established.  As a result, gender is not to culture as 

sex is to nature; gender is also the discursive/cultural means by 

which “sexed nature” or a “natural sex” is produced and established 

as “prediscursive”, prior to culture, a politically neutral surface on 

which nature acts.
12

 

 

Butler‟s theory is helpful to my analysis of cases where sex discrimination as 

regulated by the legislation is misused to the political exclusion of women from some 

public arenas, as discussed below.  However, Butler‟s theory of sex/gender has been 

criticised for promoting an understanding of gender as a fixed category rather than „a 
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living, unfinished and uncertain process‟.
13

  In this chapter, I incorporate these 

theoretical developments to argue that the Equal Opportunity Act has framed gender 

distinctions as fixed and immutable, particularly in fields such as sport where EOA 

applies with significant exceptions. 

 The use of gender as a social category was a political imperative in the 1970s 

Anglophone women‟s movement because it provided activists with a challenge to the 

purported natural basis defining women as suitable solely for nurturing roles and 

justifying barriers to full participation in the public sphere.  The sex-role theory 

explained that women‟s role in the private sphere was a social construct created 

within the context of patriarchal society rather than a naturally ordained characteristic 

with a biological basis.
14

  „Femininity is seen as the primary source of women‟s 

oppression embodied in the male-dominated world denying the opportunity for full 

and responsible participation.‟
15

  Perth women‟s movement was united in favour of 

lobbying for the removal of all gendered distinctions and common assumptions about 

women‟s abilities, wants and needs, and to present a case that women had equal 

capacities and ambitions to participate in the public sphere on a par with men. 

 I restrict the focus of this chapter to an examination of sex discrimination, 

sexual harassment and affirmative action for women in public employment, as 

embedded in the initial legislation, for a number of reasons.  First, „sex‟ is the only 

social basis of discrimination in the legislation which stands as self-evident, needing 

no definition.  In contrast, for example, „race‟ is defined as including „colour, descent, 

ethnic or national origin or nationality and the fact that a race may comprise 2 or more 
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distinct races [sic] does not prevent it being a race for the purposes of this Act‟.
16

  

Second, this division of discriminatory practices based on „gender‟, „race‟ and others 

is in itself a problematic limitation of category politics.  Indigenous women and 

women from non-English-speaking backgrounds – women from what Australian 

sociologist Carol Bacchi calls „outgroups‟ – tend to „fall through the cracks‟ as a 

result of the separation of „race‟ and „ethnicity‟ from „gender‟ as discursive categories 

of thought in legal, social and political discourse as well as in the equal opportunity 

legislation.
17

  Third, I critically examine the Western Australian legislation by 

focusing on several important aspects in relation to „sex‟ as the basis for prohibited 

discriminatory practice because it is „sex‟ that has been the chief focus of women‟s 

groups‟ lobbying efforts for the legislated equal opportunities in Western Australia 

since the 1970s. 

Feminists have also expressed profound caution about the ideal of „equal 

opportunity‟ at a number of levels, primarily with disappointment that the legislation 

has led to limited progress in lifting the economic, political and social status of 

women.  Australian legal scholar Archana Parashar has summarised these arguments 

in suggesting that „equal opportunity laws have rather modest aims‟.
18

  British 

political scientist Anne Phillips has pointed out that the main disadvantage suffered by 

feminism in its engagement with the liberal discourse is insufficient and non-strategic 

attention to women‟s „difference‟ from men: when the difference no longer matters, 

„then we have a concept of equality that abstracts from the sources and relations of 
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power‟.
19

  The intention behind equal opportunity laws has been to remedy „women‟s 

disadvantage‟ in comparison to men as a social group, primarily „disadvantage‟ 

experienced by women in the „public‟ spheres of employment and education.  It was 

no coincidence that the most concerted battle over the meanings of the male/female 

dualism was also waged in the 1980s, in a decade named by Joan Eveline as „the 

decade of EEO legislation‟.
20

 

Australian feminism‟s shift towards the discourse of „equality‟, evident 

particularly in the interwar period when the ideas of sexual difference celebrated by 

post-suffragist generations were abandoned, became complete with the introduction of 

equal opportunity legislation in the 1980s.  The most potent site of libertarian 

feminism‟s conflict with the liberal heritage was that the ideal of „equality for all‟ 

contradicted the fundamental Women‟s Liberation dictum that the personal was 

political.  The concept of „equality‟ ignored the discursive construction of women‟s 

difference from men in terms of women‟s relegation to the realm of the private sphere 

and their presumed „natural‟ suitability for home-making, child-raising and care of the 

elderly and sick.  Women have not only gained progressively more „equal 

opportunities‟ in the job market, but maintained chief responsibility for the „private‟ 

sphere.  This has been an explanation for the lack of enthusiasm of Perth Women‟s 

Liberation groups towards efforts to legislate for equal opportunity.  For other 

women‟s organisations, such as WEL, the discourse of „equality‟, however, provided 

a powerful window of opportunity necessary to women‟s emancipation from the 

dominant images of domesticity. 
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The ‘second-wave’ of equal opportunities 

Australian feminist activists became increasingly disillusioned with their championing 

of „women‟s difference‟ in the early interwar period.
21

  In the 1930s, feminist 

organisations such as the United Associations (later United Associations of Women) 

in New South Wales and Women‟s Services Guild  (WSG) in Western Australia 

departed from the difference discourse common in earlier feminist organising, and 

embraced the ideals of equal opportunity for women in employment and education.  

The interwar feminist activists were particularly vocal in demanding women‟s social 

and economic independence from men, arguing that all women, irrespective of their 

marital status, should have access to independent income.
22

  The historical context, 

marked by women‟s increased entry into the professional and public world, albeit 

challenged at times like the Great Depression – when women were accused of taking 

„men‟s jobs‟ – necessitated feminist political reorientations. 

 This new engagement with equality led to substantial shifts in the direction of 

Australian feminism; as Lake has written, this occurred rapidly from the 1930s: 

Quite suddenly, it came to be understood that women must win 

equality through disavowing sexual difference and by emulating 

men – taking their rightful place in the men‟s world of politics and 

the professions, in the mines and factories, working day and night 

if necessary, alongside men. … In a major discursive shift, the 

woman as worker began to replace the woman as mother as the 

ideal feminist subject.
23

 

 

Over the course of the 1950s and 1960s, the achievement of equal pay for women 

mobilised a broad cross-section of women‟s organisations and saw concerted action to 

equalise women‟s wages in accordance with the principle of „equality‟.  Since 1969, 

the Conciliation and Arbitration/Industrial Relations Commissions in the states and 
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territories, as well as at Commonwealth level, have accepted the principle of equal 

pay for equal work and, since 1972, the principle of equal pay for work of equal 

value.
24

  In 1966, the Commonwealth Government lifted the „marriage bar‟ which 

discriminated against married women in the public service, and in 1967, the Western 

Australian State Government responded by amending the legislation applicable to the 

state public service.
25

  In the 1980s, however, it became almost inevitable that, in the 

absence of a constitutional or industrial guarantee of gender equality, all Australian 

governments had an obligation to intervene with equal opportunity legislation. 

 The shift to „equality‟ feminism became even more pronounced in the second 

feminist generation of the early 1970s, as the Australian women‟s movement, and 

WEL especially, put forward the establishment of a legal principle of equal 

opportunity as one of their earliest demands to the state.
26

  WEL argued that all 

individual states and territories and the Australian Commonwealth had an obligation 

as signatories to the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) to introduce equal opportunity and 

affirmative action laws.  The feminist demands for legislating for „equality‟ in the 

1970s and 1980s „were premised on the view that unless discrimination was clearly 

stated to be not only unacceptable but indeed illegal, Australians would fail to 

acknowledge it [equality] as legitimate‟.
27

 

 Specific campaigns for Western Australian equal opportunity legislation date 

back to actions by a number of diverse groups active in Perth in the 1970s.  These 
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included the Australian Women‟s Education Coalition, set up as a national body with 

a branch in Western Australia, „to promote non-stereotyping in education and equal 

opportunity for women, both as students and teachers‟.
28

  Another active group, the 

Coalition for Equal Opportunity, had representatives from the Perth Women‟s 

Liberation movement.
29

  While it has been often singled out as the face of liberal 

feminism in Australia, Western Australian WEL was by no means the lone 

torchbearer for legislative equality, although arguably its push was the most 

determined and the best planned.   

 In Western Australia in 1973, WEL worked with a prominent feminist 

campaigner Irene Greenwood and the Council for Equal Pay and Opportunity (CEPO) 

in equal pay campaigns.  CEPO was dissolved later in 1973, following the Arbitration 

Act 1968 (WA) amendments which introduced equal pay for women in the state 

public service and extended these benefits to women under private company awards.
30

  

In the 1974 state election campaign, women in the workforce was the topic of one of 

the four key submissions WEL made to each party candidate.
31

  WEL designated the 

year of 1974 the „women in the workforce year‟, taking the opportunity to lobby 

against sex discrimination in employment advertising, writing to a range of employers 

who published their vacancies in sex-segregated columns in the newspapers.
32

  

Organising around workforce issues was an extension of WEL‟s concerns about the 

nature of the mainstream public education system and its role in reinforcing 

prescribed „sex-roles‟, where women were relegated to the „private‟ sphere and 

performed unpaid but essential work, or were slotted into traditional nurturing 
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occupations such as teaching and nursing.  In International Women‟s Year in 1975, 

WEL wrote to the Liberal government minister for education, Barry McKinnon, 

requesting that schoolgirls be given appropriate career counselling and encouraged to 

participate in employment areas usually regarded as „non-traditional‟ fields for 

women.
33

 

 WEL also played a prominent role in a wholesale lobbying effort of Western 

Australian women‟s organisations to achieve a legislative prohibition of sex 

discrimination.  In 1976, WEL‟s Status of Women Committee held its inaugural 

meeting principally to discuss and plan strategies in the equal-opportunity campaign.  

Yvonne Henderson, a young WEL activist in the 1970s and later ALP politician 

responsible for the success of EOA in the 1980s, and Liza Newby (who in 1984 

became Western Australia‟s first Director of the Women‟s Interests Branch)
34

 took 

the initiative as members of this committee in leading the drafting of an anti-

discrimination legislation modelled on the South Australian law.
35

  In its submission 

to the Western Australian attorney-general‟s office, WEL asked for an end to 

discrimination through legislative reform by including letters from numerous women 

describing everyday examples of discriminatory treatment, such as the refusal of a 

bank loan without the signature of a male guarantor.
36

 

 WEL campaigned on the grounds that the state had a duty to respond to 

women‟s concerns by prohibiting discrimination, and represented equal opportunity in 

the public sphere as a chief concern of increasingly well-educated and career-oriented 

Western Australian women.  WEL‟s strategy to convince a conservative, laissez-faire 
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government included an argument that sex discrimination in employment should be 

prohibited because „the provision of equal opportunities for women would give rise to 

a more stable labour force‟.
37

  Among other demands, WEL argued for an end to sex 

segregation in schools, and the withdrawal of sexist school materials „which 

present[ed] stereotyped, restrictive images of males and females‟.
38

  In the initial draft 

of a sex discrimination bill, WEL focused its attention on „traditional and unnecessary 

differentiations between persons on the basis of their sex, particularly where these 

distinctions are inappropriate, eg. in education‟.
39

  The framing of these demands 

reflected the WEL‟s philosophy of seeking to diminish female „difference‟, because it 

was a necessarily negative difference constructed by the ruling values and beliefs. 

Henderson was in a delegation of WEL women who visited the state minister 

for education, in an effort to persuade him to eliminate sexist and „stereotyping‟ 

content from children‟s books.  She recalled the minister giving the delegation an 

essential „lesson‟ in sexual difference: 

I remember that education minister, sitting down with us at one of 

these delegations.  He just put his hands out on the coffee table at 

the front and said: “Look, ladies, men‟s brains are this big and 

women‟s brains are that big [gesturing] and you women have just 

got to accept that.”
40

 

 

The minister relied on an argument all too familiar to Henderson and the WEL 

deputation: since women and men possessed visibly different physical constituencies, 

it followed that men and women were emotionally and psychologically distinctive.  

The mental capacities of women were deemed deficient for a whole array of public 

activities, including „equal‟ participation in public life, while women‟s assumed 

nurturing qualities made them particularly suitable for a „private‟ career of wife and 
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mother.  Henderson described the frustrations of WEL members who were determined 

to change these deeply entrenched social perceptions: 

We thought if we could just change the [fact that] 99 percent of 

women [were] appearing in aprons waving good-bye in these 

pictures [in school textbooks] as their husbands went off to work, 

we would be achieving something.
41

 

 

 Feminist discourse of the 1970s, as demonstrated by Henderson, relied on the 

„sex role‟ theory to challenge „sex stereotyping‟ which functioned successfully to 

enforce a strict cultural code whereby women‟s biological „sex‟ determined their 

gender, social roles and social status.  The patriarchal hold on power in the public life 

was maintained through an appeal to essential differences between the sexes.  The 

negation of „sex-difference‟ and the undermining of sex as a category became the 

tools in developing persuasive arguments for gender equality.  The challenge posed 

by the feminist discourse of sex „equality‟ at a time when the conservative discourse 

relied on „sex difference‟ to keep women in their place in the home, was a formidable 

challenge to the patriarchal status quo. 

 Liberal feminism‟s reliance on the notion of a „sexless‟ mind living in the 

„sexed‟ body framed the discourse of the irrelevance of sex, that is that women‟s 

biology had no predetermined implications for either their social standing generally, 

or participation in paid employment and public life specifically.  Granting of the equal 

opportunities to women was a logical extension of this argument: „Women and men 

have equal natures … so if women are given equal treatment with men … the 

outcome will be equal performance.‟
42

  The obliteration of „sex‟ necessitated the use 

of „gender‟ as a way of demonstrating the disassociation between the body and the 

mind, and differentiating the biological from the social.  (Later in the 1990s, this 
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division between sex and gender in feminist theory and politics was critically 

interrogated by academic feminists.
43

) 

 Feminist activists in the 1970s aimed to change the social position of women 

through requesting that governments intervene in legislating for equal opportunity, in 

keeping with the social-liberal tradition influential in the women‟s movement at the 

time.  This is one of the possible interpretations for a concentration of feminist 

energies, particularly from WEL women, on applying gentle pressure on political 

parties to adopt the ideals of equal opportunity.  The parties were particularly targeted 

for their „masculine‟ image and male-centred structures which have worked against 

equitable representation of women in the state‟s legislative bodies.
44

 

 The national discussion paper on the position of women in the ALP, which 

started the self-reflective process in 1975, recommended a range of measures whereby 

the ALP would remake itself into a more women-friendly image.  One of these 

recommendations was in favour of affirmative action for women, where one third of 

the office-bearing positions at the most senior levels of the party structure were to be 

held by women.  At the branch level also one third of the office bearers had to be 

women,
45

 as Henderson remembered the changes: 

All that was designed to gradually change the face of the party, 

because the membership had always been strong among women, 

but when you looked at all the branch presidents and [party] 

secretaries … it wasn‟t the women who were chairing the 

meetings.
46
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The Western Australian ALP women drew an agenda for the state ALP to show „the 

ways in which we could progress through all the commitments we‟d given in relation 

to women‟.
47

 

 Western Australian WEL members also organised at the grassroots level to 

promote the ideals of equal opportunity.  They established the Equal Opportunity 

Resource Centre in 1981 – preceding the election of the ALP government in 1983 – as 

a way of providing information to women on equal pay and equality in the workforce.  

The centre was staffed by volunteers from the Western Australian women‟s 

movement, while the limited government funding was used to purchase resource 

material promoted in schools and a number of public institutions.
48

  WEL sent a range 

of submissions to the unsympathetic Coalition state government, requesting provision 

of increased funding for the centre, but received little in the way of a response.  A 

WEL member and ALP Member of the Legislative Council (MLC), Lyla Elliott, also 

lobbied for continued funding for the centre, albeit unsuccessfully.
49

  The efforts of 

the Perth women‟s movement were largely ignored by the conservative governments, 

but it was these campaigns that laid the ground for EOA legislation in the future 

starting with the election of the ALP to the State Government in 1983.
50
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‘Legislating for the right to be equal’
51

 

In the 1980s, Western Australian women who had crafted their lobbying skills in the 

women‟s movement of the 1970s, through groups such as WEL, entered the Western 

Australian Parliament and public service, some with the deliberate aim to work on 

improving the status of women.  Changes in the state political arena followed a 

national trend and strengthened the case for legislating for equal opportunities at the 

state level.
52

  The establishment of a „women‟s policy machinery‟, including the 

position of women‟s advisor and formation of the Women‟s Advisory Council 

(WAC) as an advisory body on women‟s issues to the premier, was a powerful 

statement to women‟s organisations that the rejuvenated ALP was committed to 

opening the government to its demands by virtue of its women‟s policy platform 

strongly promoted among women in the pre-election campaign.
53

 

As Bacchi has noted, „women‟ were a late arrival on the anti-discrimination 

agenda, having been preceded by a ban on racial discrimination legislated by the 

Commonwealth ALP Government‟s Race Discrimination Act in 1975.
54

  The 

Whitlam government lost the 1975 election before it had an opportunity to develop 

and implement its intention to introduce federal sex discrimination legislation.  Not 

until 1983 that another election of Federal ALP government, and in particular the 

efforts of federal Senator Susan Ryan, led to the introduction of the Sex 

Discrimination Act in 1984.  The offshoot of this act, a Green Paper Affirmative 

Action for Women, was approved by the Working Party on Affirmative Action which 
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recommended that the paper be legislated, leading to the Affirmative Action (Equal 

Employment Opportunity for Women) Act 1986 (Commonwealth).
55

 

The first state to make sex discrimination unlawful was South Australia under 

the Dunstan ALP government with the Sex Discrimination Act 1975, proclaimed in 

the International Women‟s Year.  Victoria and New South Wales followed suit in 

1977 with Equal Opportunity Act and Anti-Discrimination Act, respectively.
56

  Late- 

comers were Queensland (Anti-Discrimination Act 1991), the Australian Capital 

Territory (Discrimination Act 1991), Northern Territory (Anti-Discrimination Act 

1992) and Tasmania (Sex Discrimination Act 1994).  The equal opportunity acts 

legislated in the Australian states and federally addressed particular aspects of gender 

inequality by aiming to establish equal opportunities for women in employment, 

education and the provision of goods and services, and to remove structural barriers 

which disadvantaged women as a group in the „public sphere‟.
57

 

In Western Australia, Yvonne Henderson was a backbench Member of the 

Legislative Assembly (MLA) in her first term in the ALP State Government, with 

particular responsibilities to assist the premier on „women‟s interests‟.  Henderson 

was well aware that the ALP‟s election platform included action on improving the 

status of women, having worked with other women in the party to ensure that its 

election policy included a strong commitment to introducing equal opportunity 

legislation.  Her experience with WEL in lobbying and activism convinced Henderson 

that the ALP government would be taking risks with women voters if it reneged on its 
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promises to women, especially because of a widespread belief that the ALP won the 

1983 election with the help of the „women‟s vote‟.
58

 

In an interview, Henderson said she had a „shopping list of things we needed 

to do for women that we had promised during the election campaign‟.
59

  In the second 

reading speech on the Equal Opportunity Bill, she explained that the wider 

community expected such a „common-sense‟ legislation to put an end to 

discriminatory practices.  The positive language of the legislative debate, aiming to 

make the bill acceptable to conservative politicians, emphasised that „equal 

opportunity‟ signified recognition of the individual worth of each member of 

society.
60

  Henderson represented the bill as an outcome of the „people‟s voice‟ 

specifically to ensure the widespread support for the legislation, which she would 

eventually achieve. 

 The WAC was established in 1983 to demonstrate the government‟s desire to 

address the needs of Western Australian women, „so that we could have a wide range 

of women sitting on the body, offering advice to the government, and feeding back 

into the range of women‟s groups‟.
61

  The inaugural WAC had women members from 

all fields of Western Australian public life, including future ALP MLA Diana 

Warnock, her fellow long-term WEL activists Dot Goodrick (as WAC President) and 

Queenie Fogarty, union organiser Gillian Kaub, abortion rights campaigner Gwen 

Leavesley, Liza Newby (who in 1984 became the first women‟s advisor to the 

Premier), activist and equal-opportunity educator Janet Pine and Indigenous 
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community worker and health professional Joan Winch.
62

  The composition of the 

council demonstrated the strong links between Western Australian women‟s 

movement groups such as WEL and parliamentary and bureaucratic politics. 

 The consultative process with women in the Western Australian community, 

driven by the feminist women in the ALP, secured political support for the legislation, 

as Henderson explained: 

Those of us who were on the Caucus Women‟s Committee of the 

Labor Party, that is those members of Parliament, divided amongst 

ourselves different organisations.  We went around and talked to 

lots of different groups, attended their meetings, wrote letters, 

produced brochures and leaflets, and basically “sold” the 

legislation at every opportunity.  We also included in that the 

women‟s sections of the Liberal Party.  We approached key women 

in the Liberal Party to try and ensure that the legislation would 

progress through Parliament smoothly.
63

 

 

Advocacy support by the women in the Liberal Party, in particular MLA Margaret 

McAleer, one of only two Coalition women members at the time, was critical in 

countering the opponents of equal opportunity among the more conservative Coalition 

men.  Constructive discussions with women‟s groups which did not necessarily 

identify as feminist or as members of the women‟s movement, such as the Country 

Women‟s Association (CWA), provided the necessary support for Henderson and 

ALP women „before the legislation [had] even got into the Parliament‟.
64

  Broad 

community consultation conducted by ALP women was critical to convincing some 

conservative ALP men as well as building publicity in the broader public discourse 

about the necessity of equal opportunity legislation.  

Henderson‟s interpretation of the „public‟ discourse as supportive of positive 

action for women‟s advancement and equal opportunity contrasted in some respects 
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with the representations of the same „public‟ discourse by some more conservative 

members of the Coalition Opposition.  National Party member H.W. Gayfer argued 

that equal opportunity measures were „unnecessary‟, not because women were already 

„equal‟, but because the equal opportunity legislation disrupted the „natural‟ gender 

order: 

The view of those in the country is that this Bill seeks to 

discriminate against the family unit and to break it down.  … I 

believe that the people who introduce this legislation know not 

what they do … It is a belief that a man‟s place is there, and the 

woman‟s is there, and she in turn is to be respected for the fact she 

is a woman.  Her aim and belief is to be treated as a woman and to 

be treated above all as a lady at all times.
65

 

 

 Conservative discourse relied on evocations of women‟s „essential‟ 

differences from men.  The differences were discursively constituted as immutable to 

the point where it was believed women themselves would eventually understand that 

the proposed „sex-role‟ changes implicated in the legislation were to their collective 

detriment.  The claims echoing biological and cultural determinist arguments loomed 

large in this interpretation of the community consensus on gender equality.  Although 

Gayfer stated that he intended to support the legislation, he found solace in the fact 

that this immutable difference of a woman would eventually convince her to turn 

away from „equality‟: „Members should mark my words; that is, that the wheel will 

turn and the women will get out of their pants and into their skirts and will want to be 

treated as women.‟
66

 

Similarly, Liberal Party MLA Ian Medcalf commented on his own 

understandings of „sex differences‟ in essentialising and reductionist terms: 

The attitudes of the sexes differ in many notable ways.  Far be it 

from [sic] me to attempt to describe the different attitudes of the 

sexes to different matters, but it has been my experience over many 
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years, being a married man and having had a lot of experience with 

women in one way or another, that frequently their views were 

different from mine.
67

 

 

Medcalf constructed the goal of „equality‟ as an elusive, almost utopian, ideal, 

unachievable in any other form that transcended the „moderate‟, „sensible‟ bill 

intended to bring about „equal opportunity‟ while „avoiding excess‟ equality.
68

  

Discrimination against men, too, was declared illegal, causing some male 

parliamentarians to sigh with relief, such as Hon G.C. MacKinnon who described the 

gradual acceptance of males into the nursing profession as „a long, hard battle‟.
69

 

The deployment of the „difference‟ discourse in the parliamentary debates 

around the bill in Western Australia mirrored the arguments put forward by the far 

stronger anti-feminist organisations in the eastern states of Australia, although it 

lacked the public outpourings of the latter.  The strength of the campaigns fought 

around the Commonwealth ALP Government‟s ratification of CEDAW never 

matched the moderate opposition in Western Australia.  In campaigning against the 

CEDAW ratification, the Queensland branch of anti-feminist group Women Who 

Want to be Women (WWWW) „claimed that ratification would lead to changes being 

made to the Bible, to the state taking control of children from infancy and to Australia 

being placed under the control of foreign powers‟.
70

  The main objection to the 

discourse of „equality‟ was that it threatened to diminish a social reality of 

conservative groupings via an alleged wholesale abandonment of „family values‟. 

Feminists were well aware of the implications of the „family values‟ discourse 

for women.  By the early 1970s, the incidence of domestic violence and rape within 

marriage, the innumerable hours of unpaid work performed mainly by women in the 
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home, and the lack of women‟s control over their bodies were just a few of the issues 

demystified by the women‟s movement to a broader audience.  Henderson maintained 

that women „in the home‟ welcomed the legislation „which asserts the essential 

equality of men and women and which will add to their status as fully participating 

members of society‟.
71

  Henderson‟s emphasis on „women in the home‟ in her 

discussions with sympathetic Coalition members worked to ensure their support for 

the bill because Liberal women parliamentarians welcomed initiatives that were 

favourable to one of their chief constituencies. 

It became necessary to distance the Western Australian equal opportunity bill 

from national developments.  The parliamentary debate occasionally ventured into the 

„excesses‟ that could result from an overemphasis on equality such as the example 

given by Gayfer: „The areas of work in which some women perform now may well 

suffer.  Most members of Parliament have female secretaries.‟
72

  Kay Hallahan, as a 

Labor MLA and one of the WEL members in Parliament, dismissed the importance of 

differences evoked by Gayfer: „The Bill seeks to overcome the disadvantage of 

socialising processes which have resulted in many women regarding themselves as 

inferior, and allowing others to regard them in that way.‟
73

 

Responding to the Opposition‟s comments which emphasised the significance 

of the physical differences between men and women, particularly in bodily „strength‟ 

– as if „strength‟ was an observable, objectively assessed absolute – ALP MLA 

Robert Hetherington claimed that the physical differences varied culturally and that 

they were irrelevant in places of employment due to „technological change‟ and the 
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use of technological advances that overcame them.
74

  But, after being asked to 

comment on the possibility of women‟s participation in armed combat, Hetherington 

insisted that „we should keep an open mind about certain tasks for which women may 

not be suitable‟.
75

  Although women‟s participation in combat duties was a matter for 

federal legislation, there were clearly public arenas regarded, even by progressive 

male parliamentarians, as appropriately closed to women.  This was a gender order 

which a „moderate legislation‟ of the EOA kind dared not disrupt. 

Henderson claimed that she cooperated especially well with the women from 

the Opposition benches in an effort to limit the number of possible amendments to the 

legislation and implied that she had wanted to acknowledge their participation as 

supporters of equal opportunity.  The support of the Liberal women was all the more 

crucial, not only because „there were a few older Liberal men who were pretty anti‟, 

but especially because the ALP, lacking the control of the Legislative Council, needed 

the votes from the Opposition in order to pass the legislation.
76

 

The success of the bill could not have been achieved without any 

compromises.  In particular, the section committing the government to affirmative 

action for women in public employment was challenged on the basis that it 

transgressed the principle of merit in employment.  Marian Sawer has noted that the 

first wave of state legislation in Victoria, New South Wales and South Australia did 

not contain the provisions for „affirmative action‟.  Essentially, this first wave of 

equal opportunity legislation in these states was complaint-based, where the onus was 

on the individual complainant to initiate and prove that sex discrimination had 

occurred.  The concept of „affirmative action‟, introduced later in the 1980s, was 
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different in that it required public sector employers to take initiative and remedy 

discrimination through taking more direct action: 

For the first time, employers were required to identify and do 

something about structural barriers, moving the whole thrust of 

equal opportunity measures away from the arguments about intent 

and towards the examination of policies and practices which had a 

disproportionate impact on women.
77

 

 

 Henderson wanted Western Australia to be one of the states to pioneer the 

affirmative action clause in its first bill.  She was successful in including the section in 

the final draft of the bill, but not without some concerted campaigning, and extensive 

research on women‟s employment position in the public service: 

It was always our argument that there was no lack of qualified and 

competent women to do all these different tasks [in the public 

service], that there was just the matter of making sure that 

employers were required to consider all applicants and to 

encourage women to apply and those sorts of things … [the 

affirmative action section] was in relation to the government sector, 

so that the government would act as a model employer and would 

take strong steps to increase the number of women employed at 

different levels within the public sector.
78

 

 

Under the bill, government departments were obliged to investigate barriers to 

employment of women in the public sector (including not only the public service, but 

statutory authorities such as universities and other public agencies established by an 

Act of State Parliament); institute positive measures to assist with women‟s 

progression on the career ladder; and actively recruit women, as means of levelling 

the playing field and complying with the equal opportunity principles promoted in the 

legislation. 

McAleer, for example, argued persuasively in an effort to convince her fellow 

Coalition members who were resistant to the clauses providing for affirmative action 

in public employment: 
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I think it would be a pity if, in the enthusiasm to abolish 

discrimination and give equal opportunity to all, regardless of sex, 

race, religion, or political belief, we went to the other extreme and 

demanded positive discrimination in favour of anyone who might 

consider he or she could be categorised as a natural victim so that 

we then come to a position in employment where an individual‟s 

choices – “individual” being the employer in this case – could be 

absolutely circumscribed. That would be a real infringement of 

liberty.
79

 

 

Joe Berinson, the Labor Attorney-General who introduced the second reading of the 

bill, provided a response that the government did not envisage equal opportunity in 

public employment to mean anything but merit-driven recruitment, rejecting the 

argument that merit and equal opportunity could not coexist and were essentially 

mutually exclusive categories.
80

 

A committee of members from a variety of women‟s groups, including church 

groups and the CWA, was established to inform the community about the nature of 

the legislation at widely advertised functions and meetings.  The initial nervousness of 

some politicians, particularly regarding the implications of the anti-discrimination 

principle in the field of sport, was overcome by „disposing‟ of these concerns through 

a focus on what Henderson has called the „meatiness‟ of the legislation, referring to 

the fields of employment and education.  The proponents of the law insisted that it 

was „very hard for anyone to argue against a fair chance and an equal chance for 

women to compete‟ with men in the public spheres of employment, education and 

provision of services.
81

 

 The most significant compromises included that the EOA did not apply to the 

„private‟ sphere, to dormitory-type single-sex accommodation, single-sex schools run 

by churches, as well as the exclusion of sexual preference, age, and physical and 
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mental disabilities as grounds for illegal discrimination.  Henderson‟s later view of 

these negotiations was that the ALP women „knew if we put them all in, we probably 

wouldn‟t get the legislation up at all‟.
82

  For Henderson and her supporters, it was 

important to establish the basic parameters of the legislation first, and then lobby for 

the inclusion of exceptions that were compromised in the initial law.  The ALP was 

forced to agree to a range of exemptions from the anti-discrimination charges in order 

to have the bill passed in a „diluted‟ form by the Opposition members.  „It was a 

deliberate decision to put some parameters in and then leave others to add in later 

when we saw that the legislation could work.‟
83

 

 The Perth print media largely ignored the passage of the bill in late 1984, 

perhaps reflecting the subdued tone of the parliamentary debate.  A lonely letter writer 

to the state‟s daily newspaper The West Australian lamented the success of the 

legislation: „Sex discrimination is a basic fundamental of humanity.  Men and women 

are different.  They were made that way so they could complement – not compete 

against – each other.‟
84

  Whether or not the institutionalisation of „equality‟ provoked 

an anti-feminist backlash, it certainly failed to completely eradicate the discourse of 

difference which effectively subjugated women.  In the absence of groups like the 

WWWW, who emerged in Western Australia late in 1986 as part of the larger 

Christian-oriented lobby Endeavour Forum, the parliamentarians undoubtedly 

relegated the difference discourse to a secondary position of importance. 
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For the ALP Caucus Women‟s Committee, the passage of the legislation was a 

celebrated achievement.  Henderson was the first Australian backbencher to introduce 

legislation of such significance into the parliament, as she has explained: 

[Premier] Brian Burke probably was of the opinion that I knew 

more about it than he did, and he was quite happy for me to 

introduce it into Parliament and take it through.‟
85

 

 

Feminist parliamentarians insisted that equal opportunity as a principle was not an end 

in itself.  Hallahan reinforced a belief that the bill was simply part of a process of 

further social reform.
86

   

Reforms were made to the EOA in the course of 1980s and 1990s that 

introduced forms of discrimination on the basis of sexuality, for example.  The 

original bill and the process of its negotiation and debate, however, demonstrated the 

breadth of both benefits and compromises inherent in negotiating with the state 

around institutionalised equality.  Feminist politicians such as Henderson and 

Hallahan exuded endless optimism about the legislation‟s capacity to reshape 

significantly the contemporary gender order, particularly by opening up the worlds of 

employment, education and services to a generation of well-situated women who 

made full use of these windows of opportunity. 

 

In the company of men: the benefits and limits of equal opportunity 

Despite the modest nature of the EOA, sections of the Western Australian community 

continued to promote the view that the legislation aiming to entrench women‟s 

equality by prohibiting „sex discrimination‟ threatened the status of men.  The attitude 

was exemplified by the Men‟s Confraternity, based in the Perth suburb of Victoria 

Park, whose chief organiser Mike Ward appeared as a regular letter writer to the 
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national, state and community print media.
87

  The Men‟s Confraternity, most likely 

formed in 1986, styled itself as a response to the power of the „socialist government‟, 

which sought to establish the „power of women over men.‟
88

  „The feminists‟, Ward 

claimed, had infiltrated public life, including the government departments and judicial 

authorities such as the Western Australian Family Court, and were allowed to institute 

„special‟ programs which obliterated the differences between the sexes: 

They were pressing authorities to remove physical competition for 

sporting events so that both sexes may compete on what they see as 

equal terms.  We believe that boys need the tougher competition for 

their development and would like to see boys and girls remain what 

they are – different and complementary.
89

  

 

 The nature of the group‟s political appeal stemmed from its positioning as 

speaking from the margins for the majority of men who had been silenced in the 

course of the feminist „takeover‟ of the public sphere, particularly in government and 

parliamentary politics.  The Men‟s Confraternity demonstrated the enduring and 

pervasive influence of the discourse of „difference‟, where the denial of women‟s 

sexual difference in the EOA was instituted by prohibiting „sex‟ discrimination and 

opening up „inappropriate‟ spheres and activities to women.  It is notable that Ward 

chose to cite an example of sport in his letters and correspondence with the 

government.  As reformist as equal opportunity legislation was, it posed an 

unprecedented threat to the status quo underpinning the contemporary gender order. 

 The objectives of the Western Australian Equal Opportunity Act (1984) were 

couched in gender-neutral language, and the passages are worth quoting in full:  

(a) to eliminate, so far as is possible, discrimination against 

persons on the ground of sex, marital status or pregnancy, family 
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responsibility or family status, race, religious or political 

conviction, impairment or age in the areas of work, 

accommodation, education, the provision of goods, facilities and 

services and the activities of clubs; 

b) to eliminate, so far as is possible, sexual harassment and racial 

harassment in the workplace and in educational institutions and 

sexual harassment and racial harassment related to accommodation; 

(c) to promote recognition and acceptance within the community 

of the equality of men and women; and 

 (d)  to promote recognition and acceptance within the community 

of the equality of persons of all races and of all persons regardless 

of their religious or political convictions or their impairments or 

age.
90

 

 

The EOA established the Office of the Commissioner for Equal Opportunity, which 

monitored all cases within the jurisdiction of the EOA, and the Equal Opportunity 

Tribunal, which adjudicated the cases that came before it. 

 Importantly, the EOA provided for affirmative action for women in public 

employment and the establishment of an Office of the Director of Equal Opportunity 

in Public Employment to monitor women‟s progress in the public service.
91

  The 

targets of the state plan towards reaching equal opportunities in public employment 

were the state agencies, government departments, all statutory authorities and bodies, 

who were required to report on management plans on initiatives and progress in 

achieving the goals set by the regulations.  Equal employment opportunity for the 

state public sector meant „moving the whole thrust of equal opportunity measures 

away from arguments about intent and towards the examination of policies and 

practices which had a disproportionate impact on women‟.
92

  There was extensive 

consultation between the Western Australian Labor administration and the NSW 

public service, specifically the Director of Equal Opportunity in Public Employment, 
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in the course of drafting the EOA.
93

 

 There is no specific terminology of „affirmative action‟ as such in the state 

equal opportunity legislation.  Sawer has noted that the use of the term „EEO [equal 

employment opportunity]‟ to refer to the requirement for management action reflected 

the strategy to eclipse the implications of the „quotas in women‟s employment‟ 

discourse successfully discredited by the opposition to affirmative action.
94

  The 

purposes of equal opportunity measures in public employment were stated as aiming 

to „eliminate and ensure the absence of discrimination in employment on the ground 

of sex, marital status, pregnancy, family responsibilities or family status, race, 

religious or political conviction, impairment‟, and to „promote equal employment 

opportunity for all persons‟, in the authorities where it applied.
95

 

 I argue that the affirmative action (AA) provisions in the Western Australian 

legislation contribute to the goal of gender equality but not as „positive 

discrimination‟: they are an EEO initiative completely consistent with the personnel 

practice of hiring the „best person for the job‟ without prejudice.
96

  This includes 

referring to „merit‟, comprising any „qualifications‟ and „experience‟ justifying its 

application in a supposedly gender-less employment domain.  Feminist sociologist 

Clare Burton‟s pioneering analysis of the detailed effects of understandings of „merit‟ 

on women‟s senior public service employment rates, carried a warning that seeing a 

source of some of the problematic issues in EOA reporting involved looking more 

closely at „prevailing definitions of skill, merit, competence and experience relevant 
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to certain positions‟ in management plans.
97

 

 The peculiar gender neutrality of the language used in the Western Australian 

legislation, including the sections on equal opportunity in public employment, is 

attributed to the heritage of „formal equality‟ within the liberal discourse.  This liberal 

heritage has the disadvantaged effect of diminishing the applicability of social-liberal 

message, as articulated by Australian feminist legal theorist Margaret Thornton: 

”Neutrality” serves as an effective device to occlude the reality of 

women‟s subordination, for it seeks to delude us into thinking that 

an act of discrimination against a woman is simply a replication of 

an act of discrimination against a man.
98

 

 

The legislation‟s gender-neutral language equates the likelihood of discrimination 

against men with the incidence of discrimination against women in an attempt not to 

privilege any type of „sex‟ discrimination as more endemic to the existing gender 

order.  As Bacchi has concluded, affirmative action provisions do not resolve the 

conflict between individual and family needs: 

The point is that current understandings of anti-discrimination as 

treating likes alike has meant that equal treatment and the kind of 

“different treatment” implied in affirmative action have been set up 

in opposition.
99

 

 

 The deployment of the „gender-neutral‟ strategy may have been necessary 

during the parliamentary debate as a way of ensuring the smooth passage of the bill 

and a victory for the women‟s movement in an important year.  But the effects of the 

level-playing field assumed by the gender-neutral language of the legislation were 

sometimes contradictory to the aspirations of feminist campaigners.  On one occasion, 

for example, a man successfully claimed discrimination on the basis of sex because he 

                                                 
97

 Clare Burton, „Equal Opportunities Programs: Issues in Implementation‟, in Grieve & 

Burns (eds), Australian Women, p.300. 
98

 Margaret Thornton, „The Seductive Allure of EEO‟, in Grieve & Burns (eds), Australian 

Women, p.216. 
99

 Bacchi, Same Difference, p.168. 



 168 

was required to pay an entry fee into a nightclub while women were allowed free of 

charge.
100

  It would have been possible to substantiate an argument that this situation 

was equitable since Western Australian women were the lowest paid women in the 

country, but the nightclub venue was found to have contravened the principle of 

(gender-neutral) „equal‟ treatment embedded in the legislation. 

 Discrimination is defined as less „favourable treatment‟ in employment, 

education and the provision of goods and services accorded to one social group when 

compared to others, such as discrimination based on „sex‟.
101

  While the category of 

„sex‟ in sex discrimination is conspicuously not defined, unlike „race‟ or „marital 

status‟, important and revealing exceptions are the word „man‟, defined as „the 

member of the male sex‟, and „woman‟, defined as „the member of the female sex‟.
102

  

One implication of this wording is that the category of (male/female) „sex‟ needs no 

theoretical definition as an observable and self-evident characteristic of each gender, 

that is, of each man or woman respectively. 

 As reiterated in the EOA, sex is a characteristic that „appertains generally to 

persons of the sex of the aggrieved person‟, or „a characteristic that is generally 

imputed to persons of the sex of the aggrieved person‟.  This reinforces Butler‟s 

challenge to the sex/gender dualism because the EOA essentially understands the two 

binaries to have an identical meaning with gender ascribed in unexplained ways onto 

the supposedly more observable and thereby less tenuous „sex‟.  The construction of 

the category of woman as a coherent and stable subject is an unwitting regulation and 

reification of gender codes and gender relations.
103

  As Bacchi has observed, 
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discrimination can mean „different treatment of similarly situated people‟.
104

 

 The legislation also differentiates between indirect and direct discrimination.  

The problem of indirect discrimination is remedied by a clause where the equality of 

outcome is a manifest goal, and discrimination is defined as a set of „unreasonable‟ 

demands, conditions and requirements with which the aggrieved person cannot or 

does not comply.  The indirect discrimination clause is significant in that it shifts the 

focus from the individual basis of discrimination to the exclusion of an entire social 

group.  It has enabled feminists to argue that in the area of work, lack of parental 

leave has a disproportionate impact on women who have children and who break the 

„seamless‟ pattern of their careers to care for them.
105

  But the inherently gender-

neutral discourse of the legislation ensures the continuous segregation of the 

workforce and the hegemony of namely masculine values of the individual, 

competition, aggression, and hierarchical organisation, as normalised characteristics 

of „work‟.
106

 

 The EOA essentially applies only to the public sphere.  It seeks to eliminate 

discrimination, „so far as is possible‟, in a range of areas such as public service (where 

affirmative action applies), in partnerships, qualifying bodies, professional and trade 

organisations.
107

  It covers applicants and employees, contract workers, commission 

agents, and all persons seeking access to goods and services, education, 

accommodation and clubs.  Where the discrimination in the disposal of land, for 

example, is generally illegal, it is not the case where that land is disposed by way of 

will or gift, as this is usually understood as occurring in the „private‟ sphere.  

                                                 
104

 Bacchi, Same Difference, p.158. 
105

 Ibid. 
106

 Betsy Wearing, Gender: The Pain and Pleasure of Difference, Addison Wesley Longman 

Australia, Melbourne, 1996, p.168. 
107

 EOA, Section 3 for example. 



 170 

Similarly, where legislation refers to „employment‟, this is defined as paid work in the 

public domain rather than unpaid work performed largely in „private‟ and largely by 

women.  Anti-discrimination legislation normalises the idea of „a person‟ as a 

masculinised individual detached from the private context of his life.  Possible 

consideration of „harms‟ or consequences of being treated „equally‟ in the public 

sphere is also „private‟ and does not belong to the „public‟ world, drawing the 

boundaries in public discussions of issues such as maternity and parental leave and 

childcare.
108

 

 Several exemptions in the EOA demonstrate the instability of the notion of 

„equality‟ and contribute to the constitution of gender relations.  There is no legal 

barrier in the EOA to discrimination in employment where there is a set, desirable 

„genuine occupational qualification‟.
109

  This may include having the physical 

attributes (other than strength or stamina), performance and entertainment 

requirements, being of a „relevant sex‟ to preserve decency in the fitting of clothing, 

or being of a „specified gender‟ where searches of the clothing or bodies are included 

in the job duties.  Some feminists have commented that these exclusions are 

unnecessary since neither women nor men would intend to apply for work where they 

are precluded by reasons of their physiology.
110

  The language of the legislation 

implies that the aim is to preserve a strict morality in public life and enforce a strict 

code of „gender segregation‟ in occupations that involve, for example, physical 

contact.   

 Strength and stamina are also understood as necessary criteria for participation 

in sport and sport is one of the major arenas where high physical contact is inevitable.  
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In one of the most glaring exemptions, discrimination based on „sex‟ in admittance to 

any competitive sporting activity „in which the strength, stamina or physique of 

competitors is relevant‟ is legal so long as discrimination applies to persons above the 

age of 12.
111

  The exemption relies on complex medical theories of „sexual‟ difference 

to determine the boundaries of supposedly natural „gender‟ segregation, reinforcing 

the existence of separate spheres in certain public arenas such as sport.  A case study 

of application of the relevant EOA sections, which limited women‟s participation in 

sport, normalises masculine definitions of sporting achievement and uses a notion of 

sex as a fixed an immutable naturally ordained characteristic.  It also illustrates the 

contradictory nature of equal opportunity as concept and legislative measure. 

 In early 1997, an 11-year-old student Lisa Jernakoff enrolled in the Western 

Australian Softball Association‟s winter season competition, in the sub-junior league, 

as a member of the Northern Districts‟ Men‟s Softball Club Inc.  The Softball 

Association offered summer training to girls and winter training to boys, while the 

sub-junior league team of under-13-year-olds, in which Lisa was a player, was of 

„gender-mixed‟ composition.  It had three girls, as well as an eight-year-old boy 

player.  Due to an eventual shortage of players under 13, the coach decided to elevate 

the team to the B division of the Association‟s junior competition for players under 

the age of 16.  Lisa‟s registration as a member of the junior B team went unnoticed 

until an opposing team lodged a protest after a game.  In June 1997, the coordinator of 

the winter competition wrote to the club advising that Lisa was ineligible to compete 

in a team composed of and intended for male players only, while Lisa wanted to play 

in the winter rather than in the summer competition.  She continued to attend training 

and games throughout the season and was awarded a „valuable player‟ award at the 
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season‟s end. 

 Lisa‟s parents lodged on her behalf a complaint with the Equal Opportunity 

Tribunal alleging unlawful discrimination in the provision of goods and services, 

claiming that Lisa was treated less favourably than a male member in the same 

circumstances.  In her evidence, Lisa explained her position: „“…. In this day and age, 

everyone is told that you should never let anyone tell you that you are not good 

enough just because you‟re a girl.‟”
112

  The complaint was dismissed by the Tribunal 

because the „anatomical exemption clause‟ deemed it lawful for the Softball 

Association to exclude a female player from a competition‟ on the basis of „sex‟.
113

 

 The Tribunal noted in its statement that it was „obliged to look beyond the 

specific circumstances of an aggrieved individual and take account of matters which 

are relevant to … the appropriate conduct of the competitive sporting activity 

generally‟.
114

  The Tribunal reported that there was an agreement between the parties 

that „significant differences‟ in physical capacities between male and female players 

above the age of 16 while in elite competition worked to the advantage of the male 

players.  It was also agreed that such „differences‟ were not observed among players 

of 13 years of age or younger.  The Association‟s „expert witness‟ provided „data‟ 

demonstrating that by the age of 13, boys had started to „move ahead‟ of girls in some 

physical measurements and that by the age of 16 this gap widened „to the point where 

only a small proportion of girls would be able to match the average boy in strength, 

stamina, and physique‟.
115

 

 The Association‟s „expert witness‟ could not demonstrate why Lisa Jernakoff, 
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despite being presumed „weaker‟ than most, if not all, of the boys in her team, 

repeatedly won awards for her play performance and clearly had not suffered any 

disadvantage by playing for her team.  Whereas the idea of „disadvantage‟ has almost 

always been seen as a consequence of discrimination against women, it appears that 

in this case „disadvantage‟ entailed a conscious decision to discriminate against Lisa 

under the pretext of her „own good‟.  The decision handed down by the Tribunal in 

the Jernakoff case has all the discursive hallmarks of „protecting‟ women from the 

stronger male gender, wherein women are made to feel indebted to the paternal care 

of the state in the name of „equal opportunity‟.
116

 

 The constitution of gender relations in sport is an important site for examination 

because of the dominance of sporting discourses in Australian popular culture, where 

gender segregation on the field is justified by appeals to strength, stamina or 

physique.  „Like war, sport is an area of endeavour virtually sacred to men and 

therefore constitutes a very effective means of transmitting both sexist and able-

bodied ideology.‟
117

  In the Jernakoff case, the relationship between strength and 

stamina of an individual player and her ability to play softball effectively was never 

established convincingly.  This connection was assumed on the basis of the physical 

„differences‟ being self-evident among men and women as social groups.  Evidence 

that Lisa played „just as well as any boy‟ in her team would have disrupted the 

gendered preconception of physical difference as Michael Burke has explained: „the 

Act enshrines the aura of difference between the sexes, which is almost always read 

as male superiority‟.
118

  The Tribunal‟s decision cemented the idea that „sex 

segregation‟ was in some arenas justified on the basis that it did not undermine the 
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underlying principles of equal opportunity legislation.  The decision agreed with some 

sections of the Western Australian community, such as the Men‟s Confraternity, who 

evoked the „biology-as-destiny‟ argument, where the presupposed physical 

„inferiority‟ of women judged by male-centred standards determined their social, 

cultural and political subordination. 

 Applications of the provisions of the Western Australian EOA have had mixed 

effects for the collective positioning of Western Australian women.  The underlying 

theory of equal opportunity, and its application in the cited Western Australian 

examples, „is that all should be equal at the starting points and that those specified 

factors … perceived to be irrelevant, such as race or sex, will not be allowed to hinder 

the process unfairly‟.
119

  The long-term effects of equal opportunity legislation 

validated the „formal equality‟ theory as applicable with practical outcomes.  The 

substantive gender quality, however, involves equality of result as a measure of 

achievement.
120

  Substantive equality was envisioned as the key indicator of measures 

introduced by ALP state governments, which included equal opportunity legislation, 

in Western Australia as well as nationally and internationally.
121

  The EOA of 1984 

was an attempt to address the anomalies in law and eclipse the assumptions of 

inferiority accorded to women‟s „sex‟ difference.
122

   

 

The end of equality?: the debate about equality and difference 

Since the 1980s, feminist scholarship concerned with implementation of the range of 

equal opportunity laws has focused largely on the limited outcomes provided in the 
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legislation in opening up opportunities for women.  This body of academic work has 

given a valuable account of the structures which persisted to curtail full opportunities 

for women embedded in the discourse of the legislation.  In the labour „market‟, as 

Thornton concludes, sex segregation is reflected in an overwhelmingly persistent 

concentration of women in the low-paid segments of employment and in the „caring‟ 

professions.  Interpretations of affirmative action as benefiting the status quo hold that 

by „upholding managerialism and masculinity as the pre-eminent organisational 

values‟, the mere „allowing‟ of women „makes little difference because of the 

perceived congruence between the imagined masculine and authority‟.
123

 

 In particular, the assignation of women to the „private sphere‟ has proved 

resilient to the demands of equality discourse and the legislative provision of equal 

opportunity.
124

  While the law promised equal opportunity in the public domain, this 

meant that „private/public‟ division became more firmly entrenched in the social as 

much as in the legal discourse.  British sociologist Cynthia Cockburn has written that 

„for women to escape subordination to men in the relationship of home to work has to 

change beyond anything yet envisaged in the name of equality policy‟.
125

 

 Those women for whom, however, the legislation opened up opportunities at 

work which would have otherwise been inaccessible,
126

 the significance of Australian 

equal opportunity legislations lies perhaps in the attention they focus on existing 

gender inequities and persistent problems.  While the discourse of equality may have 

had modest goals, and the equal-opportunity legislation somewhat contradictory 

effects, there is little doubt that the EOA has brought benefits to the status of women 

in Western Australia, in that the principles of equal opportunity have been accepted 
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by the arguably least egalitarian Western Australian social and political centres of 

influence such as some members of the Coalition parties. 

Recent theoretical developments propose that the discourse of „women‟s 

disadvantage‟ prevents a discussion of „men‟s advantage‟ through its focus on men – 

or on what Merle Thornton calls „men‟s doings‟
127

 – as the reference point for the 

attainment of women‟s „equality‟.  Eveline‟s well-received argument discusses the 

opportunities for feminism to develop further the concept of „male advantage‟ with 

specific reference to equal opportunity: 

We know that to be successful, the regulative laws of equal 

opportunity initiatives must contradict the constitutive advantaging 

of men.  Those who formulate and sustain those laws are under 

pressure not to contradict that constitutive ordering.  Foregrounding 

the politics of advantage … reveals that conflict.  But there is 

another aspect of the strategy that is important to the state.  Cut out 

of the picture framed by the coupling of “women” and 

“disadvantage” is not only the situational descriptor labelled 

“advantage” but its unitary referent.  A rhetoric of “men‟s 

advantage” allows a moment of normless space in which the 

emphasis falls on deconstructing “men”.
128

 

 

 Feminist philosopher Drucilla Cornell suggests that women‟s difference from 

men needs to enter the official feminist discourse which engages with the state, such 

as the discourse that demands equal opportunity for women.  This may take the form 

of an argument for „equivalent‟ instead of „equal‟ rights, as the former term 

recognises women‟s differences without having to compare them to the male norm in 

order to justify their discursive construction.
129

  Cockburn‟s argument for the „parity 

of rights‟ between men and women resembles Cornell‟s search for a neutral term that 

acknowledges there are different stages of women„s lives: „What we are seeking is not 
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in fact equality, but equivalence, not sameness for individual women and men, but 

parity for women as a sex, or for groups of women in their specificity.‟
130

 

 An example of an argument for equivalent rights would apply to abortion 

rights: 

Without such a right women cannot aspire to achieve the most 

basic sense of well-being [a criterion for achieving „equivalent‟ 

rights], because we are denied control over our reproductive 

capacity and the power to live pregnancy and motherhood with joy 

and without sacrifice of other aspects of our lives.
131

 

 

Cornell criticises the dominant approach to „equality‟ as obliterating feminine 

difference, or assimilating it to the point where many women today find themselves 

on the „mummy track‟.  The American expression, the „mummy track‟, is equally 

fitting for the Australian context to describe opportunities for some women to work 

on flexible schedules or part-time hours while still remaining primary carers of 

children and the elderly, and who are expected to be sole labourers in the „private‟ 

sphere.
132

  The inscription of women‟s difference from men in legislation and social 

policy often reinforces gender inequalities such as the segregated division of labour 

and child-rearing responsibilities „that has been more separate than equal‟.
133

 

 In the Western Australian legislation, sexual harassment is another issue 

that is prohibited as a form of sex discrimination in employment, education and the 

provision of accommodation.  The prohibition has been enabled by a commonly 

shared understanding of sexual harassment influenced by the 1970s women‟s 

movement: 

Sexual harassment is pervasive within the workplace because there 

is a coincidence between maleness and domination on the one 
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hand, and femaleness and subordination, on the other hand, in the 

same way that sexual relations have been constructed in our 

society.
134

 

 

Sexual harassment provides an illustration of the extent to which „sex difference‟ is 

constructed in the legislation.  It is defined, in a rather limiting way, as an 

„unwelcome sexual advance, or an unwelcome request for sexual favours‟, occurring 

where the aggrieved person has „reasonable grounds‟ for believing that a refusal of 

the sexual advance or favour would disadvantage her in any way in connection with 

her employment, studies or the provision of accommodation, or where the charges of 

sexual harassment lead directly to the aggrieved person being disadvantaged by their 

refusal.
135

  An act of „sexual harassment‟ includes „a reference to the making, to or in 

the presence of, a person, of a statement of a sexual nature concerning that person, 

whether the statement is made orally or in writing‟.
136

 

 North American legal scholar Catherine MacKinnon has foregrounded the 

centrality of sexual harassment, rape, pornography and battery in perpetuating 

women‟s subordination.
137

  MacKinnon has equated sexual harassment to other forms 

of abuse against women, irrespective of whether the event of harassment includes 

physical contact or was confined to „words‟ only.  Anti sexual harassment legislation 

should provide an acknowledgement of the damage caused to the individual by 

unwanted sexual advances and that such behaviour constitutes an abuse of power.  It 

is not a coincidence that the vast majority of complainants of sexual harassment are 

women, while the number of complaints in Western Australia has been steadily rising 
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since 1984 since the EOC was established.
138

  As the legislation requires an explicitly 

stated recognition that the attention a complainant receives is „unwelcome‟ as proof 

that sexual harassment has occurred, the unreported incidence of sexual harassment 

has not escaped the attention of feminists.
139

 

 As Australian legal feminist theorist Jenny Morgan has argued sexual 

harassment legislation embodies several contradictory implications.  The legal 

discourse shrouds the incidence of „sexual harassment‟ in the appealing cloak of 

decency and behaviour appropriate to the maintenance of virtuous public conduct.
140

  

The „gender-neutral‟ language of the legislation suggests that sexual harassment is 

understood as an „indecent‟ and „immoral‟ act that can happen under identical 

circumstances and in equal likelihood to women and men.  However, it can be argued 

that the prohibition of sexual harassment subverts the public/private dichotomy by 

condemning the seemingly „private‟ behaviour in the workplace.  Unwelcome 

comments and advances of a sexual nature are very likely to be made behind the 

closed doors, in the secrecy of the semi-private domain within the larger public 

sphere, or out of ordinary working hours.  Sexual harassment legislation includes the 

concept of a hostile or sexually permeated environment, a recognition enacted by a 

Western Australian case held before the Equal Opportunity Tribunal in 1994.
141

 

 The EOA-type legislation has been criticised as a „social reformist‟ tool 
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providing individualist remedies, even as it recognises the social basis of inequality 

constructed through processes of ascription of categories such as „sex‟.
142

  However, 

the sexual harassment provisions also provide a tool for feminist arguments that the 

„private‟ language of the „public‟ domain is not so private after all.  By appealing to 

possible individual and social consequences of sexual harassment as going beyond the 

individual, the feminist campaigners have been able to persuade otherwise reluctant 

employers to work towards prohibition and eventual elimination.  The contribution 

made by the EOA is demonstrated by an acceptance in the legislation that there is a 

strong social basis to inequality.
143

 

 The feminist debates around a binary relationship between „equality‟ and 

„difference‟ have led to an emphasis on the political implications of postulating 

women‟s difference in a binary relationship to women‟s equality.  Earlier socialist and 

communitarian feminist critiques did not get beyond the equality/difference dualism 

by asking in whose political interests were debates about women‟s „sex‟ differences 

constructed and evoked in public discourse.  Their important observation was, 

however, that „liberal‟ feminists tended to adopt what had seemed to those who 

celebrated sex difference as „male values‟ or values and beliefs associated with 

masculinity as the social and political norm against which any success women made 

was measured and evaluated.
144

 

 Eveline‟s argument about „male advantage‟ presents a solution to the 

unhelpful dualism of „equality‟ and „difference‟, where the only „difference‟ 

discussed is that embodied by women, maintaining the normative privilege of men.
145
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Poststructuralist theory has provided the space for feminist historian Joan Scott to 

critically analyse the terms of the debate around the anti-discrimination claim against 

a major department outlet, Sears Roebuck, which reinvigorated public debate in the 

United States about women‟s equality.  In what has become known as the „Sears 

case‟, women‟s differences in career aspirations – which, it was argued, lacked the 

assertiveness more common to men – was used to deny the claim of discrimination 

against a female employee when she applied for a promotion.
146

 

 In her concluding remarks, Scott demonstrates the futility of postulating the 

arguments for either women‟s equality or women‟s difference as a matter of fixed 

conflicting positions.  The fundamental issue is how to retain the tool of sexual 

difference while preserving the capacity to make claims favouring women‟s equality.  

Scott suggests that „the unmasking of the power relationship constructed by posing 

equality as the antithesis of difference and the refusal of its consequent dichotomous 

construction of political choices‟ provides the crucial first step.
147

  If equality means 

sidelining the differences between individuals in a particular context, then „the 

political notion of equality thus includes, indeed depends on an acknowledgement of 

the existence of difference‟.
148

  Scott redefines equality as „deliberate indifference to 

specified differences‟.
149

 

 In Australian feminist debates, Carol Bacchi interprets Scott‟s argument in 

asserting that the focus on classification rather than on conditions in the traditional 

equality legislation means that the legislation can be interpreted for radically different 

ends.  In other words, resort to women‟s equality or difference from men can serve 
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both progressive and conservative causes.  The dual possibilities are clear in my 

discussion in the Western Australian context of the „public‟ discourse which frames 

the extent of women‟s equality and the legislation‟s effectiveness.  The point to 

consider is, as Bacchi has suggested, that the „employment of a gender … [as a] 

category triggers the analysis, ignoring whether the category has been invoked to the 

benefit of or to the detriment of the person affected by the [discriminatory] 

behaviour‟.
150

  The message for feminist politics is to avoid the trap of the 

equality/difference dichotomy, and minimize contradictions inherent in the concept of 

equal opportunity by accepting that political strategies follow from contextual 

urgencies which shape feminist responses to discrimination. 

 

Conclusion 

Political opportunities and feminist responses to equal opportunity debates were 

framed, as I have argued, in their own social and historical context.  During the 

„second-wave‟ of feminism, when the seeds of the „equality‟ discourse came to their 

full fruition as embodied in the legislation, that same discourse represented a radical 

challenge to the gender order in which women‟s difference was assigned exclusive 

and immutable inferiority.  Although the „equality‟ discourse may have become 

obsolete by the end of the 1990s, when the slow progress in advancing women‟s 

„equality‟ came to be questioned by veteran feminist‟ commentators such as Anne 

Summers,
151

 its legacy stands as one of the major strategies employed by the broader 

Western Australian women‟s movement in its engagement with the state.  The 

legislation prohibiting sex discrimination in Western Australia can be seen as a 
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product of historical circumstances which included the election of the progressive 

government with a clear and comprehensive feminist platform, enabled by favourable 

social climate and optimistic public opinion, and a record numbers of feminist women 

to the State Parliament that marked the beginning of the 1980s as the „decade of equal 

opportunities‟. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

‘Doing It Differently’: 

Leading the Women’s Information and Referral Exchange 
 

This chapter is a case study of the Western Australian state government-provided 

women‟s service, the Women‟s Information and Referral Exchange (WIRE), which 

opened in 1984 and closed in 1992.  WIRE marked a unique moment in the history of 

Western Australian „official feminism‟ for two reasons.  First, WIRE was an example 

of state femocrats using an opportunity to „do it differently‟ in providing a community 

women‟s service managed by women for women, although remaining within the 

context of state government funding.
1
  Second, however contradictorily, WIRE also 

came to exemplify the constraints inherent in state government‟s accommodation of 

feminist demands, because its operational philosophy was blamed for its failures 

disclosed under a cloud of scandalous circumstances.  Whereas egalitarianism in 

managing WIRE was acceptable to the government during the agency‟s prosperous 

times, it remerged as a focus of attention and a „problematic aspect‟ at times when the 

government was under pressure, blamed for financial mismanagement and inherent 

corruption among its ranks.  WIRE was closed in late 1992 but this could not prevent 

the downfall of the Lawrence government and subsequent representations of her 

administration as personifying the failure of feminist experiment in the ALP and in 

the public service during the 1980s. 
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The 1970s revolution in women’s services 

The provision of adequate information services to women had been on the agenda of 

the Western Australian women‟s movement since the 1970s, as a response to the 

rapidly accelerating pace of life which threatened to disadvantage women positioned 

in a patriarchal gender order.  The post-Second World War era marked the 

„information age‟, a time of accentuated mass-communication and unprecedented 

technological developments which threatened to widen the gap between those whose 

advantaged social status guaranteed access to needed information, and those who 

were placed to lag behind.  The accelerated tempo of living brought about by this 

information revolution is suggested by Roma Harris and Patricia Dewdney: 

The volume of information available and the complexity of 

modern life ensure that most of us often feel overwhelmed.   

Indeed, one might argue that as a staggering amount of information 

builds around us, our ability to “know” actually declines.
2
 

 

The information era increasingly necessitated a centralised provision of information in 

the establishment of agencies – both formal and informal – as one-stop-shop 

information providers.  Examples included the Citizens‟ Advice Bureau, and Infolink, 

the Western Australia State Library‟s information service. 

 The international women‟s movement of the 1960s and 1970s argued that the 

inequalities inherent in the patriarchal system also pervaded the provision of 

information and resulted in women‟s systematic disadvantage in accessing 

information necessary to make life decisions.  Val Marsden, a senior Western 

Australian femocrat and WIRE‟s inaugural co-ordinator, explained this by referring to 

domestic violence: 

[W]omen didn‟t have access to good information, and you can‟t 

make good decisions about your life if you haven‟t got correct 
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information.   How can you make a decision about whether you‟ll 

leave your husband or not if you haven‟t got good information, 

that‟s the really basic stuff? How can you make that sort of 

decision if you don‟t know what your options are? Many women 

don‟t leave because they think they‟ve got no options if they are 

victims of violence.
3
 

 

Of critical importance to the feminist discourse of information provision is 

the recognition that women should be empowered to extricate themselves from a 

repressive social order through opportunities to make informed decisions.  The 

feminist construction of women‟s subjectivity relying on the autonomous decision-

making is important to this argument.  In refusing to leave violent and damaging 

relationships, women are not necessarily suffering from „false consciousness‟ for the 

sake of conforming to socially acceptable norms of what it means to be a woman, but 

rather are unequipped and unprepared to make better choices in their lives.  

Expanding women‟s access to empowering and constructive knowledge about the 

world around them provides critical space for a reconfiguration of women‟s 

identities. 

 More importantly, feminist theorists acknowledge that „information‟ is 

neither a universally defined category, nor is „information-provision‟ an apolitical, 

objectively constituted activity.  In a patriarchal society, information provision is 

conducted to benefit and maintain the socially dominant status of white, middle-

class, able-bodied and privileged men.  In the 1970s, the widespread activity of 

„consciousness-raising‟ may be seen as the first manifestation of feminist 

information service „provision‟.
4
  For the women‟s movement, assistance to women 

on their own terms became conceptually indistinguishable from the „information 

provision‟ and knowledge-sharing that is inherent to feminist collectivist philosophy. 

                                                 
3
 Interview with Val Marsden, by Jasmina Brankovich, 21 January 1999. 

4
 Consciousness-raising is explored in detail in Chapter One. 



 188 

The feminist philosophy of information provision originated in the founding 

of the telephone information services in California.  In 1975, International Women‟s 

Year grants supported women‟s information centres in all Australian capital cities, 

including Perth, and some regional areas.
5
  Earlier, in 1974, the establishment of the 

Abortion Information Service (AIS) by the members of the Association for the Legal 

Right to Abortion (ALRA) and the Perth women‟s movement was a groundbreaking 

event, not only because the AIS gave information about abortion, but also because 

women accessed it through a sympathetic and non-judgmental provider.
6
 

 In the 1970s, Perth Women‟s Electoral Lobby (WEL) remedied deficiencies 

in women‟s access to information through setting up telephone help-lines for women 

in need of assistance.  Their early efforts to convince successive state governments of 

the vote potential among women as a group, and argue for the provision of a 

women‟s counselling, referral and information centre in Perth, largely went 

unnoticed.
7
  Marsden, an active WEL member at the time, remembers the early days: 

WEL had a telephone number that was publicised and women 

would ring that telephone number for information, information 

about how to find their way around the social security system, how 

to get help with loans, how to get out of a violent situation, all that 

sort of stuff! They simply didn‟t know.
8
 

 

Women‟s Liberation members managed the Women‟s Resource Centre in the 

inner-city Perth suburb of Highgate, where the volunteers staffed and attended to the 

calls and visits from women.  Asking for donations needed to pay the rent and 

telephone bills, they wrote:  

Such an information centre is of extreme importance to all women.   

One day you may need a sympathetic lawyer, an abortion, back up 

                                                 
5
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information for dealing with government agencies.   If you already 

have that information there are many of your sisters who don‟t.
9
  

 

The proliferation of feminist newsletters and magazines made knowledge of such 

information centres available to women, and stimulated the process of information 

provision itself. 

 Perth feminists regarded information provision as being of such critical 

importance that WEL, for example, often reflected on their poor timing:  

We tended early to become so deeply involved in immediate issues 

that we had little chance to consolidate one of the most important 

facets of the organisation – that of collecting and organising 

information.
10

  

 

Perth activists understood that „assertive‟ women often encountered patronising and 

demeaning, if not thoroughly negative and unhelpful, attitudes.  In the 1970s, 

activists attempted to understand „what the information-seeker calls information, that 

is, what makes sense to that person at a particular point in time and space‟.
11

  Any 

information provided had to be „woman-centred‟, fulfilling the needs of an individual 

woman, and articulated in a way which accorded esteem to women who sought it. 

 The philosophy of information as power underscored attempts to counter the 

lack of information provision specific to women‟s needs and interests and to 

establish WIRE.  The groundwork laid in the 1970s entered a different site of 

political power in the 1980s.   Perth feminism‟s distanced and difficult relationship 

with the state during the 1970s
12

 inevitably nurtured the philosophy of „doing it 

differently‟ in information provision, in the context of collectivist decision-making 

within women‟s groups, „unspoilt‟ by bureaucratic regulations.  I argue in this 

                                                 
9
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chapter that such co-existence was neither necessarily short-lived nor impossible in 

the longer term. 

 

Instituting the ‘women’s policy machinery’ 

Assisted by the election of five strongly performing women candidates to the State 

Parliament, the women‟s groups understood the ALP‟s victory in 1983 as a 

promising sign that their demands for state intervention to improve the status of 

women would be acknowledged seriously.  The ALP had developed, for the first 

time, a specific policy on „women‟s issues‟ in its State Platform in 1982, whereas the 

Liberal Party remained explicitly uncommitted, even hostile, to the idea of 

specifically women‟s policies.
13

  The premier Brian Burke added „women‟s interests‟ 

to his ministerial portfolios and, as there were no women in his first cabinet (neither 

were any appointed to the portfolio of women‟s interests), he assigned to the 

Member of the Legislative Assembly (MLA) for Gosnells, Yvonne Henderson, the 

portfolio of „member assisting the premier on women‟s interests‟.  If „women‟s 

interests‟ were to carry strong political currency in the government, a powerful 

premier who had accomplished a much-desired victory perhaps had no choice but to 

take the portfolio as his own responsibility. 

The new government created the Women‟s Advisory Council (WAC), a 

consultative body to the premier, which included women members drawn from 

diverse backgrounds, and a broad range of experience and expertise.  Its pledge read: 

„[WAC] will offer its opinion and advice on proposed legislation and other 

Government initiatives as well as drawing [sic] the Government‟s attention to areas 
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in contrast, Burke‟s Liberal opponent, Ray O‟Connor, announced there would be no women‟s 

advisor appointed by the Liberal government; Robyn Murphy, „Women‟s Policies: Do Labor 
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where legislation is needed.‟
14

  Also in 1983, the Women‟s Interests Division (WID) 

of the Department of Premier and Cabinet was established, and a WEL member, Liza 

Newby, appointed its first director in 1984.
15

  For the first three years of the ALP 

government, the director had direct access to the premier, and thus was able to 

exploit the proximity of their offices to maintain considerable pressure on the state‟s 

decision-makers.
16

 

The Burke government appointed senior women to positions which specified 

their commitment to working for women‟s issues.  WIRE was opened as an outreach 

branch of WID, which as the central agency oversaw the work of outpost in other 

departments, in a classic „wheel‟ model of the women‟s policy machinery.
17

  In 

health, one of the largest and most complex ministerial portfolios, Women‟s 

Liberation activist Thea Mendelsohn became the executive co-ordinator of the 

Women‟s Health Policy Unit.
18

  The Departments of Education, Employment and 

Training and the Technical and Further Education (TAFE) colleges developed 

programs designed to influence government policy on women and implement the 

equal opportunities policy.
19

  Government intervention was interpreted with 
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optimism.  Unlike the difficult years of the Coalition rule, the future under the ALP 

seemed promising, „like a new world for women‟.
20

 

The ALP government‟s policies were a direct result of persistent lobbying 

undertaken by WEL and many other women‟s groups, some of which would not 

readily identify with the philosophy of the „second-wave‟ feminism.  More 

„traditional‟ women‟s organisations such as the National Council of Women 

participated in the public meeting held in Perth in April 1983 which gave strong 

support for the WAC.
21

  The participation of 150 different women‟s groups added 

political legitimacy to the demands and claims for state intervention to lift women‟s 

status, made by the groups such as WEL, perceived as the more „radical‟ members of 

the wider Perth women‟s movement.
22

  The broad community support provided a 

substantial buffer for the first enthusiastic attempts in state feminism against any 

potential accusations of „left-wing feminist lunacy‟.  Feminism‟s pro-active alliance 

with the state machinery historically has engendered some strong opposition in most 

Australian states, although there is some evidence that even the conservative 

governments have had to concede the pertinence of some feminist aims in policy-

making.
23

 

The Western Australian women‟s movement was a pool of opinions which 

differed on the state‟s effectiveness and willingness to participate in improving the 

status of all women as a social group.  Some feminists expressed concern that even 

the seemingly progressive Labor government could not alleviate divisions between 

women.   At the meeting convened to discuss the establishment of the first WAC, 
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Judy Siddons of the Western Australian Trades and Labour Council, and Gillian 

Kaub, representing the Shop Assistants‟ Union, „feared that blue-collar women 

would be under-represented on Women‟s Advisory Council‟ (although they were 

later appointed as WAC members).
24

  As the writer for the radical feminist magazine 

Sibyl commented: 

The issue of a class based hierarchy in any broadly defined 

women‟s “movement” is one which, I am sure, will be raised again 

and again as women move into a more tangible political realm with 

the prospect of real influence on legislation.
25

 

 

Ambivalent attitudes over the extent and effectiveness of state intervention 

epitomise the scepticism pervading some sections of the women‟s movement in the 

1980s, which had deep roots in the disagreements between „reformists‟ and „radicals‟ 

in the 1970s.
26

  Janet Pine, WAC member in 1983 and its president in 1985, accused 

the ALP of using the „divide and rule‟ strategy against the more „threatening‟ 

feminists to pacify the perceived (from the more radical viewpoint) reformist 

women‟s groups, such as WEL, who „used to fall [for it] all the time‟.
27

  All divisions 

aside, the „femocrat‟ experiment in Western Australia was under way with the 

support of the broader women‟s movement because such feminists believed they had 

little to lose by grasping the opportunity offered by the state to engage genuinely 

with their aims. 

The origins of the word „femocrat‟ appear elusive.  Well-known scholar of 

state feminism and former Australian femocrat herself, Hester Eisenstein, has 

attributed the coinage of the term to Chris Ronalds, a distinguished feminist equal 

opportunity lawyer.  The Australian National Dictionary claims Babette Francis, a 
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notorious anti-feminist leader of Women Who Want to be Women, was the first 

person to use the word in a derogatory sense.  Irrespective of its „original‟ meaning, 

Eisenstein concludes that „the word femocrat emerged simultaneously as a mocking 

self-description of the first cohort of feminist bureaucrats drawn into government 

under the Whitlam regime, and as a term of abuse by those who feared their 

influence‟.
28

  Eisenstein‟s definition appears to be widely accepted, at least among 

the scholars from the eastern states of Australia, to mark „a cohort of feminist women 

who became bureaucrats in a quest for social change‟.
29

 

It is worth distinguishing among the different meanings of the word in 

different regions of the country, because it appears that the term „femocrat‟ is not so 

widely used in Western Australia as it appears to be in the eastern Australian states, 

where most scholarship on the „femocrats‟ is based, and whose public sectors 

provide the evidence for the supposedly generic „Australian‟ femocrat experience.  

Marsden herself disputes the widely attributed usage of the word: 

It‟s an interesting word … I don‟t think it was ever used a lot in WA.  

The only person I can think of who might have met that description 

was Liza Newby.  Or perhaps Sheila McHale, who was the one 

[Women‟s Advisor] I worked with … I think it‟s more an eastern-

states word.
30

 

 

It is not possible either to apply the word femocrat only to women in 

„powerful‟ policy-making positions in the public service.  The boundaries between 

administrative and clerical functions, on the one hand, and service provision and 

policy and planning, on the other, were not always clear-cut, and the classificatory 

levels of the public service system often underestimated the authority of a particular 

position.  The coordinator was the highest position in WIRE, following the 
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conventional bureaucratic hierarchy, the person responsible to the women‟s advisor 

for running the day-to-day business of the agency, maintaining, collecting and 

creating modules for the collection and analysis of statistical data, meeting the 

budgetary requirements, organising policy contributions, and reporting.
31

  Yet, 

despite the range of activities and responsibilities, the coordinator was classified at a 

comparatively low level four of the public sector for at least the first five years of the 

agency (the position was later re-classified to level five). 

Anna Yeatman‟s work extends Eisenstein‟s definition of a „femocrat‟ to 

include not only self-professed feminists employed in advisory and policy-making 

units in government departments and agencies.
32

  Yeatman regards women who work 

in women‟s services based on broadly feminist principles – such as community 

health centres, rape crisis centres, and women‟s refuges, as well as academic women 

who teach in Women‟s Studies units.  I restrict the word „femocrat‟ to public 

servants, particularly women, employed in women‟s units in government agencies as 

well as in the central agency located in one of the key government departments.  

Feminism as the guiding discourse largely legitimises the existence of these positions 

in government departments,
33

 although the same cannot be said for universities 

where knowledge and awareness of women‟s issues does not necessarily constitute a 

key criterium for an academic or professional position. 

As Marian Sawer argues, women‟s services provide important input notable 

for their feminist perspectives on government policy and legislation.
34

  „Women‟s 

information services have been recognised as playing an important role in bridging 
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the gap between government and women in the community.‟
35

  Sawer included 

WIRE in her „family tree‟ of the Western Australian femocratic machinery.
36

  The 

continuous existence of the femocratic positions in any public arena is largely 

dependent on the power of feminist discourse to maintain its validity and presence in 

the arenas outside the immediate confines of the grassroots women‟s movement. 

 

Establishing WIRE 

Most Australian states had a variant of a women‟s information service by the early 

1980s, and all such services were not only government-funded, but also responsible 

to their „host‟ government department.
37

  The first state based women‟s information 

service, the Women‟s Information Switchboard, opened in Adelaide in 1976, with 

the assistance of the South Australian women‟s advisor, Deborah McCulloch, and 

broad community and government support.  The Western Australian Women‟s 

Information and Referral Exchange was modelled closely on the South Australian 

service.  McCulloch‟s participation was of enormous strategic importance, for it was 

her long-standing experience in the bureaucracy that validated the Western 

Australian femocrats‟ request to establish WIRE.
38

 

Former acting WIRE coordinator Lynnley McGrath said that it was vital, in 

terms of seeing women as a voting group, for the government to recognise that an 

information service for women would meet a great need.  WAC‟s resources were in 

the first few months stretched beyond expectations „by women using the Council as 
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an information resource‟, inquiring about their legal rights, childcare facilities, 

financial issues or medical information.
39

  A special WAC taskforce, charged with 

considering the establishment of the information service, concluded that the service 

was a „vital extension of its consultancy role with women in Western Australia‟: 

The information gained about the problems and preferences for 

women can be a valuable source for future policymaking.   We 

envisage important two-way communication as Council‟s 

deliberations can be fed through the WIRE.
40

 

 

Women‟s appeals for assistance were an indication of a community need for a 

specialist women‟s information service: 

Women wanted a service staffed by women, for women, a service 

based on respect for individuality, the right to information, but not 

the place where they tell you what to do, or go and do things 

without telling you anything.
41

  

 

The idea of a woman-centred information service „by women, for women‟ is 

informed by the perceptions of women‟s gender difference as Val Marsden 

articulates: „All of our social conditioning that is built on all of that [biological] stuff 

means that we do experience the world differently.‟
42

  Regarding the provision of 

information, women were seeking a more personalised service: 

Women expressed a preference for getting information from 

people, rather than from written or computerised sources, or the 

means to check with other women the validity and reliability of 

information received from other sources.
43
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In other words, woman-centred information provision involved „education and 

advocacy about women‟s needs which are different from, but not secondary to 

men‟s‟.
44

 

 The debates about the possibility of „doing it differently‟ in the context of a 

„repressive‟ state were part of feminist rethinking of state engagements in the 1980s 

and 1990s.
45

  Lesley Lynch‟s article, written in the early years of the femocrat 

experiment, notes that absences of „radical‟ perspectives on women‟s issues in the 

„official feminism‟ should be acknowledged by the individuals and groups in the 

women‟s movement who have chosen to work with and around the state:  

We may not be impotent nor co-opted but we are within and part 

of the establishment.  Trying to persuade radical activists to 

understand and support us on our own terms is not only a waste of 

energy but is politically misguided.  It would be disastrous [sic] if 

the wider Women‟s Movement [sic] lost its critical edge with 

regard to establishment participants.
46

 

 

Lynch‟s contribution suggests that feminists working in government must engage in 

a process of self-reflection around their constituted goals, successes and the terms 

under which they work. 

More recent academic writings suggest that the entry of women into the 

public service in Australia at all levels can be seen as a genuine attempt to implement 

changes.  One particularly optimistic stream of such writing evaluates the femocratic 

work as the major feminist action that carries the most potential of success within the 

liberal-democratic state.  Marian Sawer claims that the strong Australian political 

tradition of social liberalism almost necessitates feminist engagements with the state 
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as valid attempts to introduce „concrete‟ legislative changes for women.
47

  As a 

former femocrat Sara Dowse has noted: „For despite the fact that bureaucrats can 

often give expression to only the mildest form of feminism, in the context in which 

they work, they are feminist indeed.‟
48

 

I would contend that the method of feminist interactions with the state cannot 

be dismissed as solely one of „inevitable‟ conflict between feminist and bureaucratic 

discourse.  Concerns expressed by Lynch, for example, alert us to the fact that any 

feminist engagement with the state involves some degree of compliance with the 

existing social order.  In the case of WIRE, there is some basis for an argument that 

in one respect WIRE conformed to the cultural order in which it was situated.  But it 

is equally important to acknowledge the attempts of state feminists to resist 

„cooption‟ and instead institute the measures intended to assist women in their 

dealings with the state.  In this chapter, I argue that at least WIRE succeeded for a 

time, in „doing it differently‟ for women and challenged the gender order of the 

bureaucratic discourse to the extent that it was optimally accommodated by the state 

in favourable political conditions. 

The Women‟s Information and Referral Exchange was opened officially on 

12 September 1984, following the apparent success of its predecessor, the Women‟s 

Telephone Information Service, which had operated out of what would become the 

much-loved WIRE offices.
49

  Importantly, the service invited „women‟s views on 
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Government policies and programmes [sic] affecting them and their families‟,
50

 

illustrating the significance of a supposed function of the service to contribute to the 

formation of government policies on women.   WIRE‟s establishment arose out of 

concerns that a more permanent structure was needed to fulfill the needs of women 

in the community, and the telephone service was expanded into a „shopfront‟-style, 

„walk-in‟ centre which did not limit its assistance to telephone consultations. 

 The spacious offices of WIRE were conveniently located in what is now the 

May Holman Building, St George‟s Terrace, in the heart of Perth‟s Central Business 

District, on the major transport route and close to central government agencies.   This 

location was seen as important in terms of access for women who were 

disadvantaged in their freedom of movement.   Women in rural areas had access to a 

toll-free telephone number if they could not come in person into WIRE.  The 

agency‟s first coordinator, Val Marsden, describes the WIRE offices as welcoming 

and hospitable: 

When women came in, there were just tables where the workers sat 

with a whole lot of information on them.   And chairs, comfortable 

chairs, women could sit and tell their stories.   There was no “take 

a number, and sit and wait until you‟re called” … So, it was as 

unlike any other government department as we could make it.
51

 

 

In its application for Commonwealth funding additional to state funding 

needed to equip the office, the staff wrote: 

It is most important that furnishings do not resemble the dark 

heavy desks and office chairs of Public Servants … it is important 

that – while the Service is being provided by the Public Service – 

an informal, unbureaucratic [sic] and friendly atmosphere be 

established.
52
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The WIRE office included a library stocked with the latest feminist literature, 

government information pamphlets and relevant publications, where photocopying 

could be done at cost on the spot; refreshment facilities were available, and the 

countless information leaflets sat on long stalls in the midst of the large space.  One 

visitor to WIRE later gave her impression: „It‟s difficult to tell which women are 

workers, which customers.‟
53

  

 On average, 75 per cent of all requests to WIRE were over the telephone, 

with the remaining 25 per cent of clients using the pleasant offices and counselling 

services on the WIRE premises.  WIRE employed six staff – the coordinator, 

information officers, and a librarian/archival assistant, as well as a number of 

volunteers.  As the number of enquiries grew exponentially, the number of 

volunteers followed the general growth, totalling more than 160 by 1992.  The 

agency‟s budget remained constant throughout the life of WIRE, despite staff 

appeals for increased funding justified by the service‟s rising popularity.  The initial 

1984 WIRE budget of approximately $500,000 came from the State Employment 

Strategies Fund, intended to remedy the fervent economic recession and rising 

unemployment common in the 1980s, as job applications were sought from 

unemployed Western Australian women.  Perhaps due to the circumstances rather 

than any clearly articulated intentions on the government‟s part, WIRE had the 

potential to improve the popular image of the state public service as a set of 

inaccessible, „cold‟ and distant bureaucratic mechanisms. 

 WIRE staff balanced what Marsden called the „feminist principles‟ of anti-

hierarchical order in the workplace, with the demands inherent to the nature of a 
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government department.  Although the public service imposed a „hierarchy in terms 

of the levels of the pay rates of the co-ordinator and information officers … [WIRE] 

worked very much as a team‟.
54

  The staff collectively refused the title of a 

„manager‟ for the person in charge of WIRE as too bureaucratic, but opted instead 

for a „coordinator‟.  Marsden has described her role of first co-ordinator of WIRE as 

„the leader of the orchestra‟, „pulling all the strings together, and keeping the place 

running smoothly‟; it was more desirable to maintain a harmonious functioning 

through consensus rather than to conform to the formalities of public service 

hierarchy.
55

  Similarly, the advisory committee overseeing the functioning of WIRE, 

chaired by the head of the Women‟s Interests Division, included representatives from 

both women‟s user groups and other women‟s service providers. 

The agency had an obligation to produce its „corporate planning draft‟ which 

contained mission statements, an outline of „critical success factors‟, long-term goals, 

objectives and strategies.
56

  The WIRE co-ordinator was responsible to the head of 

the Women‟s Interests Division,
57

 suggesting a close relationship between feminist 

women in the state „femocratic‟ machinery.
58

  However, the relationship with the 

government on the whole was described as „difficult‟, as Marsden recalled: „There 
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were critics within the government, why is the government doing this and why were 

we doing special stuff for women … let alone the Opposition.‟
59

   

WIRE‟s advantage, which shielded the service from its antagonists, was its 

immense popularity among Western Australian women.  Premier Burke reported to 

the State Parliament that WIRE received in excess of 10,000 inquiries in its first year 

of service, which represented a sizable increase on the figure of 3,226 requests in the 

first six months of WIRE‟s opening.
60

  It appeared to Marsden that the government 

was „quite pleased to take the kudos from all the good feedback that came from it.   

As long as we didn‟t do anything that got them into ill repute, they let us go on our 

own‟.
61

 

WIRE staff placed considerable emphasis on developing consensual decision-

making processes, while negotiating their precarious positioning and the fragile 

nature of the government‟s sympathies for the work generated by the service.  As the 

imperative behind the non-hierarchical set-up of WIRE, „the idea was that from 

women‟s own experience we could understand where the women were coming 

from‟.
62

  The women who were employed at WIRE, either as paid information 

officers or „roster workers‟ (as volunteers were preferably called), did not „have a 

degree in anything particularly … the philosophy and individual set-up … was that 

women‟s own experience was enough, gave them the knowledge and experience to 

work in that area‟.
63

  The profile of WIRE staff members was replicated in many 
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women‟s services, including the services within community organisations and those 

funded by the charitable institutions, across the country.
64

 

The employment of roster workers, regarded as the only option open to 

WIRE in view of its rising workload and inadequate government funding, 

nevertheless generated considerable discussions about the potential for their 

„exploitation‟.  One way out of the quagmire was recognising that the roster workers 

had access to work experience that would give them the necessary knowledge and 

pave their way towards paid employment either in WIRE or in another public 

agency.  The roster workers who had accumulated 12 months or more of work 

experience were encouraged to use it in their future employment applications.
65

  

These debates exposed the contradictions for feminists when confronted with 

inadequate financial support from its „host‟ organisation.
66

  WIRE was in a 

precarious situation not least because its political opponents never failed to raise the 

issue of the costs of running the service that were incurred (unjustifiably, it was 

implied) by the „taxpayer‟,
67

 as if this discursive grouping excluded the many women 

who used the service. 

A minor incident occurred in the agency‟s early days in 1984, which placed 

the ALP on the defensive about the agency in the State Parliament.  The service was 

implicated in supporting the Women‟s Action for Nuclear Disarmament by allowing 
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the group to use its posting facilities to mail letters – reportedly, only eleven letters 

were in question – advising of the upcoming protest against the United States‟ 

display of its naval powers and weaponry in the Perth port town of Fremantle.  

Premier Burke was „forced‟, amidst a flood of stringent critical questioning by some 

Opposition politicians aiming to link WIRE specifically to the anti-nuclear women‟s 

groups, to carry out an inquiry, which resulted in the banning of the action group 

from using WIRE facilities.
68

 

In some ways, the incident underscored the difficulties WIRE faced and 

which were inherent in its attempts to maintain a co-operative relationship with the 

broadly defined grassroots women‟s movement.  While the building housing the 

WIRE offices also provided space for a number of other coordinating bodies for 

women‟s services and lobby groups, ranging from the Women‟s Refuge Group of 

WA, the Equal Opportunity Resource Centre and Library, and the Black Australian 

Women‟s Movement of WA,
69

 the staff had to be, in Marsden‟s words, „careful‟ not 

to develop an „obvious‟ relationship with groups like WEL: 

If we wanted an issue lobbied by WEL, we had to make sure that 

they did it without our involvement.   We might give them the 

information and they had to keep protecting their sources to make 

sure we weren‟t compromised, and what they were trying to do 

wasn‟t compromised.   It was very important for us, because we 

were very conscious all the time that, given the opportunity, the 

opponents of WIRE would pounce.
70

 

 

Women‟s groups had access to free meeting space, contributing to the 

popularity of WIRE rooms.  For example, in January 1987 some 42 groups totaling 

nearly 500 people met in the WIRE offices.  The coordinator reported on the 
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progress: „Many of the women who attend these gatherings stop on their way in or 

out to browse and pick up pamphlets, read books and journals, etc., or make 

enquiries to staff.‟
71

  The paradoxes of running a service based on broadly feminist 

principles within the government bureaucracy, on the one hand, and maintaining a 

productive and constructive relationship with the grassroots movement which 

inspired its creation, were sensitively negotiated by the WIRE staff, as Marsden has 

recalled:  

We got some criticism from radical women about not being radical 

enough.   We had criticism from the conservative women about 

being too radical.   We just focused on the fact that we were 

providing a service to women and that‟s what we did.   Did it the 

best we could.
72

 

 

There were, however, limitations in WIRE‟s philosophy to provide the 

service to „women‟, which materialised in the service becoming dominated, in terms 

of staff members as well as in terms of its „constituency‟, by Anglo-Australian 

women.  Unlike the South Australian Women‟s Information Switchboard, for 

example, WIRE was not funded sufficiently to employ bilingual workers.
73

  From the 

very beginning, there was a genuine attempt to market WIRE services as services 

„for all women, with special emphasis on women with disabilities, Aboriginal 

women, and Migrant Women [sic]‟.
74

  While the WIRE newsletter carried items of 

significant interest to non-Anglo-Australian women, and the service received a small 

number of enquiries from migrant and Aboriginal women, the staff were aware from 
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the early days of the service that they were failing to meet the needs of these women, 

and Aboriginal women in particular.
75

 

In April 1986, WIRE organised and facilitated the seminar series entitled 

„Women in the 80s‟, featuring „Five Seminars on Issues of Importance to All 

Women‟, including relationships, education, finance and investment, family law, and 

preventative health.
76

  WIRE was under-resourced, however, and did not possess 

within its ranks the cultural capital (staff and knowledge) needed to work with 

Aboriginal and non-Anglo migrant women on similar topics where relevant.  In some 

sense, the overwhelming whiteness of WIRE staff conformed to the cultural status 

quo of the Western Australian public service on the whole.  However, I do not see 

this as being crucial to the feminist „success‟ in maintaining the relationships with 

Anglo-Australian politicians and bureaucrats,
77

 because their „whiteness‟ also 

coloured the concerns they decided to contest and thus limited the appeal of feminist 

principles and their relevance to „other‟ women.  There was an unspoken, implicit 

understanding that WIRE imagined its „constituency‟ in terms which evaded a 

cultural dimension and were informed by ideas of absolute „gender/gender 

difference‟. 

WIRE‟s newsletter entitled WOW! – the acronym standing for What‟s On for 

Women! – was a method of „getting in touch with women‟ believed to have been 

pioneered by the Western Australian information service.
78

  WOW! was mailed at no 
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charge and on request to some 1,500 groups and individuals across the state.
79

  

Exemplifying the broad understanding of „helping women‟, on one of many occasions 

a WIRE staff member was reported to have „accompanied [a] woman to Court to 

apply for a restraining order against her ex-partner‟.
80

  The service staff also acted in a 

consultancy role and thus claimed that it was seen collectively not just as „experts on 

women, but also „as an access way to women by Government bodies‟.
81

 

 Marsden recalls the optimistic mood of the 1980s style of feminist interaction 

with the state: „At the time, we thought … that women were at last to get access to 

information and treated as equal, valued equally.‟
82

  WIRE‟s services had the broader 

aim of facilitating the process of „empowerment for women‟.
83

  This first step was 

conceptually related to the development of the anti-hierarchical organisational 

structure of the agency as well as to the ideas of female difference.  The WIRE 

workers had the „life‟ knowledge and experience which enabled them to deal with 

women, in Marsden‟s effective words, „where they were at, not imposing any other 

views, not mediating their experiences through some bureaucratic filter‟.
84

  Of 

critical importance to the philosophy behind WIRE was the „bigger picture‟ of 

women‟s empowerment through an attainment of constructive knowledge and 

suitable information believed to be specific to „women‟. 

 

‘No longer a woman’s space’: the silent bureaucratisation of WIRE 

Until 1990, WIRE operated through a collective-based organisational model, 

negotiating its position as a government agency, and maintaining its focus on 
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providing a service to women.  The agency battled problems common to all similarly 

positioned bureaucratic services.  High workloads, and increased levels of stress and 

fatigue, were an identifiable major concern.  In August 1987, the service was forced 

to shorten the opening hours of its telephone lines, and closed on Fridays at five in 

the afternoon instead of the original time of nine at night, despite the marked growth 

in the number of enquiries over the first three-year period.
85

  In 1986-1987, WIRE 

received 19,000 telephone enquiries
86

 which accounted for approximately 75 per cent 

of all enquiries.  In 1990, a total of 29,431 enquiries were registered by WIRE.
87

  The 

staff numbers, meanwhile, had remained constant. 

 The discourse of „economic rationalism‟ gained increasing currency among 

Western governments and senior public service bureaucrats in the early to mid-

1980s.  In this framework, the problems that WIRE had always regarded as results of 

under-resourcing, came to be seen as symptomatic of an „inevitable‟ need to 

„streamline‟ WIRE‟s administration.  The perception of some WEL members and 

WIRE staff was that „women‟s issues‟ were declining in political leverage in the late 

1980s and early years of the 1990s, which was placing the service in a dire 

situation.
88

  

In 1991, the Lawrence ALP government, headed by a strong leader and 

talented feminist premier, was besieged on many corners.  The government had 

invested much energy and effort in defending its own record and existing programs 

against claims of corruption, and the failed business dealings of the most senior 
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officials, including former ALP premiers Brian Burke and Peter Dowding.
89

  Since 

the mid-1980s, in particular, feminist women in the party were forced to maintain the 

precarious balance between their commitment to feminist ideology and the party‟s 

alarming acceptance of economically rationalist policies.  While economic issues 

were significant „movers‟ in the „politics of inclusion‟ of women and ethnic groups 

in the 1970s, the public discourse had undergone considerable changes by the late 

1980s.  „Economic rationalism‟ introduced the „politics of exclusion‟ antithetical to 

the egalitarian aims of social movements such as feminism.  Even ALP governments 

with feminist women members did not effectively challenge the overall direction of 

this „rationalisation‟ of public services.
90

 

 The discursive boundaries had shifted since WIRE‟s establishment.  The 

social and economic context of the late 1980s – the economic recession and what 

was perceived as „irrational‟ and unsustainable government spending in its social 

policy reform – disallowed the arguments in favour of initiatives that would have 

been placed high on the WIRE‟s agenda.  Improvement in service delivery, an 

increase in staff numbers, informed discussion and implementation of policy 

suggestions, were the real needs facing the agency.  Critical analysis was suppressed: 

in 1986, WIRE completed a report on the feminisation of poverty that was never 

released by the government.
91

  Although from 1990 onwards WIRE‟s budget escaped 

the severe budget cuts to many other government-provided services, the agency‟s 

appeals to women‟s „needs‟ and requirements were no longer constructed as relevant, 

but rather, increasingly, as extravagant, in the dominant discourse of bureaucratic 

„streamlining‟. 
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 In 1990, the Office of Women‟s Interests (OWI) was created, consisting of 

the WAC Executive, the downgraded Women‟s Interests Branch of the Ministry of 

the Premier and Cabinet,
92

 and WIRE.  In 1991, WIRE‟s incorporation into the new 

structure was followed by an internal investigation into the agency‟s „efficiency‟.  

Noting the increase in the workload unmatched by any increase in staff, the WIRE 

evaluation report argued: 

It can be seen that the establishment of WIRE as a quasi 

community based agency, while appropriate in 1984, created 

problems of management in the intervening years to 1990.  Staff 

who were loyal advocates of the community based model were 

disadvantaged by this as the service grew.
93

 

 

The report argued that WIRE‟s inclusion into the OWI „clarified the position of 

WIRE within government and made it possible for the management of WIRE to 

reflect normal Public Service [sic] guidelines‟.
94

  In the new OWI structure, WIRE 

was the major component of the sub-program called Community Initiatives, and 

WIRE‟s „manager‟ (formerly „coordinator‟) was responsible to the OWI „director‟ 

(formerly „head‟). 

The changes in the titles of persons responsible for the running of each of the 

agencies were more than cosmetic, encapsulating the discursive change of direction 

which „women‟s interests‟ took in the 1990s.  WIRE‟s manager was now based in 

the OWI rather than in the WIRE offices, which most distinctly reduced the 

capability of the agency to organise itself on a collective basis.  The OWI report 

noted that WIRE staff could no longer rely on their experience and knowledge „as 
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women‟ to successfully perform the duties in WIRE, and were now to undergo 

„professional development/training‟.
95

  Where stress management, staff training and 

debriefing processes had previously been constructed collectively and within WIRE, 

the report concluded that „some‟ (unspecified) changes would have to be made, 

although failed to outline precisely how the changes would improve WIRE.  The old 

system of WIRE‟s „self-government‟ reportedly „could not sustain the required 

professional development levels given the increasingly complex information base 

and continuing growth in enquiries‟.
96

   

The doctrine of economic rationalism produced other more conspicuous 

changes seemingly unrelated to either financial or organisational efficiency.  

Marsden gave her personal view of the changes: 

From an open, inviting, shared space, there were now discrete, 

closed-off cubicles, secretive corners in which women spoke in 

whispers as if they had something to hide.   It was no longer a 

woman‟s space … Women in the community felt that here was a 

hard-won women‟s service being reduced to just another 

government department.
97

 

 

Despite recommending changes the report attempted to affirm the commitment of 

WIRE to original „feminist principles‟:  

It is also vital that the integrity of the founding philosophy [of 

WIRE] with its emphasis on choice and empowerment be 

maintained.   It is considered that managerial practices which 

accommodate public service guidelines including accountability 

should not necessarily exclude those important philosophical 

beliefs.
98

 

 

At the time OWI reported on the evaluation of WIRE, WEL expressed 

concern that the bureaucratisation of WIRE contradicted feminist organisational 

principles by enacting a formal hierarchical structure.  Apart from the 
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professionalisation of WIRE‟s paid staff, the role of roster workers was downgraded 

in that they could no longer participate fully in WIRE‟s operations.
99

  The changes in 

the service‟s structure were believed to have contributed to the „ultimate removal of 

volunteers altogether‟, and thus impacted negatively on the quality and range of 

service WIRE could provide.
100

 

Some sections of the women‟s movement, exemplified by WEL, firmly 

believed that WIRE could not continue to „do things differently‟ following the 

bureaucratisation of the service.  What most alarmed WEL was the perceived 

disappearance of WIRE‟s philosophical heritage of the 1970s feminist movement 

and political alliances forged with the women‟s groups.  While alliances between the 

feminists working in the public service and the women‟s groups had affected an 

important set of changes, not least which included obtaining momentum for services 

like WIRE, the bureaucratisation of WIRE now brought them into question. 

There were conflicting images of WIRE‟s accountability emerging in the 

debate surrounding the 1991 changes, between WEL and the agency‟s staff, some of 

whom were also WEL members.  The 1991 bureaucratisation of WIRE was 

perceived as eroding WIRE‟s philosophy of „self-government‟ – consciously 

working towards collective empowerment of women informed by the feminist 

principles – and its relationship with the women‟s movement.   WEL representatives 

asserted their belief in WIRE‟s accountability to the women‟s movement.  This 

accountability was constructed in terms of a shared philosophy: 

There is … an accountability to the women‟s movement in that if it 

[WIRE] is to operate in a way which sets it apart from other 

services, it must continue to operate from feminist principles.
101
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The feminists working in the public service, and in WIRE, insisted on 

keeping an „arm‟s-length relationship‟ with groups like WEL,
102

 although there was 

an implied, if not specified, ideological common ground between their respective 

philosophical underpinnings of women‟s self-determination, autonomy and 

empowerment.  Marsden has insisted, however, that WIRE‟s primary responsibility 

was understood as lying with the women who used the service: 

We were a part of the government.  We were using public money, 

we were always conscious of that.  We had a responsibility to 

manage that responsibly.  We could not be too radical for that 

reason, because we were part of the government, and we had to 

look not to embarrass the government in any way.  But primarily 

we saw our responsibility as lying with women.   That‟s one of the 

things when they talk about the femocrats, they used to in those 

days ride on the difficulties.  Because the women‟s movement felt 

that the women who were working in the public sector for women 

had some kind of responsibility and accountability to women 

activists in the community.  I don‟t know whether women saw that.  

But we certainly didn‟t at WIRE.  We had a responsibility to 

deliver the best possible service to women and to make it work, 

because of all the work it had taken to get the thing up and 

running.
103

 

 

 These demonstrable differences of opinion among Perth feminists had existed 

at least since the 1970s, but had not re-surfaced in the form of a division since the one 

that led towards the closure of the Women‟s Health and Community Centre in 

1976.
104

  That a comparatively hospitable state accommodated a feminist women‟s 

service such as WIRE in the 1980s was a result of the long-term campaigns of 

women‟s organisations such as WEL and was welcome so long as it contributed to the 

positive image of the State Government.  At the time when the government‟s image 

was tarnished in all other arenas, and despite financial and structural issues, WIRE 
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was a success story for the government of the 1980s, as well as for the women‟s 

movement that led to its realisation. 

 

Wicked women: WIRE and the story of Robin Greenburg 

In 1985, WIRE staff were approached by Robin Greenburg as a representative of the 

Women‟s Investment Network (WIN) with a proposal to provide investment 

advisory services to women facilitated from WIRE premises.  The proposal was 

rejected on the grounds that the offer concerned a service inappropriate for a 

government agency to support on its premises.
105

  Nothing was heard from 

Greenburg until 1986, when she allegedly left WIN, and offered to provide a free 

service as an independent advisor through WIRE.  The WIN‟s initial approach, 

however, was nowhere recorded in writing by WIRE staff and little evidence exists 

about Greenburg‟s credentials in financial planning.
106

 

In 1987 Greenburg informed WIRE that she had formed the Western Women 

Financial Services (WW) and obtained a financial dealer‟s licence for herself and 

five of the WW staff members.   She offered financial services to WIRE for one half-

day per week „to provide information specifically relating to those aspects of 

women‟s daily and weekly life – debt negotiation, budgeting, debt consolidation, and 

household income and expenditure‟.
107

  The communication between WIRE and 

Greenburg on the terms of reference was limited to a short verbal agreement on the 

type of service Greenburg was instructed to offer to WIRE clients on WIRE 

premises.  The WIRE staff were asked to warn women who requested the service that 

                                                 
105

 The minister assisting the premier on women‟s interests, Judyth Watson, in WAPD, 

vol.292, 1992, p.3174. 
106

 It is for this reason not known when Greenburg began her work in WIRE; Public Service 

Commission, Report on a Review of Policies and Processes of the Women‟s Information and 

Referral Exchange, for the Minister Assisting the Minister for Women‟s Interests, 

Management Practice & Review Branch, Public Service Commission, 1991, p.14. 
107

 Watson, in WAPD, vol.292, 1992, p.3174. 



 216 

it offered information, not advice.  Should a woman want to act and seek advice on 

financial planning from Western Women, she would have to make an appointment 

with a WW advisor on the WW premises.
108

  

 In early March 1991, the local media reported, and the State Parliament duly 

discussed, the allegations that the Western Women group of companies had been 

placed in receivership.  A bundle of intentionally burnt documents containing 

confidential information about WW clients was found on the Swan River‟s 

Fremantle foreshore.  It was also revealed that Greenburg „and her family company‟ 

received around $500,000 from the WW‟s account in the three months leading up to 

company‟s bankruptcy.
109

  In April 1991, an investigation by the Australian 

Securities Commission into the dealings of Western Women reported that about $2.5 

million of the alleged stolen amount „could not be accounted for‟ in the company‟s 

books and records, and that further $2.5 million went to Greenburg‟s personal 

account.
110

  The money belonged to a number (whose figure has never been 

decisively confirmed) of Perth investors, mainly women, some of whom found out 

about WW through information supplied by WIRE. 

 The failure of the WW group triggered a chain of events that promoted anti-

feminist politics and questioned the provision of government-funded women‟s 

services in Western Australia.  The controversy that erupted over the „Western 

Women scandal‟ exposed widespread conservative anxieties around the concept and 

practice of a government-provided feminist service, which, in the words of one 

media identity, was yet another ALP failure organised by its „Feelgood 
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Sisterhood‟.
111

  The media accused the Lawrence government of sponsoring a 

women‟s service whose incompetent and unprofessional performance impoverished 

and betrayed „thousands‟ of trusting Western Australian women.
112

 

Greenburg had been honest with WIRE staff about her two previous financial 

bankruptcies.
113

  However, it was only after the allegations of her impropriety had 

been exposed that the women‟s movement realised the complexities in which WIRE 

was now involved.  There was the multilayered image of Greenburg as a former chief 

social worker at the Royal Perth Hospital, as a columnist for the Sunday Times, as an 

author of the Liberal Party‟s women‟s policy and as its candidate for the South 

Australian seat of Port Adelaide in the 1983 federal election, under the name of 

Robin Rickards.
114

  The media coverage, administered with the appropriate dose of 

sensationalism and tales of the anti-male „sisterhood‟ on rampage in the ALP, added 

„mystique‟ to the image of Greenburg.  Illustrating the persistence of the male-

dominated space of company boardrooms and other sacred grounds of the „business 

class‟, Greenburg was placed on the corporate stake as the wholly Western 

Australian corporate femme fatale. 

 The state media had a field-day in constructing the feared „feminist 

dictatorship‟ personified, on the one hand, by the ALP‟s „sisterhood‟ squad of 

women politicians and, on the other hand, the merciless „crook‟ Robin Greenburg.  

Journalist John McGlue wrote: 

The uncomfortable bottom line for the Government is that sexual 

politics lie behind the WIRE-Western Women links.  Robin 

Greenburg‟s rabid feminism and greed are unacceptable to most 
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sections of the community.  But she clearly had a lot of 

sympathisers inside WIRE.
115

 

 

With the WIRE – Western Women nexus established well ahead of the conclusion of 

several internal and independent inquiries, the press discourse had little trouble in 

creating another enigmatic link with the very top of the government: 

The Western Women-WIRE link is particularly sensitive because 

of the perception that the State Government is under the control of 

a network of women in key positions – The Sisterhood [sic] as it is 

known inside and outside government.
116

 

 

 Stories of colossal financial failures were common in the 1980s; the hostility 

towards the once-celebrated business tycoons and the governments which assisted 

them to thrive intensified as the economic recession deepened and unemployment 

grew steadily.  The climate of social opinion was turning to accept the anti-ALP 

message.  The unhelpful, but later dispelled, media presumptions that WIRE staff 

may have received a commission for referring women to Greenburg fuelled the 

allegations that the Western Women group had a „privileged‟ standing in WIRE as 

the choice for women wanting to make a financial investment,
117

 and completed the 

collective image of both WIRE and the ALP as dominated by the deceitful feminist 

„sisterhood‟. 

 The parliamentary debates reveal, as clearly as the press discourse, that the 

motivation behind the attack on the government came not only because of the links 

between the two organisations, but from the fact that WIRE was a „special service‟.  

National Party Member and its „spokesman‟ for women‟s interests, Hilda Turnbull, 

pointedly illustrated the approach taken by most Opposition politicians: 

If a financial counselling service did business for men only, the 

Equal Opportunity Commission would be down on it like a ton of 
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bricks.  Yet when a financial counselling service discriminates in 

favour of women, the [Public Service Commission] sits on its 

hands.   Indeed it could be that the Government actively 

encouraged it by giving Western Women a privileged access to 

potential clients through WIRE.
118

  

 

If anything, the fact that a campaign against a women‟s service was led by the 

handful of women members on the Opposition benches shielded the Coalition from 

suspicions that their attack on WIRE was „anti-woman‟.  Liberal Party member 

Cheryl Edwardes claimed that Greenburg‟s company was the sole reference provided 

by WIRE staff to women asking for information about investment companies, and 

demanded a full government enquiry into the alleged breaches of WIRE‟s own 

established operational policies and procedures.
119

  The government defended 

WIRE‟s record by asserting that the agency always provided at least three references 

in all lines of enquiry, including investment and finance-related services.  

Importantly, a subtle distinction was made between recommending particular 

businesses – which WIRE firmly denied – and informing women of their existence – 

which WIRE considered was its function.
120

 

Other Opposition politicians were more explicit in their assault on WIRE‟s 

alleged misconduct.  The National Party‟s Maxwell Trenorden attempted to discredit 

the agency‟s failure as a foregone conclusion on the basis of its philosophical 

underpinnings: 

The Women‟s Information and Referral Exchange was full of so 

much hype and so little good practice that this disaster was certain 

to happen … I have no doubt that when I held my financial 

adviser‟s licence, if I had offered, purely as a gimmick, to provide 

investment advice for men only, quite a few people would have 

been knocking on my door.
121
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Trenorden later responded to premier Lawrence‟s challenge to define a „misogynist‟ 

which he characterised as „a hatred of marriage‟.
122

  The government was represented 

as a partner to the Western Women group in the „policy‟ of economic 

mismanagement.  But what gave „flavour‟ to the allegations was the foundational 

feminist philosophy of women‟s empowerment of both Western Women‟s rhetoric 

(however „fake‟) and WIRE‟s fundamental dictum.  Trenorden continued: „Ms 

Greenburg has been very good at sexually transmitting debt, with the help of 

members of the Government side, because the role of this Government was 

absolutely vital in the success of this scam.‟
123

  By labelling Greenburg as a criminal 

who betrayed her „sex‟, and by demonstrating shallow lack of understanding of 

words used in the feminist discourses, Trenorden adopted the stereotypical view of 

women who commit corporate crimes as aberrations from the norms prescribed for 

their gender. 

None of the independent and internal enquiries held into the relationship 

between WIRE and Western Women could conclude beyond any reasonable doubt 

that the government information agency shouldered the blame for the losses incurred 

by the women investors.  The Public Service Commission conducted its investigation 

between April and May 1991, following the controversy over its broad terms of 

reference being attacked by the Opposition as insufficiently specific and failing to 

refer particularly to the Western Women group.  The report exonerated WIRE staff 

from any explicit responsibility in the loss of investors‟ funds.  The report affirmed 

that WIRE employees followed the procedure of giving at least three different 

referrals unless a woman client asked for a „woman-run‟ investment company of 
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which there were only two in Perth – WIN and Western Women, both linked to 

Robin Greenburg.
124

 

A comparatively small number of women contacted WIRE specifically to ask 

for assistance with their investment.  The WIRE statistical category of „finance 

enquiries‟ included such diverse areas as child maintenance, government benefits, 

taxation, debt negotiation, loans and investments, and accounted for about 5.6 per 

cent of total enquiries over the seven years of WIRE‟s operations.  Of these, only an 

estimated 0.06 per cent of enquirers made appointments to see a WW counsellor on 

WIRE premises.
125

  Because all discussions between women clients and the 

counsellors were confidential, it was impossible for WIRE staff to monitor the 

service provided by Western Women. 

However, the report pointed out areas for improvement in WIRE suggesting 

that an increased „bureaucratisation‟ of WIRE processes would prevent „con-

businesses‟ from dealing with and corrupting a government agency.  While it 

acknowledged work and stress pressures on WIRE staff, it also stated that the 

overwork and inadequate staff numbers „resulted in insufficient documentation of 

policy and practice, and inadequate attention to management and related processes 

and systems‟.
126

  The Commission, somewhat eagerly, noted that WIRE information 

officers were not „professionally‟ qualified to fulfill counselling requirements but 

relied on their own experiences and knowledge and suggested that this be changed.
127

 

Sheer contradictions, inconsistencies and paradoxes in the kind of evidence 

submitted to the Commission prevented it from reaching any firm conclusions about 

the link between WIRE and WW: „There is not tangible evidence upon which the 
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review team can make judgment as to what is the truth in particular instances.‟
128

  

While some submissions evidenced to a perception that WW was a government-

backed service, or that WIRE offered only one referral for an investment company, 

other investors who had lost money through WW were still positively committed to 

WIRE.  Although a former employee of WW maintained that Greenburg believed 

she had had an arrangement whereby WIRE referred women exclusively to her, the 

Commission could not ascertain either whether WIRE staff sometimes preferentially 

referred women to WW, or the extent to which such a perception was nurtured by the 

WW representatives. 

 There is little doubt that the underlying discourse of WW appealed strongly 

to the feminists in WIRE and other women-oriented government agencies.  

Greenburg was introduced by the WAC as someone who „realised that women were 

being ignored by the mainstream of the financial services industry and so she set up 

Western Women‟.
129

  In 1987, she was commissioned by the WAC to write the 

publication Women‟s Investment Guide.  The terminology of women‟s empowerment 

through their ability to make independent and sound financial decisions was strong in 

Greenburg‟s rhetoric: „In empowering women through the provision of information, 

the Women‟s Advisory Council emphasises that investment decisions like any other 

decisions are an individual responsibility.‟
130

 

 Premier Lawrence openly stated in parliament: „The service was approved on 

the basis of the company‟s stated philosophy of providing information that would 

empower women to make informed choices about their financial arrangements.‟
131
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No check had been made either of the WW group or on Greenburg herself prior to 

the start of WW‟s association with WIRE. It was revealed that Greenburg was 

trusted to the extent that some WIRE staff wrote personal letters of support for WW, 

distributed with the group‟s promotional material.  Four women staff from WIRE 

had invested in and lost money through WW; one had even made a personal loan to 

Greenburg; the press reports revealed that Deborah McCulloch herself, who had been 

a personal friend of Greenburg, had lost her investment through such trust.
132

 

In March 1992, the Opposition‟s Cheryl Edwardes approached the 

Parliamentary Commissioner requesting an investigation into any possible 

methodological breaches of the public service guidelines in the Public Service 

Commission‟s enquiry.  Although the request was rejected as inappropriate, the 

Commissioner investigated the allegations of deficiencies in the processes and 

procedures adopted in the enquiry.
133

  The Commissioner concluded that the review 

was on the whole adequate given the time and other constraints within which it was 

completed.  The legal advice obtained by the Commission indicated that WIRE did 

not have a legal obligation to make checks concerning the competence of 

organisations to which they referred clients, just as it was not the role of WIRE staff 

to, for example, conduct inspections on the qualifications and experience of medical 

doctors to whom women were referred.
134

  The evidence collected – from two former 

coordinators and several information officers from WIRE – confirmed the evidence 
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given on the service‟s policy on multiple referrals, and the woman-centred 

philosophy behind its operations.
135

 

Social understandings of women in powerful corporate positions of 

leadership are deeply imbued with cultural and historically specific ideas of proper 

feminine behaviour.  The feminist parliamentarians, WIRE workers, and women 

investors themselves were perplexed by the behaviour of Greenburg which in theory 

belonged to the male-dominated world of finance and investment.  Australian 

sociologist Amanda Sinclair, in her useful study of women and leadership, states that 

it is precisely the cultural expectations of women as primarily nurturers which result 

in feelings of greater betrayal when women behave „like men‟.  A display of 

unfeminine – deceitful or criminal – behaviour is „the opposite of the tender 

nurturance that is socially decreed‟ to women.
136

  Not only was Robin Greenburg an 

embodiment of uncaring unfeminine behaviour, she was deceitful, untrustworthy and 

ultimately perceived as betraying her „sex‟. 

The parliamentary and media debate revealed the extent to which the gender 

of Robin Greenburg and the stated feminist doctrine of Western Women were central 

to the arguments made by WIRE‟s opponents.  The Opposition used the evidence of 

Greenburg‟s criminal behaviour to discredit the feminist attempts to provide a 

women‟s information service and the government‟s eagerness to participate in the 

femocratic experiment: 

WIRE conducted its operations with the attitude that men were 

anti-women.  The people involved in WIRE were so busy building 
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up an atmosphere of suspicion of men that they did not look out 

the windows at what was really happening.
137

 

 

While premier Lawrence strongly denied that WIRE was a project of an anti-male 

feminist conspiracy, she conceded that the fact of Greenburg‟s gender made the 

controversy even more tragic: „What is appalling about this is that women feel so 

betrayed because they had placed their faith in a woman.‟
138

  As much as Greenburg 

was despised by the broad Australian feminist community, commentators could not 

help but notice that the length of Greenburg‟s sentence of seventeen years in jail was 

harsher than that received by any of the male protagonists in the WA Inc debacle.
139

 

The reaction of Perth feminists to the Greenburg affair and their profound 

distrust concerning what they perceived as a media campaign against WIRE was 

captured by Marsden:  

When Greenburg and that stuff blew up, we found out that she‟d 

been basically a crook, the fact that she‟d had some dealings 

through WIRE was blown right out of proportion, the howls started 

… They just used that as a means of plodding the government.  

And Carmen Lawrence closed it down in the end, it was probably 

too embarrassing.
140

 

 

Marsden was convinced that the era that had promised „a new world for women‟ was 

ending with a crushing speed.  More explicitly, divisions within the broader Western 

Australian feminist movement over the considered future of WIRE exposed deep 

ambivalences about general feminist engagement with the state. 
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Reorienting Perth feminism: lessons from WIRE 

The government proposed a solution to an impasse caused by the sudden closure of 

WIRE in December 1992, by forming an Options Committee that investigated 

alternatives to information provision for women.  In January 1992, it appointed that 

committee, which included broad representation of senior bureaucrats and members 

of women‟s groups.
141

  WIRE ceased offering legal referrals in an attempt to 

minimise the implications of the Greenburg fallout on its other functions.  The 

committee‟s recommendations supported the removal of WIRE from the government 

sector because „increasing political pressures, bureaucratic procedures and 

government accountability requirements, were compromising its capacity to provide 

a truly women-focused and community-based service‟.
142

  Its summary of 

recommendations was submitted to Perth women‟s groups for comment. 

The cloud hanging over WIRE generated discussions among women‟s groups 

which questioned the efficacy of the agency‟s status as a government-provided 

women‟s service in that political climate, widely perceived as hostile to the idea of 

women‟s services.  Marsden remembers that the Greenburg affair led to „dissension 

within women in the government as to what should be done about it [WIRE], should 

we make it into a community organisation, which was what we advocated, and WEL 

advocated‟.
143

  WEL‟s rejection of the state-provision model agreed with the 

conclusion proposed by the committee but was justified on the grounds of the threat 

to the attempt to „do it differently‟:  
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[A] future WIRE within government will be so reduced in its 

ability to respond to women‟s needs as to be rendered ineffective.  

It will not be enough to simply establish guidelines for all 

government-funded bodies which provide information … 

guidelines which apply to all services will still not allow WIRE to 

bring a feminist perspective to its referrals.
144

  

 

 It was indeed an about-face for WEL to argue against WIRE remaining in 

government, given its championing of WIRE when it opened.  This position 

engendered opposition from women in the State Government and the ALP, who 

solidified their response in the Labor Women‟s Organisation (LWO) giving reasons 

against a community-based model.
145

  First, as a non-government organisation, 

WIRE would face considerable difficulties in obtaining appropriate funding.  

Second, the broader Western Australian community had given no indication that it 

wanted WIRE to leave the confines of the government.  Finally, a community-based 

agency could come to be controlled by a potentially hostile „interest group‟ and 

placed outside effective government control; and that the workers in community 

sectors are severely disadvantaged in pay and conditions in comparison to public 

servants.
146

  The LWO‟s proposal also focused on the philosophical congruence 

between the government‟s anti-privatisation policy and WIRE‟s operational 

philosophy:  

For the Labor Party, privatisation is an ideological debate 

because the public provision of services are not only seen in 

terms of economic development but also of social equity.  

Clearly the movement of WIRE to the community sector is 

an example of Privatisation of production and must be 

considered within the broader debate on Privatisation.
147

  

 

 Although the feminist movement was divided over the service‟s operational 

model, women‟s groups seemed united in aiming to keep the issue at the forefront of 
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the political agenda.  The argument that WIRE had a constituency which demanded 

its survival was used to sustain the existence of the service throughout these difficult 

times.  As a member of the Friends of WIRE, Marsden has recalled the politics behind 

the support:  

The success of WIRE was through the women because WIRE‟s 

constituency was disadvantaged women … When the crunch came, 

we didn‟t have powerful people to support WIRE, because we 

were not dealing with powerful people.   And one of the mistakes 

made was not, at the same time as dealing with the disadvantaged 

women, we were not „massaging‟ some powerful people to be our 

supporters in a crisis … But the people who most benefited from 

us didn‟t have power to change anything, they were too busy trying 

to survive.
148

 

 

 The damaging press campaign against WIRE, supported by the loudly 

expressed outrage of the conservative Opposition‟s allegations of impropriety of 

WIRE staff and the ALP government, showed no sign of ceasing.  The formation of 

the Western Women Action Group by women who had lost money through 

Greenburg‟s company, fuelled the controversy to the point where any consideration of 

WIRE‟s survival in its existing form represented a serious liability for the already 

embattled government.  One of the action group‟s meetings was promptly addressed 

by none other than Liberal MLA Cheryl Edwardes, who urged the group to campaign 

for a complete recovery of their monies from the government.
149

 

Premier Lawrence did eventually reassure all investors who could claim that 

their investments were made on the basis of an understanding given by WIRE that 

they would be assisted financially by the Legal Aid Commission.
150

  In the Upper 

House, ruled by the Coalition virtually throughout the existence of the Western 

Australian Parliament, the WIRE opponents did succeed in charging the Senate 
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Standing Committee on Constitutional Affairs to investigate the „alleged links 

between government agencies and the failed Western Women Group‟.
151

  The 

Committee‟s final report was, interestingly, never published; its interim reports gave 

no detail of the terms of reference of the investigation, although former and 

concurrent WIRE staff were reportedly subjected to intense „grilling‟ by the 

Committee members and gave unspecified evidence.
152

 

 Shortly afterwards in October 1992, the new Women‟s Information Service 

was launched by the Minister Assisting the Minister for Women‟s Interests, Judyth 

Watson.  The service emphasised community „outreach‟ work with information 

centres in community venues.  Staffed by only one officer, it failed to conform to the 

model of an agency desired by some former WIRE staff, like Marsden,
153

 as well as 

groups such as WEL who promoted the idea of a wide-ranging, generalist service 

which would still perform much of the referral work done by WIRE.  The formation 

of an outreach service was justified in terms of improving „upon this Government‟s 

response to the needs of women as defined by them‟.
154

  The Office for Women‟s 

Policy (OWP) still hosts WIS staffed by volunteers and managed by the OWP staff. 

 

Conclusion 

The history of WIRE portrays the tensions inherent in establishing and managing a 

women‟s community service within the government sector, and particularly in the 

context of political vulnerability of an embattled administration facing a looming 
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election battle.  WIRE‟s existence always depended on the success of its staff and 

supporters to manage the agency responsibly and negotiate flexibly their presence 

within a changing bureaucratic discourse.  WIRE operated uneasily as a government 

service eschewing the hierarchy associated with public agencies, drawing in this on 

the legacies of the 1970s women‟s movement.  It represented „liberal‟ feminism in 

action at a particularly favourable time for the State Government, and thus was 

supported by the most and opposed by minor social and political forces.  This 

balancing act left the agency with a window of opportunity in the 1980s when the 

electoral outlook was positive for the government.  At the same time, WIRE was 

vulnerable to attack at the time of the early 1990s crisis occurring in the context of a 

beleaguered government, falling economic growth and the cultural recession.  

 Hence, WIRE could be viewed as experiencing mixed fortunes. It enjoyed 

early success and contributed to the more general trend of women-centred information 

provision, but any long-lived success foundered in the face of controversy, and the 

structures of economic rationalism.  Success cannot be defined by an agency‟s 

longevity alone.  WIRE‟s most important success was perhaps in providing a service 

of tangible benefit to women in the Western Australian community, and in making a 

substantial difference to their lives. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

 

The ‘Art of What’s Possible’: The 1998 Abortion Law Reform 

 

 

A repeal of Western Australia‟s prohibitive abortion laws, particularly the sections 

which penalised women who underwent abortions, has been a key issue for the post-

1970s women‟s movement.  The focus of this chapter is the legislative change in the 

1998 partial reform of restrictions on abortion and the activism that occurred around 

changing the laws.  Strategic alliances between feminist parliamentarians, community 

women‟s organisations and public servants were critical to the passage of reforming 

legislation.  These alliances featured diverse views of abortion law reform.  Cheryl 

Davenport, the Labor member who introduced the private member‟s bill reforming 

the restrictive laws, called the result „the art of what‟s possible‟.
1
  

 Others, however, stated that Davenport‟s long-time involvement in the pro-

choice movement „seemed to correlate with … an increased willingness to make … 

compromises in order to achieve some sort of outcome‟.
2
  Here, I analyse the 

specifics of Western Australian pro-choice engagements with the state, at a time when 

pro-choice feminist parliamentarians were in a minority in the State Parliament, and 

much of the women‟s policy machinery had been „downsized‟.  The 1998 law reform 

in this state sits outside the pattern of abortion law reform set in other jurisdictions, 
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and therefore adds a distinct perspective to the debate about feminist state 

engagements in Western Australia. 

 

The politics of abortion: historical and theoretical perspectives 

The 1998 public debate exposed the sharply polarised positions of pro-choice and 

anti-choice campaigners.  I use the term pro-choice to describe a Western Australian 

movement that has favoured repeal of abortion laws since the late 1960s.  In contrast, 

the anti-choice movement has sought to maintain restrictive legal access to abortion in 

the state.  Where the pro-choice movement has been comprised of a range of 

community and women‟s movement lobbies, the anti-choice movement has been led 

mainly by the churches, particularly the Roman Catholic Church.  The reform 

generated about 100 hours of parliamentary debate and 800 pages in the Hansard, and 

was seen by two political commentators as „one of the most remarkable parliamentary 

debates in Western Australia‟s history‟.
3
 

Australian historian Judith Allen has argued persuasively that „the historical 

importance of abortion lies in the contribution it has made to this major demographic 

change [decline in the birth-rate] effected by specific groups of Australian women‟.4  

In this chapter, I analyse the framing of women‟s complex experiences and narratives 

of abortion in the pro-choice and anti-choice discourses, themselves sites of sharp 

contestation between different views.  The central focus is on political alliances 

among feminist women in the State Parliament and state public service, as well as a 

number of community based, medical, academic and other women‟s movement 
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groups and lobbies, which ensured a favourable outcome for the pro-choice cause in 

1998. 

Abortion law reform is an important focus for feminists because legislative 

control over women‟s reproductive experiences may serve as a barrier to the full 

exercise of women‟s rights.  Any abortion debate is essentially a struggle over 

contentious meanings of „woman‟ as much as it is about making abortion legal.  

Feminist literature on the discursive meanings of abortion in Australia places abortion 

rights and the pro-choice political field as subjects of central importance to the 

feminist academic and political project.
5
  In academic debates American historian 

Rosalind Petchesky in her important book Abortion and Woman‟s Choice, has argued 

for a less polarised politics of abortion that takes account of women‟s individual 

„choices‟ as the results of difficult moral decisions limited by their own context and 

the woman‟s individual positioning.
6
  The construction of abortion as a matter of 

„woman‟s choice‟ and an expression of her right to control her body has been 

critiqued by some Australian feminist writers whose arguments I examine in this 

chapter. 

First, Australian pro-choice ethicist Leslie Cannold in The Abortion Myth, has 

suggested that the pro-choice appeal to the discourse of women‟s rights over their 
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bodies is directly responsible for the slow and arduous process of liberalising abortion 

laws.  The pro-choice campaign, when framed as advocating for a woman‟s right to 

choose, precludes an articulation of a feminist abortion morality or the questioning of 

women‟s decisions to terminate a pregnancy.
7
  The anti-choice movement has made 

the fetus a public spectacle and central to its quest to save „unborn children‟.  

Australian feminist philosopher Catherine Mills reinforces this view: 

The polemical force of … imaging technologies lies in the 

emotive effect that seeing the fetus induces, which, it is 

implicitly suggested, necessarily leads to the conclusion that 

abortion is immoral.
8
  

 

Cannold concludes her argument: 

The job of the pro-choice movement is to provide a moral 

defence of a woman‟s freedom to choose abortion, a defence 

that has women – not fetuses – at its centre.  A pro-choice 

abortion morality must be strongly feminist in nature, not an 

ethic of abstract principles indiscriminately applied to the 

decontextualised lives of two-dimensional women.
9
 

 

 Australian historian, Rebecca Albury, has joined the debate arguing for a self-

reflective pro-choice politics.  In her book, The Politics of Reproduction, Albury has 

gone „beyond the slogans‟ to argue for a more complex view on abortion than that 

embodied in the fundamental feminist dictum of the „right to choose‟.
10

  Albury is 

more cautious about citing „morality‟ than Cannold  in questioning the uses of 

morality in political discourses: „Morality, especially the morality that defines “good 

mothers”, is a technology of gender and is totally implicated in the power relations in 

which women live their lives.‟
11

  Lyndall Ryan, Margie Ripper and Barbara Buttfield 
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have argued that „women and service-providers see abortion as a health service, 

whereas the media and parliamentary discourses construct it as a “social problem” or 

a moral dilemma‟.
12

  The „rights‟ discourse adopted by pro-choice advocates 

„participates in the dichotomisation of abortion as a moral debate‟.
13

  A distinction 

needs to be made between women‟s understandings of morality and the notions of 

morality employed by both anti-choice and pro-choice campaigners in the 1998 

abortion law debate. 

Abortion has always been a contested issue in Australia.  Melinda Tankard 

Reist‟s book Giving Sorrow Words (2000) is one example of anti-choice literature 

that portrays the woman as the main „victim‟ of abortion.
14

  As an advisor on 

reproductive issues to anti-choice (then) Senator Brian Harradine, Tankard Reist 

reignited the abortion debate by placing women‟s narratives within a broadly 

conservative agenda.  An anti-choice journalist, Angela Shanahan, has used the 

arguments in Tankard Reist‟s book to argue not only against the feminist discourse of 

a „woman‟s right to choose‟, but to condemn the practice of abortion.
15

 

This spurious concept of choice as an ultimate value has been 

used most effectively by feminists in the past twenty years in 

the debate over abortion, almost completely eliminating moral 

consideration of the subject.
16

  

 

Tankard Reist‟s book is part of an anti-choice „women-centred‟ strategy that, to some 

extent, more recently has displaced the politics of fetus-centred anti-choice arguments 

„with guilt-ridden, self-hating, grief-stricken, victimised … “woman hurt by abortion” 
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as the summarising image of what is wrong with legal abortion‟.
17

  In the post-

liberalisation period, marked by the passage in 1998 of what some labelled the most 

liberal laws in Australia at the time,
18

 Shanahan‟s comments have resonated in the 

Western Australian pro-choice discourse with important implications for pro-choice 

politics. 

Allen also has challenged the view that abortion is uniquely subversive of the 

patriarchal gender order, although her radical viewpoint stands in sharp contrast to 

Shanahan‟s and Tankard Reist‟s anti-choice politics.
19

  Allen has cited Rose Scott, a 

nineteenth-century feminist campaigner who refused to engage with „abortion on 

demand‟ and contraception because both practices were seen as „signs of women‟s 

sexual enslavement‟.
20

  Such earlier feminist views stood in clear opposition to later 

ideas that accessible abortion liberated women.  In response to Allen, Ryan and 

Ripper have pointed out that „many women had to challenge the patriarchal sexual 

order in order to obtain an abortion‟.
21

  Evoking a woman‟s right to reproductive 

freedom, they have concluded, is in itself a dissenting act. 

Australian historian Barbara Baird has argued that the „post-liberalisation‟ 

period „has been characterised by a complete medical monopoly over the provision of 

abortion services‟, resulting in „losses in terms of the diversity of discourses and 

practices through which women might access resources to terminate a pregnancy‟.
22

  

Importantly, the reproductive lives of Indigenous women exist outside of the terms of 
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reference of the Anglo-Australian women‟s movement‟s position on abortion.  To 

Indigenous women, the rhetoric of „choice‟ is simply not applicable, and may even 

appear superficial, taking no account of their community – in contrast to their 

individual – rights and responsibilities.
23

  The „mainstream‟ women‟s movement‟s use 

of the rhetoric of „choice‟, as British historian Mary Poovey remarks, derives 

historically from foundational tenets of Western liberalism, as elaborated and then 

institutionalised from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries.  Maternity was the 

essence of the female subject, naturalised on demand from bourgeois individualism.
24

 

For the purposes of this chapter, it is useful to work with an understanding that 

„the state has been a major object of strategy in sexual politics‟: 

In so far as an overarching state interest in the abortion issue 

can be identified, it lies, in liberal democracies at any rate, in 

the construction of an appropriate regulatory framework 

wherein the medical procedure of induced abortion can be 

carried out.
25

 

 

For French philosopher Michel Foucault, summoned in 1973 to the French court for 

his pro-choice activism, access to abortion was a matter of women‟s access to a 

fundamental right repressed by the state: 

For, if women learn that it is possible to have an abortion in a 

simple and risk-free way (using the suction method under the 

best sterile conditions) and without charge; if they learn that it 

isn‟t necessary to do seven years of study in order to practise 

this method, they risk deserting the commercial circuits of 

abortion and denouncing the collusion of doctors, police and 

the courts, which makes them pay dearly, in every sense of the 

term, for the liberty they take in refusing a pregnancy.
26
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Historically, the Western Australian state has always had an interest in regulating 

reproduction: „Through legislation against abortion, the state has claimed an interest 

in … women‟s bodies and reproduction.‟
27

  Australian abortion laws are a matter for 

state and territory governments, except for the financial subsidy available under the 

national Medicare public health scheme.  Australia is the only country in the world 

where abortion laws differ within the country.
28

  All national jurisdictions except the 

Australian Capital Territory (ACT), which has repealed all criminal abortion statues, 

have abortion laws inscribed in their respective criminal law.  Western Australian 

laws are unique in that they are found in both the criminal and health state legislation. 

 

Western Australian abortion laws prior to 1998 

Western Australian criminal abortion law had origins in the state‟s British imperial 

heritage.  The Offences against the Person Act (UK) 1861 „became the model for 

comparable legislation throughout the world, including the Australian states‟.
29

  This 

act defined „unlawful‟ abortion to mean an abortion performed for any reason other 

than to save the woman‟s life.  Western Australian abortion sections in the Criminal 

Code Act (1902) were drafted in 1897.30  Section 199 proscribed heavy jail terms for a 

doctor „unlawfully‟ administering abortion or an abortifacient.  Section 200 penalised 

a woman „unlawfully‟ administering to herself an abortifacient or undergoing an 

abortion with „imprisonment with hard labour for seven years‟.  Section 201 
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proscribed a three-year jail term with hard labour for anyone who „unlawfully‟ 

supplied „whatsoever‟ anything related to obtaining an abortion. 

 Prior to 1998, however, the legal status of abortion in Western Australia can 

be best described as uncertain, for a number of reasons.  First, abortion and 

reproductive control both have a long history in Western Australia.  In the colonial 

mid-1850s, for example, abortion and abortifacients were advertised in the state 

newspaper Perth Gazette.
31

  Despite abortion‟s criminal status, pregnancy 

terminations have been largely available to many Western Australian women since 

the early days of the colony.  Second, there was a notable lack of abortion-related 

prosecutions after 1965.  Public opinion assumed that abortion‟s availability as „the 

most common surgical procedure performed in Western Australia‟ and the existence 

of the Medicare subsidy for abortions from 1975, reflected abortion‟s legal status.
32

  

Third, the dubious illegality of abortion was perpetuated by uncertainties in 

professional circles in the early 1990s: „Even the best-informed lawyers and 

commentators cannot agree on whether abortion is illegal or not in the state.‟
33

 

 The definition of „unlawful abortion‟ n this context is of critical importance.  

Some feminist scholars, such as political scientist Helen Pringle, have written in the 

1990s (before the Western Australian  test case in 1998) that the act of unlawful 

abortion suggests „and has been taken by courts to mean, that actions to procure a 

miscarriage can be undertaken lawfully, and that not every attempt to perform an 

abortion is criminal‟.
34

  The sections that further complicated the legal status of 
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abortion in Western Australia, under the „offences against morality‟ chapter defined 

the fetus as a „child capable of being killed‟.  Section 259 allowed for „a surgical 

operation upon any person for his [sic] benefit, or upon an unborn child for the 

preservation of the mother‟s life‟, provided that abortion was performed „in good faith 

and with reasonable care and skill‟ and „having regard to the patient‟s state at the time 

and to all the circumstances of the case‟.  However, Section 269 stated that „a child 

becomes a person capable of being killed when it has completely proceeded in a 

living state from the body of its mother‟.  This section implied that abortion was not a 

crime when performed on a fetus incapable of surviving outside the woman‟s womb, 

that is, that abortion of an unborn fetus was not necessarily illegal. 

Some Australian pro-choice commentators have long regarded illegal abortion 

as a result of legislative measures taken to „protect‟ women when unsafe abortion was 

practised by „backyard‟ abortionists.  For example, Stefania Siedlecky and Diana 

Wyndham have written that throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

unsafe and illegal abortion was likely to result in the death of or severe injuries to the 

woman.  The witnesses from all states to the 1904 Royal Commission on the Decline 

of the Birthrate testified to great numbers of „illegal abortionists‟, mostly nurses and 

midwives, operating „unregulated‟ in the community.
35

 

Sociologist Sharyn Roach Anleu has suggested, however, that „the emerging 

medical profession was the single most important influence in the criminalisation of 

abortion‟.
36

  From the second half of the nineteenth century, the medical profession 

lobbied against abortion as part of its campaign against „alternative‟ health 
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practitioners, Anleu has argued.  Where midwives had hitherto played essential roles 

in women‟s reproductive lives, the male-dominated health profession rallied to 

exclude practices that went without recognition as sufficiently „medical‟ or 

„scientific‟.  Medical knowledge provided a scientific basis for a discursive separation 

of the fetus from the woman‟s body establishing that the fetus was alive before 

quickening (the initial movement of fetus in utero).
37

  

 Allen‟s research into prosecutions for conducting „unlawful abortions‟ in New 

South Wales provides a convincing account of an intensifying opposition to midwives 

between the two world wars.  Following the expulsion of midwives from the „health 

profession‟ by defining midwifery as a para-health profession, the (white, male, 

middle-class) doctors seized control of abortion practice in the 1920s and 1930s.  

Allen has identified this process as the medicalisation and masculinisation of abortion, 

where the determination of acceptable images of „womanhood‟ and women‟s morality 

rested with the male-dominated health profession.
38

  The illegality of abortion 

combined with the tendency of the medical profession to evade arrests and 

prosecutions to create an extremely lucrative abortion market, albeit one shrouded in 

secrecy, with the assistance of a cooperative police service.
39

 

Western Australian women‟s narratives suggest that „any taxi driver in Perth 

knew‟ where a woman could obtain an abortion.
40

  Historian Suellen Murray writes 

about a protection racket, between 1920 and 1950, which was condoned by the legal 

system.
41

  The pro-choice doctor Gwen Leavesley described the situation in 1960s 

Perth: „It was reportedly a case of 250 pounds under the pillow before being trundled 
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into the theatre at a somewhat seedy private hospital‟ where „practitioners who were 

known to be “helpful” [operated]‟, but, Leavesley concludes, „perhaps extortion was a 

better word‟.
42

 

Since the 1970s, Australian and international feminist writers have expressed 

grave reservations about the medical profession‟s control of women‟s health.  Radical 

feminist Mary Daly wrote about the practice of gynaecology in particular, as „not 

healing in a deep sense but [as a] violent enforcement of the sexual caste system‟, 

regarding gynaecology as a global synonym for patriarchy.
43

  Australian historian 

Rosemary Pringle charts the late entry of women into gynaecology and obstetrics, 

noting, however, that „the issue of women doctors has challenged feminists to explore 

their mixed feelings about western medicine and to work out new ways of addressing 

the issues around power and professionalism‟.
44

  This observation prompts theorists to 

regard all political struggles as multi-faceted and unstable, as an opposite to the 

positivist division of „good‟ versus „evil‟.  It is a useful tool in an examination of 

engagements among Western Australian pro-choice campaigners (from grassroots 

lobbies, the parliament and the public service), the legal and medical professions, and 

the state in the so-called liberalisation period in the history of abortion politics in the 

state. 

The 1960s pro-choice politics in Western Australia 

In 1965, state Member of the Legislative Council (MLC), Dr Gordon Hislop, related 

his experience as a doctor giving „consent‟ to many female patients to undergo 

abortion, convinced that many women risked dire personal and health-related 
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consequences or financial hardship if their pregnancies continued.  Hislop requested 

that the State Liberal Government appoint a committee, comprising of „men‟ from 

medical and legal backgrounds, to investigate the applications of the Code sections 

199, 200 and 201.45  Prior to Hislop‟s speech, only one parliamentarian, ALP MLC 

Ruby Hutchinson, had called for the decriminalisation of „indictable childbirth cases‟, 

as abortions were called in the 1950s.
46

 

 Historian Stephanie Grayston has noted that in the 1960s Western Australians 

had more liberal views on abortion than in previous decades.  The number of illegal 

abortions affirmed that the law served as a deterrent to women seeking and doctors 

performing terminations rather than a method of prosecution.
47

  The arrival of the 

contraceptive pill in 1961 became symbolic of the apparent changes in attitudes to 

sexual behaviour.  Paternalistic attitudes towards women who faced unplanned or 

unwanted pregnancies were disguised in the discourse of care: „In most cases, when a 

woman finds she is pregnant, and she already has five children and she cannot afford 

any more, she gets in a desperate state of mental acuity.‟48
  Hislop believed that 

abortion was a potential solution to the social „problem‟ of „illegitimate‟ births, 

considered to have worsened since the liberalisation of social attitudes to sex.
49

 

 Hislop attempted to introduce legislative reform twice.  In 1966, his private 

member‟s bill lapsed in parliament resulting in no legislative change.  In harnessing 

community support, Hislop sent the bill for analysis to medical and legal 

representatives, showing that he was determined not to allow the attention to the 

                                                 
45

 Western Australia: Parliamentary Debates (hereafter WAPD), vol.172, 1965, pp.3049-

3052. 
46

 Quoted in Margaret Reynolds, The Last Bastion: Labor Women Working Towards Equality 

in the Parliaments of Australia, Business and Professional Publishing Pty Ltd, Sydney, 1995, 

p.48. 
47

 Stephanie Grayston, „Changing Attitudes and Services: Abortion in Western Australia, 

1970-1990‟, in Hetherington & Maddern (eds), Sexuality and Gender in History, p.245. 
48

 Ibid, p.3052. 
49

 WAPD, vol.172, 1965, p.3051. 



 245 

„abortion issue‟, unlike his bill, to lapse.  The Western Australian branch of the Public 

Health Association (PHA) organised a public debate on abortion as a „medical‟ issue 

in response to Hislop‟s attempts.
50

  The West Australian daily newspaper positively 

covered the parliamentary debates, both in 1966 and 1968, when Hislop introduced 

the Medical Termination of Pregnancy Bill.
51

  This second bill, defeated on a 

technicality, would have decriminalised abortion carried out within 12 weeks of 

pregnancy and where it posed „serious risk to the life, or grave injury to the health, 

whether physical or mental‟, of the woman.
52

 

In 1968, pro-choice activist Beatrice Faust was in Perth participating in a panel 

discussion televised on the TVW7 network, which raised the issue of accessibility of 

abortion for working-class and underprivileged women.
53

  In the debate around the 

1968 bill, Hislop cited consultations with anonymous Perth women‟s groups, 

commenting that „women are becoming self-controlled and they believe they should 

have a say in what should happen to them‟.
54

  Grayston notes that the formation of the 

Abortion Law Reform Association (ALRA) in 1969 was made possible partly because 

of a significant public outcry and the dismay of some doctors at the parliament‟s 

rejection of Hislop‟s 1968 bill.55  ALRA was supportive of Hislop, and he later 

became its important patron.
56

 

Interstate developments encouraged the rise of the Perth pro-choice movement.  

In the 1969 R. v. Davidson case, Justice Menhennit of the Victorian Supreme Court 
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ordered that an abortion was lawful when „necessary to preserve the mother from 

serious danger to her life or her physical or mental health‟ beyond the normal dangers 

of pregnancy and childbirth.
57

  In December 1969, the South Australian Liberal 

Party/Country League Coalition Government amended the Criminal Law 

Consolidation Act (1935), legalising abortion when pregnancy and childbirth posed 

greater risk to the woman‟s life or mental and physical health than a termination, or 

when a child was seriously „handicapped‟.
58

  In 1971, Judge Levine in the New South 

Wales District Court case R. v. Wald, adjudicated that there were „economic, social or 

medical‟ aspects constituting valid „reasonable grounds upon which an accused could 

honestly and reasonably believe there would result a serious danger‟ to a woman‟s 

„physical or mental health‟ if she were to continue with her pregnancy.
59

 

Abortion moved from a pre-1960s state of secrecy to a post-1960s state of 

disclosure.  It was no coincidence that the ALRA‟s membership was dominated by the 

medical profession.  As Allen discussed, the formation of the pro-choice lobby was 

contingent on the pressure exerted in the post-Second World War period on medical 

abortionists to pay large sums of money to police extortionists as a way of ensuring 

immunity from arrest.  These actions created a „political and economic crisis within 

the abortion market by the late 1960s‟.
60

  Consequently abortion came out of the 

closet: 

Secrecy has been displaced by disclosure.  Abortion 

politics has emerged as a new and far from resolved 

province with paradoxical effects on the options of 

Australian women with unwanted pregnancies.
61
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The major importance of the Menhennit and Levine rulings was in the apparent 

change in the legal profession‟s attitudes which now signified a greater willingness to 

acknowledge that abortion law reform might be necessary.  Coupled with changes in 

the health profession‟s attitudes, ALRA saw this as giving it legitimacy in seeking to 

have the women‟s right to „choose‟ reflected in law. 

 

A woman’s right to choose: 1970s feminism and pro-choice politics 

Feminists in the early 1970s broke away from their predecessors‟ silence on abortion, 

as historian Marilyn Lake notes: „Women‟s right of sovereignty over their bodies – 

the sanctity of their bodies – had long been espoused as a fundamental feminist 

principle, but at the cost of denying women‟s sexuality.‟
62

  Legislative repeal of the 

Code sections became a uniting aim of the Western Australian women‟s movement, 

including both the Women‟s Electoral Lobby (WEL) and Perth Women‟s Liberation.  

Although they were newcomers on the reproductive rights agenda when compared to 

ALRA which had formed in 1969, women‟s groups succeeded in injecting the pro-

choice lobby with feminist perspectives. 

 By 1972, ALRA had sent its newsletter to all federal and state politicians, 

indicating its firm willingness to engage with parliamentary politics,
63

 and in a state 

by-election, distributed leaflets campaigning against anti-choice candidates.  The 

close links that developed between ALRA and state politicians are exemplified by the 

work of ALRA‟s founding member, ALP MLC Roy Claughton.  In 1972, Claughton 

was successful, with ALRA‟s full support, in introducing the private Contraceptives 

Act Amendment Bill, which passed through the parliament, repealing the ban on 
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contraceptive advertising in the Contraceptives Act (1939).64  ALRA assisted with the 

establishment of the Family Planning Association (FPA) of Western Australia, of 

which Claughton later became president.
65

 

 ALRA founding member and activist Denise White spoke about abortion law 

repeal at the inaugural meeting of Perth Women‟s Liberation in May 1972.
66

  In its 

newsletter, Women‟s Liberation discussed its aim for the availability of „safe abortion 

on demand‟ as „giving woman control of her own body‟.
67

  Women‟s Liberation 

distributed leaflets on contraception to secondary students in late 1973, following the 

legalisation of contraceptive advertising.
68

  WEL also demanded abortion law 

repeal,
69

 encouraging the formation of the FPA and supporting its requests for 

increased funding for its services from the state government. 

The need for strategic alliances was even more pertinent in light of the 

emergence of an active anti-choice movement funded by the Catholic Church.  By 

1972 the national Right to Life (RTL) had formed branches in all Australian states 

and territories.
70

  In 1974, the more militant RTL Perth members, together with the 

Protestant group Living Alternatives, formed a Coalition for the Defence of Human 

Life.
71

  Centacare, the Catholic Church‟s agency, founded Pregnancy Help in 1976, 

partly funded by the state government.  The ambiguously-named service, which never 

referred for abortions, established centres in the Western Australian rural and regional 
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areas.
72

  The pro-choice movement accused the RTL of basing their anti-choice 

opposition to abortion on a nascent belief that women‟s sexuality was „sinful‟.
73

 

 In 1972 Claughton introduced a Criminal Code Amendment Bill (No.3) in the 

Legislative Council, that would reform the Code section 199 making abortion legal 

when performed by a qualified health professional, and repealing sections 200 and 

201.
74

  Claughton had indicated he had broad support for abortion law reform: „We 

need to create laws that will govern the affairs of the community as fairly as possible, 

with due regard for individual freedoms and for the liberties of the people.‟
75

  The 

pro-choice lobby agreed that the more difficult it was for women to obtain an 

abortion, the higher the possibility of health complications and deaths as results of 

unsafe abortions.
76

  Claughton implicitly addressed the transformations in women‟s 

attitudes influenced by the rising feminist activism,
77

 where abortion was seen by 

many women in the community as a woman‟s right and expectation to control her 

own fertility.
78

 

 Some state parliamentarians contended that contraception was the sole 

positive way to control fertility.  ALP MLC William Willesee suggested different 

means whereby „personal and family pressures which lead to the termination of 

pregnancy might be lessened‟, including improving funding to infant health clinics, 

providing suitable childcare centres and children‟s playgrounds, maternity hospitals, 
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and government-instituted home-help organisations.
79

  Other parliamentarians still 

held deeply conservative attitudes to abortion.  A Liberal Party MLC, Leslie Logan, 

refused to support the legislation which he claimed made abortion a method of birth 

control.
80

   

 In an attempt to dampen the radical language of the feminist movement, pro-

choice Labor MLC Lyla Elliott (one of only two women in the State Parliament) 

asked for the term „abortion on request‟ in preference to „abortion on demand‟, in an 

acknowledgement that women‟s decisions about abortions did not stem from self-

interest, but from social, economic or health-related urgencies.  Elliott was one of the 

few parliamentarians who made a genuine attempt to argue that abortion law reform 

and the status of women were „all inextricably interwoven‟.
81

  However, traditional 

constructions of the „unmarried young pregnant girl‟ and „unwed mothers on welfare‟ 

seeking abortions were invoked even by the pro-choice parliamentarians like Elliott‟s 

ALP colleagues.
82

  When asked to vote on the bill, the Legislative Council returned a 

resounding rejection of 18 votes against the 9 who supported the bill. 

 By the early 1970s, abortion had become such a fervently debated issue, that 

the Whitlam federal government appointed the Royal Commission on Human 

Relationships to address the legal, social, personal and experiential aspects of 

abortion.  The Commission pointed out the uncertainty of the legal status of abortion 

in Western Australia, and in particular the limited provisions permitting some 

abortions under the Code section 259.  There were no guidelines as to what 

constituted „the circumstances of the case‟ where abortion was performed lawfully, or 
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the precise meaning of „the preservation of a mother‟s life‟.
83

  Despite the illegality of 

abortion in Western Australia, some government agencies put forward a pro-choice 

case, illustrated by the Western Australian Department of Community Welfare‟s 

submission: 

Underprivileged women are much more exposed to traumatic 

experiences and to dangerous delays when seeking an abortion 

than middle-class women who have both the sophistication and 

the finance to be selective.
84

 

 

The Commission accepted women‟s testimonies as „expert‟ testimonies equal to 

medical and legal submissions.
85

  The Commission‟s recommendation that the 

decision was best made by the woman and her docto, was never heeded: 

The doctor‟s role is to weigh up the circumstances, to advise of 

the risks and to ensure proper medical practice.  The woman 

should have counselling to enable her to consider the options 

free of pressure.
86

  

 

 Although disappointed by Claughton‟s unsuccessful attempt at reform in 1972, 

ALRA decided to pursue direct action as a means of raising public awareness on 

abortion.  Claughton‟s defeat and the Royal Commission recommendations 

radicalised ALRA: it changed its goal of „reforming‟ abortion laws to repealing them.  

ALRA, WEL, and Women‟s Liberation used the 1974 state election to press for a 

legal acknowledgment of a „woman‟s right to choose‟.  This slogan became a title for 

one of the submissions sent by WEL to each candidate contesting the 1974 election.
87

  

In 1974, the establishment of the Abortion Information Service (AIS) was a 

significant turning point in pro-choice politics. 
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 ALRA wrote to the state attorney-general, asking for a legal clarification of 

abortion restrictions in Western Australia.  The attorney-general‟s response called the 

Western Australian abortion laws „cloudy‟:  

From the technical, legal point of view, there are some doubts 

as to just what the relevant law is in this state.  However, I 

think that it is clear that our law enforcement authority takes a 

particular view of the law, and that the policy as to when 

prosecutions should and should not be brought is determined 

accordingly.
88

 

 

The response confirmed the view that abortion practice was tolerated by the Western 

Australian police, giving the green light to ALRA to establish a referral service.  

Denise White‟s comments reveal ALRA‟s concerns:  

Our only reservation is that by making the present rotten 

situation work we might be delaying repeal of the laws.  But … 

confronted with desperate and badly treated women, we could 

not stand aside if we could help them.
89

 

  

At this time, two free-standing private abortion clinics, Nanyara and Zera, were 

operating in Perth, with most referrals given by the FPA and sympathetic general 

practitioners.
90

 

 The Abortion Information Service (AIS) was launched in September 1974, 

with what White described as excellent media support.
91

  In the spirit of sisterhood, 

WEL gave as much philosophical and financial support as it could muster at election 

time.  Activists approached pharmacists asking them to display contraceptives in their 

shop-windows with a view to picketing the hesitant or unresponsive ones.
92

  To assist 

with an understanding of the radical nature of these actions in the context of the 
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1970s, the AIS „supplied information on abortion at a time when the availability and 

public awareness of abortion were at a considerably lower level‟ than in the 2000s.
93

   

 The AIS was funded by donations and staffed by dedicated volunteers.  It 

aimed to „give practical assistance toward obtaining an abortion if this is the sustained 

wish of the woman‟, and to „give support and friendship to those seeking abortion‟.
94

  

The AIS harnessed the support of what was increasingly becoming a broad pro-choice 

community lobby: the conventionally conservative Western Australian branch of the 

Australian Medical Association (AMA), several members of parliament, the ALP 

State Executive, and the university student guilds all rallied behind the service.  In its 

first month of operation, the AIS was overwhelmed with the number of telephone 

calls from women enquiring about the possibility of obtaining abortions, or about 

available birth-control methods. 

 In November 1974, the police raided the homes of the AIS doctors and 

counsellors, citing „conspiracy‟ as a justification for the search, and seizing strictly 

confidential patient records.  The police belief that a large-scale „abortion racket‟ 

existed for massive profits was unsubstantiated, as all counsellors were voluntary 

workers, and the clinics charged only the scheduled Medicare fee for abortion.  

ALRA suspected that the raid was set in motion by an undercover policewoman who 

had telephoned an AIS counsellor, recording the conversation about abortion 

services.
95

  The seized documents were returned and no charges were laid. 

The Perth daily The West Australian extensively reported the raid on its front 

page.
96

  The Australian Medical Association (AMA) protested against a breach of 
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patients‟ confidentiality in the decision of authorities to defend the raid.
97

  Many more 

pro-choice than anti-choice letters responding to the raid were published by the 

newspaper.
98

  Despite the inconvenience and questionable legality of the police 

action, ALRA realised that the raid and the refusal to lay criminal charges became 

tools for furthering its campaign.  Western Australians were shocked by the raids, not 

necessarily because they had believed that abortion was a woman‟s right to choose, 

but because they believed in patient privacy.  The pro-choice activists interpreted the 

lack of police prosecution to mean that the law had been extended:  

By not proceeding with prosecutions the police did extend the 

law enforcement authorities‟ interpretation of current 

application of the law, since counsellors and doctors admitted 

very publicly what they were doing.
99

 

 

The AIS was „busier than ever with all this free publicity – and … told the media 

about it too!‟
100

 

 Throughout the 1970s, ALRA was joined by WEL and Women‟s Liberation in 

the rejuvenated campaign.  In her speech to the Country Party Women‟s Conference, 

Denise White framed abortion as an issue of woman‟s choice: „I should like to say 

that I think it is necessary – looking back to the question of meaningful human 

relationships – to ask ourselves why we want children.‟
101

  ALRA met with the 

Parliamentary Liberal Party, of whom two were women, to convince them of the 

necessity of abortion law reform.
102

  The pro-choice lobby‟s supporters in the ALP 
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had succeeded in changing the party‟s policy to acknowledge the woman‟s right to 

choose and repeal the laws, at the 1975 State Conference.
103

 

Several pertinent political implications emerged from the 1970s campaigning 

which would dominate the focus of the pro-choice discourse well into the future.  

First, abortion was securely positioned within the context of standard medical 

practice.  The introduction of Medibank (later Medicare) by the Whitlam government 

in 1974 made abortions more accessible to women, even when performed in private 

clinics.  Second, the pro-choice movement demanded adequate sex education and the 

availability of contraception as tools designed to challenge conservative views that 

women who sought abortions were selfish and unfeminine.  When an unplanned or 

unwanted pregnancy is understood as a potential harm to both the woman and the 

unborn fetus, abortion acquires the necessary legitimacy. 

The call for a „woman‟s right to choose‟ can be contextualised within broader 

feminist concerns in the 1970s over women‟s health care, in particular women‟s right 

to reclaim control over their bodies from the grip of the male-dominated medical 

establishment.
104

  The medicalised view of abortion sat uneasily with the more critical 

arguments made by some Women‟s Liberation activists, which viewed the 

medicalisation of women‟s bodies with grave suspicion.
105

  Some feminists were 

critical of medical professionals‟ „elite‟ associations dominated by those whom they 

identified as white male doctors who, they argued, operated with patriarchal baggage 

of views of women‟s bodies and reproductive health.  ALRA claimed that „so vast is 

the gap between doctors and women patients, that many doctors … are genuinely 

                                                 
103

 See Chapter Two for more information on abortion politics within the ALP. 
104

 Dorothy H. Broom, Damned If We Do: Contradictions in Women‟s Health Care, Allen & 

Unwin, Sydney, 1991, p.26. 
105

 Ibid. 



 256 

unable to comprehend the nature of women‟s complaints – either medically or 

verbally‟.
106

 

It is notable that the anti-choice movement‟s messages began to resonate in the 

Western Australian Parliament in the 1970s and early 1980s, which was dominated by 

the conservative governments of Liberal premier Charles Court.  In 1981, the RTL 

promoted its position in a notorious American film The Silent Scream, shown mostly 

to secondary students in private Catholic girls‟ schools.  To a question raised in the 

state parliament over the film screenings, the Liberal minister for education, William 

Grayden, responded that it was a matter for the school principal to decide whether or 

not to allow the screening.  Labor MLA Ron Davies noted that the newspaper stories 

described the film as „shocking and emotionally damaging to students‟.
107

  The 

minister suggested to the schools that the period during which the slides remained on 

screen should be limited: 

All sorts of programmes are presented in schools these days on 

behalf of the pro-abortion lobby and I think it is quite desirable 

that the other side should have the opportunity of presenting its 

views.
108

  

 

Minister Grayden was adamant that the RTL was a „reputable‟ and „reasonable‟ 

organisation, but gave no confirmation that the modified version of the film was 

subsequently shown in schools.109 

In 1982, ALRA president Denise White expressed her frustration at the slow 

progress of law repeal: 

I confess too that I have found political lobbying an almost 

literally sickening experience.  I really do not know how to 
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change the collective Parliamentary conscience – it is rather 

like digging a kapok mattress with a spade.110
 

 

A parliamentarian‟s broadly progressive politics could not guarantee a pro-choice 

position: „Many ALRA members and others expressed regrets that ALP MHR for 

Swan, Kim Beazley, should have continued to express support for the anti-choice 

lobby.‟111  In an attempt to appeal to Catholics who supported or were ambivalent 

about abortion, particularly those in the ALP, ALRA invited to Perth the executive 

director of American organisation Catholics for a Free Choice, and former nun, 

Frances Kissling.  Kissling rebutted the Church message by asserting that „the fetus is 

really the only class of life to whom the church gives an absolute right to live‟.112  

Kissling‟s visit provoked a „warning‟ from the Perth Catholic Archbishop not to listen 

to Kissling‟s denunciation of the Church hierarchy‟s anti-abortion and anti-

contraception message.  If there was any impact from Kissling‟s visit and intensified 

lobbying, it was that it drove the ALP towards silence on abortion following its 1983 

victory at the state election. 

 

Silence is golden: abortion and state politics in the 1980s 

Most of the women who entered the public arenas of the state because of credentials 

gained through social movements chose a career in the public service with a view to 

making a significant impact on women‟s lives in the development of women-friendly 

government policies, including the liberalisation of abortion laws.
113

  The state 

government‟s Women‟s Advisory Council (WAC) and Women‟s Interests Division 

within the Department of Premier and Cabinet were established to advise the 
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government on women‟s issues.  Several ALRA and WEL members were in the first 

1983 WAC, including Dr Gwen Leavesley and future ALP MLA Diana Warnock.
114

  

 Prior to the Coalition government‟s loss of office in 1983, it had commissioned 

a review of the Criminal Code from Michael Murray QC, which was subsequently 

presented to the ALP attorney-general Joe Berinson, and which stated:  

Clearly … [the Criminal Code] ought to be to protect against 

sexual activity or interference those who are young, or in some 

way disabled so as to require such protection, and I include in 

the latter category … the interests of the unborn child in 

connection with matters of abortion.
115

 

 

Murray recommended that Code sections 199 to 201 should be tightened to include 

„any acts done with the relevant intent to procure a miscarriage whether the woman is 

pregnant or not‟.  Murray acknowledged that abortion law was out of step with the 

attitudes of the Perth community, yet maintained that few were those who supported 

access to abortion „at the whim of the pregnant woman‟.
116

  However, the report drew 

little comment from the government, while the Western Australian Law Society 

condemned the recommendations on abortion law.
117

 

 The ALRA wrote to the attorney-general pointing out Murray‟s failure to 

acknowledge „the great amount of study and research available on the subject, and of 

public opinion polls which show that the majority wants abortion to be legally 

available‟.
118

  It identified „the increasing need for political institutions to recognise 

and be sensitive to women‟s views‟, warning that, should women‟s rights become 

further „politicised‟, „restrictive abortion laws may pass into history‟.
119

  Hopes that 
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the ALP‟s electoral victory, coupled with a significant increase in the number of 

feminist women parliamentarians,
120

 would lead to abortion law repeal, were quickly 

dashed upon learning that the ALP had no intention of reforming abortion laws.  The 

government‟s silence over Murray‟s recommendations was partly an attempt to avoid 

a public discussion on abortion and the raising of contentious views that could 

mobilise the anti-choice movement. 

 In 1983, ALRA attempted to convince a few (unnamed) parliamentarians to 

attempt law repeal, and the Western Mail reported on the attempts of some 

backbenchers, shunned by premier Brian Burke who publicly expressed his 

opposition to „abortion on demand.‟
121

  In February 1984, a joint media release by 

ALRA, WEL and the newly formed Right to Choose Coalition, expressed disapproval 

of Burke‟s position to „speak against and vote against abortion [reform] legislation if 

it were introduced‟.
122

  In April 1984, Burke was the only opponent to the call from 

the Labor Women‟s Organisation (LWO) at the party‟s National Conference to 

remove the federal party policy allowing a „conscience vote‟ on abortion.  The LWO 

succeeded in winning the endorsement of the party for abortion rights to be included 

in the ALP‟s platform statement, but was unsuccessful in passing a motion barring 

party members from voting against abortion reform.
123

  This outcome did not escape 

the media‟s attention, and neither did the unproductive and confusing contradiction 

between the state and federal ALP policies.
124

 

 In 1984, the ALP state government created the Health Department, 

incorporating a vocal group of pro-choice women.  In particular, the formation of the 
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Working Party on Women and Health represented an acknowledgement that 

„highlighted the need for a coherent policy approach to women‟s health issues‟.
125

  

The working party also recognised the specificities and complexities of women‟s 

reproductive health.  It‟s report recommended the following: 

A review of legislation [the Criminal Code] be undertaken with 

a view to removing legislative barriers to health services for 

women, with particular reference to fertility and fertility 

control, and to regulating reproductive technology.
126

 

  

 The unclear legal status of abortion was of major concern to the working 

party, reflected in the number of submissions arguing for legal abortion.  Abortion-

related submissions were in the highest number at 21 per cent of all submissions 

received.  Abortion attracted substantial comment from the working party, including 

the observation of need for regular data collection of abortion statistics, and accessible 

and comprehensive family planning information and services.
127

  The working party‟s 

report, launched by the minister for health Ian Taylor in October 1986, marked the 

first state-sanctioned recognition of abortion as a health issue in Western Australia. 

 The contradictions between the report‟s recommendations and the ALP 

government‟s consistent refusal to repeal abortion laws loomed, as the report opened 

more doors to ALRA and women‟s movement‟s engagement with the state.  ALRA 

subsequently developed a good working relationship with the state government and 

public servants, where its members and activists attended WAC functions and the 

Premier‟s Decision-makers‟ luncheons.  ALRA President Megan Sassi noted in 1986 

a significant „rise‟ in public consciousness about abortion, evidenced by requests for 

information from tertiary institutions, secondary schools and media, where the ALRA 
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made several appearances.
128

  The screenings of The Silent Scream were 

counterbalanced with the ALRA‟s campaign which included distribution of the film 

Response to The Silent Scream, obtained from the Planned Parenthood Federation in 

the United States.  Short excerpts from the film were shown on Channel Seven‟s 

programme State Affair, on which Sassi also appeared.
129

 

Reports of „unofficial assurances‟ that legislation legalising abortion would be 

introduced were prompted by the election of ALRA member, MLC Cheryl Davenport 

in 1989 and the change in ALP leadership.  In her inaugural speech Davenport stated 

that abortion law repeal was her main political agenda.
130

  The new premier, Peter 

Dowding, was believed to be more favourable to the pro-choice cause than his 

predecessor Burke, and more amenable to pressure both from within and outside the 

party.  ALRA made a strong call: 

Up until now, the party which likes to be characterised as the 

party for social justice has kept abortion law repeal off the 

legislative agenda.  … Now is the time for Government to act: 

no more caution, no more quietly working behind the scenes, 

no more vacillating!
131

 

 

At the 1989 ALP State Conference, the delegates called for the repeal of 

abortion laws „as a matter of urgency‟.  A long-term ALRA and WEL member, 

former AIS counsellor, convener of the ALP Health Committee and future minister, 

Judy Edwards, introduced the motion to reaffirm the state ALP policy on abortion.  

The motion received support from the deputy premier David Parker, but Dowding 

was ambivalent at best.
132

  Despite the promising results of the 1989 Westpoll survey 
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showing support of above 60 per cent of the people surveyed
133

 favouring liberal 

abortion laws, the government‟s stance soured the pro-choice movement‟s 

expectations.  The survey also showed that 66 per cent of Liberal and 61 per cent of 

ALP voters supported abortion law repeal.  A page-long advertisement in the West 

Australian, strategically preceding the first sitting of the new parliament and showing 

the 200 eminent signatories favouring abortion law repeal,
134

 did not change the 

intentions of the ALP leadership. 

In 1989, ALRA and the Women‟s Health Special Interest Group of the PHA 

organised a seminar „Abortion – Challenges for Change‟.  The chair of the seminar 

was a prominent doctor from the public King Edward Memorial Hospital for Women, 

Dr Harry Cohen.  Panellists included ALRA‟s Megan Sassi, Dr Judith Straton, 

lecturer in medicine at the University of Western Australia, Liza Newby, former 

Women‟s Adviser to Burke and a Principal Consultant in the Legislation Branch of 

the Health Department, as well as MLC Cheryl Davenport.  The participants 

presented a three-pronged argument for access to legal, safe and free abortion.  First, 

maternal mortality was seen as a direct result of illegal abortion.  Second, the 

participants stressed the social justice factor, arguing that legal restriction on access to 

abortion was critical to the persistence of gender inequality.  Third, the women‟s 

rights factor framed access to legal abortion as women‟s right to control their 

fertility.
135

  The consensus was that the right to abortion should be legislatively 

enshrined. 

The state government refused the conservatives‟ bids to have the abortion 

clinics closed down, as premier Lawrence (Dowding‟s successor) argued in 1990: 
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It is important to recognise in this State that there are very 

many women who from time to time seek terminations of 

pregnancies and obtain them, and I have no intention of taking 

any action that would prevent that.
136

 

 

Historian Stephanie Grayston‟s explanation that „inaction appears to be the preferred 

policy for governments which would face electorally damaging lobbying if they made 

any changes in either direction‟, confirms that the state government believed that the 

abortion question was the one best left unspoken.
137

  While a majority of the Western 

Australian community supported abortion law reform, a majority also considered 

abortions performed for social or financial reasons as „selfish‟ and was less approving 

of these „justifications‟.
138

 

ALRA noted there were exceptionally conservative sections in the ALP with 

strong links to the Catholic Church.   Minister for health Keith Wilson‟s appearance at 

the annual Right to Life dinner, as well as the ban he imposed in 1990 on a public 

lecture by Professor Etienne-Emile Bailieu (the developer of „abortion drug‟ RU486), 

confirmed ALRA‟s suspicions that Wilson „allowed himself to become a mouthpiece 

for the anti-abortion/anti-choice movement and to be strongly influenced by Roman 

Catholics on his staff‟.
139

  In 1991, the State ALP Conference passed a directive to 

„ensure that appropriate training is available for health care professionals in … 

fertility control, including termination of pregnancy‟, and to increase public 

awareness of family planning options and access to appropriate services.  The 

conference decided not to implement the policy of law repeal: the best the ALP Status 
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of Women Policy Committee could achieve was to amend the party‟s health policy 

platform calling for the strengthening of women‟s access to „fertility control‟.
140

 

The ALP saw abortion as an issue on which the party preferred to adopt a code 

of silence.
141

  The ALP‟s feminist politicians, such as MLC Dr Judyth Watson who 

was elected in 1989, lamented a lack of discussion on abortion in the parliament: 

Reproductive issues and rights must be recognised as a critical 

part of overall general health and a key element of health care 

… Abortion should be decriminalised, with funding being 

provided for counselling services, information and education.
142

 

 

In an implicit response to the ALP‟s lack of action on abortion law reform, the Pro-

Choice Coalition was formed in 1989 by women and men from legal, health, 

educational and welfare professions and community groups, but its progress was 

severely impeded by the ALP‟s loss of government in 1992, and the election of a 

conservative Liberal/National Coalition under the premiership of Richard Court (son 

of Charles Court). 

 

‘At last!’: the 1998 abortion law reform 

The political and legal impasse on abortion ended in February 1998 with the arrest of 

two doctors, Victor Chan and anaesthetist Hoh Peng Lee of the Nanyara Clinic, for 

performing an abortion.  A Maori woman‟s wish to be given the dead fetus after an 

abortion in order to prepare a culturally suitable burial was complied with by the 

Nanyara staff.  Following one of her children accidentally informing his school class 

of the dead „baby‟ in the fridge at home, a teacher reported the matter to the Western 

Australian police, who made the arrests 16 months after the abortion had taken place.  
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As early as November 1997, however, Dr Chan informed ALRA and Cheryl 

Davenport that he would be charged under section 199 of the Criminal Code.
143

 

 The arrests precipitated an unprecedented Western Australian community 

furore.  After more than three decades of police inaction, the arrests „challenged the 

accepted wisdom‟ of accessible abortion.
144

  Meanwhile, the AMA and the Royal 

Australian College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists (RACOG) announced a halt 

to abortion services „within eight weeks if the law is not reformed to decriminalise 

abortion when performed with appropriate medical safeguards by a registered medical 

practitioner‟.
145

  Two women were later admitted to hospital with confirmed septic 

abortions after attempting to end their own pregnancies.  Poignant media stories of 

Western Australian women such as Vanessa Hicks, a committed Catholic who chose 

abortion supported the pro-choice cause as the delays in service-provision affected by 

the arrests posed a life-threatening situation for women in her position.
146

 

The pro-choice campaigners were concerned for the women disadvantaged by a 

halt to abortion access, but also realised that the arrests offered an unprecedented 

opportunity to attempt legislative change.  Cheryl Davenport‟s draft private member‟s 

bill „to restore the WA situation [in access to abortion] to what it was prior to the 

charges being laid‟,
147

 was to proceed earlier than she had planned.
148

  ALRA hired 

media consultants who organised the postcard campaign, a poster, regular media 

interviews and press releases.  Pro-choice parliamentarians, such as ALRA member 

Giz Watson from the Greens (WA), offered logistical support to the campaign, as 
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Watson allowed the use of their office space and telephones in conducting community 

opinion surveys.
149

 

The Coalition for Legal Abortion (CLA) was formed of 50 individuals and 

organisations including ALRA, WEL, the Trades and Labor Council, health, legal and 

Christian bodies, and was represented by the spokesperson Dr Judith Straton; it issued 

a book of informative resource material for parliamentarians.
150

  The Health Industry 

Group (HIG) was formed by peak medical professional associations including the 

AMA and RACOG.  The CLA and HIG were (notwithstanding certain overlaps in 

membership such as the Public Health Association) „firmly wedded to the discourse 

of public health … [which was] closely linked with the discourse about the 

importance of keeping the [abortion] procedure legal‟ and safe.
151

 

The ALRA brought to Perth the feminist lawyer and (then) Tasmanian Equal 

Opportunity Commissioner Jocelynne Scutt, and Hazel Hawke, whose story of her 

experience of abortion was a prominent feature of the campaign.
152

  ALRA‟s 

campaign title was „Repeal the Laws – Campaign for Choice‟, while WEL invited 

women to join the purple-ribbon campaign and send supportive messages to the 

arrested doctors.
153

  Labor MLA Diana Warnock describes the importance of 

women‟s networks in the law reform process: 

Oh absolutely, they are absolutely crucial.  You needed to be 

able to ring them all straight away and say “get on the phone 

and get everybody up here”.  Because we must have them here, 

we must have everybody, you got to have WEL, you got to 
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have ALRA, you got to have all of them.  And that‟s the way 

community groups have to work, that‟s how they work best.
154

 

 

On 10 March 1998, Davenport introduced in the Legislative Council her private 

member‟s Criminal Code Amendment (Abortion) Bill.  On the same day, the 

Coalition Health Minister Kevin Prince introduced in the Legislative Assembly the 

Criminal Code Amendment Bill, drafted by the attorney-general Peter Foss (the so-

called Foss Bill).  A 3,000-strong crowd rallied in Perth‟s pouring rain to support the 

pro-choice cause.  Davenport observed in the second-reading speech: „During my 

time in Parliament, I have never known an issue to engage people as much as this 

one.‟
155

  The pro-choice movement was alarmed: while the Davenport Bill repealed 

the Code sections 199, 200 and 201 and placed abortion provisions in the health 

legislation, the Foss Bill made abortion lawful only in certain circumstances, 

otherwise maintaining the Code provisions.
156

  

 The doctors‟ calls for immediate law reform suited Davenport‟s goals.
157

  The 

Westpoll survey conducted by the West Australian showed that 82 per cent of the 

people surveyed viewed abortion as a decision between a woman and her doctor, as 

Davenport explained: „Members should ask themselves whether as politicians they are 

listening to their community if they do not accept that change needs to occur.‟
158

  The 

supportive editorial in the West Australian appealed to majority community opinion: 

Our laws should reflect the will of the people.  The big number 

of abortions carried out each year in Western Australia provide 

evidence that a significant section of the community believes 

the law is wrong.
159
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 The anti-choice campaigners mobilised strongly during the debate.  Perth 

Catholic Archbishop Barry Hickey made a special visit to the Vatican to enlist Pope 

John Paul‟s anti-abortion plea.  All parliamentarians were sent a copy of the film The 

Silent Scream.  Some of the parliamentarians were identified as „Right to Life MPs‟, 

belonging to the „Pendal group‟ of parliamentarians (led by the Independent MLA 

Phillip Pendal), exposing the links between the Church-led anti-choice movement and 

parliamentary representation,
160

 which challenged the traditional liberal-democratic 

separation between church and state. 

 There was widespread disapproval when, at a crucial stage in the 

parliamentary debate, Archbishop Hickey stated that school students, including 

primary pupils, should be bussed to the doors of Parliament House to increase 

pressure on the politicians.  RTL leader‟s Richard Egan‟s display of a list purporting 

to give the names of doctors from the Zera Clinic and a list of women‟s alleged 

pseudonyms complete with the names assigned to aborted fetuses, were widely 

condemned.  When Egan produced a set of bloody surgical gloves and instruments, 

allegedly taken from the Zera Clinic, the anti-choice movement received extremely 

negative comment on the front page of the West Australian.
161

 

 The 1998 debate was a struggle between the parliamentarians who promoted a 

traditional view of women‟s social position against feminist representation of women 

as fully self-determined citizens entitled to make choices that affected their bodies and 

lives.
162

  The anti-choice beliefs in the state parliament crossed the party lines.  The 

ALP MLC Tom Stephens was one of the strongest anti-choice speakers.  In a 
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paternalistic assertion of his „concern and compassion for women faced with unwanted 

pregnancies‟, Stephens presented his argument:  

Indeed, the whole human instinct to preserve and protect life is 

abandoned by the decision to abort an unborn child; that sense 

of life yearning for itself is being deserted by that decision.
163

 

 

 Stephens was particularly sensitive to the legalisation of anachronistically 

named „partial-birth abortions‟ at later stages of pregnancy, and to a lack of provisions 

requiring the woman to receive counselling prior to termination.  He asked for an 

„informed consent‟ clause in recognition of „the intuitive sense most in the community 

have that distinguishes and differentiates between the second and third trimester [of 

pregnancy]‟.
164

  The anti-choice discourse in the debate of the Foss Bill in the 

Legislative Assembly was, at times, equally condemnatory of both the practice of 

abortion and the aborting women.  In highly emotive language, Liberal MLA Paul 

Omodei asked: „If women have a choice about when they can kill their babies, will 

men be given a choice about killing their babies?‟
165

 

In one particular speech, which not only obliterated women‟s agency but 

promoted a strongly misogynistic view-point Liberal MLA Iain MacLean claimed: 

Of course, some people in the community regard a pregnancy 

as an imposition.  They have very little feeling for human life.  

They think that they are the centre of the universe, and will 

abort a baby just because summer is approaching and they want 

to wear a bikini.
166

  

 

Where for „people‟, one must read „women‟, MacLean‟s speech epitomised a view 

that could not be underestimated in this urgent abortion debate.  His parliamentary 

allies worked to slow the progress of what the pro-choice movement wanted to be a 

swift campaign.  MacLean‟s Liberal colleague, Omodei, appealed to the „essence‟ of 
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human nature in his rhetorical rejection of abortion in all circumstances, including 

rape: 

It is rare that we are called upon to re-examine the underlying 

nature of one of the laws relating to fundamental rights and 

relationships in the way we are being asked to do with abortion.  

In such circumstances, we cannot pass a law merely because 

we think we want it, or even because we think others want it.  

We must pass laws which are as close to the truth of human 

nature as we are able to determine.
167

 

 

Omodei‟s „truth of human nature‟ is sharply polarised into essentialised differences 

which dictate the gender order: 

In a variety of circumstances mothers willingly risk, and even 

lay down their lives for their children, and men are expected to 

risk their lives to protect women and children.  The saying 

“women and children first” is not a cliché invented by 

Hollywood for movies like Titanic; it is a principle of 

behaviour which has been with us and we hope will never be 

abandoned.
168

 

 

 Pro-choice parliamentarians presented a range of arguments for the 

legalisation of abortion.  Dr Judy Edwards, Labor MLA, argued for the primacy of the 

woman‟s moral judgement in decision-making on abortion, brushing off the calls for 

„informed consent‟ provisions.  Edwards drew on her experience as a doctor that 

following abortion, „the single most common emotional response afterwards is 

relief‟.
169

  Labor MLA Liljanna Ravlich argued for abortion as a woman‟s civil 

right.
170

  Democrats MLC and a practising Christian Helen Hodgson supported 

Davenport in arguing for recognition of women‟s moral agency in the decision-

making process:  
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Women who make this decision do so with a very grave sense 

of responsibility not only to themselves and the people 

surrounding them but also to the child in question.
171

 

 

The diversity of pro-choice discourses was emphasised by Greens (WA) MLC 

Christine Sharp‟s speech:  

I see abortion as life organising life.  … Therefore, I am 

prepared to sit through the remonstrations which assure us that 

a foetus is a life.  … Sometimes with integrity, women would 

choose to terminate that life.  I see this courage, which women 

must adopt from time to time, as life affirming.  I see women 

taking the awesome responsibility of motherhood very 

seriously.
172

 

 

The anti-choice parliamentarians‟ narratives suggest little, if any, concern for 

the lives and welfare of women who decide to terminate a pregnancy.  In contrast, 

recognition of women‟s moral agency in the abortion decision-making became crucial 

to the Western Australian pro-choice argument, as exemplified by Hodgson‟s speech: 

We have the power today with this legislation to give back 

women control over not only their bodies but their 

psychological wellbeing and in some cases their future and the 

ability to control their lives … Women who make this decision 

do so with a very grave sense of responsibility not only to 

themselves and the people surrounding them but also to the 

child in question.
173

 

 

Hodgson competed with the anti-choice politicians who opposed abortion on faith-

based grounds for the authority of her understanding of the religious dimension in 

abortion decision-making: her God was „a God who will consider the interests of the 

woman‟ seeking abortion.
174

 

 The Foss Bill passed the Legislative Assembly on 2 April 1998, while 

Davenport‟s was referred to the Assembly after it passed the Legislative Council with 

21 votes in favour and 11 votes against.  From this point, the bills took dramatically 
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different paths.  On 8 April, the Foss Bill was ruled out of order in the Legislative 

Council and thrown out of parliament.  Davenport realised that hers was the only 

possible solution to the problem of illegal abortion and sought – and achieved – public 

support from Peter Foss.
175

  The most passionate debate of the Davenport Bill 

occurred in its Committee stage, where members were asked to vote on each clause 

separately.  It was at this point that Davenport agreed to the four justifications for 

abortion requested by the government, but received a guaranteed assurance that any 

Code provisions condemning a woman who underwent an abortion would be 

repealed.
176

  Davenport has maintained that the compromises she agreed to were 

critical for achieving her goal to repeal the Code sections which made the „abortive‟ 

woman liable for prosecution.
177

 

 Following the exhausting debate, in the early hours of 7 May 1998, the 

Davenport Bill became law after it passed the Legislative Assembly with 31 votes in 

favour to 25 against.  ALRA approved of the new legislation, acknowledging that 

Davenport‟s concessions were a matter of political urgency.  The activists‟ official 

view was that they were satisfied with the outcome: 

[We] would like to praise those people, including MPs, doctors, 

members of the public and activists who had the courage to 

withstand the fierce opposition of anti-choicers and work 

towards more realistic abortion laws.
178

 

 

ALRA promised to advance the new legislation in the future to fight for complete 

repeal of the Code sections. 

 There is little doubt that the passage of Davenport‟s Bill through the 

Legislative Assembly was conditional upon an additional set of amendments, which 
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most significantly maintained section 199 in the Code to cover „backyard 

abortionists‟.  The pressure on Warnock who carried the Bill in the Legislative 

Assembly was, in Davenport‟s words, „extreme‟; also the „Right to Life pressure was 

really brought about to bear on Coalition Assembly members, and they were also 

pressured by internal Liberal Party factional dramas‟.
179

  This pressure was expressed 

in the anti-choice parliamentarians‟ demands for a doctors‟ „verification‟ of a 

woman‟s need to have an abortion,
180

 which convinced even the pro-choice 

parliamentarians to agree.
181

 

Davenport‟s consultations with women in the public service were critical to her 

work on abortion as well as on broader women‟s issues: 

If I‟m wanting to develop policy, then I don‟t have any 

compunction in actually asking those women to informally give 

me advice on how they think we should be proceeding, what 

would make it better [for women] … whom I‟m advocating on 

behalf of.  I think they are very important, a lot of times they‟ve 

got more technical expertise than what I‟ve got.
182

 

 

The support Davenport received from these women was critical in the abortion debate: 

And many of them rang me during the debate … I‟ve got cards 

and letters from a whole range of women who were in the 

public sector, and some of them very senior, let me tell you, 

wishing me well and telling me to keep going, that I was doing 

a great job … The support, those networks that I‟ve built over 

the years have been, I think, very important to, in particular, 

achieving that outcome.
183

 

 

The success of the reform ascribed to networks and support among feminists working 

within the state was beyond question in the post reform period, as the campaign would 

have been far less effective without the official feminist interventions.  There were 
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important lessons for the pro-choice movement arising out of its campaigns and 

ALRA in particular made it clear that only one battle was over and the war remained 

to be fought for complete legalisation of abortion. 

 

The aftermath of change 

The results of the legislative change were hotly debated by the women‟s movement 

across Australia, following the news that Davenport‟s private bill had succeeded.  Not 

unexpectedly, the assessments of the implications of the new laws for women‟s access 

to abortion varied.  The respected journal Australian Feminist Studies invited those 

involved in the reform, including Cheryl Davenport, and their pro-choice critics, to air 

their views on the legislative success in Western Australia. Margaret Kirkby, a 

Woman‟s Abortion Action Campaign spokesperson from New South Wales, labelled 

the new laws as repressive in „reinforcing the power of the medical profession and the 

state over women‟s bodies and lives‟.
184

  In that regard, claimed Kirkby, the new laws 

resulted in more complicated and more restrictive access to abortion services for 

Western Australian women.   

 The new section 199 requires that abortion be performed by a medical 

practitioner and that abortion be „justified‟ by the doctor.  The new section 334 which 

amends the Health Act 1911 (WA) defines „informed consent‟ as one requirement for 

abortion, and, Kirkby claims, reinforces the paternalistic gaze of a doctor who is 

required to offer counselling to the woman on the effects both of abortion and carrying 

the pregnancy to term.  Counselling must be provided by a doctor who does not 

participate in the abortion procedure.  Kirkby states that this is logistically problematic 
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since many general practitioners „are completely unfamiliar with the actual risks and 

complications of an abortion operation‟.
185

 Further, abortion in over 20 weeks of 

pregnancy is allowed only in cases where either the woman‟s life is threatened or the 

fetus has a „severe medical condition‟.  This abortion has to be approved by two 

anonymous doctors from a panel of six members, and performed in a recognised 

public facility approved by the health minister (the only such facility in Western 

Australia was the King Edward Memorial Hospital for Women).  Access to abortion 

was tightened also for women under 16 years of age.
186

 

Most alarming was Kirkby‟s claim of a lack of consultation between 

parliamentarians and the pro-choice movement: „It is of concern that no strategic 

discussion seems to have taken place at any point during the parliamentary debate 

which acknowledged this possibility once the trading off began.‟
187

  This claim 

undermined the stated cooperation between WEL, ALRA (particularly the CLA and 

HIG members) and the feminist parliamentarians such as Davenport and Warnock.  

Davenport saw herself as „the workhorse [for the pro-choice movement] … carrying 

the banner for those organisations‟.
188

  Other commentators agreed in principle with 

Kirkby: wide community support for treating abortion as a private decision between a 

woman and her doctor should have sufficed for a complete repeal rather than reform of 

abortion laws: 

Given this, it remains unclear why Davenport felt under so 

much pressure to negotiate so many compromising 

amendments to her bill … Davenport seemed to be making the 

sort of compromises that would only be made when a bill is 

really in trouble.
189
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But Davenport maintains that her bill was „really in trouble‟ and would not have 

passed had she not agreed to the requested amendments.
190

 

 Only after the completion of the marathon parliamentary debate did 

disagreements between parliamentarians and groups like ALRA come to the fore.  For 

instance, in the course of the 1998 debate, ALRA distanced itself from Davenport‟s 

willingness to compromise, determined to maintain its identity as an organisation 

aiming for complete repeal of the restrictions remaining in the Code: 

The tension between Davenport and ALRA either evidenced or 

caused by the disagreement over the Amendment/Repeal issue 

was to colour Davenport‟s relationship with the group 

throughout the campaign, and lead to a campaign structure that 

would insulate Davenport from ALRA, and to some degree 

marginalise ALRA‟s influence in the final legislative 

outcome.
191

 

 

The internal politics within the pro-choice movement, particularly the disagreements 

between those who felt that complete repeal of abortion restrictions was possible and 

those who maintained that too many amendments were made, remains a contentious 

issue.  Three years after her success in reforming abortion laws, Davenport said she 

wanted further reform, particularly the relaxation of the legal requirements for women 

under 16.
192

  

 These disagreements illustrated the fragile nature of the relationships between 

the pro-choice movement and their most sympathetic parliamentary allies, as well as 

the problematic of feminist employment of morality discourses.  In this chapter, I 

have drawn on the constructive points of debate that made Davenport‟s act a reality, 

notwithstanding her own wish to see a complete repeal of the Code sections, as she 
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claimed in her interview with me shortly before her retirement from parliamentary 

politics: 

What it [the bill] has effectively done is make the situation 

worse for women getting access because there are now 

regulations that they have to abide by … I‟ve never ever 

claimed that at the end it was a perfect bill, because it‟s not.  

But it‟s an honest bill, it actually reflects the situation that has 

been happening in the state for 30 years.  We‟re not living a lie, 

and that‟s what we were prior to this.
193

 

 

 The lessons for the women‟s and the pro-choice movements arising out of the 

1998 debate are manifold.  The debate illustrates that, at points of crisis, such as that 

precipitated by the arrests of the two doctors and the subsequent rush to enable 

women‟s access to pregnancy terminations in the face of doctors‟ refusals to perform 

abortions, the pro-choice calls for the complete repeal of criminalised abortion are 

faced with seemingly insurmountable challenges.  Abortion law reform in Western 

Australia was caused by a crisis, unlike, for instance, the repeal of all criminal 

abortion sections in the ACT in 2002, which occurred under a sympathetic, pro-choice 

ALP government.  Davenport was in agreement: 

I don‟t necessarily like … compromises, but I‟m realist enough 

to know that … politics is the art of what‟s possible. And in the 

current political structure, you will never, ever be able to get 

everything you want.
194

 

 

 In the 1998 Western Australian abortion debate, both female and male 

parliamentarians spoke of women‟s moral values and beliefs, rather than their pursuit 

of choice, as the factor which played a significant role in women‟s abortion decision.  

The 1970s feminist discourse, persistent in campaigning for women‟s freedom to 

choose, is not entirely inconsistent, however, with an acknowledgement of women‟s 

moral agency.  As Diana Warnock emphasises, for Catholic women who value highly 
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their moral beliefs, abortion is a viable choice in the face of unplanned or unwanted 

pregnancy: „We must trust the women and not patronise them.‟
195

 

ALRA‟s new constitution now recognises abortion as a moral, ethical and public 

health issue that should be regulated by the Medical Practitioners Act and the Health 

Act.
196

  ALRA activists expressed the following assessment:  

We realised that the statement “a woman‟s right to choose” has 

become too narrow for us.  We have defined two important 

parts to abortion, the decision and the medical procedure.  The 

latter has become clinically safe, but the first part is 

acknowledged as a turning point in people‟s lives.  Starting 

with an unplanned pregnancy, confronting the dilemma, is the 

baby wanted or unwanted, is a serious and defining moral 

decision.
197

 

 

Morality lends itself to complex interpretations and potentially damaging political 

strategies to secure an anti-choice position on abortion, as demonstrated in the censure 

of a report on abortion services by its commissioning body, the National Health and 

Medical Research Council, coinciding in February 1998 with the doctors‟ arrests in 

Western Australia.
198

  As historian Joan Scott argues: „Political strategies will then rest 

on analysis of the utility of certain arguments in certain discursive contexts, without, 

however, invoking absolute qualities for women and men.‟
199

  The most important 

achievement of the 1998 abortion law reform in Western Australia is that women 

seeking terminations cannot be criminally charged or prosecuted for obtaining an 

abortion.
200

  But the future of pro-choice politics must be to request an engagement 

with Kirkby‟s (and others‟) objections to the intensifying medical gaze on „aborting‟ 

women and thus create a potential for further change. 
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Conclusion 

The political ramifications of the 1998 abortion debate are wide-ranging.  ALRA and 

WEL activist Robyn Murphy points to the 1998 abortion debate to illustrate the 

importance of having pro-choice parliamentarians promote the ALP‟s EMILY‟s 

List.
201

  The formation of EMILY‟s List is an attempt by pro-choice ALP women to 

counteract the strength of the Catholic-influenced right wing faction that has 

dominated the ALP since the early 1980s.
202

  Cheryl Davenport was grateful for the 

special support provided by her „pro-choice sisters in EMILY‟s List Australia and 

ALRA (WA) and WEL‟ for keeping her „focused with my eyes firmly on the outcome 

– access for women to safe and legal medical abortions‟.
203

  The Western Australian 

abortion debate demonstrated features of the further global debates about abortion, and 

that a „simple celebration of choice ignores the fact that choices can be painful, and 

involve significant social struggle‟.
204

  The dilemmas and complexities which 

characterised feminists‟ engagements, more generally, were in many ways acutely 

exemplified in the engagements between the pro-choice movement and the state.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

This thesis has focused on an important West Australian political „feminist graft‟,
1
 

described as the state‟s „official feminism‟, and its presence in the state‟s 

parliamentary and bureaucratic political spheres from the 1970s until the 1990s.
2
  The 

diverse political backgrounds of women entering the public service and the State 

Parliament from the early 1980s contributed equally diverse perspectives on feminist 

strategies in state engagement.  These feminisms were largely grounded in the politics 

of the 1970s women‟s movement, and exhibited in groups like the Women‟s Electoral 

Lobby (WEL) and the collectives comprising Women‟s Liberation.  Between 1984 

and 1992, over the period of successive ALP state governments, „official‟ feminists 

exercised influence on government legislation and policy direction, and gave rise to 

the phenomenon of „femocrat‟, in an engagement with the state that was 

unprecedented internationally.
3
 

 In this thesis, I have evaluated the constraints and options which operated in 

relation to feminist demands on the state, the limits and gains of such interventions, 

and the subjective understandings of feminism among women agents who aimed to 

change the state from within.  I have concluded that the success of feminist state 

                                                 
1
 I began the thesis Introduction with the notion of a feminist graft as used by Chilla Bulbeck, 

„Hybrid Feminisms: The Australian Case‟ Journal of Women‟s History, vol.6, no.1, 1994, 

p.112. 
2
 The term „official feminism‟ was first used by Hester Eisenstein, „Femocrats, Official 

Feminism and the Uses of Power‟, in S. Watson (ed.), Playing the State: Australian Feminist 

Interventions, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1990, pp.87-104. 
3
 For an overview of meanings attributed to the word „femocrat‟ see Hester Eisenstein, Inside 

Agitators: Australian Femocrats and the State, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1990, pp.106-110; 

although most member states of the United Nations developed forms of women‟s policy 

machinery during the United Nations Decade for Women (1976-1985), Australian state 

governments introduced initiatives, such as women‟s information services, not found 

elsewhere, see Marian Sawer, „Femocrats and Ecorats: Women‟s Policy Machinery in 

Australia, Canada and New Zealand‟, Occasional Paper 6, United Nations Research Institute 

for Social Development, Geneva, 1996, pp.1-34, esp. p.7. 
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interventions was always proscribed by the circumstances in which such interventions 

took place.  The political and social context of feminist engagement with the state 

determined the scope of „progress‟ in feminist campaigns for gender equity and equal 

representation of women‟s issues and perspectives in the public realms of 

governments, political parties and state agencies.  The feminist state engagements 

analysed in this thesis produced contradictory effects in feminist policy in Western 

Australia. 

 The post-Second World War period in the West saw a proliferation of „needs‟ 

discourses, which intensified from the 1960s and 1970s in their invocation by the 

„new‟ social movements such as feminism, coinciding with the expansion of the 

liberal-capitalist welfare state.
4
  In the 1980s Western Australia, widespread 

acceptance of the notion that governments could intervene in setting certain socio-

political agendas was engendered by the positive economic outlook and balanced by 

an election of a reformist ALP government.  Feminist campaigning within and outside 

of the state was based on the notion that „the state‟ (or its agencies) should provide 

adequate women‟s services and embed a gendered perspective into policy 

development.  The relative economic wellbeing of the state of Western Australia, and 

the enlarged employment chances for women, as those who had been liberated in 

Australian universities in the 1970s moved up the „ladders of opportunity‟, was 

symptomatic of the rising economic and social independence of middle-class, Anglo-

Australian women. 

 While feminist scholars Rosemary Pringle and Sophie Watson make a 

distinction between women‟s „needs „and „interests‟ constructed by feminist 

                                                 
4
 Rosemary Pringle & Sophie Watson, „Feminist Theory and the State: Needs, Rights and 

Interests‟, in B. Sullivan & G. Whitehouse (eds), Gender, Politics and Citizenship in the 

1990s, University of New South Wales Press, Sydney, 1996, p.66. 
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campaigners,
5
 I have argued that the Perth women‟s movement navigated within the 

implications of these terms interchangeably, often choosing appropriate terminology 

according to the context and nature of the goals it represented to the authorities of the 

state.  There are myriad benefits and advantages of feminist politics of „women‟s 

needs‟, according to American sociologist Nancy Fraser, because the politics of „need 

interpretation‟ is multi-layered.
6
  The women‟s movement‟s political agenda, and the 

discursive strategies on which rested its implementation, were shaped powerfully by 

the political and cultural conditions within which the movement operated. 

 These conditions – the demands of a conservative and often unwilling state, 

the novelty of feminist campaigning and organising to the mainstream political arena 

– produced conflicts between different feminist positions as much as they reinforced 

conventional understandings of liberal and radical feminisms.  As discussed in 

Chapter One, these internal tensions were inherent in the process of feminist identity 

formation as much as they had an influence on the potential success of feminist 

campaigning around a particular issue.  Women‟s Liberation and Perth WEL shared 

goals, campaign strategies and even membership, but clashed when divided by the 

regulatory mechanisms of the state agencies and the demands of mainly male 

bureaucrats.  Similarly, the conflicts within Women‟s Liberation were products of 

these same familiar barriers to feminist policy creation and its inclusion in the state 

framework.  There is no evidence, in other words, to suggest that conflict existed prior 

to feminist engagement with the state or that limits of feminist interventions were due 

to the alleged differences within the feminist camp, to WEL‟s willingness to be co-

opted or to Women‟s Liberation‟s naïve struggle for a feminist revolution. 

                                                 
5
 Ibid., p.72; Pringle and Watson argue that „interests‟ are more radical, and less fixed than 

„needs‟, and thus capable of transforming themselves in alliances with other interests. 
6
 Nancy Fraser, Unruly Practices: Power, Discourse and Gender in Contemporary Social 

Theory, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, 1989, p.157. 
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 Australian political scientist Marian Sawer has stated that „the phenomenon of 

WEL entering government, found in other states, was particularly strong in Western 

Australia‟.
7
  Western Australian feminist parliamentarians and policy-makers have 

demonstrated different approaches to legislative and policy changes for women when 

compared to the eastern Australian states‟ feminists because of a specific Western 

Australian context – including the effects of isolation and relatively small population 

base – in which these feminists engaged.
8
  The enactment of the Equal Opportunity 

Act 1984 (EOA) in Western Australia differed from the pursuit of legislative equality 

in other states and federally, largely because of a lack of organised opposition from 

the conservative women‟s and religious groups, and because of the spirit of co-

operation between women from all sides of the political spectrum.  The support for 

the legislation by Liberal women members of parliament in particular, exercised 

highly important influence on the more conservative members of the Liberal Party, 

and ensured the success of the legislation. 

 A further example of a distinct West Australian feminist position is seen in the 

abortion law reform of 1998, which made the state the first Australian jurisdiction to 

free a woman undergoing an abortion from the threat of prosecution.  The reform, as a 

campaign and a legislative process, required feminist mobilisation across the 

traditional political divide between „liberal‟ and „radical‟ feminists, as well as with the 

women who had not necessarily identified with either feminism or gendered 

perspectives, working both within and outside the state.  The reform took a path that 

                                                 
7
 Marian Sawer, Sisters in Suits: Women and Public Policy in Australia, Allen & Unwin, 

Sydney, 1990, p.175. 
8
 I do not suggest that feminist campaigning in Western Australia has had different effects on 

women in this state when compared to other states, because this assessment is beyond the 

scope of this thesis; what I do suggest, however, is that feminist campaigning in Western 

Australia occurred within a specific political and historical context and cannot be seen as 

identical to the political processes in the eastern states. 
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was fundamentally different from the rest of the federation.  The complete repeal of 

abortion laws in the Australian Capital Territory (ACT), which remains the only 

Australian jurisdiction where abortion is regulated solely by the health legislation, and 

the reform in other states where judicial decisions set legal precedents liberalising the 

criminal laws, make Western Australia the only state where abortion access is 

regulated by both criminal and health legislation. 

 The story of the Women‟s Information and Referral Exchange (WIRE) is 

perhaps the most telling example of the pitfalls of feminist state engagement.  All 

other Australian jurisdictions have retained their women‟s information services in 

more or less equivalent form since the 1980s, leaving the Western Australian WIRE 

the only such service that did not survive economic and bureaucratic „rationalisation‟ 

of the early 1990s.  However, the closure of WIRE occurred under the circumstances 

which no other women‟s information service had faced, that is allegations of 

corporate fraud, and in the context of a widespread political assault on the ALP 

Lawrence government.  It is important not to measure the „success‟ of WIRE solely 

with reference to its longevity.  It should also be assessed in relation to its popularity 

and accessibility, as reflected in the strong campaigns by Friends of WIRE initially, 

and the more recent government initiatives that aim to restore the agency‟s public 

reputation in the more comfortable era of Gallop ALP governments from 2001.
9
 

 The complex history of relatively recent engagements of feminism with the 

state in Western Australia, demonstrates that there is no single „Australian‟ 

standpoint, and lending strength to the view advanced in this thesis, that the country‟s 

„official feminism‟ was a set of multiple and always contested discourses around 

                                                 
9
 See for example a history of WIRE, Alanna Clohessy, Women‟s Information, Women‟s 

Power: A Brief History of the Women‟s Information and Referral Exchange, Office for 

Women‟s Policy, Perth, 2003. 
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women‟s position in society.  When researchers and policy practitioners speak about 

„Australian‟ feminism, more often than not the eastern states‟ feminist history is 

invoked to provide the evidence for the „Australian‟ feminist experience.
10

  In this 

thesis, I have contributed to the existing scholarship of „official feminism‟ to present a 

specific „Westralian‟ account of feminist involvements in and engagements with the 

state.  This approach challenges the notion of a unified path to progress in either the 

status of Australian women or a national feminist agenda. 

 The three campaigns analysed in this thesis highlighted the contradictions 

inherent in any feminist project that attempts to embed its influence within a relatively 

conservative and unwelcoming state.  First, there is the issue of conflicts within the 

so-called state feminism, particularly between its radical and liberal leanings, as 

discussed particularly in Chapter One and the establishment of women‟s health 

services in Perth.  Second, there is the effect of internal contradictions inherent in a 

single policy – be it abortion law reform, establishment of WIRE or enactment of 

equal opportunity legislation – and the implications of same for the success of future 

feminist initiatives, as elaborated in the Introduction.  

 First, while the dichotomy juxtaposing radical and liberal feminism has been 

used as an explanation for major ideological differences within the women‟s 

movement, I have argued that such dichotomy has been unfruitful for an analysis of 

feminist engagements with the state in Western Australia since the 1970s.  This 

argument does not suggest, however, that there has not been a diversity of feminisms 

present both within and outside the state at any given moment.  Rather, I have argued 

that this diversity has always been more complex than a simplistic dichotomy would 

                                                 
10

 In a twist on the conventional understanding of Australian feminism, Joan Eveline and 

Lorraine Hayden‟s edited collection, Carrying the Banner, was subtitled Women, Leadership 

and Activism in Australia, but featured only Western Australian women‟s stories, UWA 

Press, Nedlands, 1999. 
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suggest.  I have highlighted that there has been a diversity of feminist voices present 

within a single feminist discourse acting within the state, and which has 

conventionally been understood and labelled as „liberal‟ feminism in Australian 

academic debates. One example of this diversity was debates within WEL (where 

some favoured a state-based service and others a community-based service) on the 

future of WIRE following the disclosure of the agency‟s alleged complicity in Robyn 

Greenburg‟s fraud.  It would, therefore, be inadequate to conclude that „liberal‟ 

feminism has been the dominant Australian feminism, or that the struggles of liberal 

feminists, attributed to the femocrats, have been the most successful of all. 

 Second, and arising out of the unresolved conflicts within and between 

different feminisms – which in the large part were a heritage of the 1970s as 

illustrated in Chapter One – has been the existence of internal contradictions within a 

single policy instituted by the femocrats, which have lent that policy to conflicting 

interpretations.  For example, establishment of WIRE could be seen as a „way of both 

meeting women‟s needs and also of developing public awareness of the effects of 

women‟s oppression.‟
11

  However, following the debacle committed by Greenburg, 

which implicated WIRE staff as her co-conspirators, WIRE was seen as a grave 

mistake by some of its women customers, as a political and financial blunder by its 

opponents, and as a significant electoral liability for the otherwise friendly ALP 

Lawrence Government.  For some of the feminists who had lobbied for its 

establishment, WIRE symbolised the impossibility of funding and managing women‟s 

services within the state, particularly under erroneous circumstances. 

 Similarly, legislating for women‟s equality with the equal opportunity 

legislation has removed many legal and structural impediments to women‟s equal 

                                                 
11

 Mary McIntosh, „Feminism and Social Policy‟, in Christopher Pierson & Frances G. 

Castles (eds), The Welfare State Reader, Oxford University Press, London, p.123. 
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access to work and education.  However, feminist campaigns for women‟s equality 

addressed neither the notion of male advantage nor the possibility of negotiating 

difference within the framework of equality.  As a consequence, as discussed with 

reference to the Jernakoff case, the notion of equality was used to reinforce men‟s 

dominance in the sphere of sport.  Regarding abortion, while unfettered access to 

abortion, should they need it, was seen as essential to women‟s social and economic 

independence, the 1998 abortion law reform freed women from the threat of 

prosecution as much as it entrenched the control over the abortion decision in the 

hands of doctors. It remains to be seen, awaiting a separate analysis, to what extent 

the changes in the three case studies discussed in this thesis have affected the standing 

of the constituency (if indeed there is a single constituency) on whose behalf they 

were enacted.
12

 

 The 1980s generation of feminist women politicians and senior femocrats 

created a foundation for women‟s improved access to services and for interpreting 

policies promoted by the government through a gendered lens.  The basis of the 

legislative measures introduced to achieve equity and equality of opportunities for 

women (and other groups suffering discrimination) in the state – encompassing not 

only the EOA but also the provision of services such as WIRE and legal reforms such 

as regulation of access to abortion – was that such measures were difficult to 

dismantle once introduced, and were also highly amenable to improvement and 

amendment once political conditions allowed.
13

  This has included the 1992 

                                                 
12

 As discussed in the Introduction, I have focused on implications of feminist state 

engagements for feminist policy and restricted this focus to three case studies which 

symbolised the diversity of feminist campaigning in the state, although united under the 

banner of equality in the public sphere.  Effects of the changes to women‟s services, equal 

opportunity laws and abortion laws on women – including the identification of the women 

they affect the most – would require a separate and equally elaborate analysis. 
13

 The dismantling of the women‟s policy machinery at the federal level since the election of 

the Howard government in 1996 has been well noted by feminist academics, see for example, 
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amendments to the EOA which prohibited racial harassment, and the 1998 

amendments which introduced the definition of illegal discrimination on the basis of 

sexual preference. 

 In this sense, substantial progress was made in the 1990s that continues in the 

first decade of 2000s on several issues of importance.  It is worthwhile to outline the 

relevant changes because they offer pointers to some of the effects of feminist 

campaigning and implications for feminist policy that is the subject of this thesis.   

However, it is notable that the long-term changes described in this thesis have also 

been contradictory, as discussed below.  This conclusion points to the impossibility of 

defining secure indicators of feminist successes over the decades, particularly if 

analysed with reference to their impact on women whose social status they sought to 

change.  Since the 1970s, I have argued, feminists have not seen a linear progression 

towards their goals because some of the changes have been more enduring than 

others.  For example, Western Australia is yet to ensure that women are adequately 

represented in the senior echelons of the public sector, which was just one of the goals 

behind legislating equal opportunity.  Yet, it is certain that the legislation has offered 

respite to women who have found sexual harassment to be a significant impediment to 

their job satisfaction or career progression. 

In March 2006, the Western Australian Equal Opportunity Commission (EOC) 

announced a comprehensive review of the EOA, under the terms of reference which 

included broadening the legislation to make discrimination on the basis of 

breastfeeding and family status illegal.
14

  There was also a clearly stated intention to 

consider the category of breastfeeding as the basis for discrimination in order to bring 

                                                                                                                                            
Louise Chappell, „Winding Back Australian Women‟s Rights: Lessons from Australia‟, 

Australian Journal of Political Science, vol.37, no.2, 2002, pp.475-488. 
14

 Equal Opportunity Commission, Review of the Equal Opportunity Act 1984: Terms of 

Reference, Perth, 2006, p.2. 
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the Western Australian legislation to the standard of legislation in states such as 

Victoria and New South Wales.  Further, the EOC‟s questioning of the sections which 

placed the onus on the complainant to prove that the act of discrimination had 

occurred, rather than to place the onus on the respondent to prove that no 

discriminatory behaviour had taken place, constituted an important advance.
15

  In 

March 2007, an amendment to the EOA was introduced into the Legislative Assembly 

to prohibit racially offensive behaviour in public.
16

 

 The 1998 abortion law reform has had wide effects besides the initial intention 

to free women undergoing abortion from the threat of legal prosecution and reaffirm 

the basic tenet of women‟s control over their reproductive lives.  The review of the 

Acts Amendment (Abortion) Act 1998 recommended that the original provisions 

remain in the Health Act 1911 and the Criminal Code,
17

 suggesting that pro-choice 

groups such as the Association for the Legal Right to Abortion (ALRA) will need to 

invest further effort to have all abortion provisions removed from the criminal law.  In 

particular, ALRA has been adamant in forcing recognition that the legal provisions 

for young women under 16 years of age were counterproductive, discriminatory and 

potentially hazardous.
18

 

 Importantly, the abortion law reform enabled state health authorities to 

compile a more comprehensive and clearer picture of the demand for and demography 

of abortion procedures.  Western Australia has joined South Australia to become only 

                                                 
15

 Ibid, p.3 
16

 The Equal Opportunity (Amendment) Bill 2007 was introduced into the Lower House on 

21 March 2007. 
17

 Department of Health, Report to the Minister for Health on the Review of Provisions of the 

Health Act 1911 and the Criminal Code in Relation to Abortion as Introduced by the Acts 

Amendment (Abortion) Act 1998, Perth, 2002. 
18

 More information is available on the ALRA website, http://www.alra.org.au; see also ALRA 

News, September 1998; the sections require that a parent or guardian, or the Children‟s Court 

where this is more suitable, was informed of the woman‟s intention to have an abortion. 
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the second Australian state to both collect and publish available abortion statistics.
19

  

The latest published statistical data for the former indicate that there has been a 

decline in abortion rate from 19.7 percent in 1999 to 18.2 percent in 2005.
20

  The data 

also confirm a widely held belief of the pro-choice movement, that the highest 

number of abortions is performed on women aged between 20 and 24 years, followed 

by women aged between 25 and 29 years.  The data has made the moral panic around 

high rate of terminated „teenage pregnancies‟, largely publicised by anti-choice 

groups, both redundant and erroneous. 

 The examples of equal opportunity legislation and abortion law reform 

demonstrate that positive (and however limited) outcomes for women have been made 

more observable.  The corridors of parliaments and public agencies have a solid, 

visual form: political power also needs to be „seen‟ in tangible form to be recognised 

as legitimate.  The State Cabinet had 40 percent of women ministers in March 2007, 

representing the highest proportion of women ministers in any Australian jurisdiction.  

Some progress has also been made in the number of women members of government 

boards and committees, particularly those belonging to a ministerial portfolio.
21

  

Leadership and governance are critical areas of focus for development of innovative 

strategies in public sector management.  Strategies such as the EOC‟s substantive 

equality policies and procedures for the state public sector are important for the 

                                                 
19

 Angela Pratt, Amanda Biggs & Luke Buckmaster, How Many Abortions are There in 

Australia? A Discussion of Abortin Statistics, Their Limitations, and Options for Improved 

Statistical Collection, Parliamentary Library of Australia Research Brief, no.9, 2004-2005.; 

this report states, incorrectly however, that only South Australian state authorities both collect 

and publish abortion statistics, p.9. 
20

 „Abortion rate‟ is an internationally recognised measurement, representing the number of 

abortions per 1,000 women of the child-bearing age between 15 and 44 years, Straton,  

J., Godman, K., Gee, V. & Hu, Q., Induced Abortions in Western Australia 1999-2005, 

Report of the WA Abortion Notification System, Department of Health, Perth, 2006, p.3. 
21

 Office for Women‟s Policy, Women on Boards and Committees: Discussion Paper, Perth, 

2007. 
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progress of social justice reform that has sought to create a more representative and 

culturally diverse workforce.
22

 

 However, Western Australia remains the state with the lowest number of 

women in the senior public sector management in Australia, as highlighted by the 

Office of Equal Employment Opportunity (OEEO).
23

  There has been „disappointing 

progress made by many individual agencies and the sector as a whole‟ to implement 

employment targets set by the OEEO‟s Equity and Diversity Plan 2001-2005, that has 

seen women‟s representation in Tier 2 of public sector management decline from 33 

percent in 2001 to 29 percent in 2005.
24

  While women are 63.7 percent of the whole 

public sector workforce, they constitute only 23.9 percent of the Senior Executive 

Service.
25

  By comparison, in 2003 in the Commonwealth Australian Public Service, 

women comprised 53 percent of permanent employees and occupied 30 percent of 

senior executive positions.
26

 

 Women‟s feminist actions and organisation have also undergone considerable 

change since the heady days of the 1970s and the optimism of the 1980s.  The 

feminist organisation for ALP women, EMILY‟s List is an example of a new phase in 

women‟s organising – „separate institution building‟ – that transcends both traditional 

approaches to increasing women‟s numbers in the legislatures through affirmative 

action alone, and the nature of expressions of „women‟s interests‟ in parliamentary 

politics.  As an organisation for ALP women whose agenda includes a signed 

                                                 
22

 Equal Opportunity Commission, Substantive Equality Statement, Perth, 2004. 
23

 Jacquie Hutchinson & Joan Eveline, Women and Leadership in the WA Public Sector, 

Office for Women‟s Policy, Perth, 2007, p.6  
24

 Ibid., p.8; Tier 2 comprises so-called „middle management‟ where workers gain the 

necessary experience and skills in preparation for work in Tier 1, the equivalent of Chief 

Executive Officer. 
25

 Ibid., p.27; in this conclusion, I have focused on women in the public sector because this 

thesis has highlighted the strength of women‟s presence in the „public‟ sphere, particularly the 

parliaments and the bureaucracy, since the early 1980s. 
26

 Women in Australia 2004, Office for Women (Australian Government), 

http://www.ofw.facs.gov.au/publicatins/wia/chapter7.html, accessed 23 March 2005. 
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commitment to pro-choice, pro-childcare and pro-equal opportunity clauses, 

EMILY‟s List embodies a change from the non-party aligned activism and grass-roots 

political grounding gained in the 1970s and 1980s in organisations such as WEL. 

 EMILY‟s List, while not recognised by the ALP National Executive, 

successfully maintains its status as an incorporated association.  The independence 

from the dominant agenda of the ALP allows it to maintain a critical stance on the 

party‟s policies, most importantly in the area of promoting women in the party to 

stand for preselection and be successfully elected.  In 2005, members of EMILY‟s 

List was vehemently disapproving of the Western Australian Gallop ALP 

government‟s failure to tap into the talent represented by an unprecedented number of 

women in the ALP Caucus and promote some of them to Cabinet.
27

  It has supported a 

large number of preselected ALP women candidates in all states and territories, and at 

the federal level, in entering parliament on a firmer footing, both financially and 

culturally through mentoring. 

 There has been also a clear shift in the backgrounds of women currently serving 

in the State Parliament compared to the 1980s generation, in that the current cohort 

has learned political acumen more often as political staffers than as political activists.  

Their ways of learning have differed from women‟s apprenticeships in political 

activism in the 1970s and 1980s, which was the formative experience for many who 

served in the 1980s ALP state governments.
28

  Younger women members of 

parliament, such as Labor MLA Jaye Radisich and her party colleague MLC Louise 

Pratt, both elected in 2001, come from student and queer politics respectively and are 

not necessarily associated with women‟s activist groups such as WEL. 

                                                 
27

 EMILY‟s List Australia, „Gallop Cabinet Decreases Its Percentage of Positions Held by 

Women‟, media release, 7 March 2005, available at http://www.emilyslist.org.au/news, 

accessed 12 January 2007. 
28

 As I discussed in interviews with former women politicians featured in Chapter Two. 
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 EMILY‟s List has also successfully supported women from community 

backgrounds in their election to the State Parliament.  Carol Martin, elected in 2001, 

is the first and sole Aboriginal woman in the State Parliament.  Martin‟s experience in 

working with Aboriginal communities in the Kimberleys was critical to her victory, 

and the List provided financial and other support towards her campaign.
29

  While it is 

beyond the scope of this thesis to develop a detailed discussion of the most recent 

cohort of women members in the State Parliament, it is important to note the changes 

in women‟s political backgrounds in the 2000s and their implications for future 

feminist politics. 

 A consideration of future feminist politics and the shape and form it may take 

is an important area for feminist scholarly conjecture, as much as for feminist politics 

more broadly.  Women‟s policy machinery met its end, largely, through 

(misappropriated) „gender mainstreaming‟ and funding cuts were made in the early 

1990s, the decade that Anne Summers has dubbed as marking „the end of equality‟.
30

  

The Office for Women‟s Policy in Western Australia, for example, is not the first or 

only office to face an uncertain future in 2007, in the Western Australian case, as a 

direct result of the government‟s review of its host Department for Community 

Development.
31

  Economic and political downsizing of the women‟s policy 

machinery has been a feature in other states and most clearly at the level of the federal 

government organisation. 

 In the first decade of the twenty-first century, the national political climate is 

far less sympathetic, and much less conducive, to the femocratic experiment than it 

                                                 
29

 EMILY‟s List Australia, „WA Election Results‟, media release, 2 March 2005, available at 

http://www.emilyslst.org.au/news, accessed 12 January 2007. 
30

 Anne Summers, The End of Equality: Women, Work and Babies in the 21
st
 Century, 

Random House, Sydney, 2003. 
31

 Prudence Ford, Report of the Functional Review of the Department for Community 
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was in the 1980s and even the early 1990s.  During the 2004 federal election media 

coverage, the neo-conservative columnist Janet Albrechtsen wrote in the national 

daily newspaper about her belief that „real women don‟t need a femocrat‟.  

Albrechtsen was not only responding to „the ancient femocrat‟ Anne Summers‟ 

bemoaning of the femocrats‟ demise from power structures of the state since the latter 

half of the 1990s.
32

  Albrechtsen proclaimed „the 1970s gender trippers‟ were the 

agents of „passe feminism‟, irrelevant to today‟s younger generations of women and 

their economic concerns, which have been aptly addressed in her view, by the policies 

of the conservative Federal Howard Government. 

 While Albrechtsen‟s comments were overtly critical, even those within the Left 

were circumspect about the prospects of feminist-inspired policy: „I haven‟t heard the 

term women‟s policy for many years‟, commented former ALP pollster Rod Cameron 

on the occasion of the Federal ALP‟s launch of its women‟s policies in June 2004.  

He added that the launch, modest as it was in presenting any major initiatives, was 

„the last gasp of the ageing femocrats who still delight in having a women‟s policy‟: 

It‟s being done for form only, to keep the Joan Kirners and 

Anne Summers happy.  It doesn‟t cut any ice in the electorate.  

There‟s such a process of convergence going on that there are 

no women‟s issues.
33

 

 

 Cameron‟s comment was prompted by former federal minister Susan Ryan 

writing that „the women‟s policy is still an essential part of the [Labor] strategy‟ and 

women still „the most crucial voting block‟.
34

  Closer to the 2004 election date, more 

conservative commentators launched their own support for women‟s policies of the 

Coalition Government.  Albrechtsen attacked „ageing femocrats‟ such as Summers for 

                                                 
32

 Janet Albrechtsen, „Real Women Don‟t Need a Femocrat‟, Australian, 8 December 2004. 
33

 Quoted in Meaghan Shaw, „Labor Women‟s Policy Scored Attention, But Will It Help at 

Poll Time?‟, Age, 24 July 2004. 
34

 Susan Ryan, „Courting the Most Crucial Voting Block‟, Australian, 21 July 2004. 
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past failures of the ALP to accommodate women‟s needs, when she wrote in her 

weekly column for The Australian:  

You couldn‟t even whisper it at a dinner party among doctors‟ 

wives, but John Howard has his finger on the female pulse.  

While some pampered, middle-class women are aching to 

punish Howard on October 9, for his immigration policies, for 

Iraq and for leaving wayward traveller David Hicks in 

Guantanamo Bay, other women know that Howard has offered 

them what no other Prime Minister has: greater choice in 

balancing work and family.‟
35

 

 

Thus, the „picket fence policy [of the Coalition government] works a treat‟, 

pronounced Albrechtsen in her explicitly polemical style. 

 Albrechtsen articulated the official stance of the contemporary neo-

conservative political order and economic and political power-blocks that have been 

generally hostile to feminism‟s central claims for equal opportunity and affirmative 

action, for adequate funding of women‟s services and for women‟s control over their 

reproductive lives.  The most recent instalment in the national abortion debate, with 

calls made to further restrict women‟s access to abortion, is a potent touchstone of the 

changing fortunes of a cornerstone feminist issue – on both liberal and radical sides – 

that is women‟s reproductive freedom.
36

 

 In the current political context, it is more important than ever for feminist 

analysis to challenge and correct the notion of the inevitability of men‟s economic, 

political and social domination of the public sphere.
37

  Social justice, equity, diversity 

and fairness are words often criticised by neo-conservatives as concepts responsible 

                                                 
35

 Janet Albrechtsen, „Picket Fence Policy Works a Treat‟, Sydney Morning Herald, 29 

September 2004. 
36

 National debates on abortion in the parliaments and the media in the second half of 2004 

and the first half of 2005, arose mainly in the context of an election of several conservative 

senators from Queensland into the federal parliament, see Leslie Cannold, „Abortion Critics 

Deny the Complexity of Choice‟, Sydney Morning Herald, 12 July 2004; Dennis Glover, 

„Howard‟s Secret Abortion Agenda‟, Age, 11 February 2005, Michelle Grattan, „Abortion: An 

Issue That Just Won‟t Go Away‟, Age, 2 February 2005. 
37

 More recently, in late 2006, the Federal Labor Opposition has been criticised for reducing 

the number of women in the Shadow Cabinet. 
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for marginalising the issue of improving the status of women in the mainstream.  As a 

pointer to the marked departure from the 1980s feminist politics particularly in the 

ALP, a former Western Australian minister for women‟s interests promoted the 

concept of „attracting talented recruits, encouraging high performance, efficiency 

and best practice‟, as substitutes for the discourse of equity, because the former 

„more comfortably fit within the econocrat‟s view of the world‟.
38

   

 In her reflection on the 1980s and 1990s generation of women politicians, 

historian and journalist Julia Baird has posed an important question about women‟s 

parliamentary representation: „Were the 1990s a mere blip on the landscape, when an 

unfortunate group of women just made too many mistakes, or didn‟t have enough 

talent to make it?‟
39

  She referred to the „female meteor syndrome‟, when a woman of 

substance is held up high as a potential prime minister, only to crash-land chewed up 

by the party-political machinery and media processes, as demonstrated by Carmen 

Lawrence and her embattled status during the „Easton Affair‟ Royal Commission. 

 Upon announcing her retirement from parliamentary politics recently, 

Lawrence was labelled a „nearly-woman‟ of Australian politics by the West 

Australian press, evoking a potent image of a woman who almost occupied the prime 

minister‟s office, as though success in politics can be measured solely as a successful 

electoral victory culminating in the foremost job in the country.
40

  Such a reading 

overlooks the variety and depth of a feminist political agenda.  Lawrence has had 

many achievements, besides her term as the premier of Western Australia, most 

notably as the first elected national president of the ALP.  She has remained 

                                                 
38

 Margaret Quirk, „The Elephant in the Corner of the Room: Reflections on the Status of 

Women‟s Leadership in the Western Australian Public Sector‟, special address presented at 

the Inaugural Women and Leadership Conference, The Esplanade Hotel, Fremantle, Western 

Australia, 16 November 2006, emphasis original. 
39

 Julia Baird, Media Tarts: How the Australian Press Frames Female Politicians, Scribe 

Publications, Sydney, 2004, p.229. 
40

 Ben Ruse, „The Nearly-Woman of Australian Politics‟, West Australian, 30 March 2007. 
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committed to the program of social justice which has seen her frequently speak out 

against the ALP‟s policies on refugees, Indigenous affairs and disability rights. 

 Lawrence‟s comments regarding women‟s parliamentary representation, 

however, propose an alternative explanation for women‟s continued under-

representation in politics to the explanation implicitly posed by Baird in her question.  

In broad outline, her explanations generally point to the political parties as future 

agents of change in this area with a responsibility to promote women: 

Until women are equally represented in Australian parliaments, 

we will not have a genuinely representative democracy.  

Despite much hand-wringing about the small number of women 

MPs, all parties have been reluctant to embrace measures that 

will address the problem, which is sadly regarded as peripheral.  

It‟s not that women are necessarily more virtuous, committed or 

less egotistical and adversarial than their male political 

counterparts, or that they make better MPs, although such an 

argument could be mounted and enjoys some currency. Rather, 

it is a matter of simple justice.
41

 

 

Instead of an emphasis upon women‟s lack of required character traits for „making it‟ 

in parliamentary politics, the discourse of social justice still provides the most cogent 

analytical argument favouring change within the political realm. It is such a discourse 

that is most proactive and amenable in accommodating women‟s perspectives, to 

ensure their representation in a similar manner, so long taken for granted within 

„mainstream‟ politics, and representation within it.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
41

 Carmen Lawrence, untitled article, Australian Feminist Studies, no.19, 1994, p.15. 
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Appendix One 
 

Biographies of women interviewed for this thesis
1
 

 

 

Cheryl Davenport 

Davenport‟s long career in the ALP, both as a staff member and as an activist and 

preselected candidate, led to her election as one of five women Members of the 

Legislative Council (MLC) in 1989. 

 

Besides serving the South Metropolitan Region, Davenport also held the shadow 

portfolios of seniors and women‟s interests, and served on a large number of 

parliamentary committees for over a decade. 

 

Davenport retired from parliamentary politics in 2001 to become a community 

consultant and advocate. 

 

 

Kay Hallahan 

Hallahan was elected to the Legislative Council in 1983 from a career in social work 

and the Western Australian police (from which she resigned because of the prevailing 

„marriage-bar‟ in the service in 1972).  In 1986 she became the first woman MLC to 

hold a ministerial post and one of the first two women Labor Cabinet ministers. 

 

Her parliamentary career saw her command a large number of challenging ministerial 

portfolios, such as education and employment, community services, and the arts.  In 

the latter half of the 1980s she also assisted the premier on women‟s interests.  

Hallahan retired from parliament at the state election of December 1996. 

 

 

Yvonne Henderson 

Henderson was elected as a Member of the Legislative Council for Gosnells in the 

1983 state election, and held a number of large ministerial portfolios including 

housing, consumer affairs, productivity and labour relations, lands and the arts.  Prior 

to her election, Henderson had a successful teaching career, combined with her work 

as an elected officer of the State School Teachers‟ Union, the Women‟s Electoral 

Lobby and activist in a large number of women‟s and community groups. 

 

Henderson was the most junior member of any Australian parliament to introduce a 

major legislation as was the case with the Equal Opportunity Bill in 1983. 

 

She retired from parliamentary politics in 1996, to pursue a successful legal career.  

She has been the Western Australian Commissioner for Equal Opportunity since 

2004. 

 

 

                                                 
1
 Information for this appendix was collated from interviews I conducted for this thesis, as 

well as published literature; see primary sources listed in the Bibliography. 
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Helen Hodgson 

Hodgson was born in Bristol, England, and immigrated with her family to Australia in 

1963.  Her professional background includes a number of postgraduate qualifications, 

including a Masters in Taxation Law, and public sector and academic work 

experience in business and law. 

 

Hodgson was elected as an Australian Democrats MLC for the North Metropolitan 

Region in 1996 and took her seat in the Upper House in 1997.  The 1996 state election 

was the first time in the Western Australian parliamentary history that the Liberal and 

National Parties lost their dominance of the Upper House.  Together with the three 

elected Greens (WA) members, Hodgson held the „balance of power‟ in the Senate. 

 

Hodgson is a practicing Christian but with strong feminist convictions, including 

critical support for the pro-choice vote in the 1998 abortion law reform.  She has 

returned to her academic career since leaving parliament in 2001. 

 

 

Carmen Lawrence 

In February 1990, Lawrence achieved a distinctive place in Australian political and 

social history when she became the first woman to hold the state office of premier.  

She had won the Lower House seat of Subiaco in 1986 despite its classification as 

„unwinnable‟ following a 27-year reign of the Liberal member. 

 

Lawrence had contributed to the formation of the Women‟s Electoral Lobby, gained a 

doctorate, and worked in Melbourne in the research, government and community 

sectors.  As premier, Lawrence appointed the WA Inc Royal Commission, whose 

outcomes were devastating for the state ALP because of the intra-party corruption 

they exposed to the broader Western Australian public. The WA Inc plagued 

Lawrence‟s profile well beyond her resignation from state politics and entry into 

federal politics as the member of the House of Representatives for the seat of 

Fremantle. 

 

At the national level Lawrence was instrumental in gaining the necessary votes at the 

1994 ALP National Conference for adoption of the platform which would guarantee 

ALP women preselection for the 35 percent of „winnable‟ seats by 2002.  She was 

also the founding member of EMILY‟s List.  

 

Lawrence resigned from the Labor front bench in 2002 protesting the party‟s policy 

on refugees and asylum seekers, Indigenous people and the environment.  She has 

held the backbench seat since, as the member for Fremantle, but has announced that 

she will not re-contest the 2007 federal election. 

 

 

Beryl Makin (Jones) 

Makin entered the Legislative Council in May 1986 for the seat of Lower West 

Province (as Beryl Jones), held continuously by the Liberal Party since its creation in 

1965.  She was returned to Council as member for South West Region in 1986.  

During her seven years in parliament, Makin served on a number of committees and 

chaired inquiries into charitable collections and de facto relationships. 
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Her contribution to community causes, particularly activism in the refuge movement 

and the union movement informed Makin‟s philosophy of giving, as was the case also 

in her work on committees and parliamentary inquiries.  Makin retired from 

parliament in 1992. 

 

 

Val Marsden 

Marsden was appointed as co-ordinator of the Women‟s Information and Referral 

Exchange (WIRE) in 1984.  Her background in administration and electoral work, as 

well as a range of women‟s groups since the 1970s, had given her the experience to 

lead a fundamental change in government‟s service delivery to women as it was in the 

early 1980s. 

 

Marsden was an active member of the Women‟s Electoral Lobby, the National 

Women‟s Consultative Council (federal government‟s advisory body) and the 

Women‟s Health Care House Board.  Her career as a „femocrat‟ in the state public 

service gave her an opportunity to apply her community-engagement based work 

style. 

 

WIRE was a success for the 1980s state Labor governments, fielding about 90,000 

inquiries annually when it closed down under contentious circumstances in 1992.  

Marsden continued her senior bureaucratic career in women‟s policy and equal 

opportunity agencies in the 1990s and in the Department of Health until her 

retirement in 2004. 

 

 

Thea Mendelsohn 

Mendelsohn‟s activism in the Perth women‟s health movement of the 1970s, which 

closely allied itself with the Women‟s Liberation philosophies, laid the basis for her 

career in the field in the 1980s.  She became the executive co-ordinator in the 

Women‟s Health Policy Unit in the state Department of Health, and worked closely 

with Liza Newby (the first women‟s advisor in the state) on the National Women‟s 

Health Policy. 

 

Mendelsohn‟s work cemented the position of a women‟s health advisor in Western 

Australia, and represented a continuation of long engagements between the women‟s 

health movement and the state.  In the 1980s, Mendelsohn secured funding for a range 

of women‟s health services, including the Women‟s Health Care House, the 

Multicultural Women‟s Health Centre, improved educational and clinical services in 

rural and regional parts of the state, and the work of the Women‟s Cancer Prevention 

Advisory Board. 

 

Since the 1990s, Mendelsohn has worked in a range of consultancy capacities 

including within the aid sector in the Pacific islands and South-East Asia. 

 

 

Liza Newby 

In 1984, Newby was tutoring and lecturing in Law at Murdoch University when she 

was appointed as the first women‟s advisor in the state, in the newly formed Women‟s 

Interests Division (WID) of the Department of Premier and Cabinet.  
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Early projects of the WID included equal opportunity legislation, state funding for 

childcare and the establishment of the Domestic Violence Taskforce, and other 

services such as the Women‟s Advisory Council and the WIRE.  Newby‟s expertise in 

legal work contributed critically to the drafting with Yvonne Henderson of the Equal 

Opportunity Bill. 

 

Newby worked direct to the premier in overseeing the development of cabinet 

submissions and monitoring their reference to or impact on women.  She also 

developed a pilot women‟s budget process, but encountered considerable resistance to 

instituting it within the broader public sector. 

 

Newby left the position in 1986 to return to law and in 1987 was appointed by the 

Commonwealth to develop the National Policy on Women‟s Health.  Newby has had 

a long-standing and fulfilling career in health, particularly development of women‟s 

health policy at all levels of government.  She now lives in Melbourne. 

 

 

Ljiljanna Ravlich 

Ravlich was the first woman born in a non-English speaking country (in her case, 

Croatia) to be elected to the Western Australian Parliament when she won an Upper 

House seat of the East Metropolitan Region in 1996.   

 

With a diverse background in secondary schooling – first as a teacher, then as deputy 

principal – union activism, and building and construction industry, Ravlich was 

keenly interested in education, industrial relations and productivity issues debated in 

the Legislative Council.  She held a range of shadow and Cabinet portfolios including 

Public Sector Management and Education. 

 

Having been re-elected twice since 1996, and having had experience charged with a 

number of challenging portfolios, Ravlich is now the Western Australian Minister for 

Youth and Multicultural Affairs. 

 

 

Giz Watson 

Watson was elected in 1996 and took her seat in the Legislative Council in 2007 for 

the North Metropolitan Region, marking her tenth anniversary in 2007 as a member.  

She and Christine Sharp took the number of the Upper House seats held by the Greens 

WA to three and held the „balance of power‟ with the Australian Democrats.   

Watson worked in the environment and sustainability sector prior to entering 

Parliament, having obtained her degree in environmental science at Murdoch 

University.  In Parliament, Watson has worked on environmental, native title and 

social justice issues, including her critical support for the bill which in 1998 outlawed 

discrimination on the basis of sexuality.  

 

 

Diana Warnock 

Warnock was elected in 1993 as the Member for Perth in the Legislative Assembly by 

106 votes; in 1996, she increased her majority to nearly 3,000 votes.  She had long 

been involved in the media as a broadcaster, the arts, and academia.   
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In Parliament, Warnock held the shadow portfolios of women‟s interests, the arts, 

multicultural and ethnic affairs and served as opposition whip. Widely respected for 

her active representation of her constituency, Warnock was also open about her 

political allegiances to a range of social justice movements, including the women‟s 

movement. 

 

In the 1998 abortion reform debate, Warnock had the unenviable task of introducing 

and carrying the voice of the pro-choice cause in the Lower House where the 

Coalition had a majority.  She retired prior to the 2001 election. 

 

 

Judyth Watson 

British-born Watson was elected to the Legislative Assembly in the 1986 election for 

the seat of Canning.  During her three terms as an MLA and two as a minister, she 

was renowned for the intellectual depth of research and analysis that informed her 

work. 

 

Watson‟s position on social justice in particular was reflected in the kind of portfolios 

for which she was responsible, including women‟s interests, multicultural and ethnic 

affairs, Aboriginal affairs, the seniors, disability services, children, and consumer 

affairs.  In 1995 she attended the United Nations Conference on Women in Beijing, 

and returned inspired by the discourse of women‟s political participation and 

leadership that dominated the debates.  She wrote parliamentary discussion papers on 

the occupational health and safety, the subject of her doctoral studies, and informed 

the development of the legislation.  She retired from parliamentary politics in 1996. 



 305 

Appendix Two 

 

Interview schedule 
 

The schedule of the interview questions employed for all the interviewees in the thesis 

research by the author used the following structure: 

 

 Introduction: a brief biography 

  Place and date of birth (optional) 

  Family background 

  Education and qualifications 

  Work experience 

 

  Political formation and support 

   What do you see as a major influence on your political and social  

    beliefs? 

   Were you active in any political or community organisations prior  

    to your entry into the public service/party politics? 

   What social issues were important to you? 

   How would you define feminism and would you describe yourself  

    as a feminist? 

 

 Working in the public service and parliaments 

  What led you towards your work in the public service/nominate for 

   parliamentary seat? 

  What was your area of responsibility in the public service/politics? 

  How did you articulate and present your goals? 

  Were there any difficulties or barriers you encountered in policy  

   formation or implementation? 

  Do you see any other limitations to the process of creating positive 

   change for women through state programmes or   

   parliamentary legislation? 

  What do you understand by the label „femocrat‟? 

  How would you evaluate the social change brought about by the  

   work of feminist women in the public service? 

 

 Relationship with parliamentarians, public servants and women‟s lobbies 

  Did you co-operate with women in parliament/bureaucracy in your 

   work? 

  Did your work involve consultation with women‟s groups? 

  Did you co-operate with men in parliament or public service? 

  Who gave you most support in your work? 

  Where do you feel lies your primary responsibility and obligation  

   with respect to your work? 
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Appendix Three 

 

Copyright Release Form template 

 
The copyright release form was signed and dated by each interviewee, giving the 

permission to use interview transcripts in the research for this thesis. 

 

 

Interviewee‟s name: 

 

Interview number:  

 

 

INTERVIEWEE’S CONSENT FORM 

 

 

I grant permission to the interviewer, Jasmina Brankovich, to record an interview with 

myself, 

[name and address of interviewee] 

 

Of 

 

 

I agree to the following: 

 

1. That I will receive a copy of an unedited transcript (and a copy of the interview 

tape) prior to any use of the material by the interviewer. 

2. That I reserve the right to edit the transcript or demand that any part of the 

interview is excluded from consideration by the interviewer. 

3. That I am aware that parts or the whole of the dissertation incorporating the 

interview may be submitted for publication in academic journals or presented as a 

conference paper. 

4. That I give permission for my name to be attributed to extracts from the final 

edited version of the transcript. 

5. That the above permission is granted on the recognition that my contribution to 

the above research will be duly acknowledged in the bibliographies and reference 

notes of the research project and any publications or further research using the 

interview(s). 

 

 

Signature 

 

Date 
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Appendix Four 
 

 

The relevant sections of the Equal Opportunity Act 1984 (WA) used in this thesis are 

cited in full in this appendix. 

 

 

Equal Opportunity Act 1984 (WA) 

No. 83 of 1984 

AN ACT to promote equality of opportunity in Western Australia and to provide 

remedies in respect of discrimination on the grounds of sex, marital status, pregnancy, 

race, religious or political conviction, or involving sexual harassment. 

[Assented to 7 December 1984] 

 

Interpretation 

4 (1) In this Act, unless the contrary intention appears –  

… 

“man” means a member of the male sex irrespective of age; 

“woman” means a member of female sex irrespective of age. 

 

… 

Sex discrimination 

8. (1) For the purposes of this Act, a person … discriminates against another person 

… on the grounds of sex of the aggrieved person if, by reason of – 

(a) the sex of the aggrieved person; 

(b) a characteristic that appertains, generally to persons of the sex of the aggrieved 

person; or 

(c) a characteristic that is generally imputed to persons of the sex of the aggrieved 

person … 

the discriminator treats the aggrieved person less favourably than, in circumstances 

that are the same or are not materially different, the discriminator treats or would treat 

a person of the opposite sex. 

 

… 

Sexual harassment 

24. (3) A person shall, for the purposes of this section, be taken to harass sexually 

another person if the afore-mentioned person makes an unwelcome sexual advance, or 

an unwelcome request for sexual favours, to the other person, or engages in other 

unwelcome conduct of a sexual nature in relation to the other person, and – 

(a) the other person has reasonable grounds for believing that a rejection of the 

advance, a refusal the request or the taking of objection to the conduct would 

disadvantage the other person in any way in connection with the other person‟s 

employment or work or possible employment or possible work; or 

(b) as a result of the other person‟s rejection of the advance, refusal of the request or 

taking of objection to the conduct, the other person is disadvantaged in any way in 

connection with the other person‟s employment or work or possible employment or 

possible work. 
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Sport 
35. (1) Nothing in Division 2 or 3 renders it unlawful to exclude persons of one sex 

from participation in any competitive sporting activity in which the strength, stamina 

or physique of competitors is relevant 

(2) Subsection (1) does not apply in relation to the exclusion of persons from 

participation in –  

(e) sporting activities by children who have not attained the age of 12 years. 

 

… 

Commissioner for Equal Opportunity 

75. (1) There shall be a Commissioner for Equal Opportunity who shall be appointed 

by the Governor. 

 

… 

General functions of the Commissioner 

80. For the purposes of eliminating discrimination on the grounds of sex, marital 

status, pregnancy, race, or religious or political conviction, eliminating, as far as is 

possible, sexual harassment at work, in educational institutions or related to 

accommodation, and promoting recognition and acceptance within the community of 

the principle of equality of men and women and of persons of all races and of all 

persons regardless of their religious or political conviction, the Commissioner may –  

(a) carry out investigations, research and inquiries relating to discrimination or sexual 

harassment of the kinds rendered under this Act. 

… 

 

Director of Equal Opportunity in Public Employment 

142. (1) There shall be a Director pf Equal Opportunity in Public Employment who 

shall be appointed by the Governor. 

…. 

 

Functions of the Director 
143. (1) The Functions of the Director are – 

(a) to advise and assist authorities in relation to management plans, including the 

development of guidelines to assist authorities in preparing management plans; 

(b) to evaluate the effectiveness of management plans in achieving the objects of this 

Part; and 

(c) to make reports and recommendations to the Minister as to- 

(i) the operation of management plans; and 

(ii) such matters as the Director thinks are appropriate to this part. 
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Appendix Five 
 

The sections used in this thesis of the Acts Amendment (Abortion) Act 1998 (WA) 

1998 and Health Act 1911 (as amended in 1998) are reproduced in this appendix. 

 

Acts Amendment (Abortion) Act 1998 (WA) 

No.15 of 1998 

AN ACT to amend The Criminal Code to remove offences related to procuring 

abortion, to amend the Health Act 1911 to regulate the performance of abortion; as a 

consequence, to amend the Evidence Act 1906 and the Children‟s Court of Western 

Australia Act 1988 and for related purposes. 

[Assented to 26 May 1998] 

 

… 

 

Abortion 

199. (1) It is unlawful to perform an abortion unless – 

(a) the abortion is performed by a medical practitioner in good faith and with 

reasonable care and skills; and 

(b) the performance of the abortion is justified under section 334 of the Health Act 

1911 

(2) A person who unlawfully performs an abortion is guilty of an offence. Penalty: 

$50,000. 

(3) Subject to section 259, if a person who is not a medical practitioner performs an 

abortion that person is guilty of a crime and is liable to imprisonment for 5 years. 

 

… 

 

Surgical and medical treatment 

259. A person is not criminally responsible for administering, in good faith and with 

reasonable care and skill, surgical or medical treatment –  

(a) to another person for that other person‟s benefit; or 

(b) to an unborn child for the preservation of the mother‟s life if the administration of 

the treatment is reasonable, having regard to the patient‟s state at the time and to all 

the circumstances of the case. 

 

 

 

Health Act 1911 (WA) 

 

Performance of abortion 

334. 
… 

(2) No person, hospital, health institution, other institution or service is under a duty, 

whether by contract or by statutory or other legal requirement, to participate in the 

performance of any abortion. 

(3) Subject to subsection (4) and (7), the performance of an abortion is justified for 

the purposes of section 199 (1) of the Criminal Code if, and only if, -  

(a) the woman concerned has given informal consent; or 
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(b) the woman concerned will suffer serious personal, family or social consequences 

if the abortion is not performed; or 

(c) serious danger to the physical or mental health of the woman concerned will result 

if the abortion is not performed. 

… 

(5) In this section –  

“informed consent” means consent freely given by the woman where – 

(a) a medical practitioner has properly, appropriately and adequately provided her 

with counselling about the medical risk of termination of pregnancy and of carrying a 

pregnancy to term; 

(b) a medical practitioner has offered her the opportunity of referral to appropriate and 

adequate counselling about matters relating to termination of pregnancy and carrying 

pregnancy to term; and 

(c) a medical practitioner has informed her that appropriate and adequate counselling 

will be available to her should she wish it upon the termination of pregnancy or after 

carrying the pregnancy to term. 

… 

(7) If at least 20 weeks of the woman‟s pregnancy have been completed when the 

abortion is performed, the performance of an abortion is not justified unless –  

(a) 2 medical practitioners who are members of a panel of at least 6 medical 

practitioners appointed by the Minister [for Health] for the purposes f this section 

have agreed that the mother, or the unborn child, has a severe medical condition that, 

in the clinical judgment of those 2 medical practitioners, justifies the procedure; and 

(b) the abortion is performed in a facility approved by the Minister for the purposes of 

this section. 

… 

(9) A woman who is a dependent minor [who is under 16] and is being supported by a 

custodial parent or parents] may apply to the Children‟s Court for an order that a 

person specified in the application, being a custodial parent of the woman, should not 

be given the information and opportunity referred to in subsection 8 (a) and the court 

may, on being satisfied that the application should be granted, make an order on those 

terms. 

… 

11 (d) When a medical practitioner performs an abortion, the medical practitioner 

shall notify the Executive Director, Public Health of the fact in the prescribed form 

within 14 days of the abortion being performed. 
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Appendix Six 
 

Census of potential interviewees 
 

The following women public servants were deemed, by their work experience within 

the period assessed in this thesis, as potential interviewees (in alphabetical order): 

 

 

Carey Drake-Brockman, former Senior Policy Officer and Director of Community 

Engagement, Women‟s Policy Development Office. 

 

Lynn Dearing, former co-ordinator, New Opportunities for Women course, Central 

TAFE. 

 

Mary Gadsden, former Information Officer, WIRE. 

 

Anne Giles, former Project Officer, Equal Opportunity Commission. 

 

Mary Gurgone, former co-ordinator, New Opportunities for Women course, Central 

TAFE; former Manager, Overseas Qualifications Unit, Department of 

Education and Training, Director of Policy and Planning, Office for Women‟s 

Policy. 

 

Gillian Kaub, former member, Women‟s Advisory Council, 1985. 

 

Michele Kosky, former Policy Officer, Women‟s Health Unit, Department of Health, 

member of the Women‟s Centre Action Group and Women‟s Health Care 

House staff. 

 

Deborah McCulloch, former consultant to the Premier Brian Burke on establishment 

of the feminist policy machinery in Western Australia. 

 

Lynnley McGrath, former Information Officer and Acting Co-Ordinator, WIRE. 

 

Robyn Murphy, former Policy Officer, Department of Health. 

 

Sheila McHale, former advisor to Premier Burke on Women‟s Interests. 

 

Astrid Norgard, former Executive Director, Women‟s Policy Development Office. 

 

Ruth Phillips, former Director, Women‟s Interests Branch, Ministry of Premier and 

Cabinet. 

 

Kerrie Watson, former Senior Policy Officer, Women‟s Policy Development Office. 

 

June Williams, former Commissioner for Equal Opportunity. 
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Appendix Seven 
 

Glossary 
 

Agency: its literal meaning is „the mode of acting‟, although as used here it acquires a 

broader connotation to include awareness of one‟s subjectivity as capable of making a 

difference.  The latter meaning is the one most often found in post-structural analyses, 

and (contentiously) attributed to influence of French scholars Michel Foucault and 

Gilles Deleuze, who are called „postmodernists‟ or „post-structuralists‟ 

interchangeably (if somewhat inaccurately). 

 

Consciousness-Raising: A method for women‟s way of sharing stories about their 

lives, popularised by the women‟s movement of the 1970s, internationally, and 

locally; identified in particular with „radical feminism‟. 

 

Feminism: as a word, has origins in nineteenth century with reference to British 

suffragists who campaigned for women to have the right to vote on a par with 

similarly asset-rich men. Feminisms are diverse, but liberal feminism, for example, 

denotes a belief that women should have equal opportunities to those of men. It is 

often said that liberal feminism has been the dominant feminism in Australia. Of 

central importance to social-liberalist feminism in Australia is the word femocrat. Its 

origins are uncertain: some say it was created by anti-feminists to label feminist 

women working in the public arena on women‟s issues or to advance the cause of 

women. This meaning was subverted by femocrats themselves who have subsequently 

shed it of its pejorative connotations and accepted the word as describing their work 

in the worlds of parliaments and bureaucracies. 

 

State: The state is as a system of government. It is a disaggregated field, an arena 

composed of competing interests, meanings and a web of social relations, which the 

state attempts to reconcile and deal with in a range of ways. 
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