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Worksheet 3.2—Historical Empathy and Moral Judgement
Women’s suffrage

It has been argued in the past that early Australia was an egalitarian society, one in which all people had the equal opportunity to advance no matter what their economic position or background. The issue of gender also needs to be looked at in Australian history; it is blatantly clear that women were not thought of as equal or treated equally for a great part of the nation’s history, nor could they be considered part of this egalitarian view. In saying this, recognition must be made of the issue of suffrage, however. Australian states were some of the earliest political systems in the world to provide the opportunity to take part in the political system to women. Only New Zealand had beaten them by extending the franchise to women a little earlier. South Australia and West Australia had already granted the vote to women prior to federation. The Commonwealth Franchise Act of 1902 extended the vote to all women over the age of 21; finally, Queensland in 1907 and Victoria in1908, followed suit.
The right to vote was given but election of women to parliament was a much slower change. It is important to look at the history of campaigners such as Vida Goldstein who worked so tirelessly for the right for women to vote. During her lifetime, she attempted on five different occasions to gain election to the Senate and in each case was unsuccessful. It could be argued that the Senate would be an easier body to be elected to as it required a whole State vote rather than winning over members of an electorate on political policies or party viewpoints. 

It was to be many years before a female candidate in an election was to succeed, with Edith Cowan being one of the first female parliamentary members in Western Australia in 1921, followed by a woman in New South Wales in 1925 and a third member in Queensland in 1929. The first women to be elected to the federal House of Representatives were Doris Blackman and Dame Enid Lyons, both elected in the 1940s. It is interesting that both were widows of prominent parliamentarians. In the Senate the first successful female candidate was a West Australian, Dorothy Tangney, who was elected in 1943. 

In the federal parliament, Dame Enid Lyons has been described as Australia’s first female Minister but the position she held was actually that of Vice-President of the Executive Council from 1949 until 1951. The first true federal minister who was female was Dame Annabelle Rankin who was the Minister for Housing from 1966 to 1971.

1
It is important to remember that Australia and New Zealand, two British colonies, extended the franchise to women well before Britain did. Why do you believe that as one of its earliest acts the new Australian Federation passed the Commonwealth Franchise Act in 1902?

2
While women had the right to vote from 1902, the first female was not elected to a parliament until 1921. Suggest reasons why you believe it took so long for a woman to be elected to parliament.

3
Why would being widows of prominent politicians have helped Doris Blackman and Enid Lyons to become members of the federal parliament?

4
In your library or resource centre, and on the Internet, carry out research on Doris Blackman, Enid Lyons or Dorothy Tangney. Create a brief biography of the woman that you selected.

5
Carry out research on the issue of women’s suffrage in either South Australia or West Australia. Why were either of these colonies so progressive in their views on the political rights of women?
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