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Lecture notes

Introduction

Why is a feminist perspective relevant to a course on Australian democracy?
Because analyzing democracy without thinking about gender means we miss a very important part of the picture: it creates a distorted and hollow account of politics. 
A society and its system of government are made up of women and men, boys and girls. Talking about democracy as if there were only androgynous citizen-bots blinds us to the fact that there are very important sex differences in life experience and political power. 
Conversely, thinking about democracy in gendered terms gives us new information that we couldn’t otherwise get. 
Often this new information is in the form of making us think more about things we tend to take as given. 

To illustrate what I mean by this, let’s do a thought experiment.

Imagine it is election time, just two days to go until the poll, and you’re out walking down the street to buy milk. 
There are political posters everywhere: blue and red, green and yellow. 
Coming round the corner you see a local politician, standing next to a card table, shaking hands with people and handing out leaflets. 
There’s no way to avoid an encounter. 
You’re a bit annoyed that you’ll have to either stop and get into a conversation, or cross the road and maybe seem rude. 
Besides, you’ve already decided to vote for another party, but there — here — is the eager candidate, looking at you with that non-stop smile and outstretched leaflet…
Now stop: in your mental picture, is the politician a man or a woman? For most people, it will be a man. For me it is, unless I make an effort to make it a woman. 


This is partly because of the basic empirical facts: most politicians are male. 
But it’s also cultural: for most people the figure of the normal political leader or operator is male. 
This is a big challenge for women politicians, and is one of the reason parties are reluctant to run women candidates in single-member seats. 

Note too that even if the candidate in your mental picture is a woman, the gender of the politician is on a basic level significant, noteworthy. 
You might also have noticed how artificial and awkward it sounded for me (and felt, to me) to describe the encounter without referring to the gender of the politician, without either saying he or she.
Gender is one of the fundamental ways we can’t help but categorise & understand others and ourselves. 
And as I’ll explain in this lecture, there are stereotypes, experiences, images and attributes that go along with sex identities. 
Much of what we’re talking about when we talk about women and politics is to do with what goes on in all of our heads, in the way we look at people.
Main points

So, what difference does gender make to democracy, and why is a feminist perspective an essential component of this course?

I’ll argue in this lecture that it’s essential for three reasons:

[Slide – 3 reasons] 

1st — because women have some particular concerns and experiences that are different from men’s (as well as some that are the same), and our democracy doesn’t respond well to these concerns and experiences. 
This is on the level of issues, interests and welfare.
2nd — because the political institutions and cultures of democracy (and democracy in Australia) have historically excluded and marginalized women, and (to a certain extent) still do so now. 
This is on the level of participation and political power.
and 

3rd — because women have struggled as individuals and in organisations, movements, and political parties, against these ‘democratic deficits’, and their achievements represent some of the most significant expansions and improvements of democracy. 
This is on the level of social change. 
In this lecture I’ll go through these three reasons, giving further evidence from Australian political history & the Australian political present.

Definitions

Before I go further, though, I should say what I mean by feminism and what I mean by democracy. 
[slide – definitions]

By feminism I mean the ideology and political movement that seeks equality and liberation for women against inequality and oppression. 

By democracy — that is one of the purposes of your course to consider what democracy means — but I understand it as equal capacity for effective participation in collective self-government (or popular sovereignty). 

Clearly both of these definitions are open to challenge, and themselves rest on other beliefs, but they capture some of the essential meanings of the key terms. 

1. Issues 

So, to talk first of all about ‘women’s issues’ and how democracy deals with them, or not…

As I mentioned before, women and men have different concerns and perspectives – different issues. 
Of course, you can say, ‘everyone has different issues’, and ‘not all women are the same; not all men are the same’, and you’d be right. 

You could also point out that in Australia women’s and men’s lives have become somewhat less segregated and less different over time – and in some spheres and in some ways, that’s true, they have. 

Nevertheless, there are broad patterns of difference that are significant:

In terms of life-course participation and activities, women spend more time on childrearing and other forms of unpaid caring activities than men.
Women are more likely to spend time at least partially dependent on others (usually men) or on government payments - partly because of their caring work,

Women have lower incomes and are more likely to live in poverty.

Women are paid less than men for work that has the same or higher comparable levels of training, skill and difficulty. 

Largely because the kind of work that women tend to do is valued less (especially caring professions).

Australia is one of only 2 OECD countries that has no universal paid maternity leave scheme. 

Women are still too widely exposed to sexual harassment, physical violence and sexual violence 
Women have to deal with serious and life-changing reproductive issues such as unplanned pregnancies and the possibility of abortion; 
or the prospect of invasive fertility treatments if they want to get pregnant but can’t.
In terms of cultural attitudes, images and expectations, women have to deal with restrictive and judgmental ideas about beauty, youth and ageing, sexual behavior, rationality and intelligence. 
What about young women in Australia? While there are certainly plenty of great things about being a young woman in Australia, there are also challenges: things that are not so great at all. 

Girls and young women are in the highest risk groups for sexual assault and sexual harassment – and Internet and mobile phones are providing another way for harassment to occur. 
Sexual harassment at work is a big problem for many young women:
 A 1990 study found that a quarter of young women aged between 16 and 25 had suffered sexual harassment at work. 

Recent research and consultations by the Sex Discrimination Commissioner suggest that sadly not much has changed for the better since then. 
One young woman told the Commissioner just last year how her employer had made her & the other young women working on check-outs at a supermarket wear see-through blouses. 
When they wore singlets or skivvies underneath, they were told to go and take them off. 
There has been an intensification of pressure on young women about their appearance. 
It is difficult to feel good and relaxed about your body, when we are surrounded by ads for products implying that we’re not good enough as we are. 
Yes, young men experience some of the same pressures, and it may be getting worse for young men too, but I would argue that the kind of ritualized self-criticism about appearance that exists among young women is still much less common among young men.

There are continuing double standards and confusing messages about sex for young women. 
On one hand it’s seen as crucial to be ‘hot’ – sexually desirable – but on the other hand there’s still anxiety about being too promiscuous. 
What about life plans for family, work and relationships? 
[Slide – Barbara Pocock and Labour Market Ate My Babies]

Researcher Barbara Pocock has studied the attitudes and expectations of young people. 
She found that young women face a looming collision between career and family roles, which may not be apparent as they go through education and move into work. 

One aspect of this is that young women expect a high degree of equality in sharing household tasks and child care.

But quite a lot of young men still expect that the women they will end up living with will have the main responsibility for these roles. 
So, each could be in for a bit of a surprise… but whose expectation will prevail?

[slide Emily Maguire – Princesses & Pornstars]

As author Emily Maguire puts it: despite growing up feeling equal and believing equality is our right and our future, as young women move “into the worlds of work, marriage and motherhood” they realize that the “world…insists on defining women by their sex” and that “the ‘limitless’ choices women have today are oddly less limitless than the choices of men.”
Now, are these problems a fundamental failure of democracy?

Whether you think that these problems are a fundamental failure of democracy or not depends on whether you think that democracy is supposed to secure people’s welfare – and by this I mean welfare to include not just food to eat and a roof over your head but also respect and freedom to engage in social life.  

It also depends on whether you think democracy should deliver equality.

Or is this too much to ask of democracy? 
As you’ve already heard in lectures and readings, there is a view that democratic institutions are only meant to provide the basic structures of government, leaving social issues to be worked out through private means. 

Or perhaps, in the particular version of liberalism that infuses Australian democracy, all that should really be guaranteed is equality of opportunity, or a fair go. 
But what would a fair go look like in relation to the problems I’ve noted? 
It is hard to imagine – and feminists have spent a lot of time & effort on imagining.

A notable feature of many of these issues is that they are seen as “private”,  or have a major private component, rather than happening in the public sphere of politics. 

You’ll remember from previous lectures the importance of the public sphere for liberal democracy: that sphere of life in which individuals debate and decide on common issues of mutual concern, with the private sphere kept separate and away from interference. 

A major project for feminism has been to bring issues like these into the public domain.  But how? We’ll get back to that a bit later.

As feminists point out, the material, social & cultural conditions of our society have turned out to be better on average for men than for women. 

And in turn, this inequality is an extra barrier to women’s actually engaging in the processes of democracy on an equal basis with men – and this is the second of the three areas, which I’ll focus on now. 

2.  Institutions and cultures of democracy have marginalized women 
The second reason why a feminist analysis of democracy is essential is because the political institutions and cultures of democracy (including democracy in Australia) 
have been designed and dominated by men and have historically excluded and marginalised women – 
and this continues to a certain extent now.

The most obvious way to look at this is through representation  - the sheer numbers of women and men in positions of political power. 
[slide – federal council]

In this course, you’ll spend quite a bit of time thinking about federation, and its effects on Australian democracy. 
Here is a picture of the last meeting of the federal council of Australasia in 1899. 

You might notice there’s something awfully similar about all the people there!
(Actually, there are quite a lot of things that are similar, including race and probably class.)

[Slide – Tasmanian Cabinet]

Similarly, the 1992 Tasmanian Cabinet.

[slide – Rudd ministry]

Compare that picture (I know it’s not apples and apples, but anyway…) with this picture of the new Rudd Ministry sworn in in December 2007.

While men are still very much in the majority, there has been a slow but definite growth in the number of women since 1943 Dame Enid Lyons was elected to the House of Representatives and Dorothy Tangney was elected to the Senate.  
[Slide – Tangney and Lyons pouring tea]

Here is a picture of them from a magazine cover shortly after winning their seats.

This is something of a theme for women politicians of the era – reassuring the public that they would not be abandoning conventional feminine roles. 
[Slide – proportion of women pie charts]

To see how the parliamentary representation of women has changed over time since then, this is a diagram showing the proportion of women in the House of Reps and the Senate in 1943 and then again in 2005

As you can see, the Senate has a higher proportion than the House of Representatives – many would argue because of the different voting system – proportional representation. 

This diagram is from a very useful text mentioned in your course outline – ‘How well does Australian democracy serve Australian women?’ Prepared by Sarah Maddison and Emma Partridge for the Democratic Audit of Australia. It is available online.
[Slide – How Well Does Aus Dem cover]

This report also includes lots of information about women’s representation in different state and territory parliaments, and on gov boards and other bodies, which I don’t have time to go into here. 
Immediately before the 2007 election, Australia had sunk to its lowest ever international ranking (33rd) for the proportion of women in the national parliament. 

2007 election - with the swing to Labor and Labor’s higher proportion of female candidates, the ranking has improved slightly, and we are now at 32nd in the world. This is still not very high.
We are ranked behind countries as diverse as New Zealand, Macedonia, Netherlands, Spain, South Africa, Nepal, Uganda and Aphganistan. And only just above Iraq.

[slide – Don’t Get Mad, Get Elected]

One of the key reasons for our falling relative performance is the fact that some other countries have mandated national quotas for the representation of women – but this is still resisted in Australia because it is seen as offending against “merit” (though the ALP has introduced some quotas in terms of % of women selected as candidates).

[Slide – Maxine McKew, Julia Gillard and Anna Bligh]

There were some important changes from the 2007 election, with a woman candidate, Maxine McKew, winning the seat from the then Prime Minister John Howard, and for the first time a female deputy Prime Minister, Julia Gillard. 

And now we have for the first time a woman elected as Premier – Qld’s Anna Bligh. [have had female Premiers before – Kirner in Vic, Lawrence in WA – but appointed between elections, not elected as Premier; also elected Chief Ministers in NT and ACT]

But the popular idea of a ‘critical mass’ in politics – the idea that if we can just reach some percentage, say 30%, then we will quickly achieve parity – is now being questioned by international comparative research. 

But there are still at least two big questions that we need to think about when we think about representation:
[Slide – why is the representation of women important?]

First, why is the representation of women important?

Two main ideas:
1. Parliaments should ‘look more like’ the people they represent; there is something wrong and undemocratic about one group in society, who are less than half of the population, holding the vast majority of political power. 

2. Women have different interests and issues from men and these would be better represented if women themselves are present in the Parliament. 
· Recall the kind of issues I talked about earlier

· Some issues were simply not talked about, understood or acted upon before there were women in parliaments & public life more generally (domestic violence, rape in marriage)

· Of course, within a democratic system there are other ways of pressing issues to the fore & these have been just as imp if not more imp – especially social movement activism and NGO advocacy, and systems that promote gender equality through the policy process & in the bureaucracy. 
· And as many people have pointed out, not all women politicians are feminists, or are sympathetic advocates on women’s issues 

But for these 2 reasons, the under-representation of women in politics brings into question the basic principle of democracy: popular sovereignty. 

[slide – why underrepresentation]

The other important question is why does this under-representation occur?
There are reasons to do with the electoral system — especially the interaction of single-member constituencies (for federal house of reps and most state lower houses) with party preselection processes. 

Where just one candidate is nominated by a party, there is a strong tendency for the party to choose a candidate that it sees as fitting the criteria for a normal politician and that it believes the voters will also see as a normal politician – typically a man. 
Recall our thought experiment earlier. 
Actually, the results draw into question parties’ predictions that voters will be reluctant to elect a woman:  the proportion of candidates who are women is quite close to the proportion, ultimately, of representatives elected who are women. 
Suggests once selected as candidates, women on the whole do no worse than men at getting elected.
The major parties, though, have a history of failing to preselect women for safe or winnable seats. 
Women’s organisations generally in Australia have tended to take a non-partisan stance, retaining a skeptical view of the major parties. 

This is unlike in some other countries, such as Sweden, where the mass mobilization of women within progressive parties has been very important. 

However, groups like Emily’s List (in the Labor party) and the Liberal Women’s Forum work to promote and support women candidates within their respective parties. 

Labor also has better-developed structures to advance women’s issues within the party, such as the women’s caucus (in parliament) and the Labor Women’s Network. 

The minor parties – in the past the Democrats and now the Greens – have a good record both of promoting women candidates and developing policy on women’s issues.
Apart from electoral/party factors, there are also broader socio-cultural factors contributing to women’s under-representation, including:

• historical constraints on women entering ‘public’ life;

• the lower levels of participation of women in the paid workforce;

• social expectations that women marry and have children; and

• women’s own reluctance to enter such a ‘male’ domain (Brennan 2002). 
Some might add – women’s reluctance to expose themselves to intrusive media coverage, which many feminists would argue is still sexist. 
[Slide – Gillard and fruit bowl]

You might recall the great “empty fruit-bowl” debate that accompanied the publication of this photo in a profile of Julia Gillard in 2005:

After the photo was published there was a lot of media speculation about the symbolism of the empty bowl (and empty, unlived-in-looking kitchen) – that it reflected poorly on her, that it was sterile and lifeless, most notably that it mirrored her childlessness.
(Echoed later by Heffernan – ‘deliberately barren)
Gillard herself obviously found humour to be the best way to deal with such commentary:

[Slide – Gillard quote]

“No fruit. I think that was the principal flaw, no fruit. I now always have rotting bananas in the bowl just in case.”

She also indicated the double standards that apply, noting that she had hurried around tidying away dirty coffee cups but that maybe she should have left them: at least ‘then people would have said, "Look at that, she can make coffee."’
3. Struggle

The third reason why a feminist analysis of democracy is relevant, which I will only have time to touch on briefly, is because women have struggled for a place in public life. 

They have worked for government action on the issues that affect them. 

Their actions represent a practical critique and have led to an expansion of democracy – among the most significant expansion in Australia’s history (and worldwide, in the history of democracies)
After the early achievement of the vote for most women in Australia in 1902, there was a great deal of expectation internationally that women would be able to “use the vote” to create a transformation in public life: 

· a more caring, respectful society, 
· with equal citizenship for women and men, 
· where mothers would be valued and children nurtured
· where the sexual double standard would be eliminated, 
· because men would learn to behave more like women, with morality that was seen to be an innate quality of women. 
But it soon became clear that the vote alone would not deliver that, and there was disappointment that the central goal of suffrage had not yielded more rewards.

[Slide – AFWV]

There followed a reinvigoration of women’s organisations, and the formation of new bodies such as the Australian Federation of Women Voters, who developed as lobbying and educational associations. 
They may not look to us now as if they were wild radicals – and they weren’t – but like feminists in every era they were accused of threatening society as we know it. 
They worked through the 1920s, 30s, 40s, 50s, and 60s – often the same long-serving women, for decades – by mail, long trips, conferences and later telegrams..on issues like divorce law reform, equal pay, allowances for mothers and widows, Aboriginal welfare, and the representation of women in parliaments and on boards and commissions, achieving small but important successes. 

[Slide – IWD march 1975]

But when the women’s liberation movement emerged in the late 1960s and early 1970s, it brought new issues and new anger to the fore.
While current feminist groups owe much to the earlier eras of activism, it was in the 1970s and 1980s in Australia that a more radical critique of democracy was developed. 
As in the early decades of the century, women who had believed that inequality was a thing of the past, and didn’t affect them, came to realize that actually, it had just taken other forms. 

Previously unspeakable issues were articulated for the first time: abortion, domestic violence and the isolation and misery that many women experienced at being “just a housewife”. 

Feminists challenged the way women’s experiences were kept in the private realm, not to be addressed by public politics. 
Joining in groups and expressing these experiences to each other was a major new step, liberating and confronting all at once. 
With the help of supportive parts of governments, and favourable political contexts, they created new programs in government to deal with such issues. 

Refuges were established by voluntary collectives and then funded by government. 
It was made illegal to discriminate against women on the basis of their sex. Laws against sexual assault and harassment were strengthened. 
Special units were set up inside government to monitor the gender impact of policy in all areas, and to analyse the federal budget for its effect on women’s equality. 
However, over the last two decades, as the women’s movement has become less visible and rowdy, many of the government units and programs have been dismantled and removed. 

Under the Howard government there was hostility to “special interests” and “elite concerns” – and women’s rights were seen as falling into those categories. 

Some women (and some men) are questioning whether there is real equality now - especially in terms of work and family issues. 

It is not clear how any new cycle of political activity might emerge and what it might look like – though there are groups, that allow women to share their frustrations about continuing sexism, to take some actions against it, as well as just having some fun.
These including online feminist communities, such as Hoyden About Town.
[slide – Hoyden About Town]

Cartooning

Just before we finish, I want to take you back to my initial point about the importance of what we carry around in our heads. 

And I want to do this by looking at cartooning.
We’ve already seen how, as in the case of Julia Gillard’s fruit bowl, gender stereotypes are still an issue for female politicians.

But what about when cartoonists are trying to make fun of politicians: do they tend to lapse into sexist gender stereotypes? Or are they just using whatever material they have to make a joke?
Haydon Manning (2008) argues that sexism in Australian cartooning is rare and suggests that female politicians who complain about it are being thin-skinned. 
Let’s have a look at a couple of the cartoons he examines:
[Slide – GST spot]

The first one is a 1999 cartoon by Mark Knight about Meg Lees (of the Democrats) role in helping the government to pass its GST legislation through the senate:

[Slide – Bargaining position]

The second, on the same theme, is by Bill Leak

Jenny Macklin actually complained in an opinion piece about the depiction of Meg Lees in these cartoons, arguing that they portray women in terms of sexist stereotypes, rather than as “the politician that is the woman”.
Cartoonists responded by arguing that all cartoons use stereotypes (or archetypes), and draw on metaphors from the society in which they are created, and this includes metaphors of power relationships as sexual relationships. 

Leak pointed out that his cartoons with Lees as a dominatrix are meant to portray equal partners in a political deal. 
Leak then went further & retaliated by drawing a cartoon of Macklin, 

[Slide – Macklin]

This cartoon seems to be suggesting that it is Macklin who is preoccupied with sex role stereotypes and that her intervention is just dragging her deeper into a clichéd role of victimhood. 

Yet what the mostly male, middle-aged cartoonists seem to forget (or not see as part of their role to care about) is that women spend much of their lives navigating and having to contend with sex stereotypes. 

And these stereotypes saturate our social life in a way that the cartoonists don’t need to notice or worry about. 

So while Leak probably does see a leather-clad dominatrix as just a metaphor for something else, women, and especially women in the public eye such as Macklin, no doubt have a more visceral reaction to it. 

Let’s look at another example used by Manning: this is Joan Kirner, Vic Premier, as portrayed by Jeff Hook.

[Slide – Unconditional Surrender]

Although Hook repeatedly drew her in a polka dot dress, Kirner pointed out that she never actually wore such a dress.

[Slide – Right Direction]

Hook was criticised by feminists for drawing “endless cartoons of her as a fat frumpy housewife..”

Manning argues in defence of Hook that his portrayal of Kirner is in the tradition of “diminish[ing] the importance of prominent persons by presenting them as ordinary or foolish”
Manning says that Hook doesn’t go beyond that standard kind of ridicule.

I think that in a sense he is probably right – but what he doesn’t recognise is that when it comes to women, that kind of standard ridicule has a non-standard effect, which comes from the fact that women (especially large women) are already subject to negative attitudes. 

We all carry around in our heads to varying degrees negative stereotypes about frumpy housewives.

Indeed, it is partly these negative stereotypes that cartoonists are playing to. 
But because they are so widely-held, the cartoonists can claim, legitimately to some extent, that they are not really being sexist. 
That is, they’re not being any more sexist than the rest of us. 
It’s just that the negative views of women are out there, in here, already. 
But women are more likely to feel aggrieved by them than men.
So, it’s not just the individual cartoon; it’s the cultural context as a whole in which the cartoon is interpreted. 
A large quantitative study of media reports by Cathy Jenkins (2002), shows that women politicians’ concerns about their treatment in terms of appearance, stereotypes etc are well-founded in general, and especially historically.  

This doesn’t mean that the cartoonist’s role should be to act as cultural reformers wiping out sexism. 
But there are opportunities to draw cartoons – even quite nasty cartoons – that do not implicitly appeal to negative gender stereotypes. 

Here is an example – by Nicholson – that even manages this while showing female politicians naked and tackling the issue of body hair! 
[slide – evolution of democrats ]

What we need to understand, as students and analysts, is that how we all view women, individually and collectively, makes a big difference to politics.
Democracy requires that we all start from an equal platform, but as I’ve tried to show, this doesn’t really exist. 

The question from this point is whether, and how democracy can be transformed to fulfil its promise.
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