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GOUGH WHITLAM 
Statement 

HON LYNN MacLAREN (South Metropolitan) [9.55 pm]: I rise to express my condolences to the family and 
friends of the former Prime Minister, Gough Whitlam, and to mark the historic occasion of his passing, and in so 
doing reflect upon his significant contribution to Australian politics. It was almost unbelievable to me this 
morning when I read that he held the office of Prime Minister for only three years, and yet his significance still 
reverberates in our political history. I was a high school student in Albany only a couple of years after the 
dismissal, and it was an exciting opportunity for us to study Australian politics and the events of the dismissal 
and beyond. 

Of the many things that Prime Minister Gough Whitlam did for us in Australia in such a short period, I want to 
focus tonight on the influence he had on the position of women in this country. He came to power when one of 
the most important social changes was taking place—the empowerment of women and their increased 
participation in the paid workforce. In his 1969 campaign launch, he argued — 

When government makes opportunities for any of the citizens, it makes them for all the citizens. We are 
all diminished as citizens when any of us are poor. Poverty is a national waste as well as individual 
waste. We are all diminished when any of us are denied proper education. The nation is the  
poorer—a poorer economy, a poorer civilisation, because of this human and national waste. 

His life partner, Margaret Whitlam, described the problem as follows — 
We do not exist as people in our own right. We are often missing from history; our language virtually 
ignores us; our names are not our own; our lives are lived through others, we are someone’s daughter, 
someone’s wife, someone’s mother, our role in life is largely determined for us. Our God is masculine; 
our laws are made by men, we are attacked by men, defended by other men, even our bodies are not our 
own, and if we think at all we are said to be men. 

Gough set about ensuring that women had a voice in society and were considered equals, at a time when they 
were not very equal. Among his contributions to the world status of women, he made Australia the first 
government in the world to appoint a dedicated adviser on women’s affairs. Elizabeth Reid was given this 
position in April 1973. Her role was particularly important at a time when there were still no women in Labor’s 
caucus. Working at the heart of government, Elizabeth argued that all submissions to cabinet should include an 
assessment on their impact on women. Her role attracted a great deal of attention and commentary from the 
media and the general public, both hostile and sympathetic, much like the treatment endured by Australia’s first 
female Prime Minister, Julia Gillard, over 30 years later. 
In passing the Family Law Act 1975 the Whitlam government transformed divorce by moving away from the 
requirement to prove that the other party was at fault in the breakdown of the marriage because, as Gough said, 
these “offences” were more often the symptoms and not the cause of the problem. Dragging these offences 
through courts only provided fodder for sensationalist headlines and could detrimentally harm any ongoing 
relationship that the couple may need to have for the sake of any children involved. The law abolished the 
requirement that blame be assigned to dissolve marriage. Along with the new act came a new court—the 
Family Court of Australia. It was set up to be less adversarial and more able to foster an informal, supportive 
atmosphere for resolving relationship problems. Social science experts, social workers and an in-house 
counselling service were structured into the court. Gough was a great believer in the need to tackle the causes of 
problems rather than the symptoms and to do so in a non-judgemental way. 

On equal pay for women, Gough acted on the commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission’s 
findings regarding an equal pay case in 1972 that Australian women undertaking work similar to that undertaken 
by men should be paid an equal wage. An overall rise in women’s wages of around 30 per cent resulted from that 
case. In 1974, following Whitlam’s passing of legislation, the commission also extended the adult minimum 
wage to include women workers for the first time. This recognition for women as being contributors to the 
Australian workforce marked a major milestone, but over 30 years later women are still fighting for equal pay 
and equal recognition of the important work they do, particularly regarding those occupations that traditionally 
are the domain of women—health, education and child care. 

Acting on advice from his wife, Margaret, Whitlam established and funded grassroots organisations providing 
specialist health and welfare services for women, including women’s health centres, refuges and crisis centres; in 
particular, he funded 11 women’s refuges across the country. 

The Whitlam government abolished tuition fees for students at universities and technical colleges and passed the 
Student Assistance Act 1973 to provide means-tested financial assistance for tertiary students. These reforms 
opened up access to tertiary education to those for whom it would otherwise have been out of reach, particularly 
women, and created a precedent of universal access to higher education. 
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How far have we come? We now have three female ministers, including a Minister for Women’s Interests. Equal 
pay is still being fought for. Consistent with November 2012 figures, Western Australia had the widest gender 
pay gap in November 2013 at 23.9 per cent. At November 2013, the average ordinary time earnings of a male in 
Western Australia were $1 751.10 a week, whereas a female was earning $1 338.20 a week. One woman is killed 
every week in Australia by a current or former partner. In a 12-month period, between five per cent and 
10 per cent of Australian women experience at least one incident of physical and/or sexual violence by a man. 
Significant increases to tertiary education fees are on the agenda, and they are likely to impact particularly on 
women whose earning power over their lives is not as good as men. Women have significantly less 
superannuation when they retire than men because of equal pay issues and the disproportional impact that child 
rearing has on a woman’s career compared with a man’s. Men still control the public and private sector as 
women are still in the minority in senior management and on boards. Women hold only 12 per cent of 
directorships in ASX 200 companies and only nine per cent in ASX 500 companies. Women hold 41 per cent of 
government board appointments across Australia and 29 per cent of government boards have a female chair. But 
with women outnumbering men in all levels of educational attainment, we are doing ourselves a disservice by 
not making the most of this talent pool. 

How can we honour Gough’s vision? Firstly, we can work to share the caring and share the paid work in modern 
Australia. As Annabel Crabb’s latest book advocates, “Women need wives and men need lives”. We need to 
break down gender stereotypes around who does what at home and at work. Secondly, we can acknowledge the 
serious problem in our society with domestic violence. It is not a problem confined to a couple and, therefore, 
something we should ignore. The impact that this has on the fabric of our society demands that we as a society 
address it. Thirdly, we can re-ignite gender equality as a vitally important issue for the future growth and 
productivity of Australia. We can acknowledge that we have to finish the job Gough started by engaging men on 
the issue and seeing them as part of the solution and not just the problem. 

There is no question that Gough Whitlam was a great Australian and that he impacted this country in a very 
progressive and positive way. I am in awe that in three years as Prime Minister he brought us to a new Australia 
we can be more proud of and which established better social justice outcomes. 

I despair that in 30 years we have not seen a man or a women of such great progressive values who has achieved 
so much. It is with great sadness that I say farewell to Gough Whitlam today, and I wish that his successor 
arrives sooner rather than later.  
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