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WOMEN IN POLITICS 

Statement 
HON LINDA SAVAGE (East Metropolitan) [5.31 pm]: I think all Australians will recognise, whatever their 
political view, that this is a momentous day for Australia. This is the day that Australia’s first woman Prime 
Minister was sworn in, 109 years after Federation. It is worth putting on the record that our new Prime Minister, 
Julia Gillard, now joins a very select group of women who have been elected or appointed to lead a government. 
Of course Australia itself now joins that select group of countries. For us, this is our first foray into having a 
female Prime Minister. Many people, men and women, have paved the way for this. It is not perhaps as well 
known as it might be what a significant role Western Australia has played in Australia for Western Australian 
women and milestones in politics. I thought that this would be an occasion perhaps to note a few of those 
milestones as they relate to Western Australia.  

I will use as a reference the Western Australian Parliamentary Library, which has a very interesting fact sheet 
that includes information about everyone who is currently a member of this state Parliament, as well as a list of 
the milestones of Western Australian women. It really starts with a woman who I think everyone has heard of; 
that is, Edith Cowan. Edith Cowan holds the enormous distinction of being the first woman ever elected to an 
Australian Parliament; and that was to the Parliament of Western Australia. She was in fact only the second 
female ever elected to a Parliament in the British Empire, which I think should make Western Australia feel 
rather proud of its history of women in politics.  

Another name that probably is familiar to people who are interested in the history of politics would be that of 
May Holman. She was elected to the Western Australian Legislative Assembly on 3 April 1925 following the 
death of her father. Sadly, she died in a car accident, and her brother followed on after her, representing the 
Forrest division.   

Hon Liz Behjat: Family dynasties—there should be more of them! 

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: She was also the first female member of Parliament in the Western Australian 
Parliament to hold a seat for 10 years. She was also the first female politician in the British Empire to do so. 

On this list of Western Australian female firsts is another name that is again familiar. As Hon Liz Behjat has 
referred to political dynasties, Florence Cardell-Oliver became the first female member of Parliament to be 
suspended, because of a comment she made when she described members of her own party as a disgrace to the 
Assembly. She refused all requests for her remarks to be withdrawn. Obviously, being assertive did not hold her 
back, though, because she became Australia’s first female cabinet minister on 7 October 1949, when she became 
the then Western Australian minister for health, supply and shipping.  

Another first for Western Australia was Dorothy Tangney, who became Australia’s first female senator in 1949. 
She was the only female senator to retain her seat for a record 25 years. I expect there are not many members in 
this Parliament who will be able to better that, except perhaps for the honourable Leader of the Government in 
the house. 

When I was elected and became a member for the East Metropolitan Region I became aware, shortly before I 
was sworn in, that the Legislative Council in this Parliament had the highest ever proportion of women, at 44 per 
cent. But for the timing of my being sworn in, I would have been delighted to have been part of the photo that 
was taken to commemorate that milestone. Of course, Western Australia was also the first state to have a female 
Premier. In this fact sheet there are a number of names of people in this place who are also recognised as being 
firsts for women on becoming members of the Western Australian Parliament. 

I will not go any further, although I think that this is a fascinating subject and I may talk about it again. I think 
that this is a very momentous day for women and for Australia, and in fact for all Australians. As the mother of a 
daughter and sons, I am thrilled that they have seen, and I have lived to see, a female Prime Minister, because I 
think what it does is normalise the role of women in politics. To have a woman now at the pinnacle of politics is 
worth marking for the historic moment that it is. 

Hon Alison Xamon: And who was sworn in by a woman Governor-General. 

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: I thank the member. 
 


