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AFFIRMATIVE ACTION 
Grievance 

MR J.N. HYDE (Perth) [9.19 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Women’s Interests and concerns 
affirmative action.  I will not take five minutes with my preamble like the member who made the previous 
grievance.  However, in my speech I will use some irony in a caring, nurturing and supportive way.  I do not 
want any of my esteemed friends in the Liberal Party to take any offence from my speech. 
Shortly after the Minister for Women’s Interests delivered a speech recently, the Prime Minister of Australia, 
Rt Hon John Howard, MP, said - 
Mr J.H.D. Day:  It is just Hon and not Rt Hon. 
Mr J.N. HYDE:  I take the sage advice of a member; there is no “Rt Hon”.  The Prime Minister said - 

Thank you Margaret for those wonderful, inspiring and very nostalgic words. 
That is how the Prime Minister began.  He was clearly acknowledging the strengths of Western Australia’s 
Minister for Women’s Interests.  Unfortunately, he had missed the minister’s speech in Perth and was addressing 
the Liberal women in cabinet dinner at Parliament House in Canberra at the same time on 12 October.  Our 
beloved Prime Minister recognises, appreciates and nurtures talented women.  I also heard on the wireless last 
week - live - the federal member for Canning, the Liberal Don Randall, praising our Minister for Women’s 
Interests for her strong support of grandparents.  It is clear that Mr Randall is a Liberal who recognises and 
supports the contribution of women.  The Prime Minister went on to say - 

It is a remarkable and indeed unremarked reality that despite all the talk that has emanated from our 
political opponents about equal rights, about quotas, about reverse discrimination and all the other 
excuses that has been used, always in a fairly patronising fashion, it is a very remarkable thing that 
when you actually analyse the record, the true trail-blazers, the true achievers in relation to respecting 
the equal capacity and the equal commitment of women serving in public life, the true trail-blazers have 
been the members of the Liberal Party. 

Prime Minister, what true words.  I look across this chamber, with the nine women on the government side, to 
the staggering contribution from the Liberal and National Parties in opposition, where I espy two.  The Prime 
Minister went on to say -  

Our proudest boast, and in that boast the women of the Liberal Party have spoken with the loudest 
voice, our proudest boast is that we’ve done it without rules and quotas. 

They have two members without rules and quotas.  He continued - 

We’ve done it on merit, - 

They have two women on merit - 

we’ll always do it on merit, the numbers won’t always be equal, perhaps they will never be equal. 

What Liberal Party merit we see displayed in this chamber.  Who could dare to argue with the Prime Minister 
that, in all of Western Australia, from within the focused, merit-driven ranks of Liberal apparatchiks, the sum 
total of female merit is the member for Nedlands and the member for Carine?  How humbling it must be for 
those two members to realise that they have been accepted on merit to rub shoulders with such exquisite 
examples of conservative male intelligentsia and physical manhood as we see in the state Liberal male entourage 
assembled here today in force.  How humbling it must be for their lessers - their inferiors - to accept that, purely 
on merit, there are only two females in the entire Liberal Party voting pool who cut the mustard.  In the Labor 
Party, the party of reality, we realise that merit is not always the sole determining factor in people getting 
preselection, that merit does not always distribute itself in equal geographical allotments and that human beings - 
particularly white heterosexual males - sometimes do not always vote for the best person.  As such, we have 
affirmative action to make a more transparent playing field. 
I think this is only the second time in my life that I have cleared a venue!  However, I will play on. 
Let us look at the way the media treats members of Parliament.  Overweight blokes dressed like slobs are 
ignored, but if a female MP has a crease in her outfit, she is derided.  There is not a level playing field.  The 
Prime Minister went on to say - 

Perhaps at some time the number of women will exceed the number of men, whatever may be the 
ultimate working out of all of this, if we do truly believe in the equality of individuals, if we truly do 
believe in both the aspirations of both men and women who aspire to make a contribution, then we will 
never embrace quotas, we will never patronise one half of the population with such approaches. 
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Can we imagine, given testosterone and other incapacitating blocks on rational thought in white heterosexual 
males, what results we would have if there were no quotas in place in some organisations?  The Prime Minister 
went on to say that he did not just arrive at having three female cabinet ministers as some sort of token gesture.  
He said that the three women in the cabinet were there because they deserved to be there by virtue of the quality 
of their contributions.  He went on to explain what that meant - 

And of course when I knew I had to find somebody to deal with all of the media moguls I thought 
Helen’s charm would outstrip any of my male colleagues. 
Now that is a very politically incorrect remark to make, I am renowned for being politically incorrect 
and there are some ironies about all of this. 

I apologise for using irony, but the Prime Minister uses irony.  My dear friend, my favourite western suburbs 
Liberal with blonde hair, Julie Bishop, Minister for Education, Science and Training, recently went to a wildlife 
park but did not touch a koala. 

The SPEAKER:  Order!  Time has expired.  Take a seat, member. 
Mr J.N. Hyde:  There was a snake there and she said that it would make a wonderful handbag. 

MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen - Minister for Women’s Interests) [9.27 am]:  Yes, I believe that was at a 
wildlife park dedicated to conservation.  It is interesting that the member for Curtin thought that the snake would 
make a better handbag than a specimen for future generations. 
I thank the member for his grievance.  I know he is committed to the advancement of more women in politics.  
He quite rightly pointed out that, at a recent tribute dinner for federal Liberal cabinet members, the Prime 
Minister, John Howard, made some intriguing comments about Liberal Party philosophy and women in 
Parliament.  I should reiterate what the member for Perth said when quoting the Prime Minister.  He said - 

. . . it is a very remarkable thing that when you actually analyse the record, the true trail-blazers, the true 
achievers in relation to respecting the equal capacity and the equal commitment of women serving in 
public life, the true trail-blazers have been the members of the Liberal Party. 

If that is the case, I wonder why there are not more women on the other side of the house in state Parliament.  
The Prime Minister went on to say - 

. . . one of the fundamental values of our party is that we recognise individual aspiration and individual 
talent without regard to class or race or gender or social background, but merely on the basis of merit 
and that is something in which all of us as Liberals should be immensely proud. 

Given that philosophy, it is extraordinary that only the members for Carine and Nedlands are considered by the 
Liberal Party to be of equal worth to their male counterparts.  We all know that both those members wave the 
flag extremely competently.  I empathise with their lonely existence. 

Several members interjected. 

The SPEAKER:  Order, members! 

Ms M.M. QUIRK:  The Prime Minister made observations about the quality of the contributions made by three 
female members of federal cabinet.  He talked about Ministers Vanstone, Coonan and Bishop.  That is quite 
interesting in the present context of the federal government.  The Prime Minister would do well to consult the 
research of British organisational psychologists Professor Alex Haslam and Dr Michelle Ryan, who assert that 
those women who do make it to the top of organisations are more likely than men to find themselves on a “glass 
cliff”, meaning that their positions are risky or precarious.  The researchers found that companies doing badly are 
more likely to appoint women to the board but once performance picked up other women are less likely to be 
made directors.  They noted that women are breaking through the glass ceiling, but the jobs are often a poisoned 
chalice.  Their theory suggests that if the company is in crisis, managers always turn to women as a kind of last 
resort.  Male managers seem to think that women are better at dealing with a crisis.  Some might infer that the 
appointment of Ministers Coonan, Bishop and Vanstone might well be proof positive of this very theory.  The 
Howard government is performing badly in a range of key areas and these women have been selected to sort out 
the mess.  The coup de grâce of the Prime Minister’s speech was his citing as the ultimate female politician his 
pin-up girl Margaret Thatcher - the very person who did more to undermine the rights of ordinary working 
people than any other male or female in living memory. 

Britain’s current Secretary of State for Health, the Australian-born and educated Patricia Hewitt, recently told the 
British Broadcasting Corporation that although Margaret Thatcher did break through the glass ceiling in politics, 
it was a tragedy that, having become the United Kingdom’s first woman Prime Minister, she then did so much to 
undermine the position of women in society.  According to Hewitt, Margaret Thatcher damaged the place of 
women in the workplace, undermined families and communities and did nothing for women in public life.  It 
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was described as a wasted opportunity on a gargantuan scale.  For example, it has been noted that the only thing 
that Thatcher did for mothers was freeze child benefits, while at the same time castigating them for leaving their 
children in the chaos of workplace creches.  At a government level, Mrs Thatcher was reported to be markedly 
uninterested in the advancement of women other than herself.  Baroness Young popped up in cabinet very 
briefly as leader of the House of Lords, but Margaret Thatcher made only eight other female ministerial 
appointments during her time in government, and only one of those people was at a level higher than a junior 
minister.  Are these the actions and words of a woman with the best interests of women and their political and 
social aspirations as her fundamental core concern?  I think not.  Margaret Thatcher is the person whom the 
Prime Minister holds up as the role model for modern Australian female political aspirants. 

One suspects that the PM was also emulating Margaret Thatcher when he introduced the WorkChoices regime.  
As we all know, under WorkChoices women will be disproportionately disadvantaged.  Efforts to obtain equal 
pay for women will be compromised by the increasing coverage of individual contracts under WorkChoices.  
Individual contracts do not improve the ability of women to balance work and family responsibilities, because 
many women will be forced to bargain away pay and conditions in favour of family-friendly concessions.  This 
week the Australian Bureau of Statistics pregnancy and employment transition survey found that although 
working mothers were increasingly accessing parental leave, many were still suffering workplace discrimination.  
One in 10 women reported receiving inappropriate or negative comments about parental leave, nine per cent 
missed training or development opportunities and seven per cent reported missing opportunities for promotion.  
Frankly, WorkChoices will create a climate in which this situation does not improve. 

I reject wholeheartedly the implication made by the Prime Minister that the preselection regimes of parties such 
as mine throw up candidates and parliamentarians who are of lesser merit, who are not capable and who do not 
represent their communities as well as others.  The considerable talents and abilities of the members for 
Armadale, Kenwick, Kimberley, Kingsley, Maylands, Midland, Swan Hills and Wanneroo, and our sisters in the 
other place, are clear evidence that we have got it right. 
 


