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‘Because to sum up in one - it is just’
A deputation from the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) of 
Western Australia was received by Sir John Forrest on 20 November 1893.

Women’s Suffrage

Sourced from Votes for Women – Supply or Demand by Betty Carter – included in Making a Difference, Women in the Western 
Australian Parliament 1921-1999 by David Black and Harry Phillips, 2000 and  A Unique Position by Peter Cowan, 1978.

The Women’s Christian Temperance Union  
(WCTU) and Karrakatta Club pioneered the 
suffrage movement in Western Australia. 

Their campaign followed their British 
counterparts who had been canvassing 
the vote since the 1860s. Serious talk of 
women’s suffrage is evidenced in Western 
Australian newspapers from as early as 
the 1870s. The WA suffragette movement 
at no time resorted to the militant tactics 
of the Pankhurst suffragettes in the UK.
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The WA women involved in suffrage were 
mainly from the middle and upper classes. 
In pursuing franchise (vote), the women did 
not claim gender equality but coveted the vote
as a way of acquiring greater legal and social 
freedom and influencing broader social reforms 
affecting their home life. The WCTU officially 
launched the campaign in 1893. 

Women’s Suffrage

Alexander Forrest MP stated:
 ‘the proper place for a woman was 

to look after her home and not be 
running all over the place.’

Thomas F Quinlan MP and former 
Speaker of the Legislative Assembly 

claimed that his experience of women at 
elections was that they were 

‘somewhat weak in mind,’ citing further 
that ‘ladies, like cats, were best at home.’ 

Alexander Forrest Thomas F Quinlan

In 1893, Joseph Cookworthy, MLA  moved a 
motion in Parliament to give women the vote.
The motion failed as members were concerned 
that to give women the vote before it had
been trialled in any other British colony
might bring scorn. Some Members even 
suggested that a woman’s duty in the home 
would be compromised if they were distracted 
by social and political opinions. 

Women’s suffrage was strengthened with the 
establishment of the Karrakatta Club in 1894  
comprising 38 members and aimed at 
developing intellectual and social skills for 
the betterment of women. Edith Cowan 
was the first Recording Secretary, and as a 
powerful public speaker, was leader in the 
women’s franchise movement. At an early 
meeting Edith read a paper on the 
Franchise with a plea for education of 
women, particularly working women, and 
the duties that would be imposed on women 
as a consequence of obtaining the vote. 

In December 1897, Liberal Walter James, MLA, 
who was later to become Premier of 
Western Australia, moved (in the face of 
considerable opposition) to give women the vote 
as part of a fair and just extension of the 
franchise to women. His wife was 
also a member of the Karrakatta Club.
Lady Margaret Forrest (wife of Sir John Forrest) 
also supported the women’s franchise cause.

Finally, in 1899 Premier Sir John Forrest and his 
government introduced the Women’s Franchise 
Bill. The motion was approved by a majority 
of 11. The Constitution Acts Amendment Act 
was passed on 16 December 1899  and proclaimed 
on 18 May 1900.  It is said that Forrest’s reasons
for giving women the vote were strategic and 
politically motivated. This was  because Forrest 
perceived a threat from Labor voters in the 
goldfields and believed he would retain 
his seat if women, the majority who resided in 
metropolitan Perth, voted for his Conservative 
Forrest Party  in conformance with their husbands.

Joseph Cookworthy

The West Australian
(Tuesday 21 November 1893)

The deputation from the Women’s 
Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) 
was presented to the Premier 
Sir John Forrest yesterday morning.
A WCTU Spokeswoman, Miss A. 
Murcett said that ‘one reason they
wanted the franchise was to have 
a voice in the making of the laws 
they had to obey and in the raising
and expenditure of taxation to 
which they had to contribute.’

It would also ‘improve their influence 
and their homes, and that their 
husbands and brothers, instead of 
going to the street corners to discuss 
politics, would remain at home and 
discuss these most interesting topics 
with their wives and sisters.’ 
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