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DAME DOROTHY MAY TANGNEY 

Statement by Premier 

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham — Premier) [9.04 am]: I rise to mark the seventy-fifth anniversary of the 
inaugural address of Western Australian Dame Dorothy May Tangney in the Australian Senate, making it the 
first time a woman spoke in our federal Parliament. Dame Tangney was elected in 1943 under a casual vacancy, 
following the Labor landslide of that year. Dame Tangney was simultaneously elected with another woman, 
Enid Lyons of the United Australia Party; however, Dame Tangney gave her inaugural speech first. She spoke 
passionately, touching on the war effort, Australia as a Pacific power, the blight of unemployment and the 
importance of education. It is strange to think that before 24 September 1943, a woman’s voice had not been 
recorded in the Hansard of federal Parliament. Although there had been four women candidates at the 1903 federal 
election and all non-Indigenous women had the right to vote from 1902, it would be another 40 years before their 
voices would move from being heard at the ballot box to being heard in the chamber. 

Regardless of party, WA is the home of Australian firsts when it comes to women in politics, with the first female 
member of Parliament, Edith Cowan; the first Indigenous woman to be elected to Parliament, Carol Martin; the 
first dual female leadership team in Australia, the current Leader of the National Party and Hon Jacqui Boydell; 
the first female cabinet minister in Australia, Florence Cardell-Oliver; and the first female Premier and Leader of 
the Opposition, Carmen Lawrence. 

It is timely in 2018 to reflect on the vast distance we have to go in WA and around the country for the make-up 
of our Parliaments to match that of the community. The evidence is clear—wishes, dreams and lip-service do 
not bring us any closer to gender parity. It takes genuine commitment and concrete actions of our political 
parties to achieve this. If we are serious about the fact that the place of women is not just in the house, but in 
the Senate, Assembly, Council and prominent positions in public and private life, it will take the effort of all 
political parties to ensure that women’s voices continue to be heard loudly and clearly. The obvious reality is 
this: the culture of a party matters when recruiting candidates and it matters that women are recruited to 
winnable seats. The fact is that the further we are from gender parity in Parliament, debate and policymaking, 
the greater we are diminished as legislators. Diversity in our Parliaments and nation has always been a source 
of strength, not weakness. 

Tangney barely mentioned the historical significance of her speech. But she did say this about women entering the 
industrial workforce during wartime — 

Particularly, I pay tribute to the women in industry who, for the first time, have been called upon to take 
their places in fields hitherto the prerogatives of men … 

Fittingly, we pay tribute to her. 
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