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Women in the Western Australian Parliament 1921-2012 

MARGARET McALEER 

MLC Upper West Province 22 May 1974-21 May 1989; Agricultural Region 22 May 1989-21 
May 1993 (Lib). Government Whip 1980-1983; Opposition Whip 1983-1993. Shadow Minister 
1990-1992. Member Joint Standing Committee on Delegated Legislation 1987-1993; Select 
Committee on Mining Amendment Bill 1985; and Select Committee on Western Australian 

Police Service 1992-1993. First woman Liberal Party member elected to the 
Legislative Council. 

After one unsuccessful attempt to enter the Senate in 1970 Margaret McAleer in May 197 4 
became the first non-Labor woman politician to sit in the Legislative Council when she 
commenced her term as one of two members for the Upper West Province. Her election, and 
that of Grace Vaughan (q.v.) for a metropolitan province, brought to three the number of 
women upper House members serving in the one Parliament, the first time there had been two 
or more women in the Legislative Council concurrently. Margaret was re-elected for the 
province in 1980 and 1986 and then for the Agricultural Region from 1989, retiring from 
politics when her term expired in May 1993. For the last thirteen years of her parliamentary 
career she acted as whip for the non-Labor parties both in Government and in opposition as 
well as serving in the shadow Ministry for two years assisting with women's interests. In 1990 
she was a member of a Commonwealth Parliamentary Association delegation to Zimbabwe. 

Margaret was born in Perth on 16 February 1930, daughter of James McAleer, a medical 
practitioner, and his wife Kathleen, and was educated as a boarder at Stella Maris College in 
Geraldton and then at Loreto Convent in Claremont, where she became head prefect. After 
completing a Bachelor of Arts with honours in history at the University of Melbourne, she 
travelled to Europe with her family in 1951 before resuming her studies for a time at the 
University of Western Australia. Dating from 1961 she was involved with her brother in 
farming at Arrino near Three Springs, having been a director of the Woopenatty Pastoral 
Company from the mid 1950s. From 1984, when Woopenatty was split into two properties, 
she farmed in her own right. In addition, over the years, as well as serving on the Three 
Springs shire council for seven years, she was an active member of the Pastoralists and 
Graziers Association, Farmers Union, Country Women's Association, Business and 
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Professional Women's Association and the Karrakatta Club. For more than twenty years h 
was a member of the Red Cross society and for a time served as president of the Gerald: e 
Emergency Home Help. In 1985 she married widower Angus Cameron, who died in 1988 °11 

Liberal party politics had been in the family bibbd and James McAleer unsuccessfun 
conte~ted the state s~at of Geral?ton in 1953. Margaret h~rself f1:s! b~cat~e a paid member :r 
the Liberal Party while she was m Melbourne, but her active participation m party affairs dat 
from the second half of the 1960s both through the Mingenew branch and the division e~ 
headquarters in Geraldton. For several years she served as a delegate to State Council an~ 
between 1970 and 1974 she was president of the Kalgoorlie Central Division of the Liberal 
Party, and state vice-president from 1973 to 1974. She had also served on the Rural 
Committee for six years from 1968 and was Chairman of the Women's Divisional Committee 
In the 1974 Upper West Province election she comfortably defeated the National Allianc~ 
candidate after receiving 7 5 per cent of ALP preferences. 

During her parliamentary career · Margaret was first and foremost dedicated to the task of 
representing her rural constituency and this formed the basis for many of her speeches on the 
floor of the Houses. In this regard, her speeches were described by more than one colleague as 
'very well researched'. However, it was as Government and then opposition whip that she 
played her major role in Parliament and in an interview for the Parliamentary History Project 
she spoke of the opportunities the position gave her for working closely with other party 
members-the 'togetherness' to use her own words. 1 In this regard she considered one of the 
qualities she did bring to the job was her capacity to remain even-tempered towards the end of 
the sessions when the strain was beginning to tell, especially in terms of arranging pairs. 
Significantly, she considered that her job as upper House whip was as stressful when in 
opposition as in Government, given that the non-Labor parties at that stage still had a 
substantial majority in the Legislative Council and therefore had effectively to take ultimate 
responsibility for the fate of every Bill: 

... [T]he Assembly people, although they normally don't look to the Council in either party as 
being of any great consequence, suddenly thought they were going to be heavily dependent on 
us during our stay in Opposition-our own colleagues couldn't win a point, we should be 
doing all the point winning down our end. Of course we felt we must be responsible in our 
response to the legislation that was coming through ... 

It was a very difficult time and ... it was salutary to us in the sense that it brought home to use 
very clearly that in order to oppose measures ... you really must remember that you've got to 
have the public with you. It's no good, however good you think your reasoning by yourself, 
[and] unless you can communicate and convince people out there, you're wasting your time.

2 

In the interview Margaret also reflected on the position of women in politics and society: 

... [T]he women's vote was shifting with the change of women's role in the community, in the 
sense that more and more women were going to work for one reason or another. Therefore, 
their vote was becoming more volatile and whereas in the past it had been pretty conservative 
it really was becoming a significant factor and not necessarily a conservative one because there 
were so many problems they encountered in the workplace ... One of the reasons they were in 

Margaret McAleer, Interview by Erica Harvey (1993) Western Australian Parliamentary History 
Project, p. 68 . 

2 Ibid., pp. 91 and 106. 
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the workforce was that a family often absolutely needed two incomes in order to educate 
children and pay for their houses and things like that; they had different needs and they didn't 
perceive these as being addressed by previous governments ... The Liberals, on the whole
and while it wasn't a bad thing-nevertheless, were so focused on the family and problems in 
keeping stable families in the community that to_:a.i . . arge extent they neglected that you could 
still be a stable family but still have to go to work. You couldn't expect all women to stay at 
home and be mothers and child carers and therefore there were very new needs and problems.3 

At the same time, when the Labor Government brought equal opportunity legislation before 
the Bouse, Margaret was somewhat hesitant about the merits of affirmative action: 

One might say that at the time, looking at the school situation where women had been so 
obviously so much in the majority in the teaching profession and yet occupied so few of the 
higher posts, that there was obviously the need to do something. But affirmative action right 
across the board in a general sense wasn't something that the party has ever been able to accept 
on the whole. I don't know that I accept it as a general principle myself ... [W]here there are 
really obvious pockets of people who are greatly disadvantaged, then I think any practical 
politician tries to do something about it. 

I must say in passing that I always think that it's a pity to have to legislate for these sorts of 
purposes. I know it's supposed to be educative ... but really it's so much an attitude of people 
in the community-the way they look at things-that I'm just temperamentally averse to 
having to legislate for such things. 4 

Margaret died in Perth on 30 March 1999. After her retirement from politics she had been 
appointed to the Medical Board-in the words of the Minister who made the appointment, 
because he wanted someone who had the intellect to match representatives of the medical 
profession and who 'had a tremendous social conscience and ... who cared greatly' 5-and 
during the last two years of her life she was a valued member of the Government's Centenary 
of Women's Suffrage Committee, an appropriate role for one of the pioneer rural women in 
Western Australian politics. During debate on the condolence motion in the Legislative 
Council for Margaret the respect and appreciation of her fellow members was very apparent. 
In the words of one senior colleague: 

There is no question that the maxim 'If you cannot say something good of someone, you 
should not say anything' was always abided by Margaret McAleer. I never heard her say 
anything bad about anyone. In politics that is a rare attribute. ' 6 

Reflections on the Member's Parliamentary Career 

Margaret -McAleer delivered her Inaugural Speech in the Address-in-Reply debate on 
7 August 197 4. In reminding the House that her electorate had only the one big town 
(Geraldton) within its boundaries, she devoted much of her speech to matters affecting the 
residents of her province whom she described as: 

4 
Ibid., p. 99. 

5 Ibid., pp. 100-101. 

6 WAPD(LC), 20 April 1999, p.7224. 
WAPD(LC), 20 April 1999, p. 7227. 
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.. . dependent almost entirely, directly and indirectly, on the farming and grazing industri 
Their problems and their hopes can be duplicated in many parts of the State... es. 

It may be that our small rural population can hardly ever justify the large investment needed 
provide it with facilities and amenities enjoyed by people in the city. ) ~_µt, looked at as ~o 
investment for the development of the country for the benefit of all, it can be justified. Whe ~ 
say 'development', in this sense I mean not simply the development of primary industrt 
rural, mining, or fishing as they may occur; I refer to the establishment wherever possible esf 
light industry an_d concentrati~ns of indu~try ~here cir~umstances favour it. It is ~ot possible ~f 
course to establish even the lightest of light mdustry 1f we do not have the basic facilities f 
transport, water, power, and good communications ... However, industrial development apa~ 
I think we all face the fact-heaven knows, it is said often enough-that people will no~ 
remain in the country if they are not given these basic things and other amenities such a 
housing and medical care, because the expectations of people everywhere have risen. They ar 

8 

no longer content to spend endless years of deprivation in the bush when they could b~ 
comfortable in Perth ... 

Throughout the many districts in the country people have a strong desire to preserve their local 
identity and local institutions, and a degree of local autonomy. Sometimes, they defeat their 
own purpose by bypassing their own small towns, but it is not merely a pious sentiment. They 
work hard and freely on shire councils. They work for their kindergartens, their schools, and, if 
they are lucky enough to have one, their hospital, their churches, sporting bodies, and clubs. 
Some districts are developing as cultural centres for the arts and crafts and nearly all are seized 
with enthusiasm for historical remnants and records. All these things are good; they stabilise 
people in the country and add to the attractiveness of country life and they need to be 
encouraged. 

However, if there is one thing that destabilizes people in the country more than the lack of 
work opportunities it is limited education opportunities. These days, people in the country are 
not willing to allow their children to lose education opportunities, knowing that when they 
leave school they will have to compete with city children. 7 

In conclusion she suggested that while her constituents: 

. . . may not be as many in number as electors in the metropolitan provinces . . . they are 
scattered over a very wide area and . .. the handicaps and disadvantages ... are compounded by 
the distances they must travel and their remoteness from institutions and agencies which could 
help them. For those and other reasons ... they place more reliance on their members of 
Parliament than do city people [ and] . .. I cannot think they are over-represented. 8 

Over the years Margaret continued to focus many of her contributions on the floor of the 
House to the general and specific problems faced by her electors. Looking back on her career 
during her last parliamentary speech in December 1992 she reflected on changes to the 
Legislative Council from the days when it was said to be 'like a gentlemen's club': 

In one sense I would probably have enjoyed a parliamentary career which extended a little 
further back into the past so that I could have experienced those days, which are almost 

mythical, when it was said that the members of the Legislative Council were particularly 
independently minded. They peppered and salted themselves among the seats so that it did not 
matter whom you sat next to. There were many great individualists and individuals among 
them. Certainly in those days party discipline was not as strong as it is now. As Whip, of 

WAPD(LC), 7 August 1974, pp. 342-344. 
Ibid., p. 344. 
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course, even while I might be paying lip service to softer discipline, I have endeavoured to 
enforce it as best I could.9 

She expressed pleasure that she had the opportunity to 'be here while the House was still 
olving and still trying to fill out its role' but had· .her reservations about some of the 

ev nsequences of the move to proportional representation, in particular the considerable 
~:pansion in the number of electors for whom she was responsible: 

I am not persuaded that I entirely like the proportional representation system and, although I 
have enjoyed and been interested to explore and familiarise myself with this much larger 
electorate . . . this has been tempered by the knowledge that it can take quite a long time to 
become familiar with and accepted by strange people in strange areas ... Because one is spread 
so thin one misses the contact with individuals, schools, organisations and whole communities 
that one once had. I am persuaded that while different electoral systems have different merits, 
perhaps the most important thing for parliamentarians is that somehow they should be tied 
quite closely and firmly to the electorate and the people of the electorate ... I know that there is 
a real difficulty when the electorate is demanding of members of Parliament that they do a 
good deal of electorate work and then expects and hopes that they will also be able to do a 
good deal of legislative and committee work. There will always be great or difficult tension 
between these if we follow a system which binds members of Parliament to their electorates, 
but I honestly think that whatever the difficulties and the different adjustments that different 
members make according to their temperament, it is something that is very worthwhile ... 

Every occupation has its ups and downs but I have had so much satisfaction for the past 19 
years during my occupation as parliamentarian that really and truly I have been ashamed to call 
it work when it brought me so much enjoyment. I have been ashamed too in a sense to have so 
much satisfaction when by and large since 197 4 the circumstances of my constituents ... have 
deteriorated so severely. In spite of the fluctuating seasons and prices it has been a long term 
downward trend for my electorate, and I feel that I am leaving my constituents at one of their 
most difficult times. 

Inevitably, one has mixed feelings when the time comes to move along. However, I believe in 
change for institutions and for people as individuals. I have not shown much sign of wishing 
for radical change, but I believe at least in slow and evolutionary change. I believe too that this 
is a place for experiment and one should be willing, both as an institution and individual, to 
risk experimenting. I felt that very much when I visited the English Parliament many years ago 
through the kindness of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association. One of the things that 
truly struck me there was the freshness of approach and a courage, which we sometimes seem 
to lack, in being willing to take on new forms and to try new procedures .. . I regret of course 
that I am leaving Parliament at a time when there is a new era coming, and that I will not be 
part of the rebuilding of the establishment. Undoubtedly, much must be done to rebuild respect 
for Parliament and to rebuild its effectiveness in providing good government to the people. 
However, new people will do that; new ideas will be introduced and I shall certainly be 
cheering from the sidelines. 10 

10 
WAPD(LC), 3 December 1992, p. 8116. 
Ibid., pp. 8117-8118. 
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