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Teachers’ notes

This year marks the centenary of the election of the first woman to a Parliament 

in Australia. That woman was Edith Cowan and it was to the Parliament of 

Western Australia that she was elected. Edith Cowan was a Western Australian

who overcame great tragedy in her younger years, to emerge as one of this

country’s most significant social reformers. 

To mark this significant event, the Parliamentary Education Office has produced 

this commemorative resource which includes fact sheets with accompanying 

learning activities and interactive video content. In this resource you will learn 

about Edith’s early life, the women’s suffrage movement, her election and political 

life and the women of Parliament who have followed in her footsteps.

Edith Cowan is an engaging role model, whose fascinating life has left a powerful

legacy. This year, a century after Edith’s election to Parliament is the perfect time 

to learn about, commemorate and honour one of Western Australia’s most

important historical figures.  This resource is linked to the Western Australian

Civics and Citizenship curriculum. The specific units are on the final page.

Underpin your civics and citizenship programming 

by celebrating one of this country’s most important 

historical and social figures. Don’t forget to make 

Friday 12 March (the centenary of her election) 

your Edith Cowan Assembly Day by reciting 

‘The Ode to Edith’ which can be found on page 9. 
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Fact Sheets
Edith Cowan’s Early Life

Edith Dircksey Cowan was born on 2 August 1861 on the remote Glengarry station, near Geraldton.  

Edith was the second eldest child of Kenneth Brown (1837-76) and Mary Eliza Dircksey Wittenoom 

(1839-68). Edith’s mother, Mary was a teacher and her father Kenneth, an explorer and pastoralist. 

Edith experienced tragedy at an early age. In 1868, Edith’s mother, Mary died during childbirth 

along with her child. Edith was just seven years of age. Following her mother’s death, Edith and her 

sister were separated from her brothers. Edith went to boarding school in Perth. In primary school 

Edith met her future husband, James Cowan. Sadly at the age of 16, Edith faced further tragedy with the

death of her stepmother and later, the execution of her father in 1876, who had been found guilty of 

her murder. 

Now an orphan, Edith was brought up by her grandmother, Eliza Brown.  Edith spent much of the 

1870s with her grandmother in Guildford and attended the Rectory School. She was taught by

Canon Sweeting who had also taught Western Australia’s first Premier, John Forrest.

Sweeting had a big influence upon Edith’s early life, instilling the value of education

and freedom of thought and expression. 

In 1879, at the age of 18 years, Edith married James Cowan, the boy she had met in primary school. 

Question Activity
What tragedy did Edith experience at the age of seven and what impact did you think this had on her life?

Where was Edith sent to school following this event?

What other tragedies did Edith experience when she was 16 and how do you think they may have affected 

her?

Apart from Edith, which other prominent Western Australian was taught by Canon Sweeting?

What role do you think education played in Edith’s life?

What role do you think resilience may have played in Edith’s early life?
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Fact Sheets
Edith Cowan and Women’s Suffrage
The word suffrage simply means the right to vote in elections. Women who campaign for this right are called 

suffragettes. Edith Cowan was a suffragette. In 1890, when Western Australia gained self-government, no women

in Western Australia were allowed to vote. Edith was not the only suffragette. There were two prominent

women’s organisations at the time: the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) and the Karrakatta Club

whose members also campaigned for change. 

The WCTU officially launched their suffrage campaign in 1893. During that year, three motions were moved 

in Parliament to give women the vote but all of them were defeated. It is useful to read some of the comments 

of that time to understand why these motions were rejected by the majority of the men in Parliament: 

Alexander Forrest (West Kimberley) made clear his views about women and the vote: ‘the proper place for a 

woman was to look after her home and not be running all over the place’. His colleague, T.F. Quinlan claimed 

that his experience of women at elections was that they were ‘somewhat weak in mind,’ and that

‘ladies, like cats, were best at home.’ 

In 1894, a delegation of union women petitioned the Premier, Sir John Forrest for voting rights, however he refused. 

The same year, Edith Cowan became the first secretary of the newly formed Karrakatta Club. With Edith’s strong 

public speaking skills and 38 foundation members, the push for women’s suffrage strengthened. Finally in 1899, 

Premier Forrest agreed to have the question of women’s suffrage put to the vote. Women won the right to

vote later that year. However Aboriginal women were still not allowed to vote, neither were Aboriginal men,

unless they held freehold title to land. 

 

What is meant by the term suffrage?

What rights were denied to women in 1890 when WA gained self- government? 

What two important organisations campaigned for women’s rights during this time?

What attitudes did some members have towards women in 1893?

Do attitudes towards women still need to change? Please explain your answer.

What other members of society were still denied the right to vote?

Why is it important that everyone contributes to rule making? 

Question Activity
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Fact Sheets
Edith Cowan - Election

Question Activity

Although women’s suffrage was finally won in Western Australia in 1899, it was not until 1920 that women 

won the right to sit in Parliament. At the age of 59, Edith Cowan was one of four women who contested the 

election in 1921. Edith ran against the state’s most senior lawmaker, the Member for West Perth, Attorney 

General TP Draper.  

Edith’s decision to sit in Parliament was a natural extension of her campaign for women to obtain the vote. 

Although Edith was not assured of the men’s vote in the wealthy electorate of West Perth, many of their wives 

had worked with her over the years and supported her campaign. Edith used an open letter, posters and 

newspaper advertisements. Having spent 30 years in community work, Edith believed that women could 

repair shortcomings in laws on the cost of food, protection of children, health, education and women’s 

rights. Edith was accused of being a disgrace to women and of neglecting her husband and children, 

despite her children being adults and her husband being one of her primary campaigners.

The newspapers were also generally negative about Edith’s campaign.

Edith won the seat of West Perth and became the first female member of an Australian Parliament. 

In appreciation of her campaign committee, Edith gifted a small brooch with a gumnut, split down the 

centre conveying the message that the West Perth seat had been difficult to win, or as her friend said 

“a tough nut to crack”. 

What year did women win the right to run for Parliament in Western Australia?

What were three issues that Edith cared about?

What was Edith accused of during the campaign?

Why do you think the newspapers were generally negative towards Edith running for Parliament?

Why did Edith give a gumnut brooch to her campaign committee?

What were some of Edith’s characteristics that helped prepare her for the campaign?

Why do you think it was important for women to have the right to sit in Parliament?

Edith paved the way for many other women entering Parliament. View the following video ‘Women in 

Parliament’ Episode 8 from Key to Your House and answer the following questions on page 7.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j_cFJv2fQvg&t=21s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j_cFJv2fQvg&t=21s
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When did non-Aboriginal women receive the right to vote in Western Australia?

When did Aboriginal women receive the right to vote in Western Australia? 

How many years did it take before a woman was elected into Parliament after winning the right to vote? 

How old was Edith Cowan when elected to the Parliament of Western Australia? 

How did other Members of Parliament treat her when she gave her first speech? 

Why did cartoons of the day depict her with a broom and apron? 

 

What were some of the social issues Carol Martin, Australia’s first Aboriginal woman in Parliament have 

to confront growing up? 

What are Carmen Lawrence’s (the first women to be elected as Premier within Australia) memories of her 

 time in Parliament?

Women in Parliament - Episode 8 - Key to Your House

Question Activity
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Fact Sheets
Edith Cowan - Political Life

Question Activity

Edith was elected  on 12 March 1921 but it was not until July that Edith rose to 

give her first ever speech in Parliament.

‘I stand here today in the unique position of being the first woman in an Australian Parliament. 

I know many people think perhaps that it was not the wisest thing to do to send a woman into 

Parliament, and perhaps I should remind hon. members that one of the reasons why women 

and men also considered it advisable to do so, was because it was felt that men need a reminder 

sometimes from women beside them that will make them realise all that can be done for the race 

and for the home. I have been sent here more from that standpoint than from any other…’ 

(Parliamentary Debates, 28 July 1921)

During this speech, in which she was regularly heckled by Members and people in the public gallery,  

Edith also expressed her displeasure that mothers were charged extra for taking prams on trains 

and suggested to the Minister for Railways that he too should carry an infant in one arm and a bag 

of groceries in the other. Standing up for the vulnerable and calling out injustice were two of Edith’s 

strong characteristics throughout her political career and later life. Edith’s biographer, grandson, 

Peter Cowan, in ‘A Unique Position’ noted that Edith Cowan showed ‘great courage, outspokenness, 

[and] a remarkably clear and logical mind’ in her public life. Apart from promoting the rights of women,

Edith was also a strong advocate for free education, the rights of children, child endowment 

(government financial assistance for raising children), greater regional funding for schools, infant health

centres, hospitals and roads and the right for women to enter professional occupations. 

Why do you think Edith was heckled during her first speech?

What point was Edith making when she suggested to the Minister for Transport that he should carry an 

infant and bag of groceries down the street?

Why do you think Edith was so committed to standing up for the vulnerable?

List three issues Edith cared strongly about during her time in Parliament:

If you were a Member of Parliament, what issue would you care strongly about and why?



9

Ode to Edith
We have more women in Parliament now than we ever have before

But there was a time in our state when they couldn’t pass the door

Yet a group of women fought so hard from a club in Karrakatta

Back in 1893 they took up on this matter

A petition went to parliament asking members to take note

You only talk for half the state when women cannot vote

They faced strong opposition but the women held the line

And justice finally came their way in 1899

Edith Cowan, was just one, who fought for equal rights

She dreamt of more than just the vote and had Parliament in her sights

The floodgates had now opened, social change had now begun

She was elected into Parliament in 1921

From the Children’s Court to hospitals, her campaigning knew no ends

She started out as one lone voice but discovered many friends

She inspired those with vision and challenged those without

She was not one to be talked down, of that there was no doubt

A member with integrity, who did just what she meant

who saw the path to social change, began at Parliament

She summonsed forth the winds of change, when women won the vote

Edith’s image proudly shines on our fifty dollar note

Her portrait hangs in Parliament, a reminder to us all

That all can question equity but few answer the call

An electorate is named after her and a uni is as well

How big is her legacy? Well only time will tell

So her clock stands strong and solid at the entrance of Kings Park

Take the time to visit her and reflect upon her plaque

Edith Cowan’s memory has stood the test of time

You can only reach the summit if you’re prepared to take the climb.
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Curriculum Links

This resource is designed to assist teachers in age programming across the two year bands of 7-8 and 

9-10 in the Humanities and Social Sciences. 

Although it can be applied to a number of subject areas, this resource has been specifically linked to the 

following Civics and Citizenship units of the Western Australian Secondary Curriculum as set out by the 

School Curriculum and Standards Authority  

How citizens can participate in Australia’s democracy, including use of the electoral system, contact 

with their elected representatives, use of lobby groups and direct action (ACHCK062) Year 8

The freedoms that enable active participation in Australia’s democracy within the bounds of law  

including freedom of speech, association, assembly, religion and movement (ACHCK061) Year 8

How citizens’ choices are shaped at election time (e.g. public debate, media, opinion polls, 

advertising, interest groups, political party campaigns) (ACHCK076) Year 9

The safeguards that protect Australia’s democratic system and society, including shared values 

and the right to dissent within the bounds of the law (ACHCK094) Year 10

This information is provided for the reader’s information only and is not intended to be a formal publication. Information courtesy of Dr Elizabeth Constable, former Member of Parliament, Dr Harry Phillips 
(Parliamentary Fellow) and Peter Cowan, A Unique Position: A Biography of Edith Dircksey Cowan 1861-1932, 1978, UWA Press. Information Drawn from ECU website; Early Days. Journal of the Royal Western 
Australian Historical Society (Inc). Volume 12, Part 4 2004; O’Brien, Jacqueline and Stathham Drew, Pamela. On we go the Wittenoon Way: the legacy of a Colonial Chaplains. Fremantle Arts Press, 2009. 
Chapter 4: The Second Family and Edith Cowan; and Making a Difference - A Frontier of Firsts Women in the Western Australian Parliament 1921-2012. Hilary Silbert.

Produced by the Parliamentary Education Office - Parliament of Western Australia 
08 9222 7259  www.parliament.wa.gov.au/education

https://k10outline.scsa.wa.edu.au/home/teaching/curriculum-browser/humanities-and-social-sciences/humanities-overview/organisation  
https://www.ecu.edu.au/about-ecu/welcome-to-ecu/edith-dircksey-cowan
http://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/education
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