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What role did the Suffragettes play in the history of democracy 
in Australia and how did they change many perspectives 
on Womens' role and voting rights?

Suffragettes

By Grace Genford



Early Life

• In history {early 1800s – infinity BC} women have 
been born and raised with three simple purposes in life;

1 To produce babies

2 To cook, clean and sew

3 To marry above them

• Of course, these rules were made by men, no 
one bothered asking women what they thought. This led 
earth to be a patriarchy, led by men. To 
understand the suffrage movement, we need to see 
where and when women's rights all began.
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Mary I

• ‘Tis the year of 1533 and Queen Mary the 
First (The first ever English 
matriarch) has succeeded her brother 
King Edward VI. Even the old men who 
once laughed at her feeble female mind fear 
her, Bloody Mary. I am aware saying this 
is treason, but may her reign be a short 
one. This is certainly a significant 
rule in women's history. This is 
the first female independent 
monarch in England who rose above the 
expected norm and ruled a country and 
fought for her religion.
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Changing Times

Centuries passed......But by the mid 
1800s times were changing and 
gender equality was a worldwide 
issue that some people wanted to fix.

Australians were proud of their 
innovations towards 

women's suffrage. In South 
Australia women who were 
property owners could vote in local 
elections from 1861. Schools, 
Universities and Workplaces were 
opening their doors to women 
although they still faced sexism from 
peers. But more needed to be done 
and the fight continued.
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The Fight

Women thought that if they had the franchise, 
they would elect politicians who would fight to 
improve gender equality and other issues in 
society. Already created groups such as the 
Christian Women’s Temperance Union and the 
Social Purity Society gave their all to the 
women’s suffrage movement. The Women’s 
Suffrage League in Australia was established by 
an Irish Widow, Mary Lee and another woman 
Mary Coltan.

Their tactics were much less violent than 
Emilene Pankhurst but 
nevertheless, influential because South 
Australians got the vote on the 18 of December 
1894, 24 years before England.

Tactics included writing to newspapers, hosting 
public rallies and marches and meeting with 
Parliament. Vida Goldstein and Mary Lee 
became household names because of their active 
participation in the movement.
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Oppositions{Anti – Suffragists}

"Women come up to me and say ‘Oh please Mr. Gawnson
would you let us have the vote.’ Here’s what I say to them – Go 
home, cook a steak and learn to dress your baby if you have 
one.😡" - David Gawnson

"The Queen is most anxious to interest anyone who can read or 
write to join in checking this mad wicked folly of women’s 
rights. With all its attendant horrors on which her poor feeble 
sex is bent. For women to unsex themselves by 
claiming equality with men they would become the most hateful 
heathen and disgusting of beings and would most certainly perish 
without male protection" - Queen Victoria

"Women........ are somewhat handicapped in intellectual progress 
and were a few years behind in matters political." - Robert 
Caldwal

This was a reflection of the attitudes of the times and the culture 
in which women were fighting.
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Emily Davidson and other Suffragettes
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Emily Davidson was a famous 
British martyr. Derby Day on the 4 
of June 1913 was the day when she 
threw herself under a horse as a 
protest. It drew world-
wide attention to the women's cause 
and revealed how passionately she 
believed in equity.

"Let husbands, brothers and fathers be 
kept in mind that it is the 
duty of every free man to leave 
his daughters as free as his sons" -
Mary Lee

"Nothing was 
more degrading for a woman 
to have to marry 
for a home. Love should be the 
sole reason. Surely those 
with a brain-to-think, eyes-to-
see and a mind-to-
reason must realise
the capitalist system must 
cease, and a co-operative 
system must 
prevail in its place." -
Vida Goldstien

"Women are very 
desirous of being placed 
on absolutely equal terms as
men. We ask for neither more 
nor less than that." -
Edith Cowan

27





The Vote!

The South Australian Parliament passed the 
Constitutional Amendment (Adult Suffrage) 
Act on the 18 of December 1894. This law 
marked the end of a decade long fight to give 
women equal voting rights. It granted women 
in the British settlement the right to 
vote and run for elections. This outstanding 
law meant that the colony of South Australia 
was the first electorate in the whole globe to 
give equal political rights to both genders. By 
1908 all white women across our country had 
equal voting rights.
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Significance

Now-days women have access to 
higher education such as University. 
With this comes more choices in life 
and it's now widely accepted that 
women don't need to conform to 
society's expectations and can be 
unmarried and have adventures 
outside the kitchen and 
nursery. From the rebel women of  
the 19th century to Julia Gillard (our 
first female prime minister) and 
beyond, the Suffragettes have had an 
impact on many girls across 
Australia. The ability to vote started 
a craze of  protests 
and women's rights.
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Cassy O'Connor

I went to Parliament House, Tasmania 
to interview the Honorable Cassy O’Connor, leader 
of The Tasmanian Greens Party to find out her views on the 
fight for gender equality in Parliament

Cassy reflected that having women in powerful positions is 
vital and advantageous because women are highly 
effective members of parliament. Research shows that women 
bring a different palette of ideas and attitudes than men -
“We are better at getting together and talking without our 
ego being involved. …. When you have women deciding 
how you spend your budget, more money will go into health, 
education, housing and other community 
services.” Cassy explained that if you have a cabinet flooded 
with men, the budget will generally be spent on -
“Hard infrastructure.”

The fight goes on for women today because 
of the general stereotypes still held by members 
of modern society. When Cassy was written about 
by The Examiner newspaper after her first six months in 
Parliament she said, “The first thing the journalist said about 
me was that I dressed like a boot camp trainer from the far 
right. Women are described as shrill or hysterical. I’ve never 
heard a man described as shrill or hysterical.” It seems that 
women face levels of criticism that men don't.
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Cassy O'Connor

• Cassy believes that because humanity is facing so many big 
challenges, we need to get women, “Not just into parliament, 
but we need to have them running big businesses and 
industries........We need balance.” Cassy’s advice to any 
woman wanting to enter any role of leadership is, “Get into 
it! Do it! Just put your hand up,” because, “We are facing 
some serious environmental challenges that the world and 
people need solutions to and the more young people, 
young women we have in politics, the better off we’ll be.”

• The front line in the war for gender equality is 
anywhere where the paths of men and women 
intersect. “From young age to old age, women are still 
fighting for equality. We’ve got a gender pay gap where 
women are paid 17 percent less than men. We see from our 
leaders that women are not treated with as much respect 
from the highest levels of politics but it's also happening on 
social media. We are called the most terrible names by 
anonymous men they don't have the courage to talk about 
values or say who they are, they just say we're fat and ugly. 
Australia, it’s a modern democracy but we're still a long way 
behind on gender equality..”
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Me - {Grace Genford}

The suffragettes were a formidible group of influential and 
enduring women who are crucial to the way I live today. 
From the clothes I wear to the books I read, to my hopes, 
dreams and ideas; their impact has been nothing short of 
significant.
But nevertheless, despite the superb work of these heroic 
challengers, the movement of women's rights carries on.
I want to fight for the development of our society, our 
country, our nation. It's important for young girls all over the 
world to speak up for what they believe in. Step up and take 
advantage of opportunities that come their way. Start small 
and dream big. When you do that, anything is possible...….
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