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EDITH COWAN — INAUGURAL SPEECH — 100TH ANNIVERSARY 
Statement by Minister for Women’s Interests 

MS S.F. McGURK (Fremantle — Minister for Women’s Interests) [12.13 pm]: I rise to inform the house that 
the 100th anniversary of the inaugural speech of Edith Cowan was last week. As many members are aware, in 1921, 
Edith Cowan became the first woman elected to any Australian Parliament. Following her unexpected win, the state 
newspaper of the day declared that women should not be in Parliament; their place is in the home. So unexpected 
was Edith’s victory that the WA Parliament did not bother to install a women’s toilet. For three years Edith had to 
go to her own home to use the bathroom and then run back to Parliament. 
It is an honour to be the Minister for Women’s Interests on this significant anniversary, and this is particularly special 
for me as I sit in the same place that Edith did when she was a member of the WA Parliament. Although a lot has 
changed for women since she took her seat in Parliament, it is important to remember that we still have a long way 
to go. Women now make up 45 per cent of the WA Parliament, which is a significant increase from the 31 per cent 
in 2017. The WA Labor caucus is made up of 52 per cent female members of Parliament, which is historic. The 
McGowan government is serious about ensuring that women have a seat at the table. We have worked hard to 
bolster female representation in Parliament and the results speak for themselves. 

Western Australia has a proud history of firsts, from Australia’s first female member of Parliament, Edith Cowan, 
and Australia’s first female Premier, Carmen Lawrence, to the first Indigenous woman ever to be elected to any 
Parliament, Carol Martin. The current term has continued this tradition of firsts, with our first female Speaker 
of the Legislative Assembly, yourself, Michelle Roberts; our first member of Parliament of African descent, 
Ayor Makur Chuot; and the 100th woman elected to the Western Australian Parliament, Caitlin Collins. 

Unfortunately, issues around discrimination and safety do still exist for women, especially in our federal Parliament. 
There is still work to do. Despite this, I am so proud to stand with my female colleagues in a Parliament that has 
almost reached parity. We stand on the shoulders of Edith Cowan, who paved the way. Younger women often tell 
me that they cannot believe how long it is taking, but with each first and every woman elected to Parliaments around 
Australia, this job gets a little easier for the next female leaders to come along. 
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