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‘A Tough Nut To Crack’ - the 1921 Election
In 1920, Attorney General Thomas Draper introduced 
a Bill giving women the right to sit in Parliament, 
stating: 
	 	 ‘In	other	countries	the	disqualification	has	been	
	 	 removed,	as	some	recognition	of	the	part	which	
	 	 women	have	played	during	the	last	four	or	five	years,	

during		the	critical		times	of	war.	I	confidently	
	 	 expect	that	this	amendment	of	the	Constitution	Act		
	 	 will	be	passed	without	opposition’.

The Act was assented to on 3 November 1920.

Thomas Percy Draper  - Attorney General in the 
Mitchell Government.

Edith Nominates

Her Campaign

The Result

Edith was one of four women candidates 
in the 1921 election. Deciding to run for 
Parliament at the age of 59 was a natural 
extension of her campaign for women to 
obtain the vote. As a Nationalist candidate 
endorsed for the Legislative Assembly 
seat of West Perth, she was opposing 
the then sitting member and
Attorney General.

Edith used a circular letter, outlining her political 
objectives with an advertisement of her 30 years 
of social service. During her campaign she was 
accused of being	 a	 disgrace	 to	 women	 and	
of	heartlessly	neglecting	her	husband	and	children, 
despite the overwhelming support for her cause from 
both her husband and adult children. The press 
were dismissive of her prospects and the Nationalist 
Party was also sceptical of her success, viewing 
that she posed no threat to the Attorney General. 

Edith narrowly defeated Thomas Draper, who 
introduced the legislation in 1920 that enabled 
women to run for Parliament, to become the first 
female member of an Australian Parliament and 
the second female to take her seat in the British 
Empire. The experience for Edith with the odds 
stacked against her certainly made her election  
‘a tough nut to crack’.

Information provided courtesy of Dr Elizabeth Constable and Dr Harry Phillips (Parliamentary Fellow). 
Information, campaign and voting images sourced from ‘A Unique Position’ by Peter Cowan 

courtesy of UWA Publishing, University of Western Australia.
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A Woman in Parliament... 
                    ... A Dangerous Precedent

Information provided courtesy of Dr Elizabeth Constable and Dr Harry Phillips (Parliamentary Fellow). 
Images sourced from ‘A Unique Position’ by Peter Cowan  

courtesy of UWA Publishing, University of Western Australia.

Edith’s election received press coverage 
in all states of Australia with the
majority applauding her long record of 
service and ability.

Much of the press coverage, however, 
also focused on the dangerous precedent 
that Edith set through being elected.

The Bulletin – graphically depicted her 
election through a page of cartoons titled 
‘The New House Wife’, reassuring all readers 
by portraying Edith as demonstrating 
housewifely instincts within the Parliament. 

Melbourne Age Newspaper 
(16 March 1921) 

contended that a ‘Parliament composed wholly 
or mainly of women politicians is not a prospect 
to be regarded with enthusiasm.’ It noted further:
Were political office to become the ambition of the 
fair sex, and were standing for office to become the 

latest craze of fashion, there would be many 
dreary and neglected homes through the country 

sacrificed on the altar of political ambition.

The West Australian 
(28 March 1921) 

noted that it was ‘unlikely that after a few 
general elections that Parliament would 
be full of women unless women showed 
greater aptitude for the management of 
public affairs than had been displayed by 

exclusively male assemblies’.

The Daily News 
took a narrow but positive view of Edith’s role 
as representative with her having the ‘right 
to expression in the legislature’ of the care 

of future mothers.

The Western Mail 
(17 March 1921) 

was more positive emphasising that ‘women had an 
undeniable right to representation and that 
Edith’s exemplary record of service entitled her to 

the distinction’.
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Information provided courtesy of Dr Elizabeth Constable and Dr Harry Phillips (Parliamentary Fellow). 

“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...”

...excerpt from Edith’s Inaugural Address-in-Reply Speech. 

Edith criticised her opponents during the 
election who claimed that having a woman 
in Parliament would cost more than £300 
(AUD $22,488 in today’s money) in 
alterations to the Parliament House building. 
Edith however, was to spend the duration 
of her political appointment using the
bathroom facilities at her own home in 
Malcolm Street as there were no female
toilets in Parliament House.
 

The issues raised in her Address-in-Reply speech were similar to the issues 
raised in her election campaign. The Minister for Railways was scrutinised 
for charging a shilling for every perambulator (pram) put on a railway train, 
with Edith challenging him to parade the streets of Perth with an infant in 
one arm and a bag of groceries in the other.

 Photo courtesy of Tina Beale
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Images sourced from ‘A Unique Position’ by Peter Cowan courtesy of UWA Publishing, 

University of Western Australia and Edith Cowan University.

Some of  Edith Cowan’s 
Key Political Contributions

* The first woman to be elected in an 
  Australian Parliament.

* Fought for proportional representation 
  and compulsory voting.

*  Gave strong representation to 
  children’s rights, particularly in the 
  court system and with health matters.

*  A strong advocate of free education 
  with greater funding for education; and 
  enhancement of educational standards 
  for the nursing profession (Nurses 
  Registration Bill).

*  Introduced the Women’s Legal Status  
  Bill 1923 as a Private Member’s Bill to 
  open the legal and other professions 
  to women.

* Introduced the Administration
  Amendment Bill (1922) as a Private 
  Member’s Bill to give equal inheritance
  rights to mothers when a child died 
  intestate.

* Lobbied for regional development,
  tax incentives and infrastructure for
  schools, infant  health centres, 
  hospitals and roads.

* Strongly opposed gambling and, 
  alcoholism  and fought against lowering 
  the drinking age below 21.

* Tabled a notice of motion to eliminate 
  the  ‘men only’ reservation rule to access 
  all Parliamentary Galleries (now open to 
  women and men).

Women’s Legal Status Bill
Member Charles Latham, adopting 

a similar stance to Premier Mitchell, 
asked ‘surely you do not want 

generally to bring women down 
to the level of men?’ 

to which Edith replied.... 
‘No, I want to raise men to the level 
of women. That may be possible.’

Women’s Legal Status Bill 
Fremantle Solicitor reportedly stated:
 ‘It is time we had legislators who   
thoroughly study the position and then 

legislate accordingly. This is the first 
effort of a woman legislator, and it is 

much to be deplored’.
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