QUASIMODO

Every year on March 8, many countries in the world celebrate International Women's Day. This day is a celebration of the empowerment of women and the social, cultural, political and economic achievements of the women's
rights movement.
Historically, women have always struggled for equality
with men. Despite being referred to as 'the fairer sex' on
a regular basis, women have continuously been regarded as inferior to men on physical and intellectual levels.
Secular laws as well as religious doctrines advocated the
subjugation of women, who could not possess property
or enter into contracts in their own names (the Married
Women's Property Acts of 1892 and 1895 were only fully
repealed in 2003 with the Gallop Government's Equality
of Status legislation), engage in business, sit on juries,
earn the same amount for the same type of work, or govern the use of their own bodies.
But it's not all doom and gloom. Women in Western
Australia achieved the right to vote in 1899, the right to
stand for Parliament in 1920 (with Edith Cowan becoming
the first Australian women elected to parliament a year
later), the right to directly receive child support payments
in 1941 (with the Child Endowment AcQ, paid maternity
leave was introduced in the Commonwealth Public
Service in 1973 with entitlement being granted to all permanent workers without risk of losing their jobs in 1977,
and the right to be part of Surf Lifesaving Clubs in 1980.1
In fact, women's rights have come so far in the past few
decades that many have begun to argue that feminism
has succeeded in improving women's lives and as we're
now happily living in the post-feminist era, it's time for
those weird feminists to hang up their sensible shoes and
start shaving their legs.
Janet Albrechtsen, a well-respected columnist in The
Australian, wrote late last year2 that the cause of feminism (generally considered to be along the lines of gender equality) is no longer necessary due to the following
milestones which all Australians should be proud of:
33% of government board members are women (8.6% in
the private sector);
30% of senior executives in the public service are women
(8.8% in the private sector);
25% of Coalition seats in Federal Parliament are occupied by women; and
28% of judges in Australia are women.
There's something about the idea of 'equality' which

- Sunili Govinnage

n't sit quite right with those percentages .
.: you ask someone on the street what 'equality' means,
y'li probably tell you it means something like 'the
5aIl1e for everyone'. If we're going to keep working with
:>ercentages and gender, 'the same for everyone' means
50-50.
rrst of all, those 8% figures in the private sector don't
exactly tell you to bring out the bubbly. And as for the
public sector ... well. .. Thirty percent is also not somehing to be proud of. Yet, thirty percent is a sign that
you're over half way to half way. Thirty percent is not a
signal for encouraging complacency. If you got 30% in a
mid-semester test, you don't kick your feet up and say
you've done enough; you'd be working your arse off trying to pass the unit.
For the vast majority of the world's women, they still have
very little power at work, at home, or in the wider world.
While 30% of senior public servants in Australia are
women, 70% of people living in poverty around the world
are women. Two-thirds of women cannot read. Onequarter are assaulted by their husband or partner.
Thirteen hundred die as a result of childbirth everyday.3
As British social commentator Polly Toynbee pointed out
in 2004, 'the battle is only half won', even in the UK. We
might have it pretty good here in Australia, but violence
against women is still such a concern that the Howard
Government ran a multi-million dollar publicity campaign
to try to fight it. And women still don't earn the same
amount as men for doing the same work, and are even
forced to stay at home because our social security policy
dictates that a single income two parent family gets more
assistance from the government than single-income single-parent families.
Women are on the way to achieving equality. But we're
not there yet, no matter what anyone says. Thirty percent
isn't equality yet. Sure, we need to support everyone,
men, women, children, elderly, indigenous people,
migrants, students, workers, heck, even wild tree frogs,
but we still have to fight for equality as the best way to
provide that support. We still have to fight because the
current status quo doesn't give a s**t.

1 For other milestones see
http://ofw.facs.gov.au/womeninaustralia/index.htm
2 The article can be read here:
http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story
ge/0.5744.11622162%255E32522.00.html
3Source:
http://www.newint.org/issue373/keynote .htm.
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