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In January 2007, in the same week that in the United States a woman began her historic bid for the US Presidency, the Australian prime minister reshuffled his cabinet and reduced the number of women by one-third.

This followed on Opposition Leader Kevin Rudd dropping a woman from his front bench team, reducing the number of women in the shadow ministry from 8 to 7. At least Labor retained a woman as Deputy Leader, meaning there is one woman in the Opposition’s leadership team.

(Here in Victoria, after the last state election, the number of women in Premier Steve Bracks’ cabinet was reduced from 7 to 4.  This was a decline from 35 per cent female representation to just 20 per cent.)   

Does it matter that there are few – and, lately, fewer – women in political leadership positions in this country?  If we would like to see a woman run Australia in the foreseeable future, yes it does.

In the parliamentary system, where prime ministers are drawn from the majority party in the representative chamber, women need to be elected to that chamber and to move into leadership positions within their own parties, gaining policy and managerial experience, if they are to position themselves for the top job.

In Australia, where we have never had a female prime minister – or even a deputy – the number of women thus positioned is relatively low.  Nor is it changing much. I cannot see how a woman can become prime minister in this country within the next ten years.

I hope I am wrong on this but I can’t see it happening.

Although we were the second country in the world, after New Zealand, to give women the vote we have been very slow to elect women to positions of political leadership.  Our apparent radicalism in enfranchising women has not been matched by empowering them within our political system.
It was in fact a long 40 years between women getting the vote federally in Australia – and at the same time being entitled to sit in federal parliament - and the first women being elected to Canberra.  (In 1943, Dorothy Tangney became a Labor Senator from Western Australia and Enid Lyons became a conservative member of the House of Representatives.)

Lyons was also the first woman to hold Cabinet rank in Australia when in 1949 was appointed vice-president of Executive Council.  However she was not given a portfolio so was not a minister in the sense that we understand it today.  It was not until 1966 that a woman, the Liberal Annabelle Rankin, became a true minister when she was given the Housing portfolio.  
Another ten years passed before a woman was appointed to Cabinet: Senator Margaret Guilfoyle, who was given the portfolio of Social Security.  Labor’s first woman Cabinet minister, Senator Susan Ryan, was appointed only in 1983. 

It is worth noting that the reformist Whitlam Government of 1972 did not include a single woman.
We are now in the 21st century and it is 105 years since Australian women became entitled to sit in parliament, and 31 years since Margaret Guilfoyle became a Cabinet minister. Yet the number of women in cabinet, and thus qualifying themselves for possible prime ministership, remains abysmally low.
John Howard’s cabinet currently has just one woman member.  The total ministry has only four women.
Internationally, we rank poorly.

With just 13 per cent of the current ministry being female, we are in the company of countries such as Oman, Qatar. Bahrain, Angola and the Democratic Republic of Congo – all of whom have less than 20 per cent women in ministerial positions.
The United States is also down there with the male-dominated ministries, with only 15 per cent of the Bush cabinet being women.  But in the case of the US this represents a significant decline from the Clinton era when 26 per cent of appointments to the Administration were women, whereas Australia has never had a greater representation of women than it does today.

It is worth making the point that only Australia, Israel and the US among the developed democracies have such small numbers of women political leaders.
It’s not just our stubborn continuing support for the Iraq war, and refusal to endorse the Kyoto Protocol that we have in common with our great and powerful ally across the Pacific.

Other comparable countries have much better stats. Of the European countries, only Greece and Portugal, have few women whereas the majority of these nations can boast female representation in their ministries of 20 per cent or more.
Some countries can claim parity or close to it. Chile, for instance, has a government where 50 per cent of the ministers are women – and of course there is also a female president.  South Africa has 47 per cent women ministers, Nicaragua 45 per cent and Bolivia 29 per cent.

In stodgy, sexist old Europe women make up 47 per cent of the government of Spain, 45 per cent in Norway, 42 per cent in Finland, 40 per cent in Sweden and 31 per cent in both Netherlands and Denmark.  France (20%), Italy (23%), Ireland (20%) and Belgium (19%) – all supposedly socially conservative countries – all have far more women in their government than the country that pioneered giving women the vote.

Australia’s record is low. 
But it is even worse than it seems.  We are not providing a pipeline of women qualified to lead this country.  
As I have already pointed out, for a woman to be eligible to be prime minister, she must be in the House of Representatives.  John Howard’s cabinets have tended to contain a preponderance of women Senators.  

Prior to the last election, three of the four women in Cabinet were Senators. It is only since last month, after Amanda Vanstone’s departure from Cabinet, that three of the four women ministers in the Howard government are members of the House of Representatives.  
The situation with federal Labor is somewhat better, with four of the seven women in Rudd’s shadow ministry being members of the Reps.  Plus, unlike all but one of the Liberal ministers, three are young enough to have potentially lengthy political careers ahead of them.  If Labor should win the next election, and retain these women on its front bench, the prospects for women of achieving higher political leadership would improve.  On paper at least.

In reality, I think the prospects of a woman leading either of our major parties while that party is in power within the next decade is remote.
Let me share my reasoning.

At present each side of federal politics has only one plausible candidate: the Liberals’ Julie Bishop and Julia Gillard, Deputy Leader of the ALP.  Despite their immediate appeal and apparent readiness for the top job, each faces formidable obstacles to actually getting there.
First, let’s look at the Liberals where Education Minister Julie Bishop is frequently mentioned as being a potential prime minister. It is difficult to see this happening.  She is relatively untested as a minister, having been a pretty ordinary junior minister since 2003, and only been in cabinet since January last year.  Despite a number of press profiles boosting her credentials, and her claim to be poised for the prime ministership, it would in fact be some years before she could claim to have sufficient experience to qualify for the job.  

She would certainly not be in a position to claim the job later this year if the coalition is defeated in the federal election.  
Her most favourable scenario is to become Deputy Leader of the Liberal Party under Peter Costello, Brendan Nelson or – quite possibly – Malcolm Turnbull.  But she is by no means assured of winning this position.  If she does not get it, I would predict that her ascendancy would be stalled - probably permanently.

But if she does get it, where does that leave her as a potential prime minister?

Once Labor assumes office, it is likely to serve more than one term.  The new Liberal leader would be given at least one election so Bishop would have no chance of the leadership for at least three years – after Costello or Turnbull or whoever it is lost the 2010 election.  Assuming she became leader then, she has no possibility of a tilt at the Prime Ministership until 2013.
And that assumes she achieves – and is able to maintain - a level of performance that so far has eluded her.  In other words, on the rosiest scenario, with everything going her way, you could argue that Julie Bishop could be prime minister in six or seven years time.  She would have to be very, very lucky for this to happen.
On the Labor side, Julia Gillard has already signalled her intention to try for the top job. She is widely admired and respected and although she has never been a minister, she has accumulated important parliamentary experience via her position as Leader of Opposition Business in the House.
But she faces formidable barriers to becoming Leader.  Her faction of course is the principal one and – so far at least – she has not indicated that she would consider realigning herself.  But even were she to do so, there is no possibility of her becoming ALP leader in the short term. 
If Kevin Rudd loses the 2007 election, he is certain to have improved Labor’s performance over 2003 and will be given a chance to have another go in 2010.  Gillard would be in a similar position to Bishop and would have to wait until at least 2013 to try to take the leadership. She would still be under 50 and be a contender but who can predict what other ambitious new bloods female and male - may be baying at her heels by then?  And of course Labor would need to win office for her to become Prime Minister.  

If Labor wins this year, Rudd will be unassailable for quite a few years to come.  Gillard might have to settle for being Acting Prime Minister whenever he takes his holidays (which is more than Bishop would get as Deputy Leader since the Nationals always get the Deputy – and Acting – Prime Ministership.)

In other words, it is difficult to arrive at a credible scenario that puts a woman at the helm of an Australian political party which is in office for at least six years.  Knowing the propensity for politics to snake off in unpredictable directions, I would not put a lot of faith in either of these scenarios.
Plus we have to factor in the longstanding resistance of our political system to elevating women to the top positions of our major parties.

What is it about Australia that makes this a seemingly impossible task?

France could have a female President next year and it is likely – I would argue, very likely – that the United States will too.  There are currently women presidents: in Chile, Finland, Latvia, Liberia, the Philippines and Switzerland.
Germany is led by a woman. So is Jamaica, New Zealand, Mozambique, South Korea and The Netherlands Antilles.  New Zealand’s past two prime ministers have been women and when Helen Clark first assumed office, the leader of the opposition was also female.  (As was the governor general and the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court!)   
What about Australia?  Why is it that we are unable to put women into top political leadership positions?
We have done better at the state level where there have been two women Premiers, and two women Chief Ministers, one of whom – Claire Martin of the Northern Territory – is still in power.  Anna Bligh is widely tipped to become the next Premier of Queensland.  If she does, it will have been fifteen years since Joan Kirner and Carmen Lawrence led their states – a long time between Premiers – but at least there is a bit of a track record.

Federally, the dearth of women is embarrassing. 
We are conspicuous in our region for being the only democracy not to have produced a woman leader.  Look at India, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Pakistan, the Philippines, South Korea, and of course, New Zealand.
In politics we are even worse off than in other areas of power  – corporate, public service, academia – and our record in these spheres is far from stellar.
Women are stepping into political leadership around the world.

Paradoxically, the US has male bias in the Bush-controlled part of the government but elsewhere women are stepping up.  Nancy Pelosi is now Speaker of the House of Representatives, the first woman to hold that powerful position.  Hillary Clinton is running for President, the first woman to do so.

And although its not politics, the elevation of Drew Gilpin Faust to become president of Harvard, that august ivy league institution, is another significant landmark in the ascension of women to the true sharing of power in American society.

Why is Australia so backward?
And not just backward but going backwards. Indeed one could argue – and I have in my latest book The End of Equality (2003) - that we have indeed gone backwards from where we were in the 1980s.  Then, we seemed to be more receptive towards, indeed encouraging of, women moving into new and powerful positions. We were actively dismantling barriers, providing legislative support and had government leading by example.
These days we have very little of any of that.  Indeed we have a government led by a man whose rhetoric has not moved much beyond the 1950s when it comes to women. The current Prime Minister actively encourages mothers to stay at home by providing handsome financial incentives and constantly insults the choices of women who opt for combining work and family.

His own appointments do not promote a culture of women’s leadership. With the notable exception of the promotion of five women to head federal government departments after the last election (and this may not have been a Howard initiative although he would have to have supported it), neither his ministries nor his high-profile appointments can be seen to champion women as leaders.

It is not that we don’t have talented, able and motivated women but we do seem to lack a culture that nurtures this talent, rewards ability and matches motivation with opportunity. 
We have done less than other countries to address, let alone solve, the fundamental quandary faced by working mothers: how to balance the needs of children with the personal ambitions and career demands of women.

We still trivialise women in the public eye, obsessing with their clothes and their hair.  Any woman in politics who can string a sentence together is branded – and cursed? – with the prediction that she is prime ministerial material.  At the same time, few high profile women in politics – at federal level at least – have escaped vilification for any number of apparent or imagined transgressions.  Carmen Lawrence, Natasha Stott Despoja, Cheryl Kernot, Amanda Vanstone, Bronwyn Bishop are notable examples.
Women are still too often measured by their maternal and domestic prowess.  Julia Gillard was famously criticised for not having children and for having a kitchen that was too clean.  The criticism came not from her colleagues or the public but from journalists.  Women journalists at that.
In many ways, the media is more uncomfortable with women political leaders than the public.  Voters have shown themselves to be quite willing to vote for women. With women comprising between 25 and 35 per cent of parliaments around Australia, women politicians are no longer a rarity and the sex of a candidate is never an issue.  I do not think voters would have a problem with a woman prime minister.  
It is our political parties, and our media that seems not be ready.  
� These figures all come from an excellent Danish website that tracks women’s leadership currently and across history.  See www.guide2womenleaders.com
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