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Feminist Action Network was born in late 2011, through the union of several 

Women’s Studies students who were concerned that the subject would no longer be offered as 

a major at the University of Western Australia. Through a mutual interest in gender equality 

and social justice, FAN was born, and at the start of the 2012 academic year it was a fully-

fledged club on campus. In just over a semester, we have grown from a handful of students at 

UWA to an organisation reaching thousands of people a week online through our blog and 

Facebook page, and crossing campus boundaries to work with other like-minded feminists 

throughout Western Australia and the rest of the country. 

It hasn’t always been easy; in fact, it’s been one of the most challenging things many of us 

have ever undertaken. We were prepared to spread the word about important issues 

surrounding gender equality on campus, and work hard to achieve whatever we could from 

our grass roots base – but what we weren’t prepared for was the huge backlash we would 

receive when we spoke out against things happening on campus that were blatantly sexist or 

disadvantaging women in some way.  

This has made us realise, even more, that we must work hard and remain active in promoting 

the cause of gender equality and feminism on campuses across the country. It is needed now 

more than ever. 
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SAVING GENDER STUDIES 

Bec Leighton 

It seems appropriate in this Bluestockings Week, while 

we’re bringing it back after several years hiatus, to talk 

about something we’re slowly losing – our gender studies 

courses. My degree influenced my approaches to issues 

and to politics in so many ways, but fewer and fewer 

young people will have that opportunity as the humanities 

– and gender studies in particular – becomes a favourite 

early target of university course cuts around the country. 

Ultimately, we need to confront our universities around 

the fact that disciplines such as these are too important to 

be treated merely as a budget line item. Courses like 

gender studies should be seen a priority to save when 

times get tough, not as easy pickings when cuts have to be 

made.  

This fight has been a long time coming. When I started my 

gender studies degree at ANU in 2005, I’d (much to my 

irritation) come too late to take it as women’s studies – it 

had morphed into a gender/sexuality/cultural studies 

combination, which vastly increased the amount of 

postmod-nonsense I had to learn for not too much benefit 

that I can think of. But what was left was still incredibly 

important: getting to learn (and learn to critique) things 

that were actually relevant to my life, as opposed to just 

my future career, was tremendously powerful. I learned 

critical thinking, and to be able to articulate objections to 

lecturers I – at times – viscerally disagreed with (I still 

remember the lecturer who wrote, in her feedback for the 

last assignment in a course, “why do you hate all my 

readings?”). I learned to speak up – over four years, I 

slowly transformed from someone who never spoke in 

class to someone who was fine with challenging others 

when need be. It made me seriously think through my 

positions on a whole range of issues and approaches, and 

enormously influenced my approach to engaging with 

politics, activism, and theory. I am so grateful I had that 

opportunity. 

We seemed to stave off serious unit cuts when I was at 

ANU, and thankfully that course is still intact, for now. My 

current university, Murdoch, however, was not so lucky, 

with the closure call happening last year. The news isn’t 

getting any better around the country: while UWA is safe 

for now, we’re seeing course closures across the 

humanities ratcheting up (La Trobe in Victoria being the 

most prominent example this time around), with gender 

studies usually being one of those most at risk.  

I understand the pressures that universities are dealing 

with that front. Government funding levels for higher 

education haven’t been worse in a really long time, and it is 

always going to be difficult, if one is operating from a 

purely capitalist approach, to justify courses that don’t 

necessarily offer the prospect of a lucrative paycheck at the 

end of your studies. An approach to course structure that 

views university courses, in essence, as line items in a 

budget, is always going to slant the odds against courses 

that teach you more about engaging with life than just a 

path to a future income. But courses such as gender 

studies, in my book, are crucial to the very idea of 

universities as being something more than a vaguely elitist 

training ground for the professions. They are too 

important to be treated as just another line item, to fall if 

they don’t turn out enough students, or enough dollars, to 

get them above the next candidate for closure in a budget 

crunch. This is a fight that has a long way to go yet
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BRINGING BACK BLUE STOCKINGS 
WEEK 

Alison Bartlett 

I only became interested in the idea of activism when I 

went to university. Before that I was pretty conventional: 

working all day, watching telly at night. In the midst of 

provocative ideas and exciting people, my world-view 

shifted and I wanted to be active in changing ideas, making 

the world a better place. I found my way into all kinds of 

unexpected situations: entwined in mangroves as 

bulldozers lay in wait to clear them away, at ports 

protesting the arrival of ships with nuclear capacities, lying 

down on bridges to remember violence against women, 

and marching down streets in various towns and cities to 

reclaim the night and stop the war. The sense of laying my 

body on the line felt as if it lent weight to the idea of 

protest, and I was a little sceptical when forms of online 

protest emerged. These were mostly in the form of 

circulating petitions, to which you were expected to add 

your name and send on to others. I never knew what 

happened to all those petitions that weren’t sent on, and 

where they ended up if they were. It all seemed very 

arbitrary and the causes not a little obscure. But online 

activism has come a long way. And now I think there’s a 

much broader range of actions that might be called 

activism. Online communities create shared worlds and 

values as well as facilitating highly effective actions. The 

success of GetUp as a grassroots lobby group is quite 

phenomenal. The feminist blog circles create the same 

kind of collective realisations and sharing of values that the 

early women’s liberation groups found. And now that I 

have transitioned into being part of the establishment of 

the university, I have opportunities to take action in 

committee work, through teaching, and through the union 

as well as community activities. For seeing teaching as 

activism, I have my first year English lecturer to thank: 

Kay Ferres, thank you. In her class I learnt that politics is 

more than simply what politicians do. And that feminism 

was something that affected me.  

At the moment I’m one of two WA state representatives 

on the Women’s Action Committee of the NTEU – the 

National Tertiary Education Union. This union is quite 

progressive as it has a women’s committee that works in 

parallel to the union hierarchy; is chaired by the President; 

and able to make recommendations directly to the 

executive. It’s also a union whose only two presidents 

since its inception have been women. The women’s 

committee came up with the idea of reviving bluestocking 

week this year, serendipitously at the same time as the 

women’s department of the national student union. This 

has been an opportunity to bring together women across 

the campus and across all the universities in Perth to be 

part of a national activist event, to get creative, be sociable, 

retrieve and remake women’s history of the bluestockings 

as well as the bluestocking activism that was such a regular 

annual event on campus calendars in the 1980s and 1990s. 

LaTrobe University was probably singular in celebrating 

bluestocking week up right until 2 years ago. Let’s hope it 

becomes an ongoing legacy to acknowledge the unsung 

heroes in education, to join together to talk about 

feminism and women’s issues in education, and to wear 

bluestockings more often. 
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HAND OVER YOUR MAN CARD 
Jordan Lavers 

When it was decided that we, a collective of Feminists 

from various Australian universities, would produce a 

Feminist magazine for Blue Stockings Week (BSW), I did 

not believe that I could even contribute because of my sex. 

It is only print- I could have used a pseudonym, like any 

good authoress in the Eighteenth century would have 

done. Then my authenticity would never be questioned, 

less my real identity was outed. The concern was not so 

much my vanity that I would not be taken seriously by the 

public, but that I should not really talk about Feminism.  

My own immediate presumption that I would not 

contribute has stirred this thought, and I would like to 

discuss it further. The question here is: can a man be a 

Feminist, and can he then actively represent Feminist 

ideology? It could just become an incredulous exercise.  

The thought of this topic for my article is probably quite 

realistic. I thought of it when I was in the shower, the 

place where we often have the most profound and most 

inspiring of thoughts (or the most ludicrous). Perhaps it 

was the nudity, the penis and the stubble around my chin, 

as I pondered Feminist ideas for a topic; then, did I realise 

what was something quite fantastic to talk about. If it is a 

crisis of subjectivity, knowledge and authority- and its 

relation to sex- then it is probably best to start off when 

one is naked and in full view of one’s own body.  

It is a simple question; of course, men can be Feminists- 

or just merely support Feminist ideas. Our Liberal 

Democracy prides itself over equal rights, equal votes, and 

equal-pay (to a debatable extent). It’s not the triumph of 

Liberalism that claimed this victory, it was Feminism- the 

first and second waves, because the pre-existing system of  
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Liberalism excluded women. Feminism won the right to 

vote- nevertheless, only for some women. Hence we have 

‘Liberal Feminism’- that is the ideology, and that is what it 

is- and if you think women should have the vote, then you 

certainly support a Feminist idea. Keep in mind, equal 

representation in Parliament has not yet been achieved in 

Australia. Even the earliest of ideas are still living and 

breathing today, and it is still necessary to discuss and 

examine their corresponding issues. They simply don’t go 

away once you put ‘post’ in front of it- or declare it to be 

done. The reason for this sketch is to just give an example 

of how easy it is, how difficult it is not, to accept and 

support Feminism- in its most conservative and liberal 

form. All will be ok- it is not as radical as you think- we 

won’t ruin your privileges, yet.  

The tone of this article will shift markedly now. For BSW, 

the F-word is unavoidable. Fuck. Yes, fuck. Fuck, (the 

comma is important) Feminism is still a word and an 

ideology that brings a lot of baggage, discomfort, anxiety 

and reproach. When Feminism is still a dangerous word, 

then there is still work to be done. If only Liberalism 

received such open criticism and conflict over its 

successes, its failures, its validity, and whether we can use 

it to describe our political actions. To be liberal is to be a 

civilised, free thinking, rational, tolerant human being- the 

modern man (and later a woman when they were included 

into this masculine concept somewhere in the early 20th 

century, later if you were an Indigenous Australian). To be 

a Feminist… is to be a multitude of things. 

While taking my Bachelor of Arts degree at UWA, I was 

fortunate enough to be able to take most of the Women’s 

Studies units available. The name didn’t scare me at all- it 

was exciting. My personal experience was that my peers 

would often ask why I was there. I always flirted with the 

idea of just replying ‘to study women’ in the sauciest of 

looks and perverted of voices. Or, if my ambitions were to 

sleep with as many women as possible, then ‘picking up 

chicks’ was another good response. After Rotto, I’d do 

anything to gain points and climb the ranks against higher 

scorers. Unfortunately I am not a sexist, nor do I go to 

tutorials thinking the women in there are walking vaginas.  

If I am not there to find a girlfriend or have sex with as 

many women as I can, then I must be there because of 

something else. Some other questions that I have received 

in taking Women’s Studies and calling myself a Feminist, 

involve the integrity of my sex. ‘Hand over your man card’, 

was one of them- yes, yes a joke, I know. And I should 

laugh- but it contains too much meaning to avoid. The 

more serious question was, ‘Does that mean you want to 

be a woman?’ It’s interesting to find, that this question of 

ideology is so dependent upon the body. That somehow, 

supporting Feminism is deleterious to your manhood and 

your masculinity. No matter how many Germaine Greer 

books I buy and put on my shelf, my genitals do not drop 

off. If anything, I should get a fuller beard out of it. All 

good Feminists have beards, and the most astute have 

balls. It seems the gender system goes, if you are a woman 

and feminist, you become manly, and if you are a man and 

Feminist, you become womanly. This issue of gender is 

still prevalent, and in no way is it finished, nor unnecessary 

to discuss. This is why the newly formed ‘Gender Studies’ 

at UWA needs to continue and become a Major.  

If Feminism for a woman is still deviant, then being a 

Feminist and male is just unspeakable.  This is the litmus 

test for our present condition. It is a simply way of 

measuring how acerbic our Western culture is, and how 

corrosive we can be
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As a man, what can I gain in being a Feminist? Am I able 

to free myself from gender? I may be exalted for my 

progressive stance, my liberal mind, my tolerance, and gain 

such high recognition. That is much like the Man Card, 

that credit of masculine values- it’s a status and a 

privileged position. If being a Feminist means handing 

over my Man Card, and taking it in the balls, as my 

masculinity and manhood is questioned- then who cares. It 

is something that I do not want, nor am I of the belief that 

it is in the individual’s interest. It’s a value system that I 

pay no debt to. It is uncomfortable to be talking about 

myself so much- it’s uncomfortable to say ‘I’, here. It’s left 

to the individual to justify himself. It is not about the 

individual- unless you’re devout to the tenants of 

Liberalism. Feminism is about women, people, and it is 

about men as well. It is about groups of people- not 

individuals. There are the immediate women in my life 

who I love: my family members, my friends, and my 

lovers. And less immediate, but always, is the women in 

my community- here, at UWA.  

Feminism is a movement that is made up many people 

from different experiences, politic beliefs (yes, even from 

liberal ideologies), sexualities, ethnic backgrounds and 

genders. This is its strength, as it is a community of 

people, negotiating their perspectives as a group, and not 

as individual voices with their own agendas. This does 

sound rather optimistic and possibly utopian, but as a 

Feminist, my sense of the word has been derived from the 

people closest to me, and in the formation of a collective- 

that is the movement 

 

 

 

SEXISM WITHIN THE UNION 
  

Ali Kirke 

The Curtin Student Guild (CSG) recently passed an Anti-

Sexism Policy in an effort to affirm its commitment to 

providing an environment free from harassment, 

intimidation and well… bullshit everyday misogyny. As 

President of the CSG, I am immensely proud of the work 

the Women’s Department and our Education Vice-

President have put into getting this off the ground. 

But, I am also saddened.  

I would like to think that on the whole we are a 

progressive and ‘woman affirming’ student organisation – 

and by all accounts we are; but, sexism is like cancerous 

disease – it’s not always obvious to the naked eye.   

The policy came out of a few student complaints I 

received regarding a poster for an annual event called 

‘Beach Bash’.  In the poster there was a woman in a bikini 

lying diagonally across the page but she was headless, with 

no face to physically identify her with. Now, I know that 

the person who designed this poster relates to herself as a 

feminist, and this design was not ‘intentionally sexist’ but 

therein lays the problem. The worst kind of sexism is not 

always intentional because it is so ingrained into the way 

we speak, act and relate to other women around us.  

I mean, you go to the beach and you see women in bikinis 

and it is very rare you will hear a bunch of guys say ‘O, she 

has such a pretty face, isn’t she beautiful’; it’s more like ‘O, 

duuuudddeee…. Check her out! YeoW!’ And why is that 

so tolerable, why do other people put that down to the old 

adage of ‘Guys will be Guys’ (that statement is insulting to 

men, but we will leave that to another column). 
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To state the obvious, Curtin University is a University and 

not a beach, and promoting an event called beach bash 

with a bikini clad headless female is not the way to 

promote women’s safety and respect for women on 

campus. CSG is led by a female President, a female 

Education VP, and has over 50% women sitting on its 

student council. So, let’s cut the crap and cut out sexism 

within the union. 

Excerpt from the Anti-Sexism Policy –  

Preamble  

Curtin Student Guild needs a policy that clearly outlines its 

anti-sexism stance. Women in Australia still face a series of 

institutional barriers to achieving equality. Female 

graduates receive on average $2000 less per year than men, 

and this gap typically increases over the length of their 

careers. Many women face the unique double burden of 

working outside the home while simultaneously doing the 

lion's share of household maintenance and childcare, and 

this unpaid work remains undervalued and 

unacknowledged. There exists a common double standard 

regarding female sexuality that requires women to be both 

sexually available an d virtuous. Expectations of women 

often centre around their sexual and reproductive roles, 

which results in women’s desires, opinions and 

contributions to society being trivialised. 

Women still do not have full reproductive rights, full 

control of their bodies or ownership over their own 

sexuality. Women and girls continue to be sexually 

objectified in the media, increasing the risk of body and 

self-esteem issues in young girls and grown women alike. 

Violence against women is normalised and perpetuated, 

and the notion that women are second class citizens is 

reinforced. 

There is a pernicious culture of shaming and blaming 

women who have faced sexist harassment and abuse.
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MY FEMINIST CAMPUS GROUP WENT  

TO SLUTWALK AND ALL I GOT WAS THIS  

LOUSY FEELING OF DISCOMFORT 

Zoe Bush 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When a t t end ing  the  S lu tWalk ra l l y ,  FAN was deep ly  

insp i r ed  by  the  bravery  o f  women who shared  the i r  

s to r i e s  o f  s exual  assau l t  and ag i ta t ed  fo r  the i r  own 

l ibera t ion  f rom the  awfu l  ideas  that  ex is t  in  rape  

cu l ture .  The c r i t i c i sms in  the  fo l l owing  ar t i c l e  are  in  no  

way d i r e c t ed  a t  the  courageous  organ is e r s  who 

commit t ed  a  lo t  o f  t ime and energy  to  the  ev en t ,  but  are  

ra ther  o f f e r ed  as  cons t ruc t iv e  commentary  on how FAN 

be l i ev e s  we  can be t t e r  s e rve  our  mutua l  goa l s  o f  

l ib era t ion  for  a l l  women.  
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It is not hard to see the appeal in SlutWalks – in an age 

where feminist activism often appears dead, women taking 

to the streets and demanding that enough is enough is 

exciting and empowering. 

The fundamental message behind SlutWalks is also an 

absolutely essential one – that responsibility for sexual 

assault always falls on the perpetrator, and that how a 

person looks or acts NEVER explains or excuses sexual 

violence. The recent decision by a Manitoba judge to not 

sentence a rapist to jail time because his victim wore high 

heels, a tube top and was generally “inviting.”, reveals that 

this message is one that we still need to fight for (still!). 

However, many members of FAN had serious concerns 

about how SlutWalks goes about making this demand, 

particularly surrounding the attempt to reclaim the word 

‘slut’. But we decided to go – who were we to criticise 

SlutWalks without even attending the event and seeing for 

ourselves? 

Initially hopeful, we arrived at the event hoping to be 

pleasantly surprised. However, what we found was an 

event saturated in post-feminist ideas of individual choice 

that only confirmed our initial criticisms and hesitations in 

supporting it. 

Now it’s time for me to stop alluding to all these 

‘criticisms’ and actually explain. 

By endorsing the word ‘slut’ as an empowering and 

liberating thing for women, SlutWalks facilitates neo-

liberal, postfeminist discourses of ‘liberated’ women as 

those wearing mini-skirts and high heels in/on their way to 

professional jobs. It buys into the commodification of 

women’s sexuality under capitalism, and simply repackages 

sexist imagery and actions in ‘empowering’ clothes, under 

the post-feminist façade of choice. It’s time we debunked 

these neo-liberal ideas of ‘anything-goes-so-long-as-we-

call-it-a-choice’, and remember the role that choice plays in 

feminism. 

Choice has been, and continues to be, essential to the 

feminist movement – it is thanks to feminists pushing for 

women’s right to choose that I am now able to vote, have 

a much greater deal of reproductive freedom and can go to 

university. However the idea of choice that I have to thank 

for these rights is a different one to that which is used in 

endorsing practices that have worked to sexually objectify 

women for decades as suddenly empowering because 

women ‘chose’ to participate in them. This re-

appropriation of choice is done in an un-feminist way – in 

this discourse, choice is solely about individuals and is 

removed from any larger context. Not only does this 

understanding of ‘choice’ fail to address the structural 

oppression that prevents women from making free choices, 

this rhetoric is also dangerously easy to manipulate in 

order to actually limit choices for women. 

One person’s freedom to make ‘choices’ may represent his 

or her feelings of personal empowerment in his or her 

own life, but in no way does this liberate anyone but that 

person and, in fact, his or her ‘choice’ may exist at the 

expense of another woman’s oppression. It is necessary to 

consider just who gets to ‘choose’ that being a ‘slut’ is 

suddenly a positive thing, who gets to ‘choose’ to play 

around with the idea of sexual objectification? These 

‘choices’ are only available to those who feel safe enough 

and privileged enough to ‘play’ with these ideas. As 

expressed by the BlackWomen’s Blueprint: 

As Black women, we do not have the privilege or the space to call 

ourselves “slut” without validating the already historically entrenched 

ideology and recurring messages about what and who the Black 

woman is.  We don’t have the privilege to play on destructive 
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representations burned in our collective minds, on our bodies and 

souls for generations. 

Therefore these ‘choices’ are much more available to those 

women who already experience privilege. 

This criticism of neo-liberal and post-feminist ideas of 

‘choice’ is very relevant to SlutWalks. While the ‘choice’ by 

an individual woman to embrace the word ‘slut’ may be 

empowering for her in her own life, not only do I fail to 

see how this ‘choice’ liberates and empowers others, but 

the danger this poses to other women appears obvious. 

I’m afraid that I cannot see how embracing the word ‘slut’ 

presents a challenge to sexist imagery and discourses 

around women and female sexuality. Further to this, 

creating a space where it is not only acceptable, but 

progressive (!) for men to call women sluts seems like a 

very dangerous thing to do. 

Let me use an example. 

As the march progressed throughout the city and 

Northbridge, we were met with many jeers of ‘sluts!’, or 

‘Good on ya, you sluts!’ from male passerby, laughing and 

thinking this whole fiasco was fantastic. Now I don’t know 

whether I was the only woman in the entire march who 

felt it, but when those words were tossed at us, it hurt. I 

did not feel liberated, and I definitely did not feel 

empowered. Yet in response to these jeers, one of the 

organisers would always respond with ‘Why, thank you!’. 

I think this reveals the problem with Slutwalks. The word 

slut has been used to police, shame, guilt, objectify and 

hurt women. It is not our word. It has been a tool of 

violence against women. The danger is this – when a small 

group of predominantly white women decide that 

suddenly the word slut is a positive thing that they want to 

reclaim, their individual choices, while possibly evidencing 
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empowerment in their own life, comes at the expense of 

those who have not been involved in that decision 

process. This can be seen in the anxiousness and resistance 

to reclaiming the word slut that has been expressed by 

women of colour. When that small group of 

predominantly white women take to the streets and inform 

the world that suddenly all women wear the badge ‘slut’ 

with pride, this normalises the use of the word without 

changing its meaning for what I would imagine to be a 

vast majority of women, so that it may be used against 

them in hurtful ways. 

Like every other post-feminist attempt to reclaim the 

sexual objectification women have been experiencing and 

fighting against for decades as a suddenly new and 

liberating sexuality for women, embracing the word ‘slut’ 

really is ‘drinking the systematic kool-aid’. It degrades 

women to fuck objects – and who wants to give a fuck 

object rights? Who believes that fuck objects deserve equal 

pay? And who thinks that fuck objects should have the 

power to choose what happens to their own bodies? In 

only drawing attention to woman as sexual objects and 

‘sluts’, Slutwalks fails to give women the full respect they 

deserve – as human beings with rights, hopes, ambitions 

and achievements. It seriously undermines women’s 

struggle to make gains in the workplace, the family, and 

every other aspect of their lives, and brings us back to 

square one where we are reduced to sexual objects. 

But that’s not all – not only is an attempt to reclaim the 

word ‘slut’ problematic in how it buys into the dangerous 

discourses of post-feminism, I would argue that it is in fact 

nearly impossible. The word ‘slut’ only has meaning in the 

patriarchal ‘whore’ view of women’s sexuality. It is so 

saturated with the idea that female sexual energy deserves 

punishment that trying to change its meaning would be 

one serious uphill battle. 

However, SlutWalks does not even attempt to change the 

problematic view of female sexual energy that the word 

‘slut’ produces. At recent Perth march, one of the placards 

stated that ‘A slut is a woman who likes sex, NOT 

someone who deserves to get raped!’. Let’s get something 

clear – it is not so strange for women to like sex that, 

when they do, they are different to ‘normal’ women and 

require their own label. Buying into the portrayal of 

women’s sexuality as deviant and troublesome is absolutely 

not the way to go about challenging the misogynist 

attitudes that perpetuate the risk of sexual violence that 

women face. To do this, we need to move beyond this 

redundant and extremely harmful stereotype. 

And so slut is not a word we should (or I would even 

argue, can) reclaim. 

As has already been said by many feminists, we already have 

a word for women who support a woman’s right to bodily 

integrity, who condemn victim-blaming, and believe that 

women should be able to express and experience their 

sexuality without being shamed or guilted, and that word is 

a feminist.  Feminism is a word and a movement that was 

created by women, it is ours. It is not sourced in an 

attempt to shame, guilt, humiliate and hurt women who 

exist outside the patriarchal capitalist ‘norm’ of women’s 

sexuality. Slut was never ours – it belongs to misogynists 

and was produced by the patriarchy. 

Feminism is our word and our movement.  It does 

everything that the attempt to reclaim the word ‘slut’ does 

and much, much more.  Let’s take to the streets and 

demand an end to this bullshit idea that how a person 

looks or acts can explain or excuse sexual violence. But 

let’s do it in a way that does nor marginalize and oppress 

other women in that process. Let’s do it in a way that 

challenges the structural oppression faced by women as a 

collective. Let’s not drink the kool-aid. Let’s agitate for 

change without employing the discourses that are part of 

the problem. And let’s be oh-so-radical and demand 

nothing less than our full liberation.
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PROPOSED ‘FOETAL HOMICIDE’ 

LAWS AN ATTACK ON WOMEN’S 

RIGHT TO CHOOSE  

 

Zoe Bush 

The proposed ‘foetal homicide’ laws recently announced 

by the WA state government have sparked an outcry of 

concern from the feminist community, with many 

condemning the proposed legislation as a dangerous 

precedent for outlawing abortion.  

The proposed laws would make causing death or grievous 

bodily harm to a foetus through an unlawful assault on a 

pregnant woman punishable with a maximum penalty of 

life imprisonment. Dangerous driving causing the death of 

a foetus in a pregnant woman would carry a maximum	  

sentence of 20 years. 

When announcing the proposed laws, former Attorney-

General Christian Porter emphasised that the laws aim to 

reflect “the extreme emotional trauma such a loss can 

cause to the mother”, while providing assurance that the 

changes would not affect current abortion laws.  

However, even the title of ‘foetal homicide’ would suggest 

that this is not the case.  

The focus is placed on the harm caused to the foetus, 

rather than “the extreme emotional trauma” experienced 

by a pregnant woman in such cases. In addition, use of the 

word homicide works to equate the foetus with a human 

being – a strategy that has all too often been used by anti-

choice activists to deny women the right to choose.  

Feminists aren’t the only ones who believe the proposed 

legislation sets a precedent for the outlawing of abortion.  

Right to Life president Peter O’Meara has stated his belief 

that the new laws are the beginning of changes which 

would see abortion outlawed and also recognised as 

“homicide in the womb”.  

Just as alarming is how the Australian Medical Association 

(AMA) has used the laws as an opportunity to try to 

punish and further restrict the reproductive choices and 

freedom of women. WA branch president Dave Mountain 

recently supported the proposed legislation and expressed 

a desire for it to be extended to “criminal penalties for 

cases where homebirth or drug or alcohol consumption 

by pregnant women harm a baby”.   

As recently stated by Perth-based women’s rights doctor 

Kamala Emanuel, "ordinarily, no woman would 

intentionally harm her baby. In the situations referred to 

by Dr Mountain, women require social or medical 

assistance, not criminal sanctions." 

Similar attacks on women’s right to choose have produced 

devastating effects in the United States. Take the case of a 

woman in Iowa who had her baby removed by the state 

because she had “paid no attention to the nutritional value 

of the food she ate during pregnancy”, despite no actual 

harm being caused to the infant.  



 17 

Or take the case of a Michigan woman sued by her 

husband for prenatal negligence for taking tetracycline 

during  pregnancy, causing the discolouring of their son’s 

teeth – a drug which had been prescribed by her doctor.  

Or the woman from Illinois taken to court by her 

husband on accusations of damaging her daughter’s 

intestine during her pregnancy in a car accident where she 

was not even the driver.  

These are devastating and horribly unjust situations that 

have resulted from laws that have placed the rights of a 

pregnant woman as equal, or lesser than, those of the 

foetus. While it is necessary that the law does recognise 

the “extreme emotional trauma” suffered by pregnant 

women who suffer miscarriages at the hands of assault, 

let’s ensure that the emphasis is actually on recognising 

this trauma. As commented by Emanuel, "women in 

violent relationships typically experience more violence 

while pregnant," and "we do need to provide social and 

legal protection for pregnant women, but not in a way that 

paves the way to deny women their rights in other 

contexts.” 

For women to retain their fundamental right to control 

their own bodies, it is essential that the wording of the 

legislation does not cast the rights of a foetus over those 

of a pregnant woman, and so avoids creating a precedent 

that could make abortion unattainable for WA women. 

 

 

 

 

HOW STUDENT ACTIVISTS CAN 

ADDRESS DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

Bec Doyle 

As an attendee of this year’s NOWSA 2012 I was 

privileged enough to go to speeches and workshops by a 

number of prominent feminists, experts and student 

activists. While I was there a speech by Mirijana Wilson 

from Domestic Violence Crisis Service in ACT 

particularly resonated with me. Mijiana talked about a 

range of domestic violence issues including the shocking 

results from the 2009 survey from National Community 

Attitudes towards Violence against Women Survey.  

The survey found that although young people have fairly 

informed opinions in terms of sexual violence, there was a 

lack of understanding amongst young people that most 

women could not leave a violent relationship if they really 

wanted to. Although as explained by Mirijiana this is not 

the case. Leaving an abusive family or partner is a process 

rather than an event and it often causes the leaving party 

to rely on networks and institution for emotional and 

financial help. These women need a range of pathways 

and worst xcase scenario plans for leaving these 

relationships as on average a woman will try to leave an 

abusive relationship roughly 8 times. The idea that on 

average young people have limited knowledge on this 

issue is alarming and is a good focus for the types of 

educational campaigns student activists can run.  

Part of the educational process is informing ourselves as 

activists what domestic violence actually is. In accordance 

with the Restraining Orders Act 1997, domestic violence 

in Western Australia can constitutes both violent and 

emotionally abusive behaviour. It is defined in section 6 of 

the act and includes violent behaviour such as assaulting 
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or causing personal injury, kidnapping or depriving 

the person of his or her liberty, damaging the 

person’s property, including the injury or death of an 

animal that is the person’s property, behaving in an 

ongoing manner that is intimidating, offensive or 

emotionally abusive, pursuing the person or a third 

person, or causing the person or a third person to be 

pursued with intent to intimidate the person or in a 

manner that could reasonably be expected to 

intimidate, and that does in fact intimidate, the 

person.   

As student activists this can be a difficult issue to 

tackle. Domestic violence is obviously a wide spread 

issue that needs to be combated by a number of 

organisations; student based, non for profit and 

government agencies. But one of the biggest 

contribution student activists can make to 

eliminating myths about domestic violence is 

through educational campaigns. Simple posters 

regarding the lack of knowledge around leaving 

abusive relationships might help to tackle the issue. 

Another simple step would be to provide crisis care 

accommodation to UWA students (both men and 

women) suffering from domestic violence or living 

with a couple which deals with domestic violence 

issues. This is a fairly inexpensive idea that is already 

available at Australia’s National University.  

Overall this is a multifaceted issue but this does not 

mean that as students we cannot play out part in 

educating ourselves and the students around us 

about the lack of understanding regarding domestic 

violence.  
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FAN would like to thank everyone who contributed to 

this zine commemorating Blue Stockings Week 2012, and 

acknowledge all the hard working activists who work 

towards the cause of gender equality on campus, both at 

the University of Western Australia and throughout the 

country. 



 20 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


