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Introduction


Jamila Rizvi


At the end of 2020, just before Christmas, my family took a long car trip. We drove for seven hours from Melbourne to Canberra to celebrate the end of an atrocious year with the people we’d barely seen throughout it. Christmas itself was a muted affair. We so urgently wanted the celebration to be special, to mark the time we’d lived through and survived. But how do you mark the end of something before it’s ‘over’ and before you even know what ‘over’ looks like. And how do you reconcile the hugely different experiences of the individuals who are present? There were those who had lived in the so-called Covid Capital of our country and endured one of the world’s longest and harshest lockdowns. And there were also those for whom daily existence barely changed. Pass the prawns please. Another slice of pie? Shall we do the crackers now? Don’t eat Santa’s leftover milk and cookies, it’s not Covid-safe.


For me, 2020 was not unlike one long, awful car trip. We didn’t do anything much except try to pass the time. We barely moved our bodies, yet we were constantly exhausted. It was as if real life had been put on pause. But unlike the entire Netflix catalogue, which we watched in lockdown, there was no option to rewind and relive the delights of what had come before. No option to fast-forward to a more comfortable place. No time stamp to tell us how long this movie might last. We stayed awake at night, wracked with insomnia, captivated by the repetitive, monotonous, terrifying uncertainty. And I know that this life pause existed not only for those living in Melbourne, for whom the world became so small when it was made to fit inside the desk drawer of a cramped makeshift home office. Rules and regulations kept us enclosed in that tiny space. We had no choice. We were wedged. While restrictions and the severity of government intervention in our lives did differ, a pause was the lived experience of all Australians.


International borders were closed. Planes grounded. Holidays cancelled. A once globalised world was declared off limits until further notice. The precious safety of our island home was guarded with unflinching enforcement. One case. Four close contacts. And state borders slammed shut. While cities went quiet and highways emptied, our homes grew louder, and louder still. Filled with toddlers shouting, sobbing older siblings, exasperated aunties, frustrated dads, and mums just trying to block it all out while trying to multitask homeschool and a Zoom presentation for work. Even the most expansive of living rooms became overcrowded with unfinished craft projects, exercise equipment and discarded paper bags of Uber Eats. Days of the week blurred together, like that period between Christmas and New Year, but without the joy. We ate and ate and ate and ate because it was the only effective method of blocking out the news.


No matter how ‘normal’ life might have seemed in some places, our freedom to travel, gather and be entertained as we once did was curtailed. The simplicity of meeting a friend for coffee, hugging them on arrival and smiling at the barista as you paid your bill disappeared. For a time there, cafés ceased to be places where we might congregate and instead became transactional, muted and masked. We visited the same local places most days during lockdown, trying to share our custom equally and keep every business afloat. On one occasion, my husband and I had an almost-argument over who would make the daily pilgrimage for coffee, and thus have the privilege of conversing with another adult. The warm embrace of someone we cared about was truncated to only those we lived with. (And most of us were downright sick of them.) We got lonely. Especially when it came to our thoughts of the future, no longer bright and shiny but muted and unclear.


Smiling at someone who served or helped you, the simplest of friendly courtesies, was rendered impossible. Tyra Banks, the supermodel who once hosted series upon series of a television show teaching doe-eyed, impossibly beautiful girls to pose for the camera, used to tell them to smile with their eyes. To ‘smize’. I remember practising the smize in front of the mirror in my parents’ bathroom because it had the best lighting. It’s harder than you think. My intensity looked angrier and more manic than friendly or sexy. The smize was an act that took on a new everyday meaning for communities whose every public interaction was now masked. Something once worn only by doctors and people working with dangerous chemicals became mandatory for the rest of us, rapidly morphing into another fashion item to be personalised and bedazzled. I still want a sequined mask and I make no apology for that.


With suburbs and towns, cities and states all locked down, there were days when it seemed our economy was in freefall. Economic warnings for the future ranged from dire to total devastation. There was one night I barely resisted throwing the remote control across the room when a financial forecaster on the news used the term ‘unprecedented’ three times in his two-minute bulletin. Those who still left the house to work walked through empty streets to catch empty trains home to empty neighbourhoods at the end of a lonely day’s labour. Deemed ‘essential workers’, these individuals were spared the monotony of home but at the cost of exposure to an invisible virus. It was more than enough to unsettle the mind and suffocate the soul. Everything and everyone felt dangerous.


My husband and I were some of the lucky ones who could remain employed at home. But even we found new challenges; fighting for desk space to work, mental space to homeschool, and emotional space to be alone with our worrisome thoughts. Our perfectly good-sized home felt smaller, like the walls were closing in. I missed coming home at the end of my day and telling my husband what had happened over dinner or a glass of red wine. Now he already knew about my day. It was entirely the same as his.


And then there were the citizens who lost their jobs without any real prospect of finding new ones. For some, there was JobKeeper, a fair payment to keep you going but with no promise of how long it might last. For others, there was nothing. Public universities buckled under the pressure and performers threw their hands up in despair. No help and no hope. A generation of thinkers and artists left behind.


The Covid-19 experience was not one of physical ill-health for most Australians. A little over 0.002 of us1 actually contracted the disease. At the time of writing, only twenty-nine in every one million Australians had died from Covid. Compared to most of the world, we have fared extraordinarily well. We are the fortunate few. We are safe. Those Australians who will suffer the long-term physical effects of this virus are few and a world-class medical system will be there to support them when they need it. While the vaccine rollout bungles prompt eye rolls and shudders, there is a quiet community confidence that we’ll be okay in the end. That the lucky country will remain so. That when faced with enormous global upheaval and a threat that could have killed hundreds of thousands, we have found our way through. Surely, our cleverness will not run out. Will it?


The mental health of the Australian community is another question entirely. The functionality, availability and cost of mental health care stands in stark contrast to our physical health supports. Calls to crisis lines grew2 as Australians fought the loneliness of lockdown and sought consolation for their bubbling fears. Among the worst affected were those who had lost jobs, younger people and healthcare workers. Those without work asked where more was going to come from in an economy that was morphing into a new shape before our very eyes. Young people repeated clichés about the best years of their lives over and over in their heads as they poured their love and troubles into a device. Frontline workers compartmentalised the horror they’d witnessed and tried to save their internal agony for another day. Subsidised psychology appointments were made more plentiful by governments, but this generosity didn’t last. As Australians grapple with what is hopefully the aftermath of their acute experiences of the pandemic, many will be unable to access the health care they need.


Being at home proved harder than expected. With work and kids and pets and parents and plants and homeschool and online Pilates and streaming and sourdough, there was so little time to just be. While some were ambitious, others planned to relax and rest. Everyone was disappointed. I went through a short but intense sourdough phase before my starter, Carol Breadkin, ended up in the bin where she belonged. I crafted in the best way I could, throwing intense energy at entertaining my kid who would have preferred cartoons. I scowled at my husband when he walked in front of my online HIIT class while privately thankful for an excuse to stop lunging for just a few moments. Yes, our relationships were tested. Nearly to breaking point. Others, already broken, meant there were women trapped alone at home with a person who hurt them. Stay home. Stay safe. No advice is a catch-all.


Living alone could be empty and cruel. Imagine day upon day, month on month, trapped in an apartment. Pacing the same stretch of carpet and yearning for human company. Those of us with little ones gathered them up in our arms and held them close. We wondered how this would be for them, how long it would last, how long the after-effects would shape their world and their very beings. I watched my son rocket skywards during lockdown. One night, as I lay in his bed, stroking his back and listening to his complaints of growing pains, I cried a bit. I wondered if I was growing too. If my husband and friends were growing from this experience. Or if we were just hardening to a new, bleak reality.


Those with older loved ones lived with the unease of what fate might serve to those whose frailty was clear. With visitors banned from nursing homes and restricted from being in hospitals, expressing love became more complicated. We messaged. We called. We wrote letters and baked muffins. Substitutes for the hugs and kisses we reserved for safety’s sake.


Together we waited – apart but not alone – for it to be over.


Without an end date, the expanse of time between the way things were and the way things might become loomed large on a painfully distant horizon. In the midst of lockdowns, questions of mask varieties, vaccine production, and ‘will we ever … again?’ dominated community consciousness. Australians soon reached a common understanding. We knew we weren’t going back to the old way of doing things – too much of it was no longer fit for purpose. We had learned new ways. Some of them, we even liked better. Nonetheless, we were yet to transition to a new place. We received ever-changing signals about timelines from leaders and health authorities. There were so many false starts on what turned out to be false ends. The dawning of a new year, we thought, would bring about that change. Despite the best efforts of our logical brains, we had somehow convinced ourselves that 2020 would be the end of it. Or at least the beginning of the end. Surely a time would come eventually at which we could declare ‘this bit’ over and move on to the next challenge. To rebuild, remake and renew. We believed deep down that a change of the Julian calendar would be it. We’d press play again and leave our world of pause behind. So when the clock struck midnight on 31 December 2020, there was a mass of dashed expectations.


Viruses, of course, do not respect clocks and calendars. Just as they do not respect state borders, periods of mourning, or the birthday party of a child who has been religiously counting down. To find an equilibrium once more. Painfully, Covid-19 gave us no such certainty. Even with multiple vaccines in production worldwide, all being rolled out with incredible speed, there was no assurance of what tomorrow would bring.


This sense we all experienced in the awfulness of 2020 and beyond, of having left something behind but not yet arrived at the new place, is called ‘liminal time’;3 the in-between. Liminal time is a period of transition. Of course, the coronavirus pandemic was not the first occasion that many Australian women have been in a place of liminality. What could better characterise a phase of enforced waiting to move from one way of being to the next than pregnancy? For women who have borne children, those long 40 weeks or so of wandering, dreaming, heaving and short breathing are the very definition of liminality. Once past a certain point, there is no going back, but at the same time, one cannot speed up in the pursuit of the destination. While we like to think it’s possible to plan and prepare for what’s next, we must also simply exist. We must occupy the place, the body, we are in. Trapped in liminality, a state of unrest between one way of being and the next.


For more than eighteen months, the world has been in flux, with each of us experiencing a kind of functional disorientation. But while we wait for the pandemic to be over – whatever ‘over’ means – our world beyond it is already being fashioned. What final shape it will take remains up for discussion and debate. One thing we know for certain is that here in Australia, we have a head start. There is no question that having come through the pandemic comparatively untarnished, we have an incredible opportunity. An opportunity to ‘build back better’, as the politicians tell us. Looking backwards should be for the purpose of imagining better, not reminiscing about a past through rose-coloured glasses. Our lens should be squarely on the economic policy and social settings that enable a future worth inhabiting. To build an Australia that is ready for the multitude of challenges that lie ahead. An inclusive Australia that provides opportunities for every citizen, not just the privileged few. It is time for our period of liminality to come to an end. It is time to rebuild.


At the forefront of that process must be the equality of women. Women went into the pandemic already faced with a hugely unequal set of circumstances, and the pandemic has made those circumstances even more acute. Globally, women’s jobs were 1.8 times more vulnerable in the pandemic than men’s jobs. Women make up just under 40 per cent of the world’s paid workforce but suffered 59 per cent of the job losses.4 In Australia, women were the first workers to be laid off and the first to be rehired, often at a lower pay rate than before. Recruiters reported a change in priorities among women who returned to the labour market after lockdowns. Instead of picking up where they left off, both position and pay-wise, more women took lower-paid roles5 for the sake of security and flexibility.


According to the Australian Institute of Criminology, almost one in ten women experienced violence from their intimate partner between March and May 2020. For a third of those women, it was the first time this had happened.


Women continued to shoulder the overwhelming burden of unpaid care work despite men being at home in greater numbers than ever before in the nation’s history. Provisional results of a survey by the University of Melbourne6 suggest that in households with children, parents are putting in an extra six hours a day of care and supervision, with women taking on more than two-thirds of the extra time. Australian Bureau of Statistics survey data7 reveals that women were more likely than men to feel restless, nervous, lonely and like nothing could cheer them up during the lockdowns. A whopping 37 per cent of young women aged 18–24 reported experiencing suicidal thoughts. 2020 has exposed and deepened existing inequalities, revealing the frightening precariousness of Australian women’s security and happiness. Women are more likely to be socio-economically disadvantaged and live in poor housing conditions with decreased sanitation or overcrowding, which increased the likelihood they would contract and spread Covid-19. Women also make up 75 per cent of the health workforce8 – and are more likely to work in roles that require direct physical contact with patients – placing them at greater risk of contracting the virus. In short? If the day-to-day impacts of gender inequality weren’t already apparent to an individual woman, they certainly made themselves known throughout 2020.


Perhaps that’s why in March 2021, nearly 100 000 people marched on the streets of Australia’s cities and towns, demanding justice for women. These rallies followed extraordinary allegations of sexual misconduct and assault in the nation’s parliament. They proceeded further with revelations of harassment, sexism, and abuses of power, revealing a culture of patriarchy, sleaze and recklessness in the corridors of power. That such events had allegedly taken place in Parliament House and been covered up sparked fury in the minds of women who had never set foot inside that building. The rolling allegations of February and March 2021 and the prime minister’s lack of adequate response became a lightning rod for action. Women of all ages and from all walks of life – lawyers, nurses, hairdressers, university students, bloggers, athletes, schoolgirls, public servants, accountants, stay-at-home mums, hospitality workers – took it personally, for every woman alive has been harassed on the job or knows someone who has suffered harassment or worse.


I attended the Melbourne march. On a makeshift stage clumsily constructed on the back of a ute, I shouted into a dodgy microphone at thousands and thousands of my sisters and allies. I told them that I was just twenty-two years old when I started working as a government staffer at Parliament House, Canberra. That I was employed there for four years. That I grew up in a building where everyone else seemed very grown up and it wasn’t until years later that I realised just how unusual the experience was. I took them back to a night when I was at a hotel bar with a dozen or so colleagues. Most of them are men. Everyone is drunk. There are two women, neither of whom I know very well, and me. We’re seated together on a long couch, sitting primly with our knees together – not that there is any real alternative when wearing a skirt suit. The man, a married father, sitting on my left stands to make his goodbyes. We’ve been chatting for much of the night. The way he talks reminds me of my dad holding court at the breakfast table back when I was at high school, arguing as a method of preparing me for an exam. Oozing charm, my new friend makes a point of singling out everyone in the group for individual mention as he departs.


What you have to understand is how special everyone feels. This is an important guy. Being recognised by him makes us feel important too. As he walks off, I realise he’s left his hotel room key on the table in front of me. Innocently, I jump up and call out his name, waving the plastic card in the air. ‘I think you forgot something?’ He walks slowly and deliberately back to us, coming right up close beside me to collect the card. His fingers clasp unnecessarily around mine as he leans in, face inches from my own. ‘You’re so naive, it’s delicious,’ he says. ‘That was meant for you.’ He speaks in an exaggerated faux whisper so the whole group can hear him. Everyone is looking at us. Everyone laughs. I am mortified.


I told the crowd, whose faces were full of concern and whose placards shouted for better, for more, that this was but one occasion that stands out in my memory. There were many. As a staffer, I was a young woman in a world of older men, and for many of those men, parliament was their playground. Away from their family and friends for twenty-two weeks of every year, Canberra was a place where they worked hard and played harder. I know now that I was one of the lucky ones. While I certainly experienced sexual harassment, I was not sexually assaulted. I was not raped. I was spared that indignity, that distress, that trauma and brutality and the memories that go along with it. I was spared the experience alleged by Brittany Higgins, the brave former Liberal staffer who says she was raped on the couch of Australia’s then Defence Industry Minister, Linda Reynolds.


Brittany Higgins’ experience and mine were not singular. Nor were they experiences confined to the walls of Parliament House. Women from all backgrounds, professions and industries have had similar experiences. Whether at home, at work or in the community, women regularly report not feeling safe. There is behaviour which comes as second nature to us that makes men scratch their heads in confusion. Behaviour, when pointed out to them, prompts anger, defensiveness, and cries of ‘not all men’. We carry our keys between our fingers while walking back to the car at night. We move train carriages because a guy is looking at us in a way that feels threatening. We smile politely and decline the advances of a colleague because it will be awkward to say what we’re really thinking. We shrug off the comments of a great-uncle who is excused from the consequences of his blatantly sexist remarks because of his age. We grit our teeth when the boss calls us ‘sweetie’ or ‘darling’ or ‘babe’, or when a colleague describes us as ambitious in such a way that makes clear it isn’t a compliment.


Across the country, we gathered together in force to say that it happened to us. Our presence stole nightly news bulletins, dinner party conversations and Newspoll results for weeks at a time, but was there something else going on too? I think so. Australian women loudly and proudly demanded change after a year of being taken advantage of by employers and family members and let down by governments more than ever before. Having spent close to twelve months at home teaching children, minding pets, cleaning houses and caring for elderly relatives as well as doing their paid jobs, women were fed up. Fed up with the sexism, discrimination and violence. Fed up with the deepening and darkening of inequality caused by a pandemic that pushed them to breaking point. Fed up with being treated like second-class citizens at home, at work and in the healthcare system. Fed up with being told to wait their turn or to make way for others, being taken for granted and working without adequate thanks, let alone adequate pay. Women want misogyny, and the violence and inequalities that are borne from it, to end.


It is a rare moment in modern history that would galvanise women in such numbers, and it deserves closer inspection. It is worth noting that it took a collective experience to spur women on. No longer content with dreaming alone, women are daring to want – and to demand – aloud. That work is valued according to its worth and not which gender dominates the ranks of its employees. That work is secure, safe and flexible. For those for whom work can be difficult at times, or even impossible, a basic, livable income whose cost is borne by all of us. A balance between paid and unpaid work made possible by employers with reasonable expectations. A balance facilitated by husbands and brothers, fathers and sons. A chance to be with and care for our parents as they age and require more help than before. An opportunity to spend time with friends free of pressure, guilt and competitive oneup-man-ship. The freedom to live a full life knowing that our nation’s health system will catch us when we fall, whether that fall is caused by a stone in the road or a lump in our heads. A celebration of the women whose work it is to care as early childhood educators, carers for the elderly, cleaners of hospitals and nurses of the sick. Freedom from violence at work, at home and on the soon-to-be vibrant streets of our cities.


It may well be too early to use words like ‘movement’ or ‘reckoning’. Terms as considerable as these can perhaps only be justly applied in retrospect. But there is something in the air, and as you’re about to learn we stand on the precipice of genuine reform that could benefit women for generations to come. There is a decades-long whisper among the women I speak with that the work of feminism is not done yet. That while things seem fair on the surface, evil lurks beneath the waters. Women’s lives remain the subject of stereotype and expectation, judgement and lack of opportunity. The pandemic has laid these realities bare in a way that is hard to ignore. The world is hurting as a whole, but women’s wounds cut deep, and the blood runs thick. There is pain steeped in politics, a lack of empathy and acknowledgement, a frustration that is giving way to fury that must be channelled calmly, seriously and judiciously towards a better deal for all women. Not just for the privileged – the wealthy, the white, the abled, the straight, the cis-gendered – but for women whose stories have too long been forgotten.


Coronavirus may have brought the world to its knees. But it is women who will stand strong in its wake.









Work.


Jane Gilmore




Jane Gilmore was the founding editor of The King’s Tribune. She is now a freelance journalist and a regular columnist for The Age and Sydney Morning Herald. Jane is currently completing a Master of Journalism at the University of Melbourne and has a particular interest in feminism, media and data journalism.





For the first time in almost a year, I can walk into a Melbourne supermarket without wearing a face mask. After so long, I feel weirdly vulnerable, almost naked, without one. It is, however, much easier to have casual conversations with strangers now we can see each other’s faces again, which is exactly how I struck up a conversation with Alice* just a few weeks ago. Alice works in a suburban supermarket. When we started talking, she was laughing about the technology changes she’s seen during her almost twenty years behind the cash register. ‘One of the reasons I got the job is because I’m really good at arithmetic. Remember the days when we had to calculate in our heads how much change to give?’ Alice was born in Australia to Asian parents, and she told me racism has always been a problem for her at work. ‘I was called a “fucking boatie” on my first day and it’s never really gone away. In the lockdown, one man called me a “diseased slant-eyed cunt” because I couldn’t get him any toilet paper. There were days when I was scared to go to work, and I couldn’t do anything about it. I didn’t want to complain because I’m in my fifties now and I’m too easy to replace. I’ve only ever worked in retail. There’s no way I’d have got another job in 2020.’


Alice’s story shows how close the connection can be between racism, sexism, and poverty. The man who abused Alice went straight to racist slurs, safe in the knowledge that, as a white man, he had power that she didn’t. Perhaps Alice’s low-income job gave him a sense of status, that somehow his station was higher than hers and he was entitled to abuse her. It also shows how women’s lives are still held hostage to the old myths about gender, race, age and sexuality that have propped up white men’s power for centuries. Those myths say women are weak, emotional, best suited to subservient, nurturing roles, while men are strong, logical and best suited to leadership. They tell us women’s sexuality is dangerous – we are either ‘pure’ or ‘wicked’; either way, we are an irresistible temptation for men, who are not responsible for the lustful thoughts our bodies impose upon them, or the actions that follow. Gender myths tell us that a woman’s age is an indication of her value. Sometimes I feel like we get about half an hour in our late twenties when we’re actually the ‘right’ age. Otherwise, we’re either too young to count or too old to matter.


These stereotypes are the basic foundations on which all our gendered inequalities rest. They are embedded in the political and public lives of all Australians. They are the reason women do too much unpaid and underpaid work. They are also why men don’t do enough unpaid work and are paid far more than women in the job market. Women of colour, women in poverty and women with disabilities are marginalised even further. We have seen how white women are sometimes given voice and opportunity while First Nations women are ignored, or even attacked, for just trying to be part of the conversation. White male voices are still the loudest in mainstream discussion, while white women are patronised and Blak women are ignored, erased or abused.


Covid-19 didn’t create these inequalities but, as always happens in a crisis, the existing fault lines were ripped wide open under the pressure of fear, loss, and the threat of a descent into poverty. Around half a million Australian women lost their jobs in 2020, the first year of the Covid-19 pandemic. While many of them did find work again in 2021, evidence suggests that they went back to work on lower incomes and were employed for fewer hours. I am writing this just after the much relied on JobKeeper payment ended. While the jobs market seems to be rebounding better than expected, wage growth is low, superannuation is unequal and women, again, are likely to be the hardest hit as those problems worsen. The once-in-a-hundred-years events are now happening every ten years, and women who were pushed further from economic security by Covid-19 will be hit again. Probably more than once. We need to clearly understand where we have come from and where we are now if we’re going to ensure that Australian women don’t again suffer disproportionately in the inevitable economic shocks still to come.


It happened to Alice. It happened to me. One day, it might happen to my daughter. Or to yours.


Covid-19 showed in stark detail just how essential women’s work is to our collective survival and how, at the same time, it remains deeply undervalued. And yet the same old arguments that existed before Covid-19 were rolled out once again by the loudest (mostly male) voices in politics and the media after the federal budget in late 2020. The so-called Covid Budget was rightly decried for ignoring the effect of the pandemic on women. Politicians and journalists loudly proclaimed this was okay, because women and men had both been impacted by Covid-19. We were reminded that women drive on the same soon-to-be upgraded roads as men. That women also have jobs (12 per cent of them) in building and construction9 and will benefit from the lucrative infrastructure contracts that would flow from government stimulus. We were told (again) that men have more wealth and income than women because they make different choices. Women, we were told, choose to work in low-paid industries such as childcare or aged care or nursing. That these jobs are so horrendously undervalued is not, apparently, a problem that needs to be fixed – it’s just the way things are. Women also choose to have babies (and men don’t?) so of course they lose income and career progression (and men don’t). So why should women, who make all these poor financial choices, not bear the consequences of lower wages, stagnating careers and superannuation loss?


The World Economic Forum produces an annual measure of the global gender pay gap, comparing countries across four areas: economic participation and opportunity, educational attainment, health and survival, and political empowerment. Australia has dropped from a ranking of fifteenth in the world when this measure was first introduced in 2006, to forty-fourth in 2020. That’s a drop of twenty-nine places in just fourteen years. We are falling behind comparable nations. Australian women are becoming more disadvantaged while the rest of the world is investing in improving women’s lives. Economic security for Australian women must be a priority for our country as we emerge from the pandemic, or women will reap dark and dire consequences, not just now, but for many generations to come.


Thankfully, it seems like a lifetime ago that these arguments were relegated to the ‘women’s sections’ of the news. Questions of women’s safety and economic security are now mainstream, front-page news. The pandemic in 2020 and the March4Justice in 2021 changed the way Australians understand power, money and gender. Within months of being allowed to safely gather together publicly, women and non-binary people once again picked up their cudgels and started smashing away at outdated myths in ways we haven’t seen since the sexual revolution of the seventies. I love the feeling of national solidarity and momentum. I hope that it can be maintained long enough to make real change, because if it doesn’t, all we’ll have left is despair and the status quo.


The second Covid Budget, in May 2021, was a warning sign that this possibility is all too real. While it was heavily promoted as ‘the women’s budget’, the $3.4 billion promised on ‘women’s issues’ remains at just over 2 per cent of the $161 billion 2020–21 deficit. Half of that spend on women ($1.7 billion) is for childcare and calling that a ‘women’s issue’ is part of the problem. Childcare is not a women’s issue. It is a parents’ issue.


No one can deny the pandemic made austerity even more dangerous than usual. The government had to spend, and spend big, to keep the economy going. This was important to keep people in jobs and to keep people spending. But this budget also represented a once-in-a-lifetime chance for reform. It’s high – albeit necessary – overall spending will leave Australia with over $1 trillion of debt and the government has not proposed any real plan to pay that money back. If we are going to go into intergenerational debt – that is, debt so large that future generations will be left to repay it long after we are dead – then we must spend it on intergenerational change. Papering over structural problems with superficial political cladding, hoping there’s enough to cover the holes for another election cycle, is criminally wasteful.


The huge spend on childcare will be welcomed by parents and childcare centres alike. It will improve the short-term affordability of childcare for many families. This is, of course, a good thing. But it does not do anything to alter the underlying issue that early childhood education needs to be integrated into the education system as a whole rather than remain as an underfunded, glorified babysitting service. Childcare providers need to be more tightly regulated and early childhood educators need to be paid in the same way we regulate and pay any other teachers. The 2021 budget provided a needed temporary sugar hit but why didn’t the government think more long term? Why not seize an opportunity to couple big spending with big reform that would reset a growing industry for the future?


The extra money for domestic and sexual violence is desperately needed, but again, is nothing more than a short-term high. It still assumes the remedy will be delivered by police and courts, even though the police can be part of the problem nearly as often as they are the solution, and the courts are issuing often-unenforced protection orders or prison sentences that focus only on punishment rather than rehabilitation.


Aged care funding was delivered on in the budget too and to an even greater dollar figure than childcare. There is no doubt that it was desperately needed. But the failures in aged care, as revealed by the Royal Commission, were as much about lack of regulation and accountability as they were about funding. Coupled with this is the absence of job security and adequate pay that would attract a committed, qualified and full-time workforce. This was yet another reminder that money without reform does not fix the problem. The spending announced in the 2021 budget was unarguably a critical first step. But the number of Australians aged over eighty-five is projected to triple in the next thirty years. Many of them will rely on residential aged care and the majority of them will be female. Billions always sounds big, but the reality is that billions will simply be wasted if there is no clear plan to fund and monitor the care older Australians will need.


It’s also worth remembering that caring workforces tend to be overwhelmingly female. Aged care is no different. There was nothing in the 2021–22 budget to address the chronically low wages in female-dominated industries. Think of all the industries that tend to have a female-dominated workforce: education, professional cleaning, mental health, nursing, hairdressing. All of these industries suffer from inadequate remuneration in comparison to similar male-dominated industries.


As we come to grips with the realisation that Covid-19 was not a temporary blip but an ongoing issue the entire world will have to grapple with for years to come, we are going to have to make deep changes to our economic lives. This means we have an opportunity to dig into those structural issues and change them – permanently. The 2021 budget, while high spending, did not go far enough in this regard.


Women lost jobs, income and safety in 2020, while their unpaid labour increased considerably. The work of caring for children, homes, and vulnerable and sick family members fell mostly on women. As well as the physical and emotional toll, this burden has a significant economic effect on women – and it always gets worse in a crisis. Unpaid time spent caring and cleaning and administering households and emotionally supporting others is integral to our humanity. One of the reasons women suffer disproportionate economic insecurity is that we continue to shoulder the majority of this undervalued and unpaid work.


By contrast, Covid-19 also gave us access to flexible work in ways we never had before, and men did pick up a bit more (although still not enough) of the unpaid work every family needs to function properly. Women, who have been asking since they first walked through the doors of office buildings and factories, were suddenly able to work more flexibly. Decades of excuses and doubt about working remotely disappeared overnight and many women were finally able to access the flexibility they needed. Everything we lost and everything we gained since the beginning of 2020 tells a story. It proves the reality of women’s economic insecurity before Covid-19, and the worsening reality now. It also proves the possibility of real change – if Australians want it enough to make it happen.


For a few brief months, Australians knew what life could be like without having to pay for childcare. We lifted unemployed people and single parents out of poverty. We almost completely solved homelessness. We had a national discussion about men’s violence against women and how it permeates our lives at work and at home. We saw what can happen when the entire country acts to protect our most vulnerable. It was an inspirational, if brief, glimpse of how we could be as a nation when we make safety more important than ideology. Getting back to normal life shouldn’t mean forgetting the lessons we’ve learned about what can be possible – and better – for women.


Money is not only about buying shiny things. The old adage that money cannot buy happiness may be true, but what it can buy is safety, independence and choices. These things may not create happiness on their own, but it is almost impossible to be happy without them.


[image: image]


For nearly two hundred years, women have been fighting to be recognised as having the same political, personal and economic value as men. It doesn’t always feel like it, but in the long view, we’re winning that fight. Sometimes we can forget how much has changed for women, even in the last fifty years. My mother is in her seventies now. When I talk to her about what life was like when she started work as a teenager in the 1960s, I’m shocked by how different life was for me when I started work. And even more so when I compare it to what I expect for my daughter, who is about that age now.


When my mum started work, there were only two women in Federal Parliament. Australian women had not won the legal right to equal pay. Rape in marriage was not a crime, but abortion was. Australian women could not take out loans or mortgages without a man’s signature. Unmarried mothers were not eligible for welfare benefits. In some states, women did not have full rights to sit on juries. No-fault divorce didn’t exist. The contraceptive pill incurred a 27.5 per cent ‘luxury tax’ and wasn’t available on the National Health Scheme. Full voting rights for Aboriginal people had only existed for five years and no First Nations people – let alone First Nations women – had ever sat in an Australian parliament. Just over fifty years later, all those things have changed significantly. But they didn’t just change on their own and women weren’t simply handed those changes by benevolent men. We fought – and fought hard – for them. We protested, marched, campaigned and demanded change. And it worked.


My mother has retired now, and my daughter has her first job. Covid-19 has changed their lives again. Mum is still waiting for her Covid-19 vaccine and my daughter got her job within two hours of applying because all the backpackers and international students who used to staff Melbourne’s bars and cafés have vanished. My kid can make the time to do extra shifts because half of her university classes are still online. She gets the occasional leers and pick-up lines from customers, but she experiences nothing like the groping and vicious slurs I remember being standard in hospitality work when I was at university.


My mother and my daughter are very much alike. Both of them are more disciplined and organised than I will ever be. But my daughter and her mates are living very different lives to the women of my mother’s generation – in part thanks to the courage the older women of today showed when they were young. Those women who fought for women’s rights fifty years ago won a lot of change for us. That should give us hope for the battles to come in the post-pandemic period.


The 1970s was a time of huge social change in Australia as the women of the baby boomer generation demanded a voice and a space in public life. ‘The personal is political’ was a catchcry, because the difference between the public and personal prior to the seventies was so sharply gendered. Men had public lives; they were the ones with careers and professions. Men were almost exclusively in charge of governments, and they were also the ones making their mark and claiming accolades in sport and art. Women’s lives were personal and private, only for themselves and each other. The Royal Commission on Human Relationships, established by Gough Whitlam, was the first time that women’s personal stories were brought into the political arena in Australia. I was astonished when I read about it during lockdown, partly by how revolutionary it was for its time and partly because I had never heard about it before. Women told the Commission about their experiences of abortion, domestic abuse, poverty and family relationships. As a result, those very private, very female experiences made it to the mainstream media, which until then had been reserved primarily for men’s stories. The Commission recommended, among many other things, decriminalising abortion and homosexuality. It took many years, but those things did eventually happen and, despite the doom-wailing at the time, families were not destroyed by changing our understanding of what they are or could or should be. That can happen again – and it needs to, because there is too much that remains alarmingly unchanged.


We have a new generation of young women showing up now, armed with strength and courage, ready to fight for more freedom, more safety, more change. Australian of the Year Grace Tame, who advocates so eloquently for survivors of sexual abuse. Brittany Higgins, who put a face and a story to the rampant misogyny in our Federal Parliament. Lidia Thorpe, the first Aboriginal person elected to the Victorian parliament and now holding a seat in the Federal Senate, who fights uncompromisingly for First Nations people. These women are still making the personal political. It has been electrifying to watch their staunch refusal to accept the shame that predatory men always assume they can shift from themselves to the women they’ve abused. Too many of us still live with the shame that rightly belongs to the men who hurt us and far too many men in public life still don’t understand that. Which is why the government failed so comprehensively to understand the power and fury of the March4Justice movement in early 2021.


Men in power will continue to misunderstand us or ignore us, sometimes wilfully and often with breathtaking animosity. We must not let them get away with it.
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Women’s economic lives are political as much as they are personal. It is therefore a political necessity to acknowledge that the economic horrors of this crisis haven’t been doled out fairly or evenly.


My own working life has been erratic. I’ve had some tough times and I’ve also had some really good times. During one of those good times, I was working a lot of hours and had no time for housework, but I did have the money to pay for help. That’s when I met Maria*, my lifesaving cleaner. Maria’s family migrated to Australia from Italy when she was a teenager. Now in her fifties, Maria loves being an Australian. She describes herself as both lucky and hardworking. When Maria’s father died, he left her enough money for a deposit on a small house in outer Melbourne. Still, Maria lives carefully. She has a mortgage to pay and two children living at home. For the last fifteen years, whenever Maria has a little extra cleaning work, she does a big trip to her local market and makes soups, casseroles, pies and lasagnes to fill her chest freezer. Her teenage son can get through an entire lasagne by himself, so Maria has plenty of them stacked away for him, as well as her favourite chickpea soup and the homemade cherry pies her daughter loves so much. ‘That freezer was a lifesaver,’ she says. ‘I would make sure we always had at least two months of meals stored away so I wouldn’t have to worry if I lost a couple of clients. We’d have enough food to get through until I found new ones.’


The chest freezer stopped working in the middle of 2019 and Maria couldn’t afford to replace it. She kept as many lasagnes and pies as she could, but the small freezer space in her fridge filled too quickly. What she couldn’t give to friends and family, she had to throw away. ‘It would have been more than $500 worth of food that I lost when the freezer broke. It broke my heart.’ Maria speaks to the value of the ingredients alone. But she didn’t count her own labour that went into the spoiled food: her planning, shopping and thoughtful, loving cooking. This was a considerable loss, too.
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