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In 2007 Sarah Hanson-Young became the youngest woman ever to be elected to the Australian parliament. With over a decade in politics as a Greens Senator, Sarah is a leading voice for progressive change. She lives in the Adelaide Hills with her optimistic eleven-year-old daughter, Kora.
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En garde


To be truthful, you must be vulnerable, and to be resilient, you must be aware of your own vulnerabilities.


For years, I let slide the sexist slurs and innuendo spoken against me, both inside and outside parliament, thinking that staying quiet and not making a fuss would eventually make it stop. I had convinced myself that not giving it oxygen would force it to fade away. I was wrong. As a woman who has a reputation for not being shy about standing up and calling things out, this silence led to a festering conflict inside me.


The insults got louder and the men hurling them grew bolder. It seemed their aim was to break me, to bully me out of doing my job. They never did shut me up—not fully, anyway—but there were plenty of times they came close.


Then I started to call this sort of behaviour out and, ever since, I’ve been wondering whether I’m resilient enough to handle the consequences. Being honest means being truthful about how vulnerable I am to their attacks. Am I up for the critics saying that I’m playing the victim, that I’m being precious, that I’m nothing more than an attention seeker, a snowflake or princess? I have to be up for this.


Thankfully, there are women, and men, across the country who’ve responded to the attacks, and to me calling them out, with support and care, undeterred by the lazy labels from critics, naysayers and trolls. Women and girls have been telling me their stories—horrible examples of sexism and abuse, and many of them far worse than I’ve experienced. For these women, my ability to speak out is important. There is strength in expressing vulnerability. My vulnerability empowers them and, in return, their belief empowers me.


Politics is, by its nature, a tough gig and therefore not for the faint-hearted. The increasingly rigorous debate about ‘values’ means things in and around parliament often become intensely passionate and personal. I’ve always given as good as I get—debating issues and pushing for the ideas I believe in. I’ve never been too shy to say I agree or disagree with something. So, I’m used to the rough and tumble, but that doesn’t mean I like it or that it’s easy. While I’m talking about what we can do to make this country better, I’m constantly preparing for the insults to start flying. I’m in the parliament to debate policies, not to be attacked for my sex life or because I’m a mother. Sadly, despite many people saying they play the ball and not the man, or the woman, the opposite is often true.


Until recently, I thought being resilient meant not admitting that I was being bullied. I thought that doing so would show I was weak, but I was mistaken. It turns out that real strength comes from admitting to and confronting being bullied. It’s hard, much harder than ignoring it, but it’s the only way to make change.


I am aware that my ability to appear resilient in the face of attacks, or to weather the embarrassment that comes from my mistakes, can make me seem indomitable. People describe me as ‘cold’ and ‘defensive’ just as ambitious women are described as ‘fierce’ and ‘nasty’. Whether the allegations are true or not, their narrative prevails.


My guard has always been up because it’s needed to be; I am always wondering where the next attack will come from.


Critics have accused me of being ‘a nasty piece of work’, while, in the next breath, saying I am a ‘bleeding heart’. I’ve been accused of being a ‘social justice warrior’ and ‘playing the victim’ at the same time. These negative terms are used to belittle the ability of women with or without public profiles to speak honestly and compassionately, with strength and power.


I’ve found it hard to reconcile the fact that that I am both resilient and vulnerable. But I am, and that’s okay.


My vulnerability allows me to be resilient, because, ultimately, it is to do with being true to myself and what I stand for. I think most people are the same.


Politicians should be real people, who feel things deeply. We should be motivated to make the world a better place, and be disgusted when we see injustice and inequality.


So, I am real, I am tough, but I am also vulnerable, and I won’t apologise for it anymore. I’ve spent all that time with my guard up, only to realise that I’m more powerful when it’s down. My opponents should consider this a warning.


En garde!









Little companion


My daughter’s name, ‘Kora’, comes from the language of the Wonnarua Nation, the traditional land owners of the Hunter Valley in New South Wales. It means ‘companion’. This is fitting because, from before she was born, she has been with me as I’ve navigated my way through the world of politics. We’ve grown up together, her as a kid and me as a politician. Together a family, neither of us knows a life without the juggling involved in politics and the curveballs that come with it.


Back in 2006, the same week I found out I’d won preselection for the Greens in the upcoming South Australian Senate race, I found out I was pregnant. I was in shock, mostly because doctors had told me that, despite falling pregnant and having an abortion when I was at university, I was unlikely to conceive naturally, as I’d developed polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS). PCOS, despite its name, is a hormone disorder. Some women who have it suffer from cysts on their ovaries, but not all of them do. Other women experience symptoms of depression, weight gain, and excessive hair growth or loss. Despite the condition affecting up to 20 per cent of the female population, there is little public awareness of the disorder and many women don’t even know they have it. Sadly, medical conditions like PCOS that relate to women’s reproductive systems don’t get the funding, research or public attention that they need. Whether it’s ovarian or cervical cancer, endometriosis or PCOS, it seems that things to do with a vagina are still too icky to talk about, let alone to raise the interest of health ministers so that they secure proper funding to tackle them. My symptoms were less severe than those of many other sufferers, but doctors had told me that when the time came that I wanted a baby, it would be nearly impossible for me to become pregnant without hormone treatment. Having had an abortion when I was nineteen gave this advice an extra sting.


With all of this in mind, the last thing I had expected after winning the top spot on the Greens Senate ticket was to discover that I was now also winning at conception.


So, there I was, twenty-four years old, preselected and pregnant. At that stage, the Greens had never won a South Australian seat in the federal parliament. But Bob Brown was the leader of the party and Prime Minister John Howard was on the nose. He had refused to say sorry to the stolen generations or to sign the Kyoto Protocol. I could feel that the support for the Greens was about to increase. It didn’t take me long to work out that I’d been given two very big opportunities and I would be crazy not to take them. The baby was due in April 2007 and the election was due by the end of that year.


Perhaps it was naivety or the excitement of the campaign, or both, but not once did I think that trying to pull off being a new mum while starting my political career was unreasonable. I knew it wouldn’t be easy, of course, but I’ve always worked hard. Silver platters weren’t handed out in my family; I was taught from a young age that if you wanted something, you go get it yourself. I never thought for a moment that anyone would complain about it or try to stop me. Working mums are everywhere, and many are far less supported and not in positions as flexible as mine. It wasn’t the 1950s anymore, even though we did have Howard as PM. I had won the preselection fair and square, so what was the problem with me having a baby?


Plenty, apparently. From the moment I started telling people inside the party that I was expecting, the grumbles started. ‘You really should have told people you wanted to have a baby before you contested the preselection,’ one male party member said to me. It wasn’t the reaction I had banked on. My joy at being an expectant mother quickly turned to disappointment when a group inside one of the local branches tried to have my preselection ruled invalid on the basis that I was now pregnant. They argued that members had not been given all the relevant information before voting in the ballot. While it was never actually said, the meaning was clear: they were accusing me of concealing wanting a child, when, all the while, I had thought it was impossible. Why on earth would I reveal to a group of party members that I had skipped a period, or that I had a medical disorder that affected my fertility? These are questions a male candidate would never have been asked nor was it information he would ever be expected to divulge.


Thankfully, reason prevailed and the campaign against me was quietly dropped. Even so while the complaints were never formalised, they hung around in the background as mutterings and the odd snide comment, like unsubstantiated gripes often do, acting as a reminder that people were watching me and that some, perhaps, were waiting for me to fail.


One person’s comments, when Bob Brown was in Adelaide to announce my candidature to the media, I will never forget. The press were keen on the story because the Greens’ vote was growing, while the Democrats’ had crashed, and I was a young woman stepping into politics at the same time former Democrats senator Natasha Stott Despoja was bowing out. The headline in The Australian the next day called me ‘the Green Natasha’, as though my age and gender were all that mattered.


Ten minutes before the press conference was due to start, a senior woman from the party came over to tell me exactly what she thought. ‘So, you’re having a baby?’ she asked. ‘Yes,’ I said, on some level still expecting, from a colleague, the customary positive response to news of a pregnancy. ‘That’s a mistake,’ she said, implying I was guaranteed to fail. She also said I should forget about trying to keep a partner because ‘that would soon be over’.
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