





[image: image]












[image: image]


Paula Matthewson is a political columnist with The New Daily and editor of Despatches. Her commentary and analysis of Australian federal politics have been published widely since she set aside a long career in politics and advocacy in 2010 to become a freelance writer. During that previous life, Matthewson worked for four years as a Liberal media adviser.
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Other than the woman herself, no-one knows for sure why Julie Bishop strode into that press conference wearing those striking red shoes to sign off as Australia’s first female foreign minister.


Perhaps Bishop’s only intent was to cheer herself up. She’d mentioned in the past that donning a pair of scarlet heels could raise a woman’s spirits. And who would begrudge her such a small act of self-comfort if it was what she needed? Just days before, Australia’s most popular politician had been very publicly snubbed by colleagues when she ran for the Liberal Party’s leadership.


Following Bishop’s press conference, Fairfax’s award-winning photographer Alex Ellinghausen posted an unconventional shot of the event on Twitter. The angle was all scarlet heels blazing before the dark masculine suits and shoes of the assembled media. The image flew around the Twittersphere, swiftly symbolising what Bishop’s treatment revealed about the Liberal Party: its merit system had been exposed as a sham.


And so, thanks to the keen eye of Ellinghausen and the power of social media, Bishop’s red shoes became much more than a potential pick-me-up. They became a rallying point for women who’d had enough—with the Liberal boys’ club that used intimidation to subdue them, and the discredited principle of ‘merit’ to suppress them.


These women became a nascent political movement, one that threatens to overturn decades of Liberal thinking—and rhetoric—that insists Liberal women can only succeed on merit. While they may have once been known for wearing conservative blue, the women of the right have begun to adopt the tactics of those clad in socialist red.


During the weeks that followed Bishop’s press conference, her favoured red shoe emoji became the emblem of that emerging resistance. Female Liberal MPs wore touches of red to parliament to repudiate claims by many Liberal men—and traditionalist Liberal women—that their party couldn’t possibly have an unconscious gender bias and there was ‘nothing to see here’.


Their crimson jackets, dresses and heels—along with a few incendiary statements—signalled the potential beginning of a long-overdue rebellion against the merit myth.


The collective behaviour of these women marked a fundamental shift in the way they viewed the world, as well as themselves. The ‘old’ way of thinking was steeped in Liberal tradition, based on the values and beliefs that had long been celebrated in the first speeches of (mostly male) Liberal MPs. The importance of individual freedom usually came first in their list of guiding principles, followed by the superiority of market forces and the need for reward to be based on merit. Equality was expressed as the right to equal opportunity but not necessarily to equal outcomes.


Even though they were also committed individualists, these modern Liberal women appeared to have come to the begrudging acceptance that no individual woman, not even one as well-credentialed as Julie Bishop, could overcome the gender bias that flourished within the Liberal Party’s male-dominated culture. The flashes of red not only indicated their frustration, rage and disappointment, they also signalled the acceptance by Liberal women that they’d have to follow the lead set by the ‘sisterhood’ on the other side of politics to achieve equality in their own party. They’d have to use collective action to bring about change.


The importance of this shift can’t be overstated. Collective action doesn’t come easily to most Liberals because of their sacrosanct belief in the importance of the individual. This also explains what is for many observers a contradiction among Liberal women: the party has a long history of female parliamentarians fighting to advance the rights of Australian women, but until recently most resisted calling themselves feminists. That’s because women on the conservative side of politics equate feminism with activism, public protests and revolutionary change. Collective action. The Liberal way is to work individually within society’s structures to create incremental change.


As the party’s most senior woman, Bishop had been a prominent defender of those Liberal principles. She had emphasised the responsibility of individuals to strive for excellence and, if they failed, to accept that failure was due to their own limitations. A year after becoming the first Australian woman to hold the foreign affairs portfolio, Bishop told a women’s magazine that she still refused to call herself a feminist and urged women not to use gender as an excuse for being unable to achieve their goals. ‘Stop whingeing, get on with it and prove them all wrong’ was the advice she proffered.


When asked about this rejection of the feminist label a few weeks later, Bishop doubled down, telling the National Press Club that she didn’t deny the existence of the ‘glass ceiling’ but preferred to ignore it: ‘The approach I’ve taken is that if I want something, I’ll work hard and set my mind to it. And if it comes off that’s great. If it doesn’t, I’m not going to blame the fact that I’m a woman. I’m not going to look at life through the prism of gender.’


True to her word, Bishop hasn’t overtly suggested that her tilt for the Liberal leadership failed because she’s a woman. Instead, she’s directed a lot of attention to the unequal treatment of Liberal women. She used her first speech after resigning as foreign minister, at the Australian Women’s Weekly Women of the Future awards on 5 September 2018, to highlight the pressing need for a ‘broader debate about workplace culture’, including ‘allegations of bullying, harassment and coercion and the unequal treatment of women’.


As she stood before the media pack that day in late August, resplendent in her crimson heels, Bishop did, however, call out her party for only paying lip service to the principle of merit. When asked whether the Liberal Party would ever elect a popular woman as leader, she pointedly mused, ‘Well, when we find one, I’m sure we will.’


If the Liberal Party did select and elect on merit, as it claimed, Bishop should have been a shoo-in to replace Malcolm Turnbull as prime minister. She had the experience and the profile, and the voters loved her. According to the published opinion polls, she entered the leadership contest as the people’s choice for Liberal leader, and was more competitive against Labor leader Bill Shorten than Turnbull or any of the other leadership contenders. The twenty-year veteran of federal parliament was also widely acknowledged as whip-smart, articulate, a diligent minister and a formidable fundraiser.


Yet Bishop’s eminent suitability for the top job had very little to do with the outcome of the leadership vote. She was eliminated in the first round, leaving the two male candidates—treasurer Scott Morrison and home affairs minister Peter Dutton—to fight it out in the second. It later emerged that some of Bishop’s colleagues in the progressive faction (called ‘moderates’ in the Liberal Party) had abandoned the then foreign minister in a tactical play to get Morrison over the line. Apparently these men had concluded she would lose in a head-to-head contest with their mutual rival, Dutton.


This revelation gives weight to the argument subsequently made by Liberal conservatives that Bishop’s loss was due to factional, not gender, issues. It was a reasonable expectation to anticipate that Morrison’s supporters in the ‘soft’ right would shift to the hard right’s candidate, Dutton, rather than vote for Bishop if their man was defeated in the first round of voting.


But as chief political writer Annabel Crabb observed in an analysis piece for ABC News on the day of Bishop’s iconic press conference, the question wasn’t so much whether Bishop was rejected as Liberal leader because she was a woman, but whether a similarly credentialed man would have been treated the same way. Crabb also noted that Liberal men had form when it came to excluding Bishop from decisions that directly affected her, just as her moderate colleagues had done during this most recent leadership spill:




In 2009, the last time the Liberal Party tied itself up in elaborate knots trying to get rid of Malcolm Turnbull, the height of the leadership machinations saw [the deputy Liberal leader] Ms Bishop attend a crisis meeting in [shadow treasurer] Joe Hockey’s office during which a group of her male colleagues sat around discussing who would run for the deputy’s role. Mr Hockey suggested that [shadow minister for health and ageing] Peter Dutton would run. Ms Bishop—stunned to hear her own job being canvassed as if she weren’t even present—kept her counsel.





Taken in isolation, it might seem an overreaction to infer from Bishop’s recent experience that the Liberal Party has a gender-bias problem. But the snub didn’t occur in a vacuum. It occurred against a backdrop of Liberal women historically being sidelined by men for senior positions in the organisational wing of the party, Cabinet posts in Liberal governments, and safe seats in parliament. The story doesn’t get much better in modern times, with women preselected for only 18 per cent (that’s 7 out of 39) of the party’s safe seats at the federal election in 2016.


Added to this is the litany of bad behaviour inflicted upon female federal Coalition MPs by their male colleagues during the tumultuous days that led up to the leadership vote. For those women, the intimidation and bullying were the latest example of the hypermasculine culture that had long dominated the Liberal Party—not only within the parliamentary wing but also the party organisation. Several of the young, Christian family men whose names were mentioned in relation to the alleged intimidation also happen to be factional heavyweights in their respective state Liberal organisations. And several of the women who subsequently spoke out claimed their preselections were threatened if they didn’t support Dutton.
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