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Women in South Australian History
South Australia is a state of firsts when it comes to women’s history. 
In 1881, the University of Adelaide was the first university in Australia 
to award women degrees and, in 1894, South Australia became the first 
Australian state to allow non-Indigenous women the right to vote. South 
Australian suffrage leader Catherine Helen Spence became the first federal 
woman political candidate in 1897, while in 1965 South Australian lawyer 
Roma Mitchell became the first woman appointed to a Supreme Court. 
These are but a few of the many pioneering women who have contributed 
to the state’s social, cultural and political landscape. However, in a quirk 
of history, South Australia remains the only Australian jurisdiction not to 
have had a woman leader. How might this anomaly be explained?
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Eminent South Australian historian Helen Jones first asked this question 
in her landmark 1986 book In Her Own Name, republished by Wakefield 
Press for a third time in 2020. Taking both a thematic and chronological 
approach, the book chronicles the gains that (mostly white) women 
have made in South Australia’s public sphere since 1836, with a focus on 
women’s work and suffrage in the nineteenth century, changing working 
patterns and women’s ascent into political life in the mid-twentieth 
century, and the promise of equal opportunity in the early twenty-first 
century. She concludes that while some South Australian women were 
able to break through the glass ceiling, for many more the ideals of an 
improved political and economic status remained far from their reality 
of poverty, the continuing struggle to gain equal pay, and the everyday 
experience of juggling home and working life. The trajectory towards 
women’s political representation in South Australia was not simple; they 
had to navigate a winding path that sometimes saw them backtrack. Even 
in the 1990s, Jones argued that, while significant gains had been made 
for women in many areas of their lives, the momentum and dreams of 
nineteenth-century suffragists had not yet been realised. Reading her text 
nearly 30 years later—especially in light of increasing unemployment due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic and the hostile, sexist political environment 
towards women that has recently come to light at the state and federal 
levels, coinciding with the #MeToo movement—it is clear that not much 
has changed.

One of the strengths of Jones’s work is her ability to identify South 
Australia’s distinctiveness in this field while making wider connections 
to the national picture, using local case studies to their best advantage to 
demonstrate prevailing attitudes towards women at the time. This means 
it remains an indispensable source not only for South Australian scholars 
and historians (and history enthusiasts) but researchers of women’s history, 
and gender, feminist, political and Australian studies more broadly. It is 
important to note that In Her Own Name is not a comprehensive study 
of women in South Australian history. It is a political and legal history; 
a social and cultural history of South Australian women remains to be 
written. However, it does include two chapters on women and children 
for each respective century that take into consideration topics such as 
infanticide, unmarried mothers, child welfare, mothercraft and the arrival 
of oral contraceptives. Overall, however, the focus and structure of the 
book means some historical events are only covered relatively briefly as 
part of Jones’s broader narrative. There are no chapters on the two world 
wars for example; they are covered within chapters that discuss 1900–39 
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and 1940–59 respectively. More detail on women’s wartime experiences 
would be welcome, especially as much of the legal framework and 
social agenda for women’s pay and employment was established during 
the Second World War. The conditions of minority groups, including 
Indigenous and LGBT women, is lacking, although laws and economic 
conditions as applicable to Indigenous women are touched on throughout 
but remain a peripheral concern, and Indigenous women pre-1836 are not 
mentioned at all. This is not a criticism per se, but an acknowledgement 
that the book is of its time; it is a reprint rather than update. In Her Own 
Name nevertheless remains a classic reference work and Jones’s careful, 
considered analysis and comprehensive overview of women’s status in 
South Australia’s history has yet to be bettered.

Coinciding with the republication of Jones’s work was Carolyn Collins 
and Roy Eccleston’s Trailblazers, which chronicles the lives of 100 South 
Australian women, again from 1836 until the present. The list includes 
politicians, lawyers and authors, film and television personalities, Olympic 
athletes, and celebrity chefs and musicians, alongside well-known 
women from South Australian history including Roma Mitchell, Helen 
Mayo and Catherine Helen Spence. As a historian, it was heartening 
to see some lesser-known but important names who have played a 
critical role in improving the social and economic conditions of South 
Australian women throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
such as factory inspector Augusta Zadow, World War I Cheer Up Hut 
founder Alexandrine Seager, policewoman and mothers and babies home 
founder Kate Cocks, and World War II trade union leader Mary Miller. 
The list includes women from a variety of backgrounds, reflecting the 
multicultural makeup of the state, including Indian restaurateur Anant 
Singh, Chinese-born retail pioneer Gladys Sym Choon, Indigenous 
activist Ruby Hammond, and Indigenous community leader and wartime 
munitions worker Gladys Elphick.

While the book plays on the current popularity of biographies among the 
Australian public—its lavish production quality and full-page photographs 
suggests it is more at home on a coffee table than hidden away on the 
bookshelf of an academic historian—it is, in fact, full of substance and 
good quality, rigorous research. (This is no surprise as Collins holds an 
award-winning doctoral history thesis from the University of Adelaide.) 
Overall, both books decisively demonstrate that women have made, and 
will continue to make, history in South Australia and beyond, even if not 
yet as the state’s leader—that trailblazer is still to come.
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