




Carole Ford 

Still Invisibl~: Th~ Myth of the Woman Friendly State 





Carole Ford 

Still Invisible: The Myth 
of the Woman Friendly 

State 
The Impact of State Policy on Women in the 

Past Two Decades 

VDM Verla9, Dr. Muller 



Imprint 

Bibliographic information by the German National library: The German National library lists this 
publication at the German National Bibliography; detailed bibliographic information is avai lable 
on the Internet at 
http://dnb.d-nb.de. 

Any brand names and product names mentioned in this book are subject to trademark. brand 
or patent protection and are trademarks or registered trademarks of their respective holders. 
Tht:! use of brand names, product names, common names, trade names, product descriptions 
etc. even without a particular marking in this works is in no way to be construed to mean that 
such names may be regarded as unrestricted in respect of trademark and brand protection 
legislation and could thus be used by anyone. 

Cover image: www.purestockx.com 

Published 2008 Saarbrucken 

Publisher: 
VDM Verlag Dr. Mu ller Aktiengesellschaft & Co. KG. Dudweiler landstr. 125 a, 
66123 Saarbrucken, Germany. 
Phone +49 681 9100-698, Fax +49 681 9100-988, 
f.mail: info@vdm-verlag.de 

Produced in Germany by: 
Reha GmbH. Dudweilerstrasse 72. D-66111 Saarbrucken 
Schaltungsdienst Lange o.H.G .. Zehrensdorfer Str. 11, 12277 Berlin. Germany 
Books on Demand GmbH. Gutenbergring 53. 22942 Norderstedt, Germany 

Impressum 

Bibliografische Information der Deutschen Nationalbibliothek; Die Deutsche Nationalbibl iothek 
verzeichnet diese Publikation in der Deutschen Nationalbibliografie; detail1ierte bibliografische 
Daten sind im Internet aber http://dnb,d-nb.de abrufbar. 

Aile in diesem Buch genannten Marken und Produktnamen unterliegen warenzeichen-, 
marken- oder patentrechtlichem Schutz bzw. sind Warenzeichen oder eingetragene 
Warenzeichen der jeweiligen Inhaber. Die Wiedergabe von Marken, Produktnamen, 
Gebrauchsnamen, Handelsnamen, Warenbezeichnungen u.s.w. in diesem Werk berechtigt auch 
ohne besondere Kennzeichnung nicht zu der Annahme, dass solche Namen im Sinne der 
warenzeichen- und Markenschuugesetzgebung als frei zu betrachten waren und daher von 
jedermann benutzt werden dOrften. 

Coverbild: www.purestockx.com 

Erscheinungsjahr: 2008 
Erscheinungsort: Saarbrucken 

Verlag: VDM Verlag Dr. MOiler Aktiengesellschaft & Co. KG , Dudweiler Landstr. 125 a, 
0- 661 23 Saarbrueken, 
Telefon +49 681 9100-698, Telefax +49 681 9100-988, 
Email: info@vdm-verlag.de 

Herstellung in Deutschland: 
Schaltungsdienst Lange o.H.G., Zehrensdorfer Str. 11, 0-12277 Berlin 
Books on Demand GmbH, Gutenbergring 53, 0-22848 Norderstedt 
Re~a GmbH, Dudweilerstrasse 72,0-66111 Saarbriicken 

.---- --- - --- - .--- . 



5 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Table o/con.tents 

List ofJigures 

List of tables 

List of acronyms 

Acknowledgements 

CHAPTER 1 . INTRODUCTION 

CHAPTER 2 . OF MOTIVATION AND METHOD 

2.1 Introdl/ction 

2.2 The Personal is Political 

2.3 Context of the Sl1Idy : Gender and Research 

2.4 Aims and Significance of the Research 

2.5 Implementing Feminist Research 

2.6 Methodological Issues 

2."/· A 'Restructuring' Australia? 

CHAPTER 3 - THE WELFARE STATE: TIm WELFARE OF WOMEN? ... 

5 

8 

9 

10 

12 

13 

19 

20 

21 

24 

26 
27 

29 

3.l Introduction 31 

3.2 What is the Welfare Slate? 33 

3.3 A Crisis in the Welfare State? 36 

3.4 Welfare State Retrenchment 40 

3.5 Economic Rationalism: The Market State 43 

3.6 Welfare Policy and Gender Neutrality: Making Women Invisible 48 

3.7 The Economic Model : A Sound Basis for Social Policy? 50 

3.8 A 'Return to Family Values' : The Position of Women 55 

3.9 Welfare ancl Women 's Dependency 58 

3.10 Welfare and Women as Decision Makers 63 

3.11 Welfare and Equal Opportunity 68 

3.12 Summary 70 



CHAP'l.'ER 4 · WOMEN AND WO RK 

4.1 Introduction 

6 

4.2 Women and the Imponance of Paid Employment 

4 .3 Women and lhe Labour Markel 

4.4 State Intervention in the Labour Market 

4.5 The Gender Pay Gap 

4.6 Women and Enterprise Bargainhlg 

4.7 The Issue of Flexibility 

4.8 Unemployed. Underemployed or Just 'Given Up'? 

4.9 Worldng Towards Insecurity: The Superannuation Debme 

4.10 The Role of Unions 

4.11 Summary 

CHAPTER 5 - WOMEN AND EDUCATION 

71 

13 

76 

a2 
87 

95 
102 

I tt 

It S 

122 

125 

5.1 Introduction 1Z1 

5.2 The Educat.ional Concerns of Women 129 

5.3 Funding Public Education: Are Schools Aw,tsh With Money? 132 

5.4 funding Pre-School Education 136 

5.5 Funding for P-12 Education 138 

5.6 funding Fast-Secondary Educalion 143 

5.7 . .. Bul Tbat's How tbe System Works 146 

5.8 Systemic Change in Early Childhood Edu"alion 147 

5.9 Restructuring the P-12 Education System: In Pursuit of 

'Excellence' 

:5.10 Educational Programs: 'nlt Gender Dimellsion 

5.1 1 Gender Policy allhe Pre-School Level 

5.12 A Proliferation of Gender Policies and Programs for 

153 

165 

t66 

Victorian Schools 167 

5.13 Institutional Restructuring and Post-Compulsory Educ3tion 173 

5. t4 Summary 116 



CHAPTER 6 - WOMEN AND HEALTH 

6.1 Introduction 

6.2 The Health Concerns of Women 

7 

6.3 Warnell as Consumers of Health Care Services 

6.4 Women as Health Carers: Consumers by Proxy 

6.5 Women as Health Care Providers: The Reality of Workplace 

Reform 

6.6 'A Crisis in Health'? Negotiating the Maze of Health Care 

Funding 

6.7 The Victorian Experiment with Casemlx Funcling 

6.8 Private Health Insurance: The Thirty per Cent Rebate and 

Lifetime Cover 
6.9 Summary 

CHAPTER 7 - TREADING WATER; IT'S BETTER UlAN DROWNING 

7 .1 What's the Question? 

7.2 What's the Problem? 

7.3 The 'Problem' of Women's Inequality -7.4 Victorian Women: Swinuning Against the Tide? 

POSTSCRIPT: THE BRACKS GOVERNMENT ONE YEAR ON 

nIDLIOGRAPHY 

177 

l79 

182 

208 

212 

222 

225 

230 

236 

237 

239 

241 

244 

252 

258 



8 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 4.1: Index of labour force growtlt 

Figure 4.2: Labour force panicipation rates, August 1996 

Figure 4.3: Components of labour force participation 

figure 4..4: Ralio of women's to mell's avcrngc weekly earnings for 

7Z 

74 

75 

full-Lime aduh emp Loyees 83 

Figure 4.5: Persons looldng for full-time work 109 

Figure5.I: Real per capita expenditure on education 1993-410 1997-8 132 

figure 5.2: VicLoria - Real per capita expenditure on education 5 year 

growth rale 1993-94 to 1997-98 133 

Figure 6. I: Population structure: Australia 1996 and 2051 (projected) 197 

Figure 6.2: Age and sex distribution of lhe Victorian population, 1993 198 

l'igure 6.3: Proportion of people living without a partner, Victoria J 991 199 

Figure 6.4: Age and sex profile of hostel residents. Australia 1996 200 

Figt~e 6.5: Age and sex profile of nursing home residents, 

Austrnliu. 1996 200 

Figure 6.6: Health composition, percentage of total health outlays, 

Australiu \983-84l0 1997-98 20 L 

Figure 6.7: Real pel' capita expenditure on heahh 1993·94 to 1997·98 204 

Figure 6.8: Real per capita expenditure 011 health by sUb·groups; 

5 year growth mle 1993·94 to 1997·98 

Figure 6.9: Leading causes of female death, Australia 1995 

204 

210 
Figure 6.10; Clinicians working in medicitle, by job field and sex, 1994 221 

Figure 6.11: Clinicians working in medicine per 100,000, male and female222 

Figure 6. 12: Percentage of cJjnicians in capi tal cities illld other major 

urban a.'cas, by age and sex 223 



9 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 4. L Selected Industrial Relations legislation, state and federal 78 

Table 4.2: Pension age for women 115 

Tab Ie 5.1: Comparative sahu} scale 1960 to 1993 160 

Table 5.2: Educational budget, girls education, comparative 1991-92 & • 
1994-95 169 

Table 5.3: Income by qualifications, by gender 1992 175 

Table 6 .. 1: Age~ cru'e bed rates, by state and type 203 

Table 6.2: Persons employed in selected health occupations/ proportions 

by sex Australia 217 

Table 6.3: Selected outcomes ot' Casemix funding 231 



12 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Allhough l l.lccepl responsibility for the content of thi s book, it would never have eventuated 

without the nurturance. suppon, debate, encouragement and criticism of many friends and 

cOlleagues over the past few years. T appreciate their generosity of lime and ideas. 

I wish (0 acknowledge the input of Anita i-IalTis in tile romlalive stage, with her perceptive 

COlllmelltS on structure and o rganisaLioll , :lIlei regret that c ircumstances precluded her 

continuing involvement 1 hope she is pleased with the finn l product. 

To the staff of the off-campus library department at Deakin Uni vers ity. Gcelo ng: my gratitude 

[or their eft1ciency and lIndoubted investigati ve sJd lls· in response La some very obtuse 

rccluesls. 

Words are inadequate to describe the absolu te support und commitment of Renate Klein. Her 

confidence in my abil ily to complete such an enormous task never f1oundel'ed ~ even when 

mine did. 1 appreciate her expertise and knowledge. but most of al l her friendship. 

To Adrian, Stuart and Natalie. thank you for sometimes turning lhe volume down and always 

challenging my ideas. Your capacity to live through the chaos, usua ll y cheerfully, reflects 

very positively on your understanding, lovc and tolerance. 

Finally, John. The person to whom lowe the greatest debl. 1 admire your quiet enthusiasm 

and continued efforts to maintain some domestic sanity, as well as acquire lhe di verse sk ill s 

of a research assistant. 

Thank you to everyone who contributed so co-operatively to the completion of this book. 



13 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Too often the great decisions are originated and given form in 
bodies made up wholly of men, or so completely dominated by 
them that whatever of special value women have to offer is 
shunted aside without expression. 

Eleanor Roosevelt (1952: Address to United Nations) 

At the beginning of the twenty-first century these words by Eleanor Roosevelt, US 

government official, writer, humanitarian and wife of a former president, reflect women 's 

position in western democracies almost half a century ago. In the intervening period, there 

have been numerous advancements for women, not just in tbe United States, but in Australia 

also. Australian women had been among the first to gain suffrage at the beginning of the 

twentieth century, and had embraced what many had hoped was an era of new opportunity. 

Change was slow, hampered by two global wars, interrupted by a world-wide depression, and 

constrained by male-dominated institutions, including those responsible for state political and 

economic policy-making. 

In Australia a period of more substantial change [1973 to 1975] resulted f!'Om the 

'reforming' Labor government, in response to 'an active women's movement', and it was 

during this period that equal pay was 'granted,1 and funding for a range of feminist initiated 

community services was introduced (Curthoys,1994:16). The impetus for change diminished 

somewhat with a return to a Coalition government in 1975, but by the end of the Unitec1 

Nations Decade for Women in 1985, the then recently elected Labor Prime Minister Bob 

Hawke expressed his government's commitment to a National Agenda for Women (Office of 

the Status of Women,1989: 1). The objectives of the National Agenda [or Women, as adopted 

by the Government in 1988 state: 

The Government is committed to ensuring that its policies and programs 
operate to improve tile status of WOmen by provicting economic security 
and indepenc1ence, freedom from discrimination and equality of 
opportunity in all spheres of activity. It is committed to ensuring that 
women's needs are taken fully into account in the development and 
administration of Government policies and programs. 

Office of the Status of Women (1992:1) 

1 Discussion in Chapter 4 argues the effectiveness of this legislation. 



Tn retrospect, this pronouncemen t is innately paternal and decidedly liberal, but it contained 

the promise of advancement for women; a window of opportunity for greater recognition of 

women as dech;;ion-makers and equal participants in the public sphere. Fo ll owing some 

positive social change of the 1970s and 1980s, the government was advocating a continued 

pursuit of issues pertaining to women, through an increasingly woman-friendly Slate. 

Opportunistic? Realistic? Feminis t? Susta inable? These at"e some of the vicwpoints 1 sought 

to research by considering the welfare of women in Victoria ill the past two decades. Social 

policy during this period has becn increasingly dominated by 'economic rationalism', a.nd I 

wanled to test the hypothesis that the economic rationalist state is antipathetic to the 

promotion of womcn·s welfare. 

The documents associated with the National Agenda for Women2 specifically refer to 

a diversiLy of women but, as Segvi IG li c arg ues, Australian femin ist theory and agendas fo r 

social change have been dominated by 'Anglo middle-class women' with 'privileged access' 

to discourse: 'Who is an AuslraUan woman?' Kilic asks (1997:30). Il is obvioliS there is no 

WOll/all, o nly a diversity of women. In thi s discuss io n. r am mindful of the inherenl dangers 

of 'universali sing' the experiences, slaLUS and lives of Victorian 'women '; similari ties and 

clifferences may in clude socia -eco nomi c Slatu s; age; family structure; sexuality; (dis)ability, 

religion: as well as cultural and ethnic background, includi ng Abodginal and Torres Strait 

Island women. Par this [eason, J have auempled to focus on issues which impact, albeit 

differently, on many women, as policies generally are wriuen for, and directed al, women as a 

gender group. To consider each policy and its impact on specific groups of women would 

have been beyond the scope of this research, but frcquently I round some conuno nality ill 

many state policies which impacts adversely on all women. even if in different ways. 

The o rigi ns of this research were personal, and al"Qse initially fro m an ' imagined ' post-

graduate proposal. In Women's Studies tile potential to pursue U"ans-disciplinary topics 

encourages the sociological imagi nation, and providcs n chnlle nge to ' render the hlVi sible 

visible. the silent no isy, the motionless active ' (Gordon, 1986:21). In mainstream discussion 

of economic f111ionalism (see Chapter 2), description and analysis has been - with only 11 few 

exceptions - quile consistently presented under 3 gellde 1"~nelilral man tle, by bolh its supporlers 

2 These documents include Nntionnl Agenda for Women: Implementation Report ( 1991 oud 1992); A SIIY. A 
Choice a Fair Go (1989); und Mid-Term l !llj,lJeme.1I(ulio!\ Report (1990). 
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and detractors. My concern was not only to develop theoretical understanclings from a 

feminist perspective, but also identify and describe this economic system in a practical sense 

- what does it mean to the lives of women? Adclitionally, my objective was a wider 

perception than merely women as paid workers, or students, or carers or any of their other 

myriad roles - I was interested in the sum total of legislation and state policy and its impact on • 
women, to examine and analyse the interconnectedness of what is f1'equently presented as 

discrete facets of state political intervention. 

This book is 'living' and 'lived' history. Since I commenced researching in 1997, 

there has been a change of government at the stale level in 1999, and the federal government 

has been the site for comprehensive change in industrial relations, social security and me , 

taxation system, to name just a few. I have participated in this change as an observer, as well 

as a player3
, and frequently the roles overlapped. A crucial task confronting a researcher of 

contemporary issues is when to actually stop the collection of research data. Even as I write, 

there are continuing changes - of legislation, of policy, of electoral response - anc\ it is 

extraorclinarily difficult to draw a line across me page and defer any new events for future 

research. 

This research is shaped by feminist perspectives and concerns which is reflected in its .., 
structure and organisation: an intermingling of contemporary literature, theorising, critical 

analysis and examples, presented tlu'ough a number of inter-related themes. Following me 

inu·oduction, Chapter 2 explains the origins of the research and how it evolved into a thesis 

proposal. Included in this chapler is a discussion of the decisions made regarding 

methodology, and some indication of the basis for direction and shape of this work as it 

progressed. The contextual understanding of basic concepts and tlle boundaries of research 

are also clearly defined . 

Contemporary interpretations of welfare and the welfare state are the dominant theme 

for Chapter 3, and I argue for a broad, comprehensive aspect of 'welfare'. This is not a 

critique of the social security system, with its connotations of state philanthropy. Rather, it 

3 This includes active involvement in number of groups, including tlle Southern Women's Action Network; a 
Community Audit group; Ole AssociaLion of Women Educators; the Women in the Workplace Network; the 
Board of Management of the Peninsula ConUl1Uuity Health Service; the Mornjngton Peninsula Shire Economic 
Development Advisory Group; and the M ornington Peninsula Residents and Ratepayers Association. 
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pursues issues related La the welfare a/women, and how this is influenced by a range of state 

interventionist strategies. A discussion of the economic rationalist/free market state identifies 

the pervasjye influence of language in the debale, particularly as welfare policy is consislclllly 

presented as gender-neutral. Feminist theory extends the discourse to reveal the limitations of 

social policy based on economic models, and questions Ihe validilY of crisis Iheory 

imp lemented to justify budget<u·y constraints. FUllclional state pol.icy advocates a I'cturn to 

fam ily values and the nuclear family, tradi tionally fhe site for women's invisibility in rhe 

private spllere of unpaid caring. The impacl of fami ly responsibility limits the possibiJjties 

for women's economic independence and security under free state structures probably even 

more substantially than within lhe welfare stale, in a resurgence of righL-wing ideology. 

The next three chapters move the discussion from a broad consideration of lhe general 

topiC of welfare to a specific focus on three areas of women's relationship with the :Hal~ and 

the state's policy stl'Uctures: employment, education and health. While women's paid 

employment is central to lhe economic status of women, the sexual division of labour so 

evident in the A ustralian work place is II structuml impediment to their equal participation. 

Chapter 4 indicates some of the more comprehensive industrial relations legislation of the 

past twO decadcs, (0 demonstrate the hidden bias in the actions of the interventionist Stale. 

This is illustrated thl'Ough a number of case studies: the fluctuations in the gender pay gap: the 

tnmsilion towards enterprise bargaining; the implementation of 'flexibility' and how it is 

interpreted in the workplace; lhe invisibility of women's llnemployment. and the limitations 

of the male model of superannuation when it is applied to the work force experience of 

women. In the face of economic restructuring, labour market Slructures and state decision 

making reinforce women's marginal status in paid employment. 

Just as women are participating in greater Ilumbers in paid employment, their 

increased presence in all areas of education is undeniable, although their exclusion from the 

decision mak.ing structmes persists. Women still exist ilt the perjphery of educational debate, 

despite their connection to the !'o:ystem as consumers, providers and primary carers. Stale 

policy, designed to advance the position of girls and women in educatiOn, has provecl 

extremely fragile in the face of crisis theory and economic ralionalist discourse. Tht'Ough u1e 

use of a case study approach. Chapter 5 illustnltes how effectively policy disengages and 
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discounts the rights of girls and women in education, and demonstrates how 'the system' 

perpetuates gender disadvantage. 

Viewing the reform in the health sector tlu'ough a similar feminist lens reveals a 

system which cliscounts the needs and circumstances of women. As Chapter 6 argues, tbe 
1 

reality of health care provision is that it reflects and perpetuates gender relations. 

Restructuring, based on economic principles, has encouraged a resurgence of policy, defined 

as gender neutral, but exposed as discriminatory and biased. The health concerns of women 

are inadequately catered for through the prevailing male medical model , which ignores the 

centrality of women' s relationships to health services. As with the education system, women 

are connected to bealtb care as consumers, providers and pl'imary care givers, but are 

peripheral to the policy making process. The development of case stuclies in this chapter 

portrays tbe Slate's complicity in disadvantaging women in their dealings with the system. 

Specific critical analysis is related to tile interventionary practices in childbirth and maternal 

health and the possible connection between early discharge from hospital after childbirth and 

post-natal depression; the inadequate, increasingly privatised aged care system; the 

disempowering impact of the breast cancer 'industry'; and the strengthening of gendered roles 

within the health care work force. It examines the use of 'crisis ' theory to justify tile 

introduction of casemix (hospital) funding and analyses the bias evident in federal 

intervention in the private health insurance industry. I argue that what links all of these cases 

is the promotion of supposedly gender-neutral policy and practices which are inherently 

gendered, to the detriment of women 's well-being. 

In reviewing the research in Chapter 7, I repeat the initial question: how effectively 

can women initiate, promote and accomplish change using the male consu'ucted institutions, 

incluclillg the state? The challenge is to decode and decipher how even women's 'problems' 

and inequality are both defined by male structures, in their language and on their terms. To 

rephrase the question from a feminist perspective 'how does the stale conll'ibute to, or 

ameliorate, the gender disadvantage for women through policy?' initiates an entirely different 

response. It also problematises sU'ategies for women that focLls on aclvancing their interests 

as a social class, furough par ticipation in existing patriarchal structures, including political 

parties and trade unions. In Victoria in 1999 Steve Bracks became premier when he and his 

Labor Parly colleagues defied prediclions and gained government in Victoria. Included in his 
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platform was a substantial redirectio n of policy lO embrace an inclusive ideology, an issue for 

reflection one year on, with which r conclude lhis chapter. If women have indeed been lhe 

focus of new policy development, how effective and sustainable arc nny gains that have been 

made? Or might it still be It'ue, as Eleanor Roosevelt suggested half a century ago (see 

above), that women are being 'shunted aside'? Is the woman~ fricndly stale still a mylh'! 




