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Abstract: When Gough Whitlam appointed Elizabeth Reid in 1973, she was the first Women’s Adviser to a head of government anywhere. But the idea took off quickly across Australia. Between 1976 and 1986 all seven Australian states and territories appointed women’s advisers. In South Australia, in April 1976 the influential, reforming ALP Premier Don Dunstan appointed Deborah McCulloch as his Women’s Adviser; the third appointed at the state level following Victoria and Tasmania. This article draws on oral history interviews with McCulloch to assess what being South Australia’s first Women’s Adviser meant; and what both McCulloch and Dunstan considered her (and his) major achievements. It also looks briefly at several key women in Dunstan’s life who influenced his views. If Dunstan was slow to prioritise women’s rights, in some areas, such as the 1975 Sex Discrimination Act, SA led the way and the Commonwealth followed in 1984. Dunstan came to see women’s rights as ‘the challenge of social democracy,’ whereas McCulloch took great satisfaction in improving women’s lives. McCulloch went beyond her brief to focus on the public service, to provide innovative social services to all women. We can see too the significance of networking amongst femocrats, particularly among women’s advisers.
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In Sara Dowse’s 1983 novel West Block: The hidden world of Canberra’s mandarins, a senior officer of the Women’s Equality Branch of the Prime Minister’s Department, Rosalind Baines, has decided to leave Canberra. It’s 1977, Malcolm Fraser’s Liberal-National Party is in power and the Women’s Equality Branch is being cut back and undermined by a government that does not believe in its mission. The Branch is in the doldrums and there seems no hope it will regain its importance. Baines and the WEB’s head Cassie Armstrong had both been in the Women’s Liberation Movement in the early 1970s: 
They had been part of it, early in the decade. That passionate groundswell, among women who’d had their fill. They met in houses and halls, marched in streets, leaned on each other to defend themselves against ridicule. This new generation that had rescued feminism. And it grew, bigger than any of them. With a Labor government came equal pay, health services, child care, refuges, International Women’s Year.… But now, they were left with this bitterness. (232)

Rosalind considers her options: she might go to Sydney, but there’s also a place ‘on the discrimination board in South Australia’. (256) She decides on Adelaide, moves there, and writes back to Cassie ‘full of hope for that corner of the world’. She adds though that ‘she was lonely and feared she might never fit in. “They’re all into therapy here,” she wrote of the movement.’ (278)

Whether or not all feminists in Adelaide were into therapy, Rosalind’s hope for ‘that corner of the world’ when Canberra had seemingly become a dead-end is telling. It was not only feminists who moved to Adelaide in the 1970s: Don Dunstan’s South Australia had become a place where activists, gays and lesbians, musicians, artists and intellectuals wanted to be. In the 1980s, after Dunstan resigned in 1979, many left and headed instead for Melbourne or Sydney. South Australia’s time as the cultural hub of Australia seemed to be over; and it had been a dramatic contrast from the state’s earlier image as a backwater in the conservative Playford era. But the ‘Dunstan Decade’ was not only about culture and civil liberties, it was also about reform and political effectiveness. In February 1978 an Australia-wide Gallup poll asked people who was the most effective state premier. Dunstan received the highest ranking with 37 percent of the poll, followed by the Queensland Nationals’ Joh Bjelke-Petersen at 25%. New South Wales Labor’s Neville Wran came in third with 17%. Dunstan’s vote had been largely young and metropolitan, whereas Bjelke-Petersen’s had been older and rural.[endnoteRef:1] [1:  ‘Dunstan gets top vote,’ newspaper clipping 24 February 1978, Walter Crocker Papers, Barr Smith Library, University of Adelaide, Don Dunstan Box, Folder 1.] 


For Dunstan, women’s issues were one part of a broad agenda grounded in principles of equality and civil liberties, and a commitment to reform. Removing discrimination against women, entrenching their rights and expanding their opportunities comprised an integral part of his vision for a democratic socialist South Australia. In his most important speech on the topic, a public lecture delivered in Newcastle in November 1978 (thus towards the end of his time in office) titled ‘Women’s Rights: The Challenge of Social Democracy’, Dunstan said: ‘I believe the achievement of genuine equality of opportunity and dignity by women is probably the major challenge for social democracies during the next decade’. The difficulties in this challenge, he contended, lay partly in the fact that ‘too often Australian men—including many politicians, media personalities, business and trade union leaders—adopt a defensive, sniggering attitude towards women’s problems, needs and rights.’ Further:
In our society women are still recognised as being different from men, in a non-biological sense, and they are still in the position of having to argue for rights as though they were a small, disadvantaged minority group with peculiar problems. The reality is, of course, that women make up 50% of our population, but in most areas of life they are treated as a sub-species, lacking influence and deprived of responsibility.[endnoteRef:2] [2:  Quotes from Don Dunstan, ‘Women’s Rights: The Challenge of Social Democracy’ (University of Newcastle, 1978), 3, DUN/Speeches/3183, Dunstan Collection, Flinders University Library.] 

Dunstan went on to outline what he saw as the major changes that had shaped women’s lives since the nineteenth century, including the declining birth rate, and their greater participation in the paid workforce, especially the increasing numbers of married women workers (which in SA were up from 52% of the female workforce in 1966 to 64% in 1978).

And he displayed something of a feminist consciousness, for example saying that women have always worked, but that historically it had mostly been in the household. Further, he argued that structural change was needed, to support women workers with childcare and housework; and that schools needed to change, to stop channelling girls into traditionally female subjects while encouraging boys to study mathematics and science. And women needed more post-secondary qualifications: Dunstan pointed to research in SA in 1976 that had shown that 89% of women in the workforce had no post-secondary qualifications, compared to 71% of men. Dunstan condemned what he saw as sexism in education and the undertraining of women. Even at universities, he said, women were concentrated into teacher education, and arts and humanities areas, not maths and sciences. Because of women being compelled to cluster in low-paid feminized occupations (such as nursing and primary school teaching), equal pay legislation had not brought equal opportunity. Because society had so often defined women in terms of their sexuality, Dunstan contended in his Newcastle lecture, ‘women have special needs for information about contraception, abortion, their legal rights as the victims of domestic violence or rape, or in their claims for sexual freedom.’[endnoteRef:3] [3:  Ibid, 9.] 


This powerful speech towards the end of his political career suggests that women’s rights were one of Dunstan’s priorities. But it must be said that women’s rights had not been at the top of his agenda of reforms when he came to power, and that he was slow to focus on them. Dunstan never exhibited the same passion for women’s issues that he did in regard to racial discrimination and Aboriginal rights.  Helen Mills has pointed to key differences between Dunstan government approaches to racial and sex discrimination. The 1966 and 1976 nation-leading acts prohibiting racial discrimination made such discrimination a criminal offence, on the basis that it was ‘a social evil, that … should be punished with the full force of the law.’ The 1975 Sex Discrimination Act was not a criminal statute and provided no penalties. Rather, it articulated the need for equal opportunity, prohibited discriminatory treatment based on sex stereotypes and provided a mechanism for redress. It established a Sex Discrimination Board empowered to make orders for redress such as monetary damages, job reinstatement, or program redesign. (Mills, 1981, 116-119)

In this article, I focus on the role and achievements of Deborah McCulloch, appointed by Dunstan as his Women’s Adviser from 1976 to 1979, and more broadly the Dunstan governments’ reforms in women’s rights and equal opportunities. McCulloch’s appointment, her brief, and her work in the office—including her own mid-term re-focussing—provide us with a case study of one of the nation’s pioneering women’s advisers, albeit at state level. Inspired by Prime Minister Gough Whitlam’s 1973 appointment of Elizabeth Reid, women’s advisers to state premiers worked within different governmental structures and powers. The little scholarship to date on women’s advisers has focussed mainly on the federal level, notably Elizabeth Reid’s insightful published work reflecting on her own role and time as the most prominent feminist within government (Reid, 1986; Reid, 2003). Sara Dowse has described being in the women’s advisory unit with Reid, recalling both the excitement and the overwhelming work: ‘we were pioneers, and as such were subject to both the freedom and the challenges with which pioneers of all sorts are faced.’ (Dowse, 2014, 391) Noteworthy for focussing on the state level, Marian Sawer has considered McCulloch’s work as Dunstan’s Women’s Adviser, observing that she left ‘an inspirational legacy for her boldness of speech and behaviour.’ (Sawer, 1990, 146)

Scholarship on Dunstan has demonstrated the breadth and remarkable extent of his governments’ reforms (Parkin and Patience, 1981; Blewett, 2012), or it has focussed on the battle against homophobia and for rights for homosexuals (Hodge, 2014), or Dunstan’s symbolism as a pink-shorts clad icon of refreshing cultural modernity (Goldsworthy, 2011). Apart from Sawer’s references and the chapter by Mills on equal opportunities, there is a dearth of scholarly attention to Dunstan’s reforms for women in South Australia and the ways in which they were pioneering. In considering McCulloch and Dunstan’s work and achievements in this area, the article points towards Dunstan’s growing interest in it, and the influences on him including the women’s movement, the Whitlam governments’ actions, and women in Dunstan’s life who became ‘women’s advisers on the inside,’ especially his second wife Adele Koh. Koh’s role, and the friendship between McCulloch and Koh (who met as colleagues in the Premier’s Department), suggests that the work of women’s advisers constituted yet another arena in which the personal became political in 1970s Australia. While McCulloch sought to address discrimination in the public service and provide services to all women, Koh used her intimate access to Dunstan to advocate feminist reforms, and thus support McCulloch’s work. These dynamics of ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ women’s advisers—a twist on the notion of feminists working ‘inside’ government--allow us some insight into how women’s rights moved up the agenda of an influential state government, and thus helped to extend into the late 1970s, albeit in different ways,  the collaboration between feminists and the state so fruitfully launched in Canberra in 1973.

The South Australian context
If Dunstan did not prioritise women’s issues when first in office, he had a track record of supporting women, including as political candidates, and women’s rights. In 1960 he promised that a Labor government would ‘give justice to our women workers’ in the form of equal pay.[endnoteRef:4] As early as 1965, as Attorney-General Dunstan nominated Roma Mitchell to the South Australian Supreme Court, making her the first woman to be a superior court judge in Australia.  (Dunstan, 1981, 115). He was aware and proud of South Australia’s reform tradition, including being the first in Australia to grant women’s suffrage.  [4:  ‘ALP talk regarding women’s rights and equal pay for equal work,’ 28 March 1960, DUN/Speeches/3465, Dunstan Collection, Flinders University Library.] 


Yet he was not personally responsible for some of the state’s pioneering reforms in women’s and homosexuals’ rights in the late 1960s and 1970s. As Clare Parker discusses in her article in this issue, one of the most important reforms for women in this era, that of legalizing abortion, was not under a Dunstan Labor government. It was under Liberal Attorney-General Robin Millhouse that South Australia led abortion reform in Australia in December 1969. In decriminalizing homosexuality, it was a Dunstan government that took the action even though the bill was not sponsored by Dunstan as Premier. In 1972 a private member’s bill introduced by Murray Hill, a Liberal and Country League member of the upper house, had enabled a legal defence if a homosexual act was committed in private between two men over the age of 21. Then in 1973 Peter Duncan, the ALP Member for Elizabeth, introduced an unsuccessful private member’s bill to abolish male homosexuality as a crime. In 1975 Duncan re-introduced his bill, and this time it passed, making South Australia the first jurisdiction in Australia to enact this reform. The bill’s successful passage was ensured by Dunstan’s support and leadership on the issue, including persuading members of his government to vote for it. And, as Parker again makes clear, SA’s role in pioneering decriminalization was driven partly by events, specifically the May 1972 murder of the Adelaide University Law School lecturer Dr. George Duncan. (See also Hodge, 2014, 148-54).

And of course actions taken by Dunstan and his governments occurred in the context of the full-blown Women’s Liberation Movement. The local Women’s Liberation Movement took off in 1968 at the University of Adelaide, led by activist women including Anna Yeatman and Anne Summers, who were involved in Young Labor and the anti-Vietnam War movement. Summers recalled that she, Yeatman and another friend Julie Ellis had been reading feminist books from overseas, books like Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique and de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, and starting to apply these ideas to their own lives and what they observed around them. Summers read in the papers about feminist protests overseas, and began systematically collecting information on women in society, and discussing the restrictions on women with activist friends. (Summers, 1999, 254-7) Early protests they staged included one against the ‘Miss Fresher’ competition on campus, which Susan Magarey discusses in this issue. The Adelaide group participated in the first Women’s Liberation Conference in Melbourne in 1970, and by June 1971 they published a women’s manifesto. They established offices at Bloor House off Currie St. in 1972, and would spawn women’s crisis centres, health centres and community centres around Adelaide.[endnoteRef:5]  [5:  ‘Women’s Liberation Movement (Adelaide, S.A.) (1968-1969)’, Australian Women’s Register http://trove.nla.gov.au/nla.party-599672.] 


As Magarey has contended, Women’s Liberation was a movement, not an organisation; a movement in which ‘”everything”… was up for question, reassessment, discussion and for trying out’’; and that was committed ‘to the total transformation of the whole society, indeed of all societies’ with its participants considering themselves ‘feminist revolutionaries.’ (Magarey, 2014, 380-81) Further, Magarey suggests, while the Women’s Liberation Movement at times paid attention to the state, and even worked with it, it maintained a strong skepticism of it. (386) Also in the early 1970s Women’s Liberation took an academic form, with the mushrooming of Women’s Studies courses at Australian universities including both Adelaide and Flinders. (Helling, 1983, 173). By 1974, the Adelaide Women’s Liberation movement maintained an abortion referral service, had a Working Women’s Group which distributed leaflets to factories, were raising funds to open a Women’s Studies Resource Centre, and laying plans for a rape crisis centre. (Kinder, 1982, 370)

The women’s movement was organic, but it was also pervasive, and in a smaller city like Adelaide that meant that activists and politicians often knew each other. Anne Summers’s autobiography Ducks on the Pond is telling here: we can see not only her early involvement in the women’s movement, but also her personal acquaintance with Don Dunstan. Summers recalls first hearing Dunstan speak on campus while she was a student at Adelaide Uni in the mid-1960s, and being inspired by him to the point that she started attending meetings of the university Labor club. (Summers, 1999, 152, 157). Not long afterwards she began to socialize with Dunstan through her partner John Summers. She recalls: ‘We were intensely proud of Dunstan, even though I was mystified by how this most unusual man could have got a foothold in as traditional a party as Labor was in South Australia in those days’. (Summers, 1999, 164) From 1968 when Women’s Liberation hit Adelaide (Summers, 1999, 241-2), Dunstan would personally have known other feminists as well. In addition to his own political beliefs in equality and justice, he could see at close hand the evolving women’s movement, and hear directly from some of its protagonists.

Beside the WLM, the Women’s Electoral Lobby was an important influence at both state and federal levels. The Women’s Electoral Lobby (WEL) was a more organizational incarnation of feminism, one that lobbied politicians directly on particular women’s issues such as childcare and anti-discrimination legislation; Lyndall Ryan has characterized their differences as Women’s Liberation Movement being ‘the Stormtroopers’ and WEL being ‘the pragmatic face of feminism.’ (Ryan, 1990, 73) One of the Adelaide members of the Women’s Electoral Lobby was an American, Rosanne DeBats, who was familiar with equal opportunity legislation in the United States, and advocated it as a model for SA. WEL adopted equal opportunity law as a goal, and their call was taken up by SA Liberal leader David Tonkin who introduced the first Sex Discrimination Bill in 1973, the basis for the Act which the Dunstan Government passed in 1975, the first such in the country.[endnoteRef:6]  [6:  Deborah McCulloch interviewed by Margaret Allen, 12 July 2007, Don Dunstan Oral History Project, Dunstan Collection, Flinders University Library, transcript, 19.] 


In Adelaide, Deborah McCulloch was one of WEL’s founders in July 1972. McCulloch, who had been a teacher in both Canberra and Adelaide, and was a lecturer at the Salisbury College of Advanced Education, had become a feminist instantly in 1971 when she read Shulamith Firestone’s The Dialectic of Sex. She had thrown herself into setting up Women’s Liberation branches, then was approached by Carmen Lawrence and Helen Glaezer in Melbourne, to take action in Adelaide to set up WEL. This was in the lead-up to the December 1972 election that brought Whitlam to power.[endnoteRef:7] McCulloch’s role in founding the Adelaide branch of WEL lent her local prominence, which in turn helped her to obtain the position as Dunstan’s Women’s Adviser. It probably also helped that she was connected in local ALP circles. And here too political scientist John Summers played a role, because again it was through him that his new partner Deborah McCulloch occasionally saw Dunstan socially, prior to being appointed. McCulloch was interviewed unofficially for the job before it was advertised, although she then went through a formal application and interview process.[endnoteRef:8] [7:  McCulloch interviewed by Allen, transcript, 3-4.]  [8:  McCulloch interview by Allen, transcript, 10.] 


Reform at the Federal level: The Whitlam Governments 1972-75
Dowse has noted the particularly Australian historical significance of the efflorescence of feminism at the same time as Labor returned to power federally after 23 years in the political wilderness: ‘The convergence of the rise of “new wave” feminism and the election of a social democratic government after so long a period of conservative rule is perhaps unique in contemporary western democracies.’ (Dowse, 1983a, 207-8) Dunstan’s initiatives for women were inspired in part by events and reforms at the national level, by the Whitlam governments from 1972 to 1975. Don Dunstan and Gough Whitlam first met through ALP circles in 1953, and their collaboration on reform within the ALP and the ALP’s path back to power began right away. So too did what would become their lifelong friendship. They had much in common: as well-educated lawyers from middle-class backgrounds who were at odds with some old-school Labor politicians; as devotees of the classics; and as orators who took language, speech and ideas very seriously. And of course both were advocates of democratic, Fabian socialism. They worked together through the ALP federal executive for years, most significantly in working towards and achieving the overthrow of the ALP’s platform adherence to the White Australia policy. Dunstan preceded Whitlam in office, when Labor came to power in SA in 1965, and Dunstan became Attorney-General and Minister for Aboriginal Affairs. In 1967 he became Premier, and with one hiatus would remain so until 1979 – in effect, nearly fourteen years at the helm of the state. For Whitlam of course, power was a much shorter, more meteoric affair, albeit on a much larger and more significant platform. 

Elizabeth Reid has commented that Whitlam held a ‘deep commitment to the rights and representation of women’, a commitment that had marked his political career. She notes that he began asking questions in federal Parliament on UN conventions and equal pay for women from 1958.[endnoteRef:9] In his 1972 election campaign, Whitlam’s promises included equality of opportunity; childcare centres with some childcare fees tax-deductible; and he mentioned twelve weeks of paid maternity leave for public servants. Carol Johnson has argued that Whitlam reconceived the identity of the citizen-subject to include women, partly in an expanded definition of equality, and also to extend the Labor party’s constituency. (2017, 178)  [9:  Elizabeth Reid unpublished essay on Whitlam’s legacy for women; I am grateful to Ms Reid for kindly giving me a copy.] 


Beside Whitlam’s appointment of Reid as his Women’s Adviser, his governments’ actions between 1972 and 1975 on women’s issues included the equal pay case before the Conciliation and Arbitration Commission, in which Whitlam intervened as soon as he came to power in December 1972, with the case heard in 1973, and the landmark outcome of equal pay for work of equal value. Equal pay and 12 weeks of paid maternity leave were introduced  in the Australian Public Service (and through ratifying an ILO convention, equal pay was extended to state public servants). The Whitlam governments challenged inequality in education through the Australian Schools Commission; and improved the provision of childcare, though this was limited with an emphasis on pre-school education. They removed sales tax on contraceptives, and introduced Medibank which meant greater access to reproductive health and abortions. They provided government funding for women’s health clinics and refuges; and a supporting mothers’ benefit,  a pension paid to single (including unmarried) mothers. Sex discrimination committees carried out investigations, though they were not empowered to act. (On Whitlam’s reforms for women, see Elizabeth Reid’s lead article in this issue; Reid, 1986; Reid, 2003; Hocking, 2012, 80-83; Ryan, 2013)

In 1975 the Australian delegation, led by Elizabeth Reid, made significant contributions to International Women’s Year events in Mexico City, while at home there were government grants to IWY women’s projects across the country. And there were high profile appointments of women such as Dr. Elizabeth Evatt as Deputy President of the Conciliation and Arbitration Commission. (Game and Pringle, 1978; Ryan, 2013, 209-212). [This is an interesting point of comparison with Dunstan, who had appointed the first woman superior court judge Roma Mitchell; Whitlam also had Mary Gaudron argue the equal pay case for the government before the Commission; in 1987 Gaudron would become the first female Justice of the High Court.] Also in 1975 the landmark Family Law Act introduced no-fault divorce, improving custody chances for women, and recognizing the financial value of women’s contributions as home-makers. (Hocking, 2012, 182-3)

So many women were appointed to positions in the Commonwealth government in the 1970s and 1980s, the term ‘femocrat’ was coined—initially derisively--to designate this signally Australian species. Amongst these was Sara Dowse, with whose novel West Block I began this article. In 1974 Dowse was made Head of the Women’s Affairs Section of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet. [At the end of 1975 when Elizabeth Reid resigned, the position of Women’s Adviser to the Prime Minister was terminated. (Lake, 1999, Ch. 11)].  It was Dowse’s own experience on which she drew in painting a singularly bleak fictional picture of that office in the latter 1970s following the change of government, though some of her academic writing has been more sanguine.

Despite the significance of Whitlam’s reforms and his government’s genuine commitment to women’s issues, some areas of law key to women’s issues were at the state level, such as rape. And much was happening in the states. When Gough Whitlam appointed Elizabeth Reid in 1973, she was the first women’s adviser to a head of government anywhere. But the idea took off quickly across Australia. Between 1976 and 1986 all seven Australian states and territories appointed women’s advisers. (Eisenstein, 1991, 32) When in April 1976 Dunstan appointed Deborah McCulloch as his women’s adviser, she was the third to be appointed at the state level, following Victoria and Tasmania.[endnoteRef:10] Dunstan’s thinking in appointing a women’s adviser was influenced by Whitlam—though Dunstan also believed in the appointment in principle, that it was the right thing to do. And similar to Reid being directly under the Prime Minister, McCulloch was appointed to the Premier’s Department, responsible directly to Dunstan. [10:  Penny Ryan was appointed in Victoria in 1975 by Liberal Premier Dick Hamer; Kim Boyer in Tasmania in February 1976: from McCulloch interview by Allen, transcript, 8–9.] 


There was a shared sense among the federal and state women’s advisers of the novelty and pioneering nature of the positions. Deborah McCulloch found the role ‘very exciting; an opportunity to do something practical that would advance the status of women.’[endnoteRef:11] She was aware of what Elizabeth Reid had done in her role. In contrast to Reid and McCulloch’s appointments as direct ministerial advisers, Penny Ryan in Victoria had been appointed as a community worker whose advice the government could choose to ignore, and this caused her such frustration that she eventually resigned.[endnoteRef:12] McCulloch recalled that, apart from Dunstan, the person who influenced her most was Sara Dowse. [By the time McCulloch took up her position in Adelaide, Reid had stepped down in Canberra.] Beside the meetings of the national committee of women’s advisers, McCulloch remembers that she would speak on the phone with Dowse, and that they became friends – McCulloch would even stay with Dowse in Canberra.[endnoteRef:13] [11:  Deborah McCulloch interview with author, Women’s Information Service, Grenfell St., Adelaide, 16 January 2017.]  [12:  McCulloch interview with author.]  [13:  McCulloch interview with author.] 


Deborah McCulloch’s work as Women’s Adviser to Premier Dunstan
When McCulloch’s appointment was announced in April 1976, the Acting Premier said that she would advise the government on the effects of policy and legislation on women, and where new policies might be appropriate; and that she would be ‘a very important contact point’ between government and community women’s organisations.[endnoteRef:14] But a major factor shaping McCulloch’s experience as Women’s Adviser was Dunstan’s focus on the South Australian public service. McCulloch tells a great story about her first official meeting with Dunstan when she started the job. The meeting was only five minutes long, and he called her ‘Debbie’, which she hated. Her instructions were brief and simple: ‘Debbie, I want you to eliminate sexism from the South Australian public service.’ In three years! – that was the length of her contract.[endnoteRef:15]  [14:  ‘Statement: Women’s adviser appointed,’ 23 April 1976, DUN/Speeches/3023, Dunstan Collection, Flinders University Library.]  [15:  McCulloch interview by Allen, transcript, 9–11.] 


While it was an impossible task to be given, McCulloch thought it made sense as an objective for her to focus on, partly because there had been a recent major review of and report on the SA public service, which desperately needed modernizing – especially its blatant inequities between men and women. Further, the theory was that if the public service was radically overhauled and forced to make progress towards equality for women, there would be flow-on effects in private enterprise and elsewhere.[endnoteRef:16] The Corbett review had identified discrimination against women in the public service, and Iris Stevens, a lawyer on the SA Public Service Board, said the issue was the fundamental division between clerical officers, who were men, and office assistants, who were women. The pay range for male clerical officers was between $12 and $36 thousand per annum; while women office assistants were earning between $4 and $12 thousand per annum. Even when in 1974 women were admitted into the clerical officer range, it was only a handful who were kept down to Levels 1 and 2. [16:  McCulloch interview with author.] 


One issue, then, was to break down the barriers keeping women from being appointed as clerical officers. This goal was enabled by the Sex Discrimination Act. Under the Act, there was a Sex Discrimination Board on which McCulloch served, though that appointment was separate from her role as Women’s Adviser.[endnoteRef:17]  Beyond that, McCulloch sought to find out how discrimination worked systemically within the public service, and to train women to be more confident and assertive about moving up the ladder. Early in her tenure, McCulloch organized morning and afternoon teas with women public servants, fostering a comfortable atmosphere and asking women to tell their stories of how they were treated. Predictably, she received a plethora of horror stories. Later, she instituted training sessions for women public servants through TAFE; practical sessions that focused on skills like writing a resume and an application for promotion, and how to handle the interview process. She came to see women’s lack of self-confidence as a huge hurdle, and sought to work to build it up [including later in her career, after her position as Women’s Adviser finished.] [17:  McCulloch interview by Allen, transcript, 20-22.] 


One of McCulloch’s main initiatives was to introduce permanent part-time work in the public service, including at policy-making levels; many women had told her they wanted permanent part-time work. She also arranged for the SA Department of Labour to keep statistics on women’s employment, which she thought important because SA had only recently eliminated the bar against married women – in 1969 in the public service; in 1974 in the State Bank; and in the police force not until the 1975 Sex Discrimination Act.[endnoteRef:18] [18:  McCulloch interview by Allen, transcript, 23-24.] 


McCulloch recalls that men in the public service were truly frightened by changes in the system to remove barriers against women, though some admitted to her that they began to reflect on their own discrimination against women—for example the fact that they would identify young men to mentor but never women.[endnoteRef:19] The Assistant Commissioner of the Public Service Board admitted to McCulloch that he had suddenly reflected that a young man recently hired had been advised on how to plan ahead steps that would advance him within the service, but that ‘it just never occurred to us to give that information to the two women in that unit, both of whom have been here nearly ten years.’[endnoteRef:20] Some of the older public servants may have found McCulloch threatening, not only because of her feminism, but also as a player in what was a wider overhaul of the public service, and the introduction of a number of ministerial advisers of whom she was one. McCulloch ran into trouble with the male heads of the public service partly through her own ignorance of public service procedures. Before being appointed, she had taught at the Salisbury College of Advanced Education, and had no idea how the public service bureaucracy functioned. In her first year, McCulloch answered the phone to everyone. Later she appointed several staff, including an Information Officer to respond to public questions; at its peak her office had thirteen staff.[endnoteRef:21] But at first she made staff appointments without going through normal public service channels, just appointing women she knew could do the job—and this got her into trouble. [19:  McCulloch interview by Allen, 11 and following.]  [20:  McCulloch interview by author.]  [21:  McCulloch interview by Allen, 35.] 


Such tensions with senior men public servants were a factor in the ‘ghettoizing’ of the women’s advisory unit, a pattern that Eisenstein suggests was common around Australia. McCulloch recalled that the unit in Adelaide ‘ghettoized’ itself because ‘the Public Service [was] so unpleasant that we huddled in together with our heads down … maintaining ourselves really in the face of this incredibly hostile environment.’ (Eisenstein, 1996, 71) Sawer comments that McCulloch’s connections to Dunstan protected her ‘as she created an oasis of women’s culture within the Premier’s Department.’ (1990, 146)

Midway through McCulloch’s tenure of the position she shifted her focus away from changing ‘the existing structure and started to put in alternate structures.’[endnoteRef:22] One of her staff had been in San Francisco and had seen a women’s information switchboard in the Haight-Ashbury area. Using this as a model, they set up the Women’s Information Switchboard in Adelaide, which itself would be copied as a model around the country.[endnoteRef:23] The ‘alternate structures’ would become familiar as women’s services – the women’s information service, the working women’s centre, the rape crisis centre, and women’s health centres. She sees this now as redefining her job as Women’s Adviser, towards women’s needs for welfare and services. In part, she recalled, her shift towards such services was a product of being inundated with women’s demands for help. ‘[Y]ou began to hear the welfare stories. No money, having been abandoned by the husband, left with children, no car, in the country or near the edge of the country, having to walk a couple of miles into the supermarket and back again with three kids; and domestic violence and rape stories, and that’s where it all began because you opened the underbelly. It is the analysis from above that says education and employment are the answer. Of course they are, in terms of public policy; but if you’re going to deal at an individual level at all … then what you get are stories of violence, stories of rape, stories of horror, stories of oppression. And I’ve been there ever since, really.’[endnoteRef:24]  [22:  McCulloch interview by Allen, 27.]  [23:  Deborah McCulloch notes that the emulation of the Adelaide Women’s Information Switchboard around the country was partly due to Anne Summers: interview with author 16 January 2017. Summers was head of the Office of the Status of Women under Prime Minister Bob Hawke from 1983 to 1986, and an adviser on women’s issues to Prime Minister Paul Keating prior to the 1993 election. While most of these switchboards don’t exist anymore, the Women’s Information Service in Adelaide today is the direct descendant of the Switchboard set up in the 1970s.]  [24:  McCulloch interview by Allen, 28.] 


While McCulloch did not stay on after her three-year contract expired, her departure was not marked by controversy or animus; nor had she endured the public criticism that Elizabeth Reid suffered. (Kaplan, 1996, 36) In Sawer’s estimation, McCulloch was drawn more to individual women’s stories and demands for information and help, rather than more abstract policy issues. She did provide Dunstan with some advice on the impact on women of various submissions to cabinet, but his desire for her to focus on the public service, coupled with the volume of public demands, and her relatively small staff, meant that policy took a back seat. Nevertheless, her role in pioneering the office in SA was ‘a highly creative one.’ (Sawer, 1990, 147)

As well as the work of her own unit, McCulloch had a close and productive working relationship with the Women’s Adviser in the Education Department, Denise Bradley. Bradley, known for her work on sexism in education, was appointed in 1977, on secondment from the Adelaide College of Advanced Education.  Bradley’s work aligned with McCulloch’s objectives in the public service, focusing on both teachers and women in senior levels of education administration, as well as addressing sexism in the curriculum.[endnoteRef:25] She oversaw the successful implementation of permanent part-time work for teachers; women teachers’ rights to return to the same school after maternity leave; and a statistical survey of women’s position in the Education Department, published in 1978. Ironically, she also successfully sought exemption from the Sex Discrimination Act to enable positive discrimination for women as deputy principals in secondary schools. (Bradley and McCulloch, 1985, 102-3) School curricula were  changed to improve girls’ access to maths, science and ‘craft’ subjects like carpentry and metal work, while encouraging boys into home economics and commercial studies. A Special Task Force helped teachers to broaden girls’ career expectations, including through a register of women in non-traditional jobs. The Women’s Studies Resource Centre employed two teachers to supply information about women’s roles, and a Sexism in Early Reading Instruction Project developed non-sexist curriculum materials and teaching strategies.[endnoteRef:26] [25:  Author interview with Professor Denise Bradley, 3 December 2017.]  [26:  Dunstan, ‘Women’s Rights: The Challenge of Social Democracy,’ 8-9.] 


McCulloch’s achievements were lauded by her successor as Women’s Adviser to the Premier, Rosemary Wighton, who said she had ‘made the job out of nothing’ and had established the Unit’s multiple functions. The Women’s Adviser’s Unit advised the government on matters concerning women; intervened when it believed women would be adversely affected by government initiatives; conducted research on women’s employment, welfare and housing; and arranged seminars and conferences. The Women’s Information Switchboard functioned as the Unit’s ‘grassroots’ by alerting them to women’s problems, complaints and queries. By 1980, six months in to Wighton’s term, the Unit itself had shrunk to two fulltime and two part-time staff while the Switchboard had six fulltime staff and 43 volunteers. While the Unit had achieved ‘an enormous amount’ since McCulloch began it, it sought to build on her work, including taking the equal opportunity policies introduced into the public service out into private enterprise. (Wighton and Macleod, 1980)

Advisers ‘on the inside’: Influential women in Dunstan’s life
From the latter 1960s if not before, Dunstan was actively bisexual. Yet until the early 1980s his main relationships were with women. At least some of the wellsprings of Dunstan’s reforms for women may have been the influence of several important women in his life. Towards the end of his life, when an interviewer asked him to whom he had been particularly close, the very short list Dunstan gave in response included his mother.  Ida May (Hill) Dunstan had been born in Adelaide in 1892, trained as a school-teacher and taught at Goolwa. Ida’s pre-marital career as a school-teacher is noteworthy given her respectable working-class family background.[endnoteRef:27] And perhaps he also came later to appreciate the emphasis that Ida put on his education, and her ambition for him.  [27:  Don Dunstan interviewed by Stuart Reid, 5 April 1993, ORAL TRC 2938, National Library of Australia, transcript.] 


Another influential woman, Patricia Hackett, was very different. When Dunstan was a student at Adelaide University in the 1940s, he was a leader of the Students’ Theatre Group and active in the Adelaide University Theatre Guild. Hackett, a lawyer, was a dominant presence, producing or starring in at least twelve plays for the Guild, which is how Dunstan met her. (Round, 1999, 20) Hackett was energetic, determined and combative. She was also generous: after tensions between the students’ theatre group and the Guild blew up in 1946, Hackett actively supported the students. (Round, 1999, 21) In the early 1950s, after Dunstan returned from two years as a lawyer in Fiji, he participated in two of her theatrical productions. More importantly, with Dunstan finding it very difficult to establish a legal practice in Adelaide, in 1952 she invited him to share her chambers in Grenfell Street.[endnoteRef:28] The affluent, assertive and colourful Hackett must have contributed to Dunstan’s ideas of women’s abilities and rights. [28:  Dunstan Collection, Flinders University Library, DUN/Box 81/318, memo from Dunstan to Jo Peoples re Patricia Hackett; Jo Peoples, ‘Hackett, Patricia (1908-1963)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, ANU, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/hackett-patricia-10385/text18399, published first in hardcopy 1996, accessed online 18 Oct. 2015.] 


Early in 1948, Dunstan fell in love with a new student on campus at Adelaide University, Gretel Ellis. Though a refugee from Germany who had only first learnt English at age 9, Gretel had come top of English in South Australia in her 1947 Leaving Honours examinations, (Slade, 2008, 333-334)  winning the Tennyson Medal, and was dux of her school.[endnoteRef:29] Gretel Elsasser (Ellis was an Anglicisation) was from a highly-educated German and Swiss Jewish family, combining intellect and cosmopolitan exoticism in a way that Dunstan evidently found very appealing.  At Adelaide University Gretel studied for a B.A. degree, which she gave up when she married Dunstan in June 1949. In the latter 1950s, after the birth of their third child, she returned to university, specialized in Economics and graduated with Honours in 1960. In 1961 Gretel became a tutor, then taught Economics at Adelaide University for decades. In the 1950s-60s, she also threw herself into Dunstan’s political career, working tirelessly at door-knocking his electorate, gave stump speeches and made endless sandwiches, scones and cakes on election days. The marriage was a real partnership, with Gretel herself seriously interested in politics. She went to ALP meetings and was particularly active in the equal pay movement within the ALP.[endnoteRef:30] In one campaign speech, Gretel urged that ‘women had a great part to play’ in the ALP,  in fundraising and ‘in putting forward bright ideas for Party policy and activities.’[endnoteRef:31] Gretel’s activism especially on equal pay, and the fact that she was a member of WEL, makes clear that some of Dunstan’s interest in women’s rights must have come from her. [29:  Family history notes by Bronwen Dohnt, Box 179, VF12, Dr. 3, Dunstan Collection, Flinders University Library.]  [30:  Author interview with Bronwen Dohnt, Adelaide, 22 February 2016.]  [31:  ‘From Gretel Dunstan – Women’s part in Labor Party activities,’ DUN/Speeches/0512, Dunstan Collection, Flinders University Library.] 


Another woman who may have helped to influence his views was Judith Pugh, ALP activist and wife of eminent artist Clifton Pugh, with whom Dunstan had an affair in 1972.[endnoteRef:32] But perhaps most significant for the timing of his turn to women’s rights was his second wife, Adele Koh. McCulloch recalls that it was Koh who pushed Dunstan to prioritise women’s issues, crediting her with his latter-1970s focus on the area. Koh had grown up in a poor family in Malaysia, attended a convent school in Penang, earned a BA from the University of Malaya, and was passionate about feminism. Prior to moving to Australia, she worked as a journalist, for the Straits Times in Kuala Lumpur and in London, as well as for the Malay Mail and the Singapore Herald.[endnoteRef:33] After Koh became Dunstan’s research assistant in 1973, and especially after they became sexually involved a bit later, she spent much time talking to him about feminism and urging him to do more. When in March 1975 Dunstan announced that the public service would address all correspondence to women with ‘Ms.’, Koh wrote the speech, given at a demonstration on women’s rights. One line was that ‘it was absurd, and indeed sexist, that a man’s formal mode of address should disregard his marital status … while a woman’s differentiated between married and unmarried women.’ (Dunstan, 1981, 238) There was such a backlash both in parliament and from the public, that the policy was softened such that women could opt for ‘Mrs.’[endnoteRef:34] [32:  Judith Pugh organized a petition in support of abortion legalization in the ACT, when the bill was presented to the Commonwealth Parliament in May 1973; Dunstan signed the petition.]  [33:  Author interview with Professor Bob Reece, Canberra, 15 May 2017.]  [34:  ‘Cabinet opposition to Dunstan on Ms.,’ The News 14 March 1975, 2.] 


After Koh and Dunstan married in late 1976, she announced her own measures of independence, drawing national attention. The Australian Women’s Weekly ran a story on Koh’s decision to retain ‘her own house and her own name,’ while Woman’s Day did a cover piece on the ‘Dunstan style of love and marriage’ as ‘togetherness is living apart.’[endnoteRef:35] Their marriage was sadly short-lived: she died of cancer in October 1978, only a month before Dunstan gave his major speech on women’s rights in Newcastle. McCulloch pithily comments that while she was the Women’s Adviser on the outside, Adele Koh was the women’s adviser on the inside.[endnoteRef:36] [35:  ‘Don Dunstan’s wife Adele Koh retains her own house and her own name,’ The Australian Women’s Weekly 9 February 1977, 12-13; Elizabeth Johnswood, ‘Togetherness for the Dunstans is living apart—twice a week,’ Woman’s Day 21 February 1977, 1, 7.]  [36:  McCulloch interview with author.] 


Conclusion
Opening International Women’s Day at the Adelaide Festival Centre on 8 March 1975, Dunstan contended that those present were ‘involved in a revolution,’ and that the cultural change sought by the women’s movement was so fundamental that ‘I do not believe the campaign will end in our time’: ‘Complete sexual equality and respect will be ultimately achieved only after a continuing campaign extending over a number of generations, even though some of the great battles have already been won, and others will shortly be.’[endnoteRef:37] [37:  ‘Speech opening International Women’s Day, Adelaide Festival Centre,’ 8 March 1975, DUN/Speeches/2707, Dunstan Collection, Flinders University Library.] 


In his Newcastle speech, Dunstan pointed to his governments’ achievements for women, including permanent part-time work in the public service, the Sex Discrimination Act, the Equal Opportunities Commissioner and Advisory Panel, and of course the Women’s Advisory Unit led by Deborah McCulloch. He noted the moves to eliminate sexism in education; and the Women’s Information Switchboard with its staff speaking amongst them 5 languages other than English. He was proud that his had been the first state to criminalise rape in marriage, and to make a rape victim’s previous sexual experience inadmissible as evidence. There was now a Rape Crisis Centre and a Sexual Assault Referral Centre. Dunstan also promised that in 1979 a state-funded Working Women’s Centre would be established to help women with difficulties at work.[endnoteRef:38] When he opened the Women’s Community Health Centre at Hindmarsh in February 1976, the ‘first medical facility designed expressly for women,’ he recognized that in addition to primary health care, it would give advice ‘on the whole range of physical, social and emotional aspects of women’s health.’[endnoteRef:39] [38:   Dunstan, ‘Women’s Rights: The Challenge of Social Democracy.’]  [39:  ‘Speech opening Women’s Community Health Centre,’ 24 February 1976, DUN/Speeches/2904, Dunstan Collection, Flinders University Library.] 


In sum Dunstan believed that in 1978 SA led the nation in services for women.  In the lecture’s peroration, Dunstan quoted Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, agreeing with her that women were differentiated from men by their ‘otherness’ and their sexuality. He argued that there was still a long way to go for women’s true equality in marriage, including their rights at the point of separation and divorce; and women being considered responsible for housework as well as whatever paid employment they had. There was also a long way to go towards women’s equal participation in public life, and that it may be necessary for governments to establish goals and targets for women’s employment, such as was beginning to happen in the United States for women in the construction industry. He reported that his Women’s Adviser Deborah McCulloch had recently suggested to the Australian Broadcasting Tribunal that there should be goals and targets for women, e.g. that by 1985 45% of locally made programmes should be written, directed and produced by women. Broadcasting had adapted to requirements for a certain proportion of locally made programmes (and indeed these had stimulated the Australian film and TV industry), and it should learn to adapt to a similar requirement for programmes made by women. Dunstan argued that such requirements could be extended, for example, to engineering faculties being required to set aside 10% of their places for women, while having the other 90% open to both women and men. The challenge for Australian society, he concluded, was to educate and employ women to the best of their ability, to ensure women’s right to economic independence, to overcome discriminatory attitudes, and to break down all barriers to women’s equal place in public life.[endnoteRef:40]  [40:  Dunstan, ‘Women’s Rights: The Challenge of Social Democracy,’ 10-12.] 


If women’s issues had not been at the top of his agenda, Dunstan must be seen as a strong leader for women’s rights nationally. From the mid-1940s when he became politically committed to democratic socialism, Dunstan adhered firmly to principles of justice, equality and reform. He also repeatedly emphasized the importance of civil liberties. In the 1950s he championed women’s involvement in the ALP, when it was a dominantly masculinist party.  And no doubt, like Whitlam, he saw benefits for the ALP in expanding its constituency.

Dunstan knew his own principles, but he was also willing to listen, intellectually curious and open to ideas. In McCulloch’s estimation, he had an: ‘enormously brilliant way … of moving from a concept to its action, or to its fulfilment … or leaving it behind and moving onto something else. He was just so good at making policy happen…. His policies were the flowers on the ground and out of the ground. And he had created the ground in which the policies could occur.’[endnoteRef:41] [41:  McCulloch interview with author.] 


If SA did not hit its stride on women’s rights until the latter 1970s starting with the 1975 Sex Discrimination Act, and thus to some extent followed in the wake of the Whitlam Government, its significance is not less because of that. Indeed, in some areas, including the Sex Discrimination Act, SA led the way and the Commonwealth would follow in 1984. McCulloch believes that Dunstan saw the training and employment of women as integral to his vision of a Scandinavian-style social democracy:
Develop services for the people. Hire, the universities train them, the public service – people pay high taxes, women in particular are employed in these services, which make people’s lives obviously better and everybody benefits and it’s one of those spirals, you know, where it just keeps on going up and up. … There would not be huge inequality and you defined equality through housing, education, health and child care.[endnoteRef:42] [42:  McCulloch interview by Allen, transcript, 42.] 

When in 1978 Dunstan admitted that women’s rights were still an issue requiring much work – ‘the challenge of social democracy’ for the next ten years [which he implied he hoped to have, not knowing he would resign a few months later]—he acknowledged that his government had not done enough in this area; but his Newcastle lecture shows that he was aware of the national leadership they had shown, and was proud of it. For McCulloch, her three years as Women’s Adviser provided great satisfaction, recalling recently: ‘I’ve spent thirty or forty years fixated about women … at the time, it was so exhilarating…. [Y]ou know, you felt you had control to a degree….I was absorbed by the whole, by everything to do with women.’[endnoteRef:43] Yet she too considered that the work on which she and Dunstan had collaborated had only gone so far, arguing in the mid-1980s that South Australia—to whose vanguard role she had prominently contributed—had fallen behind other states by failing to entrench affirmative action policies. (Bradley and McCulloch, 1985, 96-7, 106) Nevertheless, McCulloch’s work reveals the substantial progress for women in the late 1970s, the ways in which state-level femocrats built on that of their federal sisters, and the significant networks that flourished among femocrats broadly and women’s advisers especially. [43:  McCulloch interview with author.] 
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ENDNOTES
