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Re-Personalising the Body Politic: The Feminist Focus (and Functioning) of EMILY’s List
 Australia

As an arguably mass membership and representative organisation, the Australian Labor Party (ALP) is vulnerable to the ravages of member-alienation, especially where women are concerned.  Apart from its generally masculinist ethos, the existence and modus operandi of its internal factions are frequently cited as reasons for female member disenchantment.  So, too, is the Party’s failure to promote a greater number of women into parliamentary positions and place more emphasis on policies of interest and import to women in all facets of their lives.

In recent years Labor feminists have established a financial support syndicate for preselected ‘progressive’ ALP women candidates known as EMILY’s List Australia.  While this new group is not linked structurally to the ALP in any way, it does share a similar political philosophy and the two organisations enjoy a coincidental and fluctuating membership approximating 60%.  But the objects and operations of EMILY’S List encompass much more than money and it has focused feminist attention on the ALP in ways that might not originally have been envisaged.

This paper examines how EMILY’s List has re-personalised the political process for its members, secured support for pro-choice Labor women candidates from feminists of a broadly left political persuasion across the nation, and rendered the ALP more relevant to Australian women as a consequence.  For example, EMILY’s List has campaigned to ensure the ALP lifts its Affirmative Action target for women in parliamentary preselections.  It has also commissioned gender-gap political research that is available to the Party as well as to EL-supported candidates.  Importantly, too, the EMILY’s List organisation provides support for all endorsed progressive Labor women candidates, irrespective of ALP faction, and does not ‘take sides’ in preselections.  This inclusive approach to politics has motivated and re-activated many women who had previously eschewed political participation in a formal sense.

� EMILY is an acronym for the phrase ‘Early Money is Like Yeast … (it makes the dough rise)’.
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