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Proposal – Specialism (Heritage Studies) Jen Griffiths 

 

1. Title 

 

A Woman’s Place: women’s heritage in Western Australian Municipal 

Inventories 

 

2. Abstract 

 

This study poses two key questions about the ways in which 

women’s heritage is currently presented and valued in Western 

Australia. Firstly, how and where is women’s heritage represented 

and secondly, how can issues raised by the first question be 

addressed. These questions will be answered through a detailed 

examination of four Municipal Inventories and through these 

studies, an understanding will be developed of where women’s 

heritage and history may be missing from these documents, why 

this might have happened and how these omissions could be 

addressed. This study aims to draw attention to the inherent gender 

bias in the heritage industry and suggest approaches to rectify this. 

 

3. Research Objectives 

 

To examine how women and women’s work are represented in 

Municipal Inventories. 

To explore what Municipal Inventories tell us about women’s lives, 

especially their domestic lives. 

To theorise how a document like a Municipal Inventory can be 

inclusive and why might it not be. 
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4. Background 

 

Municipal Inventories in Western Australia 

 

European heritage in Western Australia is overwhelming understood 

to be built heritage. The Heritage Council, set up to administer and 

manage the state’s heritage listing, deals almost exclusively in 

buildings. The Heritage of Western Australia Act 1990 was written to 

legislate for the protection of built heritage. Even though heritage is 

widely understood to be more than this, ranging from “anything you 

want” to the “things you keep” and, more recently, “something that 

we must ‘preserve’ or ‘save’” (Davison and McConville, 1991: 4-5), 

the government is mostly silent on any heritage that is not a 

building or, perhaps, a site. There is no state register of the vast 

movable heritage catalogued in the state’s museums or of other 

important objects of the state. Given this, in order to examine how 

women are represented in heritage in the state, this study will focus 

on their place in the built environment. 

 

A key heritage document produced in WA is the Municipal Inventory 

(MI). Under the Heritage of Western Australia Act 1990 councils are 

required to produce lists of local places each council considers has 

heritage significance. The document itself does not provide 

protection for heritage places but most councils link it to their local 

planning scheme and provide some provision for protection through 

this process. Essentially, an MI brings together for easy reference 

the significant heritage of an area with recommendations for its 

protection. The Heritage Council explains the MI is “a list of places 

of local heritage significance established by a local government” 

(2010) and suggests that the three ways this document can be used 

are:  
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 to provide a cultural and historic record of the local district 

 to determine local government conservation policies 

 to provide information about local heritage that may be 

required under a town planning scheme for that district 

(Heritage Council of Western Australia 2010) 

 

The specific MIs used in this study have been chosen partly because 

they are detailed and complete. Many MIs are incomplete or lack 

detail, often due to a council’s reluctance to comply with the 

requirement and the onerous nature of producing the document 

(Heritage Council of Western Australia officer, Virginia Thomas-

Wurth during discussions on 30 April 2010). The process is lengthy 

and reviews are required every four years. Councils have to engage 

consultants, allow for public consultation periods and deal with 

residents unhappy with listing, usually because they believe it 

reduces the value of their property. While the Heritage Council 

offers assistance to councils, some councils are yet to produce their 

first complete MI. 

 

The legal requirement of councils to produce MIs as well as the role 

identified by the Heritage Council for the document as an informal 

collection of state heritage make these documents one of the 

important ways in which heritage in the state is understood.  It is 

for these reasons that this study of how government approaches 

women’s heritage in WA will be based on these representative MIs. 

 

It should be noted that in Western Australia natural heritage, 

Indigenous heritage and European heritage are managed by 

government separately and it is, therefore, appropriate that 

Indigenous and natural heritage are not found within the documents 

analysed in this study. 
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Heritage and Gender 

 

The displacement of women in museums and heritage generally 

identified by writers such as Gaby Porter (1988), Marilyn Lake 

(1991), Margaret Anderson (1993) and Linda Young (2002) is 

difficult to understand given the well established historical category 

of women’s history. That this situation continues into the present 

day seems even more unlikely. Yet, a cursory glance at house 

museums today will find that the situation described by Young as 

the “conventional references to women in kitchens, drawing rooms, 

bedrooms and nurseries” (Young, 2002: 1) is still the case. If the 

MIs, written some years after these authors’ writings, do not 

realistically and adequately represent women’s heritage the 

question becomes why not?  

 

Porter argues that in museums, this situation comes about from a 

lack of discussion with communities and the twin focuses on the 

what/where/when instead of the who, and the most interesting and 

varied rather than the usual and everyday. She also argues against 

the “no position” (Porter, 1988: 121) as used by museums to 

defend their stance that they exist outside the political frame. Porter 

suggests this is not possible when curators are “adopting and 

reinforcing the norms” through “selection, association and 

interpretation”, that in fact this selection is itself a political process 

(Porter, 1988: 121).  

 

Likewise, Anderson states that women’s presence has been 

“consistently absent” (Anderson, 1993: 6) in the debates around 

built European heritage and its uses, limits and protection. She 

argues that although we have had for many years a focus on 

‘historic houses’ (the stately home of the NSW squattocracy in 

particular) we know “almost nothing about the allocation and use of 

domestic space, about women’s actual, as distinct from theoretical, 
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domestic routines” (Anderson, 1993: 6). In fact she writes, 

somewhat optimistically, that following the growth in the discipline 

of women’s history she expects to have women’s place in heritage 

addressed. Further, Anderson asserts that historians and heritage 

professionals must think deeply about “what women’s sites might 

look like” (Anderson, 1993: 7), that they are not just inserting 

women into existing sites, or supporting the dominant historical 

stereotypes of the all-conquering, all-surviving pioneer woman or 

the long-suffering upper class wife trapped in her parlour 

forevermore. 

 

Young agrees, stating that “women inhabit practically every human 

situation” meaning that heritage places can be “identified as having 

female heritage significance” (Young, 2002: 10-11). She suggests 

that a “proactive process of establishing a theme concerned with 

women…rather than a reactive process” (Young, 2002: 11) that 

tries to insert women’s history into a site would be useful. In her 

discussion on house museums, Young found that despite houses 

being the domain of women standard practice is to “present a 

generic story of ‘life in the old days’” (Young, 2002: 11) using 

available furniture and domestic items and does not attempt to 

examine the lives of the women who lived and worked in these 

houses. 

 

This approach to built heritage in particular, argues Anderson and 

Young, almost completely ignores the fact that much of heritage is 

represented in the form of houses: the historical domain of women 

(Anderson, 1993: 6,  Young, 2002: 1). This unusual situation where 

the historic (and continuing) use of built heritage is invisible behind 

the architectural seems contradictory at its most basic level and yet 

it continues. Marilyn Lake, also writing in this area, suggests the  

significance of the heritage house becomes its identification as 

“artefacts of individual men” (Lake, 1991: 47) who designed and 



 6 

built the house and its use is considered self-evident or perhaps an 

afterthought (Lake, 1991: 46). This practice can be seen in the MIs 

today, some ten years after Lake identified it and after more than 

thirty years of research and thought on women’s history. This study 

will quantify this situation within the MIs and develop 

recommendations to address this issue.  

 

Women’s History 

 

The growth in the research of women’s experiences, especially 

those within the home, family, health, children, education and 

political areas in history, has been an identifiable trend in historical 

work since the 1960s (Canning, 2006). Along with specific research 

projects, the theoretical work underpinning this research has also 

developed. Thus, the position of women’s or gender history has 

been established as an historical category and historians now have 

access to numerous understandings of how the research and writing 

of history can be undertaken in an inclusive and equitable way. 

Regardless of this, the field continues to be debated through the 

lenses of class, race, sexuality and especially citizenship which often 

muddy and enrich the historical findings in equal measures. 

Canning, in her review of the development of these ways of 

interpreting history, further suggests that theoretical approaches to 

gender history through Joan Kelly Gadol’s ‘doubled vision of society’ 

to the linguistic approaches of the early 1990s and towards (or 

perhaps the return to) the use of experience in historical study to 

“render audible the voices of previously silenced historical actors” 

(Canning, 2006: 101) have also had an indelible impact on the 

study of women in history. 

 

Authors such as Nicholson (1986) examine the way the separation 

of the public and private spheres (a common way of organising 

society in the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries) lead 
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to the near invisibility of women in history. She, and others, 

identified that history was made of “those activities outside the 

home relating to political or economic activity”, and that these 

concerns were the domain of men (Nicholson, 1986: 43). Nicholson 

argues that in fact the experiences of women inside the home are 

“shared by other women and consequently were not ‘personal’” 

(Nicholson, 1986: 17). Through this understanding, the slogan ‘the 

personal is political’, as developed in second wave feminist theory 

was applied to the study of women in history.  

 

This study asks why, if women’s history is widely agreed to be a 

legitimate historical category with theoretical understandings, 

women’s roles are misunderstood and misrepresented in heritage 

and in particular in the MIs. 

 

5. Significance 

 

This study is important because it will examine how the approach of 

recording and valuing history by government uses or ignores 

contemporary historical theoretical understandings about women’s 

history. It sits between the frames of detailed and robust theories 

and decades of the practice of women’s history on one side and a 

continued ignorance of women’s place in the practice of history in 

heritage sites and museums on the other. This study is significant 

because it will expose the method of heritage management by 

government as having a limited focus on the value of sites that 

women used. 

 

6. Methodology 

 

This study will focus on four Municipal Inventories (MIs) in Western 

Australia, namely, City of Geraldton, City of Albany, Town of Vincent 

and City of Perth. These MIs have been chosen because they 
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represent regional and urban WA as well as having detailed and 

complete inventories. For each of these Inventories the text of two 

required parts of each entry – ‘Statement of Significance’ and 

‘Historic Background’ – will be analysed, focussing on the 

information presented and language used. For each entry in the MIs 

a table will be created that will allow comments to be aligned with 

the two parts of the entry being examined.  

 

The representation of women in these documents will be examined 

in three key ways. Firstly with a revisionist feminist history 

approach by identifying within the text of the two sections where 

women are missing when they could have been included, and 

secondly by assessing the value (indicated by Management 

Category and organisation of the MI) of key places for groups of 

women, for example CWA buildings, schools and health buildings 

and women’s political organisational places. Finally, heritage places 

important to the history of women in WA that are not included in 

the MI will be investigated using the Australian Dictionary of 

Biography to identify important Western Australian women whose 

mark on built heritage may be found.  

 

Through this examination it is hoped that an understanding of the 

way women are represented in the MIs can be arrived at. That is, if 

women are under represented, how is this obvious, if women are 

not represented, have they been ‘left out’ rather than ‘not there in 

the first place’ (and how is this known) and if women are 

represented under what circumstances has this happened. This 

understanding will then be used to examine the structure of the MI 

itself focusing on two key aspects: the historic themes (determined 

by the Heritage Council) and the use of sources in developing MIs. 

By examining the structure of the MIs and in particular the historic 

themes, the ways that the document itself promotes the outcome 

will be clear. By examining the sources, the ways the process of 
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developing the document has affected the outcome will be clear.  

These two aspects will, it is hoped, go some way to explaining the 

reasons for the absence of women in these documents.  

 

Finally, recommendations will be developed for changes to the MI 

structure and process to encourage recognition of women’s role in 

the state’s history via the effective and improved inclusion of 

women in the Municipal Inventories. In approaching these 

recommendations epistemological feminist theory will be a useful 

theoretical lens. As the MIs are a contemporary document, their 

creation at legislative and process level will be assessed using an 

approach where the construction and value of knowledge – in this 

case within a document – will be analysed from this epistemological 

feminist view. Using this frame will allow the examination of the 

“formal and informal ways domination is manifest…” (Naples, 2003: 

13). In this case it will be both the creation of and the use of (often 

by women themselves) the MI document. Using this approach will 

allow a theoretically grounded analysis leading to a useful and 

robust conclusion. An epistemological feminist method encourages 

the researcher to look not only at the place where the knowledge 

comes from, but in reflective practice, the place they have come 

from as well. Layered around this is the community in which the 

knowledge is constructed; an important aspect that needs to be 

examined in order to understand how this layer helps to “shape the 

relations of ruling in a particular social space” (Naples, 2003: 85). 

In understanding this multidimensional praxis, the researcher can 

unpack and then repack the data with a clearer understanding of 

what is being examined. 
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