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Yet again, Julia Gillard has played the gender card to distract voters from Labor’s policy challenges and the continuing speculation about her leadership, and to set up a phony dichotomy with Tony Abbott.

In doing so, the Prime Minister confirmed she has a tin ear for understanding the mainstream of Australian politics. Before an enthusiastic audience of Labor women on Tuesday, Gillard launched Women for Gillard - a fundraising vehicle seeking to exploit her attempt to manipulate a gender divide in the community. Yet the poorly scripted speech, replete with an absurd reference to men who wear blue ties, confirms how detached Gillard is from mainstream voters.

It is understandable that Australia’s first female Prime Minister wants to make women’s issues a focus of her government, but her words would have greater authority if she had not supported a man for Speaker who had sent text messages describing women in vulgar terms. Or if she hadn't invited a serial sexist FM disc jockey to Kirribilli House or appear on his radio program. Or if she had drawn a line earlier about Labor MP Craig Thomson using a union credit card at brothels, as Fair Work found. Or if she wasn't reducing the income of single mothers by forcing them on to Newstart. Or if she had supported women to replace outgoing Labor MPs Nicola Roxon in Gellibrand and Martin Ferguson in Batman. Or if she was not so dependent on a male coterie of union and faction bosses to support her leadership.

Gillard described the election as “a decision about whether, once again, we banish women’s voices from our political life”. Voters looking for facts to substantiate this assertion will search in vain. Labor cannot win re-election by mounting a case based on straw-man assumptions or personal attacks. Gillard argued that a Coalition government would make abortion “a political plaything of men who think they know better”. In reality, the Opposition Leader has pledged to make no changes to abortion laws and to leave decisions about the RU486 abortion pill to the independent regulator. And under a Coalition government, several women will sit around the cabinet table, including deputy leader Julie Bishop.

The discovery of a tawdry menu depicting Gillard in sexist terms at a Coalition fundraiser undermined the Coalition’s rebuttal of Gillard’s gender war - at least until the revelation last night that it had not been distributed.

Yet her jarring rhetoric has not been welcomed by several well-known feminists who would normally be in her corner. Eva Cox said it was a shallow attempt to appeal to female voters. Jane Caro said it was clumsy and manipulative.
It made her, and other feminists, feel uneasy. If several of the most prominent feminists regarded the speech as an act of desperation that ill-judged its intended audience, then what did the vast majority of women who are already sceptical of a gender war think? They are unlikely to be swayed to support a Prime Minister looking for a political wedge to divide the community. They will not identify with yet another attempt by a desperate leader looking to distract voters from her own problems. Voters expect prime ministers to unite, rather than divide, the country and to lead in the national interest.
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Mr Abbott, don't let gender-obsessed, post-60s feminists distract you
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POLITICS really does imitate art. At the moment we are trapped in one of those almost comically off-putting modern productions of Gotterdammerung. No pyrotechnics or exploding Valhallas, just a dreary postmodernist men and women in suits thing with Brunhilde immolating herself by tripping over her handbag and falling into a pile of old chicken doodoo.

Some of the audience are laughing, some are asleep but most, even diehards committed to the director's wonky vision, are exasperatedly trying to figure out how to make a quick exit.

In politics, as in art, the few people who are ideologically committed to the director vociferously defend her.

The fight that ensues, no matter how hopeless, is labelled "controversy". Controversy is a way of justifying a terrible flop that has ripped you off. And the director needs diversion. Blame the philistine economic rationalist in the blue tie. He doesn't have vision, he just wants to give people the same old productions they really seem to like.

The gap between vision and reality, between ideology and good governance, has never been more obvious than with Julia Gillard's government. And never has an Australian government justified its terrible record in such flimsy ideological terms as the gender rhetoric of Gillard's attack on Tony Abbott.
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It is the tactics of the Emily List hit squad, that feminist cabal who give the lie to Eva Cox's protests that "women are as diverse as men".

Sure they are. But Emily's Listers, whence Gillard herself arose, and the Women for Gillard are not diverse.

These women are creatures of a particular vision of womanhood; womanhood made in the aggressive gender-obsessed feminism of the post-1960s.

They are stuck in that pointless combative oppositional attitude to men because they don't know what else to do in the face of failure, even though they know how passe it all is. They do not represent ordinary women, young or old, particularly the vast army of mothers who want pretty basic things from a government.

Gillard had a vision, we are told, and much of that vision was for women.

Well, it has not been the same vision the women who elected her had.

Women wanted an efficient government that at least achieved a measure of real education reform for their children. After all, she was education minister and was keen to do this. Instead they got promises of lots more money for some children, but not others, and no real reform in curriculum or pedagogy, which is the real problem.

Women thought they might have a government that gave mothers of families a fair deal.

They didn't get that either. Labor has reduced family benefits left, right and centre, and for single mothers the benefits have been decimated.

The cost of living has gone up under the carbon tax, the Treasurer can't make ends meet and the prosperity of the country fuelled by our resourses is declining by the month.

It will take a lot to deflect women's dissatisfaction as they scour the supermarket shelves for bargains.

But of course women are not worried about any of that. The feminist elite think all we do is think obsessively about our reproductive rights.

Gillard's hypocritical citing of Abbott's opposition to abortion is really the low point in all of this because it is not a defence of women.

Many of us hate abortion.

It is the creed of feminism and Emily's List that dictates women must believe in absolute freedom for abortion, even for late abortion. This is really a disguised sectarian attack on Abbott's beliefs and on his character.

Yes, he did say abortion is the easy way out, for a society, not for the individual.

He then went on to say that as a society we should "do better", and do more to support mothers in crisis. He also said, to paraphrase Bill Clinton, that abortion should be "safe, legal and rare".

But according to Gillard and her Sancho Panza, Jenny Macklin, Abbott cannot be trusted. We are not supposed to believe Abbott, even though Gillard said during the RU486 debate on February 16, 2006: "I agree with those comments. We would all like to see a circumstance where abortion was safe, legal and rare."

So apparently she conveniently believed him then and agreed with him then? Her speeches of accusation now are looking like hypocrisy.

We all know Abbott cannot do anything about abortion even if he wanted to. It is a matter for the states. It is always going to be a problem for governments because it is very difficult to justify 100,000 abortions, 75,000 paid for on Medicare, in a country of 22 million people.

But the creed of feminism dictates that female politicians must believe in absolute freedom for abortion and they are getting nervous about a small but discernible shift in public opinion.

They are right to be wary. Pro-abortion people won't vote because of abortion but anti-abortion people often do.

In Victoria in 2010, Right to Life ran a campaign against supporters of the Brumby government's pro-abortion to term legislation that also limited the right to conscientious objection.

They were successful in nine seats, replacing seven pro-abortion MPs with seven anti-abortion MPs.

Maxine Morand, who introduced the Victorian abortion bill, lost with a swing of 8 per cent against her, and independent Craig Ingram lost with a 21 per cent swing against him. Both publicly blamed Right to Life Australia for their defeat.

But the controversy that Gillard wants to drum up by ratcheting up the misogyny hysteria will not deflect from her government's own shortcomings, especially her weak leadership.

Instead she is exposing her real subtext, the sort of Dan Brown-like spectre of Abbott the "fanatical Catholic"- sans blue tie or even scungies - now draped in his menacing monk's robes.

It will not do her any good because it is not true. In fact it could have the opposite effect from what she intends. Not only could it backfire on her as a distraction, but it could focus on Abbott's real character and real record in a way she doesn't want.

But enough of dissing the PM, who has had too many sandwiches thrown at her lately.

There is also a lesson for Abbott in these last days. Politics is the art of tactics, and imagery is important. But be yourself. Be clear about what you really believe and think. Don't resile. Stick to the plot.

And please don't try fancy image-changing. People can see the artifice of the image and they have nothing but scorn for it. Integrity and character will out.
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