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Abstract

In 2023 the National Library of Australia, with oral historian and photographer Louise Whelan,
embarked upon a unique project to redress the lack of documentation around the critical role of Australian
women in the space industry. To amplify women’s voices in the male-dominated realm of space exploration,
the National Library commissioned Louise to document the contributions and experiences of women in the
space industry in Australia through over 20 oral histories and 70 photographic images. In their interviews
the women - ranging in ages from 23 to 68 - reflect on gender equality, gender biases, space ethics, law
and governance, space medicine, sustainability, STEM, the emerging technologies of the current space
race and more.

This co-presented paper will discuss the Women in the Space Industry project from two perspectives.
Bronwyn Ryan, Senior Adviser Curatorial Collection Research at the National Library of Australia will
talk about the role of the National Library, its involvement in planning and shaping the project with
Louise, and the importance of whole-of-life oral history interviews for research.

Louise Whelan, as the sole oral historian and photographer on this project, will explore the motivations
behind initiating this first dedicated women in space collection housed in a national institution. She
will talk about how this collection started as a gender-focused exploration of the space industry. Yet,
through the diversity of female experiences and voices (including scientists, Indigenous scientists, scholars,
academics, and the commercial space workforce) has evolved into a crucial historical and forward-looking
initiative. It captures a pivotal moment in which the global space industry, including Australia’s, is
advancing at an unprecedented pace. The Women in the Space Industry project has filled gaps in the
national collection, making it significant in documenting space history, one story at a time, for current
and future generations.



