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Michelle Staff review of Jacqueline Kent, 
Vida: A Woman for our Time

(Melbourne: Viking, 2020), 336 pp., PB $34.99, ISBN 9780670079490

Historians and biographers have been grappling with the question of how to write 
feminist biography for some time now. In 1994 Barbara Caine noted that ‘biography 
is at one and the same time antithetical to some of the basic aims and approaches 
of women’s history—and the avenue that seems most helpful for those seeking to 
understand the actual historical experiences of women in all their complexity’.1 
For some, biography’s traditional focus on ‘exceptional’ people with public lives has 
sat awkwardly with the democratic ideals of feminist history. But it is an evolving 
genre that presents an attractive option for those seeking to recover women of the 
past and interrogate historical feminisms—especially for popular audiences.

Jacqueline Kent’s biography of Vida Goldstein adds to the ever growing list of 
biographies of Australian feminists.2 It sits within a broader historiography that 
explores women’s suffrage in both a local and international context, too.3 Goldstein 
(1869–1949) provides a fascinating biographical subject: over the course of her life 
she was not only a social reformer, suffrage campaigner and political candidate, but 
also a teacher, writer, editor, lecturer, anti-conscriptionist and religious practitioner. 
Her life—which spanned many key historical moments, including Federation, the 
economic downturns of the 1890s and the Great Depression, and World Wars I 
and II—also offers fertile ground for understanding late nineteenth and early to 
mid-twentieth-century Australia.

Vida is pitched as recovery history, a common trope applied to subjects (often 
women) who are brought to our attention for the first time. It is true that Goldstein 
has not acquired the same mythic status of some of her overseas contemporaries—
figures like the suffragette leader Emmeline Pankhurst or the American suffrage 
pioneer Susan B. Anthony. But while public audiences may not be so familiar with 
her, she is far from ‘unknown’. Goldstein frequently appears in historical scholarship 
on the period and has already been the subject of a book-length biography, which 

1  Barbara Caine, ‘Feminist Biography and Feminist History’, Women’s History Review 3, no. 2 (1994), 250.
2  Recent titles include Susan Magarey, Unbridling the Tongues of Women: A Biography of Catherine Helen Spence 
(Adelaide: University of Adelaide Press, 2010; revised edition, originally published 1985); Robert Wainwright, 
Miss Muriel Matters: The Fearless Suffragist Who Fought for Equality (London: Allen & Unwin, 2017) and Denise 
George, Mary Lee: The Life and Times of a ‘Turbulent Anarchist’ and Her Battle for Women’s Rights (Adelaide: 
Wakefield Press, 2018). 
3  Among the latest works in this field are Clare Wright, You Daughters of Freedom: The Australians Who Won 
the Vote and Inspired the World (Melbourne: Text Publishing, 2018) and James Keating, Distant Sisters: Australasian 
Women and the International Struggle for the Vote, 1880–1914 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2020).
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covers much of the same ground as this one.4 What Kent’s book does is bring 
Goldstein to life in a highly readable way for a general audience, drawing present-
day parallels at the same time.

The opening pages of Vida introduce the reader to Goldstein in 1912, at the age 
of 43, selling two newspapers on a Melbourne street corner: her own, the Woman 
Voter, and the British suffragettes’ Votes for Women. Kent vividly describes the 
varied reactions of people walking past—some sympathetic, some antagonistic, 
others bemused—and paints a picture of a stoic woman committed to the cause for 
which she is most well-known. The scene belies the centrality of the suffrage issue 
to Goldstein’s historical identity, as well as the persistent purchase that the British 
suffragettes have on understandings of the battle for women’s voting rights, even in 
Australia. Kent asks: ‘How did Vida Goldstein, a woman in her forties, the child 
of an impoverished immigrant father and a mother whose family was blighted by 
tragedy, develop the kind of courage that enabled her to do this?’ (p. xiv). Throughout 
the book she explores Goldstein’s personal and public lives to answer this question.

The rest of this biography is divided into four chronological parts: ‘Young Vida’, 
‘Apprentice’, ‘Candidate’, and ‘Activist’. The two chapters that make up ‘Young Vida’ 
look to Goldstein’s family history and early years to explain her lifelong interest in 
social reform. Like many feminists have done when reflecting on their own lives, 
Kent finds traces of an activist heritage within the family, citing Goldstein’s mother’s 
‘instinctive sympathy’ for inequality (p. 5) and her subject’s own characterisation of 
her paternal grandfather as a Polish-Jewish freedom fighter—perhaps truth, perhaps 
‘a family legend’ that helped her ‘burnish her own credentials as a rebel and a fighter 
for justice’ (p. 8). Throughout, Kent situates Goldstein’s life within the broader 
context of nineteenth-century Victoria. She skilfully draws the reader into the world 
of Melbourne at that time, painting a multisensory portrait of a city basking in 
the riches of the gold rushes. She also zooms out from the Goldsteins’ lives to note 
important social, cultural and political features of the period, including the rising 
importance of girls’ education and developments such as the Victorian Married 
Women’s Property Act 1884.

The second section, ‘Apprentice’, traces Goldstein’s politicisation and early 
efforts as a  feminist and social reformer in the context of widespread economic 
depression. Kent  shows how religion—especially the Australian Church and the 
Women’s Christian Temperance Union—provided a core framework through which 
Goldstein and her mother became involved in efforts to alleviate poverty and tackle 
issues such as women’s prison reform. Kent outlines how the pair helped raise funds 
for the Queen Victoria Hospital for Women in a doorknocking campaign that 
mobilised women on a great scale, presenting this as a forerunner to their role in 

4  Janette M. Bomford, That Dangerous and Persuasive Woman: Vida Goldstein (Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University 
Press, 1993).
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obtaining some of the 30,000 signatures for the famous women’s suffrage ‘monster 
petition’ that was presented to the Victorian Parliament in 1891 (but confusing the 
chronology). This part of the book tracks Goldstein’s emergence as a key player on 
the Victorian suffrage scene, following her from Melbourne to the United States, 
where she met with American feminists and even Theodore Roosevelt. Kent is careful 
to acknowledge the many other women who came before and after her subject—
people like Annette Bear-Crawford (Goldstein’s mentor), Henrietta Dugdale and 
Alice Henry. In this respect, the biography shies away from a simple ‘great woman’ 
narrative to situate Goldstein within a movement that was shaped by multiple actors 
over many years.

Part three, ‘Candidate’, centres on Goldstein’s career as an aspiring politician, 
spanning her first four runs for parliament. In 1903 she became the first woman in 
the British Empire to stand for parliament, running as an independent (Goldstein 
remained firmly non-party throughout her life). Though all of her attempts were 
unsuccessful, she saw part of her role as being to galvanise women voters and make 
it easier for the next woman to run for office. This story is intertwined with that 
of her family and friends, including figures like Stella Miles Franklin, as well as the 
ongoing Victorian suffrage campaign (in 1908 Victoria became the last Australian 
state to give women the vote). Kent also traces Goldstein’s growing international 
networks, especially her 1911 visit to Britain and vocal support for Emmeline 
Pankhurst’s suffragettes.

The final part of the book, ‘Activist’, opens with the outbreak of World War I 
and charts Goldstein’s activities beyond the suffrage issue. Kent reveals a woman 
dedicated to the twin causes of women’s rights and peace. During this period 
Goldstein campaigned against conscription and started initiatives to relieve the 
particular hardships women faced throughout the war years. Some of her anti-
war views were divisive and lost her friends and supporters, however. This story is 
punctuated by another run for parliament (in 1917) as well as multiple family losses, 
including that of her mother. Kent frames Goldstein’s extended stay in Europe after 
the war as a turning point that shifted her gaze away from the realm of political 
activism. Instead, she refocused on Christian Science and became an accredited 
practitioner. Kent asserts that most stories of her subject’s life end here; she traces 
it a little further, showing Goldstein’s continued commitment to women’s rights 
(for example, divorce law) into her old age, before her death at the age of 80.

Kent’s telling of Goldstein’s story is highly engaging and written with flair, with 
each section revealing another layer to her remarkable life. She offers a compelling 
narrative that allows the reader to feel like they are able to understand something of 
Goldstein’s character and ideas (Kent’s Goldstein, that is—her passion for her subject 
is obvious and has a significant influence on the portrayal offered). The evidence 
for Goldstein’s personal life is certainly sparser than for her public work, but Kent 
manages to develop a holistic image of her character. A historian would certainly 
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wish to see more footnotes pointing to the evidence used and greater recognition 
of the rich body of scholarship in the field, although this would not be as much of 
a concern for a general reader.

Throughout the book, Kent adds contemporary commentary by drawing parallels 
between Goldstein’s experiences and those of women in politics today. She compares, 
for instance, the vitriolic poems and cartoons produced during Goldstein’s campaigns 
to the online trolling experienced by figures like Sarah Hanson-Young. Elsewhere, 
she shows clear continuities in the media’s fascination with women’s appearance, 
from Goldstein’s ‘coquettish hats’ to Julia Gillard’s jackets and Julie Bishop’s red 
shoes (p. 110). At times this illuminates ongoing gender issues; often, though, the 
connections feel somewhat out of place. In the epilogue, Kent takes us further away 
from Goldstein’s life, giving a whirlwind tour of the women who have profited 
from her trailblazing efforts: from Enid Lyons and Dorothy Tangney to Julie Bishop 
and Julia Gillard (who, as Kent’s former biographical subject, figures prominently 
throughout the book). She projects what her subject would think of the state of 
affairs today but ends on a positive note with Goldstein’s own words: ‘the world 
moves slowly … but it does move’ (p. 284).

This intertwining of past and present raises multiple questions. How should 
contemporary feminists relate to their pioneering forebears and past feminisms? 
What responsibilities do we have in telling their stories? The book’s title—Vida: 
A Woman for Our Time—is not simply a marketing strategy; it is an underlying 
rationale of the text. In a short piece titled ‘Discovering Vida’, Kent writes: ‘All the 
way through the research and writing of Vida’s story I felt a real comradeship with 
her: her struggles, her victories, her attitudes and convictions—all recognisable, all 
easily understandable for a twenty-first-century audience’.5 Certainly, Goldstein’s 
story illuminates many unfortunate commonalities between her world and twenty-
first-century Australia, especially in the area of gender discrimination. But drawing 
connections between the past and the present must not be selective or only focus on 
creating a sense of affinity with the historical subject. In line with Kent’s approach, 
an important connection could have also been made between Indigenous women’s 
disenfranchisement in Goldstein’s era and the ongoing inequalities and exclusion 
their descendants continue to face today. Likewise, the fact that white women in 
both Goldstein’s time and ours are central in discussions about gender and most 
often the ones whose names are on the ballot should have been addressed. Making 
her story relevant to a modern audience should not mean omitting the most 
uncomfortable dimensions of it.

5  Jacqueline Kent, ‘Discovering Vida’, Penguin, 15 September 2020, accessed 18 February 2021, www.penguin.
com.au/articles/2799-discovering-vida.
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In this book Kent seeks not only to discuss Goldstein’s life but also to give an 
impression of her historical context. At times this is balanced nicely. However, the 
text does not delve deep enough into the issues of race and colonialism that were 
so central to the story of women’s rights in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
Kent does note that Indigenous peoples were denied voting rights, but on the whole 
she neglects to interrogate Goldstein’s attitudes to race and empire, as well as the 
whiteness of the suffrage movement more generally. At one point she contextualises 
Goldstein’s support for a White Australia, but where she quotes Goldstein’s reference 
to an international sisterhood, for instance, she does not mention the racialised 
boundaries of such bonds. These issues also have contemporary resonance in the 
dominance of white women within feminism and calls for intersectionality. The fact 
that these themes are barely mentioned is a glaring omission.

We may certainly admire Goldstein’s tenacity and commitment to creating change 
and draw inspiration from her capacity to challenge those in power. But her vision 
for a new society cannot simply become ours. We live in a very different world 
in which her vision for better rights for white women are insufficient. In writing 
the biographies of our feminist forebears, it is important to recognise their flaws 
(and explain them in relation to their own context) as much as their achievements. 
They are not simply older versions of us, but women of their own time. The 
similarities between Goldstein’s era and ours are certainly there; just as, if not more, 
notable are the differing priorities, values and goals that feminism needs to have in 
a diverse Australia.
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