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In late 2021, Australia lost a prominent and influential historian of convict 
Australia, Babette Smith. Just months before her passing, Smith’s final 
book, Defiant Voices: How Australia’s Female Convicts Challenged Authority, 
was published by the National Library of Australia. As its title implies, the 
book is an exploration of convict women’s resistance in colonial Australia. 
In it, Smith sheds light on their ‘use of shouting, wailing, singing and 
ridicule as weapons in a war of attrition against authority’, arguing 
that ‘the range and depth of it [was] much greater than we realised’.1 
Smith’s emphasis on women’s use of their voices is intended to refocus the 
attention of historians ‘distracted by our feminist preconceptions about 
sexuality and gender power imbalance’, and complicate understandings of 
convict women’s agency, survival and ability to flourish.2

In Defiant Voices, Smith deviates from her usual method of sampling 
a shipload of prisoners, as for those on the Princess Royal in A Cargo of 
Women (1988), on the Hive in The Luck of the Irish (2014), and a selection 
of six ships in Australia’s Birthstain (2008), to instead narrate what is also 
a chronological history of Australia’s women convicts.3 She follows their 
story from the arrival of the First Fleet in 1788 to the cessation of convict 

1  Babette Smith, Defiant Voices: How Australia’s Female Convicts Challenged Authority (Canberra: 
National Library of Australia Publishing, 2021), 251.
2  Ibid., 251.
3  Babette Smith, A Cargo of Women: Susannah Watson and the Convicts of the Princess Royal 
(Kensington: New South Wales University Press, 1988); Babette Smith, The Luck of the Irish: How a 
Shipload of Convicts Survived the Wreck of the Hive to Make a New Life in Australia (Crows Nest: Allen 
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transportation to Van Diemen’s Land in 1851. Adopting such a scope 
allows Smith to draw on the stories of all convict women to produce 
an informative and captivating general history that examines the many 
aspects of their lives and experiences. The latter theme is particularly 
potent. Throughout the book, Smith maintains an emphasis on the convict 
women’s point of view. In a nuanced fashion, she acknowledges that some 
perceived themselves and their experiences differently from what is often 
understood by historians. As Smith rightly argues, emphasising the female 
point of view brings to the fore new questions and interpretations of the 
past. Some 25,000 women made up approximately 15 per cent of the 
convicts transported to Australia.4 These women have been relatively 
overlooked, with general understandings shifting over recent decades 
from a view of them as whores unworthy of marriage to conceiving of 
them as passive victims.5

Challenging these assumptions, Smith demonstrates that relationships of 
all kinds were one of the most fundamental aspects of the lives of convict 
women. The pain and anguish of being torn from family in England and 
Ireland, as well as often having their children taken from them in Australia, 
testify to the fact that their daily life ‘involved many concerns other than 
their sexuality’.6 Examining individual and collective acts of defiance in 
the workplace, Smith reveals that, in aggregate, women absconding from 
work in both penal colonies occurred on a scale previously unrecognised.7 
Delving into the romantic lives of early women prisoners, she further 
shows that, in contrast to traditionally held views, many formed long-
lasting, not exploitative, relationships.8

These arguments are bolstered by rich case studies of convict lives and 
episodes of resistance recorded in the vast surviving convict archives 
and contextualised by letters, diaries and other official documents. 
The strengths of these sources also make them problematic. Archival 
sources featuring convicts most often survive in situations in which 
individuals encountered record-producing bodies, namely the convict 
administration, the court system and newspapers. The types of records 
these bodies produced are skewed towards documenting instances of 
lawbreaking and other disputes. While this is beneficial given the main 

4  Smith, Defiant Voices, 6.
5  Ibid., 10.
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8  Ibid., 76.
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subject matter, Defiant Voices also seeks to provide a general history of 
the lives of convict women in narrating the range of their experiences 
in the Australian colonies. In focusing on resistance, Smith somewhat 
overlooks those convict women who arrived in the colonies, behaved 
themselves (according to official standards), married, formed families 
and led full lives. While their lives were arguably less dramatic than their 
defiant counterparts, their stories appear notably absent in a work intent 
on laying out the full range of convict women’s lives in Australia.

This caveat aside, Smith not only draws on these varied sources effectively 
to argue her position but also uses them to enliven the book’s presentation. 
Designed for a general readership, Defiant Voices is elegant in its layout. 
There is rarely a page without an illuminating photograph or piece of 
historical artwork. Rich in variety and quality, they not only make the 
book aesthetically pleasing but also allow the reader to immerse themselves 
more deeply in Smith’s prose and the history it describes. Occasional 
standalone text boxes showcase fascinating and insightful biographical 
character studies that flesh out the broader historical phenomena under 
discussion. While informative, these at times disrupt the flow of the main 
text. Pages featuring enlarged one-sentence quotations pulled from the 
writing pique the reader’s interest. They highlight the key themes being 
explored in that section.

Smith dedicated her book to ‘the thousands of family and academic 
historians whose research into women and convicts has produced 
such riches’.9 In doing so, she acknowledged the profound impact that 
biographical studies of convicts from both kinds of historians have had 
on the historiography and indeed her own research. Smith epitomised 
this dialogue and collaboration in her work, particularly in her pioneering 
study of Susannah Watson and the convicts of the Princess Royal, on which 
Defiant Voices builds. She was also a generous mentor to many emerging 
historians of convict Australia, ranging from those completing doctoral 
theses to former undergraduates such as myself. Defiant Voices contains 
much of what will define Smith’s legacy of contributions to Australian 
convict history: an emphasis on the convicts’ perspective, the use of 
individual convict stories, keen attention to detail, provocative historical 
arguments, fascinating stories, and the above-mentioned collaboration 
between academic and family historians. Vale, Babette.

9  Ibid.
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