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In an echo of Neville Chamberlain’s 1938 ‘peace for our time’ speech, 
Jacqueline Kent’s biography of Vida Goldstein proclaims ‘VIDA’ as 
‘A WOMAN FOR OUR TIME’. It joins an expanding genre of books that 
narrate the ‘extraordinary’ lives of Australian women aimed at a general 
readership. Recent additions include Robert Wainwright’s profile of 
Australian actor-suffragist Muriel Matters; Elizabeth Kleinhenz’s account 
of feminist Germaine Greer; Loretta Smith’s portrayal of car mechanic 
Alice Anderson; David Dufty’s account of electrical engineer Florence 
Violet McKenzie; Cathy Perkins’ depiction of passionate poet Zora Cross; 
Helen Ennis’ portrayal of modernist photographer Olive Cotton; and 
Kathy Mexted’s salutation to 10 women pilots ‘who refused to keep their 
feet on the ground’.1

The biographers position these women as pioneering champions, 
passionate adventurers and inspiring trailblazers who defied the social 
conventions of their times. They are also motivated by how little is known 
about these extraordinary women. Perkins says Cross believed ‘history will 
find me’, Smith wants Anderson to be ‘acclaimed as a national treasure’, 
Dufty offers McKenzie’s story for readers to ‘enjoy and marvel at’ and 
Mexted hopes her stories will ‘inspire’ readers to ‘try new things’. Some 

1  Robert Wainwright, Miss Muriel Matters (Sydney: HarperCollins, 2017); Elizabeth Kleinhenz, 
Germaine: The Life of Germaine Greer (Sydney: Penguin Random House, 2018); Loretta Smith, 
A Spanner in the Works (Sydney: Hachette Australia, 2019); David Dufty, Radio Girl: The Story of the 
Extraordinary Mrs Mac, Pioneering Engineer and Wartime Legend (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2020); 
Cathy Perkins, The Shelf Life of Zora Cross (Melbourne: Monash University Press, 2020); Helen Ennis, 
Olive Cotton: A Life in Photography (Sydney: HarperCollins, 2020); Kathy Mexted, Australian Women 
Pilots: Amazing True Stories of Women in the Air (Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, 2020).
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of the women Mexted includes, such as Nancy Bird Walton (known as 
the ‘Angel of the Outback’ for her work with the Flying Doctor Service) 
and Deborah Lawrie (renowned for winning her sex discrimination case 
against Ansett Airlines), are familiar while others are unknown outside 
flying circles. Mexted’s accounts of these women crop dusting, cattle 
herding, navigating New Guinea mountain ranges, ferrying planes 
across the Pacific and surviving crashes are infused with her own piloting 
experiences. In lauding these pioneers, Mexted does not shy away from 
noting the ‘face of male prejudices’ they encountered but acknowledges 
social attitudes have changed over time.

Kent adopts a different approach. Asserting that Vida Goldstein is ‘briefly 
mentioned in almost every history of women in Australia’ but remains 
unknown ‘outside scholarly circles’, she claims her biography provides 
a remedy for this absence.2 In a rhetorical flourish that comes close to 
hagiography, she locates her subject as ‘not simply a woman of her times’ 
but also ‘for our time’, frames Vida’s life with the experiences of Australia’s 
first female prime minister and views Vida through the monofocal lens of 
‘pent-up Australian misogyny’ that ‘crashed on’ Julia Gillard (279).3 But, 
despite quoting at length from her misogyny speech, Kent misses Gillard’s 
central point: gender ‘doesn’t explain everything’.

In her review of this biography, Marilyn Lake criticises Kent’s failure to 
deal with pertinent questions such as independent women candidates 
as opposed to those supported by political parties and points to other 
significant intersectional elements, such as class, which Kent neglects.4 
Through overlooking such aspects, Kent slides into sweeping statements 
about Australia’s political system. Her suggestion, that Australian women 
‘wait[ed] until men granted them the suffrage’ effectively recycles the 
long-debunked notion of Australian women being handed the vote 

2  Previously published accounts of Vida Goldstein are to be found in Janice N. Brownfoot, ‘Goldstein, 
Vida Jane (1869–1949)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/goldstein-vida-
jane-6418/text10975; Janette Bomford, That Dangerous and Persuasive Woman (Melbourne: Melbourne 
University Press, 1990); Clare Wright, You Daughters of Freedom: The Australian Women Who Won the 
Vote and Inspired the World (Melbourne: Text Publishing, 2018); Marilyn Lake, Progressive New World: 
How Settler Colonialism and Transpacific Exchange Shaped American Reform (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2019); James Keating, Distant Sisters: Australasian Women and the International Struggle 
for the Vote 1880–1914 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2020).
3  Jacqueline Kent, The Making of Julia Gillard (Melbourne: Penguin Australia, 2009).
4  Marilyn Lake, ‘Review: New Biography shows Vida Goldstein’s Political Campaigns were 
Courageous, her Losses Prophetic’, The Conversation, 22 September 2020, theconversation.com/
review-new-biography-shows-vida-goldsteins-political-campaigns-were-courageous-her-losses-
prophetic-145691.

https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/goldstein-vida-jane-6418/text10975
https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/goldstein-vida-jane-6418/text10975
http://theconversation.com/review-new-biography-shows-vida-goldsteins-political-campaigns-were-courageous-her-losses-prophetic-145691
http://theconversation.com/review-new-biography-shows-vida-goldsteins-political-campaigns-were-courageous-her-losses-prophetic-145691
http://theconversation.com/review-new-biography-shows-vida-goldsteins-political-campaigns-were-courageous-her-losses-prophetic-145691
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‘on a plate’  (xiii).5 Pointing to the use of the masculine pronoun in 
the Commonwealth Franchise Act 1902, Kent comments, bizarrely, it is 
‘rather galling to think that Australian women became voters thanks to 
a convention of English grammar’ (82). Although she notes that women 
in South Australia and Western Australia were entitled to vote in colonial 
parliaments by the turn of the century, Kent does not take account of the 
‘compromise deal’ that enabled the passing of the Act on 12 June 1902.6 

Such oversimplifications lead Kent into disingenuous statements. ‘Vida 
was the first woman anywhere in the Western world … to stand for 
election to a national parliament’ she asserts, ignoring the three other 
women candidates at the same 1903 election (xii).7 Moreover, comparing 
Australia with the United Kindgom and United States, Kent claims ‘in 
Australia, it took forty years for a woman to enter parliament’, an assertion 
that is true only of the Commonwealth Parliament (277, emphasis in 
original).8 Kent lauds Vida’s criticisms of the new generation of Australian 
suffragists who did not ‘want to change too much’ and admires Vida’s 
belief women should ‘band together and fight solely on their own account’ 
rather than work with men, a stance at odds with other women of the 
time (177, 268–69). As Edith Cowan, the first woman elected to any 
Australian parliament stated: ‘if men and women can work for the State 
side by side … we should do very much better work in the community 
than was ever done before’.9 Kent’s representations beg to be challenged 
or at least contextualised.

Problematically, Kent insinuates her own authorial perspective into 
her surmises. She declares Vida ‘was heartened to see that at last—at 
last—women were being represented in Australian parliaments (268, 
emphasis in original). As Millicent Preston Stanley, the first woman 
elected to the New South Wales Parliament stated, she was not elected 

5  Jenny Donovan, ‘“Handed on a Plate” and Other Misconceptions: Women’s Suffrage in New 
South Wales’, in No Fit Place For Women? Women in New South Wales Politics, ed. Deborah Brennan 
and Louise Chappell (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2006), 33–59.
6  ‘Defining Moments: Franchise Act’, National Museum of Australia, www.nma.gov.au/defining-
moments/resources/franchise-act.
7  The women candidates for the 1903 federal election were Vida Goldstein, Nellie Martel, Mary 
Anne Moore Bentley (Senate) and Selina Anderson (House of Representatives).
8  By 1943 eight women had been elected to Australian state parliaments. Edith Cowan, 1921; 
May Holman, 1925; Annie Florence Cardell-Oliver, 1936 (Western Australia); Millicent Preston 
Stanley, 1925; Mary Quirk, 1939 (New South Wales); Irene Longman, 1929 (Queensland); Millicent 
Peacock, 1933; Ivy Webster, 1937 (Victoria).
9  Western Australia Parliamentary Debates, 28 July 1921, 19.

http://www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/franchise-act
http://www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/franchise-act
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‘as a representative of one sex’ but to represent the ‘electors of Eastern 
Suburbs’.10 Federal parliamentarians—women and men—are elected to 
the House of Representatives to represent electorates and to the Senate to 
represent states—not women (or men). Kent’s high modality conjectures 
often accord her assertions an undeserved authority, as, for instance, 
her statement that although Vida was not involved in establishing the 
Australian Federation of Women Voters, ‘she must have been pleased’; 
and, despite not being ‘particularly interested in the theatre’, Vida would 
‘certainly have been in the audience cheering’ Nora in Henrik Ibsen’s play 
A Doll’s House (46, 257).

Kent extends her speculations to Vida’s imagined responses to women 
of  our time to support her thesis that Vida’s ‘battles for equality in 
politics’ illuminate ‘issues that persist today’. Vida, she contends, ‘would 
have applauded the restraint in Gillard’s misogyny speech’, ‘would have 
been pleased to see the progress Australian women have made’, and 
‘would have applauded the existence of #MeToo and Destroy the Joint’ 
(282–83). Would Vida applaud the social situations that gave rise to these 
movements?

The book’s cover blurb asserts Vida ‘remains Australia’s most celebrated 
crusader for the rights of women’, an exorbitant claim at odds with Kent’s 
statement of Vida being unknown outside ‘scholarly circles’. Ironically, it 
also positions this biography in Thomas Carlyle’s nineteenth-century great 
man of history tradition; historical events are explicable in terms of the 
impact of unique, heroic men. Or, in Vida’s case, a unique, heroic woman! 
Despite Kent’s worthy intention of bringing Vida Goldstein’s story to the 
general public, her storytelling is fraught with historical blindness, lack 
of nuance and intersectional myopia. Just as Chamberlain’s ‘peace for our 
time’ rang hollow; sadly, so too does Kent’s ‘woman for our time’. 

10  New South Wales Parliamentary Debates, 26 August 1925, 370.



This text is taken from Lilith: A Feminist History Journal: Number 27, 
published 2021 by ANU Press, The Australian National University, 

Canberra, Australia.


