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For an Australian woman political reformer, an autobiography, a biography, a 

centenary collection of essays and documents and a sizeable collection of archival 

material add up to an unusually large legacy.1 Despite this, Jessie Street’s role in 

Australian politics and international relations has never been assessed, a point 

that has almost become a convention in referring to Street’s work.2 So writing a 

new biography carries the reasonable expectation of a fuller understanding of her 

public role. This seminar paper3 outlines my approach to the challenge of 

assessing the achievement of a woman political activist who was for the most part 

without official status. And about the challenge I share with every biographer, 

trying to discover and trying to convey ‘the actual man underneath’. In the case 

of Jessie Street, the intersection of these two challenges points to the crucial 

contemporary importance of the genre of political biography.  

 

Public women 

When we think of political biography we likely see libraries of the lives of 

monarchs, heads of government, statesmen, courtiers, high civil servants, maybe 

military officers and judges. These certainly have dominated the shelves, but 

there are also lives of those ‘unauthorised’ people who influenced politics from 

unofficial sectors of the public sphere. There are political biographies of some of 

the few ‘official’ women who have held high public office – most previously 

monarchs, now also prime ministers. While there have always been lots more 

‘unofficial’ women influencing political life, they have few biographies and it is 

significant that most of the modern ones are lives of the suffragists who 

pioneered the voting path into the official political sphere. Traditional political 

biographies focus, sometimes exclusively, on the public role, and this can be 

familiar history to the reader. With the ‘unauthorised’ subject, the reader cannot 

be expected to know about the structures and processes through which they 

worked, and their mark in history is often also obliterated.4  

                                                 
1Jessie Street Truth or repose Sydney, Australasian Book Society, 1966; Peter Sekuless 
Jessie Street: a rewarding but unrewarded life St Lucia Q., University of Queensland Press, 
1978; Heather Radi (ed) Jessie Street: documents and essays Sydney, Redress Press, 
1990. Jessie Street’s papers are held by the National Library of Australia. 
2See for instance Radi op.cit., p.13; Marilyn Lake “Jessie Street and ‘feminist chauvinism’” 
in Radi (ed.), op.cit.; Di Zetlin “Jessie Street was robbed”, paper presented at APSA 
conference, University of Melbourne, 1995 
3 The paper has been substantially revised and I am very grateful for the valuable 
comments at the seminar on 6 October 2005 and conversations since that enabled me to 
clarify my approach.  
4 The splendid index of Heather Radi’s 200 Australian Women Sydney, Redress Press, 
1989 is an indirect but effective tool in tracing the work of such figures.  
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Although a prolific writer and very experienced speaker, Jessie Street left no 

systematic account of her work. Her 1966 autobiography Truth or Repose, a 

disorganised, misremembered and incomplete memoir, is frustratingly far from 

serving this purpose. Despite the significance of the events recorded there, for 

decades this dense and repetitive book deterred all but the most faithful of 

friends, family, and foes. That the book ends in 1945 meant a vital twenty years 

of her work was missing. Aspects of this period were subsequently covered by 

Peter Sekuless in a biography published eight years after her death in 1970, and 

by contributors to a the collection of essays marking the 1989 centenary of her 

birth.5  

 

Unusually for an unofficial political figure, a woman working through women’s 

organisations, Jessie Street left a pretty good archival trail, with a large collection 

of papers in the National Library of Australia, including collections of documents 

and photographs, and transcripts of many of her radio broadcasts and speeches. 

The Mitchell Library holds collections of family papers as well as the records of the 

organisation she founded in 1929, the United Associations of Women.6 And – 

again unusually for a woman – the National Archives has a good collection of 

federal government records across many agencies, including four substantial 

ASIO files. This last cache is less unusual for 20th C Australian women political 

activists. But where a person is marginal or unmentioned in political history, such 

riches add to the difficulty of rising to an analytic overview of the life’s work.7  

 

Jessie Street’s eighty years spanned geopolitics from the outposts of imperialism 

to the centre of transnationalism. Her first fourteen years were already a maze of 

imperial, colonial, and national connections. She was born in northeastern India 

in 1889, into families prominent in British society and Australian squattocracy. 

She grew up on the maternal family property in the New South Wales bush and at 

fourteen went to a progressive English school for girls where discussion of politics 

was encouraged. Family visits to England involved her in the great suffragette 

demonstration in 1911, in trying to get a firsthand account of the independence 

movement in Egypt the same year, and in her first international women’s 

                                                 
5 Peter Sekuless Jessie Street: a rewarding but unrewarded life St Lucia Qld, University of 
Queensland Press, 1978; Heather Radi (ed) Jessie Street: documents and essays Sydney, 
Redress Press, 1990  
6 ‘The legacy of Jessie Street’, National Library of Australia Newsletter August 2005 

7 ASIO’s files on Jessie Street (NAA: A6119, 360-363) are now available online at 
http:uncommonlives.naa.gov.au. Other ASIO files on women activists include those on 
equal pay campaigners Muriel Heagney and Eileen Powell. 
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conference, in Rome in 1914. Her marriage in 1916 brought her into a prominent 

NSW family that has so far produced three generations of Chief Justices. On a 

visit to Europe in 1938 she saw the impact of spreading Nazism on everyday life 

in Vienna and Berlin. She had become a socialist through witnessing the effect of 

the Depression on unemployed families in her home town of Sydney and changed 

from a conservative voter to join the ALP. By 1949 she was too far left for the ALP 

and became a victim of the Party’s Cold War purge. Among the frontline figures in 

the long battle for equal pay for women, she stood three times, unsuccessfully, 

for Federal parliament. The only woman on Australia’s delegation to the San 

Francisco conference to found the United Nations in 1945, she was a founder of 

the Commission of the Status of Women. Prominent in the postwar world peace 

movement, she campaigned for observance of the UN Charter during the wars in 

Korea and Vietnam and during the creation of the NATO and SEATO regional 

alliances. She also played a key role in the campaign for the 1967 referendum 

that removed clauses in the Australian Constitution discriminating against 

Aborigines.  

 

It was an eventful geopolitical span, and so was Jessie Street’s role in shaping it. 

 

Transgression 

For some decades political biography has been under fire for privileging the public 

over the private life of the, usually male, subject. While this is related to the old 

dichotomy of men/public, women/private Inge Clendinnen’s 2004 Allan Martin 

lecture showed just how much more complex a problem the biographer wrestles.8 

Her fine account of how a retreat from portraying ‘the actual man underneath’ 

reflected the biographer’s self shows how cognitive psychology offers new insights 

into the nuanced relationship of the biographical writer and subject. Most 

reviewers simply cluster to criticise the biographer who chooses, or is required, to 

sideline private life.9 Perhaps they are right, and such a sensibility no longer suits 

readers used to a far wider range of revelations. But the very category ‘political 

biography’ is called into question by the contemporary focus on the private life of 

the public figure – a life is a life whether the subject is Mussolini, or Madonna. But 

this trend can blunt the instruments of the political biographer without sharpening 

the tools of others. We now acknowledge the ways in which the personal is 

political – but this does not mean we no longer live our lives within walled public 

                                                 
8 Inge Clendinnen ‘In search of the “Actual man underneath”: AW Martin and the art of 
biography (History Program RSSS ANU) Pandanus Books, 2004 
9 For instance, Rick Rutgens review of Tim Rowse Nugget Coombs: a reforming life 
Melbourne, CUP, 2002, in Journal of Australian Studies 11 December 2002 
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and private spheres.  We do, and it is political biography that can best show how 

the barriers function and how they are crossed – in both directions. Looking at 

lives is always a chance to see how uneven is the two-way traffic, how the 

political processes of government, law and administration permeate the private 

sphere much more readily than the reverse. Despite the promises of democracy. 

It would be good if any of her biographers questioned Madonna’s influence on 

politics, but even better if all biographers looked at how political structures and 

processes influence lives.10  

 

In discerning the nuances in Martin’s approach in his biography of Henry Parkes 

‘to focus on the manageable public, away from the murk of the personal’, Inge 

Clendinnen illuminates the importance of a new political biography. Recognising 

that politics mattered to Martin as well as to Parkes, and mattered in the 1970s 

when the biography was published, she says    

At the moment we are in a cynical phase where they do not seem to 

matter much, although I think we are about to find out we are wrong. 

A new political biography needs broad definition as a genre where the biographer 

places the subject within the lived context of national government and/or 

international relations. This would mean looking closely at the two-way traffic 

without succumbing to fashions for emphasis on public or private life, or anything 

else. For the biographer it is a great help to have a growing repertoire of ways to 

find clues to ‘the actual man underneath’, whether by means of a focus on 

childhood or family life to facilitate a psychoanalytic or psychosocial approach.11 

For today’s political biographer, Clendinnen’s indication of how cognitive 

psychology helps us find clues to the narrative thread that weaves and reweaves 

public and private selves is important. Where one’s subject is an ‘unauthorised’ 

political actor, tracing paths of personal and political connections and associations 

it is a particularly exciting idea. There are some simple starting points, like 

including evidence of the role of the wife in the achievements of a public man, or 

the mutual exchange of equal partners.12 Now I know why I insisted on including 

all 24 prime ministerial wives in a website resource for the study of Australia’s 25 

                                                 
10 Desley Deacon’s  Elsie Clews Parsons: inventing modern life University of Chicago 
Press, 1997 provides an example of drawing in the political in this way. 
11 See AF Davies The task of biography 1972; Judith Brett Political Lives 1997 
12 See Pat Jalland Women, marriage and politics, 1860-1914 Oxford, Clarendon Press, 
1986; Caroline Seebohm, No regrets : the life of Marietta Tree New York, Simon & 
Schuster,1997; Gerald Horne Race woman: the lives of Shirley Graham Du Bois New York 
University Press, 2000; Janet Lee Comrades and partners: the shared lives of Grace 
Hutchins and Anna Rochester Lanham Md, Rowman & Littlefield, 2000 
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prime ministers – and I thought it was just because some of them were more 

fun.13  

 

Nevertheless, these are difficult times for the biographer of an unofficial woman, 

whether political wife or independent reformer, because a spotlight on the 

personal can dim the public life as readily as the focus on the public man dimmed 

the personal life.  

 

The official person already occupies an endorsed and authoritative place in public 

life and the biographer can expect the reader to understand the public place and 

be ready for revelations of private places. The biographer whose subject is an 

unofficial political actor needs the reader to recognise both places, and their 

borders too. Above all, the writer of an ‘unofficial’ life is looking for trangressions 

across these borders. Jim Walter’s ‘organic intellectual’ is a response to a similar 

problem, tracing the influence on cultural ideas of people not commonly 

recognised as intellectual spearheads. Like Madonna maybe. ‘Organic political 

actors’ could be used to refer to non-official figures shaping channels from private 

to public political spheres. For several reasons I prefer to term the unofficial 

political actor an ‘NGP’ – or non-government person.  

 

Transnationalism 

If available analyses in political science and international relations acknowledge 

only official figures, those without accreditation must wait off the main political 

stage. And there are quite a lot of NGPs waiting in the wings, excluded from a 

cast list compiled by governments. They include those like Jessie Street who also 

worked on the international political stage and could be dubbed INGPs. But a 

better term is ‘internationalist’, a political actor who by definition is supranational, 

with humanitarian or other geopolitical values primary to those of national 

politics. Most of these internationalists have been waiting in the wings a long 

time, at least since that mid-19th century era of ‘the international mind’ when 

anti-slavery and peace movements were celebrated by Emerson’s 

Transcendentalists and Tennyson’s ‘parliament of man’. Though unsung, feminist 

internationalists have almost as long a history, at least from the 1880s. Thomas 

Paine’s ‘My country is the whole world’ became a slogan familiar to women labour 

                                                 
13 The website is http: primeministers.naa.gov.au  - and the pioneer work was Di 
Langmore’s Prime Ministers’ Wives 
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and peace activists in the early 20th century14 and JA Hobson’s analysis of 

Richard Cobden as ‘the international man’ is relevant to these women’s focus on a 

practical idealism constantly connected to the economic realities of everyday 

lives. 

 

But rather than singling out heroes, the biographer must keep in place the 

organisations – in Jessie Street’s case there were many – through which feminist 

internationalism was born and for a time flourished. These were the forerunners 

of the now familiar NGOs or non-government organisations and tracing their 

cross-currents as well as the reciprocal flows of influence between them and 

official organisations is essential to understanding the role of any individual 

member. Identifying NGOs is just as much a complication as identifying NGPs 

though. Writing about the work of Jessie Street and colleagues whose major work 

was done through NGOs can turn the narrative into an alphabet soup of 

acronyms. The biographer of an official internationalist can expect the reader to 

keep track of many official international organisations, like WHO and UNHCR and 

NATO and SEATO. Neither the names nor the agendas of NGOs can ever have the 

same recognition, not even the largest and oldest networks of women like the 

International Council of Women (ICW), the International Alliance of Women 

(IWSA/IAW), nor the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom 

(WILPF). As few studies of international organisations of government even refer 

to these, it is even more important for biographies of women in these networks to 

place them prominently on stage. It is difficult to avoid the temptation for a 

crowd scene and to remember for the audience, these are unfamiliar characters. 

A recent biography of Mary McGeachy achieves this through a focus on the ICW, 

showing the role of that organisation in the League of Nations.15 As McGeachy 

was later prominent in the ICW this works well, but at the risk of forgetting the 

rest of the chorus of transnational lobbyists.   

 

The practical idealism of feminist internationalists meant a bewilderingly broad 

range of goals – recognised from the first by WCTU founder Frances Willard, who 

promoted the ‘do everything’ strategy to achieve a meaningful citizenship for 

women. The long and diverse wishlists of WINGOS can be classified in four broad 

objectives pursued by Jessie Street: - the alleviation of inequitable living 

standards and employment conditions; the removal of legal, political, and civil 

                                                 
14For instance, Emma Miller - see Pam Young Proud to be a rebel St Lucia Q., University of 
Queensland Press, 1979  
15 Mary Kinnear Mary McGeachy and International Cooperation Toronto, University of 
Toronto Press, 2004 
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discrimination; the advancement of the status of minorites; and pursuing peaceful 

cooperation between nations.  

 

Summarised like this, the objectives are recognisable as the agenda of the 20th 

century internationalist and fit neatly into the Covenant of the League of Nations 

and the Charter of the United Nations.  

The split 
If the mid 19th century was an era that celebrated the ‘international mind’, the 

mid-20th century split it in the paranoia of Cold War and turned internationalism 

‘red’. That new divide is an ominous backdrop masking both the personality and 

the political role of internationalists like Jessie Street. While such lives remain 

shadowy, their characters and their parts are wide open for the audience to 

interpret according to their own inclination. Depending on your seat, Jessie Street 

was a privileged but naive do-gooder; the epitome of bourgeois feminism; a 

maternalist; a blue-blooded imperialist; a class traitor; a socialist heiress;  a 

Soviet ‘agent of influence’. And some of these are not yesterday’s today’s 

historiansToday’s researcher using intelligence records is no better off than the 

reader of 1950s newspapers when both convey innuendo, not evidence. The 

source of reports headlined ‘Why this woman came to like the Russians’; ‘Not a 

Communist but Reds are right’; or ‘Wife in mystery trip’  is as likely to have been 

Australia’s secret intelligence agency as the sub-editor’s desk.16 Basically though, 

the audience is split down the middle into friends and enemies, one side 

chorusing Judy Small’s Heroine of Mine:  

Who never had to work but still she fought for equal pay  

And fought for Aborigines to the silvertails’ dismay 

A woman for the people her commitment clear and strong 

Who used her wealth and influence to help the cause along. 

The other side is still as ready to damn her as ‘Red Jessie’, the fellow traveller.  

 

The question which led the pack in the latter part of Street’s life was the most 

famous of the time: are you now or have you ever been a member of a 

Communist Party? The guide to her papers in the National Library firmly says not; 

like other researchers – and like the intelligence experts of ASIO – I have found 

no evidence of her membership.  

 

                                                 
16 See http:uncommonlives.naa.gov.au. The headlines are from ... and Daily Express 
(London) 23 November 1951 
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Perhaps the answer was always irrelevant, but the imputation most certainly was 

not. And in case we think we left the Cold War divide in the last century, 

biographers beware.  Gerard Henderson’s invitation last year to speak at the 

Sydney Institute was irresistible – he wanted a talk on ‘that dreadful Stalinist 

Jessie Street’. And just last month, Quadrant’s review of the 2004 revised edition 

of Jessie Street’s 40-year-old autobiography was headed ‘Provincial fellow 

traveller’. The reviewer cautions the biographer to do what he cannot, and build a 

bridge across that great Cold War divide that split the world. 

 

It’s not impossible. A first step might be to bring the internationalist out of the 

wings and onto the stage, to offer the audience an engagement with ‘the woman 

on top’ that, weaving the narrative of a life, writes our selves. 

 

The politics of biography 

In 1951 one of Street’s longstanding feminist colleagues congratulated her as ‘the 

best ambassador Australia has ever had’ who would ‘make your mark in 

history’17. Half a century later, we are no closer to understanding whether that 

remark tells more about Jessie Street’s personality or her political achievements. 

It is only by refining, not abandoning, the genre of political biography that a 

reader’s expectations of a fuller picture of Jessie Street, or any other women 

political activist without official status, can be met.  

 

Historians now welcome the tools psychology and literature offer in tracing the 

clues to personality and private life, but there is no need to discard the old 

investigative instruments of the political biographer. We might imagine the 20th 

century development of a separate discipline of political science would make the 

task easier, but instead the contemporary political biographer must straddle an 

additional disciplinary divide. For the achievements of women NGPs to be 

assessed adequately, political science must acknowledge the NGP and 

international relations must recognise the internationalist. A new political 

biography might be a means of amplifying the muffled voices of non-state actors, 

of breaching walled disciplines as well as walled political structures. By aiming to 

integrate context, association and self, the political biographer can minimise the 

effect of preconceptions, whatever their source. The political biographer should 

not focus on personality and private life at the expense of the public world, 

because we don’t have to choose. But an integrated focus should still enable the 

reader to judge the mark in history, to answer the simple question how politically 

                                                 
17Muriel Tribe, quoted in Lake op.cit., p.20 
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effective was this person? Not what the mass media nor ‘secret’ intelligence says, 

and not how well- or ill -intentioned, how brave or inspiring, how visionary or 

misguided, or whether rewarded or not – but how effective was their impact on 

political processes, structures and policies. 

 
In the case of Jessie Street the four internationalist objectives outlined here - 

reducing inequities in living standards and employment conditions; removal of 

legal, political, and civil discrimination; advancement of minorities; and 

international peace and cooperation, appear as goals against which achievements 

can be measured. But when we get to the detail, this is not so simple. For 

instance her 1931 national insurance scheme – intended to reduce inequities in 

living standards – was never implemented, nor even assessed. This is always a 

problem for the NGP, whose work is directed to lobbying for mechanisms to 

achieve goals, with governments in control of the outcomes. In the case of Jessie 

Street, there are plenty of examples of achieving means, without influence on the 

ends that earn marks in history. Her founding work in the United Nations 

Commission on the Status of Women as a means to improve the legal and 

political status of women through international conventions might be considered 

to have foundered as the potential of UN agencies was undercut by the Cold War. 

Similarly with her role in the conception and success of the 1967 Referendum to 

achieve Constitutional amendments as a move toward the advancement and 

equality of Aboriginal people. Work like this depends on what happens after if it is 

to earn marks in history. Peter Read observed that Jessie Street’s role  

in setting an international context for Aborigines is at present  

almost forgotten, but may nonetheless be recognised as her greatest 

intellectual achievement in Aboriginal affairs.18 

 

Or it might not, depending on what is still to happen. 

 
The lives of internationalists and NGPs generally elude a managerialist approach 

to political biography, where counting goals met, agendas fulfilled and targets 

bullseyed enable the reader to rate the subject. For the NGP though, the means 

might be the end – the process of participating is what marks a political life. In 

this light, as one of the company of women activists whose work shaped the 

development of human rights in the 20th century, Jessie Street practised and 

                                                 
18Peter Read in Radi (ed), op.cit. 
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therefore grew a form of international citizenship that can be achieved no other 

way.  

 

Most women who have exercised power on political structures, processes and 

policies have done so as NGPs.  The biographies of suffragists could pave the way 

for new political biographies, just as the suffragists themselves made the work of 

the later reformers possible. Alongside Judith Allen’s Rose Scott, Janette 

Bomford’s Vida Goldstein and Pam Young’s Emma Miller, Marilyn Lake’s Faith 

Bandler is a fine example. In bringing their subjects in from the political 

penumbra, these biographers suggest a shift towards more contextual 

explanation of flows of power between public and private lives that should neither 

be confined to, nor defended as, feminist history. It is only a new political 

biography that can show not only the impacts of NGPs on policy, politics or 

government, but the intricate cross-currents from the geopolitical to the most 

personal recesses of the self. Writing lives as if the biographer is in charge of a 

sanitation barrier, either keeping the public safely sterile or the personal 

meaningfully murky, is itself political – maybe not so much because we think 

there is an immunity, but because we want there to be. A new political biography 

has much to teach across the whole field of the biographer, from the biographer 

of the crowned head, to the family historian.  

 

And finally, what does the present boom in the biography market say about our 

politics, and about ourselves? A fixation on secret revelation coupled with a 

disaffection for the res publica reflects a poignant problem. As Inge Clendinnen 

suggests, it is also a product of our times. In the case of Jessie Street, something 

else emerges. At no time in her life did she imagine the personal was not political, 

nor that public and private spheres were not linked by unequal pathways where 

public power enjoyed freeway access into private lives, while the work of keeping 

the reverse path open was constant. As a brand new wartime bride she spoke out 

about the pressing problem of returning soldiers and venereal disease. As the 

mother of four small children in the 1920s she campaigned for sex education and 

contraception. As a middle-aged, upper middle class woman she continued to 

attack the economics of prostitution. As a very senior citizen in the 1960s she 

campaigned against the practice of female circumcision in newly independent 

African states.  

 

To Jessie Street these were all issues as vital to the independence and equality of 

all, as to the happiness and well being of each of us, and if 
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We as a nation are prepared to give the members of our defence forces 

honour, dignity, prestige and security . . .. [then seeing] the army of 

mothers who are replenishing our national life stream as a national 

responsibility, we might also feel the same about them.19 

It is a view that perfectly suits the case for a new political biography where the 

regular cast share their stage with internationalists and other unauthorised 

persons. It is a new view of our society and our selves, where lives are lived as 

much on top as underneath. 

 

                                                 
19 Australian Women’s Digest October 1944 


