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Book Reviews 231

 This is a commissioned history. It wears these origins lightly, and the authors 
undoubtedly received access to archives (and a publication subsidy) without which 
publication would have been impossible. It does bear some of the marks of the genre. 
The later parts of the narrative become more focused on internal changes within the 
organisation, although the union and some of the community connections remain 
important themes. I would have liked to know more about the membership and the 
history of claims over time. A lot of valuable industrial health history has drawn on 
the records of friendly societies in the nineteenth century. I would hope this book 
has established a framework for further investigations into the social history of 
occupationally-related ill-health.
 On a more technical level, health insurance is about the management of risk. We 
get general references to how the business was run, but changing approaches to risk 
management remains an unexplored area of the history of health services. It was 
not until the Howard government that private health funds were forced to use the 
services of actuaries to set their policies on a more scientific model of risk calculation. 
Even the larger funds used very hit-and-miss approaches to developing policies. 
This is explored for the early years, especially before the emergence of Westfund, 
but is a missed opportunity for the later period, which is unfortunate, given the very 
distinct occupational issues raised by mining and the factory jobs that dominated 
the Lithgow labour force.

University of Sydney    JAMES GILLESPIE

Jackie Dickenson, Australian Women in Advertising in the Twentieth Century 
(London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2016). pp. 144. AU $69.99 cloth.

The career of Peggy Olson, the secretary who rises to copywriter in the hit television 
series Mad Men, misrepresents women’s contribution to advertising, because it 
presents Olson’s success as unusual. In fact, Jackie Dickenson informs us, women 
have “worked and prospered” in American advertising agencies from the early 
years of the modern industry in the late nineteenth century. Most people would be 
surprised to hear that the same is true for advertising in Australia, where women 
now make up half the workforce.
 This meticulously researched book achieves its aims of rescuing Australian 
advertising women from obscurity, and illuminating the role of gender in the 
development of the advertising industry and of consumer culture. Dickenson made 
the astute decision to rely on a more capacious understanding of advertising than is 
usually the case, and to include women who used advertising skills in closely related 
areas. This allows her to consider women’s participation in “a range of paid and 
unpaid activities, including retail advertising, journalism, political advertising and 
philanthropy, as well as mainstream advertising” (3). Significantly, she also places 
the Australian experience in an international context, examining the way Australian 
advertising women used Imperial or global networks to gain skills and experience 
and discover new technologies.
 From the early years of the twentieth century, the Australian press covered the 
achievements of women in advertising in the United Kingdom and the United States 
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(including Margaret Woodrow Wilson, eldest daughter of the former American 
president and partner in a national advertising agency in the 1920s). Australian 
women were also making the news and reaching positions of influence in advertising, 
often via the newspaper or retail industries. Violet Bawden began her career at 16 
as a cartoonist on a Bendigo newspaper where she was employed in illustrating 
advertisements. In 1925, Bawden opened her own agency Vee Bee Advertising in 
Melbourne, and reportedly employed only women. Eleanor Donaldson joined David 
Jones department store in Sydney in 1914 as a 16-year-old junior in the manager’s 
department. She gradually rose to the powerful position of advertising manager, 
overseeing a staff of 45 – 38 of them women. News of women’s success in Australia 
and abroad was, however, tempered by anxiety about the nature of women’s role 
in the industry and about women’s financial success, reflecting contemporary 
assumptions about the appropriate domains for men and women.
 Dickenson provides a nuanced discussion of women’s role in the making of the 
modern consumer and of the ambiguities faced by women working in advertising. 
At the same time as the industry accentuated the gendered division of labour by 
constructing men as natural producers and women as natural consumers, women 
in advertising found themselves in the contradictory position of being producers 
as well as consumers. A strong theme is the ways that women relied on local and 
international networks, both formal and informal, for support and to further their 
careers. The story of the astonishing Frances Taylor, a feminist who founded and 
edited Woman’s World magazine, demonstrates the intricate links between feminist 
politics and consumer culture. In her magazine, “advocacy for social and political 
reform blended seamlessly with the ‘frivolous consumption’ of the ‘Modern Girl’” 
(30). When the Advertising Club of Victoria suggested in 1925 that women could 
form an individual organisation and affiliate with the men, Taylor informed them that 
that the women wanted only “direct membership, sharing the same club privileges 
and responsibilities as the men.” The suggestion was “hailed with delight and the 
matter was settled over braised chops and a cup of tea” (25).
 Discussion of working conditions and career mobility in this generally well-paid 
but non-unionised industry is an important inclusion. Women like the exceptional 
Clara Behrend, Western Australian President of the Advertising Institute for 18 
years who opened her own agency in 1951, agitated for equal pay “while working 
in an industry that vigorously resisted workers’ organisation” (55). Advertising’s 
flexibility suited women who had families to support, or who moved in and out of 
the industry to pursue other activities, such as writing or art practice. The flipside 
of this fluidity, Dickenson points out, is that women have been less likely to attain 
permanent roles, or rise to executive positions in advertising agencies. As Dickenson 
points out, sexism and gender discrimination continue to impact women in the 
advertising industry.
 This book contains numerous fascinating stories of women who have had 
influential careers in advertising and allied professions. My only small criticism is 
that the index does not list their names. This is a valuable and absorbing book which 
deserves a place on the bookshelf of scholars and students in many fields, including 
history, gender and women’s history, and media studies.

Macquarie University    JEANNINE  BAKER
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