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Women
of

worth
Last Friday, events were held around the
globe to mark International Women’s Day,
an annual event to both celebrate and
inspire women’s economic, political and
social achievements. Alexandra Roach
profiles a number of influential Jewish
women, past and present, who have made
their mark.
An International Women’s Day poster from Germa
ny, 1914, claiming voting rights for women.

Lily Brett

Golda Meir

Author
BEST-SELLING Australian author Lily
Brett was born to Auschwitz survivors in a
displaced persons camp in Germany in
1946. Arriving in Melbourne at the age of
two, Brett grew up surrounded by her parents’ memories of family lost to the
Holocaust.
Brett has said her parents’ history
inspired her to write, and as an author of
novels including Lola Bensky, her protagonists are often Jewish women who are
daughters of Holocaust survivors.
“That a person’s skin colour or sexuality
... makes them somehow less human than
you, that’s a dangerous idea,” Brett told The
Sydney Morning Herald last year. “I’ve
always tried to warn people about [it] in my
work.”

Israeli prime minister, 1969-1974
GOLDA Meir was born in Kiev in 1898 and
raised in America.
A Young Zionist, she and her husband
moved to Palestine to join a kibbutz in 1921.
Meir served as secretary of the Working
Women’s Council and later led the Jewish
Agency’s political department, raising more
than $50 million from American Jews for
the fledging Israel.
Winning a Knesset seat in 1949, she
served as labour minister and foreign minister before becoming prime minister
in 1969.
Deciding against a pre-emptive strike
against Syria in the lead-up to 1973’s Yom
Kippur War, Meir secured America’s support. Despite victory, Meir was blamed for
Israel’s perceived lack of preparedness for
the war and resigned in April 1974.
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Barbra Streisand

Esther

Singer, actress and filmmaker
BORN as “Barbara” in Brooklyn in 1942,
Barbra Streisand removed the second “a”
from her name when advised to change her
surname in a self-described “act of rebellion”.
Streisand has sold more than 140 million
records worldwide, released 50 studio
albums, starred in 19 films and directed three.
Graduating from high school with
straight As but longing to be an actor,
Streisand took singing gigs in nightclubs
and at 19 won her first starring role on
Broadway. Leading parts in Hollywood
blockbusters including The Way We Were
and A Star Is Born followed.
A dedicated philanthropist and a strident
supporter of Israel, Streisand never hid her
Jewishness; rather, she embraced it and
became an icon of talent and female power.

Biblical heroine
A PROPHET and feminist icon of the
Tanach, Esther was an orphan raised by her
uncle, Mordechai, in ancient Persia.
In the Book of Esther, Queen Vashti of
Persia refuses to appear at King
Achashverosh’s command. Stunned, the
monarch is advised to dismiss her and find a
new queen. Esther is among the large number of young women rounded up and sent to
the king’s harem for “beautification” before
being presented to him. Esther is chosen as
the new queen and it is through her
unwanted role that she saves her people from
the genocide Achashverosh’s vizier, Haman,
is plotting unbeknownst to the king.
The festival of Purim celebrates the
Persian Jews’ victory over this potential
destruction.

Anne Frank

Emma Goldman

Diarist
ANNE Frank’s diary gives a human face to
the Holocaust, a young girl’s dreams of
being a writer intertwined with a first-hand
narrative of the harsh reality of Jewish life
under Nazi rule.
Anne kept a diary when her family went
into hiding in a concealed annex of her
father Otto’s Amsterdam office building on
July 6, 1942.
Their hiding place revealed to the Nazis
in 1944, Anne perished at the age of 15 in
Bergen-Belsen, mere weeks before the camp
was liberated in April 1945.
Otto, the only survivor, was later given
the diary and ultimately published it.
Anne’s diary has sold millions of copies,
been translated into more than 60 languages
and is a regular study text in schools.

Feminist and anarchist leader
FEMINIST and anarchist leader Emma
Goldman was born in 1869 to a Lithuanian
Orthodox Jewish family.
Goldman joined the anarchist movement
following a bombing at a workers’ strike,
known as the Haymarket affair, in 1886.
She advocated women’s rights but
focused on radical anarchist politics and
philosophies, including free love; ideas
which saw her jailed. She was also blamed
for the assassination of president William
McKinley, whose assassin claimed to have
been inspired by a speech Goldman gave.
A divisive figure, Goldman has been both
praised as a strong, free-thinking rebel ahead
of her time, and condemned as a supporter
of politically-motivated violence and
murder.

Elizabeth Taylor

Nigella Lawson

Actor and social activist
TWO of Elizabeth Taylor’s seven husbands – film producer Mike Todd and
singer Eddie Fisher – were Jewish, but
Taylor converted in 1959 due to an “immediate connection” she felt towards Judaism.
When Taylor purchased $US100,000 in
Israeli bonds, her films were boycotted in
Arab countries and she was refused entry
into Egypt to film 1963’s Cleopatra. Twotime Oscar winner Taylor offered herself as
a replacement hostage during the Entebbe
crisis in 1976; Israel’s US ambassador
declined her offer but said, “The Jewish
people will always remember [it].”
Part of the proceeds from Taylor’s jewellery collection, valued at more than
$US150 million and sold after she died in
2011, went to AIDS research, a cause she
worked tirelessly for, embracing the Jewish
ideal of tzedakah (charity).

Celebrity chef; one-woman empire
BEST-SELLING author Nigella Lawson is
the daughter of former British Conservative
MP Nigel Lawson and J. Lyons & Co. heiress
Vanessa Salmon.
Lawson is not a trained chef, but her
cookbooks and highly successful television
cooking shows were revolutionary for their
friendly, straightforward approach.
Despite being an icon for healthy body
image, she has been criticised for her presentation style. Her work has been described
as “food porn”, as the buxom, well-dressed
Lawson visibly delights in the often calorieladen food she cooks, enjoying it without
guilt.
Despite coming from wealth, Lawson is a
self-made millionaire, having amassed a fortune of more than £15 million from sales of
her DVDs, cookbooks and cookery range.

Sheryl Sandberg

Eva Cox

Chief Operating Officer (COO), Facebook
HAVING held senior positions at both
Google and Facebook, Sheryl Sandberg represents the new generation of businesswomen. Graduating from Harvard Business
School in 1995 with an MBA with highest
distinction, Sandberg worked as chief of
staff for the United States secretary of the
treasury. From 2001 she served as vice-president of global online sales and operations
at Google. Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg
hired her as his inaugural COO in 2008,
earning Sandberg a place on Time
Magazine’s “Time 100” list, Fortune
Magazine’s “Most Powerful Women in
Business” list and The Jerusalem Post’s
‘World’s 50 Most Influential Jews’ list.
Sandberg, a mother-of-two, has made
her mark “in a man’s world” and is heralded as a modern-day feminist icon.

Writer and political activist
A POWERFUL voice for societal equality,
Eva Cox was born to Jewish parents in
Vienna in 1938, less than three weeks before
Austria’s annexation by Nazi Germany.
Fleeing to England with her mother in 1939,
Cox arrived in Sydney in 1948.
A vocal advocate for reproductive and
civil rights, Cox earned a sociology degree
from the University of NSW in 1974.
In the early 1970s, Cox became involved
with the Women’s Electoral Lobby, campaigning for reproductive rights, equal pay,
funding for services including childcare and
law reform.
For her services to women’s welfare, Cox
was named an Officer of the Order of
Australia in 1995.

