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There are many good reasons to welcome this life of Race Mathews. It is mainly written 
by his wife Iola, an accomplished journalist, author, feminist, unionist and recent 
memoirist,1 but with the first four chapters a moving account by Race himself on his 
early life. As the work of a spouse, Race Mathews: A Life in Politics has an intimacy that 
is impossible to achieve at a greater distance: it comes as no surprise to learn that one 
of the books Iola read for inspiration was Susan Crosland’s biography of her husband, 
the British author and politician Anthony Crosland.2 Iola Mathews’ book captures 
otherwise obscured aspects of personal, family and emotional life but it also does an 
excellent job of telling the story of the public career of an impressive Australian 
politician and intellectual – and they don’t often go together in this country. 

There has indeed always been something a little donnish about Race Mathews, even 
before the two doctorates completed after he left parliament.3 He is probably the 
closest we have had to a figure such as David Marquand of the British Labour Party 
(and later the Social Democrats). Mathews, a self-confessed Anglophile, might enjoy 
the comparison.  

 

 

 

1 Iola Mathews, Winning for Women: A Personal Story, Clayton: Monash University Publishing, 2019. 
2 Susan Crosland, Tony Crosland, London: Cape, 1982. 

3 Race Mathews, ‘Subsidiarity and Agency: the British Distributism, Antigonish and Mondragon Experiences’, PhD 
Thesis, Monash University, 1998; Race Mathews, ‘Manning's Children: Responses to Rerum Novarum in Victoria 
1891 to 1966’, Doctor of Theology Thesis, University of Divinity, Melbourne, 2014. 
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As the book reveals, Mathews made his political mark in four significant ways.  

First, he was an inveterate organiser who revived the Fabian Society at the beginning 
of the 1960s, turning it into both a forum for discussion of innovative policy and ideas, 
and a training ground for some who would contribute in diverse ways to the Labor 
Party from the 1970s through to the 1990s. The Society would continue to play its part 
in the political and intellectual life of the nation, and Mathews had a leading role at 
times, but it has never been as important as it was for a few years under Mathews’ 
leadership in the 1960s.  

Then there was the Whitlam era, when Race was Principal Private Secretary to Gough 
Whitlam for five critical years leading up to December 1972. The election that month 
brought Race into the federal parliament as the member for Casey but, as the 
biography shows, it was somewhat anti-climactic – ‘the biggest mistake of his political 
life’,4 he is recorded as having later thought. Once you have been at the heart of 
policymaking, working alongside a man such as Whitlam, being ‘Midwife to Medibank’, 
three years on the backbench of a turbulent and sometimes disorganised government 
could be unrewarding and frustrating. And the dismissal of the government was 
followed by an election that saw Mathews lose his own seat, as so many else did in the 
1975 bloodbath. 

That brings us to the third of Mathews’ contributions: as a cabinet minister in the Cain 
Labor government in Victoria during the 1980s. The states have been especially poorly 
served in terms of biographies of major politicians – becoming premier for an extended 
period has usually been the threshold unless you’ve generated a scandal or two. But 
Race Mathews was not an accident-prone politician. The closest his career can 
approach to ‘scandal’ is the theft of Pablo Picasso’s Weeping Woman from the National 
Gallery of Victoria.  

Mathews’ combination of portfolios – police and the arts –always seemed rather odd. 
But for a couple of weeks there in August 1986, they came together in perfect 
alignment. Poor Race was described as a ‘tiresome old bag of swamp gas’5 in one of 
the ransom letters sent by the thieves, who called themselves Australian Cultural 
Terrorists and wanted more funding for the arts. In the end, their threat to destroy the 

 

 

 
4 Iola Mathews, Race Mathews: A Life in Politics, Melbourne: Monash University Publishing, 2024, p. 178. 

5 Mathews, Race Mathews, p. 217. 
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painting was not implemented, and the painting would be picked up in a railway station 
locker. It is nonetheless one of the ironies of public life – in Mathews’ case, a long and 
productive one – that it is probably this incident more than any other that has found 
its way into collective memory.  

The fourth of Race Mathews’ contributions is as historian and political thinker. He 
wrote a thesis and published a book on the early history of Fabianism in Australia, 
which he followed by further postgraduate study and publications on cooperatives, the 
distributist tradition, and Catholic social thought.6 He has also remained an advocate 
of Labor Party reform – a cause to which he devoted many a waking hour in the 1960s 
when the Victorian Labor Party, under its post-split hard left leadership, was unelected 
and unelectable, as well as a drain on the ALP nationally. 

The subtitle of this book – A Life in Politics – is apposite. It is indeed a book about a life 
– or, rather, about lives – and they had more than their fair share of tragedy. Mathews 
married young and his first wife, Jill, who had like Race trained as a teacher, died of 
cancer at the age of 34, leaving Race a widower with young children.  

We learn from Iola, his second wife, of some of the burdens that political careers 
impose on families. She writes with insight, candour and love: we are allowed to see 
just enough to understand a little better what serious, generous and enduring political 
commitment means for those who live it to the full, rather than just treating politics as 
a stepping stone to greater glory or – more commonly these days – greater earnings.  

It may be, then, that this book is also a kind of political elegy.

 

 

 

6 Race Mathews, ‘Victoria’s First Fabians, 1890-1910’, MA Thesis, University of Melbourne, 1989; Race Mathews, 
Australia’s First Fabians: Middle-class Radicals, Labour activists and the Early labour Movement, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993; Race Mathews, Jobs of Our Own: Building a Stake-holder Society: Alternatives to 
the Market and the State, Sydney: Pluto Press, 1999; Race Mathews, Of Labour and Liberty: Distributism in 
Victoria, 1891-1966, Clayton: Monash University Publishing, 2017. 


	Australasian Parliamentary Review
	Australasian Parliamentary Review
	Editorial Board

	From the Editor
	Speeches
	In the absence of angels: the role of auditors and Parliament within our system of checks and balances
	Caroline Spencer
	Introduction
	Reflections On Human Nature Relevant To Our System Of Checks And Balances
	Evolution Of Auditors General And Financial Oversight Committees
	Working Relationship Between Auditor Generals And Pacs
	Challenges Facing Democratic Systems Of Government – Declining Trust
	How Auditors And Parliamentarians Can Help Restore Trust
	Conclusion

	Articles
	Beyond the Bench: Crossbench influence on a contemporary House of Representatives
	Introduction
	The House Crossbench
	Question Time
	Matter Of Public Importance Debate
	Consideration In Detail Of Bills
	Conclusion

	The Federation Chamber at 30: From Main Committee to much more
	Introduction
	The origins of the second chamber
	Meetings of the second chamber
	Consideration of legislation
	Consideration of appropriation bills

	Other government business
	Committee and delegation business
	Private members’ business
	Opportunities to make statements
	Private members’ motions
	Petitioning the House

	Perceptions, publicity and the public
	More than a Main Committee

	The (in)adequacy of protections for witnesses to parliamentary committee inquiries: recent experience in the NSW Legislative Council
	Introduction
	The New South Wales Legislative Council Committee System
	Powers Of Nsw Legislative Council Committees
	Protections For Witnesses To Nsw Legislative Council Committees
	The Concept Of Procedural Fairness
	The Rules Of Procedural Fairness In Administrative Law
	Why Is Procedural Fairness In Parliamentary Committees Important?
	Committee inquiries impact rights, interests and legitimate expectations
	A procedurally fair committee system can improve public trust and confidence in parliament
	Procedural fairness gives legitimacy to outcomes
	Procedural fairness can improve the quality of committee inquiries

	Issues In Procedural Fairness: Recent Examples From The Nsw Legislative Council
	'Reasonable Notice’ To Witnesses: Are Current Practice Adequate?
	Apprehended Or Actual Bias: Should Committees Have Specific Procedures?
	Publication Of Information That Could Damage A Reputation – Adverse Mention Procedures
	Publication Of Sensitive Information: Privacy And Confidentiality Requests
	Conclusion

	Carne-age: Article IX in Australia Today
	Introduction
	Constitutional, Statutory and Common Law Statutory Foundations for Article IX
	Proceedings in Parliament - Committees
	Carne v Crime and Corruption Commission
	In the Supreme Court
	In the Queensland Court of Appeal
	In the High Court of AUstralia

	The Large Question, the Large Problem
	The Ethic of Mutual Respect
	Awesome Power

	Postscript: The carnival of reform

	How effective is parliamentary oversight over executive expenditure authorised by standing appropriations?
	Introduction
	What Are Appropriations?
	Existing Oversight Mechanisms
	Discrete reviews
	The Scrutiny of Bills committee
	Department of Finance
	Senate standing legislative committees

	Key Findings And Recommendations
	Include more information in ministers’ second reading speeches and explanatory memoranda
	Include sunset clauses in future standing appropriations
	Conduct regular reviews of standing appropriations
	Improve transparency over existing standing appropriations

	Conclusion

	Enabling conditions for gradual change: Making South Australian Parliament more ‘family-friendly’, 1994-2024*
	Introduction
	Scholarship on women in Australian parliaments
	Parental leave and caring for children in the parliamentary chamber – a national overview
	Women in South Australian parliament and earlier family-friendly reforms
	Parliamentarians as mothers - a gradual shift in cultural norms
	The role of the Standing Orders Committee
	Setting the standard
	Further changes
	Conclusion

	The First ‘Caretaker’ Government*
	Introduction
	Was It Churchill’s 1945 ‘Caretaker’ Government?
	Was It Salisbury’s 1885 ‘Caretaker’ Government?
	Was It Before 1885?
	Or Was It After 1945?
	So When Was It?

	Local Government in the Federation of Malaysia – A Comparative Context*
	Introduction
	The Historical Development Of Local Government In The Federation Of Malaysia
	Malaysian Local Government System And Legislation
	Australian Local Government System
	Australian External Territories And Malaysian Federal Territories
	Comparative Lessons Of Malaysian And Australian Local Government Systems

	Reviews
	Watershed: The 2022 Australian Federal Election, edited by Anika Gauja, Marian Sawer and Jill Sheppard, 2024, pp.430 RRP $69.95, ISBN: 9781529226980.
	In Search of John Christian Watson: Labor’s First Prime Minister by Michael Easson, 2024, Connor Court Publishing, pp 193 RRP $29.95, ISBN 9781923224155
	Race Mathews: A Life in Politics by Iola Mathews, Monash University Publishing, 2024, pp 360 RRP $39.99, ISBN: 9781922979810.
	Reimagining Parliament, edited by David Judge and Cristina Leston-Bandeira, 2024, pp 180 RRP GBP 19.99, ISBN: 9781529226980.
	Toxic Parliaments and What Can Be Done About Them, by Marian Sawer and Maria Maley. Palgrave MacMillan, 2024, pp. 125 Paperback RRP EUR 39.99 ISBN: 978-3-031-48327-1.



