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            To Jena, my mum, a feminist before the word was spoken.

            
                

            

            And young feminists, including my daughter, Leila, from whom I learn so much.
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         
            ‘Of course, men know best about everything, except what women know better.’

            George Eliot, Middlemarch1

         

         Picking fifty ladies who punch was the hardest part. Every choice will chime with some and vex some others. There are thousands of astonishing women out there and at times I dreamt of women I’d left out, chiding ghosts in my subconscious: Why not me? Why her? The broadcaster and writer, Iain Dale, who has compiled similar lists of powerful Britons, told me such predicaments are unavoidable and also rather bracing.

         This is not a celebratory compendium of self-made, self-aware, inspirational role models. The diverse characters were, or are, highly charged mavericks, many of them accidental trailblazers. They contested assigned roles and refused to comply in a biased, unjust male world. They could be bloody difficult, not always easy to like, not that bothered about being liked. That’s what made them special. Some stories are well known, others should be better known. In this age of instant, evanescent fame, celebs come and go, like iridescent bubbles. I sought out remarkable women of more substance and durability.

         There are, of course, millions of strong women who don’t, xivcan’t or won’t punch or shout. They who live ‘faithfully a hidden life’* find their own ways to resist male control and be themselves. My mother, Jena, and her friends had to live within the confines of an Asian patriarchal system, but they were subversive in noiseless, surreptitiously effective ways. They taught their daughters to imagine a life beyond the domestic sphere, to study and go places. Jena defied my father and brother and sold some of her gold bangles so I could go to uni.

         Countless alternative resisters exist in our times. Research in the UK shows that fewer than one in five women in the UK call themselves feminists, and yet eight in ten say they believe in equal rights for women. Blogger Elianna DeSota is a discreet equalist: ‘I choose to fight quietly. I choose to be heard through my actions, and through careful consideration. I choose to hold my beliefs close for the sake of meeting the opposition on friendly terms.’2 Introverted women are unobtrusively climbing up the corporate ladder. The website Mumsnet has lively debates initiated by confident and articulate mothers. In working-class families, women have to take on low-paid jobs, budget and raise children, often on their own. They might not have read a word about feminism, but they are among the strongest and most self-reliant women in this country. It is arrogant to assume that out-and-out feminists know best how to strive for and achieve gender equality.

         The title of this book may alarm those who sentimentalise past eras when male and female roles were immutably fixed. xvSome even time travel to those ‘good old days’. ‘Tradwives’, for example, are the latest of many cohorts: ‘The belief behind the movement is that wives should not work, and rather spend their days cooking, cleaning, wearing modest and feminine dress, and practise traditional etiquette, being submissive to their husbands and “always put them first.”’3 They sure must be happy that lockdown rules and the corona crisis is taking wives and mothers back to the ’50s: researchers at the University of Sussex have found that, over this period, between 67 per cent and 72 per cent of British women were doing most of the childcare and housework. 

         Sunil, an old uni acquaintance, sent a teasing email when I told him the title: ‘So it’s about women who hit their husbands?’ Sigh. No. ‘What then, boxers?’ No – but someone needs to write a book about unbeatable smashers like Jane Couch, a working-class Lancashire lass who became the first officially licensed female boxer in 1998. Yep, 1998, when she won a sex discrimination case against the British Boxing Board of Control, which had kept women out because, apparently, premenstrual tension made them ‘unstable’.4 And Muslims are entering rings too. British-Somali Ramla Ali, for example, who boxes for England, and Zahra Butt, mother of three and an accredited boxing coach.

         Gripers will, for sure, gripe: Why another flipping book on wimmin? They’ve got it all – quotas, #MeToo, special treatment – and they keep wanting more. Men’s lives matter too. To them, I say this: British women and girls are still seen as the weaker sex, as stupid, as sex objects, as dependents, as intellectually inferior, as less worthy than men, as hopeless creatures, subject to constant judgement and unwarranted guidance. Journalist Gaby Hinsliff womansplains these burdens: ‘Don’t go out alone in the dark. Don’t get carried away in the heat of the moment. xviWork twice as hard in order to be taken half as seriously, but don’t work so hard that you somehow forget to have a baby. Be nice, be good, but above all be careful.’5 Infuriatingly, being nice, careful and obliging only earns us further disrespect.

         Here is but one example of that disrespect, unmeant, I’m sure. Stephen Trombley, a prolific and serious writer on the history of ideas, chose forty-seven men in a book on fifty thinkers who shaped the world.6 Leading philosophers – Mary Wollstonecraft, Ayn Rand, Elizabeth Anscombe, Iris Murdoch and various others – didn’t satisfy the criteria. I’m sure he didn’t deliberately exclude women. The most generous explanation would be that he, like most other social beings, fell into habitual ways of thinking. It’s the way it is and always has been.

         Hillary Clinton reminds us that progress is real but half-finished: ‘We’ve knocked down or changed a lot of the legal barriers against the participation of women, but we are just at the beginning of trying to uproot the attitudinal barriers, the cultural barriers that are internalised by both men and women.’7 For every gain made by British women – and there have been tremendous gains in this century – there has been a vicious backlash or panicky fightback.

         In the UK, there are more female MPs than ever before. Labour passed the 50 per cent mark in the 2019 election and best reflects a class and race mix. The Conservatives gave us (briefly) the second female PM in our history and in the past decade more women have been appointed to Tory Cabinets, with some, like Priti Patel, becoming enormously powerful. The Women’s Equality Party was set up in 2015 by the writer and journalist Catherine Mayer and comedienne Sandi Toksvig to push harder than ever before for more participation and xviifemale-led policies. This bold new entity has spooked the political environment and catalysed the other main parties: they now pursue and court the female vote, because it counts.

         The price of success, however, is too often scorn or mistreatment from colleagues, the press and social media.† When PM Theresa May had an official meeting with Scotland’s First Minister, Nicola Sturgeon, the tabloid press salivated about their legs and shoes.

         The Mirror, The Guardian, the Sunday Times, The Sun and the Financial Times have female editors. This is a major and encouraging shift in a traditionally male-dominated industry and, again, a reason to be optimistic. Yet it has ruefully to be said that sexist and racist stories and pictures appear with frequency in some of those papers.8 Longstanding practices are like icebergs, hard to melt or shift. And scantily clad ‘girls’ bring in punters. Female presenters on British TV are always perfectly groomed, smartly turned out and, of course, glowingly youthful. OK, we do have a few older women on TV business shows and the brilliant historian Mary Beard on the BBC. But they are exceptions that show up the norm even more starkly.‡ Where is the female Jon Snow or Huw Edwards or indeed Alan Titchmarsh? In the oldies bin, that’s where.

         Today, more young women are in higher education, involved in business start-ups, innovative spheres and the creative industries. Baby boomers are still active and influential, in business, public services, new technology, science and the arts. xviiiHowever, independent assessments should make the nation squirm. 

         The UK has fallen from fifteenth to twenty-first down the global rankings for gender equality. The World Economic Forum noted that Albania, Canada, Costa Rica, Latvia, Switzerland, South Africa and Spain had all leapfrogged the UK in closing the gender gap across politics, economics, health and education since the last audit in 2018. Most other industrialised Western nations improved their performance. Spain jumped from twenty-first place to eighth.9

         Over the months I was writing this book, the multitalented BBC journalist Samira Ahmed won a landmark equal pay case against her employer, the bastion of high British values. She was underpaid by £700,000 for hosting the audience feedback show Newswatch compared with Jeremy Vine’s salary for Points of View.10 She made them rate and pay her properly. Carrie Gracie, featured in this collection, had gone through the same draining battles. Paying women less than men is a habit. The powerful break it and revert.

         The UK’s FTSE 350 firms offer ‘pitiful and patronising’ reasons why their boardrooms are dominated by men. Here are some of their excuses:

         ‘I don’t think women fit comfortably into the board environment.’

         ‘There aren’t that many women with the right credentials and depth of experience to sit on the board – the issues covered are extremely complex.’

         ‘Most women don’t want the hassle or pressure of sitting on a board.’

         ‘All the “good” women have already been snapped up.’ xix

         ‘We have one woman already on the board, so we are done – it is someone else’s turn.’11

         Chief executive of Business in the Community, an organisation that champions corporate social responsibility, Amanda Mackenzie said, ‘As you read this list of excuses, you might think it’s 1918, not 2018. It reads like a script from a comedy parody.’12

         There is still no occupation or sector in the UK that can show sustained gender parity. The Bafta awards annually disappoint. Nominees, from producing to writing, directing to cinematography, are mostly white and male. In academia, women are still paid less than men and are less recognised for their work. Female vice-chairs or executives seem not to ‘impact on the mean pay gap or the proportion of women in the top quartile of pay. This suggests that increasing the proportion of women in the most senior management and governance positions… is not enough (on its own) to transform gendered cultures.’13 The tech industry is booming, yet ‘the number of women in the tech sector has barely moved over the past ten years despite an industry-wide push. When tech has never had it so good, where are the women?’ asked one journalist in January 2020.14

         Institutional sexism denies opportunities, suppresses the talents and ambitions of more than one half of the population because of nonsensical chauvinism. (Sometimes one pities these stupid men who will never learn.) I do not believe women are entitled or should be above criticism. In an equal world, we would judge them for what they do, not who they are. Some multimillionaire female business bosses, for example, are as voracious and vicious as their male counterparts. Female trolls online are as hideous as their male counterparts. There xxshould be no sisterly absolution for those who undermine other women or the cause. Feminists with integrity do have a responsibility to call them out. For me, one of those would be E. L. James, who wrote Fifty Shades of Grey. Millions of copies were sold and the author got very rich. Most fans were or are women. Some describe the book as empowering, but I can’t see how reading about a young virgin groomed by a rich older man into a controlling sadomasochistic relationship is an act of freedom or empowerment. As the writer and blogger Jenny Trout asked, ‘Whose voices are we expected to value more in this situation? The women defending their right to read what they please without derision, or the women who don’t want to see abuse romanticized?’15

         Meanwhile, in the real world, hard porn fantasies are turning more British men sexually aggressive and violent. Rape case defence lawyers have used the ‘rough sex’ argument to get men off for years. This excuse was made illegal in 2020. A survey of 4,500 students from 153 different UK higher education institutions found that 62 per cent of students and graduates had experienced violations including groping, harassment, unwanted touching, coercion, sexual assault and rape.16 Shockingly, 8 per cent of female respondents said they had been raped at university – double the number in the general population of women in England and Wales. Only a small minority of victims report the crimes to the police, because of fear or shame and guilt.

         Visceral, hate-filled sexism maims and kills. Between 2018 and 2019, the number of female homicide victims in the UK reached the highest level since 2006. A small minority were slain by strangers; the rest by past or present partners, sons or stepsons or sons-in-law. Cutting back funds for refuges and legal aid over the xxiausterity years has left more abused women unsafe and vulnerable. To the indefatigable activist Julie Bindel, ‘these dead bodies symbolise the tyranny under which all women, to one degree or another, live’.17 Not all, methinks, but far, far too many.

         Time for a pep talk. Don’t get dejected by these setbacks and entrenched misogynies. Compared to past centuries, women and girls are in a far, far better place in Britain, Europe and across many continents. In the workplace, women are asserting themselves and taking charge. Society is becoming feminised and oppressive cultural practices are no longer tolerated. For example, although FGM still carries on underground, we have had the first conviction for this crime against women, and several more against families that force their daughters into marriage. Girls and women are rebelling against injustice and inequality in Britain and globally.18

         This book demonstrates female courage, will, talent, wit, inventiveness, sensuality, emotions and capacities. I could have written several further volumes and the set would not be comprehensive. Every day, new names come up or old ones are remembered or rescued from obscurity.

         One of those is Sarah Shade, a lady who punched hard. A working-class lass, she was born in Herefordshire in 1746, worked as an agricultural labourer and decided she wanted more. So, she took off and went to India in 1769, got caught up in wars, fought off a tiger, married twice and was imprisoned in an Indian kingdom. She learnt to cook while in captivity, came back and opened the first Indian takeaway in London in 1790.19 She wrote about her adventures in a pamphlet published in 1801. I discovered Rachel Beer (1858–1927) after completing the manuscript. This Indian-Jewish Briton, was born into wealth, xxiimarried a millionaire Christian and became the first ever female editor of The Observer and the Sunday Times, two great national papers owned by her husband. Another worthy name would be Octavia Hill (1838–1912), a founding member of the National Trust who was passionate about improving the living environments of the most wretched. Vera Brittain (1893–1970) and her daughter Shirley Williams were, deservedly, in the longlist too. Brittain was a military nurse, feminist, pacifist and lifelong socialist; Williams, one of the longest-standing reformist parliamentarians in recent history. The Sunday Times war reporter Marie Colvin (1956–2012), murdered by Syrian soldiers, should for ever be remembered. So too many others who embodied the best and/or toughest female attributes. Cathy Newman’s sparkling book Bloody Brilliant Women contains a host of those stories.

         Here, then, are some contemporary names in my unlimited wish-list: the imperturbable Brenda Hale, the now-retired first lady president of the Supreme Court, who pushed for a more diverse jury, legally defended the rights of asylum seekers and famously declared Boris Johnson’s prorogation of parliament unlawful and void; Hayaatun Sillem, the Arab-British scientist and CEO of the Royal Academy of Engineers; Dua Lipa, the Albanian-English, Grammy Award-winning singer/songwriter/fashion designer and UNICEF supporter; the Nigerian-Jamaican London-based fashion photographer Nadine Ijewere; Cathy Newman, Kay Burley, Mishal Husain, Emily Maitlis, Jenni Murray, Emma Barnett and all the other fearsome female political interrogators whose professionalism makes Paxman seem almost amateurish. Then there is the astrophysicist Jocelyn Bell Burnell, who used a $3 million xxiiiscience prize to fund minority and refugee females who want to become physics researchers; Jayne Senior, the social worker who exposed the mostly Pakistani-British grooming gangs preying on troubled girls in Rotherham; Nadia Whittome, at twenty-four the youngest Member of Parliament, an ex-care worker and socialist who keeps only an average worker’s wage from her £79,000 parliamentary salary and donates the rest to charity; the utterly brilliant Booker Prize-winner Bernardine Evaristo; national treasure Helen Mirren; digital genius Martha Lane Fox; Diane Abbott, the first black female MP and also the most abused on social media; Lyse Doucet, Lindsey Hilsum and the entire cohort of valiant foreign correspondents; Gina Miller, the investment banker and philanthropist who used the law to ensure Parliament had a say as the UK exited the EU; Green MP Caroline Lucas, always ethical and consistent; Frances O’Grady general secretary of the TUC; Eni Aluko, the legendary black British footballer who faced down racists in the FA and is now a sports journalist; Karren Brady, the hyper-assertive sporting executive and Conservative peer; Gurinder Chadha, an extraordinary life force and the first female film director of colour in the UK, who made several feel-good, universally loved movies, including Bend It Like Beckham and Bride and Prejudice; Meghan Markle, a smart, anti-racist, antisexist woman who refused to be bullied by the British press and establishment, chucked the trappings of royalty and liberated herself, Prince Harry and their boy. The list could go on and on…

         A note now about men. To dismiss them all as ‘the enemy’ is unfair and unwise. Tarana Burke, founder of the #MeToo movement, was very clear about that on the BBC’s HARDtalk xxivprogramme: ‘Men are also wonderful allies and … we are not going to move the needle at all unless we can engage men and women and however people identify … This is not a war against men. We can’t make the changes that we need … unless we have everybody engaged.’20

         Today, all over the world, men are trying hard to understand the destructive consequences of sexism and to change. One of them is Cornell professor Mũkoma wa Ngũgĩ, who writes:

         
            As men we first sexualize (and this act also infantilizes) women before seeing them as human beings. So we are always denying them their full humanity in all our interactions in workplaces, campuses, bars and night clubs, cafes, weddings, funerals, churches, just walking down the street, at home, etc … I think the biggest threat to men is masculinity itself, because it stops all of us from being fully human and fully self-actualizing.’21

         

         In Sweden, progressive men join male-only circles which open up difficult discussions on misogyny and feminism. Such movements are catching on. We don’t hear of them enough.

         As part of my research, I set up a focus group of twelve diverse women aged between eighteen and twenty-one to find out what they felt about female equality today. We met three times. At the first two meetings the collective mood was upbeat: all of them agreed that now was a much better time to be female than in earlier eras and that they’d seen tangible advances in the past ten years in particular. At our final gathering, they opened up about the persistent trials and tribulations they all face: body shaming, online harassment, neediness, everyday xxvsexism, involuntary painful sex, repeated romantic disappointments, feeling under pressure to be perfect, inchoate anxieties, powerlessness, having to play up to sexist men to progress in their workplaces, female bitchiness and lack of support from other women.

         Not wishing to finish on such a low, I asked them to come up with one special, personal heroine. The top six favourites were Caitlin Moran, columnist and author of the bestselling How to Build a Girl; Gina Miller; BBC 5 Live presenter Emma Barnett; Guardian journalist and author Afua Hirsch;§ Emma Watson, actress and a proud and outspoken feminist; the MP Jess Phillips, described by several in the group as ‘working class’, ‘truthful’ and ‘someone who puts the trust back in politics’.

         The group also named daytime TV’s Storm Huntley, an off-beat choice. Nine of the women in the group loved her for being ‘the perfect, modern woman’. Intrigued by that, I interviewed Storm about her life and many devotees. She co-presents a daily live show with Jeremy Vine, one of the UK’s most celebrated and experienced broadcasters.¶ When she started on the show five years ago, she read out emails from a small cubicle, like, she says, ‘a glorified secretary’. Look at her now. She has a huge following, both male and female, is gorgeous, elegant, super-confident, quick and astute and knows her own power (many women don’t). Her frocks and shoes would make a terrific display at the V&A. She also fronts serious documentaries xxvion social issues. One was on how sex workers are using the internet to get and vet clients; another on homelessness. 

         She was raised in Glasgow by her strong, loving single mum, who remarried when Storm was nine. He is, she tells me, the best dad. School was hard because the little girl was dyslexic. One primary school teacher told her mum not to worry because ‘with looks like that she’ll marry rich’. But she proved herself and thanks her parents for that: ‘I decided “I’m going to be smart and show you how smart I am.” Maybe that’s why I chose to be in front of the camera.’

         Storm is not intimidated by the rich, famous, powerful or erudite, because ‘we are all equal’. Or should be. She hates how strong women are judged in this macho culture. At this point in our conversation, her eyes flashed and she spoke at length about the unfairness of it all. I asked her if she is a feminist, ‘Yes. Why wouldn’t I be?’ The interview cheered my heart. Feminism’s story continues and it is in excellent young hands.

         This book is divided into three sections. The first part remembers pioneers who have passed away. In Part Two, I write about indomitable individuals who have, by defiantly breaching rules and smashing barriers, changed the world in small ways and big, and the final part honours young feminists pushing for a better future for women, men and all the nation’s children.

         Come with me through the book. Walk the road. It will be one hell of a journey and I promise you will want more.
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            PART ONE

            REMEMBER THEM

         

         
            ‘I do not wish [women] to have power over men; but over themselves.’

            Mary Wollstonecraft 2

         

      

   


   
      
         
3
            CHAPTER 1

            MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT (1759–1797)

         

         THE ORIGINAL REBEL-LIBBER

         
            Wollstonecraft was a writer, a freethinker and an early crusader for the rights of women.

         

         Mary Wollstonecraft is the mother of Western feminism. The British lioness gets pride of place in that history. Through each passing epoch, their ideas and deeds provide renewal and fresh impetus for new generations. However, lasting influence is not assured. Too many women of substance fade into obscurity or, just as problematically, are idolised, their stories and characters simplified and compacted.

         Wollstonecraft, Simone de Beauvoir, Sylvia Plath, Andrea Dworkin, Audre Lorde and other names are ritually venerated. But formulaic memorialisation can reduce them to platitudes and banalities. Wollstonecraft, an original thinker, was misrepresented and misunderstood in her lifetime and since then, like a blue plaque, she has been fixed in her time and place. Liberate her from sanctification, so she can liberate us. In the course 4of writing this book, revisiting her many lives and lamentable death was deeply moving; her insightful works resonated anew.

         Mary was born in Spitalfields, London, the second of seven children. Claire Tomalin’s biography provides the most intimate and graphic account of Wollstonecraft’s early years. Her father, Edward John, was ‘sporadically affectionate, occasionally violent, not to be relied on for anything, least of all for loving attention’.1 He was a wife beater and adamantly opposed to female education. Her mother, Elizabeth, was besotted with her firstborn son, Ned, and uninterested in Mary. All too soon another son was born and died. Other pregnancies followed. Mary was pushed further away.

         Edward John was feckless and careless. He moved the family all around the country to escape creditors and ‘start again’. This happened at least seven times. Over those years, Mary handed over to her profligate father the small inheritance she was given by her maternal grandparents in exchange for a bit more personal independence. Mary’s paternal grandfather, Edward Wollstonecraft, born in 1688, was a wealthy silk merchant. At some point Mary learnt that only Ned, the oldest boy, would inherit their grandfather’s fortune and that the rest of the grandchildren – three girls and two boys – were to get nothing at all.

         Little wonder, then, that the bright young girl felt rootless and perpetually sinned against. Both would serve her well later on. As Tomalin notes, ‘A sense of grievance may have been her most important endowment.’ That made her fervent and unbending.

         As she grew older, Mary became properly independent. She promised herself she would never be like her mother, that she 5would blaze through life on her own terms. And she did, at a time when the best of men were patronising and the worst rude, rough and cruelly dominant. Back then, women were expected to look gorgeous, wear agonising corsets, abide by sexual mores. By the age of fifteen, Mary had become a rebel, a questioner. Why was Ned the Favoured One? Why was Ned rich? Why did he torment her? She would get infatuated with female friends and emote unrestrainedly. She stayed alone in her room, to think and be. She was a handful. Some of her personal pain and furies were vented in Maria, or the Wrongs of Woman, a radical feminist novel published posthumously. By then, she had published her greatest treatise, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, published in 1792. The book brought her fame and infamy and is her priceless bequest to modern women.*

         In primary school in Uganda, my old homeland, we used to sing a nursery rhyme about a soldier who courted a young beauty. Upon discovering she had no fortune, he says, ‘Then I can’t marry you, my pretty maid.’ She retorts, ‘Nobody asked you, Sir.’ My teacher, Mrs Milner, a fiery feminist, loved the rhyme. When I was a teenager, she gave me A Vindication and it remains one of my indispensable guidebooks on sexism.

         Here are a few choice statements from the book: ‘I do not wish them [women] to have power over men; but over themselves.’ And: ‘My own sex, I hope, will excuse me, if I treat them like rational creatures, instead of flattering their fascinating graces, and viewing them as if they were in a state of perpetual childhood, unable to stand alone.’ And:

         
            6men endeavour to sink us still lower, merely to render us alluring objects for a moment; and women, intoxicated by the adoration which men, under the influence of their senses, pay them, do not seek to obtain a durable interest in their hearts, or to become the friends of the fellow creatures who find amusement in their society.

         

         And: ‘It is vain to expect virtue from women till they are in some degree independent of men.’ Furthermore, according to her biographer, Claire Tomalin, Wollstonecraft strongly believed that ‘total financial dependence by one sex on the other robbed both of dignity’. The feminist philosopher also coined the phrase ‘marriage is legal prostitution’. She was a radical influencer who juddered the status quo and changed the rules of the gender game.

         Jane Austen’s Emma and Dorothea in Middlemarch by George Eliot – and indeed Eliot herself – are embodiments of Wollstonecraft’s assertive femininity; Millicent Fawcett paid the writer homage; so too did Virginia Woolf. Caitlin Moran, the lively and persuasive contemporary feminist, adulates her because she ‘was so ballsy…’2

         For Wollstonecraft, freedom was her faith, her life. Her crusade was embedded in wider revolutionary politics. She was among the first British women to condemn slavery and the slave trade. She had lovers, among them Gilbert Imlay, an American she met in Paris during the French revolutionary period when there were massive uprisings against the monarchy and aristocracy.† He excited her and gave her sexual 7pleasure but was a rake. She had an illegitimate child by Imlay and was heartbroken when he rejected her. There were two attempted suicides. Mary was in a bad way but not broken. She was too interested in the bigger life, in politics and justice, to weep for ever for love. Back in England she found kindred spirits. One day, she was animatedly talking to Thomas Paine, whose book Rights of Man inspired American and French in-surgents, when she noticed a chap waiting to get a word in. It was journalist and philosopher William Godwin. They were to become intellectual and political comrades and impassioned lovers. Mary got pregnant, and they married in March 1797. People were shocked and horrified, of course. 

         That August, their baby Mary was born, but there were complications and the mother died. Little Mary’s life was also to be colourful and painful. She fell in love with the much older married poet Percy Shelley, eloped, scandalised society and at times suffered for her choices. Her lover was not faithful. Three of her babies died, as did her husband, and she raised her only surviving child, a son, alone. In 1816, she wrote Frankenstein. Like her mother, Mary Shelley achieved immortality through the written word. Like her mother, she was strong and wilful and talented and thoroughly modern.

         Mary Wollstonecraft still walks among us, carrying her wisdom like a lantern to help us through the darkest moments.

         Think of Love Island. Think of the misogynist squads of enraged men who invade social media and public spaces. Think of how women are faring in the formal and informal economies. We are losing some hard-won rights. Globally, girls and women are still seen as second class within families, communities and entire nations. In everything, from the way they are parented, 8to their physical needs, education, inheritance and guaranteed liberties, males are overvalued and females are beaten down. In Britain, the sixth richest country on earth, thousands of young girls can’t afford sanitary protection and women of all classes endure domestic violence.

         Wollstonecraft is the lodestone of unfinished feminism. Mothers and daughters – maybe sons too – should, together, read A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. It is a vital record, a shoutout, it is fuel for the will needed to confront and end the inequality that began when Eve was burdened with blame and shame by a male god.

         
            Notes

            1 Claire Tomalin, The Life and Death of Mary Wollstonecraft (London: Penguin, 2012), p. 14.

            2 ‘An Interview with Caitlin Moran’, The Hairpin, 7 August 2012.

         

         
            * Her other books should not be underestimated – they shook the nation when they were published.

            † She became disillusioned with the French Revolution after witnessing the way women were treated by the liberators.
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            CHAPTER 2

            ELIZABETH HEYRICK (1769–1831) AND LUCY TOWNSEND (1781–1847)

         

         FIERY ABOLITIONISTS

         
            Heyrick and Townsend were leading figures in the female movements against slavery.

         

         Countless British heroines have vanished in the fogs of yore as truthful, unbiased histories continue to be contested or sidelined. The male gaze, the male interpretation, the male account still has cachet and weight. Too much cachet and too much weight.

         Elizabeth Heyrick and Lucy Townsend were leading female abolitionists. They mobilised moral outrage, changed public opinion and stood up for the rights of the enslaved. It’s as if they never were. Mr William Wilberforce and his band of bros get all the credit. It was them who did it, we’re told. Sexist myths have more authority than facts. Always.

         Wilberforce was a vocal chauvinist: ‘For ladies to meet, to publish, to go from house to house, stirring up petitions – these 10appear to me proceedings ill-suited to the female character as delineated in Scripture.’1 This flawed legislator didn’t merely ruminate about Biblically sanctioned misogyny; he actively kept women out of meetings and campaigns.

         Smarter men understood the movement needed active female engagement. One of them was George Stephens:

         
            Ladies’ associations did everything … they circulated publications, they procured the money to publish, they talked, coaxed and lectured, they got up public meetings and filled our halls and platforms … in a word, they formed the cement of the whole anti-slavery building – without their aid we never should have kept standing.2

         

         He was talking about Ann Yearsley, a milkmaid whose profound poems on the inhumanity of the slave trade turned the hearts of many; Sarah, daughter of Josiah, the rich and famous Wedgwood pottery maker; and thousands of other activists of all classes in long skirts and bonnets.

         By 1820, anti-slavery societies were springing up across the UK. They were all male. Women providing financial support were taken for granted and ignored. Townsend, feeling frustrated and thwarted, wrote to the renowned abolitionist Thomas Clarkson and asked what she, as a woman, could do to end the evil. He advised her to set up a women’s anti-slavery society. Clarkson, liberal and progressive, had long believed women deserved a full education and a role in public life.

         On 8 April 1825, Lucy Townsend organised a meeting in her home and the Female Society for Birmingham was born. 11All that pent-up energy and fury was put to good use. The society initiated sugar boycotts, lobbied shoppers and shops, produced pamphlets and soon gained members and subscriptions. Their petitions gathered phenomenal support. Female abolitionists were no longer merely dutiful back-room helpers. They were seen and they were heard. The model was replicated internationally.

         In the 1780s, Josiah Wedgwood created a seal with a kneeling slave asking, ‘Am I not a Man and a Brother?’ In the 1820s new seals featured motifs of a female slave asking, ‘Am I not a Woman and a Sister?’3 The images were stamped on the national conscience.

         In 1824, Heyrick published a pamphlet arguing for ‘immediate not gradual Abolition’. Her moral grit and clarity of thinking scythed through the excuses made by the pro-slave lobby and their apologists:

         
            The perpetuation of slavery in our West India colonies is not an abstract question, to be settled between the government and the planters; it is one in which we are all implicated, we are all guilty of supporting and perpetuating slavery. The West Indian planter and the people of this country stand in the same moral relation to each other as the thief and receiver of stolen goods.4

         

         Gradualist Wilberforce was so incensed by this effrontery he instructed his male cabal not to speak at women’s anti-slavery societies. In 1830, the Birmingham abolitionists decided that their annual £50 donation to the national Anti-Slavery Society 12would be paid only when the words ‘gradual abolition’ were excised from its aims. The society gave in to this demand.*

         A year later, ex-slave Mary Prince published her harrowing autobiography. It galvanised female readers and activists like Townsend and Heyrick. Feminised messaging took off. Emotionally charged tracts, poems and speeches, even workbags embroidered with heartfelt slogans, highlighted the sufferings of female slaves who were forced to work and sexually exploited.

         According to historian Clare Midgley, in 1833, ‘The female framers of the largest anti-slavery petition ever presented to the British Parliament explained that their campaign was motivated by “a painful and indignant sense of the injuries offered to their own sex”.’5 The Birmingham society wanted to ‘awaken (at least in the bosom of English women) a deep and lasting compassion, not only for the bodily sufferings of Female Slaves, but also for their moral degradation’.6

         The tactics worked. We can apply modern tests to judge whether they were ‘matronising’, too tame, too white and middle class, too do-gooding, insufficiently inclusive. Yes, through our eyes, these charges would be answerable. However, back then, British women – whether aristocrats or paupers – were still second-class beings. They took to the moral high ground, agitated against Britain’s slave traders, owners and backers, chose to defend dehumanised and commodified strangers from a distant place. By the 1840s, female anti-slavery societies outnumbered male societies. Without them, the enslaved would have had to wait much longer for liberty, or died before they could know how that felt.

         13In the end, however, men grabbed (and still keep) the glory. And that injustice is captured in a vast painting which hangs in the National Gallery, by the Victorian artist Benjamin Robert Haydon. He was commissioned to depict the scale and seriousness of an 1840 world anti-slavery convention held in the Freemasons Hall in London. Over 400 delegates were invited. There were rows and angry scenes between sides and egos. And also, predictably, hostile chauvinism. The convention was an inglorious display of the macho culture at the heart of the abolitionist movement. Women were refused permission to speak. In among the hundred attendees painted by Haydon is a tiny bunch of Victorian ladies, small, barely there. One wonders what Townsend and Heyrick felt when they saw the grand and artistically mediocre picture.
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