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For Kitty



With Thanks

This book has been a dream of mine since 2012. Researching for my PhD, I first met Kitty Marion on paper in the archives of the Museum of London. I will be forever indebted to Beverly Cook for that introduction, as well as her awe-inspiring expertise and support of a young researcher who became so quickly obsessed by her subject. Historians are nothing without the support and knowledge of archivists, and over the last few years, as I have pieced together Kitty’s story, I have been overwhelmingly grateful for their expertise and guidance many times. The generosity of Victoria Iglikowski, at the National Archives, in answering both my wailing emails and frantic phone calls pursing wild theories and missing records, led to some of my favourite discoveries on the suffragettes’ bomb-making activities. Kitty’s papers lie scattered across two continents, multiple archives and personal records, and bringing them all together for the first time has been an adventure. 

My faith that this story needed to be told received a generous shot in the arm thanks to the encouragement of Matthew Sweet and Brad Beaven, whose comments on my PhD shaped and informed many of the arguments within this book. I also owe a debt of thanks to Lyndsey Jenkins, Kate Wiles and David Andress, who refused to let me give up on bringing Kitty’s story to life. This has only been possible thanks to the determination of my fantastic agent, Kirsty McLachlan, and my incredible editor, Maddy Price. 

Finally, my love and thanks to my long-suffering and intensely supportive family, who have challenged and argued with me throughout my writing. I am a better historian because of you.



London, 1913


Imagine we have spent the day at the National Portrait Gallery, among the paintings of figures and images from history. Our clothes are heavy, our feet are tired and we leave the airless relics of the past to step out into the crisp London air. Facing Trafalgar Square, you see a woman standing on the plinth between two lions; her voice carries on the breeze towards us, and we catch snatches of her words. Moving closer, we are caught in a crowd that pushes and pulls like a tidal wave, barely kept in check by the police officers who dart in and out of the throng, removing men and women who fight and kick, eager to hear this diminutive figure speak. A line of policemen guard her feet, holding back the crowd from the edge of where she stands to make room for the journalists, elbow to elbow, who furiously scribble down her words on their paper pads for the next edition. 

As we push our way through this vocal congregation and move along towards the bustling street of the Strand, a woman catches your eye. She is Indian, the god-daughter of Queen Victoria, and stands, ferocious, on the corner selling copies of a magazine written by the organisation led by the woman on the platform. She wears a sash of purple, green and white. Perhaps we stop and speak to her, perhaps we move quickly past, but within a few hundred feet another woman, with the same sash, and the same fierce, daring stare, stands in our way. She wears a placard over her chest announcing a new and exciting matinee just around the corner. There is a political play about the rights of women being shown, and a queue is already forming. Suddenly, a deep boom sounds from the direction of St Paul’s, and frightened birds fill the air. A man struggles to keep control of his carthorse as a growing surge of people rush past, shouting, ‘A bomb! A bomb! They put a bomb in St Paul’s!’

This is 1913, and it is the time of the suffragettes.



Manchester, 1913


Here, sneaking through the Mancunian twilight, is Kitty Marion, music hall star and militant suffragette, disguising her red hair under a mill girl’s shawl. She makes her way through Alexandra Park towards the glasshouse, where she leaves a pipe bomb primed to explode in the early morning. This is not her first attack, nor will it be her last, as she is a member of the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) – a soldier in the war raging across Britain, and the world, to give women the vote. Kitty Marion, and the many women like her, are part of a violently radical and dedicated branch of the suffrage movement, who conducted a nationwide campaign of terror that has never been truly acknowledged in our history before.

At half past four in the morning, on Tuesday, 11 November 1913, the cactus house in Manchester’s Alexandra Park was reduced to rubble by ‘a stout brass tube, about three inches in diameter, and strengthened at one end by a stout brass cap, which was screwed on to it’. The Leeds Mercury pored over every detail of the device, as police began a frantic hunt for the person or persons unknown who could carry out such violence, ‘… the brass cap had been bored for the insertion of the fuse. The tube was about fifteen inches long, and in addition to a heavy charge of powder it contained a miscellaneous collection of pieces of metal, including such articles as a bed key, an iron chain, bolts, nuts and nails …’1 To those picking through the debris it was clear the force of the explosion had scattered the contents of the bomb over a wide area, far from the twisted ruins of the cactus house itself.

Manchester had suffered an earlier attack by the suffragettes in April. Annie Briggs, Evelyn Manesta and Lillian Forrester attacked numerous paintings in the Manchester Art Gallery, seizing the opportunity to smash the glass coverings of Frederic Leighton’s The Last Watch of Hero and Sibylla Delphica by Edward Burne-Jones, as the museum began to close at 9 p.m. As the attack – or ‘Outrage’ as the press often called them – took place, supporters of the women’s movement had unfurled a ‘Votes For Women’ banner in the gallery, fighting off the attendants who attempted to wrestle them into submission and tear the banner down. 

The April attack was not unique. Organised in a wave of retaliation to the sentencing of the WSPU’s leader – the 54-year-old Moss Side native, Emmeline Pankhurst, to three years in jail after she had admitted to ‘inciting persons unknown’ to bomb the holiday cottage of the Chancellor of the Exchequer, David Lloyd George – numerous attacks were now taking place across the country. These ‘Suffragette Outrages’ grew in violence and intensity in the years before the First World War, ranging from window-breaking, chemical attacks on postboxes and the cutting of telegraph and telephone wires, to the arson and bombings of churches, railway carriages and stations, MPs’ homes, racecourses, golf courses, sporting pavilions, theatres, public parks, banks, newspaper offices and museums. Anywhere you could find a woman, you could find a suffragette bomb. And yet we know so little about the women operating on this self-declared ‘danger duty’. Why did they choose such extreme and violent action to make a political protest? What had happened to them that led to their decision to leave a bomb in a public place? Today, we find such actions morally repugnant, the tools of outsiders and organisations whose values deeply contradict our own. So how do we feel when we discover these actions in a movement we idolise? Is there room for our heroes to be flawed?

The Manchester attack, along with the many others Kitty Marion carried out on behalf of the WSPU, has long been hidden from our acknowledged history of the fight for the vote. But Kitty kept her own record, an unpublished autobiography detailing her life and actions as a suffragette and birth control activist, as she fought for respect and equality for women in all areas of their lives. Her unique story shines a light on the previously ignored actions of many involved in the women’s movement, and shows us that they committed to a plan of action that violently contradicted their supposed place in society, and the rules of men.



To Begin

History is full of secrets. Untold lives that have been forgotten as the victors have decided what and, more importantly, who should be remembered. For people like me, the role of a historian is often to act as a gatekeeper; we are conduits between the past and present, supposedly maintaining an unbiased and clinical view of the facts and events that have shaped our nations and our identities. Our written history, taught in schools and universities, the basis for films and television dramas and the answer to a question in the pub quiz, is an amalgamation of facts, events and the story historians have wanted to tell you. But a gatekeeper does more than allow stories out, they also keep stories in.

Perhaps then it would be better to call historians secret-keepers. We uncover and recover lives, feelings and emotions of the past with the same frenzy as a child at Christmas, tearing through archives and memories in pursuit of a perfect story, for something that is always just out of reach – a complete and unequivocal historical truth. But, as many historians know, truth is a relative concept, and our history has often fallen victim to a lack of it. From the ignorance of western internment camps for Japanese-Americans during the Second World War, to the existence of Britain’s multicultural heritage since the Roman period, or the violent terrorism committed by the suffragettes in the run-up to the First World War, our relationship to truth and history is one still being defined by whoever is in power. Secrets and stories, the lives of those who have challenged the powerful, lie hidden in archives and museums across the world. 

For women, it is often only our leaders who have been memorialised. Queens, courtesans, spies and revolutionaries have all found their place in history, and in our collective memory. These leaders are often idolised for what they represent, extraordinary women in power when ordinary women had none. And no women are more rightfully idolised than the leaders of the suffragettes, without whom there would have been little chance of women gaining access to the vote and without whom the society we have today would not exist. But for a long time the lives of real women, rather than solely our figureheads, have been ignored. These women – the wives, mothers, workers, writers and activists who joined the ranks of the early women’s movement – often carried out the directives and commands of those in power. But their experiences have been forgotten, left in the dust of a movement often concerned with projecting just the right image, and just the right sort of feminism. Women are no different to men when we are in power; we seek to control and manipulate our story, and in this case our history, to avoid anything that might be uncomfortable. To exclude what we cannot make conform. Because no matter how we look at it, feminism, from the nineteenth century to today, has been a club where not everyone has been welcome. It has required a conformity to the rules, a rejection of sexual identities and an unwavering commitment to those who assumed leadership. Because of this, the women who should be at the heart of our history have been hidden, forgotten and betrayed by those who were supposed to keep their legacy alive. 

This book will challenge everything you thought you knew about the suffragettes. Beyond the marches and the women who chained themselves to railings lies another group, who operated under cover of darkness from the heart of the suffragette campaign to carry out a nationwide bombing and arson campaign the like of which Britain had never seen before – and has not experienced since. I am going to tell you two stories: firstly, the incredible life of Kitty Marion, taken from her own words as she spent a lifetime fighting for women’s rights; and secondly, the story of why this life has been hidden from us. To do this, we need to go back to a time before the suffragettes, to explore the forces that set modern feminism on its path. We need to understand that those who have sought to be in control of our history of women decided to only tell one story and to exclude those voices, those women’s lives, that did not conform. These are stories that need to be told.

Kitty Marion, or Katherine Marie Schäfer (1871–1944) as she was born, was a German child immigrant to the East End of London. She arrived in 1886, two years before the city was terrorised by the murders of Jack the Ripper, with his violent attacks on the women of the East End. Starting her English life in a quiet domestic bubble out towards Epping Forest, Kitty cared for the children of her aunt, while London jostled and manipulated the deaths of Mary Ann Nichols, Catherine Eddowes, Elizabeth Stride, Annie Chapman and Mary Jane Kelly into arguments about women on the streets, in public spaces and, of course, as sexual beings. The fact that these murders occurred among women who sometimes bolstered their economic position through sex work – a revenue stream many women in the Victorian century took advantage of – was a final nail in the coffin of public female sexual independence. Sex not only risked a woman’s reputation, now it also risked her life. 

At times, it seems as if we have hardly moved on from this view, and for many in our current society, sexually empowered or knowledgeable women threaten the very fabric of our world. Sex, it seems, is still a dirty word. Feminists have long struggled with women and sex, focusing on the manipulation men could exact rather than on the pleasure women might enjoy. But for Kitty Marion sex was at the heart of her fight for female equality. She knew, first-hand, the reality of sexual danger that many women faced, as she found herself subjected to multiple sexual assaults and attacks during her career as an actress and singer in the music halls. The expectation that a woman would be required to trade her body for employment utterly infuriated her, as she believed, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that a woman should have a right to work, earn money and be independent, without being subjected to sexual harassment. But she also understood the nature of love and its relationship to sex, and her desire to empower women to have control over their own bodies saw her become a leading birth control activist, the final stage in the evolution of her belief that women should be free to live whatever life they choose.

As Kitty began to fight for her right to work without fear of sexual harassment, another social revolution was taking place across British society. The campaign for women to get the vote had been gaining momentum since the mid-nineteenth century and, following Queen Victoria’s death in 1901, a new radically charged wing of the suffrage movement had emerged in 1903. Formed by the previous founders of the Manchester-based Women’s Franchise League – the powerful Pankhurst family – the Women’s Social and Political Union manoeuvred their way to centre stage in the fight to give women the vote. Splitting from the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies, the Pankhursts took to the streets and the press, encouraging the members of the WSPU to fight the government with ‘Deeds, Not Words’: with militant action, not simply political debate. For Marion, it was a radical ideology that answered the aggressive and violent assaults she had been subjected to throughout her working life, and offered a clear way to combat the social attitudes that dominated her world – the misogynistic belief that any man had a physical right to any woman’s body, without her consent.

As a suffragette soldier, Marion travelled across the country, utilising her music hall contacts as a network to hide herself and her knowledge and experience of costumes to help her to conduct a bombing and arson campaign in the fight for the vote. She was imprisoned multiple times, and during one single imprisonment was subjected to 232 force-feedings, which destroyed her singing voice.1 She joined the suffragettes to fight for protection within her industry, and she sacrificed her talent for the cause. The sheer multitude of force-feedings that she endured is incredible when compared to other, better known suffragettes – Emily Wilding Davison was force-fed forty-nine times in the entirety of her suffrage activism, and the government had to deny it was or would be force-feeding WSPU leader Emmeline Pankhurst in 1913, after hysterical reports in the Dundee Courier that she had been force-fed once and was at the point of collapse.2 Yet, lauded and applauded for her courage in her own time as she was, Kitty Marion’s name is virtually unknown today. 

The outbreak of war in 1914 forced Marion to flee England for America, after a poison pen letter from an old friend accused her of being a spy for Germany.3 The British Establishment, gleeful at a chance to rid themselves of such a notoriously dangerous woman, sent her with a personal police escort to the Liverpool docks. Once in the USA, friendless and alone, Kitty discovered an opportunity to carry on the fight for female empowerment by joining Margaret Sanger’s new birth control movement. She faced imprisonment, poverty and assaults for the rest of her life, travelling between the USA and UK to promote the campaign for sex education and female empowerment until her death in 1944. In her lifetime women not only won the right to the vote, but also saw the scientific breakthroughs that would lead to the development of the contraceptive pill. Although Kitty, and many women like her, fought hard for sex education, female freedom and bodily empowerment, their stories have been hidden, passed over in favour of women who appear to be paragons of virtue. Feminism has not often been welcoming to the women who believe sex is something that should be enjoyed.

The battle for female emancipation raged throughout the nineteenth century. But it was governed by very strict, conservative forces, which have since dominated the suffrage movement’s history. Piecing together the threads of such a movement, which has a complex relationship with women and sex, allows us to begin to understand why the lives and activism of women like Kitty Marion have so often been suppressed from our mainstream historical story. It opens up to us the world and society that Kitty Marion grew up in, which influenced her life as a feminist, as a fighter and as a writer. We have to understand the manipulation of our history surrounding this complex and divided movement, one that has been specifically recorded to exclude some voices and legitimise others, because otherwise Marion’s role feels like an aberration. While she is herself unique, she was not alone in her desires, her beliefs or her actions. The link between sex and suffrage, between arson, anarchy and female activism, existed for many Victorian and Edwardian women but has never before, in the history of the suffragette movement, been openly acknowledged. This story has been silenced, even denied, and the voices of women who faced the same battles we are still fighting today on consent, sexual empowerment and sexual harassment have been left in archives and unpublished memoirs across the world. 

Throughout history, the idea of feminism, of universal equality for all – of women’s worth not only to society, but also to themselves – has never been defined by just one single organisation. And once you begin to look at the history of feminism in this country outside of what we were taught in schools, a very different world appears. We are given a chance to re-examine the story and to challenge the identity of early feminists solely as sexless prudes who wrote pamphlets, by discovering women who advocated for your right to safe sex at the same time as they advocated for your right to vote.

Before now, to be a woman in the nineteenth century has been universally regarded as to be stuck in a life of suffering, especially where sex is concerned. For too long we have laboured under the misapprehension that Victorian women knew nothing about sex, that they ‘lay back and thought of England’, covered chair legs and were so disconnected from their own bodies that they allowed doctors to use clunky and rudimentary devices to bring them to orgasm, simply as a cure for hysteria. None of this is true. Although influenced by the image of a British woman on the throne, Victorian Britain is often portrayed as a time when women were little more than figures to be pitied, either facing terrible struggles due to their lack of social or economic rights, or becoming brave heroines suffering for their revolution. 

After Victoria’s death in 1901, the dramatic rise of a militant campaign to give women the vote has been memorialised by the sacrifices of its members; Emily Wilding Davison’s death under the hooves of the king’s horse at the Epsom Derby in 1913, and the traumatic imprisonments and brutal force-feedings of many other brave suffragettes. No matter where women are found in feminist history, they have been portrayed as demanding our pity. But by changing the narrative, by looking at these women not as victims, but as survivors and fighters, I want to show you a world where women pushed our world’s politics and culture into the modern age. Where sex, far from being a woman’s curse, became defined as her choice. Where men were held accountable for their actions, and women were not victims, but soldiers and leaders.



1


A Vindication of the Rights of Woman

So where to begin? How do you define a movement that argued for women to be recognised in a world they had been navigating since the dawn of time? At what point do we believe women simply ‘woke up’ and began to fight for, and demand, equality and rights protected by law? For many, the dawn of modern feminist thought begins with Mary Wollstonecraft’s passionate 1792 work, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. In this tiny but revelatory book Wollstonecraft argued that – much like today – the biggest problem with her society was that women were taught only to be beautiful and ornamental, and never to use their brains. She advocated a world where men and women were seen as equals, and sex was no longer used to keep one portion of society in the home and out of intellectual life. Although her name is well known, and she is now rightfully acknowledged as a beginning for the modern feminist, in the century after her death her writings were often dismissed by conservative feminists due to her sex life, her affairs with married men and her children born out of wedlock. Fear of the Wollstonecraft ‘wildness’, her uninhibited sexuality, drove her work out of mainstream feminism until the 1890s.1 But soon her beliefs would re-emerge, as the ideological mother of the suffragettes’ ‘wild women’ bombers.

Born in London on 27 April 1759, Wollstonecraft endured abuse from an early age at the hands of an alcoholic father and a neglectful, beaten mother, an origin story she shares with Kitty Marion. One of seven children, she grew up in a household that lived beyond its means, with a father whose inability to care for and protect his family saw a teenage Mary often sleeping on the floor outside her mother’s bedroom to stop her father from entering it in a drunken rage and beating his wife.2 This early experience of married life and female subjugation defined Mary’s attitudes to the place of women in the world and, more importantly, showed her how misused women were by the unfair laws and social rules of the eighteenth century. 

At a time when one of England’s closest neighbours, France, was caught in a violent social revolution that swept away the previous structures of power and painted powerful images of women’s new place in the world, Mary Wollstonecraft began to form her own new and revolutionary belief in womankind. Much of her life had been dedicated to the teaching and education of young women, and she knew first-hand that a woman’s mind was her most important asset in combating the sexism and social dismissal women often experienced. She argued that the perceived differences between men and women’s ability had only come about because women were not allowed to be educated to the same level as men, ‘Women everywhere are in this deplorable state; for, in order to preserve their innocence, as ignorance is courteously termed, truth is hidden from them.’3 In Wollstonecraft’s mind, this truth, or knowledge of the world, was as much a right for women as it was for men.

Mary gained a sudden and unexpected celebrity when she published a reaction to Edmund Burke’s anti-revolution pamphlet Reflections on the Revolution in France. Her Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790), originally published anonymously, remains one of the most powerful critiques of conservatism and traditional power structures, selling out within three weeks of its first publication. Demand for a second edition, naming the author, grew to a roar; the revelation that the author was a woman set the literary world of London alight. Not long after this, and now a household name, Mary set her mind to advocating the rights of women, and two years later published the work that has cemented her place in history. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman is now renowned as one of the most influential works on female enfranchisement, and Mary herself as one of the leaders in forming modern political thought. Her attitude and belief in education were shared by Kitty Marion, and by many in the suffrage movement; we can see Wollstonecraft’s beliefs re-emerging throughout Marion’s own writings as she continued the fight against ignorance, often portrayed in Marion’s time as sexual innocence, a century after Wollstonecraft began it.

With such character, ability and wealth of empowering feminist works, you might have thought that Mary Wollstonecraft’s legacy would have been claimed by the Victorian feminists who followed her only sixty years later. But sadly this was not to be. While Wollstonecraft’s intellectual work has made her a figurehead of the feminist movement, her private life excluded her from much of the arguments and organisation of the women’s movement in the nineteenth century. Wollstonecraft’s early experience of her parents’ marriage led her to a rejection of traditional social rules, and she had two children by two different lovers: Fanny, whose American father Gilbert Imlay met Mary in Paris during the French Revolution in 1792, abandoning her there shortly after Fanny’s birth in 1794; and Mary, the daughter of William Godwin, with whom Wollstonecraft appears to at last have found happiness before her death in 1797. 

Godwin was an English writer and philosopher, who fell in love with Wollstonecraft’s writing before meeting her in person. While reading her account of travelling in Europe in 1796, which detailed her desolation at Imlay’s betrayal, he wrote, ‘She speaks of her sorrows, in a way that fills us with melancholy, and dissolves us in tenderness, at the same time that she displays a genius which commands all our admiration.’4 Although both William and Mary had argued against the need for marriage – ‘As long as I seek,’ wrote William in 1793, ‘by despotic and artificial means, to maintain my possession of a woman, I am guilty of the most odious selfishness’5 – they bent to society’s wishes and married during Mary’s pregnancy in 1797. However, although this legitimised the birth of their daughter, Mary Godwin, it also made clear to English society that, as Imlay still lived, Wollstonecraft had not been married when she had given birth to Fanny. Whatever joy Mary and Godwin shared was short-lived, as she died ten days after giving birth to their daughter. Godwin published a memoir of her remarkable life and beliefs the following year, 1798, which sadly only further tarnished Wollstonecraft’s reputation for the Victorians, as did the posthumously published edition of her novel, Maria: or, The Wrongs of Woman. This novel, following the life of a woman imprisoned in an insane asylum by her husband, exposed and celebrated female desire and sexuality, even while it identified men’s ability to misuse and abandon women when they exhibited a passionate nature. Wollstonecraft’s sex life, and her willingness to identify women as sexual beings, led to her rejection by the Victorian feminists, for whom sex was a subject that had to be controlled at all costs. Sexual transgression had no place in the feminist movement.

But Wollstonecraft’s legacy did not die with her. It had a direct and clear influence on her daughter, Mary Godwin. Raised by her father and new stepmother, Mary Jane Clairmont, alongside her half-sister, Fanny, and a brother and sister, Charles and Claire, from Mary Jane’s previous marriage, by the age of fifteen Mary Godwin was a force to be reckoned with. Her father, whose publishing firm was now failing, formed a connection to the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley, who found the teenage Mary captivating. They soon began to meet at Wollstonecraft’s grave in St Pancras, and in 1814 ran away to Paris with Mary’s stepsister, Claire. Shelley left behind him a pregnant wife, Harriet, who, after two years of attempting to win Shelley back from both the Continent and Mary, drowned herself in the Serpentine in Hyde Park. Shortly after this, Mary and Shelley married and only two years later she published the work which has cemented her own place in literary history, Frankenstein: or, The Modern Prometheus. The themes of this Gothic horror, its combination of sex and science, of danger and manipulation as man plays God, are not that far removed from attitudes surrounding sex, women and marriage that both Mary and her mother experienced and advocated against during their lifetimes. Written a little over twenty years after Mary’s mother’s passionate defence of female education, Dr Frankenstein’s corruption of science and his manipulation of human anatomy speaks as much to the emerging power of male doctors over the female body in the nineteenth century as it does to the powerlessness of women at the hands of the men who controlled the world around them.

The first edition, published anonymously in 1818, carried in its preface a quote from Milton’s Paradise Lost, ‘Did I request thee, Maker, from my clay / To mould me man?’. The choice of this simple set of words not only portrays the monster’s final hatred of his existence, but is also redolent of Mary Shelley’s own despair at the role being carved out for women in the nineteenth century. As her mother pointed out in her Vindication, the only justification for the perceived capabilities of men and women in the nineteenth century came from the clay they were made from – the bodies their minds inhabited. And just as Frankenstein’s shattered and reassembled monster seeks to find his perfect mate, with whom he could experience every facet of marriage, from companionship to sex, the Victorians were obsessed by how their own sexual choices could impact on the idea of true love. Mary Shelley’s acknowledgement of this very human desire showcases that throughout the nineteenth century the search for true love, sex and equality was a part of women’s lives. This belief was shared by Kitty Marion, who knew beyond doubt that sex was both a thing of beauty and a tool of abuse.

Ever since the publication of their works, both Mary Shelley and Mary Wollstonecraft have been defined by their ‘unconventional’ sex lives; which simply means they did not always marry their partners, or that their partners had been married to others. For much of the twentieth century, as women’s lives began to be written about, those who had rejected what was defined as respectable sexual behaviour – propriety, modesty, celibacy – were deemed historical oddities. Historians writing in this era, looking back on the sexual attitudes and the sex lives of our ancestors, focused on the repression and rejection of sex by both the feminist movement and the medical fraternity. How to be a woman and, more importantly, a woman who deserved equal rights with men, became intrinsically linked to the idea of sexual respectability. This attitude has stayed with us. We hold women to a far higher level of accountability than men for their sexual behaviour, and a reputation for promiscuity is used to damage women in a way that it has never damaged men. Sex remains dangerous and it is only by removing sex from a woman’s character that it is possible for her to stand, unthreateningly, on the same platforms as men. 

However, identifying women like Wollstonecraft and Shelley not as oddities, but as the beginning of a feminist movement where the reality of sex and female sexuality is clearly acknowledged, allows us to see a new pattern emerge from within our history that stretches from Wollstonecraft, through Shelley, to Kitty Marion and the suffragettes, Margaret Sanger and the sex-positive feminist movement today.

So why did early feminists forget about sex? And why has it taken so long for us to reclaim an experience that is universally shared, and yet so often used to corrupt and manipulate women into powerless positions? To understand this, we have to turn to the women of the Victorian era, whose dedicated campaigning for both female enfranchisement and sexual safety – successfully raising the age of consent from thirteen to sixteen in 1885 – clearly laid the foundations for the battles and arguments of the suffragettes. Unfortunately, it is not solely men who are to blame for the desexualisation of women in pursuit of their rights, but the women themselves who chose to reject what they saw as immoral, deviant or sensual behaviour in women, as sex was the only aspect of womanhood over which they could exert control. By dividing women into those who were good or bad, wives and mothers against sexualised, sensual, unmarried women, they began to define a woman’s worth not by what had been traditionally perceived as her passionate and emotional nature, but instead by her modern, calm, moral respectability. 

In 1860, the Saturday Review remarked that society seemed ‘to have arrived’ at a moment when the ‘most interesting’ image of womanhood was one only concerned with its ‘degradation’.6 The Review’s acknowledgement of the extent to which prostitution – and, therefore, womanhood and its relationship to sex – had become a focus for Victorian society is not surprising. This is the decade of governmental attempts to control and regulate the sex industry, under a horrific period of legislation known as the Contagious Diseases Acts of 1864, 1866 and 1869. 

These deceptively titled Acts were not – as modern audiences might assume – a defence against the tropical viruses and diseases brought back by colonial expansion, or regulations to control the spread of common epidemics, such as cholera or typhoid, that so often hit the slum areas of the big industrial cities. These Acts, enforced across cities throughout the south of England, not only introduced registers of prostitutes, but also forced many women to submit to aggressive internal examinations and dangerous treatments for sexually transmitted diseases. They had one specific purpose, and that was to establish a quarantine zone within a certain radius of specific military bases – both port and inland. Within these zones, the women with whom soldiers and sailors were known to spend time, whether that was as wives, lovers or the mothers of their children, could be arrested, forcefully examined for signs of sexual ‘contagious’ disease and then placed in a ‘Lock Hospital’ (often just a locked hospital ward) while they were treated, with little or no access to the outside world. You might think that this would be an ideal moment for some inventive Victorian to suggest that one of the many forms of birth control available at the time – from condoms to vaginal douches – would be of benefit against the rise of STDs. But sadly that was not to be.

The Contagious Diseases Acts were created to try to stem the seemingly torrential tide of syphilitic infection in the armed forces. Previous investigations into sexually transmitted diseases had unsuccessfully tried to regulate the men, but, it was recorded, this had had far too detrimental an effect on the morale of both the men and the doctors ministering to them. Men were embarrassed to be infected, they were embarrassed to seek treatment. Much like today, with the arguments surrounding male contraception, this embarrassment of men was placed far ahead of the medical needs and bodily rights of women.

Facing an STD infection rate of epidemic proportions – the Lancet had reported in 1860 that within the armed forces, ‘508 of every 1,000 men, one in every two, were venereal patients’ – the government chose to implement a new Act, on the recommendations of a singularly small group of doctors. These recommendations solely targeted women as the cause and transmitters of disease, rather than the male soldiers and sailors. The impact of these Acts on the communities they controlled was extreme. The Acts were passed very quickly; the women targeted – the working classes – were of little interest to respectable members of society.7 As it was women who were believed to be the carriers of the disease, it was women, not men, who needed to be controlled. The Acts were extended to the wider population in 1869, and soon terrible stories, where women simply disappeared from their own lives, homes and families, began to appear in the press. 

In response to women’s growing fear for the scope and scale of the Acts, and the abuses it allowed, the Ladies National Association for the Repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts was founded, led by Josephine Butler, a Northumberland woman who wrote and campaigned against the sex trade throughout her life. Writing under the guise of ‘An Englishwoman’ in the London Daily News, she argued against the misogyny of the Acts, saying:

Permit me to explain, in a brief but careful way, what the danger is in which we find our country and everybody in it involved, through the ignorance and carelessness of whole classes of our countrymen, whose duty it is to know better, the apathy of legislators who have permitted the destruction of our most distinctive liberties before their eyes, and the gross prejudices and coarse habits of thought of professional men who have been treated as oracles on a subject on which they are proved mistaken at every turn.8 

The Acts helped to create a rhetoric that saw any enjoyment of sex – any view that sex should not be restricted merely to the act of procreation – now portrayed as something bad, associated with disease and sexual immorality. In the public world, sex for its own sake was now inherently linked to prostitution. So middle- and upper-class women were forced to claim their respectability through sexual purity, and sexual knowledge became unfashionable, immoral and to be avoided.9 Much like the rhetoric surrounding sexual assault today, there was a belief that men were not in control of their sexual desires, and it was the responsibility of women – morally pure, and sexually passive, women – to make sure that men were not put in a situation where they might lose self-control. For the conservative Victorian feminists this meant placing strict rules on sexual behaviour and respectability; and for the conservative misogynists, an old-fashioned idea took hold, advocating that prostitutes were required by men to protect virtuous women from men’s uncontrollable lusts. Men were not able to control themselves and needed access to public women – sex workers – for the safety of society. Either way, good sexual behaviour was not a man’s responsibility. 

But not all Victorian feminists were engaged in attacks on sex. In fact, some were actively attempting to use sex to refine and refute society’s control and subjugation of women. Perhaps the true heir to Wollstonecraft and Shelley’s legacy is Annie Besant, the social reformer and political campaigner whose career spanned multiple continents and almost an entire century. Born in London in 1847, Annie’s middle-class family found themselves penniless after her father’s death, yet she managed to acquire a good education and a passionate belief in the independence of women. Married at the age of twenty to a young evangelical clergyman, she was heavily influenced by the radical writings of social reformers based in Manchester in the 1860s. But the subjects of Irish independence, poverty, social reform and birth control quickly caused discord between the newly married pair. Worse still, her husband, Frank Besant, demanded that Annie turn over her entire income from her writing – as her husband, any money she made belonged to him. 

It would be easy, perhaps, to dismiss Annie as yet another victim of the Victorian patriarchy, were it not for her whole and total rebellion against the state in which she found herself. Deciding on what many conservative Victorian feminists would have viewed as an unthinkable course of action, in the early 1870s she left her husband and arrived in London with her small daughter in tow, quickly becoming an active and forceful speaker for the National Secular Society. She formed a close relationship with Charles Bradlaugh, the society’s founder, and wrote and published several pamphlets, gave lectures and advocated a form of practical secular morality that won her as many admirers as it did detractors. But as our feminist history is so often dominated by the image of women as sexual victims, not as defenders of sexual awareness, the revolutionary actions of women like Annie are often ignored. She is now only remembered for her advocacy of the ‘Match Girls Strike’ of 1888, where the women of the Bryant and May match factory staged a dramatic walkout to draw attention to their terrible living and working conditions.

As a journalist, Annie’s commitment to documenting the hardships the women faced informed Charles Bradlaugh’s parliamentary speeches on the subject, and soon the women had won the right to better and safer working conditions. Although Annie’s activism on behalf of the match girls won her many admirers – and saw her begin a friendship with none other than the future leader of the suffragette movement, Emmeline Pankhurst – her name was already well known in England because of her long-held desire to educate people on birth control and safe sex. It is her legacy that belongs to Kitty Marion, and forms another link in the unacknowledged chain of female activism from the eighteenth to the twentieth century. 

Although birth control was widely discussed by British society throughout the nineteenth century, the influence and power of the women’s movement’s condemnation of sexual knowledge promoted an increasing ignorance of birth control and sexual agency. But, outside of those conservative attitudes, discussion of contraception and sexual freedom was rampant. Just as Mary Shelley began to create Frankenstein’s monster, Francis Place, arguably the father of the British birth control movement, began to make waves in 1822. His publication, Illustrations and Proofs of the Principle of Population, sought to reconcile the opposing views of William Godwin, Mary Shelley’s father, and Thomas Malthus, who advocated the need to limit a population to its economic means, although he had expressly argued against the use of birth control, instead instructing ‘moral restraint’ in sexual relationships. 

In 1823, Place began to distribute handbills of his arguments in favour of the use of birth control (specifically the vaginal sponge) entitled The Married of Both Sexes and The Married of Both Sexes of the Working People, which spread widely across London and in the heavily populated northern towns and cities. There is even a suggestion that when a 17-year-old John Stuart Mill (the English philosopher, and first MP to support women’s suffrage) was arrested for distributing pamphlets, it was Place’s handbills he was carrying.10 

Not long after Place’s handbills caused such an uproar in England, in 1832 the Massachusetts-born Dr Charles Knowlton quietly began to distribute his Fruits of Philosophy: or The Private Companion of Young Married People; and this practical little book hit British shores two years later. A well-known and highly respected doctor by his death in 1851, Knowlton chose to write a guide to the reproductive act, including ideas and methods of birth control, for his patients. His interest in sexuality and human interaction may have stemmed from his own experiences as a 17-year-old boy, suffering from gonorrhoea dormientium (also known as nocturnal emissions, and for modern audiences colloquially called a ‘wet dream’), which he recorded in a later casebook, ‘[It] alarmed me exceedingly … I do not think I ever met with one so mentally wretched as I was. I think that onanism has much to do in causing this disease …’11 

Knowlton’s primary objective was to reduce the fear many inexperienced couples felt when first engaging in sexual relations, by providing a clear and careful guide on what these relations might entail.12 When the text was first published in England in 1834 it yielded a yearly circulation of 700, until 1877, when it was republished to great social fanfare by Annie Besant and Charles Bradlaugh, reaching a new circulation of 125,000 in a matter of months.13 In 1893, Besant published the story of her life, An Autobiography, and maintained that Knowlton’s pamphlet had been sold unchallenged in the UK since the 1830s, endorsed by scholars such as John Stuart Mill.14 

The book was never challenged till a disreputable Bristol bookseller put some copies on sale to which he added some improper pictures, and he was prosecuted and convicted. The publisher of the National Reformer and of Mr Bradlaugh’s and my books and pamphlets had taken over a stock of Knowlton’s pamphlets among other literature he had bought.15 

Yet the influence of this text, its constant publication from the 1830s onwards and the dramatic rise in its popularity during the 1870s is never discussed by historians. Exposing this work sheds light on the unacknowledged influence of women in the birth control movement prior to Marie Stopes and Margaret Sanger, and contrasts with the desexualised history that has been guided by the attitudes of early feminist campaigners. Contraception was not a new idea to the Victorian world. Agricultural almanacs from the 1840s had included recipes for the home-made baudruche – a reuseable condom made from the intestines of a sheep – in among their healthcare and farming advice.16 While the religious and intellectual worlds may have argued over the morality of a ‘checking of conception’, practical aids and methods to that effect were incredibly popular throughout the nineteenth century. Even the Illustrated Police News, a popular early tabloid, carried multiple adverts for condoms during the 1890s.17 But the history of birth control in Britain is somewhat murky, even to those who were active campaigners during the many battles for its acceptance. It was only when Kitty came into contact with the American birth control movement that she learned the history of it in England:

I learned how the Society for the Suppression of Vice and the Catholic Church were opposed to Birth Control, and there was a Neo-Malthusian movement, etc., in England where there was no law, nor ever had been, against Birth Control, that is the prevention of conception.18 

Over twenty years earlier than Besant and Bradlaugh, in 1854 George Drysdale had published Physical, Sexual and Natural Religion, in which he had discussed numerous different preventative methods, suggesting the vaginal douche would be the most effective, and least disturbing, to sexual pleasure.19 Although, it is clear whose pleasure Drysdale is most preoccupied with when he writes, ‘any preventative means, to be satisfactory, must be used by the woman, as it spoils the passion and impulsivity of the general act, if the man have to think of them’.20 

Yet not all sexual advice was geared towards male pleasure over female, as a long-held cultural belief maintained that a shared orgasm (with emphasis on the woman’s) was the moment when conception occurred.21 Without the female orgasm, the Victorians believed, a woman would not get pregnant. Not long after Drysdale, in 1860, the anonymous pamphlet The Art of Begetting Handsome Children was printed. One copy of this guide to sexual etiquette has survived, pasted into a scrapbook of pornography and erotica compiled at some point in or after the 1860s, and kept now in a museum archive. The Art states very clearly that it is ‘to be given at Marriage instead of gloves’, and within its pages lies not titillation, but straightforward and practical advice for a happy sex life, although couched in Victorian language. It is utterly unique, as instead of being a sexual handbook based on medical or Malthusian ideas, its approach is social, not scientific. Held within it is advice on foreplay and female sexual pleasure that still rings true today:
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