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Introduction

We are at a tipping point. As I type these words, the UK has its second female prime minister, Germany has its first ever female chancellor, Scotland a female first minister, women currently lead the DUP, Plaid Cymru, the Scottish Conservatives and co-lead the Green Party. At what point do feminists declare victory? Women achieving political equality no longer feels like a distant mirage but a firm and achievable target. Female leaders are not only strutting the world stage but shaping it.

In the year since the hardback version of this book was published, the landscape has changed for many of the world’s leaders. Theresa May’s authority crumpled after the Conservatives lost seats in the 2017 election that she called – the ‘strong and stable’ slogan a cruel reminder of how quickly political perceptions can change. Angela Merkel won a fourth term in Germany’s elections but her Conservative CDU/CSU bloc saw its worst result in almost 70 years. Hilary Clinton’s bid to become the first female US President seems a faraway memory after a year of Donald Trump in the White House. But if women want to be treated as political equals to men, this is the reality. The rough comes with the smooth. All political careers end in failure. But at least women are having political careers in the first place. As a political journalist, I feel a strong sense that the tectonic plates of history are shifting. Margaret Thatcher is no longer a blip. There is no better time to write a book celebrating women in politics.

The female politicians winning elections and changing countries are standing on the shoulders of generations of women who have gone before. Writers, campaigners, suffragists, suffragettes, pioneers, change-makers and ceiling smashers have made the new reality possible, from the glamorous society darling Caroline Norton, who campaigned for the rights of married women in the nineteenth century, to the elderly servant who cast the first female vote in 1867. From the aristocratic suffragette Lady Constance Lytton to the bomb-making dancer from Leicester – both women’s health was wrecked in the force-feeding chambers at Holloway Prison. From the American whirlwind Lady Astor, the first MP to take her seat in the House of Commons, to the class warriors Margaret Bondfield, Barbara Castle and Ellen Wilkinson; from the no-nonsense fighters Edwina Currie and Ann Widdecombe, to the parliamentary change-makers Harriet Harman and Yvette Cooper. From the first female prime minister to the first female speaker of the House of Commons. This book is an attempt to tell their story.

History, as marginalised women know only too well, is shaped by what is left out. For the glaring gaps – and there are many – I can only apologise. What follows is a personal narrative that centres unashamedly on Westminster, my own area of knowledge and expertise. That inevitably means there will be unforgivable omissions from Welsh, Irish and Scottish politics and – in our increasingly global world – across different countries and continents as well. It has proved tricky, in addition, to know where to draw the arbitrary start line. I begin my story with Queen Mary II and the Bill of Rights, a point at which Parliament begins to emerge from the clouds of history in a recognisable form. Again, that means inevitable omissions. The second female prime minister, Theresa May, and the first female speaker of the House of Commons, Betty Boothroyd, have both said their personal heroine is the towering colossus Queen Elizabeth I, commander of ships, men and empire. But the political world she inhabited is too distant and foreign for this book.

We are at a critical moment in women’s history and now is the time to lean forward rather than rest back. In 2017, in the wake of the Harvey Weinstein scandal, a trickle of sexual harassment allegations in Westminster turned into a stream. Seedy and depressing tales of abuses of power have led to party investgations and ministerial resignations. Some of the allegations have surfaced from the dusty past but others are far more recent and less easily brushed aside To be a woman in Westminster is to be among a minority. Whether MPs, senior civil servants, backroom spin-doctors or political journalists, men outnumber women – and some take advantage .

In the claustrophobic atmosphere of the Chamber or the breezy riverside terrace bar, you may still feel as though you are an intruder in a world where women remain the exception. I first got my lobby pass back in 2008, the coveted card that allows you to wander – almost – freely through the Palace of Westminster. Strolling through the airy atrium of Portcullis House with a fellow newspaper hack, I allowed my surroundings to soak in: the restaurants, coffee bars and trees beneath the sky-lit roof. My (male) colleague bumped into a (male) MP he knew and thought he would do his cub reporter a favour by introducing us. The Honourable Member reacted by jumping up, offering his hand, and saying: ‘So you must work for the fashion pages?’

Six years later, at the 2014 Labour Party conference in Brighton, I was standing at the bar of the Midland Hotel with a group of broadcast journalists, winding down after a relentless day’s work and hoping to bump into a few contacts. Rightly or wrongly, bars are still the most fruitful place for political hacks to pick up stories. A Labour MP bounded up to say hello to a correspondent he knew. When he turned to me, he said: ‘You do the weather, don’t you?’ In both cases I was in places where no weather girl or fashion journalist would be. You need a political pass to get into Portcullis House or the party conferences. And yet, somewhere in the deepest regions of their subconscious, the two MPs thought it was more likely that a fashion journalist should be in Parliament’s atrium or a weather presenter at the Labour Party conference than that a political reporter should be a woman.

That, too, is changing, thanks to the trail-blazing work of women like Julia Langdon, who joined the lobby in the 1970s and became the first ever female political editor in Westminster in 1984, and Elinor Goodman, political editor of Channel 4 News in the eighties and nineties. Women were only accepted as lobby journalists in 1945 – well after the first female MPs – with the appointment of Eirene Jones as political correspondent at the Manchester Evening News, but Langdon and Goodman remained the only two women well into the eighties. Now, among other leading female journalists, we have a female political editor at the BBC, Laura Kuenssberg, and two women job-sharing the role of political editor of the Guardian, Anushka Asthana and Heather Stewart. Elinor Goodman, Catherine McLeod, formerly of the Glasgow Herald, and Beth Rigby, formerly of the Financial Times and now at Sky News, have all been chairman (or woman?) of that most dusty of Westminster establishments, the Lobby.

Even in my relatively short time working in Parliament, there has been a shift in the corridors of power. Women may still be a minority but are no longer outsiders, and Westminster is mostly a brilliant, exhilarating place to work. Walking around the rabbit warren of stairs and corridors, paintings and statues of women are beginning to punctuate the images of men who document the history of British democracy. Statues of Winston Churchill and David Lloyd George flank the archway in the Members’ Lobby that leads to the House of Commons chamber, but opposite is a larger-than-life statue of Margaret Thatcher. Statesmen usually have to wait until they are dead before being immortalised in Westminster, but an exception was made for this stateswoman. Thatcher is depicted mid-debate, her finger pointing towards the House of Commons chamber. The bronze Maggie is now such an ingrained part of Westminster’s fabric that it is tradition for Conservative MPs to rub her foot for luck before debates (technically banned to avoid wearing down her shoe but an edict roundly ignored).

Baroness Thatcher’s statue represents female achievements in the pulsing heart of Westminster, the debating Chamber and Number 10 itself. Away from Parliament’s hallowed lobbies, in a public park that skirts the Palace of Westminster and the River Thames, there is a very different statue. Emmeline Pankhurst attempted to force female voices into Westminster when the establishment was determined to keep them out. The leader of the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) looks more like an elderly and benevolent school teacher than a militant suffragette. But appearances can be deceiving. The two statues symbolise the disparate battles fought over hundreds of years for women to have a voice in Parliament. The fight has not yet been won. But I hope the following pages will be a celebration of women in Parliament, rather than a complaint about the distance still to travel.

I have been asked about the thesis of this book, but it is not intended to be a dense text of academic theory. Instead I hope it will be seen as a simple celebration of women in politics and the compelling, tragic, uplifting stories of the shoulders on which our current leaders stand. In the research of this book I have been privileged to speak to some of the most inspiring women in British political life, individuals who have not only borne witness to history being made but helped to shape it. Uncovering their stories, and the remarkable tales of the women who have gone before them, has been an honour and a joy. I can only hope a fraction of the pleasure of the writing will be felt in the reading.





The Queens

‘She was the prince’s wife, and never meant to be other than in subjection to him.’

– Queen Mary II

‘Were women to unsex themselves by claiming equality with men, they would become the most hateful, heathen and disgusting of beings.’

– Queen Victoria

In the beginning were the queens, their myths passed down through generations like a game of Chinese whispers. The medieval monarch’s consort Eleanor of Aquitaine, wealthy and wilful with a prodigious sex life. Queen Elizabeth I, the rusty-haired virgin, conqueror of countries and commander of ships. The Catholic Mary I, who executed her God-given purpose in the bloodiest of ways. These women held considerable political power, but this is not their history. The story of women and politics can only begin when Parliament emerges in recognisable form. In the country known as the Mother of Parliaments, the birth of modern politics came on 13 February 1689, when a woman decided that duty to her husband outweighed loyalty to her father.

The streets were packed with people. Rippling towards Westminster’s resplendent Banqueting House, a sea of heads filled the road from Whitehall to Charing Cross. Inside, preparations had been made for a great ceremony. A cluster of chubby cherubs, lovingly painted by the great artist Rubens, looked down on it from above. The heavenly scene, The Apotheosis of James I, was a luscious glorification of the monarchy. Ironically, however, the painted angels celebrating the divine right of kings would observe two events that heralded the triumph of Parliament over the monarchy.

The first happened on a chilly day in January 1649. King Charles I downed a glass of claret and slipped on a second shirt, then stepped out of a window at the Banqueting House and onto the executioner’s wooden scaffolding. Proud even when moving towards certain death, the King didn’t want the gathered crowds to see him shiver in case they assumed he was shaking from fear. The brutal beheading in the end changed very little. The civil war raged on until 1651 and the merry King Charles II acted as if his father had never been executed. ‘You had better have one King than five hundred,’ he cheerily declared in 1681, breezily dismissing the authority of Parliament. But in 1689, forty years later, the men from the House of Commons and the House of Lords who gathered at the Banqueting House bore witness to an event that would elevate their role for ever.

In that room stuffed with men, there was a solitary woman. Her role was instrumental that day, so it seems fitting that the story of women in politics starts in the same chapter as the birth of the modern British Parliament.



Centre stage, the twenty-six-year-old woman was sitting beside her husband, a short man with black hair so thick he did not need to wear a wig. Members of the House of Lords had assembled on one side of the couple, with men from the House of Commons on the other. The speaker was standing by, holding his mace – a five-foot silver club symbolising royal authority, without which Parliament still cannot meet or pass laws. Traditionally the speaker was an agent of the sovereign, tasked with imposing his will on the House of Commons. But that had changed when, in 1642, Charles I stormed into Parliament to arrest five members for treason. The speaker point-blank refused, and uttered the words that would reverberate through centuries: ‘I have neither eyes to see, nor tongue to speak in this place, but as the House is pleased to direct me, whose servant I am here.’1 Forty-seven years later, as the speaker looked from the gathered MPs to the seated woman – a direct descendant of Charles I – there was no question of whom he was there to serve.

The royal couple, surrounded by parliamentarians, must have felt as if they were in enemy territory. The elected representatives had spent decades wrestling for power with the monarchy, and today they were determined to secure the supremacy of Parliament for ever.

The Declaration of Rights, read aloud by the clerk to the House of Lords, was a remarkable document setting out the rights of every citizen. William and Mary, sitting shoulder to shoulder in the Banqueting House, had to sign up to its demands before they could become king and queen. From that point on, the monarch had to obey the law rather than be above it. She or he could no longer meddle with the legal system, levy taxes or maintain an army in peacetime without the consent of Parliament. Freedom of speech in parliamentary debate was guaranteed – one of the founding principles of democracy. The monarch’s ability to act as an independent authority, ignoring the will of others, was stifled and she or he would be forced to call Parliament regularly.

After the Rights had been read out, William of Orange declared: ‘We thankfully accept what you have offered us!’ The assembled politicians answered with a shout of joy, loud enough to be heard in the streets below, where the huge crowd cheered back. To the sound of trumpets, William and Mary were offered the Crown and nothing would ever be quite the same again.

The moment marked the birth of modern British politics. Finally the power struggle between Parliament and Crown had been settled. But the curious thing about that historic day in the Banqueting House was that there was not one monarch sitting in the room but two. It was not just the new king, William III, who had to sign up to one of the most important terms and conditions in history, but the queen also. Mary was not there merely as William’s wife, for moral support and window-dressing. She was of equal status, and what became known as the Glorious Revolution could not have happened without her.

So who was Mary? And why did a very personal choice, between her father and her husband, change the course of British history?



In the seventeenth century, the only route to political power for women was one over which they had no control: an accident of birth that made them queen. Even then the establishment did everything possible to stop them, with male heirs superseding female, and male monarchs desperate for sons. Born in 1662, Mary was the eldest daughter of James II and her father’s favourite child. There was, however, a split between them that would grow into a destructive chasm: religion.

Mary was brought up as a devout Protestant at the insistence of Charles II, despite the Catholicism of both her parents. It was an upbringing that stubbornly stuck. Her father’s attempts to convert her fell on deaf ears, and she resisted the Catholic writings that he doggedly sent to her. Aged just fifteen, she was married to her Protestant cousin William and moved to Holland to be with him. Of course, this was no love match: it was one of Charles II’s attempts to build alliances with other Protestant powers. The teenage Mary was deeply unhappy at the prospect of spending her life with an unfamiliar man twelve years older and four inches shorter than her. She wept throughout the ceremony.

William was an awkward man, outwardly aloof and unpopular. To make matters worse, he was having an affair with one of Mary’s ladies in waiting. Elizabeth Villiers – known as ‘Squinting Betty’ – was no beauty, but she was witty, intelligent and had a grip on William that his new wife had no hope of prising off. Within a year of marriage, Mary had her first miscarriage. She was to remain childless. Despite the unpromising beginnings, however, Mary and William’s marriage lasted until death. William could appear callous and dismissive in public, but contemporaries claim he was devoted to Mary, whose own sense of duty meant she was determined to be the perfect loyal wife. That mattered.

Back in England, religious tensions were rising. Protestants were increasingly restless about the Catholic James II, and when his son was born (bumping Protestant Mary down the pecking order as the new heir to the throne), they decided to act. At the invitation of James’s opponents, William of Orange landed in Devon with 25,000 soldiers. It was the largest force ever to invade England, and James had no chance of resisting. Deserted by his generals, he soon realised the game was up and fled to France.

That was where Mary came in. William had wealth, power and brute military strength, but his wife gave him the missing ingredient that would make him acceptable to the public. As the daughter of the man her husband had humiliated, she had blood legitimacy. Mary was also wildly popular in England, while William was a physically unimpressive and socially awkward asthmatic. Parliament ruled that if William wanted the Crown he must act as a joint sovereign with his wife. Otherwise the deal was off.

The ever-devoted Mary decided she would do her bit to make the Dutchman palatable to the public. When it was suggested to her that she could take the Crown herself, she replied ‘that she was the prince’s wife, and never meant to be other than in subjection to him, and she did not thank anyone for setting up for her an interest divided from that of her husband’.2

Those may sound like the words of a woman who wielded little political power and hid in the shadow of her husband, but the reality was very different. Mary was the first woman to hold serious influence in the modern Parliament. Her husband was a part-time King of England, who spent much of his time travelling around Europe, fighting long and expensive battles against the Catholics while the Queen reigned in his absence. Although she remained meek and deferential at all times, she was seen as a quietly skilled politician. Her chaplain once commented ‘that if her husband ever retained his throne, it would be by her skill and talents for governing’.3

Mary’s power meant defeat and humiliation for the father she had loved deeply as a child. History remains frustratingly silent on her inner thoughts when her husband won the Crown and sent her father scuttling into hiding. We know she prayed four times a day while the invasion took place, and took the advice of a fortune-teller. When she travelled to England to take the throne and effectively usurp her father, onlookers were shocked that she seemed outwardly gleeful. When she moved into Whitehall Palace after the Glorious Revolution that had overthrown James, it was said that she looked as jolly as if she was going to a wedding. The Duchess of Marlborough sniffed at Mary for rummaging through closets and turning up quilts ‘as people do when they come to an inn’, adding: ‘For whatever necessity there was in deposing King James, he was still her father who had so lately been driven from that chamber and that bed; and, if she felt no tenderness, I thought that she should still have looked grave, or even pensively sad, at so melancholy a reverse of his fortunes.’4

Mary claimed that she was trying to put a brave face on an overwhelming situation. In a letter to her cousin, she explained she had to ‘force myself to more mirth than became me at that time, and was by many interpreted as ill nature, pride, and the great delight I had to be a Queen. But alas they did little know me, who thought me guilty of that . . . My heart is not made for a kingdom and my inclination leads me to a quiet life.’5 Mary’s piercing sense of duty to her husband trumped all other considerations, but James never forgave what he saw as a heartless betrayal. As she was dressing to go to her coronation, a missive arrived from her father. Mary makes no reference to it in her diary, so it may have been intercepted before she could read it: ‘I have been willing to overlook what has been done, and thought your obedience to your husband and compliance to the nation might have prevailed. But your being crowned is in your own power; if you do it while I and the Prince of Wales are living, the curses of an angry father will fall on you, as well as those of a God who commands obedience to parents.’6

In 1694, just five years after signing the Declaration of Rights, Mary died of smallpox. She was thirty-two, and still estranged from her father. Her husband was devastated. William had often seemed indifferent to his wife, but he had made up a bed so he could sleep in her sick room and even suppressed his cough for fear it would irritate her. When she finally died, he fainted at her bedside.

Mary’s choice transformed the political landscape and redefined the power of the monarch. After the Declaration was passed and became the Bill of Rights in December 1689, Parliament has met at least once every year. By modern standards an annual session hardly feels like democracy, particularly in a country where no women and just one in four men were eligible to vote. At the time, it was more representation than any other country in the world offered.



When Mary signed the Bill of Rights, the struggle for supremacy between Parliament and the Crown did not end automatically. Her sister Anne was an autocratic queen who would become the first sovereign of Great Britain and the last monarch to veto a bill passed by Parliament.

A sickly child who grew into a perennially ill adult, nobody expected Mary’s sister Anne to reach the throne. She was pregnant for most of her adult life, yet not a single child from her seventeen pregnancies survived into adulthood. However, she presided over a piece of legislation that led to the creation of the United Kingdom of Great Britain: the Act of Union.

When Anne, an Anglican Tory, took the throne in 1702 she recommended uniting the two kingdoms of England and Scotland in her very first speech. To the horror of many nobles and conservatives, the historic motion was placed in front of a deeply divided Parliament and the law was passed by just a handful of votes. Scotland’s future was decided by a few MPs and a very determined queen. It is the perfect example of how the first real political power that women managed to grab was in the hands of a female monarch.

In April 1706, Scottish commissioners travelled to Westminster to clash with their English counterparts in crucial negotiations, both sides driven to secure the most advantageous deal. Generous concessions were transacted, and the Scots came back with an agreement for full freedom and trade with England, which they had desired for many years. The bargain was done, and from then on Scotland would send thirty-eight MPs and sixteen peers to Westminster. Queen Anne, the Union’s chief cheerleader, was presented with the full text of the agreement on 3 July. In the spring of 1707 the Act of Union was passed by the Scottish and English Parliaments.

As the summer leaves turned golden and autumnal winds swept the newly unified country, Scottish MPs started the long ride from Holyrood to Westminster. They travelled in grand pomp and ceremony for Parliament’s October session, the first in which English and Scottish MPs were to cram together, knees brushing, on the green benches.

Queen Anne’s dream of a United Kingdom was in place but not secure. Fierce public opposition spilled out into the streets, and petitions containing tens of thousands of signatures were angrily marched to the gates of Westminster. ‘The mob of this town are mad and against us,’ declared the Whig MP John Erskine, as politicians balked at the vehement opposition.7

The most violent reaction exploded in Scotland. On 23 October protesters stormed the Edinburgh house of the Scottish commissioner, Sir Patrick Johnstone, who had played a key role in the negotiations, throwing stones at the windows and breaking open doors. They were searching, of course, for Sir Patrick but he had narrowly made his escape before they reached him. On 20 November, 200 angry men publicly burned a copy of the treaty, watched by a crowd of thousands.

Queen Anne quickly realised her Union was hanging by a thread. As a sop to the protesters, she promised to take robust action against Catholics in Scotland and vowed to support Protestantism and Presbyterianism. Her secret weapon, though, was financial. Scotland was weak and struggling economically, and Anne took her chance to bulldoze through reform. A proud nation had, in the end, little choice.

If William and Mary’s reign transferred power from king and queen to Parliament, Anne marked the end of the era of autocratic monarchs imposing their will. She had championed legislation and dictated the make-up of her government, picking Tories for the plum jobs whether it was the Whigs who had won more seats in elections or not. In the eighteenth century, though, times were changing. Anne was the last monarch to use the right to veto a bill, when she rejected the Scottish Militia Bill in 1708. Passed by both Houses of Parliament, it would have given weapons to the Scottish army. After Anne’s death the royal assent, by which the monarch agrees to make Parliament’s bills into laws, or acts, became a mere formality.

Since 1714, women have managed to grasp political power without being monarchs. Ever since the Glorious Revolution, and the shift in the balance of power between Crown and Parliament, new avenues of influence had opened and, as a result, the political weight of the monarchy waned. Queen Victoria and Queen Elizabeth II boast far longer reigns than the women who went before them, but much less parliamentary influence.

Victoria reigned over nearly a quarter of the earth’s land mass and was a celebrity monarch: doting wife, mother and figurehead. Her subjects named waterfalls, lakes and cities after her and she was the first monarch to be immortalised at Madame Tussaud’s and the first to be officially photographed. Despite the glitz and adulation, she stepped away from the direct political influence of her predecessors, and her contribution to women’s rights, in particular, is complex. Millions of men were given the right to vote during her reign, as the franchise was extended to the middle and skilled-working classes, but no women.

Queen Victoria was no champion of female suffrage. In a letter, published in 1908 by the Men’s League for Opposing Woman Suffrage, she wrote:

The Queen is most anxious to enlist everyone who can speak or write to join in checking this mad wicked folly of ‘Woman’s Rights’, with all its attendant horrors on which her poor sex is bent, forgetting every sense of womanly feeling and propriety. Were women to unsex themselves by claiming equality with men, they would become the most hateful, heathen and disgusting of beings and would surely perish without male protection . . . God created men and women different – then let them remain each in their own position.8

Despite her opposition to women’s equality, Victoria may unwittingly have broken down barriers for others. Benjamin Disraeli, who would later become prime minister, told the House of Commons in 1848: ‘In a country governed by a woman . . . I do not see, where she has as much to do with State and Church, on what reasons, if you come to right, she has not a right to vote.’9

In September 2015 Elizabeth II overtook Queen Victoria as Britain’s longest-serving monarch and reigns over a nation transformed since her predecessor Mary II sat under the chubby cherubs at the Banqueting House. On paper, she wields immense political power as the world’s longest-serving leader and representative of a thousand-year-old monarchy. She is queen of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, plus fifteen other countries, including Canada, New Zealand and Australia. A little red box of government papers lands on her desk daily and she signs off on every law passed by Parliament. The royal veto may not have been used since the days of Queen Anne, but the potential power remains. The Queen is the Defender of the Faith and Supreme Governor of the Church of England, able to appoint bishops and archbishops. She is head of the armed forces, so soldiers, sailors and air personnel pledge allegiance to her and sometimes die in her service. The Queen’s political power, however, slumbers. She does not meddle in the affairs of her lawmakers, and when she reads her legislative programme annually at the state opening of Parliament she acts as the mouthpiece of the current government. Her opinions are expertly masked.

Despite relinquishing the political power deployed by her ancestors, Elizabeth II retains her emotional power. The modern monarch is the ultimate diplomat, creating positive relationships, smoothing tensions and forging powerful links. Her life is a whirlwind of dinners, lunches, military ceremonies, charity events and gloved handshakes. She welcomes popes, prime ministers and presidents to the United Kingdom, and still engages in weekly private meetings with prime ministers. On all of these occasions, therapist-like, she listens more than she speaks. Tradition is the lifeblood of the royal family, and the root of its mystery. The institution is bigger than any individual. Politicians are temporary lodgers in Parliament. The monarch remains.





The Writers

‘Why does Mrs James trouble her Head about these matters, She is but a Woman. Why that is true: I am but a Woman: you cannot but think I must be something more than ordinary.’

– Elinor James

‘If all Men are born free, how is it that all Women are born Slaves?’

– Mary Astell

‘I am not born to tread in the beaten track.’

– Mary Wollstonecraft

In the seventeenth century, Newgate Prison was a five-storey hell-hole. Hundreds of inmates died of disease, shackled together in overcrowded wards where the floor crunched with lice and bedbugs. Inside one of the dark and dirty cells in London’s most notorious prison a middle-aged woman had had the audacity to try to project her political voice. Elinor James, a printer and devout Catholic, was being punished for a pamphlet that had upset the establishment. Elinor James had neither wealth nor influence, but her pamphlets had frightened the authorities so much that they had locked her up. Appalled that the Catholic James II had been deposed in the Glorious Revolution, she suggested William III was an interim monarch who should hand the throne back to his father-in-law. Elinor didn’t make it difficult for the authorities to trace her: she signed her explosive missive ‘Mrs James’. The insubordinate writer was sent straight to Newgate.

For women who were excluded from the dusty corridors of Westminster, writing allowed them to wedge a foot through the door until that point firmly closed by the male establishment. If the pen was the first feminised political weapon, the rapidly spreading printing presses of the seventeenth century were a veritable arsenal, allowing women to voice their opposition to a society whose rules were set by male politicians, judges and juries, and in which a wife had no separate legal identity from her husband. The radical Levellers, who campaigned for a more democratic Parliament and equality under the law, used secret presses to create petitions with thousands of signatures. On a spring morning in 1649, an emerald snake of women from the Leveller movement marched on Parliament wearing striking green dresses and carrying one such petition:

Since we are assured of our creation in the image of God, of an interest in Christ equal unto men, we cannot but wonder and grieve that we should appear so despicable in your eyes as to be thought unworthy to petition this honourable House. Have we not an equal interest to the men of this nation, in those liberties and securities and other good laws of the land?1

They were curtly dismissed by the serjeant-at-arms, who said parliamentary business was too difficult for women to understand. When twenty women gained access to the lobby and were told by one MP to go home and wash their dishes, one petitioner replied that they had scarcely any dishes left to wash.

Individual women, as well as politicised organisations, were also grabbing the opportunity afforded by the printing presses, and Elinor James was one of the most prolific users, distributing more than ninety pamphlets. The large, single-printed pages were known as broadsides and she directed them at public figures, from kings to parliamentarians. She was given the means to express her opinions when, in 1662, aged seventeen, she married the London printer Thomas James. As the family business expanded, Elinor James was so efficient in formulating her opinions on everything from business tax to public fireworks displays that she was able to respond to parliamentary debates within twenty-four hours in typically fiery style. One 1695 broadside reads: ‘I can assure Your Honours, I could not have thought that anyone could have dared to give such a Bill against Printing. Sure it must have been a Firebrand of Hell that presumed it? For it wholly aims at the ruin of Printers, Book-sellers and Stationers; and it is as if they designed to destroy the whole nation.’2

Elinor James’s incessant lobbying of MPs made her a familiar face around Westminster, where she was met with derision. One of her petitions bears a scrawled note in the margins: ‘A Mad Woman who used to attend at the Doors of the House of Lds and Commons.’3

The influential author and bookseller John Dunton was also alarmed by her politicising, praising Thomas James in 1705 as ‘a competent printer and a well-read man’, then lamenting that he was ‘something the better known as being the husband of that She State Politician, Miss Elianor James’.4

The mad woman with a printing press in her home was clearly well known in seventeenth-century London, her writings irritating politicians and sending her to prison. In 1706 she speculated that some would think: ‘Why does Mrs James trouble her Head about these matters, She is but a Woman. Why that is true: I am but a Woman: you cannot but think I must be something more than ordinary.’5


The political voices of early female writers have been persistently marginalised and sometimes erased altogether. In her lifetime Mary Astell was a well-known political thinker with considerable influence, but she has been almost written out of the history books. Just four of her letters survive, preserved simply because they were addressed to wealthy male aristocrats, who passed them down among their effects. Until Florence M. Smith published a 1916 biography of her, she had faded into insignificance, and it is only recently that revisionists have revived her reputation, with some considering her to have been one of the first British feminists.

Astell was born in 1666 into a proudly middle-class family that was sliding down in the world. Their descent quickened when she was twelve because her father died, leaving her without a dowry and with little prospect of marriage. Incredibly for a woman of letters, Astell had no formal education. Her family’s savings were invested in her brother’s schooling, leaving her to be taught by her alcoholic uncle, an ex-clergyman. When her mother also died, she moved to London to try to make her fortune. At twenty-one she found herself destitute and, in despair, penned a letter to the Archbishop of Canterbury:

I have pawned all my cloathes & now am brought to my Last Shift. I am a gentlewoman & not able to get a liflyhood . . . to beg I am ashamed, but meer necessaty forces me to give grace the trouble hoping charity will consider me, for I have heard a very great and good character of charity you have done and do dayly.’6

The letter had been the act of a young woman with nowhere else to turn, but it worked. When the archbishop had given Astell the money she so desperately needed, she sent him a hand-sewn book containing her poetry. He was so impressed that he helped her find a publisher. The unmarried orphan now had a livelihood and set up home in fashionable Chelsea. It was an astonishing turn-around.

In that relatively rural corner of south-west London, Astell found herself surrounded by an intellectual circle of wealthy families tired of city grime. Many literary ladies shared her concerns about the lack of education and opportunity for women. With her new friends prepared to give her financial backing, Astell starting writing letters and pamphlets that would form the crucial foundations of feminist political thought in the UK.

Letter-writing was a marginalised form of political discourse at the end of the seventeenth century, but at that time women could operate only on the margins. Sending communications to influential men was, for many early female writers, the most effective way of influencing political debate when public speaking was frowned upon. In addition, women did not need a public position or reputation to get a hearing. Astell’s use of rhetoric and logic to win her political battles was soon raising eyebrows. At a dinner party with Dr Francis Atterbury, later the Bishop of Rochester, she said she would be pleased to read one of his sermons. After printing and sending her a copy, he was little prepared for the sheet of remarks she sent back:

I take them to be of an extraordinary nature, considering they came from the pen of a woman [he wrote in a letter to a friend]. Indeed one would not imagine a woman had written them. There is not an expression that carries the least air of her sex from the beginning to the end of it . . . She has not the most decent manner of insinuating what she means, but is now and then a little offensive and shocking in her expressions; which I wonder at, because a civil turn of words is what her sex is always mistress of. She, I think, is wanting in it. But her sensible and rational way of writing makes amends for that defect, if indeed anything can make amends for it. I dread to engage her, so I only wrote a general civil answer to her, and leave the rest to an oral conference.7

In 1694 Astell wrote the work that would become her most famous and influential. A Serious Proposal to the Ladies for the Advancement of their True and Greatest Interest argued passionately for more educational opportunities for women. ‘Ladies,’ begins the author who describes herself only as ‘a Lover of Her SEX’ before outlining her proposal: ‘Its aim is to fix that Beauty, to make it lasting and permanent, which Nature with all the helps of Art cannot secure: and to place it out of the reach of Sickness and Old Age, by transferring it from a corruptible Body to an immortal mind.’8 She asks her readers, ‘How can you be content to be in the World like Tulips in a Garden, to make a fine shew and be good for nothing’ while their souls ‘lye fallow and neglected?’9

Later Astell started a charity school for girls in Chelsea that flourished until the nineteenth century. Its founder, however, would live to see only its first two years. Mary Astell died of breast cancer in 1731, a few months after a failed operation to remove the tumour.

Her close friend and patron Lady Elizabeth Wilson described her last days in a letter:

The great and good Mrs. Astell died at Chelsea the 9th of this month; she was five days actually a dying. Lady Catherine Jones was with her two days before her death; she then begged to see no more of her old acquaintances and friends, having done with the world, and made her peace with God; and what she had then to do was to bear her pains with patience, cheerfulness, and entire resignation to the Divine Will.10

Nearly a century after Mary Astell’s death, another Mary was born. She would become the towering female political writer of the pre-Victorian era and write the text that would become a blueprint for future feminism. It is not known whether Mary Wollstonecraft was influenced by Mary Astell’s works. They both passionately believed that women’s education was the route out of oppression, although their vision had some crucial differences, with Astell’s rooted in religion and Wollstonecraft’s in secular solutions.

When Mary Wollstonecraft was born in 1759, little progress had been made towards educational equality, and the reality of life for women was bleak. Marriage laws were essentially property rights and everything a woman owned belonged to her husband – even her children. Killing your husband was considered treason, not murder.

From childhood, Wollstonecraft was angry at the injustice she saw everywhere.

Her father, Edward, was a handkerchief weaver, who had married a pretty young Irish wife, Elizabeth. In 1757 she gave birth to a son, named after his father but called Ned, and Mary followed two years later. The family split their time between the bustling industry of Bishopsgate in east London and the comparatively idyllic setting of a farmhouse in Epping. Looking back on her childhood, though, Wollstonecraft felt hard done by. Her father was bad-tempered and unaffectionate with a weakness for alcohol and gambling. Worse still, he could be violent. Wollstonecraft would sleep on the landing outside her parents’ room in the hope it would stop him assaulting her mother. At the age of twelve she decided that she would never marry.

Elizabeth was a submissive wife who doted on Ned, leaving her daughter jealous and resentful. While Mary was sent to the local village day school, Ned went to a grammar school with a big library. When her wealthy grandfather died, Ned received a third of his estate while Mary wasn’t left a penny. As soon as she turned eighteen, Wollstonecraft left home and never returned.

Directionless and with limited options, she took up work as a ladies’ companion in Bath, then travelled to Ireland to work as a governess for the wealthy Kingsborough family. Always convinced of her own intellectual superiority, she was ill-suited to the deferential demands of her new role. In 1787, she was dismissed.

Returning to London, Wollstonecraft fell on her feet when she was employed as a translator for the bookseller Joseph Johnson. He printed, published and sold radical literature and dissenting religious texts from his shop in St Paul’s Churchyard, the largest in a row of bookshops. Just a few miles from the respectable MPs of Westminster, a network of underground politicians was nourished by the radical discussions around Johnson’s dining table. Leading writers, philosophers and artists would gather in his apartment above the shop to discuss progressive ideas, inspired by the French Revolution, fearless of the iron fist of the establishment. Mary Wollstonecraft was disillusioned by her family, exasperated by the employment opportunities afforded to her and shut out of conventional politics on account of her sex. In Joseph Johnson’s radical bookshop, she finally felt she belonged.

Johnson gave Wollstonecraft work writing for his Analytical Review, lent her money and even found her a place to stay. In 1787 he advanced funds to allow her to publish the first of her revolutionary feminist works. Thoughts on the Education of Daughters argues that women would make a more effective contribution to society – and become better wives and mothers – if they received a proper education. At the time the majority of teaching women received focused on conduct and social grace.

Without the grounding of a solid education, Wollstonecraft argues, young women make bad choices: ‘Many women, I am persuaded, marry a man before they are twenty, whom they would have rejected some years after. Very frequently, when the education has been neglected, the mind improves itself, if it has leisure for reflection, and experience to reflect on; but how can this happen when they are forced to act before they have time to think, or find that they are unhappily married?’11

While her radical friends were demanding rights for men, Wollstonecraft decided it was time to write a rallying call to her own sex. She wrote three hundred pages in just three months, working at an unprecedented speed and making little attempt to do any background reading or research. The text poured from her fingers. When A Vindication of the Rights of Women was published in 1792, it was an immediate success and the thirty-two-year-old Wollstonecraft became famous – or infamous – overnight. Polite society was scandalised by the eruption of a female voice but readers consumed it voraciously. A second edition swiftly followed, with copies published in France, Ireland, Germany and America. Booksellers struggled to keep up with demand, and there was such a turnover in library copies that some complained they couldn’t keep their hands on the book long enough to digest it properly.

Readers were scandalised and delighted in equal measure. Wollstonecraft was hailed as part of a brave generation of radicals and mocked as something less than a woman. Either way, her name was now inseparable from the political struggle for women’s rights.

The poet and critic Anna Seward wrote to a friend: ‘Have you read that wonderful book, The Rights of Women? It has by turns, pleased and displeased, startled and half convinced me that its author is oftener right than wrong.’12 On the other hand, contemporary male writers, such as Horace Walpole, scoffed at Wollstonecraft’s feminism, and the dramatist Hannah Cowley was appalled: ‘Will Miss Wolstonecraft [sic] forgive me . . . if I say that politics are unfeminine? I never in my life could attend to their discussion.’13

The book was the most comprehensive argument to date that women should receive the same educational opportunities as men. ‘It is time to effect a revolution in female manners – time to restore them to their lost dignity – and make them as a part of the human species,’ Wollstonecraft declares.

Women are not innately weaker or less rational than men, A Vindication argues, but society suppresses them in a childlike state by limiting their education and expectations. The proffered solution is co-educational day schools at which boys and girls would receive an identical education until the age of nine. Inspired by the French Revolution, which promised a new kind of politics and a more equal future in which the old constructs of class and society have been torn down, A Vindication was a radical vision rooted in women’s rights.

For Wollstonecraft, the revolution in female manners must start early. ‘Respecting the first dawn of character,’ she writes, ‘I will venture to affirm that a girl whose spirits have not yet been damped by inactivity, or innocence tainted by false shame, will always be a romp, and the doll will never excite attention unless confinement shows her no alternative.’14

Imprisoned by the expectations of their elders, young women are further shackled by the lack of educational opportunities afforded to them as they grow up. As a result their intellect is stunted, their interest centres on appearances, and they live limited, self-gratifying lives. Reason, according to A Vindication, is the escape route from this empty existence.

‘There are some loopholes out of which a man may creep, and dare to think and act for himself, but for a woman it is a Herculean task, because she
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