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Introduction

Around midnight. My daughters and I are slouched on the living-room couch watching a quiz show on television, the kind where a pack of youngish men in loud shirts and wacky spectacles show off – endlessly – to their mates. Suddenly, as if out of nowhere, they begin to mock one of (only two) female guests. Their verbal ribbing has no connection to authentic comedy but is, instead, a falsely sugared version of contempt, and is directed at the female guest’s estuary accent, her Essex background, and – oh, the jokes within jokes! – her apparent failure to understand that she is being mocked. And this is supposed to be funny? A brewing irritation is shaking me from my slumped weariness. My daughters are also fed up although they keep a slight distance from my middle-aged certainty: just in case I should betray signs of a generational inability to ‘get it’. It’s true, I don’t get this craftily understated, apparently cool but nonetheless blatantly misogynist spectacle. Why is this young woman – who has, so far, gamely colluded with every stereotype of desirable and adaptable femininity – now gamely colluding in her own humiliation?

Late Saturday evening. A tube carriage. A group of young men, teetering on the edge of drunkenness, take up a ring of seats around two teenage girls, entering into a form of banter that, to the attentive listener, clearly employs various code words about the sexual desirability of women in general and these young women in particular. The men are either not drunk enough or are sufficiently canny to keep their stream of talk this side of rude or threatening, aware, possibly, of adult onlookers, tuned in to their tactics. Yet one of the more uncomfortable aspects of the scene, which lasts for the eternity of four stations, is the way the girls laughingly ‘play along’ – whether out of innocence or spirited self-defence is hard to tell. If they had not done so, the scene might well have turned ugly, possibly brutal. They saved themselves, as the woman on the TV panel show saved herself, by playing the feminine game.

Two passing moments: signifying everything and nothing. But there are plenty like them. Crude, cruel, casual misogyny – the darker, angrier sibling of simple old sexism – is increasingly a feature of modern culture. In January 2013, Cambridge classics professor Mary Beard appeared on BBC’s Question Time where she made the reasoned and reasonable claim, to largely polite applause, that immigration might bring some benefits to local areas, including the town playing host that night to the programme. Soon after, she was subject to an avalanche of sexualised and violent comments posted online. ‘Internet trolls [posted] dozens of horrifying sexual taunts, in language too offensive to reprint. The level of the abuse was so shocking that even those accustomed to the cut-and-thrust of online debate were appalled. In one of the milder examples, Beard was called “a vile, spiteful excuse for a woman, who eats too much cabbage and has cheese straws for teeth”… [and her] features were even superimposed on an image of female genitalia.’ Beard said such generic, violent misogyny left her feeling ‘a sense of assault’, as if reeling from a ‘punch’.1

In this case, Beard attracted a great deal of support and solidarity in part, perhaps, because of her noted intellectual achievements and high public profile. But for many women, derided or threatened within more private arenas, to take a stand might be less rewarding or even risky: hence the girly going-along-with; the flirty deference – the default position of many a young woman, in innocence, in trouble, or in wordless fury.

But all this begs the much bigger cultural question: how do we reconcile this nasty new, and not-so-new, sexism, with a genuinely unabashed celebration of female competence at so many levels? During the course of researching and writing this book I have stored a small mountain of clippings, and filled multiple folders on my computer with news and features about dozens of high-achieving women in any field you care to mention: women like Nicole Cooke, the UK’s leading woman cyclist, who retired aged twenty-nine early in 2013 (with a powerful attack on the lack of support for women in the sport, and the rewards showered on her often corrupt male equivalents such as Lance Armstrong); sixteen-year-old Laura Dekker, from the Netherlands – one of only five teens, two of them female – to have sailed solo round the world; Abi Morgan, the prolific TV and film screen-writer; Zaha Hadid, the fierce, female star of global architecture; Gillian Tett, the ice-cool assistant editor of the Financial Times, one of a growing number of scarily impressive women who regularly appear on Newsnight, talking about world finance and politics; Marissa Mayer, newly-appointed CEO of Yahoo, who declared that her maternity leave would be ‘a few weeks long and I’ll work through it’; Mary Beard – academic, author, broadcaster – herself.

On the 200th anniversary of the publication of Pride and Prejudice, possibly the most famous novel ever written about gender, property and family, a survey conducted by Scottish Widows of a thousand British parents found that 37.3 per cent believe their sons will be financially secure for the rest of their lives if they marry a good woman while less than a third of parents (31.9 per cent) think their daughters will be secure if they wed. The survey suggested that ‘priorities for families have also drastically changed since Austen’s time. Today more than half of parents’ top goal for their daughters is getting a good education.’2 Soon after, Radio Four’s Woman’s Hour set out to find the top hundred most powerful women in the country in 2013, accompanied by vigorous debate on the changing nature of women’s leadership roles; although, interestingly, the woman who effortlessly topped the list inherited every part of her power: property, privilege and far-reaching influence.

It is no wonder that a series of disconnected words – contradiction, the emergence of extremes, achievement and attrition – begin to ricochet round my head as I pore over the statistics about the future direction of politics or the economy, watch the news or talk to academics, politicians, women in business or young women themselves. Something about our current age encourages me to think in un-matching pairs. Girls in crisis: Women on top. Chief Executives: Benefit Queens. Slut shaming: One Billion Rising. Christine Lagarde (the first woman head of the International Monetary Fund): ‘We saw your boobs’ (the appallingly crass opening song of the 2013 Oscar ceremony). ‘It’s a Man’s World’: The End of Men. Rising female unemployment: The Richer Sex. In 1995, the nation was gripped by a drama called The Politician’s Wife, about a woman devastated by her husband’s affair: in 2013 we were riveted by The Politician’s Husband, a series about a man devastated by his wife’s greater career success. It is hard to push through all this and see exactly what kind of world we are making for our daughters or how we should help them to negotiate it – or fight it. Or both.

Certainly there is a degree of public worry, a kind of constant anxious scrutiny directed at the girls and young women of today. Their young years are deemed more ‘edgy and fragile’ than their mothers’ or grandmothers’.3 Advertising, celebrity culture, film and television, the internet, all apparently pose a real danger to the mental health and stability of young, growing females. According to the author Kate Figes, ‘It has never been harder to bring up a daughter.’4 I have lost count of the number of books now published on the unvarying theme of girls on the edge/girls in crisis. Two books published over the last year – Steve Biddulph’s Raising Girls and Sue Palmer’s 21st Century Girls – take as their starting point the problems of ‘toxic’ and ‘over-sexualised’ young women, frequently suffering from ‘bullying’ and ‘low self-esteem’.

There are thousands of titles like this now available for worried parents. Girls Adrift, Adolescent Girls in Crisis: Intervention and Hope, My Big Fat Teen Crisis, The Triple Bind: Saving Our Teenage Girls from Today’s Pressures. The top seller here is Steve Biddulph, who had a strong message to convey about a ‘sudden and marked plunge in girls’ mental health’ and more striking yet, the ways in which ‘The world today does not seem to care about girls at it should, and sees them just as a way to make money’. Soon after the publication of Raising Girls, a Huffington Post article that asked the question ‘What Should We Teach Our Daughters?’ went viral.

Several things immediately strike me about this new wave of girl-concern. It risks, as all generalised gender alarms do, neglecting the sheer variety of Girl Land (the title of yet another recently published book), not to mention the extraordinary energy, purposefulness, humour and hope of so many young women today. Anyone who only read the paper or perused Amazon best-seller lists could easily be forgiven for thinking that today’s girls were either engaged in the anguished and unwilling exchange of sex texts or performing serial blow jobs before starving themselves out of misery at their failure to get into one of the higher-ranking universities.

Of course, out in the real world, teenage girls enjoy an extraordinary diversity of ordinary pleasures: friendship, food, music, sport, reading, travel. They can do virtually anything on a computer, and as they move into the late teens many start to negotiate the world of festivals, cheap trains and flights, and hostels, with consummate ease; they will read novels, talk about politics, be hilariously funny about the vagaries of other human beings, particularly adults. They develop and pursue highly individual passions – for a vocation, a writer, a TV series, a language, a cause. As the young feminist journalists Rhiannon Lucy Cosslett and Holly Baxter note, ‘the teenage years are the time when many of us begin to develop social consciences, hence the startling upsurge in girls announcing at the breakfast table, aged thirteen, that they have decided to become vegetarians. They have a keen sense of injustice.’5

However, even when we turn to consider the genuine difficulties of a substantial minority it feels odd to consider Girl Land as a territory somehow separate from Woman Land. It is not as if girls spend their entire adolescence in their bedrooms and therefore fail to witness, on a daily basis, the complex emotional or employment trajectories of their elder sisters, mothers or aunts; nor do they grow up separate from boys or men. Most young women are acutely sensitive to the world as it is experienced by, rather than the ways in which it is represented to, themselves and all the women in their lives.

What, then, if our daughters’ ‘crisis’ and ‘distress’ is ours too? What if their over- (or under-) eating, anxiety about school performance, or absence from broader public participation, is only an early or exaggerated – or both – logical response to what they see around them? Do girls pick up on the fact that from an earlier and earlier age they are now likely to be divided between those considered capable of achieving professional success and those who are heading for lower-status, often badly paid, work? Can we one minute ‘affirm’ a girl’s autonomy, according to the laudable dictates of the latest how-to manual, while, the next minute, demanding that she do more around the house or be more emotionally nurturing than her brother? Can we really advise her to head straight for a bright future when all around her she observes the complex struggles of women trying to manage finances, friendship and family? When Steve Biddulph declared on Woman’s Hour that one of the most important things we should tell our daughters is that ‘looks don’t matter hardly at all’ I swear I heard the collective hollow laughter of the nation’s women in the eerie radio silence that followed.

And, increasingly, we have to be aware that some lives contain far, far fewer chances than others. Researcher Tess Lanning examined the experiences and expectations of women over three generations, and argues:

To construct a narrative of progress, or a broad argument about ‘gender equality’ is to ignore the ways in which the economic, social and political changes of the last 30 years have been experienced very differently by women of different backgrounds … inequality within the sexes is far greater than the difference between men and women.6

Recent research by the Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) has found the wage gap between graduate/high-skilled and non-graduate/low-skilled women has grown at a far faster rate than the same gap between men. It has recently been estimated that up to 70 million women, in professional and managerial occupations, worldwide have, in recent decades, joined their countries’ elite.7 In the UK a professional women in her thirties and forties is now likely to earn nearly three times as much as her unskilled female counterpart.8 The number of women in absolute poverty is growing at an alarming pace. According to the Poverty Site, around 5 million women live in low-income households, and are more likely to be in poor households aged between sixteen and forty-five and then when pensioners. By 2015, almost 7.1 million of the nation’s 13 million youngsters will be in homes with incomes judged to be less than the minimum necessary for a decent standard of living; a truly shocking statistic.9 This does not mean that poorer women do not share in the broadest ambitions for themselves and for their daughters but it does mean, to use another IPPR term, that better-off women are acting as a kind of ‘decoy’: diverting attention from the widespread and rapid pauperisation of perhaps the majority of their sex.

 

This is a book about young women, viewed through the prism of an older generation. It is about what we pass on, from our personal, political and cultural past, and what we are at risk of losing, if we are not vigilant. At the outset, then, I believe we have a duty, both to ourselves and our daughters, to recall just how far we have come and how fragile all progress is. At a recent cross-generational conference about feminism, one participant made the point that you need to ‘curate’ a political movement, just as you curate a range of artistic, political or cultural artefacts that have survived from the past.10 Natasha Walter has observed what she sees as an unhelpful a-historicism among up-and-coming activists:

I am shocked when I read young feminists today blithely admitting that they don’t know what second-wave feminists wrote or being apparently unaware of their history or the way that feminism connects to other philosophies of rights and equality. I worry that young women today – unless they come from a very particular class and background – are not being encouraged to aim high intellectually, to read deeply, and to be earnest and thoughtful if they want to.11

The artist Judy Chicago was clearly irritated by parts of Caitlin Moran’s best-selling book How To Be a Woman. According to Chicago, ‘There’s a chapter where she says: let’s admit it, girls, for the last 100,000 years women have basically done fuck all. I’m like: excuse me?’12 An understanding of, and interest in, the ideas and struggles of our past is not just a precious resource but a necessary one, particularly in a world of instant reaction and disposable dissent.

So I begin this book insisting on two political truths. First, we must acknowledge and celebrate the slow, halting but definite advance of women’s rights and freedoms over the past century, within the relatively wealthy West, and recognise the way in which they have benefited all women to some degree. Kate Middleton’s fate may be too confined to be of general relevance, but she will be the first consort of a monarch educated to university level; her daughters will have the same rights of inheritance as her sons. At the same time, a teenage girl born to a poorer family today will have far greater expectations of her own life, in every way, than her grandmother, whether she is supplied with, or can wrest for herself, the means to realise those possibilities.13

In Britain, the steady expansion of state schooling since the historic 1944 Education Act, and the increasing numbers of women going into further education have launched successive generations of women into more rewarding paid and professional work and, in its turn, generated higher expectations. Now, in 2013, girls and young women outnumber and out-perform men at every level of education from primary school right up to undergraduate and postgraduate studies. While I will argue that there are different ways of looking at the oversimplified ‘girls on top’ education narrative, I would never dispute the importance of intellectual development, particularly when one considers the struggle of young women around the world to get even a basic education.

The expansion of paid work has been an equally important, if double-edged, advance. Of course, women have long worked ‘outside the home’ and, in fact, the boom-time in women’s paid labour began in the 1970s and peaked in the 1990s; the rate of expansion of women at work has been slowing down ever since. While we have a lower percentage of women in the workforce in Britain than, say, in France or Denmark, 12 million women went out to work of some kind in 2012 even if the majority of these work in relatively poorly paid, service occupations – call centres, shops, offices, restaurants, in personal beauty or hair care, as cleaners, carers and cooks. For some, their jobs are rewarding and enjoyable. For others, the chance to earn money and to have a life outside home and family represents a more limited kind of liberation.

A large minority of women have risen to well-paid managerial or professional positions: some earn very well indeed. As increasing numbers of young women become more qualified, their progress through the ranks of their chosen professions seems to be more rapid. Many make a big professional impact in their early twenties; in earning terms, this cohort appears to have pulled parallel to their male peers (although we may need, later, to quarrel with these simplistic headlines). But the mood music has undoubtedly changed, over the generations; as one highly successful woman, still only in her late twenties, said to me, ‘The biggest change in our lives from that of our mothers is that we can have careers and think of ourselves as feminine. They couldn’t. They had to struggle with the idea that this it was possible. It’s perfectly normal to us.’

The second truth I will insist on – and here, the story lines inevitably blur and overlap – is that feminism, in all its diverse forms, has changed the world. Steve Biddulph put it rather well. ‘Your daughter needs to know she is part of a bigger story; a fight that has been fought on her behalf, long before she was born, and that she needs to keep fighting.’ When, on International Women’s Day in 2012, writer Linda Grant tweeted a story about how, as a twenty-eight-year-old, in 1979, she could not apply for a store credit card, at a now defunct department store in Canada, unless the form was signed for by her husband or father, she caused a minor explosion on Twitter. Grant wanted to ‘remind young women that the rights they take for granted were achieved by those feminists with whom they feel they have nothing in common, rights which did not always exist, even in their own lifetimes.’ Her observation was retweeted many times, encouraging reports from others about their own experiences of the ‘often casual, low-level, everyday sexism’ directed at women, and how they had been treated as second-class citizens over the years. @Rosebudia wrote, ‘Earlier than that I wanted a washing machine and I had to sign that my husband or male figure would guarantee my payments.’ Carissa Mason noted, ‘I know a woman who, just 40–45 years ago, was required to have a man provide consent for her emergency caesarean!’ @harrietvde said, ‘My mum was a thirty-nine-year-old well-respected journalist on a national newspaper when she married my father and was forced to quit.’14

There was a time, not that long ago, when a woman couldn’t vote or stand for political office; she could not get a mortgage in her own name, nor be taxed separately from her spouse; if she were ever unlucky enough to get pregnant outside marriage she might have to risk her life in a back street abortion. As recently as the 1960s, in some areas of work, a woman had to give up her job if she married; some women ‘passed’ for single, in terms of employment, in order to retain a much-needed income. Once upon a time, a woman pilot or political leader or surgeon or film director or newspaper editor or car mechanic was an exotic rarity. (Now she is just a rarity). Feminism fought for equal pay – and equal pay for work of equal value, one of the most radical economic concepts of our time. Feminism fought for more women in local government and Parliament, for the minimum wage, for better childcare, for fairer rape laws. It still does. It is a movement that has transformed our very language, altered the ways we interpret and think and feel about the world. When I think of feminism I think not just of Emmeline Pankhurst or Gloria Steinem but of Rozsika Parker, the art historian and psychotherapist, whose book on maternal ambivalence broke new ground, or of the American literary and political essayists Vivian Gornick or Audre Lorde or contemporary journalists like Kira Cochrane and Tanya Gold. Feminism’s voices are vivid and various.

Every woman, whatever her family, whatever her social class, will be able to register the impact of these changes over several generations. My father’s mother, Margaret Eadie, born in 1897 to Scottish ‘puritan agnostic Humanist’ parents, and strong supporters of the Liberal party, was not sent to school until she was seven; this, despite the fact that her father was Head of the English Department at Paisley Grammar School, and later a Liberal MP. ‘Had I been a boy he would have sent me to school early and kept me hard at it, but he had no interest in the education of daughters.’15 (Her father was also profoundly, if puzzlingly, opposed to women’s suffrage.)

Although used to discussing politics and religion at the family dining-table, young Margaret was unable to read or write and ‘suffered the indignity of being put with the babies of five years old. I was nearly eight and could hardly squeeze into the little seat.’16 At fifteen she began to think seriously about her future: ‘Did I want a career or a family? In those days hardly any middle-class women contemplated both. It was felt that the two could not be combined without grave risk of strain for a marriage and neglect for the children.’17 Although a natural scholar with a passion for theological study and discussion, my grandmother ‘chose’ marriage; she did not receive a university education nor was she able to become a priest although she spent much of her adult life tenaciously campaigning for women to be admitted to the priesthood. As the mother of four sons – two of whom died: one in a still-birth, the other, of a broken neck, incurred on his last ever operational flight in the Second World War – she never undertook any paid work. To the last, her role as wife and mother came first.

My own mother, Caroline de Camp, born in 1926, the eldest child of a well-off family from Cincinnati, USA, came to adulthood post war; this was a time in which women’s beauty, domesticity and fecundity were prized: a period brilliantly dissected by Betty Friedan in The Feminine Mystique and creatively evoked in Mary McCarthy’s The Group or Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar. My mother completed both an undergraduate degree and a Masters, the latter researched and written when pregnant with her first child, my eldest brother, but there was no serious expectation that she would have a career. Women of this era were not in serious worldly competition with men; and, for many, the price of not exposing their ambition to the outside world meant there was inevitably an air of dabbling, and associated depression, about their ‘good works’ – resulting in what Simone de Beauvoir scathingly dissects as a form of bad faith in her monumental work The Second Sex.18 (In contrast, several women of my generation have spoken rather more kindly about the thwarted aims and ambitions of their own mothers.) My mother was one of the lucky ones. Her intellectual and work life really took off once we children had left home; she became a respected scholar and campaigner.

Growing up in the sixties and seventies, I was one of the last generation of girls to be schooled at a time when male educational superiority was taken for granted. At the same time, second-wave feminism, led by a generation of educated young women and mothers, gave voice to a brooding sense of existential injustice on a range of personal and political fronts. I was fortunate to have a mother who thought it important to encourage intellectual ambition in girls although there was an unspoken ambiguity about what I might do with my intellect or my education. I expected to work but somehow not to pursue anything as deliberate or apparently arid as a career. It was only in the 1980s, by which time I was in my early twenties, that women in general were encouraged to seek power and high salaries. ‘Careers’ for women suddenly became not just acceptable but admirable, the chutzpah of this generation matched by the outsize shoulders of the time. Thatcherism encouraged, by example, a cohort of women into the higher ranks of law, finance, the media, and politics. If they were mothers they were deemed, in the soon-to-be exhausted language of that decade, to ‘have it all’. The period also enabled the rise of a new generation of working-class girls to a lifestyle, influence and personal wealth that their forebears would only have dreamed of. I had mixed feelings about the 1980s. I admired, and envied, the new refusal of traditional feminine self-denial even as I disdained so much of the ‘me first’ selfishness of the period.

Looking back, however, I can now grasp some of the salient differences between the life patterns, and choices, of my grandmother, my mother and myself. Firstly, whereas both of them had completed their families by their early thirties (a relatively late age compared to most of their contemporaries) I did not have my first child until I was thirty-seven, and my second at thirty-nine; I also stopped at two, whereas they had larger families. Secondly, although I longed to take time off after both my daughters’ births, and was acutely aware of the years that my mother had had ‘at home’ after the birth of the four of us, I felt I could not afford, in various senses, to drop out of sight, professionally speaking – and so lose all the benefit of my hard work up to that point. So I worked through both my pregnancies, was back at (writing and teaching) work within a short period of the birth of my elder daughter and completed a significant work project about eighteen months after my younger daughter was born. Throughout their early years, I felt as if I was perpetually balancing anxiety, at the prospect of falling behind, with exhaustion, at the effort of keeping up; I preferred to deal with the fatigue than the fear. Thirdly, my partner (who later became my husband) and I have always shared child-related and household tasks. Far from being in the vanguard of social change, as might once have been thought, his willingness to give up full-time work (the classic male career pattern) now appears as more of an exception, a product of a particular political moment – the influence of 1970s feminism on a particular group of egalitarian men – rather than the start of a fundamental shift in men and women’s roles. As I argue in Chapter 6, women still carry an unacceptably heavy, yet oddly invisible, domestic – and emotional – load. Yet ‘domestic democracy’ remains a vital key to the genuine freedom of women.19 Nowadays, I look around and think – who will share the load with my daughters? Are today’s young men being brought up to see that the work of the home is work, a form of labour they should recognise, value and share?

When the BBC recently hosted an Expert Women’s Day, at which were gathered a range of experts from cosmochemists, nanoscientists and maritime archaeologists, ‘women who, between them, had more double firsts, PhDs and awards than Simon Cowell has had Number 1 hits’, one of the most striking facts was the number of those admitting to so-called impostor syndrome and questioning whether they were ‘expert enough’ to warrant a place.20 According to Professor Frances Ashcroft, who helped discover a pioneering treatment for diabetes, ‘Not until I’d published 100 papers did I feel like a scientist. What I’ve learnt from today is that many people feel like that’ [my emphasis]. What the BBC day confirmed was that even when approached by broadcasters as experts, it seems that women are ‘far more likely to turn them down, often due to lack of confidence and training’.21

It’s not really people though, is it? As the reasons for the ‘Expert Day’ itself suggested, there’s a particular problem for women in confirming and celebrating their work. Why do so many of us – even the manifestly high-achieving ones – end up feeling like frauds? When market research consultant, and part-time doctoral student, Jill Armstrong asked a group of successful career women what they most wanted for their daughters many of them answered ‘confidence’. At the same time, some feared that this was the one quality that their daughters did not possess.

I don’t find it hard to understand why confidence is so tricky for women, in particular, to feel, or to sustain. Confidence is a slippery, elusive quality: a complex mix of hard-won achievement and a more nebulous spirit of hope and daring. With luck, it grows with age. But I think we are missing an important part of the puzzle if we tell ourselves that, with our children, it is innate, a matter of temperament or even luck. Does it simply emanate from within? Or is it the product of structures of support that help draw out inner resources, support experimentation and confirm further self-sufficiency and competence and creativity: a constant cycle of action, affirmation, encouragement to further efforts and greater boldness? As one of the many dictionary definitions put it, confidence is the ‘feeling or belief that one can rely on someone or something; firm trust …’ Too many young women today cannot claim their necessary portion of support, material or emotional, for reasons that this book explores. And judging from the statistics on income and capital, their material resources often dwindle as they age although their emotional resources may grow, creating an interesting paradox and supplying, as I suggest, some important lessons for younger women.

For now, despite all the rights won and advances made, the bald figures are there before us: reminders of how far we have not come, of the realities our daughters may yet stumble over. Oh – and how well rehearsed are the statistics on unequal pay! The average annual salary for all full-time employees in the UK is £25,900 full time but men earn £28,091, compared to £22,490 for women: a marked difference of 19.9 per cent. (Sadly, percentages never quite manage to get us in the political gut.) Sixty-four per cent of the lowest paid workers are female. Nine out of ten lone parents are women but the median gross weekly pay for male single parents is £346, while for female single parents it is £194.4. Professor Tom Schuller is currently investigating the Paula Principle, asking why women ‘tend not to occupy jobs commensurate with their experience, aptitude and raw talent’. On his blog of the same name, he states the problem with an appealing baldness and boldness: ‘Most women work below their level of competence.’22

We also know that most women end their lives in relative poverty. What I did not know, until I started researching this book, was that half of all women over the age of 50 in the UK work part time and that the majority of them earn less than £10,000 a year or that women in their fifties earn less than women in their thirties.23 Many professional women see their work, and opportunities, diminish in early middle age. According to one eponymous study by Women in Journalism, The Lady Vanishes at 45.24 Turning to other equally depressing facts: the UK government estimates that an astonishing 80,000 women are raped and 400,000 sexually assaulted in this country every year. One out of three women will be hit by a partner, a figure that makes me scrutinise my neighbours, my friends, and indeed my own history, with a tender, slightly voyeuristic, care.

For all this, could there be some Pollyanna-ish element at work in our collective psyches, some buried hope that the next generation will be the one to gracefully but magically sidestep these profound and persistent structural barriers? After all, so many of today’s girls are abrim with the exuberance and plans of youth. We read the constant coverage – much more cheering, this – of the apparently irresistible rise of girls’ academic achievements: the headlines in the papers about how women in their twenties may now – or soon – be earning more than men in their twenties. We see that many women postpone motherhood, and take a generally more efficient attitude to the whole childbearing process. I am always passing groups of mothers, exercising, en bloc, with babies in prams, in my local park, led by a scary-looking woman with a whistle. We are inundated with coverage of the Exceptional/Decoy Women, some – the lawyers, bankers, journalists, politicians – the direct heirs of Thatcher’s twin-headed revolution (capitalism and individualist feminism). Add to these the formidable academics, head teachers, scientists, architects, sportswomen of whom we often read in the newspapers; in terms of salary, status and all round self-possession, these women seem to be flourishing. And then there is the growing army of high-achieving glamorous women in their fifties, sixties and seventies – actresses, political figures, writers – who seem to hold the centre stage effortlessly – claiming experience as an attractive and bankable asset, just as men have always done.

On every level, then, culture soothes us and raises our hopes. But does it also deceive? Yes and no. Contradiction – the emergence of extremes – achievement and attrition. In terms of the future direction of women’s lives, we simply cannot know if things will get a lot better or a lot worse – or perhaps a little of either? Many of the signs are not encouraging. I was struck, during my reading and interviews, by just how many people made note of the new girlification and sexualisation of childhood and the subtle and catastrophic effects this is having on young women. Senior academic Kate Purcell, co-researcher and author of a key study on graduate experience in the early twenty-first century, was an ‘idealistic’ young mother in the 1970s, and raised her son and daughter under the influence of ideas of ‘non-sexist’ childrearing. Like many women who came up through feminism, and saw the changes that it brought, she is convinced of the importance of early socialisation in creating, or holding back, possibilities for girls and boys, ‘ideas that push them into one way of being, or distort their development’. She is now a grandmother and says, ‘When I go into shops and see the way that young girls’ clothes and toys are marketed – the whole pink, girly thing – I am absolutely horrified by how much worse it has become.’

In her recent book Living Dolls, Natasha Walter took to task a new wave of scientifically based gender essentialism, with its easy assumptions and underwriting of stifling, conventional norms. So we are told: girls are hard-wired for empathy and therefore more suited to the human complexities of private life; men are hard-wired to build systems, and rule the world. Like Walter, I won’t have any of it. History shows us, again and again, that biology has too often been used to invoke social and political ends, be it to underwrite crass racism or brute classism or the suppression of women’s public and social talents. The point, it seems to me, is not to find in science or biology where ‘essential’ masculinity or femininity lies but to identify, build on, and help develop, the latent individual talents of every girl or boy, without prior presumption of either who they are or what they can do.

Linked to that – no news this, either – is the continuing importance of appearance in our daughters’ lives and how it spills over into neurosis, excess and illness. Anorexia. Bulimia. The exponential growth in female genital cosmetic surgery including ‘vaginal rejuvenation’, designer vaginoplasty, G-spot amplification and the horrific-sounding re-virgination. To this, we should now add nipple tattoos (the deliberate darkening of nipples) and thigh gap surgery.25 A study of nearly 2,500 American women, in 2012, revealed that among the 18–24 age group, two-thirds had totally or partially removed their pubic hair over the previous month and a fifth had been hairless during that entire period.26 More and more young women are opting for Botox. A vast range of magazines zoom in – literally – on parts of women’s bodies. It’s as if young women are being broken up into bits before our very eyes, the commercial obsession with surfaces further their diminishment as whole, rounded, multi-dimensional human beings.

Statistics and moral panics are one thing. But it is only when they become part of a human story that we may grasp what they really mean. Anorexia is a somewhat abstract proposition until a previously happy, healthy teenage daughter takes all evening to eat a piece of toast, both her parents hovering, sick with anxiety, around the kitchen table, to make sure she finishes at least half of it. Violence against women takes on breath and flesh and meaning when it is your daughter, coming home, bruised and shaken from an encounter with a boy (or man) she is seeing – all the while steadfastly refusing to acknowledge that there is even a problem.

As the mother of two smart, outgoing, teenage girls, I take the paucity of women in public life particularly personally: I am offended by the imbalance, the startling unequal ratios. Just over one in five MPs in Britain are women (although the insult is perhaps better conveyed by saying 4 out of 5 MPs are men: that’s some block vote). According to a recent report by Deloitte, 20 per cent of companies in the FTSE 100 have no women in their boardrooms at all and just 5 per cent of executive positions are held by women. (The proportion of women on boards has only increased from a mere 5 per cent to a still mere 9 per cent in ten years.) I had never thought much about street names until BBC Woman’s Hour did a feature on how few are named after women; it set me ruminating on what impact, if any, it may have (in our collective or individual unconscious) to see our sex rarely marked, let alone honoured, on the roads we walk along every day or when arriving in an unfamiliar place. Recently, I went to speak at Grantham, the birthplace of Margaret Thatcher. I was no fan of Britain’s first female Tory Prime Minister but on my way into the town, I asked the taxi driver in what way the town had marked its most famous resident. He presumed I was talking about the scientist Isaac Newton who was also born in the area. After a successful feminist campaign in spring 2013, the Bank of England rescinded its decision to remove the only woman (bar the Queen) on the face of a banknote; nineteenth-century prison reformer Elizabeth Fry is to be replaced by novelist Jane Austen. Female authors have recently protested at the way in which their novels are so much more likely to have a ‘girly’ cover and be marketed in an un-serious way, leading best-selling author Jodi Picoult to ask recently, ‘Why is it “domestic fiction” if a woman writes about family/relationships, but if a man does that, it’s Pulitzer-worthy?’27

When Kira Cochrane of the Guardian surveyed a month’s worth of broadsheet and broadcasting coverage, she found that every single major newspaper featured far greater numbers of male voices than female ones. BBC Radio 4’s Today programme had an astonishing 83.5 per cent of male contributors to just 16.5 per cent of female ones. For any girl who might have been listening to the Today programme on Tuesday 5 July 2011, between 6.15 a.m. and 8.20 a.m., she would have caught only one female contributor alongside twenty-seven male contributors: correspondent Rebecca Jones talking about the Hampton Court Palace flower show. In late 2012 Today hosted two conversations on consecutive days, about teenage contraception, and breast cancer, featuring men only.28 In early 2013, writer and activist Marina Cantacuzino analysed a month’s worth of ‘Thought for the Day’, again on Today: apparently twenty-two men had thoughts of a moral, spiritual or religious nature deemed worth sharing but only three women. And I thought women were the guardians of emotional and private life!

Of course, once you start on this track, of looking for where other people’s daughters are, out there in the world, you can’t easily step off it. Female conductors? You’d be lucky to catch one of those on a podium: just 1.6 per cent of them are female (and let’s just hope that 0.6 per cent is the baton-wielding half). Thinking of going to Glastonbury? There, performances by men outnumber performances by women 6:1. Just 7 per cent of the winners of the BAFTA award for best original or adapted screenplay have ever been women.29 A parent of daughters then can’t help brooding on which comes first: the attention boys get that drives them to out-perform girls, literally, on pretty much every single marker or the range of markers that stake out the possibilities for our daughters before they have even reached adulthood? And quite how, as I come on to ask, does this fit with the endless publicity about females out-performing males at every point from Year 2 to postgraduate degrees?

There is one final question – of a general kind – that I want to raise. It concerns a kind of ethical or emotional absence that is, in part, summed up by the term ‘celebrity culture’, if we take celebrity culture as a shorthand for empty showiness, an all-pervading status anxiety. I love a lot of popular culture – its wit, speed, irreverence – but I’ve also tired, as a parent of daughters, of the endless parades of girls on television, in music, in films, who seem to spend a large part of their time honing a ‘perfect’ body or face (often of a peculiarly orange hue) before hooking up with, or unhooking from, an equally tangerine man, all the while keeping their face in the ‘news’. There is surely a posher, high-culture, version too? Sheila Heti has a very funny line in her novel How Should A Person Be? in which she says, ‘I want to be famous without being famous but for everyone to know that I am famous.’ Melanie Strickland, a young lawyer in the charity sector, who became active in the Occupy movement, describes the problem for some of her peers as follows: ‘There’s this obsession with stuff. It’s important for people to have the latest gadget or fashion accessory and to be seen to be keeping up. It’s a problem across society, but young people especially who have grown up in a “status anxious” society.’

Sheila Rowbotham accurately pinpoints a ‘diffuse but widespread distress which has arisen in response to the recurring short-termism which contemporary capitalism displays towards nature and the environment, human life, work, values, culture and relationships’.30 When I went to see psychotherapist Susie Orbach, she talked about a ‘monosodium glutamate version of happiness’. She named this unease to me, as follows:

I often see clients who are young, successful and female. They come to me and say, ‘I have the flat, the boyfriend, the job. So why do I feel empty?’ They mimic the demands of consumer society in which they are encouraged to see themselves as both consumers and producers of an acceptable self.

All these pressures, and assumptions, dangerously narrow the options for our naturally curious and possibly impressionable daughters. One of the slogans of the campaign group All Walks Beyond the Catwalk is ‘You can’t be what you don’t see’. The group’s argument is simple and powerful; if when they are growing up girls do not see a wide range of women doing a wide range of things – in life, in magazines, on television – but are instead subject to a dull diet of the same old thin, pretty, girls doing their thin, pretty, thing, then this will limit their imaginations and daring. Southwark councillor and broadcaster Rowenna Davis, twenty-eight,

… used to live in a mixed block and there was a little girl whom I helped with her reading. One day she said to me, ‘I want to be a judge.’ And I thought that was amazing … I could see her, with her wig and her hammer. And then she said, ‘Yes I want to be like Cheryl Cole.’ Oh – right, I suddenly saw what she meant. That kind of judge.

Academic Nina Power berates a new generation (or part of a generation) for managing to reduce even feminism to an activity akin to liking chocolate or sex: a pick ’n’ mix sort of politics.31

This may be one reason for the recent popularity of a spate of autobiographical books, particularly those exploring personal confusion or celebrating imperfection. We have a collective craving to read about authentic lives, and the full rainbow of experiences and emotions. Utter failure. Crease-up laughter. Undramatic, daily, sibling affection. The vagaries of friendship. Dull parties. The reality of body hair. Dancing, smoking, sex, meandering conversations: the pleasures of … Love, arriving out of nowhere. Love, draining away into domesticity. To me, this explains the recent celebration, albeit in very different ways, of works such as Rachel Cusk’s dark Aftermath (the story of her divorce), Caitlin Moran’s super-light How To Be a Woman, (a laugh-out loud memoir), and Sheila Heti’s dark and light account of twenty-something artistic anxiety, a mix of autobiography and fiction, How Should a Person Be?

One definition of parenting is that it involves a continual balancing of the wisdom of experience with the rashness of hope. Optimism of the Will: Pessimism of the Intellect. You will find this mix throughout this book. Each chapter is loosely organised around certain key stages in a young woman’s life. In each one, I try to address a familiar question from a different angle, to home in on some unresolved political and cultural issues, and to pose new questions, connections and directions. The first section, Uneasy Beginnings, opens with ‘Think Yourself Thin’, an investigation of the dominant contemporary narratives concerning girls and exam success, and girls and body distress, and attempts to find new connections between them. In ‘Name, Shame – and Blame’, I explore the new cultural obsession with the pornification of society, finding both sanity and some ominous silences in public concern. ‘The Myth of Perfection’ grew out of my work on the previous two chapters, reflecting my strong belief that the uncovering and affirmation of girls’ voices – emotional and intellectual – is still an important, but very much unfinished, task.

In Promises, Promises I go to the main menu of a woman’s life; work, sex and love, and motherhood. Obviously, all of these are interconnected, in multiple ways, so I have had to separate them out again, in order to try and make sense of changing patterns. ‘Lean In – Or Lose Out?’ questions recent popular assumptions that women in their twenties and early thirties are actually overtaking men, and interrogates the recent arguments of Sheryl Sandberg as to how this work narrative should now develop. ‘Love in a Cold Climate’ tries to dig beneath both the cheap celebration and conservative concern about a new sexual freedom – and test the state of modern partnerships, as far as women are concerned. In ‘The Breakpoint’ I try to look at why motherhood is going to become more and more of a shock for women of the future and so make them even more unprepared for the unfair labour that parenthood loads on them; again, I try to suggest a broader way out of the impasse.

In the third section of the book, Rebellions and Resources, I look at how we might facilitate change: in particular, the importance for women of establishing their own personal truths and political priorities. ‘How Should a Woman Be?’ is a rumination on the issues of anger, ambition and – a bit of fun, this – the age-old problem of male condescension. ‘Stand Up and Stand Out’ looks at the exponential, but often unheralded, growth in feminist campaigning, as well as changes, and stasis, in mainstream politics.

In many ways, this is a deliberately hybrid work. It draws on a variety of research materials, many interviews, hundreds of conversations, a great deal of reading but also my own experience as a woman, writer, partner, friend, daughter, sister, and, of course, as a mother. It is personal, in places, but never confessional. Rachel Cusk argues,

As I have grown older, it is experience that has become radical … Sex, marriage, motherhood, work, domesticity: it is through living these things that the politics of being a woman are expressed, and I labour this point because it is important to understand that the individual nature of experience is essentially at odds – or should reserve the right to be – with any public discourse.32

I am not so sure. Autobiographical work is one way of tunnelling through to universal truths: it can feel essential and fascinating but it is not necessarily radical. It can gloss over or even divert us from important truths as much as it can illuminate. In a recent lecture on the interrelationship between generations of feminists, Lynne Segal said of the poet Adrienne Rich, whose personal writings are exceptionally powerful,

Rich became sceptical about some of her earlier visions of feminism, noting ‘the uncomfortable fit between the marketing of feminist-sounding solutions to personal problems and a corporate system that mocked collective action as pointless and sterile.’ Continuously self-critical, Rich mentioned her own involvement in helping to unleash the ‘demon of the personal’ in feminist celebrations of women’s experience, unaware then of how words of personal liberation could be ‘taken hostage’ to become what she refers to as a ‘horribly commoditized version of humanity’.33

Natasha Walter makes the same point, when she explains why she did not use her own experience when writing Living Dolls: ‘if we are to create a genuine challenge to inequality, we cannot just talk about ourselves.’34

To change things, it is vital that we do investigate the ‘public discourses’, to ask questions about more general social and economic patterns and the direction of lives. And we can learn a great deal from doing so. It is only now, in middle age, that I am able to understand that many of the things that seemed ‘just to happen’ or ‘just to be’ in my teens and twenties were, in their complex, infinitely subtle, form, part of the prevailing mores of the time; the personal was indeed the political in more ways than I could then grasp.

Similarly, in today’s world, where we are constantly told that private choices are just that, I can see, at every turn, the way that the public world shapes the choices – or lack of them – that our daughters face. As one single parent, in intermittent, underpaid part-time work, said to me, ‘I think I just made the wrong moves – bad choices – somewhere along the line.’ In fact, it was not her ‘choice’ to bring up her children alone, to adapt her work to the joyful burden of care and to find that work less well-paid because she had to have flexibility in terms of schedules, nor her ‘choice’ to face numerous ordinary problems in regard to the children that she took sole care of, from a young age. If anything, her problem was that she bought into the ‘choices’ argument when she was younger and did not insist, or have any means of insisting, on fairer treatment, at various points in her life.

Throughout the book, I try to stay close to some of my deeper themes, too: the importance of the idea of variety in relation to what a human and particularly a female life might be: the need for authenticity – that is, attention and respect paid to the inevitable complexity of every existence and recognition of the inevitable difficulty of life (two separate but related questions); a respect for history, in particular the intellectual and political debt we, and our daughters, all owe feminism and more collective ways of thinking through our lives; the need to move beyond self-interest; finally, the importance of getting up and doing things, taking part, trying to change things.

This book is an assessment of where we are now but it also attempts, from time to time, to second guess the shape of things to come. Four factors seem key to the shaping of the future; these permeate the narrative throughout. Firstly, the internet, new technology and all things digital, for all the obvious reasons. But for now a small snippet. The US broadcaster and activist Laura Flanders reminded me that when the activists of Greenham Common, who campaigned against the siting of nuclear weapons on British soil by the American government, first started organising their ‘peace camp’ and mass actions at the base, in the early 1980s, they contacted other women through chain letters! Jump forward to the Arab spring or virtually any other demonstration you care to think about, and one sees how vital was the role of texting, Twitter and Facebook.

Secondly, everything is being changed, all the time, by the accelerated pace of globalisation: from the instant accessibility of news from around the world to the increased opportunities for travel, to the intensifying of human traffic across continents to the rapid and impressive link-ups of movements of people and protests. Not for nothing is Steve Biddulph considered a ‘global author’, employing teams of researchers to gather evidence and anecdotes from around the world. TED talks – in which experts in a vast range of topics speak to a chosen audience of globally relevant people, their speeches beamed across the world via the net – are another example of this new, often weirdly context-free, worldwide embrace.

Of course, the shrinking of the world affects the powerful and powerless in diametrically opposed ways. While the wealthy gather in Davos, once a quiet meeting spot for the movers and shakers of the financial and political world and now yet another glitzy, well-publicised (and tweeted upon) international event, the desperate or dragooned of the poorer nations scramble to get into wealthier countries or are smuggled across borders in order to be brutally exploited for their labour or their bodies. Worldwide, it is estimated that somewhere between 700,000 and four million women, children and men are trafficked each year, and no region is unaffected.35

One of the most interesting things about globalisation from a gender perspective is that it aggrandises the potential of an exceptional minority. A certain kind of woman now bestrides the globe like a wondrous giantess. Often multilingual, with a life and career built on several continents, such a creature travels and networks widely, consolidating her cultural capital at every turn: women such as Arianna Huffington, founder of the hugely influential Huffington Post, born in Greece, educated in England, who then settled in America and became a political power-broker and publisher, or the current head of the International Monetary Fund, Christine Lagarde, who was educated in France and America, and spent much of her early professional life working as a political aide and corporate lawyer in America before moving back to France. There’s a feminist version too. Writing of her decades-long friendship with the activist and playwright Eve Ensler, Laura Flanders describes their relationship as follows:

As the 1990s advanced, Eve drew more into theater, I into journalism. We slept in the streets less and traveled the world more, on crisscrossing tracks; I to Northern Ireland, Central America, Haiti, the Middle East, Croatia, Berlin; she to Berlin, Bosnia, Croatia, Kosovo, Haiti, later Afghanistan.36

The Exceptional Woman has a trickle-down effect too. Increasing numbers of students from emerging nations such as India or China will come over to the UK or to the USA to be educated, and launch, or consolidate, their careers in the West. From Russia to Poland, Iran to Europe, professional women of the future are likely to have greater awareness of, and contact with, their peer equivalents from other nations than any generation before them. Several of my interviewees had continent-hopped in their young or not so young lives: one woman I interviewed was born in Australia, grew up in Korea then, after a brief spell living in Japan, spent her twenties in London. Research for this book involved me in a number of across-the-world conversations – as more and more people find their writing and activism touches those at the other end of the globe.

The third factor that will surely have an increasing impact on young women’s lives is economic stagnation and austerity. According to a poll conducted by the Observer in 2011 almost two-thirds of people (64 per cent) believe that this current generation of children will have a lower standard of living than their parents. In 2010, Yvette Cooper, shadow Home Secretary and one of the Labour Party’s most prominent female figures, claimed: ‘For the first time we risk seeing the clock turned back. I know I have had more opportunities in life than my mother and grandmother before me. But now for the first time I worry about my daughters.’37

Women are in the front line of austerity. In December 2011, the number of women out of work across the country hit a twenty-three-year high of 1.09 million. By February 2012 this had reached a record twenty-five-year high, with women’s unemployment up a staggering 18 per cent since the recession began compared to just 1 per cent for men. Women are estimated to make up two-thirds of the public sector workers expected to lose their jobs by 2015. These figures come on top of severe budgets cuts affecting everything from child care costs, benefits, withdrawal of already sparse funding for domestic violence services, and extension of the retirement age. According to Yvette Cooper, 30,000 women have had to give up their jobs in the last year because of lack of childcare.38 And the pressure on women is only likely to be increased by Big Society emphasis on voluntary and third-sector effort, plugging the gap once state services have been withdrawn.

Anna Bird, of the Fawcett Society, the leading campaign group for women, spoke of

This toxic triple jeopardy [which] is laying waste to women’s equality: women typically start off poorer, they tend to earn less, own less, and have less financial security than men. Taking away their jobs, while also cutting their benefits and cancelling the vital services that enable them to juggle jobs with families undermines women’s ability to act independently, to provide for themselves, to be financially self-reliant.39

Slipping living standards. The struggle to survive. Columnist Suzanne Moore, writing in early 2013, put it more bluntly, ‘Everything I wanted for my daughters and yours is being denied them: housing, free education, employment.’

Finally, we have to take account of the renewed rise of feminist protest; in some ways more discreet, less dramatic, than previous waves of women’s liberation, but in other ways more extensive and powerful. I gained an insight into the character of this new wave at three events over the past months. The first, a packed conference looking at the cross-generational impact of feminism, which attracted old and young, black and white, national and international speakers – and many men. The second was, again, a crowded event led by the activist group UK Feminista: a meeting and lobby of the House of Commons on an agreed set of key measures to improve women’s lives. Hundreds crammed into a meeting room in Church House, Westminster, to listen to speakers from across the political parties, including Tory MP Amber Rudd, who bravely claimed, to largely good-tempered barracking, that David Cameron’s Coalition government was improving the lives of women. Early in 2013, I joined hundreds of men and women outside the Indian High Commission in protest at official inaction in the face of the notorious Delhi rape case. Again, men, women, black, white, black, old, young, mingled on the narrow pavements of the Aldwych.

Time and again, collective action brings in broad groups of individuals, across cultures and countries. The writer and campaigner Selma James has described how a London SlutWalk march in 2011 ‘was light years ahead of the 1970 women’s liberation march, which made way for it. I was at both. Most of the women forty years ago were a bit older and less grassroots than the Slutwalkers … there were no wheelchair users in 1970. But last weekend, women with disabilities were an integral part of the protest.’40 In a letter to the Guardian, following a wave of attacks on women such as the Delhi case, the sexual assault of journalists in Egypt, the shooting of Pakistani schoolgirl Malala Yousafzai, a group of public figures headed by Annie Lennox and Elton John declared:

In the wake of such atrocity, men and women have united to stand for equality and change. We know the support of men and boys is also an important part of the solution, that we’re more powerful together. Across the globe, bells have chimed, people have converged in peaceful protest, communities have congregated online and men and women have danced in the street in the name of change. In 2012 the power of the internet and social media gave us an opportunity to unite. This year could provide the moment to act.41

And act they did on 14 February 2013, when hundreds and thousands of women – and again, men – around the world, in dozens of cities – Hyderabad, Oakland, Miami, Jerusalem, New Delhi, Khartoum, Hawaii, Manila, Byron Bay, Australia – rose up as part of the One Billion Rising movement against violence against women.42 There is no reason not to think this kind of protest will continue, down the decades. Who knows what power it will unleash?

When my daughters were young, I longed to give them enough intellectual and emotional battery power, to keep them going through life. When she was only a few months old, I would take my elder daughter out in the pram and tell her stories about everything from the battle for votes for women to the rise of Britain’s first woman prime minister. (And she was the first person to text me to tell me that Margaret Thatcher had died.) Like many mothers, I often considered leaving both my girls a letter, or two or twenty, telling them everything I thought they needed to know or that I wanted to pass on. I never did, of course, and have now only a few of the short notes that I wrote when they were younger – each one packed with detailed loving guidance on everything from the importance of getting a good night’s sleep to eating enough fresh fruit to the having of fun.

Oddly enough, my accumulated wisdom has been less in demand during their teenage years. But it is not strange at all: adolescence is, by definition, the process of slow managed separation of parent and child. At the same time, all parents, because they were once children, understand the lasting impact we are likely to have on our offspring, the many ways that our words – and more hauntingly – our deeds live long within our children’s lives, for good or ill. My mother died thirteen years ago and yet many of her thoughts and stories remain vivid to me, still providing comfort in times of difficulty. My experience has convinced me that sound judgement is not only one of the most vital human arts but is a skill that can be learned and, in some measure, passed on.

But no mother offers advice without trepidation. I have not forgotten the way I felt, when young, about older people: ‘What do they know? And what do they know of what we know?’ (Interesting, how one comes to think, when older, much the same about younger people!) But there is, I am afraid, no stopping most mothers, with our blind, primitive urge to defend and improve our children’s lives, in whatever way we can, as well, perhaps, as our own need to do something useful with our experience. At a special memorial service for those who died in the 1989 Hillsborough disaster, Everton football club chairman Bill Kenwright said the two greatest words in the English language were ‘my mum’: testament to the remarkable tenacity and moving endurance of those like Anne Williams who fought for nearly a quarter of a century to find out the truth about what happened to her son that day.
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