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and empathy between the people of 
North and Central America, or to 
put it another way, between the 
unionists, teachers, bus drivers, 
nurses, seamstresses, etc. (whose 
contiguous political situation is 
invoked by their reference in the 
poem, 'Warning') is a difficult act 
involving the crossing of more than 
geographic borders. This poet is 
breaching class, racial and cultural 
barriers. This book, then, is worth
while considering for activists staf
fing a literature table or organizing 
an event in solidarity with the 
peoples of Central America, or as a 
primer for friends who might not 
consider reading a bulkier text on 
the region. It could also be recom-
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Mary Taylor, a Victorian feminist, 
found that when she attempted to 
talk to her friends about books she 
was reading they 

mended to your local bookstore as 
an item to stock. 

In this activist book of poetry, 
then, the purview of contemporary 
US poetry is broadened. It would be 
a fine signal if this were among the 
first of more to come. And the book 
itself, set by hand and printed on a 
hundred-year-old press, is a fine 
testament - in no way to ~;~ome 

entirely distant foreign brutality, 
but to the deep compassion that is a 
natural resource here of our own. 
The compassion uttered in these 
poems is yet obligatory in building a 
broad movement against US inter
vention in Central America. 
Sesshu Foster 

all had the impression that it was 
wrong; not morally wrong, perhaps, 
but a sort of solecism in manner like 
putting your knife in your mouth. Not 
anything that would prevent you from 
getting to Heaven, but fatal to your 
acceptability on earth. 

Indeed, so hedged around were such 
single women's freedoms that, 
Martha Vicious suggests, 'at times 
it seemed as if the only space freely 
allotted to a spinster was the grave'. 

In Independent Women, Martha 
Vicious, an American historian and 
editor of Suffer and Be Still: Women 
in the Victorian Age, offers a 
meticulously researched and deeply 
committed account of how single 
women of Mary Taylor's generation 
determined to construct - and to 
enjoy within their own lifetimes - a 
space for themselves, room for 
personal freedoms. The institutional 
spaces which they successfully built 
and which Martha Vicinus describes 
here ranged from religious sister
hoods to girls' boarding schools, 
from nursing hospitals to women's 
colleges. In the latter, a woman like 
Mary Taylor could read freely in a 
supportive and sisterly environ
ment, for it was the pioneer era of 
Girton and Newnham, Somerville 
and Lady Margaret Hall, of West
field and Royal Holloway. And in 



her chapter 'Women's Colleges: An 
Independent Intellectual Life', 
Martha Vicious lovingly details the 
intimate communal rituals which 
sprang up in these new and hard
won women's spaces. At Emily 
Davies' Girton, for instance, stu
dents were 'supplied with a scuttle 
of coal a day, ensuring the freedom 
to study in privacy or to entertain 
special friends'; and 'a tray with 
milk, tea and a bun was served to 
each student in her room. "Tray", as 
it became known, was slang for 
sharing one's tea and bun with 
friends in someone's room.' 

Martha Vicious casts a careful, 
narrow net in Independent Women. 
She excludes working-class women 
widows, and instead focuses on 
those middle-class women who 
might be expected to remain unmar
ried. The book tells the story of 
'single women as leaders in the 
ideological battle for women's rights 
... women who built and sustained 
separate women's communities'. 

For them, Martha Vicious has -
rightly - a great affectio:o. and 
admiration; and her grasp of little
known Victorian autobiographical 
material is impressive. As a result, 
she has produced a scholarly, caring 
and often very moving book. But 
perhaps the narrowness of her brief 
and the closeness of her personal 
commitment allows the narrative to 
slide sometimes into too uncritical a 
descriptive style. This is perhaps 
particularly problematic in the final 
cfl.apter, 'Male Space and Women's 
Bodies: The Suffragette Movement', 
and in the Conclusion on the 
inter-war years which follows it. 

The stress here is not on the broad 
suffrage movement, but on the 
militant suffragettes; and amongst 
the militants, on those who were so 
inspired by the cause and by its 
leaders that they were prepared to 
face arrest, imprisonment and even 
hunger strike. Thus Lady Constance 
Lytton's courageous stand is des
cribed by a contemporary in images 
of fire and flames: 

It was a spiritual movement and had 
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fire - not form. The Women's Social 
and Political Union leapt into being 
like a flame ... Such spiritual uphea
vals are always irrational, and irra
tional human types are swept into 
them as high priests. Con was seized 
and used. She was both flame and 
burnt offering. 

The WSPU, the writer added, 're
leased vast stores of unconscious 
energy, just as the war did'. And, as 
militancy increased, the metaphor 
of military action became a reality. 
So Helen Craggs, one of the first 
women arrested for arson, argued in 
court: 

I hold that militant Suffragettes stand 
in an analogous position to soldiers ... 
I fight in a cause as good as any for 
which men have fought, I say, my lord, 
that I am morally guiltless. 

Yet once in prison, Martha Vicious 
argues, women like Helen Craggs 

made 'a larger world of freedom' for 
herself and other women - even as the 
public space of the male world was 
denied them, women found inspiration 
in creating freedom and space within 
the prison. 

This tight emphasis on Suf
fragette spirituality and on prison 
as a liberating space means that it is 
not wholly easy to explain the 
apparent volte face of the Suf
fragettes' attitude to male power 
after 4 August 1914. Martha Vici
ous, an honourable and scrupulous 
historian, is wittily brief at this 
point: 

The Suffragette reappeared, editor
ializing vigorously against the Ger
mans and for Englishmen, their 
venereal state seemingly forgotten. 
The WSPU guerrilla army, toughened 
from years of discipline and sacrifice, 
transformed itself with remarkable 
ease into a fighting force for England. 
One of the most active arsonists, 
Charlotte Marsh, became Lloyd 
George's chauffeur. 

Yet the strict brief adopted by 
Independent Women does not allow, 
for instance, for mention of the 
Women's International League for 
Peace and Freedom (WILPF) which 
was formed in 1915. Yet, as Anne 
Wiltsher (1985) has recently shown, 
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this feminist peace campaign 
caught the imaginations of single 
women in a manner similar to the 
earlier suffrage movement from 
which it sprang. Nor does it encour
age a full understanding of the 
ensuing inter-war years discussed 
in the Conclusion. Martha Vicious's 
account of the creation of women's 
culture is both moving and authori
tative, especially in its pre-suffrage 

chapters. A rather more critical 
distancing would have even further 
strengthened Independent Women. 
Jill Liddington 
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