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‘The story of Josephine Butler is astonishing, shocking, inspiring, recounted here by a narrator who understands the very core of her subject. A powerful read.’

Claire Gilbert, author of I, Julian and founder of

Westminster Abbey Institute

 

‘Josephine Butler’s fight for female dignity against the Contagious Diseases Acts makes her the bravest and most radical of Victorian feminists, yet she is relatively unknown. Sarah C. Williams’ fine biography locates the cause of recent scholarly neglect in the intense Christian faith that empowered Butler to take on the entire British establishment of her day. It was prayer which fuelled her activism and mass prayer became a campaigning technique. When Courage Calls brings Butler to life in its extensive use of her letters and writings and allows us to hear her message afresh at a time when women’s value and safety is again at risk.’

Alison Milbank, Professor of Literature and Theology,

University of Nottingham

 

‘What a gift this book is! Sarah C. Williams expertly charts Josephine Butler’s life and work, honouring both her feminism and her faith. While Butler’s faith has left her ambiguously remembered, Williams gives a profound insight into Butler’s life which has much to teach us today. This is a crucial and compelling read for both feminists and for Christians, to understand that in Butler we have a shared, but rarely told, history.’

Natalie Collins, aka @GodLovesWomen, CEO of

The Women’s Liberation Collective and co-founder

of the UK Christian Feminist Network

 

 

‘The title “When Courage Calls” is a superb summary of the theme of this book. I have acquired a deep admiration for Josephine Butler’s inspirational life: her responses to many challenging situations, supported by her spirituality, infused by her profound commitment to prayer. And the book is highly readable – indeed it was hard to put down!’

Caroline (Baroness) Cox

 

‘This is an inspiring book written by an inspiring writer. Sarah C. Williams powerfully makes visible the life and work of Josphine Butler which for too long has been relegated to the shadows. In so doing Williams wonderfully honours a woman whose own vision and activism, rooted in prayer, brought women out of the shadows and shone a transforming light on the dark places of injustice and inequality.’  

The Rt Revd Rachel Treweek, Bishop of Gloucester 

and Anglican Bishop for HM Prisons

 

‘An astonishing portrait of an extraordinary life. I did not expect to be so moved, challenged and inspired by the life of a woman from very different circumstances to my own, living 200 years ago. The power of Dr Williams’ storytelling is profoundly impactful. The historical and biographical detail is impressive and lively. It is also packed with theological insight, about what it is to be a Christian and a woman who is burdened with a passion to change the world for those who are most marginalised. In Josephine Butler we find an activist and justice-seeker, whose mission is deeply intertwined with her love of her family, love of God, prayer and scripture. Dr Williams has given women – and all who seek a better world – a gift that has resonance for today and years to come.’ 

Chine McDonald, writer, broadcaster and director of Theos 

 

‘Sarah C. Williams has written a remarkable book on one of the most remarkable women of the 19th century: Josephine Butler. With the same passionate clarity that animated Butler herself, Williams recounts the revolutionary crusade that led Butler, despite often violent and even life-threatening opposition, to overthrow the dreadful Contagious Diseases Acts of the 1860s. Victorian England has rightly been called the most cultivated society since Athenian Greece, yet it was rotten to the core about sex. It visited horrific evils on brothel women as well as child prostitutes whose customers were not only soldiers and sailors and ordinary husbands, but also the high and mighty men of British society. Josephine Butler put a stop to such evils, not chiefly as a feminist and activist, so much as a woman steeped in intense lifelong prayer – in intimate speaking and listening to God. Hence the keen pertinence of Butler’s courageous witness to the sodden carnality of our prayerless time, when sex trafficking has reached epidemic levels across the whole world.’

Ralph C. Wood, Professor of Theology and Literature,

Baylor University
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‘If her life illustrates one truth more forcibly than any other it is that of the efficacy and power of prayer and the fidelity of God in answering the petitions of those who wait on Him.’

 

Josephine Butler, Catharine of Siena, 1878
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Introduction

In 2018, a bronze statue was unveiled in Parliament Square to celebrate a hundred years of female suffrage in Britain. The suffragist and former leader of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies, Millicent Fawcett, stands resolute, clutching a banner inscribed with the iconic slogan of first-wave feminism: Courage Calls to Courage Everywhere. The names of fifty-five women who championed the cause of female suffrage are inscribed on the plinth beneath her feet, but the list does not include the name Josephine Butler.

For most of the women commemorated, the omission of Josephine Butler would have been baffling, not least for Millicent Fawcett herself. In 1927, when Fawcett looked back on the genesis of the women’s movement in Britain, she described Josephine Butler as ‘the most distinguished Englishwoman of the nineteenth century’.1 In her eyes, ‘no other woman in history has had such far-reaching influence, or effected so wide-spread a change in public opinion’.2 And Fawcett’s veneration is no small thing; the Edwardian suffrage campaign, four years of war and the Representation of the People Act of 1918 lay between Butler’s death in 1906 and Fawcett’s high praise. During these years, many supremely distinguished women entered the political limelight, each with a legitimate claim to the title of mother of the women’s movement, but Fawcett was categorical: it was Josephine Butler who turned the tide for women.

For at least a generation after Butler’s death, many female activists in Britain would have agreed more or less with this analysis. During the 1910s, when the suffragists and suffragettes3 marched in procession to the Houses of Parliament calling for equal constitutional rights for women, it seemed entirely appropriate to them to carry banners embroidered with images of Josephine Butler.4 They remembered Butler’s bold and controversial leadership of the sixteen-year campaign to repeal the Contagious Diseases Acts, her work to raise public and parliamentary awareness of the plight of destitute women caught in the sex trade and her successful campaign to establish legal protection for minors against sexual violence that culminated in the passing of the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885. They remembered these things, but the fact is, we do not.

History has a curious way of honouring certain leaders and forgetting others, especially those who defy the categories by which we define our identity in the present. In the 1980s I spent my undergraduate years specialising in the history of Britain, but I never once heard of Josephine Butler. I was halfway through my doctoral work before I realised her significance, and I felt short-changed: why had no one told me about this woman before? I was all the more amazed when I discovered the overlaps between Butler’s background and the particular theological subculture in which I had been raised. In my upbringing, William Wilberforce was revered as the archetypal Christian hero, a role model to emulate. Butler’s parents, John and Hannah Grey, were ardent anti-slavery supporters, close friends of Thomas Clarkson and associates of William Wilberforce. Her famous great-uncle, Earl Grey (of Earl Grey Tea), was Whig Prime Minister at the time of the Abolition of Slavery Act of 1833. It was to this tradition of social and political reform inspired by religious revival in Britain and America that Butler appealed when she adopted the title ‘New Abolitionists’ to describe the work of the campaign to repeal the Contagious Diseases Acts during the 1870s. In her pursuit of justice, Butler did as much for women as William Wilberforce did for African slaves within the British Empire, and yet, while Wilberforce remains a household name, Butler is forgotten.

The truth is, Butler did not fit the categories of those who wrote the history of her era. She combined the very things late twentieth-century historians assumed were contradictory.5 For it was not to Butler’s political activities alone that Fawcett pointed when she described Josephine Butler as ‘the most distinguished woman of the nineteenth century’, but to the extraordinary depth of her spirituality. ‘Josephine Butler was a spiritual power,’ Fawcett wrote, ‘whose influence was not bounded by the narrow span of her own life or by the limits of her country. Her influence goes on and lives and grows.’6 After the First World War Fawcett was one of a number of women who contributed to an Experts Report on the International Traffic in Women commissioned by the League of Nations. This document begins with the claim that all national and international work against the traffic in women sprang from Butler’s work in Britain and on the Continent, and specifically from her distinctive spirituality.

She was a passionate creature: a delicate, slender woman with a spirit like a flame. It is doubtful if she thought much about ‘purity’ (in its usually accepted and negative sense). She thought about God, and God was to her not only all-discerning Love, He was Supreme Justice. He was not only Purity, He was perfect Love, Wisdom, Justice and Liberty, in whose service is perfect freedom.7

Butler’s love for God and her radical pursuit of justice for women, her faith and her feminism were one and the same thing, and it was this she was remembered for.

But as the twentieth century unfolded and later generations of secular feminists wrote the history of the women’s movement in the wake of the Second World War, Butler’s refusal to separate religion and politics was problematic.8 The faith Butler claimed was the centre of her life was the very thing second-wave feminist scholars believed women must be liberated from if the long-term objectives of feminism were to be realised. From their perspective, the women’s movement was itself a revolt against the values and ideals of the Victorian period, especially the subjugating effects of the Christian religion and its idealising of family life.9 Embedded deep within the highly politicised ideology of so-called ‘second-wave feminism’ was the largely uninterrogated assumption that Christian faith and feminism are mutually exclusive categories. And Butler – so it seemed – was too Christian for the feminist camp.

But she was also too feminist for the Christian camp. For many scholars working in the field of religious history, Butler’s outspoken critique of the male establishment, including the institutional Church, was profoundly unsettling. These historians – many of them working from an explicit faith perspective and almost without exception male – wrote during the cultural and political upheavals of the sexual revolution of the late 1960s, 1970s and early 1980s. From their perspective, feminism seemed to be on the vanguard of a dangerous secular revolt against the family that threatened the stability of society along with the historic role of Christianity in the culture. Butler’s attack on highly gendered norms and customs did not endear her to a community embattled in the charged political environment of late-twentieth-century culture wars.

In her defiance of the categories, Butler fell between camps – women’s history on the one hand and religious history on the other – each with its own internal jargon, methodologies and political agendas.10 Neither camp made room for Butler and, as a result, she was sidelined in mainstream histories of feminism and ignored in important historical accounts of Christianity in Britain.

Much has changed since the 1980s. Many accounts of Butler’s life now exist in the academic literature;11 indeed, Butler scholarship has been on the leading edge of reconciling the divided subfields described above.12 But this important revisionist work has been undertaken by scholars writing largely for academic audiences and it has done little to nuance the narratives that continue to dominate the historical imagination of mainstream culture. Moreover, many of the same ideological impulses that created the polarised mentality of the late twentieth century have been revived in the last ten to fifteen years. Further waves of sexual revolution have hit the twenty-first century, creating new politically correct agendas in the academy as well as in popular culture. Sexual categories and religious identities are once again fraught with tension, and problematic popular perceptions of the historic relationship between Christianity and gender have been reinforced rather than unsettled by recent readings of the past. We find ourselves once again siloed into sharply divided camps and, despite all the careful revisionist work academics have done to recover the details of Butler’s life, she still remains little known beyond the academy.

Yet Butler’s unique perspective remains profoundly relevant. This woman needs to be known and her voice heard in areas of heated contemporary debate, in matters of human trafficking, pornography and sexual violence but also in crucial debates over the nature of male and female sexuality, the regulation of sexual mores through state legislation, in the relationship between spirituality and public leadership, and in the goals and objectives of the feminist movement at a time when the future of feminism itself is called into question by fundamental controversy over how exactly a ‘woman’ should be defined.

Over the last few years, as I have encountered Josephine Butler in my work as a historian, she has confounded my categories at multiple levels. I found a woman who stretched my imagination, moved my heart, shook my intellect and challenged my everyday priorities to the core. Once in dialogue with Butler, I found it impossible to sustain the opposition that has so long been assumed in the scholarship between spirituality on the one hand and political activism on the other. This unexpected and deeply personal confounding remains a formative dynamic in the account I give of Butler’s life in this book.

But to hear Butler’s voice afresh, we must allow her categories to emerge from the primary source material. This is the endeavour of history as a discipline. Historical work is an exercise in attentive listening. To unlock Butler’s voice requires careful attention to the specific language of the source material and to the unique setting in which language is produced and employed. Reading Butler in her own terms of reference is vital, not least because she understood her vocation in terms of a prophetic defiance of the categories and priorities of her age. Butler’s life spanned the Victorian period. She was born in 1828, nine years before Victoria came to the throne, and she died five years after Victoria was buried. Butler was in many respects the quintessential Victorian, and yet she refused to conform to the pre-existing categories of the era – especially the gendered and religious categories that dominated the cultural milieu.13 In an age locked in denominational tensions and religious camps, she resisted partisanship. In a nation that understood itself to be Christian while at the same time expanding its military power across the globe to form the largest empire on earth, she challenged the prevailing power structures of the day. She confronted the hypocrisy of the military authorities, the affluent selfishness of the middle class, the apathy of institutionalised religion and the entitled indifference of entrenched social elites. She exposed the sexual exploitation of the establishment and revealed its complex relationship with the prevailing economic structures of the day, with the consumerism, materialism and elitism that shaped the social imagination of Church and state. In her writing, in her approaches to relief and rescue work among women, in her political practices, she consistently and explicitly rejected any allegiance other than to Christ. ‘My appeal,’ Butler insisted, ‘is to Christ, and to Him alone, not to any church, or traditions, or councils, or catechism, not yet even to an Apostle.’14

Any and all institutions and hierarchies – even those purporting to be the fundamental pillars of society – that departed from the radical justice she saw displayed in the life of Christ and revealed in the Gospels became a target of her attack. To bring about a spiritual reformation in the sexual practices of society, she worked with members of every religious denomination and none; she worked with those who were excluded from organised religion and with those who rejected it. Butler created new categories; she did not conform. If the lens we use to consider her life fails to do justice to her categories, we will lose the extraordinary force of this woman’s spirituality and blunt her radicalism. Nowhere is this more important than in Butler’s understanding of prayer.

As I began to study Butler, I quickly realised that at every stage of her life the radical pursuit of justice was undertaken in prayer and through prayer. Prayer was the linchpin of Butler’s political philosophy as well as her spirituality, and the extraordinary consistency of her convictions arose from this lifelong practice. For her, the omission of prayer was not merely an inconsequential weakness on the part of individual Christians, but an active failure of justice that makes way for evil in society. Butler’s practice of prayer involved a fundamental critique of the dualistic assumption that personal piety and political action are discrete dimensions of human experience. To fragment spiritual and political life was, from Butler’s perspective, to relegate moral questions to matters of personal piety and to leave greed, lust and immorality unchecked in society. And in this, Butler’s analysis remains as acute and pertinent today as it was in the late nineteenth century.

It was through the lens of prayer that Butler refracted the story of her life, and it is this lens that shapes our consideration of her life in this book. Drawing on the long traditions of contemplative and mystical prayer within the history of Christianity, Butler understood prayer as a direct and intimate dialogue with Christ through which the individual is drawn into union with God and into a deep and transformative engagement with society. She understood this union to encompass the body as well as the soul, the material as well as the spiritual life, the present moment in time as well as the future life after death. Such union integrates the moral law with the laws of the land and the conscience of the individual. It fuses spiritual revival and political reform, and unifies male and female, rich and poor, the voting man and the disenfranchised woman into a new kind of community for the good of society as a whole.

From her youth, Butler learnt to pray regularly in solitude. She nurtured this practice daily throughout her life. For thirty-five years she prayed consistently with her husband George. She prayed with her younger sister Hatty from early childhood, and with close friends and diverse communities in multiple settings over many decades. To resource her own unique spiritual and political practices, she studied the prayer lives of historical figures, most notably the fourteenth-century Italian mystic, Catherine of Siena, a study that culminated in 1878 in the first life of the saint to be written in the English language.

In prayer, Butler reimagined the categories of her age, specifically the categories into which Victorian society placed so-called ‘fallen women’. Drawing on the language of the Gospels, she challenged the attitudes of her culture towards those on the margins of society by insisting on renaming women labelled by society as ‘common prostitutes’, calling them ‘friends’ and ‘outcast sisters’. Butler insisted that Christ not only welcomed the outcast as friend, but he also became the outcast, submitting to shame and exclusion in order to conquer it. ‘God himself must bow, to meet the evil, he must shoulder its deadly weight, grasp it in its breadth, its length, its infirmity and thus and only thus conquer it.’15 In this way, God liberates humanity and invites the outcast into intimate relationship with him in prayer, treating all men and women with absolute equality as he does so. In marked contrast to a society that casts out sexually compromised women, the anguished cry of the oppressed is heard by God who is perfect Justice.

The Contagious Diseases Acts

Crucially, it was in and through prayer that Butler undertook the major political work of her life to challenge and repeal the Contagious Diseases Acts. Indeed, Butler’s critique of these defining pieces of government legislation was an extension of her perception of prayer. On 29 July 1864, the British government passed the first of a series of three Acts to combat an epidemic of venereal disease in the army and navy. In the decades following the Crimean War, the debilitating effects of sexually transmitted diseases on the nation’s fighting force could no longer be ignored by the hierarchy. As powerful voices at Whitehall were quick to point out, this particular threat to British ascendancy required the immediate intervention of the state.

The Acts of 1864, 1866 and 1869 – known to history as the Contagious Diseases Acts – were carefully designed to protect men from the dangers of disease-ridden women who engaged in prostitution, in order to maintain healthy military personnel without curtailing age-old privileges and pleasures. When the legislation came into effect, a special contingent of plainclothes policemen seconded from the Metropolitan force were sent to ports and garrison towns to detain women suspected of prostitution. Suspects were brought before a magistrate and required to submit to a fortnightly medical examination. If women were found to be suffering from gonorrhoea or syphilis, they were interned in special lock hospitals for a period of up to nine months while recovering from the disease. When they were fully recovered, they were given an official certificate to prove they were clean and released to resume their work among the men of the city. No equivalent examination was required of men.

Riddled with vague and ill-defined terms, not least the phrase ‘common prostitute’, the Acts were drafted by interested parties in and around Whitehall and they passed into law without open parliamentary debate. The matter, being overtly sexual, was thought too unseemly to bring before the public eye and the Acts remained – initially at least – little commented on in the press.

But for Butler, these Acts tore away the veil that obscured a deeply rooted injustice that could not be ignored. They were a concrete and symbolic example of an invidious sexual double standard running like a fault line through every layer of Victorian society. Women, once compromised sexually, were driven out of ‘respectable society’ with few if any economic and educational resources available to them, while men, in contrast, could ‘sin’ without damage to reputation and social standing. By treating the physical symptoms of venereal disease without attending to the effects of sinful behaviour on all that is human, body and soul,16 the Contagious Diseases Acts separated the body from the soul and divided men and women.

Moreover, by relying on the intervention of the state to regulate and constrain the body without paying sufficient attention to the moral law that governs all aspects of human existence, the Acts dislocated the individual conscience from the coherence of the moral law, dividing the very things that Butler believed must be unified for the overall health of society and producing a fatal dissonance within the body politic. If these laws were left unchecked, any attempt to reform the position of women in society, however good the reform may be, would ultimately prove ineffectual. To leave the sexual double standard unaddressed would be like building a beautiful house on top of a bad drain: there would be a ‘fatal poison in the foundations’.17

When Butler looked back on her life from the vantage point of the 1890s, she claimed that the Contagious Diseases Acts had been driven from the statute book by concerted prayer.18 If – as I am suggesting here – prayer was central to Butler’s faith and her political practices, it is surprising that none of the books that have been written about this woman to date focuses directly on prayer. There is no doubt that to study a life of prayer presents peculiar challenges for the historian. If prayer is an intimate communion with God, as Butler believed, then how can we study it? The historian does not have unlimited access to Butler’s inner life. Far from it: the source material is partial and limited.19 Although there is a vivid, almost luminescent quality to much of Butler’s writing, she is not a self-revealing writer as such. She protects her privacy and the privacy of her family, at times fiercely so. She hides as well as reveals her prayer life to her audiences. She does not put her own prayer life forward as a straightforward model to emulate.

What the source material gives us, however, is an extraordinary window into Butler’s approach to teaching prayer. Her perception of prayer is revealed most fully in the form in which she communicates her ideas, not just the content. Indeed, it is Butler’s perception of prayer as a transformative pedagogical practice that lies at the heart of her radical reframing of pre-existent categories, political as well as religious.

Perceptions of prayer

Throughout the large corpus of her written work, Butler crafts multifaceted literary portraits to depict and embody her perception of prayer in ways that are striking and unconventional. We are given vivid scenes, sharply personified and emotionally taut, in which she paints startling word pictures of prayer. As readers, we come to know what prayer looks like by catching glimpses of people experiencing communion with God. We see the radical effects of relationship with God displayed in the lives of unique individuals. Butler’s subjects are diverse. The holy life takes no single form in her imagination. Some subjects are male, others are female. Some subjects are members of the elite, others are disadvantaged; some subjects are intimate members of Butler’s natural family, and others are social outcasts.

We find examples of these portraits throughout Butler’s numerous publications. Sometimes they are single evocative scenes nestled within a broader narrative, such as we find in her treatise The Salvation Army in Switzerland (1883), in her Personal Reminiscences of a Great Crusade (1896) and tucked away in the pages of her political pamphlets such as The New Abolitionists (1876) and The Constitution Violated (1871). Sometimes Butler’s portraits are larger studies of individuals, found, for example, in her pamphlet written in defence of the former brothel keeper Rebecca Jarrett (1885) and in her characterisation of both the Shunammite woman and Hagar in her biblical commentaries.20 Sometimes these examples are given in the form of vast standalone portraits painted lavishly on the canvas of an entire book, such as Butler’s extraordinary full-length biography, Catharine of Siena (1878), or her The Life of Jean Frederic Oberlin, Pastor of the Ban de La Roche (1880) or her biographies of her father, Memoir of John Grey of Dilston (1869), and her husband, Recollections of George Butler (1892).

The location or situation of these portraits is vital. Butler sets images of prayer against backdrops charged with symbolism. Moments of contemplation are set in prisons, in the basements of brothels, against parliamentary debates and at watershed moments in political events. People pray in confined and gloomy spaces, in times of suffering, anguish and political upheaval. The careful placing of these portraits illustrates and reinforces the connections Butler wishes to draw between personal redemption and social restoration.

Portraits of prayer are layered with the imagery of scriptural scenes. Sketches become simultaneous re-enactments of biblical stories, such as the Samaritan woman with whom Jesus talks at the well depicted in John 4, or the woman caught in adultery in John 8. Drawing on the themes as well as the paradoxical language of Scripture, Butler’s portraits become timeless displays of strength in weakness, health in sickness, purity in compromised circumstances, wisdom in apparent foolishness, justice in the face of injustice, freedom in contrast to oppression, relationship instead of subjugation. The scenes furnish the imagination of the reader, and they disrupt existing categories of power.

As illuminative icons, Butler’s portraits of prayer create an extraordinary resonance between the form in which she communicates and her definition of prayer itself. It is in these portraits that we find language to talk about prayer in this book, and it is here that we also find a methodology to approach the subject. Understanding Butler as a literary artist can, I believe, unlock the quality and depth of her spirituality and her political radicalism. After Butler died, An Autobiographical Memoir was produced in her honour.21 When commenting on this autobiography, Millicent Fawcett celebrated the fact that it consisted almost entirely of an anthology of Butler’s own writing. Butler was a woman of words and no subsequent writer could add to the incisive force of her language:

She had the voice of a ready speaker; ‘while I was musing the fire kindled, then spake I with my tongue,’ are words which seem to bring her very vividly to my remembrance; but even more than the voice of the ready speaker, she had the pen of a ready writer.22

As we pay attention to the details Butler chooses to accent, to the mood, tone and feel of her descriptions, to the symbols and metaphors she employs and to the passages of Scripture her language evokes, we are taken deep into the landscape of her imagination. It is among her vivid literary images of prayer that Butler weaves her own self-portrait. Carefully mediated across the full corpus of her writing, we see an extraordinary picture of her life. In the language of her description, Butler’s sense of identity is revealed, her vocation as a public leader is defined and her analysis of Victorian culture is at its most acute. But above all we see her understanding of prayer embodied in her life, and through this subtle portrait she shows her readers how to reconnect the outer life of political action with the inner life of spiritual contemplation, and she issues a sharp prophetic challenge to the Church; a challenge that I believe needs to be heard again today.

Hearing Butler’s voice is the purpose of this book. Our central themes emerge within the different seasons of her life; in moments of tension and despair as well as triumph and certainty. From the beauty of her childhood in Northumbria to the stifling intellectual environment of mid-Victorian Oxford; from the impoverished streets of Liverpool and the brothels of London, Brussels and Paris to the offices of Westminster and the Houses of Parliament we enter into the story of Butler’s life as a life of prayer. And from start to finish, we do so drawing as far as possible on the language Butler uses to tell her own story.
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