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Introduction 

A few years ago there was a television series in the UK called ‘Educating Yorkshire’. It was a 

reality TV series about daily life in a co-education comprehensive school in the north of 

England. Suzanne recounts: 

 

I was a pupil at that school in the early 1980s and I do not have fond memories of the 

place. It was what we might these days call a challenging environment in an 

economically disadvantaged area. There seemed little expectation of high achievement 

for the children on the part of staff, indeed I was one of only a small handful of pupils in 

my cohort who went onto further education. Bullying and sexual violence were rife 

across the school. One of the favourite things some of the boys liked to do was to creep 

up behind a girl walking up the stairs and try and pull their knickers down. It was not a 

safe space for girls to be. It was actually burned down while I was there by a group of 

pupils and we spent the rest of the school year in temporary cabins. I was quite glad to 

leave. (Clisby, 2019, personal communication) 

 

We mention this anecdote because many of the issues that girls raised in the Girls’ Rights 

study about sexual discrimination and harassment in schools in the UK today could equally 

have been raised four decades ago when we were both girls. Moreover, we know that sexual 

violence against girls and young women has been a pernicious characteristic of patriarchal 

society for many generations and so while the context would be different in Wollstonecraft’s 

day, she would have been no stranger to violence against girls in 18th century England.  

 

It is the aim of this article to put the voices of the girls from the 2016 The State of Girls’ Rights 

report in conversation with some of the key ideas from Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the 

Rights of Women. To open this dialogue, we focus in particular on education, body image and 

objectification, and access to citizenship rights, three central themes within Wollstonecraft’s 
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work. While the social, legal economic and political contexts of eighteenth century and 

twenty-first century Britain are markedly different, we argue that strands of gender inequality 

persist across the centuries enabling us to draw a thread between both temporal contexts.  

 

Gathering Data for the Girls’ Rights Report  

The Girls’ Rights study had two main elements: qualitative, based on interviews and focus 

groups with girls, and quantitative, based on a detailed analysis of statistical data. It is the 

qualitative research that forms the basis of our thoughts here. In our qualitative research we 

spoke with over 100 girls and young women across the UK – aged between 10 and 24. We 

talked to girls from all kinds of backgrounds, living in Northern Ireland, Scotland, Wales, 

Northern and Southern England, living in rural, urban and coastal areas.; we talked to girls 

and young women of different ethnic and religious backgrounds, of different sexual 

orientations, and to girls and young women living in a range of socio-economic contexts. We 

spoke to them about their lives at school, at home, online and in the public sphere. What 

emerged across this data was, despite legal equality with their male peers, girls still 

experienced specific gender-based barriers to achieving their rights.  

 

The first important point to make emerging from the qualitative element of the research is 

that we found girls and young women to be incredibly articulate. They have a lot to contribute 

to debates on, and understandings of, modern life, not least about growing up girl in the UK. 

Thus, throughout the Girls’ Rights report and this article, we draw on the voices of girls and 

young women to highlight some of the key issues raised by them in the research. Through 

juxtaposing the voices of our 21st century girls and young women with the voice of the 33 year 

old Wollstonecraft in 1792 we can see not only how visionary and radical Wollstonecraft was 

for her time, but also how much there is still to achieve in terms of tackling gender-based 

inequalities since Vindication was published over 200 years ago.  

 

 

Education, careers and stereotyping  

For Wollstonecraft, girls’ equal access to education was fundamental to their achievement of 

an equal place in society. As Richardson  (2002, p.24) remarks: ‘[a] keen and vital concern with 
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education, especially the education of girls and women, runs throughout Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s writing and remains a dominant theme to the abrupt end of her career’. 

 

Wollstonecraft was angered by the ways in which women’s lives were confined to the trivial 

and to the domestic through their lack of access to education, and she saw women’s lack of 

engagement with issues of public concern as the result of their social conditioning. She 

regarded equal access to education as a cornerstone of refiguring social practices and 

institutions to enable women to develop the skills and knowledge to take an active part in 

public life. As Wollstonecraft herself notes: 

Men have various employments and pursuits which engage their attention, and give 

character to the opening mind; but women, confined to one [their beauty], and having 

their thoughts constantly directed to the most insignificant part of themselves, seldom 

extend their views beyond the triumph of the hour. But were their understanding once 

emancipated from the slavery to which the pride and sensuality of man and their 

short-sighted desire, like that of dominion in tyrants, of present sway, has subjected 

them, we should probably read of their weaknesses with surprise (Wollstonecraft 2015 

[1792] p.31) 

 

To render women truly useful members of society, I argue that they should be led, by 

having their understandings cultivated on a large scale, to acquire a rational affection 

for their country, founded on knowledge, because it is obvious that we are little 

interested about what we do not understand. (Wollstonecraft 2015 (1792) p. 95) 

 

Wollstonecraft was an advocate of a national school system funded by the state which 

would be open to girls (and boys) of all classes and in which children, regardless of their 

gender, would follow a similar curriculum in elementary education. However, at 

secondary school level, Wollstonecraft – in line with thinking at the time – conceded the 

appropriateness of an education that was differentiated by gender and social class to 

meet the needs of specific social roles. Nevertheless, a system of national day schools 

that would provide comparable education, at least at elementary level, for both girls and 
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boys would, she believed, facilitate the ‘improvement and emancipation of the whole sex’ 

(Wollstonecraft 2015 (1792) p. 35). 

 

What has happened in UK education since the eighteenth century has far exceeded the 

national school system Wollstonecraft envisioned. Girls and boys have universal access to free 

education at primary and secondary levels. By the 1880s, education was compulsory in 

England from ages 5 to 10. The age by which young people are required to stay in school has 

steadily increased since. The Butler Act of 1944 increased, for example, the school leaving age 

from 15 to 16. Since 2013 young people have had to stay by law in education, employment or 

training until the age of 18. The first women were allowed to enter a university in 1868 and 

in 1869 nine pioneering women sat university exams at the University of London, the first 

women in the UK to do so. iBy 2016-17 young women formed the majority (57.7%) of 

university students in the UK (Universities UK, 2018 p.16). This constitutes over a million UK 

female university students. Moreover, at GCSE and A level girls now tend to outperform boys 

in terms of exam outcomes (despite changes to the exam system that appear initially to have 

benefited male students)ii. 

 

Nonetheless, we still cannot say that the education that girls and young women receive in the 

UK is an education that is indistinguishable from that of their male counterparts. Despite 

universal access, and girls outperforming boys in terms of outcomes at many levels (Lennon 

and Alsop 2020; Clisby and Holdsworth, 2016), gender stereotyping remains prevalent in 

schools according to the majority of girls to whom we spoke. They still feel that they receive 

gender stereotypical expectations and careers advice both from teachers and their peers 

about how to behave, what subjects they are expected to be ‘good’ at and what they are 

assumed to be ‘bad’ at and the types of subjects male and female students should choose. 

The usual understanding communicated continues to be that STEM subjects - science, 

technology, engineering and maths - are primarily ‘male’ subjects. In UK universities, for 

example, gender profiles differ markedly across subjects. In 2016-17, for example, over 80% 

of computer science and engineering and technology students were male (Universities UK, 

2018, p.20) while 74% of those studying education and 71% of those reading languages were 

female (HESA, 2018, n.p.). The subject choices we make, or that we are guided towards, can 
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have long-term socio-economic consequences for us throughout our lives, not least because 

certain careers attract higher status and salaries than others, often along highly gendered 

lines. We can see therefore that there is still a lot of work to be done in tackling entrenched 

gendered stereotypes and persistent, if often amorphous, gendered barriers to subject 

choice. Indeed, many of the girls and young women expressly stated that they were still being 

steered along traditional gender normative lines in terms of subject and career choices. Sarah, 

aged 16, for example, explained that she ‘didn’t take Physics at A level because I was told it 

would be too difficult […] I was told English would be a better choice’. Similarly, Niamh, aged 

22, told us: ‘I was the only girl who actually stopped on at school to do sciences. It was all boys 

in my class. At the school I went to there was an awful lot of pressure on boys to get a good 

job: they had to be the main person to provide money for their family […] In my Physics class I 

was the only girl. The fellas were like “ You’re not going to do this shit!” – and I came out with 

better grades than the boys’. 

 

Thus, we find resonance here between the experiences of education for girls during the 18th 

Century and today. In the 21st Century, while formal barriers to girl’s participation in specific 

subject areas has been removed, at least in the UK, informal barriers based on pernicious 

gender stereotyping remain. This has significant impacts on future careers, status, salary 

levels, and indeed pensions for women throughout their lives because, as we know, ‘male’ 

jobs still tend to be accorded higher status and higher salaries than those jobs perceived as 

‘women’s work’. Here Wollstonecraft again demonstrates her forward thinking, with her 

words maintaining a modern resonance over two hundred years later; 

 

But what have women to do in society? […] Women might certainly study the art of 

healing, and be physicians as well as nurses. And midwifery […] They might also study 

politics […] Business of various kinds, they might likewise pursue, if they were educated 

in a more orderly manner […] Women would not then marry for a support […] The few 

employments open to women, so far, from being liberal, are menial; and when a 

superior education enables them to take charge of the education of children as 

governesses, they are not treated like the tutors of sons (Wollstonecraft, 2015 [1792], 

pp.79-80) 
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While we can see from Dolapo’s words below how far we may have come, we can also see 

how much further we still have to go; 

 

A lot of people think politics is, like, yeah, it’s like – a ‘man thing’. I’m really interested in 

politics, so maybe a career in mainstream politics, like being a politician, would be ideal 

[…] I think there are a number of different issues [for girls], so, like, political education 

and telling women … you can enter politics… you can enter jobs, professions like banking 

and law, you don’t have to feel, like, those are jobs just for men, and also science is a 

very important issue as well […] Some women still believe that they are not able to reach 

the top position because of having children. When you ask female bankers, ‘how do you 

feel about this issue?’ they don’t lie to us, they tell the truth, ‘it’s still a problem. It’s still 

existing’ (Dolapo, aged 19, London) 

 

Finally, an issue not fully anticipated in Wollstonecraft’s work on education, yet a key issue 

raised by the girls and young women in our research was the issue of harassment in schools. 

Schools are often not safe places for girls. Girls and young women expressed the importance 

of the right to be safe in school, as well as at home, in public spaces and online. Yet, a recurring 

theme across the interviews and focus groups was that this right was often breached. The 

Women and Equalities committee (WEC) notes that research indicates that girls consistently 

report high levels of sexual harassment and sexual violence in schools and colleges (House of 

Commons Women and Equalities Committee 2016). The  Girls' Attitudes Survey 2017 

conducted by the charity for girls and young women in the UK, Girlguiding found that two-

thirds  of girls aged 13-21 had experienced sexual violence or sexual harassment at school or 

college in the past year (Girlguiding 2017; Department of Education 2018).  

 

 

Body  Image and Objectification 

 

For middle class women of Wollstonecraft’s era, and echoing Wollstonecraft’s words above, 

Lennon (2019, n.p.) notes, ‘their bodies were commodities to be preened and maintained, to 

enable them to entice men into matrimony so that they would have the material means to 

live. Women's attention to their bodies therefore took the form of producing them as objects 
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for others' appraisal and the dangers which Wollstonecraft saw in this have been echoed in 

feminist work up to the present day’. Moreover, clear sexual double standards were at play 

then as now, as the quotes below illustrate; 

 

Taught from their infancy that beauty is woman’s sceptre the mind shapes itself to the 

body, and roaming around its gilt cage, only seeks to adore its prison. Men have 

various employments and pursuits which engage their attention, and give character to 

the opening mind; but women, confined to one, and having their thoughts constantly 

directed to the most insignificant part of themselves [their beauty], seldom extend 

their views beyond the triumph of the hour. (Wollstonecraft 2015 (1792) p. 31) 

 

To preserve personal beauty - woman's glory - the limbs and faculties are cramped 

with worse than Chinese bands, and the sedentary life which they are condemned to 

live, whilst boys frolic in the open air, weakens the muscles.  As for Rousseau’s 

remarks, which have since been echoed by several writers, that they have naturally, 

that is, from their birth, independent of education, a fondness for dolls, dressing, and 

talking, they are so puerile as not to merit serious refutation. That a girl, condemned to 

sit for hours together listening to the idle chat of weak nurses, or to attend as her 

mother’s toilet, will endeavour to join the conversation is, indeed, very natural; and 

that she will imitate her mother or aunts, and amuse herself by adorning her lifeless 

doll, as they do in dressing her, poor innocent babe! Is undoubtedly a most natural 

consequence. (Wollstonecraft 2015 (1792) p. 28) 

 

This disciplining of the female body (Bordo 1993) and the policing of gender roles was similarly 

a significant issue for our 21st century girls and young women.  Girls across the board talked 

to us about how their appearance and behaviour came under specific scrutiny not only by 

their peers but by teachers too. Specifically, girls talked about how dress codes in secondary 

schools were often stricter for girls. The length of school skirts, for example, was policed in 

many of the schools, with girls often told that skirts had to be knee-length so they do not 

‘distract the boys’.  
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For the girls and young women in our Girls’ Rights research social pressures to conform to a 

particular type of body were all pervasive. As Helena aged 17 explained there is a pressure to 

dress a certain way to be attractive to boys, ‘to look perfect at all times. I feel everything is so 

focused on how boys will see us’. Girls as young as 10, and all the way through the age range, 

talked to us about expectations they felt are placed on them to be thin, and stereotypically 

beautiful - which for them means looking glamourous and ‘sexy’. here Karen, aged 12, talks 

about what pressures she feels girls her age face today; 

 

Their appearance. I think that’s what they care about most. They want to make a good 

impression. They are a bit self- conscious about what they look like behind all that make-

up 

 

The social context may have changed, and the technological one certainly more so across the 

centuries since Vindication was published, but we again can see some striking similarities 

between the experiences of the girls in our study and the words of Wollstonecraft; 

 

Men are not aware of the misery they cause, and the vicious weakness they cherish, by 

only inciting women to render themselves pleasing; they do not consider that they thus 

make natural and artificial duties clash by sacrificing the comfort and respectability of 

a woman’s life to voluptuous notions of beauty, when in nature they all harmonise. 

(Wollstonecraft 2015 (1792) p. 74) 

 

Is it then surprising that when the sole ambition of woman centres in beauty, and 

interest gives vanity additional force, perpetual rivalships should ensure? They are all 

running the same race, and would rise above the virtue of mortals, if they did not view 

each other with suspicious and even envious eye. (Wollstonecraft 2015 (1792) p. 90) 

 

In today’s digital world body image links very strongly to online communication and social 

media, with many girls feeling they have to airbrush and tamper with photos of themselves 

to be accepted in their online communities. They  also talked to us about feeling pressured to 

send sexualised images of themselves over social media, which was similarly raised by an 

earlier survey of 450 teenagers across the country carried out by NSPCC and Childline, in 
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which 53% said they had been asked for sexual images or videos and 40% of those questioned 

said they had created a sexual image or text (BBC, 2013). 

 

Negotiating the digital world as it crashes into their real-life worlds is something neither we 

as pre-millennial children, nor Wollstonecraft in the 18th Century, ever had to deal with 

growing up. Indeed, the significance of digital communication for young people today must 

not be underestimated, as Jackie aged 17 remarked when asked about the place of social 

media in her life: ‘There’s no other life than technology. Remove technology and there is no 

life’. The girls and young women in our research spoke of the enjoyment they gained from 

social media, and the important role it plays in developing and maintaining networks with 

their peers. Nevertheless, navigating social media is  a real minefield for many, and one with 

potentially very serious consequences for young people in terms of potential abuse, 

grooming, and bullying, as well as the general pressures to have enough ‘friends’ and ‘likes’ 

in the digital world (Ringrose et al 2013).  Here Anna, aged 16, sums up how this makes her 

feel; 

 

I feel pressured by the people I see around me every day, and I think about how they 

look compared to me. But I also feel pressured by the girls I see in the media, both on TV 

and social media 

 

This point resonates well with Wollstonecraft’s (2015 [1792], p. 82) warning from a 

‘simpler’ pre-digital age; 

 

let them not expect to be valued when their beauty fades, for it is the fate of the fairest 

flowers to be admired and pulled to pieces by the careless hand that plucked them  

 

Hence, despite the technological differences across the centuries, we can see parallels across 

the time periods in how women are still judged by their appearances in ways, and to extents, 

that their male counterparts are not. We know that men are not immune from scrutiny either 

– increasingly men’s bodies are also under surveillance (Gill et al 2005) - however, there is still 

a gender bias here, with greater pressure on girls and young women to display their bodies 
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as objects for others’ appraisal, and more likely to be the subject of sexualised trolling online, 

including threats of rape and sexual assault (Phipps et al 2017).  

 

In words that would not be out of place in our contemporary context, Wollstonecraft 

goes on to state; 

I once knew a weak woman of fashion, who more than commonly proud of her 

delicacy and sensibility. She thought a distinguishing taste and puny appetite the 

height of all human perfection, and acted accordingly (Wollstonecraft, 2015 [1792] 

p.30) 

  

In her preface to the 2015 edition of Vindication, Zoe Williams comments on the continuing 

contemporary salience of  Wollstonecraft’s words, remarking; 

 

 Good God. Didn’t we all know this woman? Will it ever go away, this culture of 

teaching girls that beauty and thinness are their only meaningful qualities, that love is 

their only goal, that the traits of femininity are the same, by wild coincidence, as the 

traits that make women infantile and negligible? Is patriarchy ever going to give over? 

(Williams, 2015, xiii) 

 

how dense is the sadness of that statement, and how current, as girls continue to have 

their exuberance quelled by a culture in which they are the walking, objectified 

sexuality that they should simultaneously be ashamed of (Williams, 2015, xiii) 

 

 

 

 

 

Achieving Girls’ Rights: The Challenges 

 

In this final section, we turn to notions of citizenship and political rights for girls and young 

women. In terms of access to equal treatment in education and the workplace girls and young 
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women in the UK have achieved formal equal rights. We have come a long way since 

Wollstonecraft was advocating for girls access to a formal education in the eighteenth 

century. We have women in parliament, women in the judiciary, women with leading roles in 

science and medicine and women in leadership roles in commerce. Importantly young girls 

have female role models in all walks of life. However, formal equal rights in education, 

employment and in the political sphere do not mean that gendered barriers to equality have 

been removed nor that we have equality of representation and opportunity in all areas of 

public life. Women remain significantly underrepresented in key decision-making roles across 

sectors, underrepresented in many areas of employment and still far more likely to perform 

unpaid care work than their male counterparts. 

 

The girls and young women in our Girls’ Rights research talked eloquently about the barriers 

that they face in realising their rights to equality. Generally, when asked to define what rights 

mean, our female participants from the older age cohort (aged 14 -24) held very similar views 

to their younger counterparts, often pointing to the freedom to access education and to vote. 

Moreover, while the older participants, as would be expected, tended to possess a broader 

and more nuanced perspective about what rights include, most participants understood and 

were able to clearly articulate that the impacts of gender stereotyping and sexism on girls’ 

career choices, the pressures they face around body image and their experiences of digital 

health and safety were also a matter of citizenship and political rights. Young women at the 

upper end of the age cohort also extended the notion of rights to include reproductive rights 

and relationship rights, as well as the right to be safe and free from harassment and the right 

not to be discriminated against. The following exchange among young women aged 16 and 

17 in northern England, when asked about how they perceived their rights, illustrates some 

of these understandings; 

Marta: The rights to education. Also I know several 16 year old girls who have been 

pregnant.  We have the choice of whether we want to keep it or not. And we are not 

forced into abortion.  

Sophie: We have the right to be in a healthy relationship I think that’s a right.  

Marta: [The right] To definitely have the same pay as men.  

Kasia: Yeah, and not to be discriminated against in the workplace. Like, you can’t do 

that job because you’re a woman.  
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Sophie: I’m not sure. A lot of building firms are like that. You can’t be a builder because 

you are a woman.  

Marta: [Name of] Council are kind of like that when it comes to gardening. My mum 

she has a gardening diploma, and yeah she could go for a gardener. But [name of] 

council would say no to her because all the jobs are apparently too heavy with the fact 

that she is over 50 as well. To be honest, she could easily do all the planting jobs […] 

They don’t even work heavy machinery. She’s worked heavy machinery in her time.  It’s 

kind of annoying […] my sister she works at [factory] and it is like all these men say to 

her ‘let me take this palette off you’. And she is ‘no it’s alright’ and picks it up.  

(Urban focus group, aged 16 and 17, Eastern European and white British descent, 

Northern England) 

 

In the following conversation extract a group of young women, aged 19-21, illustrate their 

awareness of their rights to careers and employment free from gender-based harassment and 

normative stereotyping, but also their knowledge and experiences of how such stereotypes 

and gender roles can serve to undermine women’s rights: 

Brooke: Where I volunteer the men undermine me a lot especially when I’m in the 

building on my own. Especially cos I work with homeless as well. They are all older 

than me and I get undermined quite a lot. I could just kick em!  My colleagues say 

‘get your secretary to do this’ and things like that. I’m not a secretary!  

Jay: I think like stereotypes [are challenges for girls]. Like I want to be doctor and 

some people assume a woman wouldn’t want to be doctor. I can’t see why I can’t 

have that aspiration. […] I’ve always thought since I was younger I’ve had to choose 

between a career or children. If you choose children first you can be so set back in 

your career. Whereas, if you go your career you don’t know how long it will take you 

to get stable. Obviously I choose the career. Whereas, if you are a man, you can go 

through the career, meet someone, settle down and have kids. They don’t have to 

think about it. Whereas, since I been very young I was always aware that you had to 

do the career part first and then the children.  

Brooke: It’s like if you do have a child and take time off, depending on how much 

time you take, it’s going to be difficult to get back into it. I work with clients who 
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have been mothers and they find it so hard to get back into work. It’s such a big gap 

on their CV.  

(Urban focus group, aged 19-21, white British, Northern England) 

 

Additionally, our research illustrated how many of the girls and young women, regardless of 

age, class background, sexuality, race and religion had been subjected to harassment and 

violence. Many of the girls and the young women expressed the importance of the right to be 

safe, whether at home, in public spaces, at school or online. Yet, across the interviews, we 

heard many examples of how the girls’ safety had been compromised and how they had been 

physically or verbally harassed. For example, Zainab a 20 year old of Asian heritage from 

Scotland explained how:  

Just the other day I was in KFC with a friend.  It was just one of my best friends 

and there was these two or three guys and they just kept looking and it was 

annoying me because I was just trying to have a good time.  And I was just 

walking past and they kind of like touched me in the wrong places.  And I said to 

my friend I am not going to start a fight but I was going to say to them it’s not 

right.  And my friend was like no just leave it cos it is going to start a fight.  Why 

is it that guys can get away with it? And when girls say something they are told 

to just be like be quiet as it is going to start a fight.  Like it is not right. They 

should have a voice to be heard as well.  

 

 

Throughout our research, the issue of sexual double standards surfaced, with many girls 

aware that their personal and sexual conduct would be judged differently to that of their male 

peers, as these quotes from two young women in conversation with one another in the north 

of England illustrate; 

 

Men can sleep with whoever, how many times they want, and it’s seen as an 

achievement. But if a girl was to do that: oh, my God! You’d get so much shit for it. 

(Sophie, aged 17) 
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To be fair, lads can shag hundreds of girls and it is seen that the lad has done something 

amazing. Whereas if a girl sleeps with more than three or four guys, she is seen as a slut. 

(Marta, aged 16) 

 

The sexual double standard identified by the girls and young women in our Girls’ Rights 

research finds resonance in the writings of Wollstonecraft about the lives of girls and young 

women more than two centuries earlier;  

 

many innocent girls become the dupes of a sincere, affectionate heart, and still more 

are, as it may emphatically be termed, ruined before they know the difference between 

virtue and vice, and thus prepared by their education for infamy, they become 

infamous. Asylums and Magdalens are not the proper remedies for these abuses. It is 

justice, not charity, that is wanting in the world! (Wollstonecraft 2015 [1792] 43) 

 

Here, Wollstonecraft highlights the dangers for women of ‘losing their honour’, being ‘ruined’, 

and indeed being forced through extreme circumstances into prostitution; 

 

 

A woman who has lost her honour imagines that she cannot fall lower, and as for 

recovering her former station, it is impossible; no exertion can wash this stain away. 

Losing thus every spur, and having no other means of support, prostitution becomes 

her only refuge, and the character is quickly depraved by circumstances over which the 

poor wretch has little power […] Necessity never makes prostitution the business of 

men’s lives (Wollstonecraft 2015 (1792) p. 43) 

 

 

Girls and young women, despite the huge inroads they have made in terms of educational 

attainment and career pathways, are still judged differently than men, even when their 

achievements are the same. This lack of parity thus acts as a barrier to the realisation of their 

rights in everyday practices – and illustrates the limitations of a liberal feminist approach (as 

also recognised by Wollstonecraft) that has an emphasis solely on formal legal parity as a 
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means to eliminating gendered inequalities. What the girls and young women told us in our 

study was that, despite their legal rights to gender equality and to be free from harassment 

and violence, in their day-to-day lives the entrenched everyday acts of sexism that they 

encountered impeded them from fully realising those rights. Here, a focus group of young 

women in Northern Ireland aged 22-24 talked about how the informal practices of 

discrimination in the workplace acted to shape and limit their opportunities in the workplace; 

 

Beth: Even though we have the same legal rights, it’s not that apparent in practice; in work it 

is very clear that there are boundaries 

Emily: It’s not as if someone is explicitly doing something wrong, like straight up by doing that. 

It’s not that they are turning around and saying, “You’re weak, that’s awful”, but, it’s just the 

fact that it’s those little things, like assuming you can’t do something, you know 

Niamh: I’ve always worked with women, and this is the first environment where I’ve worked 

with men every day, and it is different. I mean, there’s quite a lot of discrimination, like girls 

being talked down to, or even making inappropriate comments towards some of my friends 

at work. 

 

Wollstonecraft also acknowledged the daily assault on women’s freedoms, and the ways in 

which everyday practices worked to limit girls’ abilities to take up an equal place in the world. 

She writes: 

a girl, whose spirits have not been damped by inactivity, or innocence tainted by false 

shame, will always be a romp, and the doll will never excite attention unless 

confinement allows her no alternative. Girls and boys, in short, would play harmlessly 

together, if the distinction of sex was not inculcated long before nature makes any 

difference. I will go further, and affirm, as an indisputable fact, that most of the 

women, in the circle of my observation, who have acted like rational creatures, or 

shown any vigour of intellect have accidently been allowed to run wild’.   

(Wollstonecraft, 2015 [1792] p.29) 

 

We thus see Wollstonecraft’s perspectives and understandings of our gendered social 

worlds echoed in the words of the girls and young women who shared their experiences 
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with us. They were insightful, situated knowers who possessed a nuanced understanding of 

the gender stereotyping, gender-based violence, violations of their rights as girls, pernicious 

sexualisation and often amorphous discrimination they continued to navigate and negotiate 

on a daily basis. They were also very aware of the ways in which society often continues to 

underestimate their strength, resilience and their capabilities. Girls have so much to offer, 

but as a society we are failing to provide the safe and nurturing environment in which they 

can realise their potential and fully access their rights. To end with Wollstonecraft’s words: 

 

It is time to effect a revolution in female manners – time to restore to them their lost 
dignity – and make them, as part of the human species, labour by reforming 
themselves to reform the world. It is time to separate unchangeable morals from local 
manners (Wollstonecraft, 2015 [1792], p. 32). 

 
 

 

 
i https://inews.co.uk/news/long-reads/university-london-first-british-women-female-
students-graduates/ accessed 31st July 2019 
ii https://www.tes.com/news/gcse-results-2017-girls-maintain-lead-over-boys-despite-new-
linear-exams;  https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/aug/23/gcses-boys-close-
gap-on-girls-after-exams-overhaul) accessed 31st July 2019 
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