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Maathai (1941–2011), also a recipient of a Nobel Prize;
and the suffragette Sophia Duleep Singh (1876–1948).

Was it a trouble-free collaboration? Chelsea told
us that her mother wrote long-hand and would send
a photo of each page as an attachment. “She did,
to give her credit, at some point figure out how to
consolidate all of the photos into one email.” When
Beard – who moderated the event – asked which
story touched them the most, Hillary cited the pio-
neering American Civil War nurse Clara Barton
(1821–1912), who, though struggling with depression,
founded the American Red Cross in 1881. Beard
quoted Barton: “I may sometimes be willing to teach
for nothing,” she told a potential employer in 1850,
“but if paid at all, I shall never do a man’s work for
less than a man’s pay.” “And where are we now?”,
said Beard. “Almost 200 years later?”

Chelsea lauded Florence Nightingale for her inno-
vations in medical hygiene and for being a “pioneer
of data visualization ... mapping mortality and how
it shifts month-to-month based on different inter-
ventions”. Chelsea is also a “huge fan” of Vera
Rubin (1928–2016), who was “considered by those
in her field as one of the Nobel Prize’s most inexpli-
cable misses” for articulating the proof of dark
matter. She was denied entry to Princeton Univers-
ity’s Physics PhD programme because it did not
accept women (they were not admitted to the
course until 1975). We learnt that while working as
the only woman at an observatory, Rubin had to
tape a makeshift Ladies sign onto the door of one
of the bathrooms. 

Beard mentioned the American swimmer Diana
Nyad (b. 1949), who at the age of sixty-one swam
from Cuba to Florida through shark-infested waters.
Beard asked, “Was she gutsy or stupid?” Hillary
responded: “I feel like I swim with sharks all the
time”. That brought the biggest cheer of the even-
ing. Chelsea praised the courage and persistence of
Claudette Colvin, who in 1955 was arrested at the
age of fifteen in Montgomery, Alabama, for refusing
to give up her seat to a white woman on a crowded
segregated bus. Her actions (against the wishes of
her parents) predated those of Rosa Parks by nine
months. Because women’s history is easily buried,
there are always surprising facts to unearth.

Swimming with sharks
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may be privileged – as white middle-class women
who between them hold degrees from Oxford, Stan-
ford, Yale, Columbia and Cambridge – but they have
won the right to speak about gutsiness. All have
been subjected to the sort of misogynistic attacks
that could puncture the thickest skins (Beard is also
a survivor of rape). The Clintons’ experiences don’t
come close to the suffering of, say, the girls of Chi-
bok, Nigeria, but – as the social media age has
proved – psychological violence can fell the toughest
of us. Kudos, then, to Chelsea, who as a braces-
wearing teenager in the White House had to endure
taunts about her appearance from journalists and
television hosts four times her age. 

The Clintons were there to discuss their jointly
written book, The Book of Gutsy Women: Favourite
stories of courage and resilience, as part of South-
bank Centre’s Autumn Literature Season. Their
book celebrates people who have inspired them.
Chelsea said that it was aimed at girls and boys;
both could draw inspiration from these women.
(Her five-year-old daughter was upset when she
was told that Wonder Woman was not on the list.)
“This book is for everybody who gets discouraged
or gets knocked down and needs to figure out how
to get yourself going again”, said Hillary. “We’re in
a bit of a … struggle going on right now in our
country.” 

The book is a compendium of women and their
groundbreaking achievements in fields such as aca-
demia, sports and politics. Many names, like Ellen
DeGeneres and Harriet Tubman, are familiar, while
others are less well known. Unsurprisingly, there’s
a strong American slant, but the Clintons have cast
their net wide enough to include the education
activist Malala Yousafzai (b. 1997), the youngest
Nobel laureate; the runner and Olympic gold medal-
ist Caster Semenya (b.1991); the anti-apartheid
campaigner and lawyer Victoria Mxenge (1942–85);
the political and environmental activist Wangari
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Although Beard is familiar with the famous photo-
graph, taken in 1960, of Ruby Bridges Hall – the little
black girl attending desegregated school in Alabama
under police escort – she did not know that beyond
the frame were white supremacists holding up plac-
ards saying, “All I want for Christmas is a clean,
white school”. Hall’s father lost his job as a result
of his efforts to promote equality. 

As Hillary pointed out, the development of
women’s rights, from Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindica-
tion of the Rights of Women (1792) to the present day,
has been very quick in broad historical terms. “This
is really blink-of-an-eye history, and I don’t think we
can take it for granted.” Beard lamented the repeti-
tions of women’s struggles hundreds of years apart.
She also drew an interesting parallel between Greta
Thunberg and Helen Keller (1880–1968), the deaf
and blind rights campaigner. When Keller talked
about disability, she was received sympathetically,
but as soon as she began talking about broader poli-
tics, people asked, Who’s feeding her this stuff?
She’s just a mouthpiece for someone else. “This is
exactly what they say about Greta Thunberg”, said
Beard. Hillary remarked on how this teenage girl,
like Malala, rattles many male world leaders and
taps into their deep-seated ideas about females’ role
in society. 

Playing devil’s advocate, Beard asked whether it
was right to present these women as “irremediably
gutsy”, their vulnerabilities hidden away. We don’t
give enough space to the people who can’t spend
their whole lives being resilient. In Hillary’s view,
it is important to note that everyone has ups and
downs. “I’m on a campaign against perfectionism.
Young women think they have to look perfect, act
perfect.” She wanted to mix stories of bravery with
accounts of the internal and external conflict these
women experienced. It seemed ironic to me that
women are applying realism to our heroines to a far
greater degree than men do to their heroes.

The conversation moved on to the media’s fixa-
tion on women’s wardrobes at the expense of their
opinions or policies. Chelsea aired her frustrations
on the issue: Hillary had to wear dark blue trouser
suits on the presidential campaign trail just to stop
the press conversation from drifting towards her
appearance. Beard, who has experienced her fair
share of body shaming, was more blunt about her
situation: “So effing what?”, she exclaimed, to a roar
of laughter from the audience.

The best audience question came from a school
student who asked, “How does a gutsy woman react
when a horrible man is breathing down her neck?”
Everyone chuckled at this veiled reference to
Trump in the infamous televised debate during the
presidential campaign, when Trump paced behind
Hillary, apparently trying to intimidate her. “The
way I reacted when that happened to me”, said
Hillary, 

was to ignore it. And ignoring it because … given
how people’s brains work, if a woman looks like she
is agitated or upset she often is viewed as not being
able to handle it whatever it is, so … when I was
being stalked on stage during the second debate I’m
trying to answer questions about health care and
immigration and the economy and my mind is
going, ‘What is he doing?’ 

And you know, I did entertain whirling around
and saying, ‘Back up, you creep – you’re not going
to intimidate me’. I did think about that, but I also
then sort of played out in my head … the news, you
know, the political press saying, He got to her, he
rattled her; look at that, she’s gonna, you know, stand
up to whatever, Putin – and she can’t take Donald
Trump stalking her? Hmm, that doesn’t seem too
presidential. It’s a really hard choice … When people
try to denigrate you and undermine you, pay no
attention whatsoever.

Chelsea Clinton offered advice in the same vein:
“Take serious criticism from serious people seri-
ously,” she said, “and take unserious criticism from
unserious people unseriously.” A simple and sens-
ible philosophy, yet a philosophy so many of us find
incredibly hard to apply.
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