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Preface

This book is the outgrowth of a college course on the Victorian Woman.
Our efforts to provide the students with appropriate readings from
primary sources revealed that a vast amount of such material, parti-
cularly from nineteenth-century British journals, was either out of print
or for a variety of other reasons unavailable. This volume is an attempt
to rectify that deficiency. We hope that it will fill what seems to be an
obvious gap in the field of Victorian feminist studies itself, and that it
will also give a broader perspective to the conventional college course in
nineteenth-century British history, which is usually presented from a
point of view so male-oriented as almost to justify its being described
in the catalogue as “Landscape Without Women”.

By contrast, the landscape we present is a heterosexual one, populated
not only by men, but by a large number of dedicated, capable, and
occasionally brilliant women, whose names are hardly household words,
but whose efforts to raise women to a level of equality with men, entitle
them to our respect and a place in the history of the era.

In assembling these readings we have had to make arbitrary choices.
We excluded both Annie Besant and Florence Nightingale on the grounds
that they were outside the mainstream of feminism, and limited our
discussion of the Pankhursts because we wished to give more attention to
the earlier pioneers in the struggle for the vote. In our treatment of the
“redundant woman” question, we could not devote as much space as
we should have liked to certain of its peripheral aspects, such as emigra-
tion and prostitution, chiefly because the length of the book precluded
it. Moreover, women were engaged in such a wide range of philanthropic
activities that we had to edit very selectively, with the result that we were
obliged to omit many examples of feminine dedication to social improve-
ment, such as shelters for abandoned women, ragged schools, orphanages,
and other institutions designed to help the casualties of Victorian society.

The reader may wonder why these particular selections were chosen
over others that were available. It is because they passed the tests of
relevance, significance, and readability, and because they seemed to
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Xiv Preface

reflect most accurately the main concerns of nineteenth-century feminine
activists. It should be noted that we have given the opponents of the
woman’s movement a fair hearing. If, with every apparent advantage
on their side—the Church, science, the law, custom and precedent—
they did not emerge the victors in the polemic war in which they were
engaged, it may be because they did not deserve to.

C. B.
August 1978 L.R.



CHAPTER 1

“The Stainless Sceptre of Womanhood”

The task confronting English feminists of the nineteenth century was a
formidable one —so formidable in fact that, as the current struggle in
the United States and England over women’s rights indicates, it has still
not been fully accomplished. It was nothing less than an attempt to peel
away the layers of convention surrounding women in Victorian England
in order to replace the stereotype with something approaching a realistic
appraisal of woman’s capabilities, rights, and legitimate spheres of ac-
tion. What this involved was an attack on the whole concept of the ideal
Victorian woman.

That masterpiece of myth and fantasy, of sugar and spice and every-
thing nice —the ideal Victorian woman—was a uniquely paradoxical
creature. Revered as a semi-sacred mother figure, but considered incap-
able of sexual enjoyment; regarded as superior to man morally and spiri-
tually, but held to be inferior to him in intellect and personality; credited
with enormous influence at precisely the moment in modern history
when she was probably most powerless; ostensibly idolized as the bearer
of “the stainless sceptre of womanhood” in terms which seemed to sug-
gest a measure of contempt; lauded (within limits) for her physical
charms, while her normal sexual processes were labeled “pathological”;
surely there are few beings who have been described in such contradic-
tory terms.

Who was she? Who was the ideal Victorian woman? Let it be said at
the outset that she was middle class or upper middle class. It was not to
women of the lower middle class (shopkeepers’ wives, for example) that
the art critic John Ruskin delivered his lectures, or the social arbiter
Mrs. Ellis addressed her books. As for women of the working classes,
at least one nineteenth-century male essayist implied that such creatures
were merely biological females, and hardly deserved being called women
atall.!

Furthermore, if the woman of the lower classes had been downgraded

1T H. Rearden, “Woman's Mission", Westminster Review, LII (1849-50), 857.
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2 Free and Ennobled

to the status of a mere female, the upper middle-class woman had been
elevated in the social scale so that the term “woman” no longer sufficed
to describe her. The self-image of the model Victorian woman now
"demanded that she be considered not merely- a woman, but a lady, a
conception that effectively placed her outside and beyond the world. of
her humble working-class sister.! The term “lady” had formerly been
reserved for women of the aristocratic or gentry classes; in the nineteenth
century, however, it came to signify, in addition, a woman whose econo-
mic role was confined to conspicuous consumption, and whose social
role was primarily ornamental.

Although physically, the Victorian lady was a creature of flesh and
blood, in the eyes of her adulators she was of the stuff as dreams are
made on—unreal, untainted, unsmirched, untroubled, an everflowing
fountain of tender compassion and devotion —a view that bore the same
relation to her actual nature as her bell-shaped, petticoated, and bustled
figure bore to the Venus de Milo. Fragile, pure, and ethereal, she glided
through life like an elegant swan, presumably untroubled by the lusts of
the flesh, while the professional provider of sex, the largely working-
class prostitute, made it possible for the lady to lead the asexual life that
society deemed proper and natural for her. It was held that the prosti-
tute, by providing the rampant middle-class male with a sexual outlet,
enabled his wife to remain unsullied, and in effect, became the sexual
surrogate of the Victorian lady or, as one authority put it, “ultimately
the most efficient guardian of virtue. But for her, the unchallenged
purity of countless happy homes would be polluted”.?2 The lady and the
harlot were supposedly involved in a symbiotic relationship. Her hus-
band’s respect for the lady’s chastity drew him into the arms of the har-
lot; the harlot’s services freed him from the necessity of making sexual
demands on his wife. At least, so the theory ran.

Denigd sexual feelings and largely deprived of her economic useful-
ness, the Victorian lady was thrown a rhetorical sop by a number of pro-
pagandists who tried doggedly to demonstrate that this powerless female
had enormous moral influence, not merely on those in her immediate
circle, but on society as a whole. But a price was demanded of her for
this theoretical power: “Victorian society, in terms of its official culture,
was very demanding of its women. It expected them to be perfect ladies,

1 See J. A. and Olive Banks, Feminism and Family Planning (New York: Schocken Books, 1964), pp.
58-84, for a discussion of the transformation of Perfect Victorian woman into Perfect Victorian lady; also
see C. Willett Cunnington, Feminine Attitudes in the Nineteenth Century, 2nd ed. (New York: Haskell
House Publishers Ltd., 1978), pp. 105-30 and passim; and Martha Vicinus, “The Perfect Victorian Lady”,
in Suffer and Be Still (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1972), pp. viv-xv.

2 William Edward Hartpole Lecky, History of European Morals, 2 vols. (New York: George Braziller,
Inc., 1955), 11, 283. In a similar manner the novelist, Grant Allen, noted: “Our existing system is really a
joint system of marriage and prostitution in which the second element is a necessary corollary and safeguard
of the first”. Cited in Peter T. Cominos, “Late-Victorian Sexual Respectability and the Social System”, Part
111, International Review of Soctal History, VIII (1963), 230.
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perfect wives, and perfect mothers’’.! In return, the somewhat extrava-
gant (not to say cryptic) claim was made, for example, that “her work
on earth is imaged by the sunlight and life-awakening air; her presence
noiseless though felt everywhere;. . . [there] shall blossom in every
busy field of human labour, in strength and beauty, seeds she has scat-
tered to the wind’’.2

And the reality? The lady to whom these impressive powers were
attributed was, in fact, a political nullity and a legal cipher. If she was
married, she had no power (at least until 1870) to dispose of her own
property, little opportunity to earn her own living, and if employed, no
right to her earnings. Not until 1839 had she been granted the possi-
bility of winning custody of her children if she was divorced or separ-
ated. Since she could not vote, she lacked the power to change her situa-
tion by political action. Most middle-class Victorian women, however,
took this state of affairs for granted. If they were not precisely content
with their lot, they were certainly not sufficiently concerned to go to the
barricades, or even attempt to go to the hustings, to improve their con-
dition.

Although somewhere, sometime, the person idealized as the Victorian
lady may have existed in the flesh, she was, in fact, a largely literary
creation, brought into being and described at (sometimes appalling)
length by persons of both sexes who probably believed the myths they
were elaborating and who justified them by reference to the two great
authorities of nineteenth-century England — God and Darwin. Theirs
was a demanding task: to provide a seemingly rational justification for
the obviously irrational abasement of the very sex which was held to be
the well-spring of all that linked the human race with the divine.

That heavenly connection, which inspired the poet Coventry Patmore
to describe the Victorian woman as “the Angel in the House”,% required
of her that she seek her pleasure and fulfill her function by serving others—
her god, her sovereign, the poor, the ill, the heathen at home and abroad,
her less fortunate sisters, her children, and— primarily—her husband.
Self-denial and self-sacrifice were to be her lot, a lot to be cheerfully
borne because, as the most sophisticated and persuasive oracles of the day
repeatedly assured her, it was the role that Providence had pre-
scribed for her. But it was not the role that feminists envisaged.

! Patricia Branca, Silent Sisterhood: Middle Class Women in the Victorian Home (Pittsburgh: Carnegie-
Mellon University Press, 1975), p. 152. Branca, incidentally, is a revisionist who s highly critical of what she
calls the “pedestal image of the idle Victorian woman”.

2 Rearden, Woman's Mission, p. 364.

$For an analysis of Patmore’s poem and its cultural implications, see Carol Christ, “Victorian
Masculinity and the Angel in the House”, in Martha Vicinus, ed., 4 Widening Sphere (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1977), pp. 146-62; also see Walter E. Houghton, The Victorian Frame of Mind
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957), pp. 391-92.
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Sarah Stickney Ellis, The Wives of England, Their Relative Duties,
Domestic Influence, and Social Obligations (New York: Edward Walker,
1850), pp. 10, 16-17, 19, 22-28, 47, 49-51, 55-58.

The career of Sarah Stickney Ellis, a lady of considerable fame in the
nineteenth century, illustrates the extent to which it was possible for a
public-spirited Victorian woman to be active outside her home. She
established and supervised a school for young ladies (Rawdon House),
was also concerned with the education of lower-class women, was engaged
with her husband in missionary work, was active in the temperance
movement, and produced a large number of books, including some on
poetry, art, nature, and literature. But she was best known as the author
of several books which were intended to provide social and moral guide-
lines for the women of Victorian England. Written in an earnest man-
ner, these manuals (including The Wives of England, The Daughters of
England, and The Mothers of England) established Mrs. Ellis as the
acknowledged authority on questions of etiquette and domestic man-
agement. In addition, her books provided English women with a series
of guidelines by which they might chart their progress to the state of
Perfect Womanhood and assume those moral responsibilities and duties
incumbent on a Victorian lady. Despite her own considerable achieve-
ments, however, Mrs. Ellis’ views on the relations of the sexes were safely
conventional, as the following excerpt demonstrates.

Chapter I. Thoughts Before Marriage

. . . One important truth sufficiently impressed upon your mind will materially
assist in this desirable consummation [to be satisfied in marriage] —it is the superiority
of your husband, simply as a man. It is quite possible you may have more talent, with
higher attainments, and you may also have been generally more admired; but this has
nothing whatever to do with your position as a woman, which is, and must be, inferior
to his as a man. For want of a satisfactory settlement of this point before marriage,
how many disputes and misunderstandings have ensued, filling, as with the elements
of discord and strife, that world of existence which ought to be a smiling Eden of per-
petual flowers. . . .

It is to sound judgment then, and right principle, that we must look, with the bless-
ing of the Bestower of these good gifts, for ability to make a husband happy—sound
judgment to discern what is the place designed for him and for us, in the arrangements
of an all-wise Providence —and right principle to bring down every selfish desire, and
every rebellious thought, to a due subserviency in the general estimate we form of indi-
vidual duty. . . .

Chapter II. The First Year of Married Life

. . . Far be it from me to attempt to divest that day [of marriage] of its solemn and
important character, or to lower the tone of feeling with which it ought to be regarded;
but . . . I own I should like to see the preparation of a bride consist more of mental
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discipline than of personal adornment—more of the resources of a well-stored under-
standing, already thoroughly informed on the subjects of relative position and prac-
tical duty; and with these, the still higher ornament of a chastened spirit, already
imbued with a lively consciousness of the deep responsibilities devolving upon a married
woman. After such a preparation, there would be no unwelcome truth to reveal, no
unexpected reproof to endure. . . .

But let us turn the page, and after welcoming home the happy couple from the wed-
ding tour, let us venture to whisper into the ear of the bride a few sage words, from
which, whether properly prepared or not, she may possibly, from the simple fact of her
inexperience be able to gather something for her future good.

If ever, in the course of human life, indecision may be accounted a merit rather
than a defect, it is so in the conduct of a young and newly married woman. While
every circumstance around her is new and untried, the voice of prudence dictates
caution before any important step is taken, either with regard to the formation of inti-
macies or the general style and order of living. A warm-hearted, dependent, and affec-
tionate young woman, ardently attached to her husband, will be predisposed to lean
upon the kindness of his relatives and even to enter rashly into the most intimate and
familiar intercourse with them. . . .

Nothing, however, can be more injudicious than for her to take partin . . . family
matters. If possible, she ought to wait and see for herself, before her opinion is formed
upon any of the subjects in question. And this, by great care, may be done without
any violation of that respectful behavior which she ought to lay down for herself as a
rule, in associating with her husband’s relatives, and from which she ought never to
deviate, let her opinion of their merits and attractions be what it may. . . .

It is sometimes supposed that the maintenance of personal dignity is incompatible
with this exercise of respect towards others. But on no subject do young people make
greater mistakes, than on that of dignity. True dignity must always be founded upon
a right understanding of our own position in society; . . . As a wife, then, a woman
may be always dignified, though, simply as a woman, she may at the same time be
humble, and as a Christian self-abased. As a wife—as the chosen companion of an
honorable and upright man, it is her duty so to regulate her whole conduct, that she
shall neither offend others, nor bring offence upon herself; and this is never more effec-
tually done, than by standing aloof from family disputes, and taking no part either in
the partialities or the prejudices of those with whom she is associated. . . .

It is unquestionably the best policy then for a bride to be in all things the opposite of
eccentric. Her character, if she have any, will develop itself in time; and nothing can
be gained, though much may be lost, by exhibiting its peculiarities before they are
likely to be candidly judged or rightly understood. In being unobtrusive, quiet, impar-
tially polite to all, and willing to bend to circumstances, consists the great virtue of a
bride; and though to sink, even for a short time, into an apparent nonentity, may be a
little humbling to one who has occupied a distinguished place amongst her former
friends, the prudent woman will be abundantly repaid, by being thus enabled to make
her own observations upon the society and the circumstances around her, to see what
pleasant paths she may with safety pursue, or what opportunities are likely to open for
a fuller development of her powers, either natural or acquired. . . .

Nothing shows more plainly the mistake under which people in general labor, with
regard to the degree of mental and moral capability requisite in a really good wife,
than the common expression used to describe a merely well-disposed and ignorant
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female, when it is said of her, that she is “a good sort of body, and will make an excel-
lent wife.”” The generality of men, and even some of the most intelligent amongst
them, appear peculiarly disposed to make the experiment of marrying such women,
as if the very fact of their deficiency in moral discipline, and intellectual power, was of
itself a recommendation rather than otherwise, in the mistress of a family; and until
women shall really find themselves neglected by the loftier sex, and actually consigned
to oblivion, because they are indolent, selfish, or silly, it is to be feared that books
may be multiplied on this subject, and even sermons preached, with little or no effect.

Still there is surely something in the deep heart of woman capable of a nobler ambi-
tion than that of merely securing as a husband the man she most admires. To make
that husband happy, to raise his character, to give dignity to his house, and to train up’
his children in the path of wisdom —these are the objects which a true wife will not
rest satisfied without endeavoring to attain. And how is all this to be done without
reflection, system, and self-government? Simply to mean well, may be the mere im-
pulse of a child or an idiot; but to know how to act well, so as that each successive kind
impulse shall make to tell upon the welfare and the happiness of others, is the highest
lesson which the school of moral discipline can teach. . . .

Chapter III. Characteristics of Men

In approaching this part of my subject, I cannot but feel that it is one which I have
neither the understanding nor the skill to treat with ample justice. All I will venture
upon, therefore, is to point out a few of those peculiarities, which women who have
been but little accustomed to the society of men, might otherwise be surprised to find
in a husband. If, in pursuance of this task, what I am compelled to say, should appear
in any way disparaging to the dignity of men in general, my apology must be this— that
itis the very peculiarities I am about to point out, which constitute the chief difficulties
a married woman has to contend with, and which, therefore, claim the sympathy of
such as are anxious to assist her in the right performance of her duties as a wife. . . .

All women should . . . be prepared for discovering faults in men, as they are for
beholding spots in the sun, or clouds in the summer sky. Nor is it consistent with the
disinterested nature of women’s purest, deepest affection, that they should love them
less, because they cannot admire them more.

Much allowance should be made in all such calculations, for the peculiar mode of
education by which men are trained for the world. From their early childhood, girls
are accustomed to fill an inferior place, to give up, to fall back, and to be as nothing
in comparison with their brothers; while boys, on the other hand, have to suffer all the
disadvantages in after life, of having had their precocious selfishness encouraged, from
the time when they first began to feel the dignity of superior power, and the triumph
of occupying a superior place.

Men who have been thus educated by foolish and indulgent mothers; who have
been placed at public schools, where the influence, the character, and the very name
of woman was a by-word for contempt; who have been afterwards associated with
sisters who were capricious, ignorant, and vain—such men are very unjustly blamed
for being selfish, domineering, and tyrannical to the other sex. In fact, how should
they be otherwise? It is a common thing to complain of the selfishness of men, but I
have often thought, on looking candidly at their early lives, and reflecting how little
cultivation of the heart is blended with what is popularly called the best education, the
wonder should be that men are not more selfish still.
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With all these allowances, then, we may grant them to be seifish, and pity, rather
than blame them that they are so; for no happy being ever yet was found, whose hopes
and wishes centred in its own bosom.

The young and inexperienced woman, who has but recently been made the subject
of man’s attentions, and the object of his choice, will probably be disposed to dispute
this point with me, and to argue that one man at least is free from selfishness; because
she sees, or rather hears her lover willing to give up everything for her. But let no
woman trust to such obsequiousness, for generally speaking, those who are the most
extravagant in their professions, and the most servile in their adulation before mar-
riage, are the most unreasonable and requiring afterwards. Let her settle it then in
her own mind . . . that men in general are more apt than women, to act and think as
if they were created to exist of, and by, themselves; and this self-sustained existence a
wife can only share, in proportion as she is identified in every thing with her husband.
Men have no idea, generally speaking, of having themselves and their affairs made sub-
servient to an end, even though it may be a good one. They are, in fact, their own
alpha and omega —beginning and end. But all this, I repeat, is the consequence of a
want of that moral training which ought ever to be made the prominent part of educa-
tion.

Beyond this, however, it may be said to be a necessary part of man’s nature, and
conducive to his support in the position he has to maintain, that he should, in a greater
degree than woman, be sufficient unto himself. The nature of his occupations, and
the character of his peculiar duties, require this. The contending interests of the com-
munity at large, the strife of public affairs, and the competition of business, with the
paramount importance of establishing himself as the master of a family, and the head
of a household, all require a degree of concentrated effort in favor of self, and a power-
ful repulsion against others, which woman, happily for her, is seldom or never called
upon to maintain.

The same degree of difference in the education of men and women, leads on the
one hand, to a more expansive range of intellect and thought; and on the other, to the
exercise of the same faculties upon what is particular and minute. Men consequently
are accustomed to generalize. They look with far-stretching views to the general bear-
ing of every question submitted to their consideration. Even when planning for the
good of their fellow-creatures, it is on a large scale, and most frequently upon the
principle of the greatest good to the greatest number. By following out this system,
injustice is often unconsciously done to individuals, and even a species of cruelty exer-
cised, which it should be woman'’s peculiar object to study to avert; but at the same 5
time, to effect her purpose in such a way, as neither to thwart nor interfere with the
greater and more important good. ’

We see here, as in a thousand other instances, the beautiful adaptation of the natural
constitution of the two sexes, so as to effect a greater amount of good by their joint
efforts, than either could effect alone. Were an island peopled only by men, the strict-
ness of its judicial regulations, and the cold formalty of its public institutions, would
render it an ungenial soil for the growth of those finer feelings, and those subtler im-
pulses of nature, which not only beautify the whole aspect of human life, but are often
proved to have been blossoms of the richest fruit, and seeds of the most abundant
harvest. And were a neighboring island peopled by women only, the discord of Babel,
or the heated elements of a volcano, could scarcely equal the confusion, the ebullition,
and the universal tumult, that would follow the partial attention given to every separ-
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ate complaint, the ready credence accorded to every separate story, and the prompt
and unhesitating application of means to effect at all times the most incompatible
ends.

Those who argue for the perfect equality— the oneness of women in their intellec-
tual nature with men, appear to know little of that higher philosophy, by which both,
from the very distinctness of their characters, have been made subservient to the pur-
poses of wisdom and of goodness; and after having observed with deep thought, and
profound reverence, the operation of mind on mind, the powerful and instinctive
sympathies which rule our very being; and the associated influence of different natures,
all working together, yet too separate and distinct to create confusion; to those who
have thus regarded the perfect adjustment of the plans of an all-wise Providence, I
own it does appear an ignorant and vulgar contest, to strive to establish the equality
of that, which would lose not only its utility, but its perfection, by being assimilated
with a different nature. . . .

The love of woman appears to have been created solely to minister; that of man, to
be ministered unto. It is true, his avocations lead him daily to some labor, or some
effort for the maintenance of his family; and he often conscientiously believes that this
labor is for his wife. But the probability is, that he would be just as attentive to his
business, and as eager about making money, had he no wife at all—witness the num-
ber of single men who provide with as great care, and as plentifully, according to their
wants, for the maintenance of a house without either wife or child.

As it is the natural characteristic of woman'’s love . . . to be perpetually doing some-
thing for the good or the happiness of the object of her affection, it is but reasonable
that man’s personal comfort should be studiously attended to; and in this, the com-
placence and satisfaction which most men evince on finding themselves placed at table
before a favorite dish, situated beside a clean hearth, or accommodated with an empty
sofa, is of itself a sufficient reward for any sacrifice such indulgence may have cost. In
proofs of affection like these, there is something tangible which speaks home to the
senses —something which man can understand without an effort, and he will sit down
to eat, or compose himself to rest, with more hearty goodwill towards the wife who has
been thoughtful about these things, than if she had been all day busily employed in
writing a treatise on morals for his especial benefit.

Again, man’s dignity, as well as his comfort, must be ministered unto. I propose to
treat this subject more fully in another chapter, but in speaking of man’s peculiarities
it must never be forgotten that he ought not to be required to bear the least infringe-
ment upon his dignity as a man, and a husband. The woman who has the bad taste,
and worse feeling, to venture upon this experiment, effectually lowers herself; for in
proportion as her husband sinks, she must sink with him, and ever, as wife, be lower
still. Many, however, from ignorance, and with the very best intention, err in this
way. PN

It is unquestionably the inalienable right of all men, whether ill or well, rich or
poor, wise or foolish, to be treated with deference, and made much of in their own
houses. It is true that in the last mentioned case, this duty may be attended with some
difficulty in the performance; but as no man becomes a fool, or loses his senses by
marriage, the woman who has selected such a companion must abide by the conse-
quences; and even he, whatever may be his degree of folly, is entitled to respect from
her, because she has voluntarily placed herself in such a position that she must neces-
sarily be his inferior. . . .
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. . . It is perhaps when ill, more than at any other time, that men are impressed
with a sense of their own importance. It is, therefore, an act of kindness, as well as of
justice, and a concession easily made, to endeavor to keep up this idea, by all those
little acts of delicate attention which at once do good to the body, and sustain the
mind. Illness is to men a sufficient trial and humiliation of itself, as it deprives them
of their free agency, cuts them off from their accustomed manly avocations, and shuts
them up to a kind of imprisonment, which from their previous habits they are little
calculated to bear. A sensible and kindhearted woman, therefore, will never inflict
upon the man she loves, when thus circumstanced, the additional punishment of feel-
ing that it is possible for him to be forgotten or neglected.

But chiefly in poverty, or when laboring under depressed circumstances, it is the
part of a true wife to exhibit by the most delicate, but most profound respect, how
highly she is capable of valuing her husband, independently of all those adventitious
circumstances according to which he has been valued by the world. It is here that the
dignity of man is most apt to give way —here that his stout heart fails him —and here
then it must be woman’s part to build him up. Not, as many are too apt to suppose,
merely to comfort him by her endearments, but actually to raise him in his own esteem,
to restore to him his estimate of his moral worth, and to convince him that it is be-
yond the power of circumstances to degrade an upright and an honest man.

And, alas! how much of this is needed in the present day! Could the gay and thought-
less Daughters of England know for what situations they are training—could they
know how often it will become their duty to assume the character of the strong, in
order to support the weak, they would surely begin betimes to think of these things;
and to study the different workings of the human heart, so as to be able to manage
even its masterchords, without striking them too rudely, or with a hand too little
skilled. . . .

Chapter IV. The Love of Married Life

. . . If there be one principle in woman’s nature stronger than all others, it is that
which prompts her to seek sympathy and protection from some being whom she may
love, and by whom she may be loved in return. . . .

It is only in the married state that the boundless capabilities of woman’s love can be
fully known or appreciated. There may, in other situations, be occasional instances of
heroic self-sacrifice, and devotion to an earthly object; but it is only here that the lapse
of time, and the familiar occasions of every day, can afford opportunities of exhibiting
the same spirit, operating through all those minor channels, which flow like fertilizing
rills through the bosom of every family where the influence of woman is alike happy in
its exercise, and enlightened in its character. . . .

And now, having thus loved your husband, and cast in your lot with his—having
chosen his portion, his people, and his God for yours, it is meet that you should love
him to the last. It is true, there are cases where a gradual deterioration of character,
or a sudden fall from moral rectitude, renders affection the last offering a stranger
would think it possible to make at such a shrine; but if others turn away repelled, there
is the more need for such a man, that his wife should love him still — there is the more
need that one friend should remain to be near him in his moments of penitence, if
such should ever come; or to watch the lingering light of better days, so as if possible
to kindle it once more into a cheerful and invigorating flame.

Of all the states of suffering which have ever swelled the ocean of human tears,



10 Free and Ennobled

there is none in the smallest degree comparable to the situation of such a wife; yet,
as if by some law of nature, which raises the sweetest flowers from out the least appar-
ently congenial soil, it is here that we so often see the character of woman developed
in all its loveliest and noblest attributes. It is here that we see to what an almost super-
human height that character can rise, when stripped of its vanity, and divested of its
selfishness. . . . ‘

Happily for our sex, however, there are means of securing this treasure, more effi-
cacious than the marriage vow; and among these, I shall mention first, the desirable-
ness of not being too requiring. It must ever be borne in mind, that man’s love, even
in its happiest exercise, is not like woman’s; for while she employs herself through
every hour, in fondly weaving one beloved image into all her thoughts; he gives to her
comparatively few of his, and of these perhaps neither the loftiest nor the best. His
highest hopes and brightest energies must ever be expected to expend themselves upon
the promotion of some favorite scheme, or the advancement of some public measure;
and if with untiring satisfaction he turns to her after the efforts of the day have been
completed; and weary, and perhaps dispirited, comes back to pour into her faithful
bosom the history of those trials which the world can never know, and would not pity if
it could; if she can thus supply to the extent of his utmost wishes, the sympathy and
the advice, the confidence and the repose, of which he is in need, she will have little
cause to think herself neglected.

It is a wise beginning, then, for every married woman to make up her mind to be
forgotten through the greater part of every day; to make up her mind to many rivals
too in her husband’s attentions, though not in his love; and among these, I would men-
tion one, whose claims it is folly to dispute; since no remonstrances or representations
on her part will ever be able to render less attractive the charms of this competitor. I
mean the newspaper, of whose absorbing interest some wives are weak enough to evince
a sort of childish jealousy, when they ought rather to congratulate themselves that
their most formidable rival is one of paper.

The same observations apply perhaps in a more serious manner to those occupations
which lead men into public life. If the object be to do good, either by correcting abuses,
or forwarding benevolent designs, and not merely to make himself the head of a party,
a judicious and right-principled woman will be too happy for her husband to be instru-
mental in a noble cause, to put in competition with his public efforts any loss she may
sustain in personal attention or domestic comfort.

A system of persecution carried on against such manly propensities as reading a
newspaper, or even against the household derangements necessarily accompanying
attention to public business, has the worst possible effect upon a husband’s temper,
and general state of feeling. So much so, that I am inclined to think a greater amount
of real love has been actually teased away, than ever was destroyed by more direct, or
more powerfully operating means.

The same system of teasing is sometimes most unwisely kept up, for the purpose of
calling forth a succession of those little personal attentions, which, if not gratuitously
rendered, are utterly destitute of value, and ought never to be required.

To all married women, it must be gratifying to receive from a husband just so much
attention as indicates a consciousness of her presence; but with this acknowledgement,
expressed in any manner which may be most congenial to her husband’s tastes and
habits, a woman of true delicacy would surely be satisfied without wishing to stipulate
for more. . . .
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Chapter VII. The Trials of Married Life

. . . Married life has its peculiar trials, . . . and while we gladly admit the fact, that
it is possible to be happier in this state, than any human being can be alone; we must
also bear in mind, that it is possible to be more miserable too— perhaps for this very
reason, that the greatest trials connected with this state of existence, are such as can-
not be told, and therefore such as necessarily set the sufferer apart from all human
sympathy and consolation. Many of these, however, may be greatly ameliorated by a
willingness to meet them in a proper way; but more especially, by an habitual subjec-
tion of self to the interests and the happiness of others.

Among the trials peculiar to married life, we will first speak of those of temper. . . .

I have always been accustomed to consider it as the severest trial to the temper of a
married woman, to have an idle husband; and if in addition to neglecting his business,
or such manly occupations as an exemption from the necessities of business would
leave him at liberty to pursue, he is personally idle, sitting slipshod at noontime, with
his feet upon the fender, occasionally jarring together the whole army of fire irons with
one stroke of his foot, agitated at intervals by the mere muscular irritation of having
nothing to do, or not choosing to do anything; and if he should happen to have chosen
for his wife a woman of active bustling character, as such men not unfrequently do, I
believe I must . . . leave it to the reader to suggest some possible means by which such
a woman may at all times control her temper, and keep the peace at her own fireside.

One thing, however, is certain in such a case —it is not by ebullitions of momentary
indignation that an idle man can be stimulated into action. So far from it, he will
rather be made worse, and rendered more obstinately idle by any direct opposition to
the indulgence of his personal inclination. Whatever good is to be done in such a case,
can only be effected from the convictions of his own mind, brought about by the quiet
operation of affectionate and judicious reasoning; for if the wife should be unguarded
enough to throw out reproaches against him, representing the disgusting nature of
idleness in its true colors; or if she should seek to establish her own claims to his exer-
tions, so as to convey an idea of her arguments tending to a selfish end, she might as
well ‘‘go kindle fire with snow,’’ as attempt to rouse her husband into healthy and con-
sistent habits of activity by such means.

Here, too, we might mention as pre-eminent among the trials of married life. . . the
ruinous propensity inherent in the nature of some men, to spend their own money, and
sometimes the money of their friends, in vague speculations and visionary schemes.

The man who is possessed with this mania, for in certain cases it deserves no other
name, is neither to be convinced by argument nor experience, that after ninety-nine
failures, he is not very likely to succeed the hundredth time; and the wife who knows
that the maintenance of herself and her family is entirely dependent upon him, has
abundant need for supplies of strength and patience beyond what any earthly source
can afford. . . .

It is a well-known fact, that men in general appear to consider themselves justly
entitled to the privilege of being out of humor about their food. Thus the whole plea-
sure of a social meal is sometimes destroyed by some trifling error in the culinary depart-
ment, or the non-appearance of some expected indulgence. But here again, our for-
bearance is called into exercise, by remembering the probability there is, that such
men have had silly mothers who made the pleasures of their childhood to consist chiefly
of such as belong to the palate; and here too, if the wife cannot remedy this evil, and in
all probability it will be beyond her power to do so, she may by her judicious efforts to
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promote the welfare of the rising generation, impart to the youthful minds committed
to her care, or subject to her influence, a juster estimate of what belongs to the true
enjoyment of intellectual and immortal beings. . . .

A causeless and habitual neglect of punctuality on the part of the master of a house,
is certainly a grievance very difficult to bear; because as he is the principal person in
the household, and the first to be considered, the whole machinery of domestic man-
agement must necessarily be dependent upon his movements; and more especially,
since it so happens, that persons who are the most accustomed to keep others waiting,
have the least patience to wait for others. Thus it not unfrequently occurs, that a
wife is all day urging on her servants to a punctual attention to the dinner-hour
appointed by her husband, and when that hour arrives, he has either forgotten it him-
self, or he allows some trifling hindrance to prevent his returning home until one, or per-
haps two, hours later. Yet the same man, though in the habit of doing this day after
day, will be excessively annoyed, if for once in his life he should be punctual to the
appointed time, and not find all things ready on his return.

Perhaps too the master of a family, on days of household bustle, when extra business
has to be done, will not choose to rise so early as usual; or he will sit reading the news-
paper while his breakfast waits, and thus keep every member of his family standing
about unoccupied, with all the business of the day before them. Or, he may be one of
those who like that women should be always ready long before the necessary time, and
thus habitually name an hour for meeting, or setting out from home, at which he has
not the remotest intention of being ready himself.

Now, as the time of women, if properly employed, is too precious to be wasted,
something surely may be done, not by endeavoring to overrule the movements of such
a man so as to make him true to his own appointment, but by convincing him, that
common honesty requires him simply to state the actual time at which he does intend
to be ready. And here we see at once, one of those numerous instances in which a rea-
sonable man will listen, and endeavor to amend; while an unreasonable man will either
not listen, or not take the slightest pains to improve.

Again, there are men who like the importance, and the feeling of power and decision
which it gives them, to set out on a journey as if upon the spur of the moment, without
having communicated their intentions even to the wife, who is most interested in mak-
ing preparations for such a movement. And there are others, who when consulted
about anything, cannot be brought to give either their attention or their advice, so as
to assist the judgment of a wife, who would gladly give satisfaction if she could; yet
when the time to act upon their advice is past, will bestow their attention a little too
severely upon the unfortunate being, who, consulting her own judgment as the only
guide she had, will most probably have done exactly what they did not wish.

But it would be an endless task, to go on enumerating instances of this description.
I have merely mentioned these as specimens of the kind of daily and hourly trials which
most women have to expect in the married state; and which, as I have before stated,
may be greatly softened down, if not entirely reconciled, by the consideration already
alluded to. Besides which, it is but candid to allow, that the greater proportion of
these offences against temper and patience, originate in one of those peculiarities in
the character of man which I have omitted to mention in its proper place. I mean the
incapability under which he labors, of placing himself in idea in the situation of another
person, so as to identify his feelings with theirs, and thus to enter into what they suffer
and enjoy, as if the feeling were his own.
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This capability appears to be peculiarly a feminine one, and it exists among women
in so high a degree, as to leave them little excuse if they irritate or give offence to others;
because this innate power which they possess of identifying themselves for the moment
with another nature, might, if they would use it for such a purpose, enable them not so
much to know, as to feel, when they were giving pain, or awakening displeasure. Men,
as I have just stated, are comparatively destitute of this power, as well as that of sym-
pathy, to which it is so nearly allied. When, therefore, they appear to women so per-
verse, and are consequently so difficult to bear with, it is often from their being wholly
unconscious of the actual state of the case; of the long entanglement of inconveniences
which their thoughtless ways are weaving; and consequently of the wounded feeling,
disappointment, and vexation, which such thoughtlessness not unfrequently inflicts
upon the weaker mind of woman, when the whole framework of her daily existence
must be regulated by the movements of a husband who thinks of “none of these
things”. . . .

From The Daughters of England (New York: Edward Walker, 1850),
pp- 7-8.

Chapter I. Important Inquiries

If it were possible for a human being to be suddenly, and for the first time, awakened
to consciousness, with the full possession of all its reasoning faculties, the natural in-
quiry of such a being would be, “What am I?—how am I to act? —and, what are my
capabilities for action?” . . .

As women, the first thing of importance is to be content to be inferior to men—
inferior in mental power, in the same proportion that you are inferior in bodily strength.
Facility of movement, aptitude, and grace, the bodily frame of woman may possess
in a higher degree than that of man; just as in the softer touches of mental and spiritual
beauty, her character may present a lovelier page than his. Yet, as the great attribute
of power must still be wanting there, it becomes more immediately her business to
inquire how this want may be supplied. . . .

I have already stated, that women, in their position in life, must be content to be
inferior to men; but as their inferiority consists chiefly in their want of power, this defi-
ciency is abundantly made up to them by their capability of exercising influence; it is
made up to them also in other ways, incalculable in their number and extent, but in
none so effectually as by that order of Divine Providence which places them, in a
moral and religious point of view, on the same level with man; nor can it be a subject
of regret to any right-minded woman, that they are not only exempt from the most
laborious occupations both of mind and body, but also from the necessity of engaging
in those eager pecuniary speculations, and in that fierce conflict of worldly interests,
by which men are so deeply occupied as to be in a manner compelled to stifle their best
feelings, until they become in reality the characters they at first only assumed. Can it
be a subject of regret to any kind and feeling woman, that her sphere of action is one
adapted to the exercise of the affections, where she may love, and trust, and hope, and
serve, to the utmost of her wishes? Can it be a subject of regret that she is not called
upon, so much as man, to calculate, to compete, to struggle, but rather to occupy a
sphere in which the elements of discord cannot with propriety be admitted —in which



14 Free and Ennobled

beauty and order are expected to denote her presence, and where the exercise of bene-
volence is the duty she is most frequently called upon to perform?

Women almost universally consider themselves, and wish to be considered by others,
as extremely affectionate; scarcely can a more severe libel be pronounced upon a
woman than to say that she is not so. Now the whole law of woman’s life is a law of
love. I propose, therefore, to treat the subject in this light— to try whether the neglect
of their peculiar duties does not imply an absence of love, and whether the principle
of love, thoroughly carried out, would not so influence their conduct and feelings as to
render them all which their best friends could desire.

Let us, however, clearly understand each other at the outset. To love, is a very dif-
ferent thing from a desire to be beloved. To love, is woman’s nature — to be beloved is
the consequence of her having properly exercised and controlled that nature. To love,
is woman’s duty — to be beloved, is her reward. . . .

John Ruskin, “Of Queens’ Gardens”, in Sesame and Lilies (1865), re-
printed in The Complete Works of John Ruskin, Illustrated Cabinet
Edition, 26 vols. (Boston: Dana Estes & Co. [1897]), XXI, 77-78, 84-88,
98-105.

In 1864 John Ruskin, the renowned author and critic, delivered at the
Manchester Town Hall a series of lectures on education. Having
addressed his first lecture, “Of Kings’ Treasures”, to men (who, he main-
tained, might come to possess kingly power through the proper educa-
tion), Ruskin turned his attention to the ladies in order to disclose to
them the extent to which they, too, might come to acquire a type of
royal power that would enable them to reign over their own territories,
the Queens’ Gardens.

“Of Queens’ Gardens” might stand as the quintessential Ruskin. His
concern with social questions, his nostalgic yearning—which he shared
with his friend Carlyle—for the middle ages, his search for beauty at
every level of human experience, his conviction that Christian love and
charity could abate the misery and degradation he saw around him — all
this was presented in passionate language that apparently had a great
effect on the ladies in his audience. ,

It is easy to see why. Unlike Mrs. Ellis, who advised women meekly to
submit, Ruskin envisioned a more glamorous and dynamic role for
them—a role which transformed woman into an angelic creature, a
guardian of morality and virtue, who, having renounced her claims to
worldly success, would serve to purify and ennoble humanity. Along
with this idealized picture of the Victorian woman, Ruskin presented an
equally idealized description of the theatre in which she would perform
her purifying and ennobling works: the home—a sanctuary, a refuge
from the sordid world, a fortress enclosipg holy ground, a shelter, and a
nest. /

Ruskin’s ideas evidently met with approval, for this series of lectures
was published the following year in Sesame and Lilies, a book which be-
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came one of his most widely read works. Its popularity testifies to the
willing acceptance by women of the role in which Ruskin had cast them.

.. . We cannot determine what the queenly power of women should be, until we are
agreed what their ordinary power should be. We cannot consider how education may
fit them for any widely extending duty, until we are agreed what is their true constant
duty. And there never was a time when wilder words were spoken, or more vain ima-
gination permitted, respecting this question —quite vital to all social happiness. The
relations of the womanly to the manly nature, their different capacities of intellect or
of virtue, seem never to have been yet measured with entire consent. We hear of the
mission and of the rights of Woman, as if these could ever be separate from the mission
and of the rights of Man; —as if she and her lord were creatures of independent kind
and of irreconcileable claim. This, at least, is wrong. And not less wrong . . . is the
idea that woman is only the shadow and attendant image of her lord, owing him a
thoughtless and servile obedience, and supported altogether in her weakness by the
pre-eminence of his fortitude.

This, I say, is the most foolish of all errors respecting her who was made to be the
helpmate of man. As if he could be helped effectively by a shadow, or worthily by a
slave!

Let us try, then, whether we cannot at some clear and harmonious idea (it must be
harmonious if it is true) of what womanly mind ‘and virtue are in power and office,
with respect to man’s; and how their relations, rightly accepted, aid, and increase, the
vigour, and honour, and authority of both. . . .

Let us see whether the greatest, the wisest, the purest-hearted of all ages are agreed
in any wise on this point: lc. us hear the testimony they have left respecting what they
held to be the true dignity of woman, and her mode of help to man. . . .

[Editors’ note: Ruskin now cites the greatest works of literature in all times and cul-
tures to demonstrate that they portray woman as the “highest heroic type of humanaty”,
incontestably superior to foolish and feckless man. Shakespeare, for example, “has no
heroes;—he has only heroines. . . . The catastrophe of every play is always caused by
the folly or fault of a man, the redemption, if there be any, is by the wisdom and vir-
tue of a woman. . . .” One can imagine the delighted looks that were exchanged by
the good ladies in Mr. Ruskin's audience whose self-esteem was tickled by these flatter-
ing pronouncements.

. . . I will ask you whether it can be supposed that these men, in the main work of
their lives, are amusing themselves with a fictitious and idle view of the relations be-
tween man and woman; . . . but this, their ideal of women, is, according to our com-
mon idea of the marriage relation, wholly undesirable. The woman, we say, is not
to guide, nor even to think, for herself. The man is always to be the wiser; he is to be
the thinker, the ruler, the superior in knowledge and discretion, as in power. Is it not
somewhat important to make up our minds on this matter? Are all these great men
mistaken, or are we? Are Shakespeare and Aeschylus, Dante and Homer, merely dress-
ing dolls for us; or, worse than dolls, unnatural visions, the realization of which, were
it possible, would bring anarchy into all households and ruin into all affection? Nay,
if you could suppose this, take lastly the evidence of facts, given by the human heart
itself. In all Christian ages which have been remarkable for their purity or progress,
there has been absolute yielding of obedient devotion, by the lover, to his mistress. I



16 Free and Ennobled

say obedient—not merely enthusiastic and worshipping in imagination, but entirely
subject, receiving from the beloved woman, however young, not only the encourage-
ment, the praise, and the reward of all toil, but so far as any choice is open, or any
question difficult of decision, the direction of all toil. Chivalry . . . in its very first
conception of honourable life, assumes the subjection of the young knight to the com-
mand . . . of his lady. It assumes this, because its masters knew that the first and
necessary impulse of every truly taught and knightly heart is this of blind service to its
lady; that where that true faith and captivity are not, all wayward and wicked pas-
sions must be; and that in this rapturous obedience to the single love of his youth, is
the sanctification of all man’s strength, and the continuance of all his purposes. . . .

I do not insist by any farther argument on this, for I think it should commend itself
at once to your knowledge of what has been and to your feelings of what should be.
You cannot think that the buckling on of the knight’s armour by his lady’s hand was a
mere caprice of romantic fashion. It is the type of an eternal truth—that the soul’s
armour is never well set to the heart unless a woman’s hand has braced it; and it is
only when she braces it loosely that the honour of manhood fails. . . .

This much, then, respecting the relations of lovers I believe you will accept. But
what we too often doubt is the fitness of the continuance of such a relation throughout
the whole of human life. We think it right in the lover and mistress, not in the hus-
band and wife. . . . Do you not see how ignoble this is, as well as how unreasonable?
Do you not feel that marriage . . . is only the seal which marks the vowed transition of
temporary into untiring service, and of fitful into eternal love?

But how, you will ask, is the idea of this guiding function of the woman reconcile-
able with a true wifely subjection? Simply in that it is a guéding, not a determining,
function. Let me try to show you briefly how these powers seem to be rightly distinguish-
able.

We are foolish . . . in speaking of the “superiority” of one sex to the other, as if they
could be compared in similar things. Each has what the other has not: each completes
the other, and is completed by the other: they are in nothing alike, and the happiness
and perfection of both depends on each asking and receiving from the other what the
other only can give.

Now their separate characters are briefly these. The man’s power is active, progres-
sive, defensive. He is eminently the doer, the creator, the discoverer, the defender.
His intellect is for speculation and invention; his energy for adventure, for war, and
for conquest, wherever war is just, wherever conquest necessary. But the woman’s
power is for rule, not for battle, —and her intellect is not for invention or creation, but
for sweet ordering, arrangement and decision. She sees the qualities of things, their
claims and their places. Her great function is Praise: she enters into no contest, but
infalliby judges the crown of contest. By her office, and place, she is protected from
all danger and temptation. The man, in his rough work in open world, must encoun-
ter all peril and trial: — to him, therefore, the failure, the offence, the inevitable error:
often he must be wounded, or subdued, often misled, and always hardened. But he
guards the woman from all this; within his house, as ruled by her, unless she herself
has sought it, need enter no danger, no temptation, no cause of error or offence. This
is the true nature of home—it is the place of Peace; the shelter, not only from all injury,
but from all terror, doubt, and division. In so far as it is not this, it is not home: so far
as the anxieties of the outer life penetrate into it, and the inconsistently-minded, un-
known, unloved, or hostile society of the outer world is allowed by either husband or
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wife to cross the threshold, it ceases to be home; it is then only a part of that outer world
which you have roofed over, and lighted fire in. But so far as it is a sacred place, a ves-
tal temple, a temple of the hearth watched over by Household Gods, before whose
faces none may come but those whom they can receive with love, —so far as it is this,
and roof and fire are types only of a nobler shade and light, —shade as of the rock in a
weary land, and light as of the Pharos in the stormy sea; —so far it vindicates the
name, and fulfils the praise, of home.

And wherever a true wife comes, this home is always round her. The stars only may
be over her head; the glow-worm in the night-cold grass may be the only fire at her
foot: but home is yet wherever she is; and for a noble woman it stretches far round
her, better than ceiled with cedar, or painted with vermilion, shedding its quiet light
far, for those who else were homeless.

This, then, I believe to be . . . the woman’s true place and power. But do not you
see that to fulfil this, she must—as far as one can use such terms of a human creature—
be incapable of error? So far as she rules, all must be right, or nothing is. She must be
enduringly, incorruptibly good; instinctively, infallibly wise —wise, not for self-develop-
ment, but for self-renunciation: wise, not that she may set herself above her husband,
but that she may never fail from his side: wise, not with the narrowness of insolent and
loveless pride, but with the passionate gentleness of an infinitely variable, because
infinitely applicable, modesty of service—the true changefulness of woman. . . .

. .. We come now to our last, our widest question, — What is her queenly office with
respect to the state?

Generally we are under an impression that a man’s duties are public, and a woman’s
private. But this is not altogether so. A man has a personal work or duty relating to
his own home, and a public work or duty, which is the expansion of the other, relating
to the state. So a woman has a personal work and duty, relating to her own home,
and a public work and duty, which is also the expansion of that.

Now the man’s work for his own home is, as has been said, to secure its maintenance,
progress, and defence; the woman's to secure its order, comfort and loveliness.

Expand both these functions. The man’s duty, as a member of a commonwealth, is
to assist in the maintenance, in the advance, in the defence of the state. The woman’s
duty, as a member of the commonwealth, is to assist in the ordering, in the comforting,
and in the beautiful adornment of the state.

What the man is at his own gate, defending it, if need be, against insult and spoil,
that also, not in a less, but in a more devoted measure, he is to be at the gate of his
country, leaving his home, if need be, even to the spoiler, to do his more incumbent
work there.

And, in like manner, what the woman is to be within her gates, as the centre of
order, the balm of distress, and the mirror of beauty; that she is also to be without
her gates, where order is more difficult, distress more imminent, loveliness more rare.

And as within the human heart there is always set an instinct for all its real duties, —
an instinct which you cannot quench, but only warp and corrupt if you withdraw it
from its true purpose; —as there is the intense instinct of love, which, rightly disci-
plined, maintains all the sanctities of life and, misdirected, undermines them; and
must do either the one or the other; so there is in the human heart an inextinguish-
able instinct, the love of power, which, rightly directed, maintains all the majesty of
law and life, and misdirected, wrecks them.

Deep rooted in the innermost life of the heart of man, and of the heart of woman,
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God set it there, and God keeps it there. Vainly, as falsely, you blame or rebuke the
desire of power! —For Heaven's sake, and for Man'’s sake, desire it all you can. But
what power? That is all the question. Power to destroy? . . . Not so. Power to heal, to
redeem, to guide and to guard. Power of the sceptre and shield; the power of the royal
hand that heals in touching, —that binds the fiend and looses the captive; the throne
that is founded on the rock of Justice, and descended from only by steps of mercy.
Will you not covet such power as this, and seek such a throne as this, and be no more
housewives, but queens?

It is now long since the women of England arrogated, universally, a title which once
belonged to nobility only, and having once been in the habit of accepting the simple
title of gentlewoman, as correspondent to that of gentleman, insisted on the privilege
of assuming the title of ‘‘Lady,’’ which properly corresponds only to the title of ‘‘Lord.”’

I do not blame them for this; but only for their narrow motive in this. I would have
them desire and claim the title of Lady, provided they claim, not merely the title, but
the office and duty signified by it. Lady means ‘‘bread-giver’’ or ‘‘loaf-giver,*’ and
Lord means ‘‘maintainer of laws,’’ and both titles have reference, not to the law which
is maintained in the house, nor to the bread which is given to the household; but to law
maintained for the multitude, and to bread broken among the multitude. So that a
Lord has legal claim only to his title in so far as he is the maintainer of the justice of
the Lord of Lords; and a Lady has legal claim to her title, only so far as she communi-
cates that help to the poor representatives of her Master, which women once, minister-
ing to Him of their substance, were permitted to extend to that Master Himself; and
when she is known, as He Himself once was, in breaking of bread.

And this beneficent and legal dominion, this power of the Dominus, or House Lord,
and of the Domina, or House-Lady, is great and venerable, not in the number of those
through whom it has lineally descended, but in the number of those whom it grasps
within its sway; it is always regarded with reverent worship wherever its dynasty is
founded on its duty, and its ambition corelative with its beneficence. Your fancy is
pleased with the thought of being noble ladies, with a train of vassals. Be it so: you
cannot be too noble, and your train cannot be too great; but see to it that your train is
of vassals whom you serve and feed, not merely of slaves who serve and feed you; and
that the multitude which obeys you is of those whom you have comforted, not oppres-
sed, —whom you have redeemed, not led into captivity.

And this, which is true of the lower or household dominion, is equally true of the
queenly dominion; —that highest dignity is open to you, if you will also accept that
highest duty. Rex et Regina—Roi et Reine—*‘Right-doers;’’ they differ but from the
Lady and Lord, in that their power is supreme over the mind as over the person—
that they not only feed and clothe, but direct and teach. And whether consciously
or not, you must be, in many a heart, enthroned: there is no putting by that crown;
queens you must always be; queens to your lovers; queens to your husbands and your
sons; queens of higher mystery to the world beyond, which bows itself, and will for ever
bow, before the myrtle crown, and the stainless sceptre, of womanhood. But alas!
you are too often idle and careless queens, grasping at majesty in the least things, while
you abdicate it in the greatest; and leaving misrule and violence to work their will
among men, in defiance of the power, which, holding straight in gift from the Prince
of all Peace, the wicked among you betray, and the good forget.

“Prince of Peace.” Note that name. When kings rule in that name, and nobles,
and the judges of the earth, they also, in their narrow place, and mortal measure,
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teceive the power of it. There are no other rulers than they: Other rule than theirs is
but misrule; they who govern verily ‘‘Dei gratia’’ are all princes, yes, or princesses, of
peace. There is not a war in the world, no, nor an injustice, but you women are answer-
able for it; not in that you have provoked, but in that you have not hindered. Men,
by their nature, are prone to fight; they will fight for any cause, or for none. It is for you
to choose their cause for them, and to forbid them when there is no cause. There is no
suffering, no injustice, no misery in the earth, but the guilt of it lies lastly with you.
Men can bear the sight of it, but you should not be able to bear it. Men may tread it
down without sympathy in their own struggle; but men are feeble in sympathy, and
contracted in hope; it is you only who can feel the depths of pain; and conceive the way
of its healing. Instead of trying to do this, you turn away from it; you shut yourselves
within your park walls and garden gates; and you are content to know that there is
beyond them a whole world in wilderness—a world of secrets which you dare not pene-
trate; and of suffering which you dare not conceive.

I tell you that this is to me quite the most amazing among the phenomena of human-
ity. I am surprised at no depths to which, when once warped from its honor, that
humanity can be degraded. I do not wonder at the miser’s death, with his hands, as
they relax, dropping gold. I do not wonder at the sensualist’s life, with the shroud
wrapped about his feet. I do not wonder at the single-handed murder of a single vic-
tim, done by the assassin in the darkness of the railway, or reedshadow of the marsh. I
do not even wonder at myriad-handed murder of multitudes, done boastfully in the
daylight, by the frenzy of nations, and the immeasurable, unimaginable guilt, heaped
up from hell to heaven, of their priests, and kings. But this is wonderful to me —oh,
how wonderfull —to see the tender and delicate woman among you, with her child at
her breast, and a power, if she would wield it, over it, and over its father, purer than
the air of heaven, and stronger than the seas of earth—nay, a magnitude of blessing
which her husband would not part with for all that earth itself, though it were made
of one entire and perfect chrysolite: —to see her abdicate this majesty to play at pre-
cedence with her next-door neighbor! This is wonderful —oh, wonderful! —to see her,
with every innocent feeling fresh within her, go out in the morning into her garden to
play with the fringes of its guarded flowers, and lift their heads when they are droop-
ing, with her happy smile upon her face, and no cloud upon her brow, because there
is a little wall around her place of peace: and yet she knows, in her heart, if she would
only look for its knowledge, that, outside of that little rose-covered wall, the wild grass,
to the horizon, is torn up by the agony of men, and beat level by the drift of their life-
blood.

Have you ever considered what a deep under meaning there lies, or at least may be
read, if we choose, in our custom of strewing flowers before those whom we think most
happy? Do you suppose it is merely to deceive them into the hope that happiness is
always to fall thus in showers at their feet? — that wherever they pass they will tread on
herbs of sweet scent, and that the rough ground will be made smooth for them by
depth of roses? So surely as they believe that, they will have, instead, to walk on bitter
herbs and thorns; and the only softness to their feet will be of snow. But it is not thus
intended they should believe; there is a better meaning in that old custom. The path
of a good woman is indeed strewn with flowers: but they rise behind her steps, not
before them. “Her feet have touched the meadows, and left the daisies rosy.” You
think that only a lover’s fancy; —false and vain! How if it could be true? You think
this also, perhaps, only a poet’s fancy —

F.&E—B
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“Even the light harebell raised its head

Elastic from her airy tread.”
But it is little to say of a woman, that she only does not destroy where she passes. She
should revive; the harebells should bloom, not stoop, as she passes. You think I am
going into wild hyperbole? Pardon me, not a whit—I mean what I say in calm English,
spoken in resolute truth. You have heard it said . . . that flowers only flourish rightly in
the garden of some one who loves them. I know you would like that to be true; you
would think it a pleasant magic if you could flush your flowers into brighter bloom by
a kind look upon them: nay, more, if your look had the power, not only to cheer, but
to guard them—if you could bid the black blight turn away, and the knotted cater-
pillar spare—if you could bid the dew fall upon them in the drought, and say to the
south wind, in frost—“Come, thou south, and breathe upon my garden, that the spices
of it may flow out.” This you would think a great thing? And do you think it not a
greater thing, that all this (and how much more than this!) you can do, for fairer
flowers than these —flowers that could bless you for having blessed them, and will love
you for having loved them? —flowers that have eyes like yours, and thoughts like yours,
and lives like yours; which, once saved, you save for ever? Is this only a little power?
Far among the moorlands and the rocks, —far in the darkness of the terrible streets, —
these feeble florets are lying,’ with all their fresh leaves torn, and their stems broken —
will you never go down to them, nor set them in order in their little fragrant beds, nor
fence them in their shuddering from the fierce wind? Shall morning follow morning,
for you, but not for them; and the dawn rise to watch, far away, those frantic Dances
of Death; but no dawn rise to breathe upon these living banks of wild violet, and wood-
bine, and rose; nor call to you, through your casement, —call . . . saying: —

“Come into the garden, Maud,

For the black bat, night, has flown,

And the woodbine spices are wafted abroad

And the musk of the roses blown?”

Will you not go down among them? —among those sweet living things, whose new
courage, sprung from the earth with the deep colour of heaven upon it, is starting up
in strength of goodly spire; and whose purity, washing from the dust, is opening, bud
by bud, into the flower of promise; —and still they turn to you, and for you, “The
Larkspur listens—I hear, I hear! And the Lily whispers—I wait’’.

Did you notice that I missed two lines when I read you that first stanza; and think
that I had forgotten them? Hear them now: —

“Come into the garden, Maud,
For the black bat, night, has flown:
Come into the garden, Maud,
I am here at the gate, alone.”

Who is it, think you, who stands at the gate of this sweeter garden, alone, waiting
for you? Did you ever hear, not of a Maude, but a Madeleine, who went down to her
garden in the dawn, and found one waiting at the gate, whom she supposed to be the
gardener? Have you not sought Him often; —sought Him in vain, all through the
night; —sought Him in vain at the gate of that old garden where the fiery sword is set?

! What Ruskin meant by this passage has become a matter of dispute. To Kate Millett (Sexual Politics,
New York: Avon Books [1971], p. 149), the “florets” are prostitutes; to David Sonstroem (“Millett versus
Ruskin”, Victorian Studies, XX [1977], 295), “florets” are flowers that “represent all living things now torn
or broken and much in need of a true queen’s loving passage”.
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He is never there: but at the gate of this garden He is waiting always — waiting to take
your hand —ready to go down to see the fruits of the valley, to see whether the vine has
flourished, and the pomegranate budded. There you shall see with Him the little
tendrils of the vines that His hand is guiding-—there you shall see the pomegranate
springing where His hand cast the sanguine seed; —more: you shall see the troops of
the angel keepers, that, with their wings, wave away the hungry birds from the path-
sides where He has sown, and call to each other between the vineyard rows, “Take us
the foxes, the little foxes, that spoil the vines, for our vines have tender grapes.”” Oh—
you queens—you queens! among the hills and happy greenwood of this land of yours,
shall the foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have nests; and in your cities, shall
the stones cry out against you, that they are the only pillows where the Son of Man
can lay His head?

J. G. Phillimore, “Women’s Rights and Duties”, Blackwood’s Magazine,
LIV (1843), 373-97.

During the course of the nineteenth century the nature of woman—
her character, her mission, her responsibilities, her rights, and her
powers —was vigorously debated. The following document is an excerpt
from only one of the many articles devoted to the question of woman’s
rights and duties. At the time this article was published, J. G. Phillimore
was a noted jurist, an acknowledged authority on constitutional law,
and author of several works on law and legal history. He later became a
member of Parliament (1852—57) where he championed free trade and
law reform.

The following selection is particularly interesting as an example of
the literary extravagance which the question of woman’s duties seemed
to evoke:

. . . Great, indeed, is the task assigned to woman. Who can elevate its dignity?
who can exaggerate its importance? Not to make laws, not to lead armies, not to govern
empires, but to form those by whom laws are made, and armies led, and empires
governed; to guard from the slightest taint of possible infirmity the frail, and as yet
spotless creature whose moral, no less than his physical, being must be derived from
her; to inspire those principles, to inculcate those doctrines, to animate those senti-
ments, which generations yet unborn, and nations yet uncivilized, shall learn to bless;
to soften firmness into mercy, to chasten honour into refinement, to exalt generosity
into virtue; by her soothing cares to allay the anguish of the body, and the far worse
anguish of the mind; by her tenderness to disarm passion; by her purity to triumph
over sense; to cheer the scholar sinking under his toil; to console the statesman for the
ingratitude of a mistaken people; to be the compensation for hopes that are blighted,
for friends that are perfidious, for happiness that has passed away. Such is her voca-
tion—the couch of the tortured sufferer, the prison of the deserted friend, the scaf-
fold of the god-like patriot, the cross of a rejected Saviour; these are the scenes of
woman’s excellence, these are the theatres on which her greatest triumphs have been
achieved. Such is her destiny—to visit the forsaken, to attend to the neglected; amid
the forgetfulness of myriads to remember—amid the execrations of multitudes to bless;
when monarchs abandon, when counsellors betray, when justice persecutes, when
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brethren and disciples fly, to remain unshaken and unchanged; and to exhibit, on this
lower world, a type of that love—pure, constant, and ineffable—which in another
world we are taught to believe the best reward of virtue.

T. H. Rearden, ‘“Woman’s Mission’’, Westminster Review, LII (1849—
50), 352-67.

The idealization of the Victorian woman took many forms. One of
them was to emphasize, as T. H. Rearden does in the following selection,
woman’s unique power to influence, not merely man, but the whole
universe. Rhapsodic effusions of this kind were the verbal sugar-coating
on a nugget of bitter fact —that in the real world, women practically
had no influence at all.

The true woman speaks to every true man who sees her, refining and exalting his
intellect and feeling, making him indeed know his true manhood to consist in the
noble action of his soul. She sends him from her with all the subtle threads of his being
in firmer tension, and remembering only that he too “‘is a little lower than the angels.”’
She can make him work, and dare even death for his work, and his heart ever beating
with the love of the highest love. She can do this without knowing it, and because her
genius is influence. Yes; to warm, to cherish into purer life the motive that shall lead
to the heroic act— this is her genius, her madness, her song flowing out, she knows not
how, going she knows not whither, but returning never again. The woman evenly
developed, unfolded after her own type, the one God struck approvingly when she was
created, differs from man then in this—in possessing a greater capacity—a greater
genius to influence. She influences through no direct exercise of power, but because
she must. Influence breathes from her, and informs every thing and creature around,
and we are only conscious of it by its results.

The true woman informs everything, influences all people, men and women; . . .
but with man she is an un-read book, the whole pages of which he can never turn, nor
really know her unless she wills it. We find from the biographies of all great novelists
and dramatists, . . . that they have sought to win her to be communicative, to reveal
the subtle threads in her intellect and affections that are distinctive —are her own; aye,
more her own than her different and more delicate physique, for this, as a garment,
she will one day throw aside. She gives to and receives more good from man than
woman . . . if she be truly woman, for we do not study the book the whole contents of
which we know . . . ; like is not hungry for like, but for difference —difference, how-
ever, that shall create harmony. . . .

Men and women cannot . . . be what they may without each other; cannot develop
fairly the love and knowledge that shall lead to wisdom. . . . In their difference they
are strong, and while the one cannot do without the other, each is a distinctness, and
individual, working not from the other, but from a law of his or her own being, and
finding, as that law is better obeyed, the varied relationships with each other, from
that of marriage to the most passing communion, become more subtle, intimate, and
enduring. We think this could hardly be if there did not exist a great spiritual differ-
ence. . . . It is the high-natured creature in man or woman who alone understands
the depth and beauty of the fullest love. . . . And the woman will be the first teacher
here. The faculty for a noble love is in man, but as yet very partially awake, and with
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much pain and privation will she have to draw it into vigorous life, to make him feel its
worth, its distznctiveness —not merely entire personal distinctiveness, but that the true
marriage requires from both a virgin spzrit of love for it to be blessed in itself or its
results. It is with her children she will begin, and must win the victory, though the
monster be Hydra, and the whole way of the world be against her. For this and other
kindred work was her gift of influence given, and for these is it even now exerted.

We need not say, alas! that we are speaking of women that are to be met anywhere —
at the ball, the conversazione, the theatre, or at the less-pretending evening party,
and still less will we allow that we are unravelling a fair vision. We speak of what is to
be traced in woman as God made her, and not as the world and herself have fashioned
her. The unsightly and meaningless edifice we sweep away, and find the foundations
are capable of supporting a building of more strength and beauty. What seems may
not be: what has seemed for ages may not be. Man and woman are no mistake, and
God has never repented of having made them, though falsehood, hatred, and unclean-
ness have been with us, and though these latter seem, indeed, most positive facts—have
the practice of all ages as a guarantee for their existence —nevertheless they are not;
they are a disease, ungraceful parasites that have checked the expansion of the tree,
even hid its proportions while feeding their unbeauteousness with its vital stream, but
which shall be torn off ere life be endangered, to be forgotten, to die unnourished. . . .

Much then, that seems proper to woman, and some of her so-called weaknesses and
attractions, may be considered dependent on circumstance, and that circumstance a
want of development. Nor is it work alone that can develop a nature, —for if so, the
peasant-labourer’s wife has work enough, —nor the absence of the necessity for labour
with the leisure it involves, —for how many ennuyé spirits do we trace in assemblies
where rank and fortune have gathered their pet children together! The work must be
true to the movement of the soul, must be woman’s work. We cannot realize as woman
the one who goes round in the mill of merely mechanical daily work; and the kindness,
industry, and constancy evinced in her labour for others that may occasionally loom
out, only make us feel more strongly that she may and should be otber than she is.
With intellect hardly opened, . . . her eye and ear unknowing of the beauty spread
around her, . . . using many things that through their suggestiveness could speak to
her, but do npot—for no channel has been opened through which may flow any such
knowledge to her soul—she is not the type of her species, though earning a right to
live, and winning an instinctive respect therefore. But not with her does the poet in
his dreams of love hold converse, and no mistress of his soul is she. And even still less
so, though on the first glance it may seem the contrary, does the woman of rank, as we
often find her, afford us a type. Possessing a mind highly cultivated, a thing of most
exquisite nerves, which often coexist with heartlessness of nature while they seem to
guarantee the deepest sensibility, intensely selfish, brilliant, radiant with smiles, beau-
tiful in all perfect grace of movement and attire, and all this through love of self; one
who translates her high gift of influence, her power of intuitive perception into the
characters of others, realizing all their subtleties, into the word tact; turning wiser
and more loving natures than her own [away]; . . . having found out what gifts heaven
has bestowed on her, in what she is different from those whom she seeks to influence; —
her objects men, —and the women in her path, those lesser useless cards that she sacri-
fices anyhow, because being in her hand they must all be played —she uses these gifts
to do any but God’s service. We can only wish she had a conscience, for influence
she must. . . .
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The truth is, that many women, especially among those beyond the necessity of
labour for subsistence, . . . live a life most frivolous, with minds untrained to high
virtue, caring only to wear, as an armour from the world’s attack, the uniform of
virtue. . . . But the influence they exercise is often for evil, inducing belief for awhile
where no belief should be, inducing prejudice, mis-conception of persons and events,
particularly in the minds of the men within the sphere of their influence, for of neces-
sity they influence, and often healthier hearts and sounder minds than their own.
These things are but evidence of a power stirring within them necessitating some expres-
sion of itself, undirected as yet by Christian law! . . .

Many mistakes will be made, many kinds of work attempted unsuited to her woman's
nature as the years pass by, but always with nearer and nearer approaches to the true.
Writing, speaking, governing, the warehouse and the mart, with art and science, may
be each taken up to be laid down again, and a life of Bezng, be found the finest result
of her nature, for her own and the world’s joy, an atmosphere of light and love, from
which her sons shall go forth into the world to act, as from the temple of the living
God. . .. Sheis. .. the true and wise; her movement erect and graceful, the dark
shadow of ignorance, untruth, or unkindness cannot stay before her, cannot even
dwell as a hidden spot, for her genius pierces to the elementary power of which they
are composed; and right enough that is, and for the time being, at least, she constrains
it to perform its legitimate work. She asks for no obedience, she seeks to win none; she
herself is free, and the free must be around her. She passes her subtle fingers over the
thousand-stringed harp, and a hymn rises to the Most High, not music as harmonious
as there may be yet utterance from a free man’s soul. Not only in the closet, but in
their social home, her people win a faith in human nature, and in the possibility of all
grand things, that comes to them they know not how. They have fed on nectar, and
their spirit has become that of Gods. The sinews of the soul are strengthened to con-
ceive and do through love all that it achieves. Thought, word, and act are marshalled
by this love, a holy fear has been around them, and it has led from holiness to a love
that casteth out fear. The intellect gains depth and breadth, becomes winged, and
descends again upon us with knowledge from on high. The germs of the thousand-
and-one sweetnesses that could so enrich the busy day, be so real a murmur of far-off
music in the dusty noisy street, have blossomed, and man asks what may not be pos-
sible on earth! . . .

Education comes then, at last, to a question of being. What the mother # will
emanate from her, be most likely #n her child; in the same degree in which her mind
is high-toned and delicate in its moral perceptions, in other words, her own spiritual
standard will be the average one of those around her. We may be allowed to lay great
stress on the position of the woman as mother, because the good or evil that the dis-
charge of its duties involves is no mooted question. Whatever other work she may
consider legitimate for herself as the seasons revolve, how widely soever she may extend
the sphere of her work, she will through all time love and marry, and we may be quite
sure that the result of awakened conscience, and intellect in healthy activity, will not
be to blind her to the fact that if she accepts of love in its fullest sense, she accepts also
and will discharge the duties consequent on it. We certainly do incline to believe, while
ever ready to accept the contrary as solemn truth, should her nature decree it so, that
her work on earth is imaged by the sunlight and life-awakening air; her presence noise-
less though felt everywhere; that ‘‘as flowers are the animate spring-tide,’’ so shall blos-
som in every busy field of human labour, in strength and beauty, seeds she has scattered
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to the wind. She may not realize that they are hers, but the Lord of the Harvest shall
know them for hisown. . . .

Truly she is to be loved — she is loved whether worthy or not. She can do little good,
and we may add little positive evil, unless she be loved. She wins love and an entirety
of faith in many instances before grounds for a real admiration have been established.
Miranda’s words, ‘‘Nothing ill can dwell in such a temple,”’” are spoken again and again.
She draws you, she wills you to love her; to feel her through that genius of influence she
possesses; and the defence set up by logical man, who seems to be of a far more logical
nature than she, and very sound and excellent and all-sufficing is his logic save here,
where, like to the card-houses of the children, it soon tumbles in ruins. And this influ-
ence we do not find exerted only on one, but in a greater or less degree on all, and not
because she wills it, but through a native movement of the soul which may not be gain-
said. Aimé Martin [author of a book entitled Woman's Mission] says, “Whatever may
be the customs and laws of a country, women always give the tone to morals”. . . .

We would impress as distinctly as we may the fact that women do “give the tone to
morals,’’ that nothing which they really dislike,—from their souls disapprove,—can
live. Man, save here and there one, has no standard of his own by which to regulate
his conduct to woman, but uses hers, ever bringing it a few degrees lower; and let her
scale sink, his will follow, and with it respect and therefore love for her, and she be-
comes a plaything—she may be something worse. If she have stringent rules that she
wills her acts should obey, these do not form her recognized standard of action. Her
Being alone erects that, what she feels, thinks, loves, is, what her conscience tolerates
in idea. . . . The sooner she blames only herself for whatever displeases her in the
ways of men to women, the sooner will come the remedy, and very likely not till then. . . .

That in social life, woman much oftener than man becomes the judge of appeal, is
so self-evident as to need no proof. The subtle sweetnesses of her nature, when united
to moderate intellect and fancy, are so powerful in winning and leading man, if he be
at all more than the animal, becoming more powerful as the subtleties-in his mind and
affections develop themselves, —and he so surely thinks and acts in reference to her,
that it may be well, perhaps, we could have arranged it no better, —that the ideal of
the true and beautiful in life should be par excellence in woman’s hands. We remem-
ber the sage who pleasantly said he wished Providence had consulted him when the
world was created, that he might have suggested it should be all ‘‘down hill;’’ but we,
far from possessing the power of thought, wonderful invention, and faculty of solving
seemingly impossible problems that in such a case must have fallen to his share, are
inclined to feel that all is well, is best as it is; are quite contented with the raw material
of man and woman as it fell on earth shaken from the hands of the Creator, feel both
to be equally worthy of love and respect, and that a noble fabric shall yet be wrought
from each. Possessing much in common, we trace powers in each, not of the same
kind; but equally intense in both, and a balance is preserved; thus, as we said before,
they are strong in their difference. . . .

‘‘Woman did not invent the steam-engine, nor write Macbeth,’’ and, it may be, will
never do such kind of work, but as great of a different kind; but she shall have a thor-
ough equality here, and not by making man a standard on this point, —for so she
would belie the truth in herself, —but by building up his life of thought and act by her
ideal of the right. Marriage shall not be possible for the one more than for the other,
when personal distinctiveness has been questioned. Reputation shall be as necessary
for man as for woman, and he shall be obliged to bring to his marriage-feast a life
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that, in the face of day, shall run parallel in all holy reservedness to hers. It shall be a
trick, a dishonour, that shall tear his right of manhood from him, that shall stain his
name and house, to deceive on this point. And we know that every Christian man
through the land has already received this truth into his heart and life. Work, indeed,
equal to the writing of Macbeth, aye, even Hamlet, has woman yet to do, —for till
her soul, not her words written or spoken, neither her acts,\but her soul, lives erect and
true, breathes the essence of pure high loving feeling aroynd, making choice of the
noble, determining to unfold herself after no stereotyped fashion, but daring to love
or otherwise, to do or leave undone, what shall seem healthy, just, and beautiful to
herself, after her soul has required of her an obedience to its high behests more perfect
than the world dreams of, —will the heart in the world’s social system beat even
honestly. . . .



CHAPTER II

The Perpetuation of the Stereotype:
Science, Law, and the Church

A strong-minded, middle-class woman who rejected the limited role
that nineteenth-century society had prescribed for her might shrug off
the literary extravagances of a John Ruskin, but she could not easily
challenge the “scientific” dicta of a George Romanes. Science, repre-
sented by nineteenth-century physicians, biologists, anthropologists,
and sociologists, gave its official sanction to the notion that woman was
an inferior being, shaped by an ineluctable evolutionary process into a
form which could not be altered by wishful thinking, education, or
changes in the law: “What was decided among the prehistoric Protozoa
can not be annulled by Act of Parliament”.! Differences in metabolism,
in function, in psychology set the sexes apart, and consequently, woman
must passively accept the role which nature had riveted upon her. For-
tunately, one of the attributes which evolution had produced in her—a
kind of acquired characteristic —was patience.

The Victorian conception of woman’s sexuality was ambivalent. From
one point of view she was superior to man; from another, inferior.
Women —at least, respectable ones—were assumed to be asexual. It
was taken for granted that they did not enjoy sexual intercourse, which
they submitted to only from a feeling of wifely obligation. In this sense,
free from the taint of the flesh, they were morally superior to the other
sex.

But woman was burdened with a reproductive function which made
such physical and psychological demands on her that, her resources
periodically depleted by child-bearing, she could not be expected to com-
pete with the more energetic male. Woman was physically weak and
debilitated by menstruation.? Because of these impediments, she had

1Patrick Geddes and J. Arthur Thomson, The Evolution of Sex, rev. ed. (London: The Walter Scott
Publishing Co., Ltd., 1914), p. 286.

2 A highly exaggerated view of the extent to which menstruation might be considered responsible for woman’s
physical weakness and her frequent invalidism is illustrated in the following statement: ‘‘Woman is forever
suffering from the cicatrisation of an interior wound which is the cause of a whole drama. So that in reality
for 15 or 20 days out of 28—one may almost say always—woman is not only invalided but wounded. She

27
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been unable to travel as far on the evolutionary road as man. It was
understandable, then, that she could not match his accomplishments;
that her physical resources and mentality were inferior to his; and that
she was destined for a merely complementary role.

This view of her function was not confined to her purely sexual acti-
vity; it extended to every area of her life. Since woman was weak and
man was strong, she should accept a supportive role and free him to be
active in the world of affairs; but she must never aspire to an active part
in that world. Since she was emotional and he was intellectual, her edu-
cation should not tax her mental powers; his should be sufficiently de-
manding to equip him for a successful career. Since she was presumed
to be asexual, and he was lustful, the pleasures of sex were denied her;
but he could indulge his sexual nature outside the home. All this was
so, of course, because it had been preordained by Nature.

Nineteenth-century legal authorities, taking their cue from the Olym-
pian Blackstone, came to a conclusion different from that of the scien-
tists but, for women, no more encouraging. It was simply this: a woman
upon her marriage ceased to have any legal individual identity; she and
her husband were merged into a single entity. As Blackstone put it,
“By marriage, the husband and wife are one person in law: that is, the
very being or legal existence of the woman is suspended during the mar-
riage, or at least is incorporated and consolidated into that of the hus-
band’’.! This would seem to put the wife at a serious disadvantage, but
Blackstone maintained “that even the disabilities which the wife lies
under, are for the most part intended for her protection and benefit”.2

Whereas married women in Anglo-Saxon England had had some
control over their property, married women, at the midpoint of the nine-
teenth century, had none. The doctrine that the husband and wife
were but one person in law, had the practical effect of depriving wives of
any voice in the disposition or management of their property, rents,
dividends, and gifts. Laws pertaining to property in a number of con-
tinental countries recognized the possibility that the husband might
treat his wife’s property in a manner inimical to her interests. But the
English law ignored that possibility; it was “unique in making the act of
marriage a gift of all a woman’s personal property to her husband”.3

Prior to 1870, a woman dissatisfied with the use her husband was
making of her property was powerless (even if he was gambling it away
or spending it on a mistress) to obtain satisfaction under a law which

suffers incessantly the eternal wound of love.”” Jules Michelet, L’ ’Amour (1859), cited in Havelock Ellis,
Man and Woman, 4th ed. (London and New York: The Walter Scott Publishing Co., Ltd., and Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1904), p. 283.

! 1. W. Ehrlich, Erlich’s Blackstone (San Carlos, Ca.: Nourse Publishing Co., 1959), p. 83.

2 Ibid., p. 86.

8 See T. E. Perry, “Rights and Liabilities of Husband and Wife”, Edinburgh Review, CV (1851), 191, for
a comparison of the legal position of women in England with that of women in continental countries.
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held her legal existence had been suspended. Her husband, on the other
hand, had no reason to fear that she, who had no power over her own
property, might claim a right to share in his. Moreover, if a wife (even
if she was separated from her husband) carried on a business, legally
the profits were his. The law provided that she could earn money for
him, not for herself. Nor could she save money and leave it to her chil-
dren on her death; her savings belonged solely to her husband. '

The husband, of course, had certain obligations. Not only was he
required to support his wife, but in addition, he was responsible for her
debts and was held accountable for her actions. Since she was the weaker
vessel, it was his obligation to protect her. In practice, however, the
right of protection could be legally interpreted to permit a man to imprison
his wife in the sense that he ‘‘had a right to confine her in her own
dwelling house, and restrain her from liberty for an indefinite time”.?
Women, in fact, were subject, until 1891, to physical confinement by
their husbands.? Even if a woman was not deprived of her liberty, so far
as acting effectively outside the constraints of her marriage was con-
cerned, she was what we should call a non-person.

This negative status was not the result of a mere historical accident.
The findings of science, the judgments of the courts, and the dogmas of
religion were deliberately and consciously arrayed against the wife. The
molders of public opinion in Victorian England might disagree on
various subjects, but they were as one in depicting woman as a creature
clearly inferior to man in natural endowments, legal position, and the
power to shape her own destiny. The voices from the laboratory and
the bench were echoed in the pulpit. Science, jurisprudence, and theo-
logy were joined in a chorus whose many variations were derived from a
single theme: the alleged inferiority of womankind.

Patrick Geddes and J. Arthur Thomson, The Evolution of Sex, rev. ed.
(London and New York: The Walter Scott Publishing Co., Ltd., and
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1914), pp. 17-19, 27-28, 286-91.

Patrick Geddes, Scottish biologist, sociologist, and town planner,
collaborated in 1889 with J. Arthur Thomson on an influential and
widely-reprinted treatise, The Evolution of Sex. In this work Geddes
and Thomson attempted to explain the processes of reproduction for
the whole animal kingdom. Using an evolutionary approach, they

"1t is true that the well-to-do father of a prospective bride could establish a trust for his daughter that
would place her property outside the purview of the Common Law and beyond the reach of her husband,
but this protection was not available to the vast majority of English women. According to Lord Lyndhurst,
who in the House of Lords discussed the extent to which women's property rights were protected, nine-tenths
of marriages were entered into without benefit of marriage settlement. Ibid., p. 197. See also F. P. Cobbe’s
statement that, in general, only women of the aristocratic classes were protected by marriage settlements;
“Criminals, Idiots, Women, and Minors”, Fraser’s Magazine, LXXVIII (1868), 779-80.

% In Re Cochrane [1840], 8 Dowling’s P.C. 630.

*R. v. Jackson [1891], 1 Q.B. 671.
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posited a biological theory which, it was maintained, was applicable to
all living creatures, and furthermore, was the key to understanding the
fundamental differences between the sexes. According to the authors,
primary and secondary sexual characteristics were a function of cell
metabolism, the ratio of anabolic (constructive) to katabolic (destruc-
tive) changes.

Geddes’ work was particularly significant, for he elaborated on the
social, psychological, and moral implications of his biological theory to
“prove” that social and intellectual distinctions were the result of natural
laws, and were therefore immutable. This approach—the application
of scientific “laws” to social questions—was typical of nineteenth-century
scientists.

. . . Without multiplying instances, a review of the animal kingdom, or a perusal of
Darwin’s pages, will amply confirm the conclusion that on an average the females
incline to passivity, the males to activity. In higher animals, it is true that the contrast
shows rather in many little ways than in any one striking difference of habit, but even
in the human species the contrast is recognised. Every one will admit that strenuous
spasmodic bursts of activity characterise men, especially in youth, and among the
less civilised races; while patient continuance, with less violent expenditure of energy,
is as generally associated with the work of women.

To the above contrast of general habit, two other items may be added, on which
accurate observation is still unfortunately very restricted. In some cases the body
temperature, which is an index to the pitch of the life, is distinctly lower in the females,
as has been noted in cases so widely separate as the human species, insects, and plants.
In many cases, furthermore, the longevity of the females is much greater. Such a
fact as that women pay lower insurance premiums than do men, is often popularly
accounted for by their greater immunity from accident; but the greater normal longe-

vity on which the actuary calculates, has, as we begin to see, a far deeper and constitu-
tional explanation. . . .

.. . We are now in a better position to criticize Mr. Darwin’s theory. On his view,
males are stronger, handsomer, or more emotional, because ancestral forms happened
to become so in a slight degree. In other words, the reward of breeding-success gradu-
ally perpetuated and perfected a casual advantage. According to the present [i.e.,
Geddes'] view, males are stronger, handsomer, or more emotional, simply because
they are males, —i.e., of more active physiological habit than their mates. In phrase-
ology which will presently become more intelligible and concrete, the males tend to
live at a loss, are relatively more katabolic. The females, on the other hand, tend to
live at a profit, are relatively more anabolic, — constructive processes predominating.
in their life, whence indeed the capacity of bearing offspring.

No one can dispute that the nutritive, vegetative, or self-regarding processes within
the plant or animal are opposed to the reproductive, multiplying, or species-regarding
processes, as income to expenditure, or as building up to breaking down. But within
the ordinary nutritive or vegetative functions of the body, there is necessarily a con-
tinuous antithesis between two sets of processes, —constructive and destructive meta-
bolism. The contrast between these two processes is seen throughout nature, whether
in the alternating phases of cell life, or of activity and repose, or in the great antithesis
between growth and reproduction; and it is this same contrast which we recognise as
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the fundamental difference between male and female. The proof of this will run
through the work, but our fundamental thesis may at once be roughly enunciated in
a diagrammatic expression. . . .

Here the sum-total of the functions are divided into nutritive and reproductive, the
former into anabolic and katabolic processes, the latter into male and female activi-
ties,—so far with all physiologists, without exception or dispute. Our special theory
lies, however, in suggesting the parallelism of the two sets of processes. Thus maleness
is associated with a life ratio in which katabolism has a relatively greater predomin-
ance than in the female. In terms of this thesis, therefore, both primary and secondary
sexual characters express the fundamental physiological bias characteristic of either
sex. . . .

SUM OF FUNCTIONS

Nutrition Reproduction

Anabolism Katabolism Female Male

. . . We have seen that a deep difference in constitution expresses itself in the dis-
tinctions between male and female, whether these be physical or mental. The differ-
ences may be exaggerated or lessened, but to obliterate them it would be necessary to
have all the evolution over again on a new basis. What was decided among the pre-
historic Protozoa cannot be annulled by Act of Parliament. In this mere outline we
cannot of course do more than indicate the relation of the biological differences be-
tween the sexes to the resulting psychological and social differentiations; for more than
this neither space nor powers suffice. We must insist upon the biological considera-
tions underlying the relation of the sexes, which have been too much discussed by
contemporary writers of all schools as if the known facts of sex did not exist at all, or
almost if these were a matter of muscular strength or weight of brain. . . .

All disputants have tolerably agreed in neglecting the historic, and still more the
biological factors; while, so far as the past evolution of the present state of things is
taken into account at all, the position of women is regarded as having simply been
that in which the stronger muscle and brain of man was able to place her. The past of
the race is thus depicted in the most sinister colours, and the whole view is supposed to
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be confirmed by appeal to the practice of the most degenerate races, and this again as
described with the scanty sympathy or impartiality of the average white traveller,
missionary, or settler.

As we have already said, we cannot attempt a full discussion of the question, but our
book would be left without point, and its essential thesis useless, if we did not, in con-
clusion, seek to call attention to the fundamental facts of organic difference, say rather
divergent lines of differentiation, underlying the whole problem of the sexes. We shall
only suggest, as the best argument for the adoption of our standpoint, the way in which
it becomes possible relatively to harmonise the very diverse outlooks. We shall not so
readily abuse the poor savage, who lies idle in the sun for days after his return from
the hunting, while his heavy-laden wife toils and moils without complaint or cease; but
bearing in view the extreme bursts of exertion which such a life of incessant struggle
with nature and his fellows for food and for life involves upon him, and the consequent
necessity of correspondingly utilising every opportunity of repose to recruit and eke out
the short and precarious life so indispensable to wife and weans, we shall see that this
crude domestic economy is the best, the most moral, and the most kindly attainable
under the circumstances. Again, the traveller from town, who thinks the agricultural
labourer a greedy brute for eating the morsel of bacon and leaving his wife and chil-
dren only the bread, does not see that by acting otherwise the total ration would soon
be still further lowered, by diminished earnings, loss of employment, or loss of health. . . .

The old view of the subjection of women was not, in fact, so much of tyranny as it
seemed, but roughly tended to express the average division of labour; of course hard-
ships were frequent, but these have been exaggerated. The absolute ratification of
this by law and religion was merely of a piece with the whole order of belief and prac-
tice, in which men crushed themselves still more than their mates. Being absolute,
however, such theories had to be overthrown, and the application of the idea of
equality, which had done such good service in demolishing the established castes, was
a natural and serviceable one. We have above traced the development of this, how-
ever, and it is now full time to re-emphasise, this time of course with all scientific rela-
tivity instead of a dogmatic authority, the biological factors of the case, and to suggest
their possible service in destroying the economic fallacies at present so prevalent, and
still more towards reconstituting that complex and sympathetic co-operation between
the differentiated sexes in and around which all progress past or future must depend.
Instead of men and women merely labouring to produce things as the past economic
theories insisted, or competing over the distribution of them, as we at present think so
important, a further swing of economic theory will lead us round upon a higher spiral
to the direct organic facts. So it is not for the sake of production or distribution, of
self-interest or mechanism, or any other idol of the economists, that the male organism
organises the climax of his life’s struggle and labour, but for his mate; as she, and then
he, also for their little ones. Production is for consumption; the species is its own high-
est, its sole essential product. The social order will clear itself, as it comes more in
touch with biology.

It is equally certain that the two sexes are complementary and mutually dependent.
Virtually asexual organisms, like Bacteria, occupy no high place in Nature’s roll of
honour; virtually unisexual organisms, like many rotifers, are great rarities. Partheno-
genesis may be an organic ideal, but it is one which has been rarely realised. Males
and females, like the sex-elements, are mutually dependent, and that not merely be-
cause they are males and females, but also in functions not directly associated with
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those of sex. To dispute whether males or females are the higher, is like disputing the
relative superiority of animals and plants. Each is higher in its own way, and the two
are complementary.

While there are broad general distinctions between the intellectual, and especially
the emotional, characteristics of males and females among the higher animals, these
not unfrequently tend to become mingled. . . . There is, however, no evidence that
they might be gradually obliterated. The males of the seahorse, the obstetric frog,
and many birds discharge maternal functions, and there are females who fight for the
males, and are stronger, or more passionate than their mates. But these are rarities.
It is generally true that the males are more active, energetic, eager, passionate, and
variable; the females more passive, conservative, sluggish, and stable. The males, or,
to return to the terms of our thesis, the more katabolic organisms, often seem more
variable, and therefore, . . . may have frequently been the leaders in evolutionary
progress, while the more anabolic females tend rather to preserve the constancy and
integrity of the species. . . .

Along paths where the reproductive sacrifice was one of the determinants of pro-
gress, the females must have the credit of leading the way. The more active males,
with a consequently wider range of experience, may have bigger brains and more
intelligence; but the females, especially as mothers, have indubitably a larger and more
habitual share of the altruistic emotions. The males being usually stronger, have
greater independence and courage; the females excel in constancy of affection and in
sympathy. The spasmodic bursts of activity characteristic of males contrast with the
continuous patience of the females, which we take to be an expression of constitutional
contrast, and by no means, as some would have us believe, a mere product of mascu-
line bullying. The stronger lust and passion of males is likewise the obverse of pre-
dominant katabolism.

That men should have greater cerebral variability and therefore more originality,
while women have greater stability and therefore more ‘‘common sense,”’ are facts
both consistent with the general theory of sex and verifiable in common experience.
The woman, conserving the effects of past variations, has what may be called the
greater integrating intelligence; the man, introducing new variations, is stronger in
differentiation. The feminine passivity is expressed in greater patience, more open-
mindedness, greater appreciation of subtle details, and consequently what we call
more rapid intuition. The masculine activity lends a greater power of maximum
effort, of scientific insight, or cerebral experiment with impressions, and is associated
with an unobservant or impatient disregard of minute details, but with a stronger
grasp of generalities. Man thinks more, woman feels more. . . .

George J. Romanes, “Mental Differences Between Men and Women”,
Nineteenth Century, XXI (1887), 654-72.

George J. Romanes, a well-known nineteenth-century scientist, was
encouraged by his friend, Charles Darwin, to explore the relationship
between mental evolution and the theory of natural selection. His work,
Mental Evolution in Animals, which appeared in 1883, included a post-
humous essay by Darwin on instinct.

In 1888 Romanes published Mental Evolution in Man: Origin of
Human Faculty, the first installment of a planned multi-volume work
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which was never completed. Citing Darwin, Romanes argued that man
through natural and sexual selection had become superior to woman,
not merely physically but intellectually. As proof of this theory Romanes
adduced the fact that women’s brains weighed less than those of men,
from which it followed that women were mentally inferior. The subject
of brain weight was avidly discussed by nineteenth-century anthropolo-
gists, to whom the demonstration of man’s heavier brain provided scien-
tific “proof” that man had traveled farther on the evolutionary path
than had woman. As one anthropologist put it, “Man has advanced
somewhat alone in the intellectual evolution of the race”.! The conclu-
sion to which this inevitably led was that women could never be the
intellectual equals of men.

The following excerpt indicates how Romanes and persons with a
similar point of view could employ biological and physiological assump-
tions to justify woman’s restriction to her traditional role.

In his Descent of Man Mr. Darwin has shown at length that what Hunter termed
secondary sexual characters occur throughout the whole animal series, at least as far
down in the zoological scale as the Articulata. The secondary sexual characters with
which he is chiefly concerned are of a bodily kind, such as plumage of birds, horns of
mammals, &c. But I think it is evident that secondary sexual characters of a mental
kind are of no less general occurrence. Moreover, if we take a broad view of these psy-
chological differences, it becomes instructively apparent that a general uniformity
pervades them — that while within the limits of each species the male differs psychologi-
cally from the female, in the animal kingdom as a whole the males admit of being
classified, as it were, in one psychological species and the females in another. . . .

It is probably due to a recognition of this fact that from the very earliest stages of
culture mankind has been accustomed to read into all nature—inanimate as well as
animate —differences of the same kind. Whether it be in the person of Maya, of the
pagan goddesses, of the Virgin Mary, or in the personifications of sundry natural
objects and processes, we uniformly encounter the conception of a feminine principle
coexisting with a masculine in the general frame of the cosmos. . . .

I will now briefly enumerate what appear to me the leading features of this distinc-
tion in the case of mankind, adopting the ordinary classification of mental faculties as
those of intellect, emotion, and will.

Seeing that the average brain-weight of women is about five ounces less than that of
men, on merely anatomical grounds we should be prepared to expect a marked inferi-
ority of intellectual power in the former. [Editors’ note: At this point Romanes refers
to the work of Sir J. Crichton Browne, who “as a result of many observations,” alleged
“that not only is the grey matter, or cortex, of the female brain shallower than that of
the male, but it also receives less than a proportional supply of blood’’. Such disparity,
Browne concluded, is evidence of “a fundamental sexual distinction” between the
sexes which can not be explained by differences in social or cultural training.] More-
over, as the general physique of women is less robust than that of men-—and therefore
less able to sustain the fatigue of serious or prolonged brain action —we should also on

! W. L. Distant, “On the Mental Differences Between the Sexes”, Royal Anthropological Institute of
Great Britain and Ireland, Journal, 1V (1874), 80.
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physiological grounds be prepared to entertain a similar anticipation. In actual fact
we find that the inferiority displays itself most conspicuously in a comparative absence
of originality, and this more especially in the higher levels of intellectual work. In her
powers of acquisition [of knowledge] the woman certainly stands nearer to the man
than she does in her powers of creative thought, although even as regards the former
there is a marked difference. The difference, however, is one which does not assert
itself till the period of adolescence. . . . But as soon as the brain, and with it the organ-
ism as a whole, reaches the stage of full development, it becomes apparent that there
is a greater power of amassing knowledge on the part of the male. Whether we look
to the general average or to the intellectual giants of both sexes, we are similarly met
with the general fact that a woman’s information is less wide and deep and thorough
than that of a man. What we regard as a highly cultured woman is usually one who
has read largely but superficially; and even in the few instances that can be quoted of
extraordinary female industry —which on account of their rarity stand out as excep-
tions to prove the rule—we find a long distance between them and the much more
numerous instances of profound erudition among men. . . .

But it is in original work . . . that the disparity is most conspicuous. . . . In no one
department of creative thought can women be said to have at all approached men,
save in fiction. Yet in poetry, music, and painting, if not also in history, philosophy,
and science, the field has always been open to both. For, as I will presently show, the
disabilities under which women have laboured with regard to education, social opinion,
and so forth, have certainly not been sufficient to explain this general dearth among
them of the products of creative genius.

Lastly, with regard to judgment, I think there can be no real question that the female
mind stands considerably below the male. It is much more apt to take superficial
views of circumstances calling for decision, and also to be guided by less impartiality.
Undue influence is more frequently exercised from the side of the emotions; and, in
general, all the elements which go to constitute what is understood by a characteristi-
cally judicial mind are of comparatively feeble development. Of course here, as else-
where, I am speaking of average standards. It would be easy to find multitudes of in-
stances where women display better judgment than men, just as in the analogous cases
of learning and creative work. But that as a general rule the judgment of women is
inferior to that of men has been a matter of universal recognition from the earliest
times. '[Editors’ note: This view contrasts strongly with Ruskin’s opinion, cited earlier,
that Shakespeare’s heroines are superior in every respect, including judgment, to his
male characters, who are so foolish and ineffectual that they do not deserve to be refer-
red to as “heroes”.] The man has always been regarded as the rightful lord of the
woman, to whom she is by nature subject, as both mentally and physically the weaker
vessel; and when in individual cases these relations happen to be inverted, the accident
becomes a favourite theme for humorists — thus showing that in the general estimation
such a state of matters is regarded as incongruous.

But if woman has been a loser in the intellectual race as regards acquisition, ori-
gination, and judgment, she has gained, even on the intellectual side, certain very
conspicuous advantages. First among these we must place refinement of the senses, or
higher evolution of sense-organs. Next we must place rapidity of perception, which no
doubt in part arises from this higher evolution of the sense-organs— or, rather, both
arise from a greater refinement of nervous organisation. . . . Reading implies enor-
mously intricate processes of perception, both of the sensuous and intellectual order;
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and I have tried a series of experiments, wherein reading was chosen as a test of the
rapidity of perception in different persons. . . . Now, in these experiments, where
every one read the same paragraph as rapidly as possible, I found that the palm was
usually carried off by the ladies. Moreover, besides being able to read quicker, they
were better able to remember what they had just read —that is, to give a better account
even of the paragraph as a whole. One lady, for example, could read exactly four
times as fast as her husband, and could then give a better account even of that portion
of the paragraph which alone he had time to get through. For the consolation of such
husbands, however, I may add that rapidity of perception as thus tested is no evidence
of what may be termed the deeper qualities of mind—some of my slowest readers being
highly distinguished men. . . .

Turning now to the emotions, we find that in woman, as contrasted with man, these
are almost always less under control of the will—more apt to break away, as it were,
from the restraint of reason, and to overwhelm the mental chariot in disaster. Whether
this tendency displays itself in the overmastering form of hysteria, or in the more ordin-
ary form of comparative childishness, ready annoyance, and a generally unreasonable
temper—in whatever form this supremacy of emotion displays itself, we recognise it
as more of a feminine than a masculine characteristic. The crying of a woman is not
held to betray the same depth of feeling as the sobs of a man; and the petty forms of
resentment which belong to what is known as a ‘‘shrew,’’ or a ‘‘scold,’’ are only to be
met with among those daughters of Eve who prove themselves least agreeable to the
sons of Adam. Coyness and caprice are very general peculiarities, and we may add,
as kindred traits, personal vanity, fondness of display, and delight in the sunshine of
admiration. There is also, as compared with the masculine mind, a greater desire for
emotional excitement of all kinds, and hence a greater liking for society, pageants,
and even for what are called ‘‘scenes,’” provided these are not of a kind to alarm her no
less characteristic timidity. Again, in the opinion of Mr. Lecky, with which I partly
concur:

“In the courage of endurance they are commonly superior; but their passive courage
is not so much fortitude which bears and defies, as resignation which bears and bends.
In the ethics of intellect they are decidedly inferior. They very rarely love truth, though
they love passionately what they call ‘the truth,” or opinions which they have derived
from others, and hate vehemently those who differ from them. They are little capable
of impartiality or doubt, their thinking is chiefly a mode of feeling; though very gener-
ous in their acts, they are rarely generous in their opinions or in their judgments. They
persuade rather than convince, and value belief as a source of consolation rather than
as a faithful expression of the reality of things.”

. . . But now, the meritorious qualities wherein the female mind stands pre-eminent
are, affection, sympathy, devotion, self-denial and modesty; long-suffering, or patience
under pain, disappointment, and adversity; reverence, veneration, religious feeling,
and general morality. In these virtues . . . it will be noticed that the gentler pre-
dominate over the heroic; and it is observable in this connection that when heroism of
any kind is displayed by a woman, the prompting emotions are almost certain to be of
an unselfish kind.

All the aesthetic emotions are, as a rule, more strongly marked in women than in
men—or, perhaps, I should rather say, they are much more generally present in women.
This remark applies especially to the aesthetic emotions which depend upon refine-
ment of perception. Hence feminine “taste” is proverbially good in regard to the
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smaller matters of everyday life, although it becomes, as a rule, untrustworthy in pro-
portion to the necessity for intellectual judgment. In the arrangement of flowers, the
furnishing of rooms, the choice of combinations in apparel, and so forth, we gener-
ally find that we may be most safely guided by the taste of women; while in matters of
artistic or literary criticism we turn instinctively to the judgment of men.

If we now look in somewhat more detail at the habitual display of these various
feelings and virtues on the part of women, we may notice, with regard to affection,
that, in a much larger measure than men, they derive pleasure from receiving as well
as from bestowing: in both cases affection is felt by them to be, as it were, of more
emotional value. The same remark applies to sympathy. It is very rare to find a woman
who does not derive consolation from a display of sympathy, whether her sorrow be
great or small; while it is by no means an unusual thing to find a man who rejects all
offers of the kind with a feeling of active aversion.

Touching devotion, we may note that it is directed by women pretty equally towards
inferiors and superiors—spending and being spent in the tending of children; minister-
ing to the poor, the afflicted, and the weak; clinging to husbands, parents, brothers,
often without and even against reason.

Again, purity and religion are, as it were, the natural heritage of women in all but
the lowest grades of culture. But it is within the limit of Christendom that both these
characters are most strongly pronounced; as, indeed, may equally well be said of nearly
all the other virtues which we have just been considering. And the reason is that Chris-
tianity, while crowning the virtue of chastity with an aureole of mysticismm more awful
than was ever conceived even by pagan Rome, likewise threw the vesture of sanctity
over all the other virtues which belong by nature to the female mind. . . .

So much, then, for the intellect and emotions. Coming lastly to the will, I have
already observed that this exercises less control over the emotions in women than in
men. We rarely find in women that firm tenacity of purpose and determination to
overcome obstacles which is characteristic of what we call a manly mind. When a
woman is urged to any prolonged or powerful exercise of volition, the prompting cause
is usually to be found in the emotional side of her nature, whereas in man we may
generally observe that the intellectual is alone sufficient to supply the needed motive. . . .
This comparative weakness of will is further manifested by the frequency among women
of what is popularly termed indecision of character. The proverbial fickleness of la
donna mobile is due quite as much to vacillation of will as to other unstable qualities
of mental constitution. The ready firmness of decision which belongs by nature to the
truly masculine mind is very rarely to be met with in the feminine; while it is not an
unusual thing to find among women indecision of character so habitual and pro-
nounced as to become highly painful to themselves—leading to timidity and diffidence
in adopting almost any line of conduct where issues of importance are concerned, and
therefore leaving them in the condition, as they graphically express it, of not knowing
their own minds.

If, now, we take a general survey of all these mental differences, it becomes appar-
ent that in the feminine type the characteristic virtues, like the characteristic failings,
are those which are born of weakness; while in the masculine type the characteristic
failings, like the characteristic virtues, are those which are born of strength. Which
we are to consider the higher type will therefore depend on the value which we assign
to mere force. Under one point of view, the magnificent spider of South America,
which is large enough and strong enough to devour a humming-bird, deserves to be
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regarded as the superior creature. But under another point of view, there is no spec-
tacle in nature more shockingly repulsive than the slow agonies of the most beautiful
of created beings in the hairy limbs of a monster so far beneath it in the sentient as in
the zoological scale. And although the contrast between man and woman is happily
not so pronounced in degree, it is nevertheless a contrast the same in kind. The whole
organisation of woman is formed on a plan of greater delicacy, and her mental struc-
ture is correspondingly more refined: it is further removed from the struggling instincts
of the lower animals, and thus more nearly approaches our conception of the spiritual.
For even the failings of weakness are less obnoxious than the vices of strength, and I
think it is unquestionable that these vices are of quite as frequent occurrence on the
part of men as are those failings on the part of women. The hobnailed boots may
have given place to patent-pumps, and yet but small improvement may have been
made upon the overbearing temper of a navvy; the beer-shop may have been super-
seded by the whist-club, and yet the selfishness of pleasure-seeking may still habitually
leave the solitary wife to brood over her lot through the small hours of the morning.
Moreover, even when the mental hobnails have been removed, we generally find that
there still remains what a member of the fairer sex has recently and aptly designated
mental heavy-handedness. By this I understand the clumsy inability of a coarser nature
to appreciate the feelings of a finer; and how often such is the case we must leave the
sufferers to testify. In short, the vices of strength to which I allude are those which
have been born of rivalry: the mental hide has been hardened and the man carries
into his home those qualities of insensibility, self-assertion, and self-seeking which
have elsewhere led to success in his struggle for supremacy. Or, as Mr. Darwin says,
“Man is the rival of other men; he delights in competition, and this leads to ambition
which passes too readily into selfishness. These latter qualities seem to be his natural
and unfortunate birthright.”

Of course the greatest type of manhood, or the type wherein our ideal of manliness
reaches its highest expression, is where the virtues of strength are purged from its vices.
To be strong and yet tender, brave and yet kind, to combine in the same breast the
temper of a hero with the sympathy of a maiden—this is to transform the ape and the
tiger into what we know ought to constitute the man. And if in actual life we find that
such an ideal is but seldom realised, this should make us more lenient in judging the
frailties of the opposite sex. These frailties are for the most part the natural conse-
quences of our own, and even where such is not the case, we do well to remember, as
already observed, that they are less obnoxious than our own, and also that it is the pri-
vilege of strength to be tolerant. Now, it is a practical recognition of these things that
leads to chivalry; and even those artifical courtesies which wear the mark of chivalry
are of value, as showing what may be termed a conventional acquiescence in the truth
that underlies them. This truth is, that the highest type of manhood can only then be
reached when the heart and mind have been so far purified from the dross of a brutal
ancestry as genuinely to appreciate, to admire, and to reverence the greatness, the
beauty, and the strength which have been made perfect in the weakness of woman-
hood. . ..

T. S. Clouston, M.D., “Female Education from a Medical Point of View”,
Popular Science Monthly, XXIV (1883), 214-28.

In November 1882 Dr. T. S. Clouston delivered two lectures at the
Philosophical Institution of Edinburgh in which he explained why the
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higher education of women must lead to disastrous consequences for the
women themselves, their children, and society at large. If a substantial
share of a woman’s limited amount of life force were diverted to her
brain, her reproductive organs would be inadequately supplied with the
energy required for the production of healthy offspring. The choice was
clear: books or babies and, preferably, babies.

Clouston, who was later knighted for his medical research, was no
ordinary physician. He was the first man to establish the connection
between congenital syphilis and general paresis; his books were trans-
lated into foreign languages; his Clinical Lectures on Mental Disease
and The Hygiene of Mind went through six and seven editions respec-
tively; he was the author of a marriage manual, Before I Wed: or Young
Men and Marriage; and the publication of his obituary notice in the
New York Times is indicative of the fact that he had an international
reputation. It is easy to imagine the extent to which he must have con-
tributed to the creation of a climate of opinion hostile to the cause of
education for women.

And Clouston was not alone. Other men of eminence—Herbert
Spencer, Robert Lawson Tait, sometime president of the British Gyne-
cological Society, Henry Maudsley, Professor of Medical Jurisprudence,
University College, London, and Edward H. Clarke of Harvard Univer-
sity, author of Sex in Education (see p. 268), shared Clouston’s opinion
that women, because of their physical limitations, were incapable of
competing effectively with men. In the excerpt that follows, Clouston
presents a view of woman that was probably accepted by the overwhelm-
ing majority of his medical colleagues, particularly since, like Geddes,
he made use of “scientific facts” to assure the preservation of traditional
female roles.

. . . There is a law of Nature . . . that lies at the very root of the principles I am go-
ing to advocate to-night. It is this, that every living being has from its birth a limit of
growth and development in all directions beyond which it can not possibly go by any
amount of forcing. Man can not add one cubit to his stature. The blacksmith’s arm
can not grow beyond a certain limit. The cricketer’s quickness can not be increased
beyond this inexorable point. The thinker’s effort can not extend further than this
fixed limit of brain-power in each man. This limit is fixed at different points in each
man in regard to his various powers, but there is a limit beyond which you can not go
in any direction in each faculty and organ.

The capacity for being educated or developed in youth, the receptive capacity of
each brain, is definitely fixed as to each brain of each young man and woman.

Then the important laws of hereditary transmission of weaknesses and peculiarities
and strong points must be studied and kept in mind, so far as we know them, by the
educator of youth. . . . Nothing is more certain than that every man and woman is
like their progenitors in the main. It takes generations for new conditions of life to
eradicate hereditary peculiarities, and then they are always tending to come back. . . .
Many nervous diseases and conditions are the most hereditary of all, and we have good
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reason to think that, in those subject to them, the conditions of life, and the treatment
to which the brain and the rest of the nervous system are subjected during the period
of the building of the constitution—that is, during adolescence from thirteen to twenty-
five—are of the highest importance in hastening and accentuating, or retarding and
lessening, those nervous peculiarities. . . . In our present state of physiological know-
ledge, itis . . . a quite inconceivable thing that takes place when we have two genera-
tions of perfectly healthy persons intervening between an insane great-grandmother
and an insane great-grandchild. The grandparent and the parent carried something
in their constitutions which was never appreciable to us at all. Yet it was there just as
certainly as if it had broken out as a disease. . . .

Another law of living beings to be kept in mind is this: There is a certain general
energy in the organism which may be used in many directions, and may take different
forms, such as for growth, nutrition, muscular force, thinking, feeling, or acquiring
knowledge, according as it is called out or needed. But its total amount is strictly
limited, and if it is used to do one thing, then it is not available for another. If you
use the force of your steam-engine for generating electricity, you can not have it for
sawing your wood. If you have the vital energy doing the work of building the bones
and muscles and brain during the year that a girl grows two inches in height, and gains
a stone in weight, you can not have it that year for the acquisition of knowledge and
for study. If by undue pressure you do call up and use for education the energy that
ought to go toward growth and strengthening the body, you produce a small and un-
healthy specimen of humanity, just like those plants which have had their flowers
unduly forced, and are deficient in bulk and hardiness, and will not produce seed.
Nature disposes of her energies in a human being in due proportion to the wants of
each organ and faculty. There is a natural and harmonious relation which each bears
to the other. This relation is different in different persons, and at different periods of
life. The plowman takes up most of his energy in muscular effort and in the repair of
waste muscle, and he has little left for thinking. The student uses his up in the mental
effort of his brain, and has little left for heavy muscular work. No doubt Nature is
sometimes prodigal of energy, and provides enough for the high-pressure working of
both the brgin and the muscles in some cases. But this is not the rule, and should not
be assumed as applicable to many persons. At the different periods of life Nature uses
up her available energy in different ways. She allocates it in babyhood chiefly to body-
growth, in early girlhood partly to growth and partly to brain development; in adoles-
cence, the period of which I am to speak chiefly to-night, her effort is evidently to
complete the building up of the structures everywhere, to bring to full development
the various functions, to strengthen and harmonize the whole body and the brain, so
that they shall be able to produce, and do in the succeeding years of full maturity all
that they are capable of. It is certainly not a period of production, but of acquisition.
If the original constitution derived from ancestry has been good, if the conditions of
life in childhood have been favorable, if the education has been of the right kind,
developing the whole being in all her faculties equally and harmoniously after Nature’s
plan, and if the period of adolescence has crowned and completed every organ and
every faculty, no faculty being unduly called on to the impoverishment of the others,
then we expect, and indeed must have, a woman in health, which means happiness
with the full capacity for work, for production, and for resisting hurtful influences,
and for living her allotted time. But this can only result from a harmonious and healthy
development, which we may take as the physician’s word to denote education in his
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sense. It can only result from regarding the woman as a unit, body and mind insepar-
able; it can only result from the educator’s efforts being on the lines of Nature’s facts,
and Nature’s harmonies, and Nature’s laws. . . .

There is another vital fact in the constitution of human nature that needs to be
taken into account. . . . Itis this, that one generation may, by living at high pressure,
or under specially unfavorable conditions, exhaust and use up more than its share of
energy. That is, it may draw a bill on posterity, and transmit to the next generation
not enough to pay it. I believe many of us are now having the benefit of the calm,
unexciting, lazy lives of our forefathers of the last generation. They stored up energy
for us; now we are using it. The question is, Can we begin at adolescence, work at high
pressure, keep this up during our lives (which in that case will be on an average rather
short), and yet transmit to our posterity enough vital energy for their needs? How
often it has happened, in the history of the world, that people who for generations
have exhibited no special energy, blaze out in tremendous bursts of national greatness
for a time, and then almost die out! The Tartars under Genghis Khan, the Turks
when they overawed Europe, the Arabs when they conquered Spain, are examples.
We must take care that this does not happen to us. How often we see a quiet country
family, that has for generations led quiet, humdrum lives, suddenly produce one or
two great men, and then relapse into greater obscurity than before, or become degen-
erate and die out altogether!

Another fact in the body and mind history of human beings is this, that there are
certain physiological eras or periods in life, each of which has a certain meaning. The
chief of such eras are childhood, puberty, adolescence, maturity, the climacteric, and
senility. We have to ascertain, What does Nature mean by these eras? What does it
strive to attain to in each period? What are the ideal conditions of each? No one of
these periods can be studied from a bodily point of view alone, or from a mental point
of view alone. They must be regarded from the point of view of the whole living being,
with all its powers and faculties, bodily and mental. Not only so, but in most cases the
inherited weaknesses must be taken into account too. Those eras of life can not be
fully understood looked at with reference to the individual. Their meaning is only
seen when the social life, the ancestral life, and the life of the future race, are all taken
into account. And this is what makes some proper attention to those eras so very impor-
tant from the social as well as the physician’s point of view. If they are not understood,
and so are mismanaged, not only the individual suffers, but society and the race of the
future. Particularly the era of adolescence is important, for it is the summer ripening
time in the vital history. If the grain is poorly matured, it is not good for either eating
or sowing.

Such is the physician’s, or perhaps I should rather say the physiologist’s, way of
regarding a woman, her development, and her education. It is because we do not
think the average parent and the professional educator in the technical sense always
take this wide view, but that the professional enthusiasm of the latter takes account of,
and tries to cultivate, one set of faculties only, vz., the mental; because we think the
public mind is getting to regard as all-important in female education what we think is
not so important, and so to take little account of what we regard as of supreme impor-
tance to the individual and to the race —usz., the constitution and the health— that I
think that the physiological view of female education should be brought forward and
presented to the public mind more frequently than is the case; while the bad results
in after-life of disregarding Nature’s laws, as these results come under the notice of the



42 Free and Ennobled

physician, should be strongly and clearly brought before the general mass of parents
and educators. It is not a matter that concerns the physician and his immediate patient
only. It concerns the whole of the people. . . .

The era of adolescence is one of the greatest importance from a bodily and mental
point of view in young men and women, but especially in the latter. . . . Then bodily
energies of a new kind begin to arise, vast tracts of brain quite unused before are
brought into active exercise. The growth assumes a different direction and type, awk-
wardness of movement becomes possible, and on the other hand a grace never before
attainable can be acquired. The bones begin to cohere and solidify at their ends, and
the soft cartilage joinings to get firmer. The tastes for food and drink often change.
Bread and butter and sweets no longer satisfy entirely. Stronger and more stimulating
foods are craved. The carriage and walk change. The lines of beauty begin to develop.
But the mental changes are even more striking. All that is specially characteristic of
woman begins to appear; childish things are put away; dolls no longer give pleasure.
For the first time distinct individual mental peculiarities show themselves. The effec-
tive portion of the mental nature begins to assume altogether new forms, and to acquire
a new power. Literature and poetry begin to be understood in a vague way, and the
latter often becomes a passion. The imagination becomes strengthened, and is directed
into different channels from before. The sense of right and wrong and of duty be-
comes then more active. Morality in a real sense is possible. A sense of the seriousness
and responsibility of life may be said then to awaken for the first time. The knowledge
of good and evil is acquired. The religious instinct arises then for the first time in any
power. Modesty and diffidence in certain circumstances are for the first time seen.
The emotional nature acquires depth, and tenderness appears. The real events and
possibilities of the future are reflected in vague and dream-like emotions and longings
that have much bliss in them, but not a little too of seriousness and difficulty. The
adolescent feels instinctively that she has now entered a new country, the face of which
she does not know, but which may be full of good and happiness to her. The reasoning
faculty acquires more backbone, but is as yet the slave of the instincts and the emo-
tions. A conception of an ideal in anything is then attainable and the ideal is very
apt to take the place of the real. The relations and feelings toward the other sex utterly
change, and the change makes its subject liable to tremendous emotional cataclysms,
that may utterly overmaster the rest of the mental life. There is a subject egoism, and
often selfishness, tending toward objective dualism. There is resolute action from
instinct and there is a tendency to set at defiance calculation and reason. All those
changes go hand in hand with bodily changes and bodily development. There is a
direct action and interaction between body and mind, all through. Accompanying all
these there are, when health is present, a constant ebullition of animal spirits, a joyous
feeling, a pleasure in life for its own sake, and there is a craving for light and beauty
in something. There should not only be enough energy in the body and mind to do
work, but there should be some to spare for fun and frolic, which is just Nature’s plea-
sant way of expending vital force that is not needed at the time for anything else.

For the origination, for the gradual evolution of all these mental changes into per-
fect womanhood, there are needed corresponding bodily developments. Without
these we should have none of those marvelous mental and emotional phenomena pro-
perly evolved and developed. If the health is weak, the nutrition poor, the bodily
functions disordered and imperfect, and the nervous force impaired, we are liable to
have the whole feminine mental development arrested or distorted. If undue calls are
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made on the nervous force, or the mental power, or the bodily energies, the perfec-
tion of nature can not be attained, and womanhood is reached without the character-
istic womanly qualities of mind or body. The fair ideal is distorted. The girl student
who has concentrated all her force on cramming book knowledge, neglecting her bodily
requirements; the girl betrothed who has been allowed to fall in love before her emo-
tional nature was largely enough developed; and the girl drudge who has been exhausted
with physical labor—all alike are apt to suffer the effects of an inharmonious, and
therefore unhealthy, mental and bodily constitution. The body and the mind go in
absolute unison, just as the blush on the maiden’s cheek comes and goes with emotion,
as the brightness and mobility of her features go with mental vivacity and happiness.

All those mental and bodily changes are not sudden, nor fully completed and brought
to perfection at once; it takes on an average from ten to twelve years before they are
fully completed. All that time they are going on, and during that time there is an im-
mense strain on the constitution. All that time the whole organic nature is in a state of
what we call instability: that is, it is liable to be upset in its working by slight causes.
The calls on the inherent vital energy to carry on and to bring to the harmonious per-
fection of full womanhood all of these combined bodily and mental qualities I have
referred to, during these ten or twelve years, are very great indeed.

We physicians maintain that this period is one of momentous importance, and we
have good reason to know this, for we are often called on to treat diseases that arise
then, and, having originated then, have been fully matured afterward. The risks and
the dangers to body and mind are then very great indeed. We count it a fearful risk
to run, not merely that actual disease should be brought on, but that a girl capable of
being developed into a healthy and happy woman, with a rounded feminine constitu-
tion after Nature’s type—the only type that secures happiness and satisfaction to a
woman—should by bad management, misdirected education, or bad conditions of
life, grow into a distorted, unnatural, and therefore unhappy woman, who can not
get out of the life that she has only to live once all that it is capable of yielding her.
Like all the other physiological eras of life, that of adolescence only comes once. If
the developing process, which is its chief characteristic, is not completed, then it is
missed for life. Whatever is done then is final; whatever is left undone is also final.
If a woman is not formed at twenty-five, the chances are she will never be so; if she is
not healthy then, she probably will not be so. Who in his senses can deny that it is far
better for nineteen women out of twenty to be healthy than to be intellectually well
educated? No acquirements of knowledge can possibly make up for health in after-life.
There is an organic happiness that goes only with good health and a harmoniously
constituted body and mind. Without that organic happiness life is not worth having.
Cheerfulness is one of the best outward signs of this perfect health, and what woman
has not missed her vocation in the world who is not cheerful? A general sense of well-
being is the best conscious proof of perfect health. It underlies all enduring happi-
ness. . . .

If in adolescence, before the bones are knit, and the growth completed, and the
feminine nature far advanced toward perfection, if the brain that is in the process of
doing all these things is year by year called on to exert its yet imperfect forces chiefly
in acquiring book-knowledge by long hours of study, and in consequence the growth
is stopped, the blood is thinned, the cheeks are pallid, the fat destroyed, the wondrous
forces and faculties that I have spoken of are arrested before they attain completion,
then, when the period of growth and development ceases, the damage is irreparable.
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There is no time or place of organic repentance provided by Nature for the sins of the
schoolmaster. . . . This is a poor lookout for the individual, but when motherhood
comes, and sound minds in sound bodies have to be transmitted to posterity, how is
it to be then with the future race? This aspect of the question of female education dur-
ing the period of adolescence is of absolutely primary importance to the world. Yet it
is wholly ignored in many systems of education. What is the use of culture, if it is all
to end with the present generation? What a responsibility to transmit to future genera-
tions weak bodies and over-sensitive brains, liable to all sorts of nervous disease! Noth-
ing can be more certain than that the qualities, good and bad, acquired in one genera-
tion are sent on to the next. The world may be all the better of a generation of healthy,
ignorant and happy mothers, who can produce stalwart, forceful sons and daughters
{(not that I wish this lecture to be an apology for health and ignorance), but the world
must be worse for a system of stopping full and harmonious development in the mothers
of the next generation. My plea is, that as Nature is harmonious in mental and bodily
development, we should follow on her lines, and not set up an educational standard
for ourselves that is one-sided, because it takes no proper account of the constitution
of the body and brain at all, only considering one brain-function — the mental.

Along with these developments of mind and emotion during adolescence there are,
unfortunately, too apt to develop hereditary weaknesses, especially of the nervous
kind. Physicians then meet with hysteria, neuralgia, nervous exhaustion, insanity, etc.,
for the first time. As normal individualities of bodily form and mental character then
arise, so abnormal developments arise too where they are inherited or brought on by
unfavorable treatment. . . . Unfortunately, there are very few families indeed, now-
adays, free from tendencies to some hereditary disease or other. Our modern life tends
to develop the brain and nervous system, and undue development means risk of disease
always. What the profession of medicine specially desires to guard our population
now against, is our becoming a nervous race. We want to have body as well as mind;
otherwise we think that degeneration of the race is inevitable. And, therefore, we
rather would err on the safe side and keep the mental part of the human machine back
a little, while we would encourage bulk, and fat, and bone, and muscular strength.
We think this gives a greater chance of health and happiness to the individual, and
infinitely more chance of permanence and improvement to the race. This applies to
the female sex, we think, more than to the male. Man’s chief work is more related to
the present (from a physiological point of view), woman’s chief work to the future of
the world. Why should we spoil a good mother by making an ordinary grammarian?

It will be said, as an hereditary fact, that most great men have had mothers of strong
minds. Ibelieve this to be true, but it is not a fact that many great men have had what
would now be called “highly-educated” mothers. There were usually an innate force
and a good development of mind and body in the mothers of such men, who usually
had led quiet, uneventful, unexciting lives. I am inclined to believe that if the mothers
of such men had been in adolescence worked in learning book-knowledge for eight or
ten hours a day in a sitting posture; if they had been stimulated by competition all
that time, and had ended at twenty-one by being first-prize women (as probably most
of them had the power of being)—if this had befallen them, then, I think, their sons
would have been small and distorted men, instead of being the lights of the world.
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W. R. Greg, “Prostitution”’, Westminster Review, LIII (1850), 448-506.

William R. Greg, a very popular and prolific essayist in the 1850,
was concerned not only with political and economic problems but with
moral and religious questions as well. He was a frequent contributor of
articles to the leading journals of the day, and he became a well-known
social commentator. In a review essay occasioned by a number of books
that had recently been published on prostitution, Greg put forward
what was probably the conventional attitude toward woman’s sexual
nature.

. . . Women's desires scarcely ever lead to their fall; for (save in a class of whom we
shall speak presently) the desire scarcely exists in a definite and conscious form, till
they have fallen. In this point there is a radical and essential difference between the
sexes: the arrangements of nature and the customs of society would be even more un-
equal than they are, were it not so. In men, in general, the sexual desire is inherent
and spontaneous, and belongs to the condition of puberty. In the other sex, the desire
is dormant, if not non-existent, till excited; always till excited by undue familiarities;
almost always till excited by actual intercourse. Those feelings which coarse and licen-
tious minds are so ready to attribute to girls, are almost invariably consequences.
Women whose position and education have protected them from exciting causes, con-
stantly pass through life without ever being cognizant of the promptings of the senses.
Happy for them that it is so! We do not mean to say that uneasiness may not be felt—
that health may not sometimes suffer; but there is no consciousness of the cause.
Among all the higher and middle classes, and, to a greater extent than would com-
monly be believed, among the lower classes also, where they either come of virtuous
parents, or have been carefully brought up, this may be affirmed as a general fact.
Were it not for this kind decision of nature, which, in England, has been assisted by
that correctness of feeling which pervades our education, the consequences would, we
believe, be frightful. If the passions of women were ready, strong, and spontaneous,
in a degree even remotely approaching the form they assume in the coarser sex, there
can be little doubt that sexual irregularities would reach a height, of which, at present,
we have happily no conception. Imagine for a moment, the sufferings and struggles
the virtuous among them would, on that supposition, have to undergo, in a country
where, to hundreds of thousands marriage is impossible, and to hundreds of thousands
more, is postponed till the period of youth is passed; and where modesty, decency, and
honour, alike preclude them from that indulgence which men practise without re-
straint or shame. No! Nature has laid many heavy burdens on the delicate shoulders
of the weaker sex: let us rejoice that this at least is spared them.

William Acton, M.R.C.S., The Functions and Disorders of the Repro-
ductive Organs, 3rd ed. (London: John Churchill, 1862), pp. 75, 88-89,
101-3.

The Victorian lady, despite the adulation lavished on her by men like
Ruskin, Rearden, Patmore, and Phillimore, was in truth a pitiable
creature. Not only was she physically and intellectually inferior to man,
as Clouston had plausibly explained, but even in the area of sexual en-
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joyment she ran a poor second. Dr. William Acton, a prominent London
physician, in the 1862 edition of his celebrated work, The Functions
and Disorders of the Reproductive Organs, presented an analysis of
woman’s sexual nature which in effect confirmed the idea, expressed
earlier by Greg, that women — that is, “good” women —neither sought
nor enjoyed sexual activity.

This was apparently not an eighteenth-century view; “. . . it seems to
have been reserved for the nineteenth century to state that women are
apt to be congenitally incapable of experiencing complete sexual satis-
faction, and peculiarly liable to sexual anesthesia’’.! There were, it is
true, dissenting voices, but the views that were most authoritative, most
representative, most widely accepted, and most firmly grounded in clini-
cal experience were those which were most consistent with the Victorian
stereotype. There is no doubt where the medical establishment stood.
As late as 1891, Dr. Robert Lawson Tait, a noted gynecologist and the
author of several outstanding texts in the field, maintained that the
sexual life of women did not bear comparison with that of men.2 The
extent to which such views actually reflected contemporary sexual
practices 1s, of course, conjectural.

. . . In the majority of cases the modest English female, who has just gone through
all the anxieties and fatigues of the marriage ceremony and its attendant leave takings,
and finds herself in a position so new, so anxious, and so apparently isolated, as that
of a newly married woman, would be generally only too happy for the first few days to
dispense with what in most instances is to her, at least, a most painful and distressing
climax to her other agitations. Again, it is a delusion under which many a previously
incontinent man suffers, to suppose that in newly married life he will be required to
treat his wife as he used to treat his mistresses. It is not so in the case of any modest
English girl. He need not fear that his wife will require the excitement, or in any res-
pect imitate the ways of a courtezan. . . .

If the married female conceives every second year, during the nine months that
follow conception she experiences no great sexual excitement. The consequence is
that sexual desire in the male is somewhat diminished, and the act of coition takes
place but rarely. And, again, while women are suckling there is usually such a call on
the vital force made by the organs secreting milk that sexual desire is almost anni-
hilated. Now, as all that we have read and heard tends to prove that a reciprocity of
desire is, to a great extent, necessary to excite the male, we must not be surprised if we
learn that excesses in fertile married life are comparatively rare, and that the passion
in the man becomes gradually sobered down. . . .

. . . I should say that the majority of women (happily for them) are not very much
troubled with sexual feeling of any kind. What men are habitually, women are only
exceptionally. It is too true, I admit, as the divorce courts show, that there are some
few women who have sexual desires so strong that they surpass those of men, and shock

! Havelock Ellis, Studies in the Psychology of Sex, 6 vols., 2nd ed. rev. (Philadelphia: F. A. Davis
Company, Publishers, 1928), III, 193-94.
2 Jbid., pp. 194-95.
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public feeling by their exhibition. I admit, of course, the existence of sexual excite-
ment terminating in nymphomania, a form of insanity that those accustomed to visit
lunatic asylums must be fully conversant with; but, with these sad exceptions, there
can be no doubt that sexual feeling in the female is in abeyance, and that it requires
positive and considerable excitement to be roused at all; and even if roused (which in
many instances it can never be) is very moderate compared with that of the male.
Men, and particularly young men, form their ideas of women'’s feelings from what they
notice early in life among loose or, at least, low and vulgar women. There is always a
certain number of females who, though not ostensibly in the rank of prostitutes, make
a kind of trade of a pretty face. They are fond of admiration, they like to attract the
attention of those immediately above them. Any susceptible boy is easily led to be-
lieve, whether he is altogether overcome by the syren or not, that she, and therefore all
women, must have at least as strong passions as himself. Such women, however, will
give a very false idea of the condition of female sexual feeling in general.

Association with the loose women of London streets, in casinos, and other immoral
haunts (who, if they have not sexual feeling, counterfeit it so well that the novice does
not suspect but that it is genuine), all seem to corroborate an early impression such as
this, and . . . it is from these erroneous notions that so many young men think that the
marital duties they will have to undertake are beyond their exhausted strength, and
from this reason dread and avoid marriage.

Married men—medical men—or married women themselves, would tell a very
different tale, and vindicate female nature from the vile aspersions cast on it by the
abandoned conduct and ungoverned lusts of a few of its worst examples.

There are many females who never feel any sexual excitement whatever. Others,
again, immediately after each period, do become, to a limited degree, capable of
experiencing it; but this capacity is often temporary, and may cease entirely till the
next menstrual period. The best mothers, wives, and managers of households, know
little or nothing of sexual indulgences. Love of home, children, and domestic duties,
are the only passions they feel.

As a general rule, a modest woman seldom desires any sexual gratification for her-
self. She submits to her husband, but only to please him; and, but for the desire of
maternity, would far rather be relieved from his attentions. No nervous or feeble
young man need, therefore, be deterred from marriage by any exaggerated notion of
the duties required from him. The married woman has no wish to be treated on the
footing of a mistress. . . .

Jeremy Bentham, Principles of the Civil Code, Part 111, Chapter V: Of
Marriage, in The Works of Jeremy Bentham, published under the super-
intendance of his executor John Bowring, 11 Vols. (Edinburgh: W. Tait;
and London: Simpkin, Marshall & Co., 1843), 1, 355-56.

There were some general principles—revealed truths, one might say—
on which Englishmen of the upper classes could agree, regardless of how
they might have differed on other matters. One such universally accepted
constant during the early part of the nineteenth century was that of the
legal position of married women. Jeremy Bentham, the father of utili-
tarianism and the opponent of special privilege, was, for example, bit-
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terly critical of Blackstone’s Commentarzes, but in his own observations
on marriage, he echoed and amplified Blackstone’s pronouncement of
the necessity for the submission of wives to husbands. Whereas Black-
stone, in the eighteenth century, took the wife’s inferiority for granted,
Bentham, in the nineteenth, attempted to justify it; the practical results
were the same. Whether the continued subordination of wives to hus-

bands contributed to the greatest happiness of the greatest number
seems somewhat debatable.

. . . “The wife should submit to the laws of the husband, saving recourse to justice.”
Master of the wife as to what regards his own interests, he ought to be guardian of the
wife as to what regards her interests. Between the wishes of two persons who pass their
life together, there may at every moment be a contradiction. The benefit of peace
renders it desirable that a pre-eminence should be established, which should prevent
or terminate these contests. But why is the man to be the governor? Because he is
the stronger. In his hands power sustains itself. Place the authority in the hands of the
wife, every moment will be marked by revolt on the part of the husband. This is not
the only reason: it is also probable that the husband, by the course of his life, possesses
more experience, greater aptitude for business, greater powers of application. In
these respects there are exceptions, but the question is, what ought to be the general
law?

I have said, ‘‘saving recourse to justice;’’ for it is not proper to make the man a ty-
rant, and to reduce to a state of passive slavery the sex which, by its weakness and its
gentleness, has the greatest need of protection. The interests of females have too often
been neglected. At Rome the laws of marriage were only the code of the strongest,
and the shares were divided by the lion. But those who, from some vague notion of
justice and of generosity, would bestow upon females an absolute equality, would only
spread a dangerous snare for them. To set them free, as much as it is possible for the
laws to do so, from the necessity of pleasing their husbands, would be, in a moral point
of view, to weaken instead of strengthen their empire. The man, secure from his pre-
rogative, has no uneasiness arising from his self-love, and derives enjoyment even from
sacrificing it. Substitute to this relation a rivalry of powers, the pride of the strongest
would be continually wounded, and would prove a dangerous antagonist for the more
feeble; and placing a greater value upon what was taken, than upon what was still
possessed, it would direct all its efforts to the re-establishment of its pre-eminence. . . .

John William Burgon, B.D., 4 Sermon Preached Before the University
of Oxford, June 8, 1884 (Oxford and London: Parker and Co., 1884),
pp. 7,9, 11-12, 14-17.

In 1884 John William Burgon, the Dean of Chichester, preached a
sermon in the chapel of New College, Oxford, in which he warned
women that, in aspiring to be equal to men, they were flouting God’s
will and manifest intention. (Burgon’s views, incidentally, in both reli-
gion and politics, were so notoriously reactionary that both houses of
Parliament had forced the government to withdraw his nomination to a
university commission.) In the course of explaining why higher educa-
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tion for women was not consistent with Christianity, Burgon passionately
defended the traditional view of woman’s creation, and argued that
since her inferiority was a deliberate part of the Divine Plan, it was al-
most an act of rebellion against the Deity to treat woman as though she
were equal to man. Burgon’s sermon demonstrates the extent to which
the dogmas of religion could be used to perpetuate the notion of woman’s
innate inferiority.

GENESIS 1:27

“So GOD created Man in His own image.

In the image of GOD created He him.

Male and female created He them.”

. . . Do men consider that the Creator has based the law of Marriage on the con-
cluding clause of this His own primaeval utterance, —“Male and female created He
them?’’ Autend to the matter for a moment and you will see that it is so indeed. For
(as all remember) when questioned by the Pharisees whether it is “lawful for a man to
put away his wife for every cause?” —our SAVIOUR’S words were, “Have ye not read
that He which made them at the beginning, made them male and female?” Neither
in the Law is it written, nor yet in the Gospel is it said, “Man and Woman created He
them.”” And why? Clearly because as yet Woman had not received her being. The
male and female were as yet implicitly shut up in one. The race was included in the
unit. The two sexes were represented by the one sex. And the subsequent marvellous
history fully justifies the expression; for, since it was determined in the Divine counsels
that Woman should derive her being from and out of Man, it was competent for the
HOLY SPIRIT, by Moses, to declare on the occasion of Man’s Creation, “Male and
female created He them.”’

. . . But the essential matter is behind. It is this original unity of the primaeval
pair in the one person of Adam,—the previous unity of ‘‘male and female,””—which
is made the foundation of the Divine argument respecting Marriage. . . .

Men of piety are sometimes heard to speak somewhat to the following effect: — That
it would not shake their faith in Revelation even if Evolution should come to be accepted
as the true account of the Origin of the Human race: and that for their own parts
though they are willing to accept the Mosaic record, they are yet by no means sure
that it is wrong to regard the narrative in Genesis of Man and Woman'’s first beginning
as partaking of the nature of sacred allegory.

I find it difficult to express the offence which such language occasions me. An un-
believer’s unbelief in the sacred record, I can understand: but I neither can nor will
understand this playing at fast and loose with Divine Truth, —this endeavour to give
one hand to Moses and the other hand to Darwin. “If the Lord be God, follow Him:
but if Baal, then follow him.” You absolutely must make your election. Both accounts
of the matter cannot possibly be true. The two systems cannot possibly co-exist. One
of them must be fabulous. And, since by the hypothesis I am addressing a believer, I
hasten to shew that the Mosaic account of the Creation of the first Man and the first
Woman must needs be taken literally. . . .

Beyond all things, pray note what is recorded concerning Woman’s original Crea-
tion. On this head the SPIRIT hath been singularly full and particular. Not only the
manner of Woman'’s beginning, but the reason of it is expressly set down. The Man
having been formed of the dust of the ground, inspired with the breath of life and
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made a living soul, is transferred to the Garden which “the LORD GOD had planted
eastward in Eden’’ “‘to dress it and keep it.”’ There he is taken into solemn covenant
with God. But he is a unit in Creation. Whereupon it is declared that “it is not good
that he shall be alone,’” and so the Creator announces His intention to ‘‘make him a
help meet for him.’’ The announcement is presently repeated, as if in token that ‘‘the
thing is established by GOD.”’ And lo, from Adam’s side, while he sleeps—‘‘bone of his
bone and flesh of his flesh,”’—a Woman is ‘‘builded’’ and ‘‘brought unto the Man.”’

Behold then, at the very outset, the reason of Woman’s creation distinctly assigned.
She is intended to be Man’s “‘help.””—Man’s helper. The expression ‘‘meet for him”’
implies that she is to be something corresponding to him, —a second self. Yet not a
rival self: for, as the SPIRIT pointed out some 4000 years later, “the Man was not
created for the Woman, but the Woman for the Man:’’ and from this very considera-
tion the SPIRIT deduces Woman’s inferiority.

But the disparity of the sexes is inferred by S[t]. Paul from every part of the record
of Woman’s Creation. ‘“The Man,”’ (says he) “‘is the image and glory of GOD: but the
Woman is the glory of the Man. For the Man is not of the Woman, but the Woman
of the Man.” And in another place, —“Let the Woman learn in silence with all sub-
jection. But I suffer not a Woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the Man, but
to be in silence. For Adam was first formed, then Eve. And” (glancing on to a subse-
quent incident which however still belongs to the history of Woman'’s earliest being) -
“Adam was not deceived; but the Woman being deceived was in the transgression.”

. . . Now I submit that the purport of all this is unmistakeable, and that the pri-
maeval decree concerning Woman, so reproduced and enforced by fresh sanctions in
the day of the Gospel, may never more be set aside without peril —peril to the best
interests of either sex. I am not overlooking the solemn fact that to Woman under the
Gospel is restored that honour, dignity and consideration by Eve's transgression Woman
had forfeited under the Law. But it is much to be noted that S. Paul's teaching
concerning Woman is built entirely on the narrative in Genesis: thus proving that the
primaeval decree concerning her is a thing for all time. There has been no after thought,
no reversal of the original relation of the sexes. Woman’s relation to Man is still what
it was in the beginning. . . .

. . . My ground for saying this is because I observe that S. Paul is obliged once
and again, with something like sharpness, to rebuke the overeager self-assertion (as
one is apt to regard it) of the other sex, waking up to a proud consciousness of their
newly-recovered privilege; giddy (so to speak) at finding themselves set on such a pin-
nacle of honour. Hence those sayings of S. Paul of which I reminded you just now.
“Let the woman learn in silence with all subjection.” “I suffer not a woman to teach,
nor to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence.” “Let your women keep
silence in the Churches: for it is not permitted unto them to speak: but they are com-
manded to be under obedience, as also saith the Law. And if they will learn anything,
let them ask their husbands at home: for it is a shame for a woman to speak in the
Church.” You will also remember S. Paul’'s . . . reason why women should wear a
token of subjection on their heads in the congregation. His persistent requirement of
subordination, submission, obedience, no one can forget.

. . . Thus then it appears that in the very dawn of Christianity it was found needful
to repress forwardness of selfyassertion in the other sex: while at the same time Woman’s
peculiar duties, her appointed sphere, her legitimate channel of influence and method
of occupation were carefully prescribed. Home is clearly Woman’s intended place;

) (¢
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and the duties which belong to Home are Woman’s peculiar province. The primaeval
decree will never lose its force while sun and moon endure, that Woman is designed
to be Man’s ‘“‘help.” And it is in the sweet sanctities of domestic life, in home duties, in
whatever belongs to and makes the happiness of Home, that Woman is taught by the
SPIRIT to find scope for her activity, to recognize her sphere of most appropriate
service. ‘‘To guide the house;”’ and so to guide it as ‘‘to give none occasion to the adver-
sary to speak reproachfully;’’ ¢his is her province! ‘“To be a keeper at home;’’ and so to
keep at home as to be the Keeper of home, the Watcher for the home, as well: this is
her duty! . . .

F.&E—C



CHAPTER III

The Emergence of Feminism

The outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789, and the events which
followed, provided the ideological foundations of the feminist move-
ment. So far as the catchwords, Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity went,
the last, it is true, with its uncompromisingly masculine gender, offered
little encouragement to believers in women’s rights, but the call to Liberty,
and particularly to Equality, struck a chord in the militant bosom of
Mary Wollstonecraft. If all men were equal, why not all women, and
why not all men and women? Wollstonecraft’s book, A4 Vindication of
the Rights of Woman, published in 1792, had only limited circulation,
but it marked the start of the agitation for equal rights which is still go-
ing on today.

Subsequently, socialists in France and England, such as Count Henri
de Saint Simon and Robert Owen, in their attempts to form a society free
of social injustice, explicitly charged that women were the chief victims
of the economic exploitation and sexual degradation that were charac-
teristic of the capitalist system. Socialists, therefore, at least in theory,
were committed to a demand for the liberation of women from the bonds
that oppressed them.

Although the abstract ideals of the French Revolution, and later, of
socialist theorists, may have provided the ideological framework of femin-
ism, its development in England was stimulated in particular by the
change in the role of middle-class women brought about by the Indus-
trial Revolution. Prior to the nineteenth century, practically all married
women had made a significant economic contribution to their marriage —
so much so, in fact, that a farmer or tradesman could literally not have
successfully conducted his affairs had it not been for the efforts of his
hard-working wife. Spinning and weaving, making candles, taking care
of the farm animals, making butter and cheese, working beside him in
the field, helping to conduct his business —these were some of the acti-
vities by which the wife materially aided her husband. But with the
coming of the Industrial Revolution, many of the activities which had
been performed within the household were now taken over by factories
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or entrepreneurs willing to provide these services. Consequently, the
upper middle-class woman’s economic significance diminished. It
shrank still further with her increasingly greater reliance on domestic
help, and with her husband’s growing prosperity which reinforced his
desire to demonstrate that he alone was the breadwinner.! Finally, with
the emergence of an ethos which demanded that the lady of the house
perform no useful function, and that she be merely an ornamental object
testifying to her husband’s wealth, this formerly useful member of society
was reduced to the status of a parasite. An idle wife became, at least
for those sufficiently affluent, a status symbol; work — particularly out-
side the home —came to be considered degrading and inconsistent with
the role of the Victorian lady. As Mrs. Ellis noted, “if a lady does but
touch any article no matter how delicate, in the way of trade, she loses
caste, and ceases to be a lady”.?

At the same time that the economic and social position of middle-class
women was changing, momentous demographic changes were taking
place in England. There had always been slightly more women than
men; by the middle of the nineteenth century, because of emigration
and the disinclination of men to marry at an early age, the discrepancy
had grown.® In the decades that followed, the problem seemed to be
getting worse. The census of 1851, for example, noted that for the age
group 40—45, one-quarter of the women were unmarried. The West-
minster Review in 1850 claimed that there were 500,000 “surplus
women”; by 1882 an essayist alleged that there were a million more
women than men.*

Disproportionately high numbers of these surplus women were middle-
class,® and for that reason doomed, because in order to realize Victorian
society’s highest ideal, a middle-class woman first had to satisfy an all-
important prerequisite: she had to find a husband. The Angel in the
House had to be a married angel; preferably one with children. Conse-

! Patricia Branca in Silent Sisterhood points out that the woman of the lower middle class, aided normally
by no more than a single servant, remained an active and contributing member of the household.

ZSarah Stickney Ellis, The Women of England, their Social Duties and Domestic Habits (New York:
Edward Walker, 1850), p. 104.

3The disinclination of middle-class men to marry derived in part from the fact that after the Industrial
Revolution, marriage no longer joined a husband and wife in an economic partnership; instead, a wife
became a thing “to be afforded”. A man might thus defer marriage, while the “girl who should be his
mate withers unwanted in the ‘upholstered cage’ of her parents’ home”. M. A., The Economic Foundations
of the Women’s Movement (London: Fabian Society, 1914), p. 11. Also see “Excess of Widows over
Widowers”, Westminster Review, CXXXI (1889), 501-05.

*J. R. and Olive Banks, Feminism and Family Planning, p. 27; “Social Reform in England”, Westminster
Review, LXXXVII (1866), 161; Adelaide Ross, “Emigration for Women", Macmillan’s Magazine, VL
(1882), 314. Even if one concedes that these figures are imprecise (and probably exaggerated), there is no
doubt that there was a statistically significant, hard core of unmarried women in the nineteenth century.
Although some modern writers may question the fact, to contemporaries the problem was real enough.

SW. R. Greg, “Why are Women Redundant?” reprinted in Literary and Social Judgments (Boston:
James R. Osgood & Co., 1873), p. 276; J. B. Mayor, “The Cry of the Women™, Contemporary Review, XI
(1869), 197. It was “a rare thing”, noted Mayor, “to meet with an old maid” in the rural lower classes, due
not only to the demand for domestic servants and sempstresses but, in addition, to the fact that “all the lower-
class men marry, and marry early”. Neither of these conditions, of course, existed for the upper classes.
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quently, many women of impeccable middle-class status were relegated
to a kind of first circle on the periphery of society simply because they
had failed to acquire husbands and produce children. They were the
rejects, almost the outcasts, of Victorian society: the old maids who
were barely tolerated by prosperous relations and were stock figures in
Victorian literature. A society which decreed that matrimony and
motherhood were the criteria for acceptance had little room for females
who had failed to pass that test. It was a brutal fact of Victorian life
that these “surplus” or “redundant” women “who in place of completing,
sweetening, and embellishing the existence of others [were] compelled
to lead an independent and incomplete existence of their own! had no
raison d’étre.

The problem of the surplus middle-class woman could be stated sim-
ply: pairing off the available men and women would, since there were
more of the latter, leave an unassimilable balance of single females,
who could not expect to find mates in England. What was to be done
with them? Among the Swiftian solutions offered were polygamy and
infanticide. But, the Westminster Review noted, emigration was the
only practical remedy, since “we cannot put our 500,000 surplus women
to death”.? The greater number of emigration societies, however, were
concerned with women of the working class. True, a few such societies
were formed to take care of the needs of redundant middle-class females, 3
but in general they were ineffectual, largely because the objects of their
philanthrophy did not wish to leave home for the colonies. Genteel
poverty and a single existence in England seemed preferable to the un-
known fate which awaited them in Australia, Canada, or New Zealand.

As a result of their rejection of emigration as a remedy, there were
large numbers of gentlewomen whose precarious economic existence
forced them to earn their own livings in a society which provided no real
economic opportunity for them. Even those whose material needs were
taken care of were sometimes driven by a sense of frustration and futility

! Greg, “Why are Women Redundant?” in Literary and Social Judgments, p. 276. In 1870 at a meeting
of the Victoria Discussion Society, the following statement attributed to a contemporary writer was cited
approvingly: “A woman is positively and distinctly created that she may become a wife and mother. If
she misses this destiny, there is something wrong somewhere. . . . You may make an old maid, or a nun, or
a nurse all her life of her; but if you do, she is qud woman, a failure, whatever great and noble things she
may do”. See the remarks of J. McGrigor Allan, *‘A Protest Against Woman’s Demand for the Privileges of
Both Sexes”, Victoria Magazine, XV (1870), 321.

% “Social Reform in England”, p. 161.

3 The efforts of Maria Rye and Jane Lewin are particularly noteworthy. Miss Rye, one of the original
founders of the Society for Promoting the Employment of Women (see p. 144) came to believe that emigra-
tion rather than employment would be a more effective cure for the problem of the “redundant woman”.
Miss Rye founded in 1862 the Female Middle Class Emigration Society whose specific aim was to encourage
the emigration of educated women. After 1869 Miss Lewin, who from the first had been active in this
cause, continued the work of the Society. In addition, other emigration societies were founded; one of
them, the Women's Emigration Society, also made efforts to assist educated women, but the problems
associated with such an endeavor were, of course, numerous. See, for example, “On Female Emigration”,
National Association for the Promotion of Social Science, Transactions, 1862, pp. 811-13; Adelaide Ross,
“Emigration for Women”, Macmallan's Magazine, VL (1882), 312-17.
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to demand some constructive outlet for their energy and talents. “Why,
oh, my God”, wrote young Florence Nightingale, “cannot I be satisfied
with the life that satisfies so many people? . . . Why am I starving, des-
perate, diseased on it? . . . My God what am I to do?”"!

Such frustration drove some middle-class single women to embark on
a campaign of education and pressure designed to force their male-
dominated society to permit the participation of unmarried women —
and married women who no longer had family responsibilities—in acti-
vities which had become virtually a masculine monopoly. Thus, it was
not a coincidence that the feminist movement arose in the late 1850’s
and 60’s, precisely the time both when demographic changes prevented
thousands of women from filling the role of wife and mother, and when
new social ideals had robbed many middle-class women of the satisfac-
tion of being economically useful.?

There were, of course, comparatively few who could be classified as
feminists.® Most women, either out of resignation, passivity, or content-
ment, did not aspire to an active and independent life. Bessie Rayner
Parkes, Jessie Boucherett, Frances Power Cobbe, and Emily Davies,
were exceptions—single, middle-class activists who shared a common
concern for ameliorating the condition of women. Not surprisingly, in
view of the large numbers of unmarriageable females, the efforts of these
feminists were directed, in particular, toward alleviating the plight of
single women. Furthermore, the unmarried woman, rather than the
married one, was usually the target of feminist concern because a major-
ity of these reformers accepted the conventional view that a married
woman’s first priority must be her husband and children.

To a traditionalist like W. R. Greg, author of a widely-read article,
“Why are Women Redundant?” spinsterhood was an abomination, celi-
bacy was an unnatural state, and the life of the unmarried (both men
and women) was ‘‘essentially unsound, unstable, and the source of im-
measureable wretchedness and mischief”’.* Consequently, attempts to invest
the life of the single female with purpose and dignity, to prepare her for
a useful role in society, and to create for her a meaningful and satisfac-
tory existence, were bound to fail because they were hopelessly wrong-

1 Cited in Cecil Woodham-Smith, Florence Nightingale (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc.,
1951), p. 59. Miss Nightingale, however, later became satisfied with her personal achievement of a meaning-
ful existence, and did not become an active feminist. On the contrary, she once described herself as being
“brutally indifferent to the wrongs or the rights of my sex”. Ibid., p. 217.

2The comments of Bessie Rayner Parkes on the emergence of feminism are instructive. While acknow-
ledging the theoretical foundations of the woman’s movement, Miss Parkes emphasized that “except for the
material need which exerted a constant pressure over a large and educated class, the ‘woman’s movement’
could never have become in England a subject of popular comment, and to a certain extent of popular
sympathy”. Essays on Woman’s Work, 2nd ed. (London: Alexander Strahan Publisher, 1865), p. 55.

® According to the Oxford Universal English Dictionary, the term feminism, in the sense of “advocacy of
the claims and rights of women”, was not in use until 1895. Ellis Ethelmer in 1898 attributed the word to
the French who, “in their facile tongue have assigned the fitting and comprehensive title of ‘Feminisme’ ” to

the movement for establishing the equality of the sexes. “Feminism”, Westminster Review, CIL (1898), 59.
4 Greg, “Why are Women Redundant?” in Literary and Social Judgments, p. 299.
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headed and were founded on a grotesque misconception of woman’s
nature, abilities, and needs. The only acceptable career for women, in
short, was marriage —if not at home, then in the colonies.!

But feminists spurned the assumption that woman’s significance could
be understood solely in relation to man, and that her only fulfillment
could come through family life. In short, they rejected the notion that
“man and woman are two halves of a perfect whole which cannot be
divided without injury—that neither he nor she, standing apart from
each other, have any integral completeness in his or her nature.”” Not
at all, said the rebels; married life was not the sole life worth living; an
independent existence was compatible with womanhood.? Fortified with
this conviction, they proceeded to demonstrate it by working to improve
education, public health, reformatories, housing, and workhouses, giv-
ing a dramatic demonstration of woman’s capacity to take her place be-
side men and, in some cases, actually to excel them in these fields. Some
of the more ardent spirits went beyond this to advocate the employment
of women in the private sector and actually to open some occupations
to them. Others were drawn inevitably into regarding the vote as the
sine qua non for the emancipation of women.

It should be pointed out, however, that these middle-class ladies were
not the only women who could be described as feminists. Certainly, des-
pite the limited nature of their objectives, the anonymous working-class
women who formed Female Reform Societies in 1818 and 1819, or
Female Political Unions and Female Charter Unions in the late 1830’s,
are entitled to be regarded as early feminists. There were, in addition,
feminists whose advocacy of women’s rights cut across sex and class lines.
Early nineteenth-century socialists, for example, whether Owenites or
Saint-Simonians, agitated for the political equality of women and their
economic liberation. Their desire to transform society demanded not
only the establishment of a new economic system but also the destruction
of institutions such as marriage which, they believed, served only to per-
petuate the subjection of wives to their husbands. Later nineteenth-
century English socialists, both Marxist and Fabian, continued to
advance feminist ideas.

In the light of the wide doctrinal spectrum of those engaged in the
battle for women’s rights, it is obviously simplistic to speak of a feminist
“movement”’, with the implication that those who sought a change in
woman’s role were attempting to achieve a coherent and consistent pro-
gram. Although they all championed women’s emancipation, their

1 Ibid., pp. 274-308.

2 “Social Reform in England”, p. 163.

3 A strong supporter of this view was the Christian Socialist, Charles Kingsley, who pointed out (in “Women
and Politics”, Macmillan’s Magazine, XX [1869], 561), that a lady might choose to remain unmarried for
a variety of reasons, including the possibility that “she will not degrade herself by marrying for marrying’s
sake”.
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ideologies and objectives were not identical.! Staunch middle-class
advocates of women’s rights such as Bessie Rayner Parkes or Barbara
Leigh Smith Bodichon, who sought to expand educational and employ-
ment opportunities for women, would have been as shocked as was the
rest of conventional society at the radical feminism of an Eleanor Marx
Aveling, who, true to the beliefs of her famous father, insisted that
woman’s emancipation could never be achieved within the framework
of the existing social and economic system. Even among those indivi-
duals who shared a common goal—to provide an alternative to the ster-
ile ideal of Victorian womanhood —there was a difference of opinion re-
garding the extent to which women should be admitted to equal status
with men. Thus, an Octavia Hill, passionately committed to raising
the economic and moral standards of the lower classes, remained uncon-
vinced that women needed the vote. On the other hand, Lydia Becker,
coming from the same background and equally dedicated, not only felt
that women had to have the vote but, in fact, claimed that the future of
society depended upon it.

The tendency of all these women, regardless of their various outlooks
and their differing stands on such questions as female suffrage, was to
move out of the narrow sphere usually reserved to the female sex and
into the theatre of social action. Anyone observing them might be influ-
enced, if not compelled, to accept the claims for female equality which
John Stuart Mill was shortly to express in the most persuasive feminist
argument of the nineteenth century, The Subjection of Women (1869).
In this work Mill stated his fervent conviction that the principle of “sub-
ordination of one sex to the other” was “wrong in itself, . . . and that it
ought to be replaced by a principle of perfect equality. . . .”?

“With the Emancipation of Women Will Come the Emancipation of
the Useful Class”, The Crisés, June 15, 1833.

Anna Wheeler, an ardent champion of female emancipation in the
early nineteenth century, was a beautiful and brilliant woman, the god-
child of the Irish nationalist Henry Grattan, the mother-in-law of the
novelist Bulwer Lytton, a close friend of Bentham and the socialists
Robert Owen—whom she introduced to Fourier—and Saint Simon.
She was particularly close to William Thompson, a fierce defender of
feminist principles, who in the course of a debate with James Mill in
1825, published what may be regarded as the earliest explicit statement
in favor of the extension of political rights to English women. His daring

! Bessie Rayner Parkes, among others, noted the divisions. “We must not be surprised to find that a
marked diversity of practical aims has existed among the supporters of what has been generally known as the
woman'’s movement, or that it should be quite impossible to draw up any definite programme of what they
wanted or strove to attain’’. Essays on Woman’s Work, p. 8.

2 John Stuart Mill, The Subjection of Women, in Essays on Sex Equality, edited by Alice S. Rossi (Chicago
and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1970), p. 125.
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proposal stemmed from both his socialist and utilitarian views, and was
strengthened by his friendship with Mrs. Wheeler, to whom he freely
acknowledged his intellectual indebtedness. Indeed, Thompson wrote,
his ideas were their “joint property”, he was her “interpreter and the
scribe of [her] sentiments”, and the Appeal thus represented “the pro-
test of at least one man and one woman”.! With Mrs. Wheeler, Thomp-
son believed that the highest type of society—one that would assure to
women “‘an equality of happiness with men” —would be established on
the principle of mutual cooperation, not on individual competition; it
would be a society founded on benevolence, not on fear. Even within
the framework of the existing imperfect social and economic order,
Thompson maintained, removal of civil and political disabilities (“the
rubbish of ignorant restrictions . . . which restrain women”)* would be
easy to rectify —all that was needed was for men to be willing to confer
on women equal rights.

In lectures to socialist and cooperative groups, Mrs. Wheeler called
for the provision of equal access to education, the abolition of the double
sexual standard, and the granting to women of civil and political rights
equal to those of men, including the vote. In addition, she opposed tra-
ditional religion and rejected the institution of marriage.

The following selection from a French woman’s periodical, La Femme
Libre, was translated by Mrs. Wheeler and published in The Crisss,
Robert Owen’s weekly, one of the few publications that would give the
subject of emancipation a hearing. It presents the Saint-Simonian indict-
ment of the exploitation of women and calls for their emancipation.

When the whole of the people are roused in the name of Liberty, and . . . the labour-
ing class demand their freedom, shall we women remain passive and inert spectators of
this great movement of social emancipation, which takes place under our eyes?

Is our condition as women so happy that there is nothing left for us to desire or to
demand? Up to the present hour, have not women through all past ages been degraded,
oppressed, and made the property of men? This property in women, and the conse-
quent tyranny it engenders, ought now to cease. We are born as free as men—their
infancy is as helpless as ours, and ours as theirs. Without our tenderness, our sympathy
and care, they could never grow up to be our oppressors, and, but through the most
blind and barbarous injustice; one-half the human race cannot be made THE SER-
VANTS of the other. Let us then understand our rights—let us also understand our
powers—and let us learn how to employ usefully the intelligence and the attractions
that nature has bestowed upon us. Let us reject as a husband any man who is not suffi-
ciently generous to consent to share with us all the rights he himself enjoys. We will
no longer accept this form of marraige, ‘‘Wives submit yourselves to your husbands.”’
We demand equal marriage laws— preferring infinitely a state of celibacy to one of
slavery. We feel and know that nature has made us the equals of men, and that an

1 William Thompson, Appeal of One Half the Human Race, Women, Against the Pretensions of the
Other Half, Men (1825), pp. vii, ix. Burt Franklin Reprint, 1970.
2 Ibid., p. xiv.
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ignorantly contrived social system, vicious in principle and practice, has cunningly
restricted the development of our intellectual, moral, and physical faculties, in order
to deprive us of our social rights. . . .

Honour to those generous men [who have proclaimed the equality of women]—a
halo of glory awaits them in the new world! Let us unite our voice with theirs and de-
mand our rights as citizens. . . . Universal association has already commenced; from
henceforth all nations shall be united by ties of brotherly love, by industry, science,
and morals. The future will be eminently pacific—no more war, no more national
antipathies; love, and sympathy, and kindness will be the all-pervading sentiment.
The reign of harmony and peace will establish itself throughout the earth, and the
time is arrived when woman shall find her place, her acknowledged, her useful, and
dignified place upon it. Lzberty and equality, that is to say, the free and equal chance
of developing all our faculties.

This is the glorious conquest we have to make, and this we cannot effect, but on
condition of forming ourselves into one solid union. Let us no longer form two camps—
that of the women of the people, and that of the women of the privileged class. Let
our common interest unite us to obtain this great end. Let all jealousy disappear from
amongst us. Let us honour worth, and give place to superior talent and capacity, at
whatever side it may appear.

Women of the privileged class— those amongst you who are young, beautiful, and
rich, and who think yourselves happy, when in your splendid salons you breathe the
incense of flattery, which all around are interested lavishly to bestow upon you —you
fancy yourselves queens, but your reign is of short duration; it ends with the balll When
you return home you are slaves, you find there a master who makes you feel his power,
and you soon forget all the evanescent pleasures of the feast. Women of every class,
you have a noble part to perform —you are called upon to spread the principles of
order and harmony everywhere. Then turn to the advantage of society at large the
fascination of your talents and the influence of your beauty—the sweetness of your
words will carry conviction with them and induce men themselves to follow you in the
attainment of your glorious object.

Come and inspire the people with a holy enthusiasm for the great work which is in
preparation — come and regulate and calm the warlike ardor of our young men. The
elements of grandeur and true glory are in their hearts, but they have a false notion
of their principles, they conceive glory and honour to consist in having a helmet on
their head, and a sword in their hand. It is for us to tell them that the distinctive system
must terminate, that the social edifice must be re-built, and that everything must be-
come new. The Roman ladies awarded crowns of laurel to their warriors; we will weave
wreaths of flowers to bind the brows of those moral and pacific men who shall lead on
humanaty in its socual progress, and who shall enrich our globe by science and industry.

“An Outline of the Grievances of Women”, Metropolitan Magazine,
XXII (1838), 16-27.

The following article, an early and eloquent demand for equality,
was given a great deal of advance publicity and aroused a bitter debate.
The writer identifies herself as a woman, but nothing beyond that basic
fact is known of her. It was widely attributed to the notorious Caroline
Norton, whose marital misadventures had only recently scandalized
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respectable opinion, but she vigorously denied she was its author. (See
pp. 180 and 239-40).

It is easy to see why sensitive and intelligent women, in a decade which
had witnessed such remarkable concessions to the demands of various
groups as the Catholic Emancipation Act, the Reform Act of 1832, the
abolition of slavery in the colonies, and the Factory Acts, should be
moved to demand that something be done for them.

“Equal rights, equal privileges, and equal laws.”

At a period when the divine right of kings is a doctrine no longer tenable; when
the power of a dominant aristocracy totters to its foundation; when an imperious prest-
hood is on the eve of losing its usurped temporal power; and when the right of the
people to civil and religious liberty is generally recognised; in the nineteenth century,
and in one of the most civilized countries of Europe, half the population is still enslaved!
the women of England—the mothers, wives, and daughters of *‘free-born Britons,’’
are still forced to bend under a yoke more galling than that of the negro—a yoke which
enthrals the mind! Degraded, despised, and scorned, —scorned even by those to whom
they have given existence, whom they have tended with unwearied care during the
helpless hours of infancy —for whom they have suffered so much and endured so many
privations, —for whom they have laboured, nay, sacrificed themselves: the career of
women is, with very few exceptions, marked by disappointment and sorrow, and too
frequently closed in hapless despair. Denied the privileges granted to the meanest
citizen, trampled upon in every relation of life, retained in profound ignorance of all,
excepting religion, that can ennoble human nature, and only instructed in that so far
as it may render them obedient slaves —they have rarely dared to think themselves the
€quals of those who now lord it over them, and all the exalted sentiments of their nature
are subdued, and all their high and holy enthusiasm is quenched by a blind submission
to those whose only title to power is a superiority in mere physical strength, and who
make that superiority a plea for excluding the weaker portion of the human species
from all employments, and condemning them to inactivity and servitude. . . .

. . . Have we never heard that “who would be free, himself must break the chain”,
and shall we any longer hesitate to wrench asunder one of the links of ours? Do we ex-
pect from others —from our masters— that justice which we refuse to struggle for our-
selves? and can we hope that they whose interest it is to keep us slaves, will ever volun-
tarily concede to us the prerogatives of free citizens— will acknowledge our equality with
themselves, or recognise our rights as human beings?

It will not be much longer possible, in a highly cultivated state of society, to prevent
some gleams of knowledge from penetrating the thick darkness of female ignorance;
and when that darkness is dispelled, women will learn to reflect on the position they
occupy. They know that one prejudice after another has been abandoned; that one
proscribed race after another has been made free, and they will at length inquire why
they alone are to remain enslaved? —and when they remember that the barriers are
now thrown down which excluded from a participation in social and political privileges,
all who differed with their rulers in religion, colour, or nation; and rejoice that the
Catholic and the Dissenter are placed, as citizens, on a footing of equality with the
dominant religious sect —that the Hindoo and the Mulatto are entrusted with impor-
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tant and responsible offices, and that even the negro is legally entitled (if he be compe-
tent) to hold them; and when they see the last and strongest prejudice — the prejudice
in favour of rank destroyed, and men of the humblest birth and meanest fortune the
successful competitors of the richest and the noblest—they will ask why they should
any longer submit to be deprived of a voice in the public affairs of their country?

I fearlessly ask if the women of this country are inferior to the men either in patriot-
ism, in honour, or in honesty? Are they inferior in moral courage, in fidelity, or in
political consistency? “Perhaps not; but they are inferior in ability and in knowledge.”
With sorrow I confess that at present they are deficient in knowledge, but that they are
50 in ability I deny. Have they ever been tried? On the contrary, have they not been
systematically kept in ignorance—and has not every imaginable means been resorted
to, in order to perpetuate that igriorance? I say it, and I say it boldly, that there is no
post of trust, no important office, for which women are not naturally as well qualified
as men. Every employment should therefore be open to them —no favour should be
shown, and if they fail, let them incur the penalty of their incompetence. . . .

. . . Surely it requires no great genius to fulfil the duties of an overseer, of a member
of the vestry, of a parish clerk, of a guardian of the poor, of a burgess, or of a parlia-
mentary elector? When we see the hands into which these offices and trusts are thrown,
we cannot suppose it is from incapacity, but from jealousy, that women are excluded
from them. . . .

It is sometimes suggested, that women are adequately represented by their fathers,
brothers, and husbands; and — passing by the cases in which a woman has no relation
who can represent her interest— the suggestion has a slight show of plausibility, until
we recollect that points are frequently discussed by the legislature, which affect women
not only in their quality as citizens, but also in their distinctive character as females.

Did women constitute a portion of the senate, would not the unjust laws respecting
property be abolished? would they continue after marriage in a state of perpetual
tutelage? Still less, would acts have been allowed to pass which exonerate one sex from
burdens which are heaped tenfold on the other?

When we reflect on these things, it will not require any extraordinary sagacity to dis-
cover that women are not represented by men. But another objection yet remains to
be answered.

It is contended that the influence women are supposed to possess, both at home and
in society, is so great, that it is unnecessary to grant them political privileges, since
they already enjoy a power equally strong. . . . This view of the subject appears to me
to be totally false. Not only is influence no compensation for being retained in a state
of bondage, but female influence, as it is generally exercised, is positively and exten-
sively hurtful.

Who are the influential amongst women? Not the sensible, the modest, and the
discreet; but the woman of fashion, the youthful beauty, and the irreclaimably vicious,
either in temper or morals. By all of these, an influence is exercised, pernicious in every
way — pernicious from its leading away the young from the severe paths of duty to the
pleasanter scenes of gaiety and amusement — pernicious from its allowing passion too
frequently to take the place of reason— pernicious also, because it is an influence which
is subject to no responsibility, to no control, which is often exercised capriciously, and
dictated merely by the whim of the moment. . . .

Are any of my fair readers displeased with this view of their boasted influence? If
they are, let them unite in repudiating it. Let them endeavour to exchange an irre-
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sponsible and pernicious influence for the free and legitimate exercise of constitutional
rights, and let them use every available means to accomplish that object— the first and
most important step towards their complete social regeneration.

“But what are the means to be employed to bring about this change?” They are
simple —for they are comprised in two words, education and agitation.

(1.) To the momentous subject of education, the attention of all those is directed
who are looking forward with hope to the emancipation of their countrywomen. . . .
[Editors’ note: At this point the author discusses in some detail the frivolous curriculum
typical of a fashionable girls’ boarding school, pointing out that it is the lack of educa-
tion which has reduced women to a position of inferiority. Women, the author notes,
do not suffer from mental incapacity; rather, their mental powers simply die from
disuse. |

(2.) The second instrument to be employed to effect our social regeneration is agita-
tion. It comprises active and passive resistance.

The active means of agitation we possess are chiefly derived from the press. Through
the medium of that noble assistant to liberty, we ought to accomplish great things.
Discussion, in this country, thank God! is free. . . .

Why do {[women] not use the means that are open to them? Why do they not profit
by the facility of publication, to send forth works devoted to the cause of female im-
provement and emancipation? Let them follow the example of political and religious
partisans, and take advantage of every occurrence which can be brought to bear on their
present condition. Let them conduct journals and other periodical publications
expressly devoted to that object. Let not a circumstance escape them. The ordinary
events of the world afford abundant materials. Facts are daily made public, which ren-
der sufficiently evident the injustice that women sustain at the hands of men in every
relation of their lives. But no single person can effect this. It requires a combined and
a strenuous effort —a general devotion to the cause—of the cultivated minds and the
splendid fortunes, which are now dissipated in all manner of frivolous vanities.

It is not difficult to combine the energies of a nation. . . . And what a force have we
in our immense numbers! No other party consists, as ours does, of half the population
of the country! If we are individually weak, we are collectively strong. Union and asso-
ciation are therefore pre-eminently necessary for us. The very appearance of combina-
tion in a sex deemed incapable of moral energy would produce an extraordinary effect.
Those who now laugh at the idea of female emancipation, would find their mirth sud-
denly checked, when they saw associations of enlightened and determined women
springing up in every town and village, and numbering thousands and tens of thou-
sands amongst their numbers. Even those most opposed to our views would be unable
to close their eyes to the fact, that when women systematically begin to investigate
their grievances, a great social revolution is at hand, and the tyranny of sex is nearly
over. The instant we resolve to be free, our emancipation is half accomplished. The
right to petition the legislature is, I believe, not denied us. Why do we not exercise
that right to lay our complaints before Parliament? Let us not be abashed at the
thought of the sneers that would follow the presentation of such petition—if indeed
members could be found honest enough to present them. Better endure a sneer for
doing too much than for doing too little. . . .

I now come to speak of the passive resistance, which is a principal means of agitation.
The principle has been laid down, that “those who are not represented in the state are
not bound to contribute to its burthens.”’ I think I have shown that women are not
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represented, and why should they not use the same means that have proved so success-
ful in the case of the oppressed, both in England and in Ireland? What has passive
resistance not done for the Catholics and the Dissenters? Would they have obtained
the remission of even a fraction of their grievances, if their refusal to pay tithes, church-
rates, and other equally obnoxious imposts, had not made our just and wise hereditary
legislators fear for themselves?

In conclusion, then, let me call on my dear countrywomen no longer to remain volun-
tary slaves. I have endeavoured in this brief sketch to present an outline of the enormity
of their grievances—1I have shown that the means of redress are easy, that it remains
with themselves to use those means, and that they cannot fail of success if they only are
united. Let them not allow opportunities to pass unheeded —let them commence this
great work without delay; and though hope may be so long deferred that “the heart is
sick,’” let them never forget that it was one of their own sex who took for her motto the
words—““ Nil desperandum.’’

“Female Politicians”, English Chartist Circular, no. 90 (1842).

The Chartists’ pleas for political reforms in the 1830’s and 1840’s were
indicative of the grievances of a large part of the urban working classes,
both men and women. William Lovett, the author of “The People’s
Charter,” favored getting the vote for both sexes, but his view was not
typical. Consequently, despite the fact that the suggestion was made —
at least initially—to include women in the demand for the franchise,
that recommendation was not incorporated into the formal Chartist
program; the first of the “six points” of the Charter became an explicit
demand for universal male suffrage. Although the Chartists had be-
come formally committed to votes for men, they were supported by hun-
dreds of women who were enrolled in the National Charter Association.
In 1848, with the presentation to the House of Commons of the third
and last Chartist petition, it was said that “in every 100,000 names there
were 8,200 women”.! Articles in Chartist newspapers frequently re-
minded wives of their responsibility to encourage their husbands to
become active members of their local Chartist associations, and to co-
operate and assist them in their task.?2 Some Chartists felt that women
ought to play a more active role since they had grievances peculiarly
their own, such as wages lower than those paid men for the same work.?
On the other hand, some male Chartists felt compelled to warn women
that the political arena was hardly a suitable place for female activities;
women should rather continue to be “the pride and ornament of the
domestic hearth”.* Nevertheless, Chartist women organized themselves

1 Preston William Slossom, The Decline of the Chartist Movement (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1916), p. 207.

2 See, for example, “To the Females of the Metropolis and its Vicinity”, English Chartist Circular, no. 86
(1842).

3 “Female Slaves of England”, English Chartist Circular, no. 94 (1842).

4 The remarks of a Mr. Cohen, paraphrased in “Meeting of Female Chartists”, The Times, October 20,
1842, demonstrate the fact that there were people among the lower classes who were influenced by the
Angel-in-the-House stereotype.



64 Free and Ennobled

into a number of Female Chartist Associations which passed resolutions
favoring suffrage for women. The following selection, taken from a
Chartist newspaper, is a revealing example of working-class feminism
in the 1840’s.

The Tiémes of Saturday, in a lame attempt to ridicule a meeting of female Chartists,
has a coarse exordium upon the absurdity of women taking a part in politics. Every
filthy suggestion which the writer dare make (for there are some limits of decency

within which the Times must confine itself) he has made . . . “A meeting of hen-
Chartists,”’ is the sentence in which the Times has put forth its power as a delicate
satirist . . . and ere long we shall not be surprised to read from the same hand a des-

cription of our gracious Queen as a ‘‘hen monarch.”. . .

We do not design to discuss the question insinuated by the Times, as to the pro-
priety of clothing women with political rights; although we confess not to perceive the
absurdity of such a question in a country where a woman, by law and constitution,
fills the highest political office in the realm — the office of chief magistrate. But of the
right of woman to exercise her volition as to how, when, and where she shall employ
her faculties . . . to promote what she believes to be the interests of her fellow-creatures,
we . . . have [not] the slightest doubt. . . . Of the exact mode in which this right
should be exercised, we believe woman herself to be the best judge. To the promptings
of her own heart and intellect we would leave the decision; and, whether it be in pri-
vate or public, through the press or on the platform, by works of charity or of zeal,
that she seeks to vindicate her claim to aid in the moral, social, or political advance-
ment of mankind, she is entitled, not merely to the most respectful and considerate
treatment, but to the encouragement of sincere and active sympathy. If it could be
shown, by argument or testimony, that woman never suffered from bad legislation, or
the partial arrangements of society; if it could be shown that the law which deprives
man of food, brings no such penalty to woman—that of the thousands whose intellects
have been stunted, limbs crippled, or lives shortened, in the mine, the factory, and the
prison, woman formed no portion, then we might be inclined to listen with more com-
placency to those who challenge her right to meddle with political and social institu-
tions. But it is too manifest that no such exception awaits the lot of women here. By
the laws of man and nature she is subjected to the common perils of humanity, and we
know of no mortal law which forbids her to assume the commonest of her rights. . . .

As far as the political movement is concerned to which we are attached, we have not
thought fit to act in the spirit of the T7mes, and repudiate the assistance of women.
On the contrary, we have sought their cooperation, and hundreds of women are enrol-
led as members of the National Charter Association. And if that association were ori-
ginated, as we know it was for the holy purposes of redeeming the millions of this coun-
try from the want and degradation into which wicked rulers have plunged them, we
did right in thus enlisting the cooperation of woman; for no great benevolent or reli-
gious movement has taken place in this country for the last fifty years which has not
been sustained and cheered and promoted by her. Every mission to evangelise the
heathen; to carry the glad tidings of salvation to him that was in darkness and the
shadow of death; to educate, elevate, and civilise the barbarian; she has assisted with
purse and in person. Not an effort has been made to shake off the fetters of the negro
to which she did not largely contribute; and now in America, as formerly here, she is
the steady champion of negro emancipation. . . . The motives which urged woman
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on these great occasions to pass the threshold of her home and mingle in the arena of a
more public life, cannot be wanting now, when the slavery of her own country is to be
redeemed, and the ignorance of her own land to be enlightened. Such wretched and
servile tools as the editors of the T¢mes are ever ready to caluminate [sic] and ridicule
every wise and virtuous and benevolent enterprise. But the shafts of calumny and ridi-
cule are impotent against a strong conviction of well-doing, and no human being can
be more deeply imbued with this conviction than the woman who participates accord-
ing to the impulses of her nature and the circumstances of her position, in the truly
christian, albeit political, movement which is now going on.

We remember a former exhibition in the Tzmes of the truculent humour which we
have just exposed. Several thousand women, headed by Mrs. Cobden and Mrs. Massie,
met in Manchester, to petition for a repeal of the Corn Laws. The T7mes denounced
them as ‘‘monsters;’’ told them to read their prayer-books and keep to their nurseries;
and, if they presumed to close the one or step out of the other, to uphold the Corn Law
Agitation, they should be annihilated by the thunder of Printing-house Square. To
make puddings and dust chimney ornaments is the whole duty of woman in the opinion
of this public instructor, this oracle of the press; to whom, however, we commend the
reply of a witty Frenchwoman to the Emperor Napoleon, “What have women to do
with politics?”” exclaimed he. *‘Sire,”” replied the lady, “‘in a country where women are
guillotined for political offences, it is but natural that they should inquire the reason.”
And we take the liberty of adding, that in a country where women are taxed by the
state, fined by the state, imprisoned by the state, starved by the state, and liable to be
hung, drawn and quarted by the state, it is not altogether unreasonable that they
should ask why. —And if once they ask that question, the answer will lead them far
beyond the narrow region of exclusive politics, and conventional morality.

Frances Power Cobbe, “The Final Cause of Woman”, in Woman's Work
and Woman’s Culture, edited by Josephine E. Butler (London: Mac-
millan & Co., 1869), pp. 1-26.

Frances Power Cobbe, whose family were prominent members of the
Anglo-Irish establishment (there were five archbishops and a bishop
among her relations), was interested in a wide range of social, ethical,
political, and humanitarian causes. In addition to publishing a number
of her own works on religious subjects, she edited the fourteen-volume
works of the celebrated American divine, Theodore Parker. For a while
she worked with the well-known philanthropist, Mary Carpenter, in the
reformatory and ragged school movements, and subsequently ministered
to sick and neglected girls. Her concern for the helpless was not confined
to humans; she was a founder of the National Anti-Vivisection Society
and, later, the British Union for the Abolition of Vivisection. Her acti-
vities on behalf of women included speaking before the London Woman’s
Suffrage Committee, publishing pamphlets on various aspects of the
“Woman Question” (including one, “The Fitness of Women for the
Ministry of Religion”, which has a very modern sound), and initiating
efforts in support of the admission of women to university degrees. Miss
Cobbe was an outspoken critic of Victorian male supremacy and an
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ardent defender of women’s rights. Blessed with a trenchant style and a
biting wit, she exposed with merciless clarity the fallacies of those who
asserted that woman was an inferior being who should aspire to no higher
destiny than that of wife and mother. Regarding the notion that man
alone was made for God’s service (with its inevitable corollary that woman
was made merely to serve man) as “a great moral heresy” and an “abomin-
able and ridiculous doctrine”, Miss Cobbe continually urged women to
remember that they were not “férst, women, and then, perhaps, rational
creatures, but first of all Auman beings, and then, secondly, women””. !
In this selection, she indicates precisely what she considers a meaningful

goal for women.

Of all the theories current concerning women, none is more curious than the theory
that it is needful to make a theory about them. That a woman is a Domestic, a Social,
or a Political creature; that she is a Goddess, or a Doll; the ‘‘Angel in the House,’’ or a
Drudge, with the suckling of fools and chronicling of small beer for her sole privileges;
that she has, at all events, a ‘‘Mission,”’ or a ‘‘Sphere,”’ or a ‘‘Kingdom,’’ of some sort or
other, if we could but agree on what it is, —all this is taken for granted. But as nobody
ever yet sat down and constructed analogous hypotheses about the other half of the
human race, we are driven to conclude, both that a woman is a more mysterious
creature than a man, and also that it is the general impression that she is made of some
more plastic material, which can be advantageously manipulated to fit our theory
about her nature and office, whenever we have come to a conclusion as to what that
nature and office may be. ‘‘Let us fix our own Ideal in the first place,’’ seems to be the
popular notion, “and then the real Woman in accordance thereto will appear in due
course of time. We have nothing to do but to make round holes, and women will grow
round to fill them; or square holes, and they will become square. Men grow like trees,
and the most we can do is to lop or clip them. But women run in moulds, like candles,
and we can make them long-threes or short-sixes, whichever we please.”

Now, with some exaggeration, there must be admitted to be a good deal of truth in
this view. The ideal of each successive age, as Mr. Lecky has so admirably shown, has
an immense influence in forming the character of the people by whom it is adopted. . . .

In a certain modified sense, then, the “mould” theory has its justification. It would
undoubtedly be beneficial to have some generally recognised types of female excel-
lence. But, on the other hand, we must not fall into the absurdity of supposing that all
women can be adapted to one single type, or that we can talk about “Woman” (always
to be written with a capital W) as if the same characteristics were to be found in every
individual species, like ‘‘the Lioness’” and ‘‘the Pea-hen.”” They would have been very
stiff corsets indeed which could have compressed Catharine of Russia into Hannah
More, or George Sand into the authoress of the ‘‘Heir of Redclyffe;”’ or which would
have turned out Mary Carpenter as a “‘Girl of the Period”. . . .

The first Order of types or conceptions of female character are those which are
based on the theory that the final cause of the existence of Woman is the service she
can render to Man. They may be described as “The types of Woman, considered as
an Adjective.”’

The second Order comprehends those conceptions which are based on the theory

! Frances Power Cobbe, The Duties of Women (London and Edinburgh: Williams & Norgate, 1888), p. 50.
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that Woman was created for some end proper to herself. They may be called “The
types of Woman, considered as a Noun.’’

In the first Order we find Woman in her Physical, her Domestic, and her Social
capacity: or Woman as Man’s Wife and Mother; Woman as Man’'s Housewife; and
Woman as Man’s Companion, Plaything or Idol. . . .

The theory about woman which we have called the Physical, is simply this: That the
whole meaning and reason of her existence is, that she may form a link in the chain
of generations, and fulfil the functions of wife to one man and mother to another. Her
moral nature is a sort of superfluity according to this view, and her intellectual powers
a positive hindrance. How such things came to be given her is unexplained. Her affec-
tions alone are useful, but the simpler ones of the mother-beast and bird would prob-
ably be more convenient. In a word, everything which enables a woman to attract con-
jugal love, and to become the parent of a numerous and healthful progeny, must be
reckoned as constituting her proper endowment. Everything which distracts her atten-
tion or turns her faculties in other directions than these, must be treated as mischie-
vous, and as detracting from her merits. The woman who has given birth to a son
has fulfilled her ‘‘mission.”” The celibate woman,—be she holy as St. Theresa, useful
as Miss Nightingale . . . —has entirely missed it. . . .

We may happily dismiss this disagreeable subject with a short remark. . . . To
admit that Woman has affections, a moral nature, a religious sentiment, an immortal
soul, and yet to treat her for a moment as a mere animal link in the chain of life, is
monstrous; I had almost said, blasphemous. If her existence be of no value in itself,
then no man’s existence is of value; for a moral nature, a religious sentiment, and an
immortal soul are the highest things a man can have, and the woman has them as well
as he. If the links be valueless, then the chain is valueless too; and the history of
Humanity is but a long procession of spectres for whose existence no reason can be
assigned. . . .

The second theory we have to consider is the Domestic, or that of Woman as a
Housewife. Very beautiful and true, but also very ugly and dull, are the ideas all con-
founded under this same head, and current side by side amongst us. That the Home
is woman’s proper kingdom; that all that pertains to its order, comfort, and grace
falls under her natural charge, and can by no means be transferred to a man; that a
woman’s life without such a domestic side must always be looked on as incomplete, or
at best exceptional: all this is very true. On the other hand, that, in the lower ranks,
the cooking of dinners and mending of clothes; and in the wealthier class, amateur
music and drawing, the art of ordering dinner, and the still sublimer art of receiving
company, form the be-all and end-all of woman, is, assuredly, stupidly false. . . .

.. . No woman can be truly domestic who is only domestic. . . . The habits of
reason, the habits of mental order, the chastened and refined love of beauty, above all,
that dignified kind of loving care which is never intrusive, never fussy, but yet ever
present, calm, bright, and sweet; all this does not come without a culture which mere
domesticity can never attain. The right punishment for those men who denounce
schemes for the ‘‘Higher Education of Women,’’ and ordain that women should only
learn to cook and sew and nurse babies, should be to spend the whole term of their
natural lives in such homes as are made by the female incapables formed on such prin-
ciples. . . .

Domesticity then as a theory of woman’s life fails in this: that by placing the secon-
dary end of existence (namely, the making of those around us happy) before the first
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end (namely, the living to God, and goodness), even the object sought for is lost. The
husband and father and sons who are to be made happy at home, are not made happy
there. The woman, by being nothing but a domestic being, has failed to be truly
domestic. She has lost the power of ministering to the higher wants of those nearest to
her, by over-devotion to the ministry of their lower necessities. To be truly the “Angel
in the House,’’ she must have kept, and ofttimes used, the wings which should lift her
above the house, and all things in it.

Thirdly, the theory of Woman as a Social being is . . . capable of many variations.
The gifted woman who knows how to make her home a centre of intellectual and kindly
intercourse; the artist, the woman of letters, the female philanthropist; all these have
their place, and at one time or another, and in different coteries, stand forward as the
admired types of woman in her Social capacity. In all of them there is right and rea-
son, viewing the salon-keeping, or art, or literature, or philanthropy, as phases of life
in its human aspect: the secondary purpose of existence wrought out as best may suit
the woman’s circumstances and abilities. In all there is wrong and error, if regarded
as the ultimate ends of the existence of a human soul. . . .

Turn we now from these theories of ‘“Woman as an Adjective,’’ to those which pro-
ceed on the ground that she is a Noun, and that the first end of her being must be an
end proper to herself. Is that basis a truer one? Shall we be told it is much more beau-
tiful, more elevated, more Christian, to contemplate life as only a service for others,
and not a trust for ourselves? There is abundance of sentimental talk of this kind
always to be heard where women are concerned, but is there reason or religion in it? . . .

. .. The old hypothesis that the beasts were made chiefly for the use of man is as
completely exploded as the parallel notion that the stars exist to add to our winter
nights’ illumination, and to afford guidance to our ships. Even the animals most com-
pletely appropriated by us would hardly be described by any one now as “made” for
our use alone. . . .

But, if it be admitted as regards horses and cats that they were made, first, for their
own enjoyment, and only secondly to serve their masters, it is, to say the least, illogical
to suppose that the most stupid of human females has been called into being by the
Almighty principally to the end that John or James should have the comfort of a wife;
nay, even that Robert or Richard should owe their birth to her as their mother. Believ-
ing that the same woman, a million ages hence, will be a glorious spirit before the
throne of God, filled with unutterable love, and light, and joy, we cannot satisfactorily
trace the beginning of that eternal and seraphic existence to Mr. Smith’s want of a wife
for a score of years here upon earth; or to the necessity Mr. Jones was under to find
somebody to cook his food and repair his clothes. If these ideas be absurd, then it
follows that we are not arrogating too much in seeking elsewhere than in the interests of
Man the ultimate raison d’étre of Woman.

From the standpoint of independent life, having some end proper to itself, two
views . . . are open: the Selfish theory of a woman’s life, and the Divine.

Of course the Selfish theory, absolutely worked out, would be the conscious recogni-
tion by a woman that she took her own private Happiness for her “being’s end and
aim,”’ and meant to live for it before all other objects. Actually, I presume it is very
rare for any one consciously to adopt such a principle. But, without doing so to their
own knowledge, many, nay, alas! perhaps a majority, do so in fact. And among those
who, while repudiating Selfishness, are most profoundly selfish, are the women who
loudly profess their allegiance to the Physical, or Domestic, or Social theories of woman’s
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life. Those who are content to speak of themselves as only created to minister to the
wants of their husband and children, are those oftenest to be seen sacrificing the wel-
fare of both husband and children to their own pleasure, vanity, or ill-temper. The
more basely they think of their own purpose of existence, the more meanly they are dis-
posed to work it out.

. . . As the woman who lives only to be a Wife and Mother makes a bad wife and
mother; as the woman who lives only to be Domestic, is never truly domestic; as the
woman who is made a Social Idol becomes unworthy to be idolized; so the woman who
seeks only her own Happiness, inevitably fails to attain Happiness. Whatever else may
be uncertain concerning that mysterious thing, —felicity, — this at least is sure: to live
for ourselves is to live for our own misery. Absolute Selfishness would create a hell in
the midst of Paradise. . . .

Finally, for the Divine theory of Woman’s life; the theory that she, like man, is
created first and before all things to ‘‘love God and enjoy Him for ever;’’ to learn the
rudiments of virtue in this first stage of being, and so rise upward through all the shin-
ing ranks of moral life to a holiness and joy undreamed of now: what shall we say to
this theory? Shall Milton tell us that Man alone may live directly for God, and Woman
only “for God in Him"”? I answer, that true religion can admit of no such marital priest-
hood; no such second-hand prayer. The founders of the Quakers, in affirming that
both man and woman stand in direct and immediate relationship to the Father of
Spirits, and warning us that no mortal should presume to come between them, struck
for the first time a note of truth and spiritual liberty which has called forth half the
life of their own sect, and which must sound through all Christendom before the right
theory of woman’s life be universally recognised. Let it not be said that this Divine
theory will take Woman from her human duties. Precisely the contrary must be its
effects; for it alone can teach those duties aright in their proper order of obligation.
Just as the false theories always defeat their own ends, so the true one fulfils every good
end together. The woman who lives to God in the first place, can, better than any one
else, serve man in the second; or rather, live to God in the service of His creatures. Itis
she who may best rejoice to be a wife and a mother, she who may best make her home
a little heaven of love and peace; she who may most nobly exert her social powers
through philanthropy, politics, literature, and art. In a word, it is not till man gives
up his monstrous claim to be the reason of an immortal creature’s existence; and not
till woman recognises the full scope of her moral rank and spiritual destiny, that the
problem of “Woman’s Mission” can be solved. . . .

Frances Power Cobbe, “Celibacy v. Marriage”, and “What Shall We Do
with Our Old Maids?” Fraser’s Magazine, LXV (Feb. 1862), 228-35;
LXVI (Nov. 1862), 594-610. (A two-part article).

Practically all of the middle-class Victorian feminists—unlike those
whose feminism was the product of a socialist commitment—agreed
that wifehood and motherhood constituted the most appropriate role
for women. Some unconventional spirits, however, despite their middle-
class background, rebelled at the notion, which to Miss Cobbe was “dis-
graceful and abominable”, that marriage should be the chief aim of a
woman’s life. In part one of her essay (“Celibacy v. Marriage”), Miss
Cobbe, in fact, goes so far in the opposite direction as to suggest that—
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in view of the present conjugal arrangements—celibacy for women
might, in fact, be preferable to marriage and male domination. In part
two (“What Shall We Do with Our Old Maids?”), she addresses the prob-
lem of the Redundant Woman, but, in contrast to W. R. Greg (see
p- 55), she casts a skeptical eye on such solutions as emigration; rather
she advocates what, in the feminist view, appears to be a superior solu-
tion.

[Editors’ note: Miss Cobbe has been discussing a recent article whose
author suggested that the expenses of maintaining a wife and children
forced professional men to make decisions from a pecuniary, rather
than an ethical, standpoint. To avoid such actions, it was suggested
that “all the most gifted and devoted men who do not happen to inherit
£1000 a year, or to fall in love with an heiress, are bound in honour never
to marry”. In short “all our best men must be celibates”. ]

. . . Discussions on the moral aspects of marriage assume a special significance at
this moment, since from many other quarters obstacles are arising which must all
tend towards rendering (for a long time, at least) celibacy more and more common
and desirable. We have heard perhaps more than enough of these obstacles on the
man’s side. Let us, therefore, turn for a moment to consider those which must render
women less willing than formerly to enter into such relation.

In the first place, till lately the condition of an unmarried woman of the upper
classes was so shackled by social prejudices that it was inevitably a dreary and mono-
tonous one. Mostly, the “old maid” lived in a small house or lodging, out of which
she rarely dared to sally on any journey, and where, with a few female friends as closely
limited as herself, she divided her life, as the Frenchman has it, between “la médisance,
“le jeu, et la dévotion”. . . . It is half piteous, half ridiculous, to hear of the trifles which
occupy these poor shrivelled hearts and minds. . . .

I think, however, this sort of existence will probably end with the present genera-
tion. The “old maid” of 1861 is an exceedingly cheery personage, running about
untrammelled by husband or children; now visiting at her relatives’ country houses,
now taking her month in town, now off to a favourite pension on Lake Geneva, now
scaling Vesuvius or the Pyramids. And what is better, she has found, not only freedom
of locomotion, but a sphere of action peculiarly congenial to her nature. “My life,
and what shall I do with it?” is a problem to which she finds the happiest solution
ready to her hand in schools and hospitals without number. No longer does the Church
of Rome monopolize the truth, that on a woman who has no husband, parent, or child,
every sick and suffering man, every aged childless woman, every desolate orphan, has
a claim. She has not fewer duties than other women, only more diffused ones. The
“old maid’s” life may be as rich, as blessed, as that of the proudest of mothers with
her crown of clustering babes. Nay, she feels that in the power of devoting her whole
time and energies to some benevolent task, she is enabled to effect perhaps some greater
good than would otherwise have been possible. . . .

And further, if a woman have but strength to make up her mind to a single life, she
is enabled by nature to be far more independently happy therein than a man in the
same position. A man, be he rich or poor, who returns at night to a home adorned by
no woman's presence and domestic cares, is at best dreary and uncomfortable. But a
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woman makes her home for herself, and surrounds herself with the atmosphere of taste
and the little details of housewifely comforts. If she have no sister, she has yet inherited
the blessed power of a woman to make true and tender friendships, such as not one
man’s heart in a hundred can even imagine; and while he smiles scornfully at the idea
of friendship meaning anything beyond acquaintance at a elub or the intimacy of a
barrack, she enjoys one of the purest of pleasures and the most unselfish of all affec-
tions. . . .

And on the other hand, while the utility, freedom, and happiness of a single woman'’s
life have become greater, the knowledge of the risks of an unhappy marriage (if not
the risks themselves) has become more public. The Divorce Court, in righting the most
appalling wrongs to whick the members of a civilized community could be subjected,
has revealed secrets which must tend to modify immensely our ideas of English domes-
tic felicity. . . . It has always been vaguely known, indeed, that both husbands and
wives sometimes broke their most solemn vows and fell into sin; but it was reserved for
the new law to show how many hundreds of such tragedies underlie the outwardly
decorous lives—not only of the long-blamed aristocracy, but of the middle ranks in
England. . ..

Now these things are so. The Divorce Court has brought dozens of them to light;
and we all know well that for one wife who will seek public redress for her wrongs,
there are always ten who for their children’s sakes will bear their martyrdoms in silence.
True martyrs they are — the sorest tried, perhaps, of any in the world —God help and
comfort them! But single women can surely hardly forget these things, or fail to hesi-
tate to try a lottery in which there may be one chance in a thousand of such a destiny.
Thus, then, on the man’s side, we have got arrayed against marriage all the arguments
we have heard so often —economy, independence, freedom of risk of an uncongenial,
a bad-tempered, a sickly, or an unfaithful wife; and, lastly, this new principle, that to
pursue his calling disinterestedly, he must be untrammelled by the ties of a dependent
family. And on the woman'’s side, we have got a no less formidable range of objections;
the certainty now offered to her of being able to make for herself a free,useful, and
happy life alone; and the demonstrated danger of being inexpressibly miserable should
she choose either an unfaithful or a cruel husband.

The conclusion seems inevitable, that marriage will become more and more rare. . . .
Instead of all young men intending at some time or other to marry, and all young
women looking forward to be wives, we shall find many of them both resolving on a
celibate life.

But the tide must turn at last. Marriage was manifestly the Creator’s plan for
humanity, and therefore we cannot doubt that it will eventually become the rule of all
men and women’s lives. When that time arrives both sexes will have learned weighty
lessons. The Englishman of the twentieth century will abandon those claims of mari-
tal authority whose residue he still inherits from days of Western barbarism when
might made right, and from lands of Eastern sensuality, where woman is first the slave
of her own weakness, and then inevitably the slave of man. When the theory of the
“Divine Right of Husbands’’ has followed to limbo that of the ‘‘Divine Right of Kings,”’
and a precedency in selfishness is no longer assumed to be the sacred privilege of mas-
culine strength and wisdom, then will become possible a conjugal love and union
nobler and more tender by far than can ever exist while such claims are even tacitly

supposed. . . .
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From “What Shall We Do with Our Old Maids?”

.. . There is . . . an actual ratio of thirty per cent. of women now in England who
never marry. . . . The old assumption that marriage was the sole destiny of woman,
and that it was the business of her husband to afford her support, is brought up short
by the statement that one woman in four is certain not to marry, and that three millions
of women earn their own living at this moment in England. . . .

In an article in a contemporary quarterly, entitled, “Why are Women Redundant?” . . .
it is plainly set forth that all efforts to make celibacy easy for women are labours in a
wrong direction, and are to be likened to the noxious exertions of quacks to mitigate
the symptoms of disease, and allow the patient to persist in his evil courses. The root
of the malady should be struck at, and marriage, the only true vocation for women,
promoted at any cost, even by the most enormous schemes for the deportation of 440,000
females. Thus alone (and by the enforcing of a stricter morality on men) should the
evil be touched. As to making the labours of single women remunerative, and their
lives free and happy, all such mistaken philanthropy will but tend to place them in a
position more and more false and unnatural. Marriage will then become to them a
matter of ‘‘cold philosophic choice,”” and accordingly may be expected to be more and
more frequently declined.

There is a great deal in this view of the case which, on the first blush approves itself
to our minds, and we have not been surprised to find the article in question quoted as
of the soundest common-sense. . . .

A little deeper reflection, however, discloses a very important point which has been
dropped out of the argument. Marriage is, indeed, the happiest and best condition
for mankind. But does any one think that all marriages are so? . . . There is only
one kind of marriage which makes good the assertion that it is the right and happy
condition for mankind, and that is a marriage founded on free choice, esteem, and
affection—in one word, on love. If, then, we seek to promote the happiness and virtue
of the community, our efforts must be directed to encouraging only marriages which
are of the sort to produce them —namely, marriages founded on love. . . . A loving
marriage can never become a matter of ‘‘cold philosophic choice.’”” And if not a loving
one, then, for Heaven’s sake, let us give no motive for choice at all.

Let the employments of women be raised and multipled as much as possible, let
their labour be as fairly remunerated, let their education be pushed as high, let their
whole position be made as healthy and happy as possible, and there will come out once
more, here as in every other department of life, the triumph of the Divine laws of our
nature. Loving marriages are (we cannot doubt) what God has designed, not mar-
riages of interest. When we have made it less women’s interest to marry, we shall indeed
have less and fewer interested marriages, with all their train of miseries and evils. But
we shall also have more loving ones, more marriages founded on free choice and free
affection. Thus we arrive at the conclusion that for the very end of promoting mar-
riage —that is, such marriage as it is alone desirable to promote —we should pursue a
precisely opposite course to that suggested by the Reviewer [Greg] or his party. Instead
of leaving single women as helpless as possible, and their labour as ill-rewarded —instead
of dinning into their ears from childhood that marriage is their one vocation and con-
cern in life, and securing afterwards if they miss it that they shall find no other voca-
tion or concern; —instead of all this, we shall act exactly on the reverse principle. We
shall make single life so free and happy that they shall have not one temptation to
change it save the only temptation which ought to determine them —namely, love. . . .
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. .In another way the same principle holds good, and marriage will be found to be
best promoted by aiding and not by thwarting the efforts of single women to improve
their condition. . . . The reviewer alludes with painful truth to a class of the community
[prostitutes] whose lot is far more grievous than either celibacy or marriage. Justly he
traces the unwillingness of hundreds of men to marry to the existence of these unhappy
women in their present condition. He would remedy the evil by preaching marriage to
such men. But does not all the world know that thousands of these poor souls, of all
degrees, would never have fallen into their miserable vocation had any other course
been open to them, and they had been enabled to acquire a competence by honest
labour’ Let such honest courses be opened to them, and then we shall see, as in America,
the recruiting of that wretched army becoming less and less possible every year in the
country. The self-supporting, and therefore self-respecting woman may indeed be-
come a wife, and a good and happy one, but she will no longer afford any man a rea-
son for declining to marry. . . .

. . .If it be admitted on all hands that marriage is the best condition, and that only
one-fourth of the female sex do not marry, how can we expect provision to be made for
this contingency of one chance in four by a girl's parents and by herself in going through
an education (perhaps costly and laborious) for a trade or profession which there are
three chances in four she will not long continue to exercise?

It must be admitted here is the great knot and difficulty of the higher branches of
woman's employment. It does require far-seeing care on the part of the parent, per-
severence and resolution of no mean order on that of the daughter, to go through in
youth the training which will fit her to earn her livelihood hereafter in any of the more
elevated, occupations. Nay, it demands that she devote to such training the precise
years of life wherein the chances of marriage are commonly offered. . . . If she wait
till the years when such chances fail, and take up a pursuit at thirty merely as a pzs
aller, she must inevitably remain for ever behindhand and in an inferior position.

The trial is undoubtedly considerable, but there are symptoms that both young
women and their parents will not be always unwilling to meet it, and to invest both
time and money in lines of education which may indeed prove superfluous, but which
likewise may afford the mainstay of a life which, without them, would be helpless,
aimless, and miserable. The magnitude of the risk ought surely to weigh somewhat in
the balance. At the lowest point of view, a woman is no worse off if she marry even-
tually, for having first gone through an education for some good pursuit; while if she
remain single, she is wretchedly off for not having had such education. But this is in
fact only a half view of the case. As we have insisted before, it is only on the standing-
ground of a happy and independent celibacy that a woman can really make a free
choice in marriage. To secure this standing-ground, a pursuit is more needful than a
pecuniary competence, for a life without aim or object is one which, more than all
others, goads a woman into accepting any chance of a change. . . . Only a woman
who has something else than making love to do and to think of will love really and
deeply. It is in real lives —lives devoted to actual service of father or mother, or to work
of some kind for God or man— that alone spring up real feelings. Lives of idleness and
pleasure have no depth to nourish such plants. . . .

It may be a pleasantly romantic idea to some minds, that of woman growing up
solely with the hope of becoming some man’s devoted wife, marrying the first that
offers, and when he dies, becoming a sort of moral Suttee whose heart is supposed to
be henceforth dead and in ashes. But it is quite clear that Providence can never have
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designed any such order of things. . . .

.. . It appears that from every point of view in which we regard the subject, it is
desirable that women should have other aims, pursuits, and interests in life beside
matrimony, and that by possessing them they are guaranteed against being driven into
unloving marriages, and rendered more fitted for loving ones; while their single life,
whether in maidenhood or widowhood, is made useful and happy.

Before closing this part of the subject, we cannot but add a few words to express our
amused surprise at the way in which the writers on this subject constantly concern
themselves with the question of female celibacy, deplore it, abuse it, propose amazing
remedies for it, but take little or no notice of the twenty-five per cent. old bachelors (or
thereabouts) who needs must exist to match the thirty per cent. old maids. Thesr moral
condition seems to excite no alarm, their lonely old age no foreboding compassion,
their action on the community no reprobation. Nobody scolds them very seriously,
unless some stray Belgravian grandmother. All the alarm, compassion, reprobation,
and scoldings are reserved for the poor old maids. . . .

. . . However far the emigration of women of the working classes may be carried,
that of educated women must at all times remain very limited, inasmuch as the demand
for them in the colonies is comparatively trifling. Now, it is of educated women that
the great body of “old maids” consists; in the lower orders celibacy is rare. Thus, it
should be borne in mind that emigration schemes do not essentially bear on the main
point, “How shall we improve the condition of the thirty per cent. of single women in
England?” The reviewer to whom we have so often alluded, does indeed dispose of
the matter by observing that the transportation he fondly hopes to see effected, of
440,000 women to the colonies, will at least relieve the market for those who remain.
We cannot but fear, however, that the governesses and other ladies so accommodated
will not much profit by the large selection thus afforded them among the blacksmiths
and ploughmen, deprived of their proper companions. At the least we shall have a
quarter of a million of old maids . . . left on[our]hands. What can we do for them?. . .

[Editors’ note: Miss Cobbe’s answer, in effect, was the quintessential feminist one:
Open the arts and professions to qualified women on exactly the same terms that
careers in these fields were available to men, and raise the level of female education,
particularly through the admission of women to the examinations and honors of London
University, and the opening of colleges for ladies. ]

Jessie Boucherett, “How to Provide for Superfluous Women”, in Woman'’s
Work and Woman’s Culture, edited by Josephine E. Butler (London:
Macmillan and Co., 1869), pp. 27-47.

Frances Power Cobbe, as we have seen, had serious doubts as to the
practicability of Greg’s solution—large-scale female emigration— for
the problem of redundant women, particularly the educated ones. But
she did not reject it completely, although she observed, a bit acidly, that
she did not expect to live long enough to witness the “deportation” of
thousands of women a year. Jessie Boucherett, however, had other ideas,
including a back-to-the land movement and poultry and pig farming as
an occupation for women. She personally supervised a middle-class
school where young women were trained to be bookkeepers, cashiers,
and clerks, and was a founder in 1860, with Adelaide Procter and
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Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon, of the Society for the Employment of
Women (see page 144). In the following excerpt, she explains why the
compulsory emigration of men would be the only efficacious approach
to the question.

... If Mr. Greg’s plan for draughting off half a million of English women to the
United States and our own colonies could be put into execution, it would be of no advan-
tage to the women exported, as they would merely add to the numbers of superfluous
women already existing there. Their departure would be an immense relief to the
women remaining at home, but unfortunately there is nowhere to send them, for no-
body wants them, either in the Old world or the New. It comes to this, that unless
Heaven should send a new planet alongside for us to export our superfluous women to,
we must make up our minds to keep them at home. Let us, then, proceed to consider
by what means we can provide for the superfluous women in England, since it is evident
we cannot hope to get rid of them. . . .

. . . Let us see what would happen if . . . every young man was compelled to emi-
grate as soon as he reached the age of twenty-one. The wages of the men who remained
behind would immediately rise, there would no longer be any necessity for married
women to go to work, and of those who are now in the habit of working many would
be withdrawn from the labour-market.

. . . The reason of the distress among women is, that men have not emigrated as
much as they ought to do. In consequence, the wages in almost all trades which are
not protected by trades unions, and especially in agricultural labour, have been driven
down so low by competition, that in several counties men cannot maintain their wives
and families, and the wives are forced to go out to work to add to the men’s earnings;
numbers of men have also engaged in women’s trades, and taken possession of them;
thus the women’s labour-market has been invaded from two sides, and crowds of women
have been rendered superfluous. . . .

If twice the number of men emigrated that emigrate now, the best consequences
would ensue. Men’s wages would rise, and consequently some wives would be with-
drawn from the labour-market; a good many men would be withdrawn from the easier
trades, and women would take their places. Thus many of our superfluous women
would be enabled to find work.

It must not be supposed, moreover, that all emigrants remain single. Many of the
emigrants settle in civilized parts of the country, and either marry one of the super-
fluous women of the country, or else some English girl who had gone out as a servant;
and even the remote settlers often end by marrying: so the more men emigrate the
faster the servant-girls who are sent out will marry off, and leave room for a fresh supply
of maid-servants from England.

. .. It is now sufficiently clear that the emigration of men will enable our super-
fluous women to be provided for. . . .

My belief is that it would be for the ultimate advantage of men to emigrate more,
and so leave enough easy work to the women to enable them to live; but if I am mis-
taken in this opinion, and if it really is the fact that men are happier following easy
trades in England than doing hard work in the Colonies, I still hold that they ought
to go; for it cannot be denied that a man is less unhappy cutting down trees in Canada
or tending sheep in Australia, than a woman is who has no means of earning an honest
livelihood. If, then, it is recognised that the happiness of women is of as much impor-
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tance as the happiness of men, it follows that men ought to encounter the minor evil of
hard work rather than expose women to the greater evil of having no work at all.

The national plan at present adopted in England for providing for superfluous
females, is that of shutting them up in workhouses. . . .

The plan . . . which I advocate for providing for superfluous women is that of allow-
ing them to engage freely in all occupations suited to their strength. The great merit
of this plan is, that it would put an end to superfluous women altogether, by convert-
ing them into useful members of society. This is without doubt the plan intended by
nature all along, and it is from failing to fulfil it that we have fallen into such diffi-
culties. . .

We have all laughed at the story of the New Zealand chief who, when asked how he
had provided for his second wife, from whom he had parted at the recommendation
of the Missionary, replied, ‘‘Me eat her.”” It was but his way of providing for super-
fluous women, and, if it had the disadvantage of being disagreeable to the woman
herself, the same may be said of other plans proposed by much better instructed men
than the chief.

If he would have allowed his discarded wife a house and some land, as no doubt the
Missionary expected, she might have provided for herself; but then, he wanted all the
land for himself, and besides, he probably thought that to give women land and let
them support themselves might raise up in them a dangerous spirit of independence,
and quite destroy all their feminine charms and characteristics; so it seemed to him
better to eat her, according to the ancient and venerable custom of the country. Is not
the same principle acted on in England? Do not many people think it better that
women should suffer than that professions and trades should be opened to them, on
the ground that they would be “unsexed” by engaging in them?

It appears to me that our continuance in the present system can only be justified on
the principle of the lady who said, “Itis natural that women should suffer, but it is sad
indeed when men have to endure privations.’’

Eleanor Marx Aveling and Edward Aveling, “The Woman Question:
From a Socialist Point of View”, Westminster Review, CXXV (1886),
207-22.

The “vituperative” reception given in England to Woman in the Past,
Present, and Future, by the German socialist August Bebel, prompted
Karl Marx’s youngest daughter Eleanor and her husband Edward
Aveling to spring to Bebel’s defense. Eleanor Marx had helped found
the Socialist League in 1884, and she led a number of strikes of unskilled
workers, including the London dockers and the gasworkers. To the
Avelings the basic fact, not “understood even by those men and women. . .
who have made the struggle for the greater freedom of women the very
business of their lives”(p. 209),' was that the exploitation of women was
a concomitant of capitalist economics. Although middle-class feminists
like Frances Power Cobbe, Bessie Rayner Parkes, or Emily Davies were
passionately committed to freeing woman from the narrow stereotype of

! Here and on following pages, direct quotations that have been taken from the source reading itself will
be indicated by page references enclosed in parentheses.
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Perfect Womanhood, they did not consider the class structure of Victorian
society an impediment to the realization of their program. To more
radical thinkers like the Avelings, however, the efforts of such feminists
to extend opportunities for women through education and employment,
or to rectify particular abuses such as the withholding of the franchise,
were mere palliatives which failed to solve the fundamental problem of
the relationship of the sexes in a capitalist society. The following selec-
tion is a good example of the late nineteenth-century socialist view of
the Woman Question.

. . . The position of women rests, as everything in our complex modern society
rests, on an economic basis. . . . The woman question is one of the organization of
society as a whole. . . . Those who attack the present treatment of women without
seeking for the cause of this in the economics of our latter-day society are like doctors
who treat a local affection without inquiring into the general bodily health.

This criticism applies not alone to the commonplace person who makes a jest of
any discussion into which the element of sex enters. It applies to those higher natures,
in many cases earnest and thoughtful, who see that women are in a parlous state, and
are anxious that something should be done to better their condition. These are the
excellent and hard-working folk who agitate for that perfectly just aim, woman suf-
frage; for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Act [which theoretically was intended
to halt the spread of venereal disease but which, in practice, exposed large numbers
of women, chiefly working-class, to arbitrary and humiliating physical examinations],
a monstrosity begotten of male cowardice and brutality; for the higher education of
women; for the opening to them of universities, the learned professions, and all callings,
from that of teacher to that of bag-man. In all this work—good as far as it goes—-three
things are especially notable. First, those concerned in it are of the well-to-do classes,
as a rule. . . . Scarcely any of the women taking a prominent part in these various
movements belong to the working class. . . .

The second point is that all these ideas of our “advanced” women are based either
on property, or on sentimental or professional questions. Not one of them gets down
through these to the bed-rock of the economic basis, not only of each of these three,
but of society itself. This fact is not astonishing to those who note the ignorance of
economics characteristic of most of those that labour for the enfranchisement of women.
Judging from the writings and speeches of the majority of women's advocates, no atten-
tion has been given by them to the study of the evolution of society. Even the orthodox
political economy, which is, as we think, misleading in its statements and inaccurate
in its conclusions, does not appear to have been mastered generally.

The third point grows out of the second. The school of whom we speak make no
suggestion that is outside the limits of the society of today. Hence their work is, always
from our point of view, of little value. We will suppose all women, not only those hav-
ing property, enabled to vote; the Contagious Diseases Act repealed; every calling
thrown open to both sexes. The actual position of women in respect to men would not
be very vitally touched. . . . For not one of these things, save indirectly the Contagious
Diseases Act, touches them in their sex relations. Nor should we deny that, with the
gain of each or all of these points, the tremendous change that is to come would be
more easy of attainment. But it is essential to keep in mind that ultimate change,
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only to come about when the yet more tremendous social change whose corollary it will
be has taken place. Without that larger social change women will never be free.

The truth, not fully recognized even by those anxious to do good to woman, is that
she, like the labour-classes, is in an oppressed condition; that her position, like theirs,
is one of unjust and merciless degradation. Women are the creatures of an organ-
ized tyranny of men, as the workers are the creatures of an organized tyranny of idlers.
Even where thus much is grasped, we must never be weary of insisting . . . that for
women, as for the labouring classes, no solution of the difficulties and problems that
present themselves is really possible in the present condition of society. All that is done,
heralded with no matter what flourish of trumpets, is palliative, not remedial. Both the
oppressed classes, women and the immediate producers, must understand that their
emancipation will come from themselves. Women will find allies in the better sort of
men, as the labourers are finding allies among the philosophers, artists, and poets. But
the one has nothing to hope from man as a whole, and the other has nothing to hope
from the middle class as a whole.

- . . To cultured people, public opinion is still that of man alone. . . . The majority
still lays stress upon the occasional sex-helplessness of woman as a bar to her even con-
sideration with man. It still descants upon the “natural calling” of the female. As to
the former, people forget that sex-helplessness at certain times is largely exaggerated
by the unhealthy conditions of our modern life, if, indeed, it is not wholly due to these.
Given rational conditions, it would largely, if not completely, disappear. They forget
also that all this about which the talk is so glib when woman'’s freedom is under discus-
sion is conveniently ignored when the question is one of woman'’s enslavement. They
forget that by capitalist employers this very sex-helplessness of woman is only taken
into account with the view of lowering the general rate of wages. Again, there is no
more a “natural calling” of woman than there is a “natural” law of capitalistic produc-
tion, or a “natural” limit to the amount of the labourer’s product that goes to him for
means of subsistence. That, in the first case, woman’s “calling” is supposed to be only
the tending of children, the maintenance of household conditions, and a general obe-
dience to her lord; that, in the second, the production of surplus-value is a necessary
preliminary to the production of capital; that, in the third, the amount the labourer
receives for his means of subsistence is so much as will keep him only just above starva-
tion point: these are not natural laws in the same sense as are the laws of motion. They
are only certain temporary conventions of society, like the convention that French is
the language of diplomacy. . . .

Whether we consider women as a whole, or only that sad sisterhood wearing upon
its melancholy brows the stamp of eternal virginity, we find alike a want of ideas and
of ideals. The reason of this is again the economic position of dependency upon man.
Women, once more like the labourers, have been expropriated as to their rights as
human beings, just as the labourers were expropriated as to their rights as producers.
The method in each case is the only one that makes expropriation at any time and
under any circumstances possible —and that method is force. . . . ‘

When marriage has taken place all is in favour of the one and is adverse to the other.
Some wonder that John Stuart Mill wrote, “Marriage is at the present day the only
actual form of serfdom recognised by law”. The wonder to us is that he never saw this
serfdom as a question, not of sentiment but of economics, the result of our capitalistic
system. . . . Marriages thus arranged, thus carried out, with such an attendant train
of circumstances and of consequence, seem to us—let us say it with all deliberation—
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worse than prostitution. To call them sacred or moral is a desecration. . . .

. . . What is it that we as Socialists desire? . . . To us it seems clear that as in Eng-
land the Germanic society, whose basis was the free landholder, gave way to the feudal
system, and this to the capitalistic, so this last, no more eternal than its predecessors,
will give way to the Socialistic system; that as slavery passed into serfdom, and serfdom
into the wage-slavery of today, so this last will pass into the condition where all the
means of production will belong, neither to slaveowner, nor to serf’s lord, nor to the
wage-slave’s master, the capitalist, but to the community as a whole. . . .

And now comes the question as to how the future position of woman, and therefore
of the race, will be affected by all this. . . . Clearly there will be equality for all, with-
out distinction of sex. Thus, woman will be independent: her education and all other
opportunities as those of man. Like him, she, if sound in mind and body (and how the
number of women thus will grow!) will have to give her one, two, or three hours of
social labour to supply the wants of the community, and therefore of herself. There-
after she will be free for art or science, or teaching or writing, or amusement in any
form. Prostitution will have vanished with the economic conditions that made it, and
make it at this hour, a necessity. . . .

The . . . contract between man and woman will be of a purely private nature with-
out the intervention of any public functionary. The woman will no longer be the man’s
slave, but his equal. . . .



CHAPTER 1V

Feminzsts and the Victorian Social
Conscience

The nineteenth century was a painful period of social adjustment. The
industrialization of England had not created working-class misery, but
had certainly made it more visible. The living conditions of the rural
laborer might be partly concealed by the holly and the ivy; those of the
mill-hand were exposed in all their naked hideousness. The age-old
problems of crime, pauperism, and disease had been aggravated by the
drift to the cities, and government agencies adequate to deal with evils
of such magnitude had not yet emerged. Methods and institutions which
had been appropriate to the problems of a rural society were unequal to
the challenge of an increasingly urban civilization. Furthermore, the
prevailing belief that the state should do as little as possible to ameliorate
the plight of the poor (even if that attitude was being eroded by piece-
meal concessions to the principle of state “interference”), meant that
private individuals and agencies would have to carry the burden which
the government declined to assume. Fortunately, it was the great age of
voluntarism. Societies dealing with almost every possible aspect of every
possible social problem proliferated.

Some philanthropists, convinced that there was a science of society,
attempted to discover its laws by applying Comte’s positivist methodology
to an examination of social phenomena. Striking evidence of the belief
that a scientific basis for social legislation could be derived by studying
social conditions was the formation of the National Association for the
Promotion of Social Science in 1857. This organization, whose annual
meetings were for some years widely attended, attracted the leading re-
formers of the period and provided feminists with their most effective
forum.! As one of them, Frances Power Cobbe, defined Social Science,
“it aims to embrace every department of the vast field wherein must be
waged the warfare of . . . virtue against vice, innocence against crime,
health against disease, knowledge against ignorance, peace against war,

I'1.awrence Ritt, The Victorian Conscience in Action: The National Association for the Promotion of
Social Science, 1857-1886, Unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation (Columbia University, 1959).
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industry against pauperism, and woman against the degradation of her
sex’’.1

That was an ambitious program, but the reformers—both men and
women —who subscribed to it were convinced that they could indeed
build a new Jerusalem in England’s not so green and no longer quite so
pleasant land. Their labors in the fields of public health, education,
penology, and poor relief would, they felt, have the effect of so many
jacks irresistibly raising the level of the whole society to something more
consonant with the Christian ideal. The realization of that ideal—a
society based on the principle of loving one’s neighbor —was the goal of
most of the men and women who dedicated themselves to a program of
social action. In addition, a sense of duty, compassion for the down-
trodden, horror at the spectacle of human beings living in conditions fit
only for animals, concern with the contaminating effects of epidemics
spawned in the slums, fear that “the perishing and dangerous classes”
might become riotous and revolutionary masses, and opposition to the
financial waste caused by the primitive and unresponsive social arrange-
ments of the day — these too were motives responsible for the large scale
participation by public-spirited women and men in activities designed
to improve the quality of life in nineteenth-century England.

The field of social action was a particularly appropriate area for the
activities of reform-minded women. Their involvement with philan-
thropic works was consistent with what were believed to be uniquely
feminine characteristics—tenderness, sympathy, and warm-heartedness,
qualities that made women appear to be congenitally equipped to under-
take compassionate works. Furthermore, as feminists frequently pointed
out, numerous women, denied the responsibilities of wifehood and
motherhood, suffered “indescribable ennui” and a sense of having been
“wrongly placed on God’s earth”. Such women, it was believed, might
not only find purpose and meaning in their lives through selfless devo-
tion to a higher cause but, in addition, they might fulfill their ethical
duty to mankind by advancing God’s kingdom beyond the borders of
their homes.

In their desire to see social reform accepted as a natural outlet for
woman’s energy, feminists frequently pointed out that Sisters of Charity
in Catholic countries undertook the care of orphan and destitute child-
ren, distributed medicines to the sick, and managed relief funds. More-
over, because of their training and experience, they performed such ser-
vices effectively. The lesson to be drawn was obvious: the women of
England should do the same. Anna Jameson, a British author and a
forerunner of Victorian feminism, had pleaded for women to take up

! Frances Power Cobbe, “Social Science Congresses and Women'’s Part in Them”, Macmillan’s Magazine,
V (1861), 84.
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“housekeeping on a larger scale” —in prisons, hospitals, and workhouses. 1
Adopting that program of social reform required women to emerge into
the outside world. By that very act, they opened the door to other more
daring feminist activities. As one authority has phrased it, “Social Ser-
vices and Women’s Emancipation were twin sisters, born of the same
reforming spirit’’.2

Although some embattled males insisted that even social uplift was
not a proper sphere for the employment of female energies, woman'’s
involvement in good works was nevertheless tolerated (if somewhat grudg-
ingly) because it was safe, in the sense that it did not infringe on the
prerogatlves of the male. Soaal reform, therefore, unlike political acti-
vity or efforts to secure a foothold in the world of commerce, became an
acceptable outlet for a Victorian woman. Thus it was possible for a
Mary Carpenter and a Louisa Twining to take their stand beside an
Edwin Chadwick and a Lord Shaftesbury.

It must be conceded that not all women who ventured into the nether-
world of Victorian society made a significant contribution to solving the
problems of the denizens of those depths. Some of them — like the self-
satisfied ladies who considered it chic to go “slumming” —were mere
dilettantes who merited the jibes of Charles Dickens. But the committed
reformers, such as Josephine Butler, Octavia Hill, and Frances Power
Cobbe pursued their efforts on behalf of the outcasts and rejects with
what can only be described as a sense of mission. Despite the sneers of
their critics, their labors in the vineyard furnished incontrovertible evi-
dence that in this sphere certainly, and in others probably, they were
the equals of the lords of creation.

Bessie Rayner Parkes, “Charity as a Portion of the Public Vocation of
Woman”, English Woman'’s Journal, 111 (1859), 193-96.

Bessie Rayner Parkes was the great-granddaughter of Joseph Priestley,
the scientist and radical; the daughter of Joseph Parkes, a politician and
reformer; and the mother of the historian, Hilaire Belloc and the novel-
ist, Mrs. Belloc Lowndes. She was the founder and editor of the English
Woman’'s Journal, for some years the only periodical devoted to the
Woman Question. She and her colleague Barbara Leigh Smith Bodi-
chon (who had been her childhood friend) could serve as prototypes of
the nineteenth-century female reformer — the woman who responded to

1 Mrs. Jameson expressed her ideas on woman's social role in two drawing-room lectures that were subse-
quently printed: Sisters of Charity and The Communion of Labour. Two lectures. . . . A new edition,
enlarged and approved with a prefatory letter to Lord John Russell on the present condition and require-
ments of the Women of England (London: n.p., 1859). Bessie Rayner Parkes dedicated her collection of
essays (Essays on Woman's Work) to “the dear and honoured memory of Anna Jameson”, and acknowledged
the debt of gratitude to her “for the influence she exerted, not only in her writings, but in her own person”

. 56-59).
(pg Viola Klein, “The Emancipation of Women: Its Motives and Achievements”, in Ideas and Beliefs of
the Victorians (New York: E. P. Dutton & Co., Inc., 1966), p. 266.
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the challenge of a society in flux, and who attempted to deal with the
glaring inequities of the day according to the doctrines of enlightened
individualism and middle-class humanitarianism. Miss Parkes and
Madame Bodichon were the lodestones who attracted many other women
of similar views to join groups concerned with such causes as law reform,
education, employment, and charity. In the following selection, Miss
Parkes advances her view that women have an obligation to themselves
and to society to use their special talents in the cause of social reform.

. . . We are aware that to advocate the entry of women into paths of enterprise
hitherto monopolised by men, is to assail the very citadel of prejudice. But to confine
them to merely subterranean channels of action without the hope of acknowledgment
or distinction, is it not to degrade them into a condition little better than servile?

Moreover, women possess a moral necessity for action which cannot surely be dis-
regarded with impunity. Itis not alone in those classes incited by pecuniary need that
work is called for, but among the comparitively affluent ranks women lament a mono-
tony of existence resulting from the narrow sphere of action assigned them. This be-
comes the source of an indescribable ennu? by which they reproach society, and almost
Providence, for the misery of inaction and obscurity. It is the prerogative only of a few
rare natures to find sufficient incitement to exertion in the pursuit of abstract ends,
without the presence of exterior incentive and palpable aim. Numberless temptations
beset this life-torpor, from which refuge is sought in excitements either frivolous or
culpable. Impulses capable of the highest attainments, undirected to better ends,
become the busy agents of a career of levity or vice. This is the more to be regretted,
since it is to the finest capacities that inactivity proves most detrimental. Insuch cases
there is a consciousness of aspiration for which no available medium of realisation
appears; and nothing is so deteriorating to moral force of character as the conviction
of the possession of powers perpetually debarred by adverse circumstances from the
accomplishment of their legitimate aims. Surely, it should not be the stigma of an
age of civilization that it permits, in any human creature, stagnation of those energies
of the soul which are the pledges of our origin and destiny, as members of a glorious
humanity.

. . . [Of] the various means adapted for the employment of our leisure, our resources,
and our faculties, . . . there is one path of exertion open, which, immeasurable in its
capacity for good, is susceptible of a peculiar degree of improvement by women. . . .
This is the exercise of charity— charity in the best and highest phase, which ministers
to the wants of the minds and souls of our species as well as to their bodies. The poor
we have always with us, and the requirement for the exercise of this virtue is ever before
us. Much is to be done in the vineyard, though too many stand all the day idle; and
never was the great work of charity more appropriate, and the neglect of it more inex-
cusable, than in the present age. . . .

. . . Itisin the power of women to become invincible agents in the work of charity.
The very attributes of the feminine nature are of essential value in such a cause. Funds,
programmes, and committees, indispensable though they are, form but a slender
part, and can only partially effect the good which results from the comprehensive sway
of charity. Kindly and sympathetic contact, the expression of benevolence ardent
and sincere, is needful and irresistible to its power to console and benefit the unfor-
tunate and distressed.

F. & E—D
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Many, sincerely compassionate, are deterred from the practice of benevolence by
false and exaggerated conceptions of its requirements. Position, influence, wealith,
are deemed indispensable to success, whereas the most unpretending efforts, judi-
ciously restricted to a particular locality and a limited arena of operation, might easily
achieve what is sometimes despaired of, and, directed to a single end, would prove
successful. . . . If the alms bestowed in a single month capriciously, were at the expira-
tion of that time collected and distributed with order and intelligence, how immeasur-
ably more beneficial would the result provel Women have it in their power to give that
which is invaluable in the cause—leisure, thought, and sympathy. In charity there
will ever be found a congenial sphere for the fruition of the unemployed energies of
women. Let them not neglect then this crowning virtue which should ‘‘never fail,”’
but let the energy and diligence brought to its pursuance prove them entitled to share
in the inalienable rights of humanity to a free use of every faculty. To deny this prero-
gative to any human creature is to bring discord into the moral government of the uni-
verse. To assent, is indirectly to admit the injustice of those obstacles which render
ineligible to women the varied paths of mental progress and employment, indispensable
to the realisation of her human rights to life, liberty and happiness— rights which the
spirit of charity itself cannot but advocate and commend.

Frances Power Cobbe, “Social Science Congresses, and Women’s Part in
Them”, Macmillan’s Magazine, V (1861), 81-94.

Almost from the moment the National Association for the Promotion
of Social Science was founded in 1857, it met with ridicule. Its scientific
pretentions were mocked, the participants in its annual congresses were
referred to as cranks, and its proceedings were judged to be boring.
(Said The Trmes: “Almost any one of these subjects . . . would tend to
empty a drawing-room’’.!) A possible reason for its bad press was the
conspicuous role played in its meetings by women. Among them were
Isa Craig, who was one of the original group of women who made their
headquarters the London office of the English Woman’s Journal and
who was appointed assistant to G. W. Hastings, the secretary, founder,
and real head of the Association. The intellectual climate of the Social
Science Association encouraged the participation of women reformers,
two of whom, Louisa Twining and Mary Carpenter, presented papers at
its very first meeting. In the selection that follows, another lady who
was active in the society, the redoubtable Frances Power Cobbe, defends
the Association and the right of women to play a significant role in it.

. The most successful of all the attacks of our witty contemporaries on the Social
Science Association, are those which refer to the very considerable part taken therein
by ladies; and to this, therefore, we shall devote the rCSld\IC of our space.

There is a whole mine of jokes to be found at all times by the [intellectually] destitute
in the subject of women. . . . A silly old woman in a mob cap, or a silly young one in
a crinoline, a Belgravian mother, or a ‘‘pretty horsebreaker,”” women who know Greek,

! The Times, October 11, 1859, p- 6.
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and women who cannot spell English, ladies who do nothing but crochet, and ladies
who write two hundred letters a day for Borrioboola Gha —it is pretty much the same;
who can resist the fun of the thing, even if it be repeated rather frequently? Frankly
we confess, for our own parts, that, while reason tells us the joke is rather superannu-
ated, habit still induces us to enjoy it as ever fresh and new.

We do, indeed, sometimes figure to ourselves, the employer (we cannot say origina-
tor) of such a jest as a person not naturally of a lively disposition, but rather as one
whom the requirements of a despotic editor compel sometimes to become jovial —one
who has a “concern” to be diverting; who is witty, not so much by Nature as by Grace.
We hear him crying in his extreme distress, “What shall I do to be funny? Who will
show me any joke? . . .” At last a blessed thought occurs to him, “We will stand on
the old paths and see which were the ancient jests.” And there, of course, in the first
page of the first book he opens, from Aristophanes to Joe Miller, he finds a jibe at
women. “Eureka!” exclaims the fortunate man; “why, of course, the women! That is
always sure to succeed with the galleries.” With a skip and a bound, and a sommer-
sault [sic], amazing to beholders, the solemn critic comes out a first-rate clown, “All
right!” “Here we are!” “At them again!”

Of course it is a double piece of good fortune when (as on the occasion of the hold-
ing of the late [Social Science] congress in Dublin) Penseroso in Search of a Joke lights
upon it in Ireland. . . . The very dullest of Englishmen can always find a laugh for
stories of Irish beggars, Irish bulls, and Irish cars. [ Editors’ note: One suspects that
Miss Cobbe’s scorn dertves from the fact of her Irish origins. She was born in Dublin.]
Possibly it may chance to be because he és dull that the quickness and brightness of the
Irish mind strikes him as so amazing. He feels much like one of the hard-fisted habsitués
of an alehouse gazing at the rapid fingering of the fiddler. “Do look at un’s hands
how fast they gol Could’ee do the likes of that, man? Haw, haw, haw!” No other nation
that we know of considers it so strange to be able to answer a simple question with viva-
city, and to elaborate a joke in less than half an hour.

But to return to the women. A peculiar merit of the Protean joke against them is
that it accommodates itself immediately to every new line of action which they may
adopt. And, as in our day women are continually adopting new lines of action, the
supply for the.jest market seems really inexhaustible. . . .

We would not on any account be discourteous to the [female] sex; but yet we cannot
help sometimes comparing them in our minds to a large flock of sheep, round whici
some little worrying terriers, with ears erect and outstretched tails, are barking and
jumping, and (occasionally) biting. . . . The foolish sheep run hither and thither;
but, whichever way they go, the terriers hunt them out of that corner immediately.
Now they rush into this thicket—now down into that ditch—now out again into the
open field. Here are two sheep running away on one side, there is another going off in
the opposite direction. ‘“Bow, wow, wow!” cry the little dogs. “Bow, wow, wow! Don’t
go here—don't go there—don’t separate yourselves—don’t run together. Bow, wow,
wow, wow!” At last the idiotic sheep (any one of whom might have knocked over the
little terrier quite easily if it only had the pluck) go rushing . . . down into the very
worst hole they can possibly find; and then the little dogs give a solemn growl, and
drop their tails, and return home in great moral indignation.

We were for ever hearing of women'’s proper work being this, that, or the other. But,
whatever they actually undertake, it is always clear that that is not the “mission” in
question; they must run off and try some other corner directly. In the days of our
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grandmothers it was . . . a subject of scorn, that “most women have no character at
all,”’ and that, while
“Men, some to business, some to pleasure take,
Yet every woman is at heart a rake.”

The “Tea-cup age” passed away, and the sheep rushed in an opposite direction.
Women would be frivolous no more. They became “Blues!” [intellectuals] —and the
barking went on worse than ever! It was thought the wittiest thing in the world for
Byron to sneer at his noble wife (who has so lately closed her life of honour, silent to
the last regarding all hss offences!) because she was

“A learned lady, famed
For every branch of every science known,
In every Christian language ever named,
With virtues equalled by her wit alone.”

Efforts were made at the time to give young ladies, generally, an education which
should transcend the wretched curriculum of the then fashionable schools—“French,
the guitar, the Poonah painting,”’ with ‘‘history, geography, and the use of the globes,”’
thrown into the bargain as unimportant items. Then it was the acquirement of know-
ledge which was not ‘‘woman’s mission,’’ and which would infallibly distract her from
it. . . . Those phrases which Sydney Smith called the “delight of Noodledom” were in
continual circulation. “The true theatre for a woman is the sick chamber.” “The
only thing a woman need know is how to take care of children; that is what she was
made for, and there is no use attempting to overstep the intentions of nature.”

But of late a most singular transition has taken place. The sheep are running, it
would seem, precisely where the terriers were driving them. The care of the sick and
of children occupies the minds and lives of great numbers of women who have few or
no domestic duties. Let us see how they are treated by the little dogs. Alas! we fear
that we catch the sound of the bark again. “Ladies must not meddle with this school.
Ladies must not interfere with that hospital. Ladies ought not to give evidence before
committees of Parliament. Ladies cannot be admitted into workhouses. Ladies ought
not to make a stir about the grievances they discover. Ladies ought not to write papers
about paupers, and women’s employment, and children’s education. And oh! above
all earthly things, ladies ought not to read such papers, even if they write them. Bow,
wow, wow, wow!” They must (we are driven to conclude) nurse the sick without going
into hospitals, and look after children without meddling in schools, and see evils but
never publish them, and write (if they must write) papers, about babies and girls, and
then get some man to read the same (of course losing the entire pith and point thereof)
while they sit by, dumb and ‘‘diffident,”’ rejoicing in the possession of tongues and
voices which, of course, it cannot have been “the intention of nature” should ever be
heard appealing in their feminine softness for pity and help for the ignorant and the
suffering.

Now, we confess, in all seriousness, to be rather tired of this kind of thing. It seems
to us that the world does grievously need the aid of one-half the human race to miti-
gate the evils which oppress it; and if, in their early and feeble endeavours to fulfil
their share of the work, women should make endless blunders, the error in our eyes is a
venial one, compared to the inactivity and uselessness in which (in Protestant coun-
tries) so many of them habitually vegetate. Let us not be mistaken. The private and
home duties of such women as have them are, beyond all doubt, their first concern,
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and one which, when fully met, must often engross all their time and energies. But it
is an absurdity, peculiar to the treatment of women, to go on assuming that all of them
have home duties, and tacitly treating those who have none as if they were wrongly
placed on God’s earth, and had nothing whatever to do in it. There must needs be a
purpose for the lives of single women in the social order of Providence—a definite
share in the general system which they are intended to carry on. The Church of Rome
found out this truth long ago. The Catholic woman who does not marry takes it almost
as a matter of course that she is bound to devote herself to works of general charity and
piety. While the Protestant ‘‘old maid’’ has been for centuries among the most wretched
and useless of human beings—all her nature dwindled by restraint, and the affec-
tions, which might have cheered many a sufferer, centred on a cat or a parrot—
the Romanist has understood that she has not fewer duties than others, but more ex-
tended and perhaps laborious ones. Not selfishness. . . . but self-sacrifice more entire
than belongs to the double life of marriage, is the true law of celibacy. Doubtless it is
not an easy law. It will take some time to learn the lesson; for it is far harder to pre-
serve a loving spirit in solitude than under the fostering warmth of sweet household
affections. If the single woman allow herself to drift down the stream of circumstances,
making no effort for better things, then the shoals of selfishness lie inevitably beneath
the prow. To row against the tide of inclination more vigorously than others, to seek
resolutely for distant duties when no near ones present themselves, to give more love
while receiving less—such are the stern claims of duty on a lonely woman.

But, now that she is beginning to feel somewhat of these solemn obligations, that
hundreds and even thousands of women of the upper classes are saying, “What shall I
do with my life? for neither balls, nor crochet, nor novels, nor dilettante copying of
drawings and playing of music, satisfy my soul, and I would fain do some little frac-
tion of good before I die” —shall we now spend our wit in trying to warn them off such
fields as they may try to work, instead of helping them with all manly sense and tender-
ness? “Women are invading the province of men. They are not our equals, and they
have no business to do it.” If the inferiority be so definite, the alarm is at least very
groundless. . . . Let a woman's powers be set down to the lowest figure imaginable;
let it be assumed (a tolerably large assumption!) that the most clear-headed and warm-
hearted woman is the inferior in all respects of the most consummate masculine “muff’
of her acquaintance, and that she ought to listen in humility and prostration of mind
whenever he opens his lips (for the unanswerable reason that a moustache may grow
upon them), still, with Herbert Spencer, we must ask, “Is it any reason, because a
woman'’s powers are inferior, that she should be prevented from using such powers as
she has?” . . .

We want, in the first place, the Religious and Moral intuitions of women to be
brought out so as to complete those of men, to give us all the stereoscopic view by which
we shall see such truths as we can never see them by single vision, however clear and
strong. . . . In all ages the piety of females has been noted. Any why? Doubtless
because iheir gentler natures and more retired lives peculiarly fitted them to receive in
their unruffled hearts the breath of the Divine love, and listen to that inner voice too
often unheard amid the clamour of the world. We come nearer to God through the
affections, wherein lie woman’s great power, than through the intellect wherein man
excels. . . . We have had enough of man’s thoughts of God—of God first as the King,
the ““Man of War,”’ the Demiurge, the Mover of all things, and then, at last, since
Christian times, of God as the Father of the World. Not always have men been very
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competent to teach even this side of the truth alone; for during more than a thousand
years the religious teachers of Christendom were men who knew not a father’s feelings,
who thought them less holy than their own loveless celibacy. But the woman’s thought
of God as the ‘‘Parent of Good, Almighty,’’ who unites in one the father’s care and the
mother’s tenderness, that we have never yet heard. Even a woman hardly dares to
trust her own heart, and believe that as she “would have compassion on the son of her
womb,’’ so the Lord hath pity on us all. Surely, surely, it is time we gain something
from woman of her Religious nature! And we want her Moral intuition also. We want
her sense of the law of love to complete man’s sense of the law of justice. We want her
influence, inspiring virtue by gentle promptings from within to complete man’s exter-
nal legislation of morality. And, then, we want woman’s practical service. We want
her genius for detail, her tenderness for age and suffering, her comprehension of the
wants of childhood to complete man’s gigantic charities and nobly planned hospitals
and orphanages. How shall we get at all these things?

There are, of course, endless ways in which this may be done. . . . Each woman
helps it who takes her part in the labours of poor schools and asylums, of hospitals and
visiting the sick, and in the beautiful duties of a country gentleman’s wife or daughter
among her natural dependents. . . .

Bessie Rayner Parkes, “Ladies’ Sanitary Association”, English Woman'’s
Journal, 111 (1859), 73-85.

The Ladies’ Sanitary Association was formed as a sister organization
of the National Association for the Promotion of Social Science in the
very year, 1857, that that society began its existence under the nominal
leadership of the venerable reformer, Lord Brougham.' Led by women
like Bessie Rayner Parkes, the ladies attempted to correct conditions
which, in some respects, had not improved greatly since the 1840’s,
when “the people of England appeared for the first time to acquire a
sense of sight and smell and realize that they were living on a dung
heap”.? The Ladies’ Sanitary Association was particularly concerned
with the health of the working classes, to whom it distributed hundreds
of thousands of tracts on such subjects as “The Worth of Fresh Air”,
“The Use of Pure Water”, “How to Save Infant Life”, and “Power of
Soap and Water”. In addition to reading papers at the annual meetings
of the Social Science Association, the members of the Sanitary Associa-
tion gave lectures on the spread of communicable diseases and warned
against the dangers of overflowing cesspools, open drains, contaminated
wells, poor ventilation, and the lack of adequate sanitary facilities in
general. The following selection describes the conditions of public health
in nineteenth-century England and illustrates the work of the members
of the LSA.

! Brougham, then 79, was simply a figurehead. The real founder and guiding spirit of the Social Science
Association was an energetic young barrister, G. W. Hastings, who devoted his life to public causes and

ended it under a cloud.
2 S. E. Finer, The Life and Times of Sir Eduin Chadwick (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd., 1951), pp. 212-13.
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. . . A very active and promising young idea, born some time in the early part of
this century, is at this moment militant in all parts of the United Kingdom. . . . We
mean the Sanitary idea. The notion of cultivating health according to what we now
call the laws of life is very modern indeed, . . . and has as yet hardly penetrated the
official or the rustic intellect; but mid-way between these two extremes, it occupies a
large portion of the English citizens’ time and mind. We should like to know the in-
crease in the manufacture and sale of tin baths alone in the last twenty years; how
many sponges have been disturbed in their zoophytic meditations, and what profit has
been secured upon flesh-brushes. The drains of London present a longer mileage than
her streets, and the marshy places of the land are literally sown with pipes. Almost
every town, large or small, has its particular type of sanitary medical man, a man who
is always blinding himself over his microscope, and poisoning himself over his gases;
whose acute nose is the despair of the parish authorities, and a curse to the ratepayers
among whom he dwells. This man is always drawing up papers for associations, and
he predicts all the fevers that come to pass. He sweeps and whitewashes with furious
energy after the cholera, when for a little space the frightened authorities permit him
to have his own way, and then, in spite of this extraordinary complaisance, he is cruel
enough to persecute them with dreadful statistics of the ravages of death, and odious
comparisons of what was, and what might have been, had he been minded at any
earlier date.

. . . Until comparatively lately the virtues of medical science lay buried in the minds
of the few; even physicians themselves drugged and smothered their patients as if they
knew nothing of the accurate and beautiful laws under which . . . we live and move
and have our being; and as a branch of popular knowledge, . . . the sanitary idea had
absolutely no existence. It is of our times, and an integral part of our intensely self-
conscious civilization. We no longer find health in our daily pursuits as a matter of
course; the enormous growth of our towns, and the new set of evils contingent upon
that growth have obliged us to set to work to find counteracting agencies, and the re-
sult is a great increase in the average longevity of our population, even over those times
when the habits of life were certainly of a more healthful cast. Our ancestors went to
bed earlier, and lived much more in the open air; on the other hand, we have wonder-
fully improved in building, drainage, and ventilation, and in the knowledge and appli-
cation of the healing art. . . .

The first agency in the extension of public interest on the subject of health, must of
course be attributed to the labors and the writings of scientific men, medical or non-
medical. The great discoveries of the last century, as to the constitution of air and of
water, of course afforded a standard of purity for those two prime elements in human
health or disease hitherto unattainable. Little by little, as the writings of the scientific
class filtered into public and private libraries, the attention of thinking men became
more and more drawn towards the inevitable consequent deductions. Vaccination
had proved that the ravages of at least one fatal disease had been arrested, and the
practice of excessive bleeding as a remedy for every trifling ailment had mostly passed
away.

Then came that strange and fearful foreign visitant, the Cholera. Germinated early
in this century in the marshy delta of Indian Ganges, it gradually diffused itself over
the length and breadth of the peninsula. . . . It reached China in 1820, . . . and in
1822 the dread fiend stood on the frontier of Europe, looking out, like Alexander, for
fresh worlds to conquer. In 1823 it overleaped the boundary, and strange to relate,
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lingered for nearly ten years in Russia, but in 1831 it summoned Warsaw, Berlin,
Hamburg, and Sunderland, and in 1832 London and Paris bent to the blow. England
lost nearly 15,000 people. . . . The visitation of 1849 was even . . . more severe,
London alone furnishing 14,497 deaths. . . .

It may be easily imagined what an impetus must have been given by the cholera to
sanitary efforts; with what fear and trembling men must have looked round for some
potent exorcism. Whether contagious or not, it was abundantly provable that hot
damp weather was propitious to the disease, and that those who lived in bad air, amidst
defective drainage, or who were given to intemperance or other ordinary unhealthy
habits, fell soonest victims to the disease. After 1832 we may be sure that the nation
thought more of washing and setting its house in order than ever it had done before.

The next great movement [for sanitary reform] was connected with the Poor Laws.
In . .. 1832, Lord Grey’s government issued a Commission of inquiry into the condi-
tion of the laboring class in every parish throughout England and Wales, and Mr. Edwin
Chadwick was appointed Assistant Commissioner. In the course of these investigations
his mind seems to have been much impressed with the importance of ill health as a
cause of poverty, for in 1838 we find him obtaining the consent of the Poor Law Com-
missioners to a special inquiry into the physical causes of fever in the metropolis, which
might be removed by proper sanitary measures. This inquiry was also extended to the
whole kingdom. From this time a broad stream of interest upon sanitary matters set
steadily in. . . .

That a vast reduction in our annual mortality can be ensured by the wise applica-
tion of sanitary laws in the hands of men is an admitted fact; and the reasons for such
united application do not appeal to the moral nature alone. . . . There is also here a
direct appeal to public economy; to the pocket even of the rate-payer. Ill health is very
dear. Itisunequivocally dear to the individual; it is equally dear to the nation, since it
is not the death alone of able-bodied citizens which is to be apprehended, but the
wasting sickness or frequent illness which casts the lowest class upon the parish, and
renders the bedridden cripple often a helpless burden to the workhouse for many long
years. Mr. Kingsley [the noted author and Christian Socialist] speaking of unhealthy
cottages, asks, “Who shall estimate the value of life destroyed, the cost of wives made
widows, children orphans, parents childless, of domestic morality destroyed, or not
fostered, for want of domestic decency and comfort; of a population at once weakened,
diminished, and degraded.” And poverty and sickness act and re-act on each other
with a constant and complicated influence. A population whose savings have been
absorbed by sickness has no reserved fund to meet the rainy day; little by little the
furniture finds its way to the pawn-broker, and if the mill stops, or the bad harvest
ruins the farmers, the clothes of the mill hand or of the farm laborer are sold for bread.
And “poverty, when it attains to a certain pitch, seems to reduce all other predisposing
causes of disease to insignificance in comparison with its direful influence. Scanty,
uncertain and in-nutritious food, insufficient clothing, squalor of person, incessant
labor, sinking of the heart, cold lodgings, filthy beds, or harsh substitutes for beds,
the atmosphere of their dwellings confined for the sake of warmth, and poisoned by
too many breaths or polluted by noxious exhalations. . . .” And be it ever remem-
bered, oh! anxious mother, that the track of an epidemic does not break off upon the
level on which it first arose. Contagious fever, when once it has fairly started on its
rounds among the poor, visits also with unerring footstep the mansions of the neigh-
bouring rich; and the burning heat which has consumed the little child in the cottage
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kitchen, will not fail to strike blank dismay into your curtained nursery. The small
beds will soon be empty nests; the cradle will be put mournfully away, and the patter-
ing sound of little feet, and the warbling trill of little voices be still for ever. . . .

.. . To say that the average rate of mortality is high in any given.district, means
that when a mother looks round upon her populous nursery shé must expect to lose one
or more of those little children before they have grown up. It means that if a child is
seized with hooping cough or scarlet fever, that child has a bad chance of recovery.
It means that the young mother is in more than ordinary danger of dying in childbed,
and that the soldiers and sailors who are born and bred in that particular district are
physically ill fitted to sustain the glory of their native land. It means that many coffins
will be bought of the undertaker, and that the milliner will often sit up at night to
finish mourning clothes. The doctor’s charge will be heavy, and he will not be able to
save the precious life, though the scanty means of the unhappy family be taxed to their
utmost to meet the fruitless bill. These are the common every-day miseries which
afflict a district suffering from bad drains and ill constructed houses. By some means
or other the grand political agencies of Parliament with their Acts and their Boards
must be narrowed down to a minute domestic application. . . .

To descend yet more to particulars, the best framed Acts of Parliament most effi-
ciently carried out, will only result in partial reforms, until the habits of the people,
engendered amidst bad conditions, and rendered careless by hopelessness, be also
changed. When the house-wife has got a good supply of water, we must by hook or by
crook infuse into her unaccustomed intellect the notion that it is good to wash the
house and to give refractory pinafores a chance of being ciean. The baby must no
longer be fed upon cold sausage, and Tommy with an intermittent fever must not be
laid in a four-poster with shut windows and a roaring fire. It is not good to whip [a
child] till he is red hot with screaming, and then ‘‘set him on the stones to cool.”” A
broken pane of glass is more likely to give the rheumatism than no window at all, and
the dunghill by the cottage door will probably poison the household before the more
distant parish officer has smelt it out. In fact we want just that a minute domestic
instruction in matters sanitary for which Boards of Health may pave the way, but
which they can never complete in detail. We want the action of women in every parish;
we want the clergyman’s wife and the doctor’s daughter to know the laws of health,
and to enforce them in the perpetual intercourse which we hope and believe they main-
tain with their poorer neighbours. The squire’s lady, and the peeress whose husband
owns half the county, the district visitor who cares for the soul, and the parish nurse
who attends upon the sick —if all these women could be made to work with a will, and
‘‘“a woman with a will,”’ as the ‘“Household Words’’ observes, ‘‘is a fine thing,”” what a
difference might be wrought in the average mortality of England.

Many of our readers may be already aware that an association, [the Ladies’ Sanitary
Association], yet in its infancy, has been formed for supplying this very want; for induc-
ing ladies all over the country to take a lively interest in sanitary reform, and for supply-
ing them with domestic tracts upon the laws of health and the management of the
household, to be distributed wherever the cottager or the artizan can be induced to
read them. Various other plans for the diffusion of sanitary knowledge will gradually
be worked into the scheme, and we shall take a few extracts from the published pros-
pectus of the association for the sake of making these as widely known as possible. The
ladies [of the Association] . . . truly consider that by far the greater part of the debility,
disease, and premature mortality, is the result of preventible causes, but that very few
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preventive measures bearing on the personal habits of the people have yet been adopted.
Believing that the principal cause of the low physical condition of so large a portion of
our population results from their ignorance of the laws of health, they have combined
to propagate this important branch of knowledge in various ways. They desire to estab-
lish institutions in which schoolmistresses and pupil-teachers, belonging to any schools
for the working-classes, can attend gratuitously a course of theoretical and practical
instruction in all subjects relating to health, so that they may be able to teach their
pupils. By these means schoolgirls, the future wives and mothers of the working-classes
will obtain information which, though necessary to all, is now possessed by very few.
Classes should also be formed for educated women. Special attention will be paid to
instruction in the management of infants and children, as being one of the most impor-
tant duties of women. The formation of a training home for orphan infants is in con-
templation, nay, has been already begun on a very small scale at Brighton. Our readers
will see that this part of the plan ought to be carried out locally in every district, and
that it rests with themselves to appropriate and carry out the idea of a hygienic school.
If nursery-maids could be got to attend any classes formed in different towns, so much
the better; and an appeal is made to all clergymen and doctors to use their immense
influence in founding and supporting branch associations. The publication of tracts
has already been begun, the titles of several of which will be found in our advertising
columns. The establishment of loan libraries, and the delivery of popular lectures on
the preservation of health, are also desired. Finally, all inquiries or communications
may be addressed to the Secretary, at 16A, Old Cavendish Street, Cavendish Square,
London; or 17, Egremont Place, Brighton. . . .

During February, March, and June of 1858, the [association was] enabled, through
the kindness of a medical gentleman, to provide two courses of eight free popular lec-
tures to ladies on ‘‘Physical Education and the Laws of Health.”” Several papers upon
sanitary subjects have been also contributed by members . . . to some of the leading
periodicals. It is in supporting, by its moral influence, all such local activity in every
town throughout the country, that this association will chiefly do its work. We do not
want one immense centre of activity in London, Brighton, or any other place; we want
a multitude of little centres in agricultural villages and manufacturing towns, little
centres which shall be supplied with tracts by the association, and shall be connected
with it in every way which may prove to be beneficial. . . .

The chief value of an association for the accomplishment of any reform, lies far
less in the particular items of practical reform it is able to accomplish in itself, than in
the thorough discussion of the sdea on which it is based. Once let this idea be worked
into the public mind, once let it be condensed in domestic conversation and expanded
in penny periodicals, and taught as a common-place in schools; once let it come in as
salt to the soup, and as fuel to the fire, and the mission of an association is complete.
Look at the great religious organizations which have sown Bibles and tracts broadcast
over the country, and how they have resulted in Sunday classes and ragged schools, in
new churches, city missions, mothers’ meetings, and many other active working schemes.
A great victory has been won over the religious indifference of the last century, a great
victory remains to be won over the physical indifference which degrades the human
frame. Here is a small beginning in the Ladies’ Sanitary Association which may be-
come a great work if all who read this paper with any degree of interest will endeavor,
each in their separate locality, whether it be in the murky atmosphere of the town, or
in the pleasant green places of the country, to carry out its plans, to communicate with
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those who have laid its foundation, and to link themselves to it through some practical
and successful effort towards the enforcement of the laws of health by our English
people.

Louisa Twining, “On the Training and Supervision of Workhouse Girls”,
National Association for the Promotion of Social Science, Transactions,
1859, pp. 696-702.

Louisa Twining, the product of a middle-class family, devoted practi-
cally her entire life to the cause of workhouse reform. First visiting a
workhouse in 1853 to call on an old and destitute acquaintance, Miss
Twining worked for more than forty years to improve the deplorable
conditions that prevailed in the domain of Mr. and Mrs. Bumble. What
those conditions were can be deduced from the “lesser eligibility” cri-
terion established by the Poor Law of 1834, which required that the
living standard of the workhouse population be deliberately made infer-
ior to that of the lowest segment of the working class. In addition, the
workhouse inmates were subjected to a discipline which was almost as
severe as that of a prison (there was good reason for calling them “jails
without guilt”). When the Poor Law Guardians initially rejected Miss
Twining’s request that they extend visiting privileges to other ladies, it
was on the grounds that their presence would be a threat to discipline
and might, in fact, precipitate a revolution.' Miss Twining was able to
break down the Guardians’ opposition and, in 1857, at the first meeting
of the Social Science Association, her proposal to form the Workhouse
Visiting Society was adopted. Thereafter, the members of the Society
devoted themselves to ministering to the needs of the deprived and de-
graded population of the workhouses. The following excerpt, written in
the early years of the Workhouse Visiting Society’s existence, illustrates
one aspect of workhouse reform, that of training young girls for a useful
occupation.

The subject of “Workhouse Relief and Management” is . . . not losing, but rather
gaining ground in the estimation of the Association and of the public. . . . Efforts . . .
are being made in various ways to improve the condition of the lowest classes. . . .
Experience is every day showing us more clearly that all the care and teaching is in
vain, if some protection is not extended to the children when they are first sent out
into the world. The idea is certainly also gaining ground that, by careful teaching and
training, the poor children of these schools may be made useful and valuable members
of society. Suggestions have recently been made to train many of them expressly for
the army and navy, a proposal which it is to be hoped will receive serious attention, as
we have already far more tailors and shoemakers than can find employment. The
added experience of a year has convinced the members of the Workhouse Visiting
Society of the necessity of carrying out, by increased efforts, this, one of their chief

! Louisa Twining, “The History of Workhouse Reform”, in The Baroness [Angela] Burdett-Coutts,
Woman's Mission (London: Sampson Low, Marston & Company, Limited, 1893), p. 266.
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aims, viz., “to befriend the destitute and orphan children in the schools, and after
they are placed in situations.”

In one of our large cities it is now proposed to organize on a small scale a plan of
encouragement and protection for the girls on leaving the schools, and the proposal
has met with the approbation of more than one board of guardians. It involves no
expense, and would be applicable to every . . . workhouse school where ladies could
be found to carry it out. It is in fact merely an extension of the present system of inspec-
tion by the chaplains of our large district schools. If the names of ladies who would
undertake this work were known to the chaplain or guardians, notice would be given
to them when any girl went out into service, and a friendly protection might thus be
extended over her during the most perilous time of her life. . . .

The following is an outline of the plan sent to me by the lady who has established it: —

“PROPOSED PLAN FOR PROTECTING WORKHOUSE GIRLS

“1. To obtain from the matron the addresses of all girls lately sent out to service. . . .
To obtain from the schoolmistress information respecting the girl’s character and re-
quirements, and take from her some message of inquiry. To call on the mistresses of
these girls, explaining our wish to befriend them; offering, if needful, some small addi-
tional articles of clothing to those provided by the workhouse, and engaging the mis-
tress to careful guardianship, and to the promise not to discharge the girl without giv-
ing us due notice. To ask to see the servant, and endeavour to make friends with her.
To arrange, if possible, that she be allowed to attend a Sunday class at the house of
one of the ladies, and, at all events, be visited at stated intervals.

“2. To obtain from the matron the names, and from the mistress the characters, of
such girls as are fit to be sent out to service, but for whom no one has made application.
Among these, to attend first to such as have reached the age at which they are threatened
with removal to the women’s ward; to find safe and suitable services for these girls; to
visit them and bring them to classes in the same manner as the other girls, having the
advantage of a previous acquaintance with them at the workhouse.”

It is hoped that by these means such supervision may . . . preserve a most helpless
class of girls from obvious dangers attendant on sudden discharge from service, and that
they may be afforded some measure of that individual attachment of which they stand
in so much need; for however well taught they may be when they leave the schools, it
is a well-known fact that they later fall into ruin, from their friendless and unprotected
condition. [A workhouse] . . . chaplain . . . has expressed his opinion that, had such
a plan as this been in operation, scores would have been saved in that [parish] alone,
who are at this moment returned to the workhouse in vice and despair. The offers of
help that are frequently being received, lead us to hope that persons may not be want-
ing to carry out these suggestions in various localities.

In one large industrial school I found 213 children, of whom the master supposed
200 were orphans. I asked what care was taken of the girls after they leave at 14, and
was told none; if they like they may come to the school to visit their teachers, and the
best-disposed do so, but the others are left to their fate, being just those who require
the most care; those who leave their places from no fault may return to the school
within a year — the others go to the workhouse or elsewhere. The teaching, both intel-
lectual and industrial, no doubt was excellent, but here as elsewhere there appeared to
me a total want of all effort to supply that which a voluntary interest alone could give.
I was told a touching instance of one poor little girl who had lately died without having
had one relation since she was in the school. . . .



The Victorian Social Conscience 95

I would now pass on to another plan which is suggested by the Workhouse Visiting
Society, and which it is hoped may be carried out in the course of a few months. . . .
Many (I believe I may say nearly all) of those most hardened and difficult to deal with
of all workhouse inmates—the young women—have been brought up in pauper
schools. . . . [Editors’ note: Here Miss Twining noted that some pauper schools seemed
to train the girls “expressly for the adult wards of the workhouse, so surely do they find
their way there after a few years”. How is it, she asked, “that guardians and teachers
rest contented with such a state of things, without ever endeavouring to find out the
cause of #2”]. . . Let us consider for a moment what is the position of one of these
girls, who leaving her place is homeless, and has therefore no refuge but the workhouse,
where, above the age of sixteen, she is placed in the able-bodied women’s ward. What-
ever she may have been on entering it, there is scarcely a possibility of her leaving it
otherwise than contaminated and ruined. In one London workhouse there were lately
fifty of this class of women, the comparatively, or even entirely innocent being asso-
ciated with the very worst and most hardened. What a hopeless mass did they present
to the authorities! to the one over-worked matron at the head of this large establish-
ment, and to the women whose duty it was to superintend them! . . . They were not
even entirely separated from the rest of the house, but communicated with the other
inmates in their hours of work as well as of idleness. Discipline was impossible, and the
scene was, as may be imagined, most sad and perplexing. To such persons the work-
house ceases to be a test, for with the licence that prevails there, and the liberty of
indulging in evil gossip and companionship, it is preferred by the badly-disposed and
idle girls to the hard work which is required of them in service. Such work as they have
to do in the workhouse is hardly any preparation for that which is expected of them as
servants, and many of them are only employed in oakum-picking, which, whether it
is intended as a punishment or not, certainly does not answer the purpose of deterring
them from entering the workhouse.

Now, what I would suggest is, that we should endeavour to reverse this degrading
process into one that would raise the character, and fit it for something better than the
able-bodied women’s ward. . . . All experience shows that the same persons are con-
tinually returning to the workhouse, and not only they, but their children after them
will probably be life-long burdens upon the parish. . . . It is proposed by the Work-
house Visiting Society to open a home for girls of the ages when they must necessarily
be admitted into the adult wards, the guardians undertaking to pay to the home the
cost of their maintenance in the workhouse. In this home they would be trained, under
the care of a matron, for all the duties of household work and service, and the princi-
pal aim would be to fit them for emigration to the Colonies. This is no vague and
indefinite idea, for we have the positive assurance that such is the want of women,
especially in Western Australia, that they would be eagerly welcomed there; and were
the plan successfully carried out, we might even expect their passages to be paid by the
colonists, which would thus leave only the outfits to be provided at home. Such a plan
would necessarily involve careful arrangements for superintendence during the voyage
as well as on arrival, but they could be easily made; and the advantages offered by a
life in a new sphere, removed from all former associations and temptations, would be
far greater than could be looked for at home. . . . The length of time for remaining
in the home, and many other details, would be easily arranged, and also the principle
of selecting the inmates, on which obviously much would depend; the visiting of this
class of inmates in the workhouses by ladies would of course be a necessary part of the
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plan. Asitis well to foresee, and as far as possible meet, all objections and difficulties
before beginning a new work, I may mention that the only one that has been yet made
to this proposal is that it might prove an encouragement to girls to come to the home
for the sake of the advantages it would offer.

To this I can only answer that, as discipline and hard work would be the order of the
house in a greater degree than in the workhouse, I do not think it would be likely to
prove so very attractive to this class of persons. . . .

In one London workhouse there are now 17 women in the adult ward. Of these
since 1850, one has been admited 18 times; one 15 times (age 21); one 12 times (age 20);
one 11 times; one 9 times (age 22); and one 7 times, whose age is now only 17.

From what has been said, I think it must be clear to all, first, that something like
reformatory discipline is the one only hope and chance for this class of persons, and
secondly, that such is impossible at present in our workhouses, both from want of space
(more particularly in those of large towns), as well as from the total want of persons to
carry it out. As a class these women are not admissible into any of our existing institu-
tions, even if they could be received into them; but they are neither all fit subjects for
penitentiaries, refuges, or reformatories; and besides these reasons, some separate
home is required which can be recognised by the guardians. . . . We are anxious to
gain the sympathy and approval of those who are here met together, and who are
occupied in somewhat similar plans for the benefit of their fellow-creatures, and who
are capable of judging not only of the need of such a scheme, but also of the probability
of its success. If the experiment can once be made and fairly carried out in London,
there is no reason why it should not be tried in the country as well, so that every county
should in time have its homes and penitentiaries (for the two might well be united),
where every effort might be made to rescue and restore those unhappy ones who are
now, whilst supported at our expense, thrust down into the lowest depths of despair
and degradation in the able-bodied wards of our [workhouses].

Mary Carpenter, “Reformatories for Convicted Girls”, National Associa-
tion for the Promotion of Social Science, Transactions, 1857, pp. 338-46.

Mary Carpenter, one of the most influential reformers of the nine-
teenth century, became interested in philanthropy as the result of the
influence of her Unitarian clergyman father. While still in her teens,
after some experience as a teacher and governess, she opened a “ragged
school” in Bristol with the aid of John Bishop Estlin and Matthew Daven-
port Hill. This was the beginning of the work —the rehabilitation of
young criminals and children on the verge of criminality—that was to
absorb most of her energies for the rest of her life. She was indefatigable
in the pursuit of this objective, writing a book on the subject and acting
as the moving spirit behind a conference of similarly motivated reformers
of both sexes.

Miss Carpenter radiated good humor, good will, enormous energy,
and an indomitable resolve in her untiring efforts to salvage and rehabili-
tate destitute and criminal children. In addition to the ragged schools,
she was also active in the reformatory and industrial school movements.
Frances Power Cobbe was for a while associated with her at a reforma-
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tory school for girls which Miss Carpenter established at the Red Lodge
in Bristol. (Miss Carpenter, whose altruism was so all-consuming that
it made her indifferent to the creature comforts, set a bare table, much
to the dismay of Miss Cobbe, who was something of a trencherwoman,
and who described Miss Carpenter as doing “the work of three people on
the food of half a one”. This was not Miss Cobbe’s style, and it may
have led her to leave the Red Lodge and subsequently to engage in work-
house reform elsewhere.)!

Despite the demands of her various philanthropic projects, Miss
Carpenter found time to make several trips to India, where she advised
the government on education and prison discipline, and supervised a
female normal school in Bombay. She also lectured on prison reform in
the United States and Canada.

The following selection is taken from the paper which she presented
at the first meeting of the Social Science Association, in which she ad-
vanced a plan for the rehabilitation of juvenile female criminals. It will
be noted that she did not share Louisa Twining’s enthusiasm for emigra-
tion as a solution to the problem of wayward girls.

It is but recently that the position of convicted girls, of young female children who
by their misdeeds or vicious tendencies have separated themselves from society, has
engaged public attention.

Until lately some have supposed, on the one hand, that little creatures of the “softer
sex”’ cannot have arrived at such a pitch of wickedness as to require the intervention
of the strong hand of the law, or the agency of a public institution to curb and correct
vicious propensities; while on the other hand, those whose avocations have brought
them into personal contact . . . with neglected and depraved girls, have with horror
beheld in them such an amount of desperate wickedness . . . that they have despaired
of doing anything effectual to reform them. . . . The Rev. T. Carter . . . in his speech
at the conference at Birmingham, six years ago, . . . made this statement, “Out of
twenty-six females in the Liverpool Gaol, all of whom commenced as juveniles, I found
that twenty-five had been in gaol on an average seven times each; the other I do not
think it fair or proper to bring forward as an average example, because she has been
fifty-seven times in gaol. The average time each is known to spend in gaol is five years”. . . .

All persons who have come much into actual intercourse with both boys and girls of
the “perishing and dangerous classes” have fully agreed with my own experience, that
the girls are by far the most hardened and difficult to manage. . . .

. . . Many of the boys brought before magistrates and sent to prison . . . have been
guilty of nothing more than would have called forth only a reprimand or school
punishment in lads of a higher class; . . . whereas girls are seldom . . . handed into
the custody of the gaoler, until all more lenient means of correction have been pre-
viously tried unavailingly. . . . Hence we may anticipate that the girls in a reforma-
tory will be of the very lowest class, and that the crimes with which they are charged
will frequently imply a very high degree of moral depravity, such as a trained habit of

! Frances Power Cobbe, The Life of Frances Power Cobbe, 2 vols. (Boston and New York: Houghton,
Mifflin & Company, 1894), 1, 250-75.
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picking pockets, arson, house-breaking, horse-stealing, even poisoning; young girls
guilty of such crimes as these are to be found in our reformatories; while of those who
have not actually committed such crimes, are the unfortunate daughters of receivers
of stolen goods, of drunken and dissolute parents, young orphans of a father whose
cruel usage had bereft them of a mother, and the child of one who boasted to have
trained at least fifty young girls to a life of theft; these cannot be expected to have im-
bibed other than the most injurious influences throughout their short lives. The physi-
cal condition of young girls whose susceptible natures have grown up under such cir-
cumstances will very frequently be found to be already diseased. The experience of
but three years among eighty girls has brought melancholy proofs of this; in one refor-
matory alone death has carried off two young girls of thirteen of organic disease, the
seeds of which had been for some time latent in the constitution, and which, in the
case of one, had probably been much aggravated by long previous imprisonment; two
others came so worn by long neglect that they were pronounced incurable, but were
happily restored to health by unremitting care; and numbers have been received with
painful symptoms of scrofulous and other bad tendencies, which have gradually dis-
appeared only by the most assiduous attention to the general health both of body and
mind. . . .

The aim we must set before us in the reformation of the girls is very different from
that proposed for boys. . . . Girls must be prepared for domestic life, either at service
in the homes of persons in the respectable portion of society, or eventually in their own
families. Emigration I believe to be usually undesirable in the case of girls; they are
then removed from such salutary influences as may have guided them. . . . A factory,
or any place of work where many are congregated, would be always dangerous. . . .
We must aim at preparing our girls for domestic service in England. This must be
kept in view in all our arrangements, and we must endeavour to make our reforma-
tories such that Christian women may fearlessly seek for girls from them as young ser-
vants in their own families. . . .

The problem is a difficult one, and involves appareat contrarieties. We are to bring
under restraint and control those who dislike any infringement of their liberty, to reform
by steady discipline those who do not yet hate their evil ways and desire to leave them
to work, against their will; and at the same time to bring children and teachers into a
loving harmony, to diffuse as much as possible through the establishment the influ-
ences of a home, gradually inspiring a confidence in the child that all the restraint and
discipline to which she is subjected are for her real good. The legal element is absolutely
necessary to bring the child to the school, and to keep her there, until such time as she
is fit to leave it, when she will have begun to love it as a home. But the promptings of
His love must guide the working of the school, and so develope [szc] itself that the child
may be soon conscious that those around have a sympathy with her as well as for her,
and that she is no longer regarded as an outcast from society. . . .

We now proceed to consider the preliminaries for the establishment of the school. . . .

With respect to the general principles of internal management, I cannot better
express my views than in the statement of them made at the meeting of the National
Reformatory Union last year: —

“1st. The physical condition of these girls will generally be found very unsatisfac-
tory; and it is well known that the moral state is much influenced by the physical. All
sanitary regulations for ventilation, regular and sufficient personal ablutions, suitable
temperature, &c., should be strictly attended to. The advantage of agricultural labour
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not being procurable, walks beyond the premises, as well as out-door play, should be
regularly taken by the girls, and as much bodily exercise as possible should be devised
for them in their daily industrial work, as an exercise of their physical energies. The
food should be sufficient, and of a more nourishing description than is allowed in most
pauper schools. . . .

“2nd. The young girl is to be placed, as far as possible, in the same kind of position
as children in a well-ordered family in the working classes. She has been accustomed
to be independent of authority, and to do only what is right in her own eyes. She must
now feel under steady, regular restraint, administered with a firm, equal, but loving
hand. Her irregular impulses must be curbed. She must insensibly, but steadily, be
made to feel that it is necessary for her to submit to the will of others, and especially to
be obedient to duty. . . .

“3rd. Children in this class have hitherto felt themselves in a state of antagonism
with society, and totally unconnected with the virtuous portion of it. . . . They must,
as far as possible, be brought to feel themselves a part of society, regarded by it with no
unkind feeling, but rather, having been outcasts, welcomed into it with Christian
love. . . . Nothing in their dress or appearance should mark them out as a separate
caste; as far as it is found safe and expedient, they should be enabled to associate with
others. . . .

“4th. The affections must be cultivated as much as possible in a healthy direction.
The love of their families must not be repressed, and the natural ties must be cherished
as far as can be done without evil influence being exerted over them. The school must
be made a home, and a happy one; but the children must be led to feel that the possi-
bility of this depends on their own forbearance and kindness towards each other.
Mutual dependence must be cultivated. . . . They will then learn to feel it a duty and
a pleasure to help each other in difficulty, and to be watchful over each other’s con-
duct, from no censorious feeling, but from a simple regard to each other’s benefit, and
to do what is right. . . .

“5th. The activity and love of amusement natural to childhoold should be cultivated
in an innocent and healthy manner. . . . The children should be allowed to possess
little toys and articles treasured by childhood, which they may be permitted to pur-
chase with earnings awarded them for work done. The valuable exhibitions now open
to ordinary schools may be allowed to them occasionally, especially as a reward for
good conduct. The Dioramas and Zoological Gardens may open their minds, and give
a stimulus to the advancement of knowledge more than any other lessons.

“6th. All rewards and punishments should be, as much as possible, the natural con-
sequences of actions. Deceit or dishonesty will occasion an amount of distrust and
watchfulness, which a judicious teacher may render a very severe punishment to a
child. The employment of bad language, and the indulgence of a quarrelsome disposi-
tion, will require separation from the society of others as a necessary consequence. All
punishments should be administered with the greatest caution and impartiality, and
should be evidently prompted by a desire to do good to the offender; the sympathy of
the school, and even of the culprit, will thus be enlisted with the teacher. There should
be no bribery to do right, nor deterring by fear only from doing wrong; a desire of
improvement and love of duty should be cherished for themselves. . . .

“7th. As much freedom should be given as is compatible with the good order of the
establishment. Those who prove themselves deserving of confidence may have situa-
tions of trust given them, and may be sent on errands beyond the premises. It is only
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in proportion as there is liberty, that security can be felt in the child’s real improve-
ment.

“8th. The intellectual powers should be steadily trained, though not superficially
excited. It is only by giving the mind wholesome nourishment, that it can be prevented
from preying on garbage. . . .

“9th. ... Every effort must be made to infuse a good moral tone into the school.
It will certainly exist if the preceding principles are well carried out. When a new
comer or a badly disposed child finds the feeling of the school in harmony with obedi-
ence, order, and duty, . . . the work of the teacher will be incalculably lightened.

“10th. The will of each individual child must be enlisted in her own reformation,
and she must be made to feel that without this, the efforts of her teachers will be use-
less. Such confidence must be awakened in the minds of the children towards their
teachers as to lead them willingly to submit to all the regulations for order, neatness,
and regularity, which are an important part of their training, and to yield themselves
implicitly to their guidance. From this the child must be taught to feel obedience to
the Divine Will to be the highest happiness, and to desire to obey that will.”

The disposal of the girls after leaving the school is a subject which will increasingly
require attention. . . . Domestic service has been spoken of as the best position for
girls. . . . If the school has become what it is hoped that all reformatories will be
eventually, there will be little difficulty in finding good situations for well-trained girls
who have become trustworthy; and if these are in the immediate neighbourhood, the
school that she can then be sent first on trial, . . . and received back at the school, if
may thus keep up their attachment to it, and esteem it a privilege to be permitted to
join the Sunday afternoon instruction, and occasionally to be associated in other parti-
cular gatherings. . . . It is another advantage of placing the girl at service near the
school that she can then be sent first on trial . . . and received back at the school, if
not suitable. But the sudden transition from the regular discipline and necessary
restraint of a school to the freedom of a family is dangerous; for the true character of
a girl is often concealed or curbed while under restraint. The plan has been, therefore,
adopted . . . of renting a small house adjoining the school, where a few older girls are
placed who have already gained a good character, and who are here under little more
control than would be exercised by a judicious mistress in a well-regulated household.
The plan . . . has been an excellent test of the fitness of girls to go out into the world;
two have already left, who have proved themselves worthy of confidence. The house
door is no longer locked; the girls are frequently sent out alone on errands, even to pay
bills to the amount of many pounds. They execute the washing and laundry-work of
the household without any superintendency, and bake, not only for themselves, but for
the school; one is even left at home to take charge of the house and the two young
children of the matron, while she and the other girls attend worship. This confidence
has never in one instance been abused, and a similar plan would probably be always
useful in reformatories. But whatever course is adopted with respect to the destination
of girls on leaving the school, the parties who sent them there in the first place should
not be allowed to forget the moral, if not the legal, responsibility they are under to
make some provision for them on leaving it. The work of a reformatory will be often
thrown away if suitable arrangements are not made for the child on leaving it.

. . . Before concluding, I would urge on the women of England who have not already
any close domestic ties involving prior duties, to do what they can personally in this
work. The distant sufferings of our countrymen have roused to noble and devoted
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labour, and women have learnt what they can do, and what they are permitted to do.
Let not the “cry of the children” in this humbler, but not less important, sphere be
heard in vain. The regeneration of these young girls, whose doom is sealed unless the
hand of mercy rescues them, is surely a work which demands the devotion of the high-
est energies and talents — the consecration of a life. Let not the unremitting, self-deny-
ing efforts of “Sisters of Charity” abroad, of devoted Catholic women at home, any
longer cast reproach on Englishwomen and Protestants; let us emulate each other in
works of Christian love. A noble sphere is here offered, more worthy of the refined,
and loving, and true of our sex than the allurements of the world; and the most pre-
cious rewards must follow —the joy which is shared by the angels in heaven over each
repentant and rescued child —the beloved voice of the Saviour, “Inasmuch as ye have
done it unto one of the least of these little ones, ye have done it unto Me.”

Octavia Hill, “Organized Work Among the Poor”, Macmillan’s Maga-
zine, XX (1869), 219-226.

Octavia Hill, the granddaughter of the well-known physician and
reformer, Thomas Southwood Smith, combined a career as social re-
former with that of successful business woman. She was active in the
work of the Charity Organization Society, was a member of the Com-
mons Preservation Society, and was one of the founders of the National
Trust. She taught classes for women at the Working Men’s College, and
with her sisters established a school in a working-class district of London.
It was, however, chiefly as an imaginative, sympathetic, but firm bene-
factress of the inhabitants of a London slum that she acquired an inter-
national reputation.

Influenced by her grandfather, by the Christian Socialist F. D.
Maurice, and by Ruskin, she hit upon an ingenious scheme for helping
the poor by involving them in their own rehabilitation rather than mak-
ing them simply the objects of charity. Ruskin’s promise to finance the
project caused her to write to her friend, Emma Baumgartner, “I am so
happy that I can hardly walk on the ground”.! Financed at the outset
by Ruskin, who also gave her some extremely practical advice, she man-
aged a number of slum buildings so successfully that the Ecclesiastical
Commissioners engaged her to manage much of their property in South-
wark. By placing her tenants under a regimen based on firmness, kind-
ness, incentives, and rewards, Miss Hill succeeded in making them parti-
cipate in their own improvement, with a consequent gain in their self-
respect. Moreover, this was accomplished so efficiently that the enter-
prise yielded a respectable profit.

In the article which follows, Miss Hill describes how her method effect-
ed dramatic changes in the depressed condition of an average London
slum.

! C. E. Maurice, Life of Octavia Hill as Told in Her Letters (London: Macmillan & Co., Limited, 1914),
p- 214.
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. . . I feel most deeply that the disciplining of our immense poor population must
be effected by individual influence; and that this power can change it from a mob of
paupers and semi-paupers into a body of self-dependent workers. It is my opinion,
further, that although such influence may be brought to bear upon them in very vari-
ous ways, it may be exercised in a very remarkable manner by persons undertaking
the oversight and management of such houses as the poor habitually lodge in. In sup-
port of this opinion I subjoin an account of what has been actually achieved in two
very poor courts in London.

About four years ago I was put in possession of three houses in one of the worst courts
of Marylebone. Six other houses were bought subsequently. All were crowded with
inmates. The first thing to be done was to put them in decent tenantable order. The
set last purchased was a row of cottages facing a bit of desolate ground, occupied with
wretched dilapidated cow-sheds, manure heaps, old timber, and rubbish of every
description. The houses were in a most deplorable condition; the plaster was dropping
from the walls; on one staircase a pail was placed to catch the rain that fell through the
roof. All the staircases were perfectly dark; the banisters were gone, having been burnt
as firewood by tenants. The grates, with large holes in them, were falling forward into
the rooms. The washhouse, full of lumber belonging to the landlord, was locked up;
thus the inhabitants had to wash clothes, as well as to cook, eat, and sleep, in their
small rooms. The dust-bin, standing in the front of the houses, was accessible to the
whole neighbourhood, and boys often dragged from it quantities of unseemly objects,
and spread them over the court. The state of the drainage was in keeping with every-
thing else. The pavement of the backyard was all broken up, and great puddles stood
in it, so that the damp crept up the outer walls. One large but dirty water-butt received
the water laid on for the houses; it leaked, and for such as did not fill their jugs when
the water came in, or who had no jugs to fill, there was no water. The former land-
lord’s reply to one of the tenants who asked him to have an iron hoop put round the
butt to prevent leakage, was, that “if he didn’t like it” (i.e. things as they were) “he
might leave”. . . .

This landlord was a tradesman in a small way of buisness—not a cruel man, except
in so far as variableness of dealing is cruelty; but he was a man without capital to spend
on improvements, and lost an immense percentage of his rent by bad debts. . . . The
arrears of rent were enormous. I had been informed that the honest habitually pay
for the dishonest, the owner relying upon their payments to compensate for all losses;
but I was amazed to find to what an extent this was the case. Six, seven, or eight weeks'
rent were due from most tenants, and in some cases very much more; whereas, since I
took possession of the houses (of which I collect the rents each week myself) I have never
allowed a second week’s rent to become due. . . .

As soon as I entered into possession, each family had an opportunity offered of do-
ing better; those who would not pay, or who led clearly immoral lives, were ejected.
The rooms they vacated were cleansed; the tenants who showed signs of improvement
moved into them, and thus, in turn, an opportunity was obtained for having each
room distempered and painted. The drains were put in order, a large slate cistern was
fixed, the wash house was cleared of its lumber, and thrown open on stated days to
each tenant in turn. The roof, the plaster, the woodwork were repaired; the staircase
walls were distempered; new grates were fixed; the layers of paper and rag (black with
age) were torn from the windows, and glass was put in; out of 192 panes, only 8 were
found unbroken. The yard and footpath were paved.
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The rooms, as a rule, were re-let at the same prices at which they had been let before;
but tenants with large families were counselled to take two rooms, and for these much
less was charged than if let singly; this plan I continue to pursue. In-coming tenants
are not allowed to take a decidedly insufficient quantity of room, and no sub-letting is
permitted. The elder girls are employed three times a week in scrubbing the passages
in the houses, for the cleaning of which the landlady is responsible. For this work they
are paid, and by it they learn habits of cleanliness. It is, of course, within the authority
of the landlady also to insist on cleanliness of wash houses, yards, staircases, and stair-
case-windows; and even to remonstrate concerning the rooms themselves if they are
habitually dirty.

The pecuniary result has been very satisfactory. Five per cent interest has been paid
on all the capital invested. A fund for the repayment of capital is accumulating. A
liberal allowance has been made for repairs; and here I may speak of the means adopted
for making the tenants careful about breakage and waste. The sum allowed yearly for
repairs is fixed for each house, and if it has not all been spent in restoring and replac-
ing, the surplus is used for providing such additional appliances as the tenants them-
selves desire. It is therefore to their interest to keep the expenditure for repairs as low
as possible; and instead of committing the wanton damage common among tenants of
their class, they are careful to avoid injury, and very helpful in finding economical
methods of restoring what is broken or worn out, often doing little repairs of their own
accord.

From the proceeds of the rent, also, interest has been paid on the capital spent in
building a large room where the tenants can assemble. Classes are held there—for
boys, twice weekly; for girls, once: a singing class has just been established. A large
work class for married women and elder girls meets once a week. A glad sight it is—
the large room filled with the eager, merry faces of the girls, from which those of the
older careworn women catch a reflected light. It is a good time for quiet talk with
them as we work, and many a neighbourly feeling is called out among the women as
they sit together on the same bench, lend one another cotton or needles, are served by
the same hand, and look to the same person for direction. The babies are a great
bond of union; I have known the very women who not long before had been literally
fighting, sit at the work-class busily and earnestly comparing notes of their babies’
respective history. That a consciousness of corporate life is developed in them is shown
by the not infrequent use of the expression ‘‘One of us.”’

Among the arrangements conducive to comfort and health I may mention, that
instead of the clothes being hung as formerly out of front windows down against the
wall, where they could not be properly purified, the piece of ground in front of the
houses is used as a drying-ground during school hours. The same place is appropriated
as a playground, not only for my younger tenants, but for the children from the neigh-
bouring courts. It is a space walled round, where they can play in safety. Hitherto,
games at trap, bat, and ball, swinging, skipping, and singing a few Kinder Garten
songs with movements in unison, have been the main diversions. But I have just estab-
lished drill for the boys, and a drum and fife band. Unhappily, the mere business con-
nected with the working of the houses has occupied so much time, that the playground
has been somewhat neglected; yet it is a most important part of the work. The eviis of
the streets and courts are too evident to need explanation. In the playground are
gathered together children habitually dirty, quarrelsome, and violent. They come
wholly ignorant of games, and have hardly self-control enough to play at any which
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have an object or require effort. . . . [We need] the moral influence . . . [of] ladies
who will go to the playground, teach games, act as umpires, know and care for the
children. . . . Until now, except at rare intervals, the playground has been mainly
useful for the fresh air it affords to the children who are huddled together by night in
small rooms, in the surrounding courts. The more respectable parents keep them in-
doors, even in the day-time, after school hours, to prevent their meeting with bad
companions.

Mr. Ruskin, to whom the whole undertaking owes its existence, has had trees planted
in the playground, and creepers against the houses. In May, we have a May-pole or a
throne covered with flowers for the May-queen and her attendants. The sweet luxuri-
ance of the spring-flowers is more enjoyed in that court than would readily be believed.
Some months after the first festival the children were seen sticking a few faded flowers
into a crevice in the wall, saying, they wanted to make it “like it was the day we had the
May-pole.”’

I have tried, as far as opportunity has permitted, to develop the love of beauty among
my tenants. The poor of London need joy and beauty in their lives. . . . They work
hard; their lives are monotonous; they seek low places of amusement; they break out
into lawless ‘‘sprees.”’ Almost all amusements—singing, dancing, acting, expeditions
into the country, eating and drinking — are liable to abuse; no rules are subtle enough
to prevent their leading to harm. But if a lady can know the individuals, and ask them
as her invited guests to any of these, an innate sense of honour and respect preserves
the tone through the whole company. Indeed, there can hardly be a more proudly
thankful moment than that, when we see these many people to whom life is dull and
full of anxiety, gathered together around us for holy, happy Christmas festivities, or
going out to some fair and quiet spot in the bright summer time, bound to one another
by the sense of common relationship, preserved unconsciously from wrong by the pre-
sence of those whom they love and who love them. . . .

All these ways of meeting are invaluable as binding us together; still, they would
avail little were it not for the work by which we are connected —for the individual
care each member of the little circle receives. Week by week, when the rents are col-
lected, an opportunity of seeing each family separately occurs. There are a multitude
of matters to attend to: first there is the mere outside business—rent to be received,
requests from the tenant respecting repairs to be considered; sometimes decisions
touching the behaviour of other tenants to be made, sometimes rebukes for untidi-
ness to be administered. Then come the sad or joyful remarks about health or work,
the little histories of the week. Sometimes grave questions arise about important changes
in the life of the family—shall a daughter go to service? or shall the sick child be sent
to a hospital? . . .

Sometimes violent quarrels must be allayed. Much may be done in this way, so ready
is the response in these affectionate natures to those whom they trust and love. For
instance: two women among my tenants fought; one received a dreadful kick, the
other had hair torn from her head. They were parted by a lad who lived in the house.
The women occupied adjoining rooms, they met in the passages, they used the same
yard and wash-house, endless were the opportunities of collision while they were en-
gaged with each other. For ten days I saw them repeatedly: 1 could in no way recon-
cile them —words of rage and recrimination were all that they uttered: while the hair,
which had been carefully preserved by the victim, was continually exhibited to me as a
sufficient justification for lasting anger. One was a cold, hard, self-satisfied, well-to-do
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woman; the other a nervous, affectionate, passionate, very poor Irish-woman. Now it
happened that in speaking to the latter one evening, I mentioned my own grief at the
quarrel; a look of extreme pain came over her face; it was a new idea to her that I
should care. That, and no sense of the wrong of indulging an evil passion, touched her.
The warm-hearted creature at once promised to shake hands with her adversary; but
she had already taken out a summons against the other for assault, and did not con-
sider she could afford to make up the quarrel because it implied losing the two shillings
the summons had cost. I told her the loss was a mere nothing to her if weighed in the
balance with peace, but that I would willingly pay it. It only needed that one of the
combatants should make the first step towards reconciliation for the other (who indeed
rather dreaded answering the summons) to meet her half-way. They are good neigh-
bours now of some months’ standing. . . . It is on such infinitesimally small actions
that the success of the whole work rests.

My tenants are mostly of a class far below that of mechanics; they are, indeed, of the
very poor. And yet, . . . none of the families who have passed under my care during
the whole four years have continued in what is called ‘‘distress,”” except such as have
been unwilling to exert themselves. . . . But, for those who are willing, some small
assistance in the form of work has from time to time been provided, — not much, but
sufficient to keep them from want or despair. The following will serve as an instance
of the sort of help given, and its proportion to the results.

Alice, a single woman, of perhaps fifty-five years, lodged with a man and his wife—
the three in one room — just before I obtained full possession of the houses. Alice, not
being able to pay her rent, was turned into the street, where Mrs. S. (my playground
superintendent) met her, crying dreadfully. »

It was Saturday, and I had left town till Monday. Alice had neither furniture to
pawn, nor friends to help her; the workhouse alone lay before her. Mrs. S. knew that
I esteemed her as a sober, respectable, industrious woman, and therefore she ventured
to express to Alice’s landlord the belief that I would not let him lose money if he would
let her go back to her lodging till Monday, when I should return home, thus risking for
me a possible loss of fourpence —not very ruinous to me, and a sum not impossible for
Alice to repay in the future.

I gave Alice two days’ needlework; then found her employment in tending a bed-
ridden cottager in the country, whose daughter (in service) paid for the nursing. Five
weeks she was there, working, and saving her money. On her return I lent her what
more she required to buy furniture, and she then took a little room direct from me.
Too blind to do much household work, but able to sew almost mechanically, she just
earns her daily bread by making sailors’ shirts; but her little home s her own, and she
loves it dearly; and, having tided over that time of trial, Alice can live—has paid all
her debts too, and is more grateful than she would have been for many gifts. . . .

My tenants are of course encouraged to save their money. It should, however, be
remarked, that I have never succeeded in getting them to save for old age. The utmost
I have achieved is that they lay by sufficient either to pay rent in times of scarcity, to
provide clothes for girls going to service, or boots, or furniture. . . .

One great advantage arising from the management of the houses is, that they form a
test-place, in which people may prove themselves worthy of higher situations. Not a
few of the tenants have been persons who had sunk below the stratum where once they
were known. . . . One man, twenty years ago, had been a gentleman’s servant, had
saved money, gone into business, married, failed, and then found himself out of the
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groove of work. When I made his acquaintance, he was earning a miserable pittance
for his wife and seven unhealthy children, and all the nine souls were suffering and
sinking unknown. After watching and proving him for three years, I was able to
recommend him to a gentleman in the country, where now the whole family are profit-
ing by having six rooms instead of one, fresh air, and regular wages.

. . . And yet the main tone of action must be severe, . . . although a deep and silent
undercurrent of sympathy and pity may flow beneath. If the rent is not ready, notice
to quit must be served; the money is then almost always paid, when the notice is, of
course, withdrawn. Besides this inexorable demand for rent (never to be relaxed with-
out entailing cumulative evil on the defaulter, and setting a bad example too readily
followed by others) there must be a perpetual crusade carried on against small evils, —
very wearing sometimes. . .

Coming together so much as we do for business with mutual duties, for recreation
with common joy, each separate want or fault having been dealt with as it arose, it will
be readily understood that in such a crisis as that which periodically occurs in the East
End of London, instead of being unprepared, I feel myself somewhat like an officer at
the head of a well-controlled little regiment, or, more accurately, like a country pro-
prietor with a moderate number of well-ordered tenants.

For, firstly, my people are numbered; not merely counted, but known, man, woman,
and child. I have seen their self-denying efforts to pay rent in time of trouble, or their
reckless extravagance in seasons of abundance; their patient labour, or their failure
to use the self-control necessary to the performance of the more remunerative kinds of
work; their efforts to keep their children at school, or their selfish, lazy way of living on
their children’s earnings. Could any one, going suddenly among even so small a num-
ber as these thirty-four families—however much penetration and zeal he might pos-
sess—know so accurately as I what kind of assistance would be really helpful, and not
corrupting? And if positive gifts must be resorted to, who can give them with so little
pain to the proud spirit, so little risk of undermining the feeble one, as the friend of
old standing, — the friend, moreover, who has rigorously exacted the fulfillment of their
duty in punctual payment of rent; towards whom, therefore, they might feel that they
had done what they could while strength lasted, and need not surely be ashamed to
receive a little bread in time of terrible want?

But it ought hardly ever to come to an actual doling out of bread or alms of any kind.
During the winter of 1867-8, while the newspapers were ringing with appeals in con-
sequence of the distress prevalent in the metropolis . . . I [arranged] . . . that a small
fund (which had accumulated from rents, after defraying expenses and paying interest)
should be distributed in gifts to any of the families who might be in great poverty. . . .
There were none requiring such help. Now, how did this come to pass?

Simply through the operation of the various influences above described. The tenants
never having been allowed to involve themselves in debt for rent. . . , they were free
from one of the greatest drags upon a poor family, and had, moreover, in times of
prosperity been able really to save. . . .

You may say, perhaps, “This is very well as far as you and your small knot of tenants
are concerned, but how does it help us to deal with the vast masses of poor in our great
towns?” I reply, “Are not the great masses made up of many small knots? Are not the
great towns divisible into small districts? Are there not people who would gladly come
forward to undertake the systematic supervision of some house or houses, if they could
get authority from the owner? And why should there not be some way of registering
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such supervision, so that, bit by bit, as more volunteers should come forward, the
whole metropolis might be mapped out, all the blocks fitting in like little bits of mosaic
to form one connected whole?” . . .

Whoever will limit his gaze to a few persons, and try to solve the problems of their
lives, . . . may find it in most cases a much more difficult thing than he had ever thought,
and sometimes maybe an impossibility. . . .

Further details as to modes of help must vary infinitely with circumstances and char-
acter. But I may mention a few laws which become clearer and clearer to me as I
work.

It is best strictly to enforce fulfilment of all such duties as payment of rent, &c.

It is far better to give work than either money or goods.

It is most helpful of all to strengthen by sympathy and counsel the energetic effort
which shall bear fruit in time to come.

It is essential to remember that each man has his own view of his life, and must be
free to fulfil it; that in many ways he is a far better judge of it than we, as he has lived
through and felt what we have only seen. Our work is rather to bring him to the point
of considering, and to the spirit of judging rightly, than to consider or judge for him.

The poor of London (as of all large towns) need the development of every power
which can open to them noble sources of joy.



CHAPTER V
Education and Emancipation

It was obvious to nineteenth-century feminists, as it had been to Mary
Wollstonecraft some sixty or seventy years earlier, that the key with which
woman could unlock her shackles was education. Sydney Smith’s famous
early nineteenth-century essay, ‘‘Advice to Young Ladies on the Improve-
ment of the Mind”, exposed the superficiality and frivolousness of female
education and scoffed at the notion, advanced by opponents of meaning-
ful education for women, that study of a serious kind might prove so dis-
tracting to women that their children would be neglected. It was hardly
likely, he observed, that a mother would desert her infant for the sake of
a quadratic equation.’

As late as the 1850’s, however, the seductions of mathematics had not
yet been made available to women. Most upper-class and some middle-
class girls were being educated either by governesses only slightly less
ignorant than their pupils; or in small boarding schools where the curri-
culum was hardly likely to put a strain on even the presumably inferior
female brain; or in finishing schools specializing in the application of a
fashionable veneer.

The education given at the schools was not only poor; it was very expen-
sive—as much as £500 per year—approximately twice what it cost to
send a young man to Eton or Rugby.2 The object of these schools was to
prepare young women for their true vocation: marriage and mother-
hood. They were taught the social graces—etiquette, dancing, music,
singing, drawing, deportment—a smattering of foreign languages, reli-
gion, and sometimes even how to swoon in a ladylike fashion.> Armed
with these accomplishments, it was assumed, young women would be
prepared for marriage or, at least, attracting an eligible male.

1 Sydney Smith, “Advice to Young Ladies on the Improvement of the Mind”, Edinburgh Review, XV
(1810), 302.

2 Cobbe, Life, 1, 52.

% “In a little book, The Girls’ Book of Diversions, she is taught ‘how to faint; the modes of fainting should
be all as different as possible and may be made very diverting’ *’. Cited in Cunnington, Feminine Attitudes
tn the Nineteenth Century, p. 124.
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Nobody dreamed that any one of us could in later life be more or less than an
“Ornament of Society.’”” That a pupil . . . should ever become an artist, or
authoress, would have been looked upon . . . as a deplorable dereliction. Not that
which was good in itself or useful to the community, or even that which would be
delightful to ourselves, but that which would make us admired in society, was the
raison d'étre of each requirement.!

Serious-minded men and women rebelled against this inadequate and
wasteful regimen. Attacking the evil at its source meant educating the
educators, beginning with the governesses. The Governesses’ Benevolent
Institution, founded in 1847, attempted to make governesses better
teachers so that they could command higher salaries. The next year
F. D. Maurice, then professor at King’s College, London, collaborated
with some of his fellow Christian Socialists in organizing a series of “Lec-
tures for Ladies”. This was the origin of Queen’s College for Women,
whose primary purpose was the training of governesses. One of the
pupils, Frances Mary Buss, became the first headmistress of the famous
North London Collegiate School for Girls. Another Queen’s College
alumna, Dorothea Beale, became principal of a girls’ school which in
1864 became Cheltenham College for Ladies, the first girls’ boarding
school modeled on public schools for boys. Bedford College for Ladies,
which was similar to Queen’s but non-denominational, was established
in 1849.2 Both Bedford and Queen’s began to turn out qualified instruc-
tors, an immensely important function since one of the chief obstacles to
improving the education of girls was the lack of trained teachers. Pro-
gress, however, was slow; as late as 1865 a Schools’ Inquiry Commission
found that teachers in women’s schools “have not themselves been well
taught, and they do not know how to teach’’.3

In its inquiries into the state of female education, the same Commis-
sion revealed: “Want of thoroughness and foundation; want of system;
slovenliness and showy superficiality; inattention to rudiments; undue
time given to accomplishments, and those not taught intelligently, or in
any scientific manner; want of organization’’.* Woman’s education, in
short, was outrageously expensive and “disgracefully bad”.

In fact, if there had been a conspiracy on foot to insure that boys would
appear to be cleverer than girls, it could not have been any more effec-
tive in achieving that goal than was the existing system of education for
women which, according to its feminist critics, made woman “first,
man’s plaything, and then his slave”. From the feminist point of view,

! Cobbe, Life, I, 55-56. Not surprisingly, Miss Cobbe criticized her formal education as being “shailow
and senseless”, and “a notable failure”.

2Among' the first students who attended Bedford or Queen’s were several who later became active pro-
ponents of women'’s rights, inciuding Barbara Leigh Smith, Adelaide Procter, Sophia Jex-Blake, and
Frances Martin.

3 D. Beale, Reports issued by the Schools’ Inquiry Commission on the Education of Girls (London: David
Nutt, 1869), p. 18.

41bid., p. 3.
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if this humiliating notion of woman’s intrinsic inferiority was to be over-
come, it would have to be through the educational process. The whole
society should be educated to regard woman as not necessarily inferior;
but, in addition, woman herself must first demonstrate that she was
intellectually capable of getting an education identical to man’s.

In 1862 Frances Power Cobbe read a paper before the Social Science
Association, meeting that year in London, in which she called for grant-
ing university degrees for women — a position which exposed her to “uni-
versal ridicule”.! Not everyone, however, was amused. Emily Davies,
soon to emerge as a pioneer in the field, was so impressed that she hence-
forth devoted her considerable talents to securing higher education for
women.

Step by step in the 1860’s and 70’s the champions of women’s educa-
tion advanced their cause. The opening of Local Examinations to
women; the founding of the new college for women at Hitchin (later
transferred to Girton), a residential college having the same high stand-
ards as Oxford or Cambridge; the establishment of other women’s col-
leges, including the London School of Medicine for Women; the admis-
sion to degrees at the University of London—these events opened up for
women the possibility of obtaining higher education.

At the same time, opportunities for education on the primary and
secondary levels were increasing. Emily Shirreff and her sister, Maria
Shirreff Grey, were as committed to improving secondary education as
Emily Davies was devoted to higher education. The Shirreff sisters pro-
moted the Girls’ Public Day School Company, a venture through which
private secondary schools for girls were established and supervised. The
importance of this undertaking may be gauged by the comment of a
contemporary authority on education and a member of the Schools’
Inquiry Commission who wrote: “The establishment of the Girls’ Public
Day School Company in 1874 . . . perhaps had a larger influence on
the improvement of feminine education, than any single measure’’.?
Furthermore, the recognition by the state of its responsibility to provide
adequate elementary (and later secondary) education—as evidenced by
the Education Acts of 1870 and 1902 —further narrowed the gap between
the education available to boys and that provided for girls. Some femin-
ists, inspired by the work of F. D. Maurice, even endeavored to provide
evening classes for working women.

The accomplishments of the feminists who dedicated their efforts to
education cannot, of course, be measured in numbers. Their achieve-
ment rests rather on their rejection of the very circumscribed role which
conventional society approved for a lady. Emily Davies and her friends
held out for “a conception of women as human beings, with moral and

; Cobbe, The Duties of Women, p. 27.
] G. Fitch, “Women and the Universities”, Contemporary Review, LVIII (1890), 245.
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intellectual claims and responsibilities [both] in the cultivation of their
faculties and [in] the direction of their lives’’.! For such women, educa-
tion was not merely a process necessary to cultivate whatever mental
faculties a woman might have; it was the path by which she might pre-
pare herself for an independent and active life.

“Why Boys are Cleverer Than Girls”, English Woman'’s Journal, 11 (1858),
116-18.

The editors of the English Woman's Journal, founded in 1857, devoted
a good deal of space to topics, such as employment and education, of
particular interest to women. The following selection traces to its source
the fallacious notion that girls are congenitally inferior mentally to boys.
But while the article succeeds in demonstrating the reasons why girls
appear to be less bright than their brothers, the anonymous author’s
recommendation that women, rather than men, be educated, seems
hardly a practicable solution to the problem of providing an adequate
education for girls.

We lately asked the clergyman of a neighbouring town, whether the girls in his parish
school, were well instructed in arithmetic? ‘“They learn a little of it I believe,’’ said he.
We observed that it was of essential importance they should know it thoroughly, as
otherwise it would be impossible for them to obtain employment as shop girls. I fear,”
he replied, “they can scarcely learn it sufficiently well for that purpose, they have not
the natural aptitude for figures that boys possess; when I examine the children at the
end of the year, all the boys can answer more or less readily, but only one or two of the
girls reply at all.”

Conversing further on the subject it appeared that the salary the master who taught
the boys received, was seventy pounds a year, while that of the girls’ mistress was only
twenty. ‘‘She is but a poor sick creature,’’ said he, ‘‘but what can you expect for so
small a salary?” We agreed with him, it was impossible to procure a good teacher for
so little pay, but we also thought the want of aptitude in the girls fully explained. We
will observe, in passing, that the principle here illustrated extends generally to the
education of girls of all ranks, from the peer’s daughter to the peasant’s, the cost of
their instruction seldom amounting to half that of their brothers. [Editors’ note: Con-
versely, at the higher levels of education the cost of instruction for girls was twice that
of their brothers'—not because it was twice as good, but because the enrollment in
grls’ schools was smaller; consequently, they had to pay more per capita to enable the
school to be financially viable.] It is, therefore, unreasonable to expect them to know
half as much, supposing the abilities on both sides to be equal. To return to our school.
Let us imagine the contrast between the boys’ and girls' compartments.

In one sits the poor sick mistress, whose scanty income hardly provides her with
food and decent raiment. Without energy or spirit, she is striving in vain to explain

! Maria G. Grey, “The Women's Educational Movement”, in The Woman Question in Europe, edited by
Theodore Stanton (London: Sampson Low & Co., 1884), p- 61.

2 The author was probably Jessie Boucherett, who, two years later, advocated the same remedy in “On
the Obstacles to the Employment of Women”, English Woman's Journal, 1V (1860), 373.
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the mysteries of a sum in division, which indeed she scarcely understands herself, to a
group of girls who stand around her, their suppressed yawns and weary faces, showing
how little interest they feel in their task. And why should they strive to excel? For
them there is no prize at the end of the half-year, the prize being given to the best
scholar in arithmetic in the whole school, and the girls are well aware that, with their
inferior instruction, they have no chance of competing successfully against the boys.
Now we will look into the other compartment. There stands the master at his desk, he
is a young man, full of life and energy, whose talents have raised him in the world.
The son of a small tradesman, he distinguished himself at school, was made a monitor,
then a pupil teacher, and finally became a master, earning a larger income than his
father, and holding a far higher position in society. He teaches with animation and
spirit, the boys are interested and give their whole attention; note the vexation of the
lad who could not tell the price of a hundred pair of boots, at thirteen and sixpence
each, as quickly as the other boy below him, who is now so triumphantly taking his
place at the head of the class. Those who attain the oftenest to this envied position,
will at the end of the half year receive a handsome prize, and every boy is ambitious of
carrying it off.

We have seen the means of education, let us now glance at the results. A brother
and sister have been brought up at this school, and are now about to begin earning
their livelihood. The girl is a year the eldest. She can knit and sew very neatly, she can
read too, and write slowly and laboriously, and can, with much pains and difficulty,
add up the little bill of articles that her mother has bought at the shop. Her brother
can read fluently, write a good running hand, and make the most impossible calcula-
tions with perfect accuracy without a slate, he also understands book-keeping.

A shop-keeper in the town being in want of an assistant, the brother and sister both
apply for the situation. The lad asks six shillings a week wages, the girl only four, and
as they have been brought up in the same school, the tradesman supposing them to be
equally capable, chooses the cheapest article. The girl goes on trial for a week, but ere
she has been an hour in the shop, the master has discovered her deficiencies; she can-
not reckon a customer’s bill under ten minutes, and if urged to greater speed makes
awful blunders. When the day’s business is over he dismisses her, and desires that her
brother may attend on the morrow in her stead.

He comes, and gives ample satisfaction, proving himself well worth his wages, for he
can add up the customers’ bills in a moment, and keep accurate accounts, he can also
if necessary write a letter for his master in his clerkly hand, and word it well too, for he
knows something of grammar. So the tradesman makes philosophical reflections on
the natural inferiority of the female intellect, and engages the boy; at the end of the
year his wages are raised, and in a few years the young man will be earning eighteen or
twenty shillings a week. His sister meanwhile has become a semptress, and goes out
sewing for eight pence a day. . . .

If only one sex is to be educated, that sex should surely be the female, for if a man
be ignorant he can still earn his bread as a laborer, or soldier, or at the worst go to the
backwoods, and hew his road to fortune with the axe; but the ill-educated woman has
no resource but her needle, and that often fails to procure the merest necessaries of life.
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D. Beale (ed.), Reports Issued by the Schools’ Inquiry Commission on
the Education of Girls (London: David Nutt, 1869), pp. iii-vi, xiv-xix,

XX1-XX11, XX1v-XXVii, XXX1-XXXiv,

Dorothea Beale and Mary Frances Buss are the names usually associ-
ated with girls’ secondary education. Like a number of other women
reformers (e.g., Mary Carpenter, Bessie Rayner Parkes), Miss Beale was
influenced by her father, a surgeon who was interested in educational
and social questions. After being educated at home and at a local school,
she and her two elder sisters were sent to a fashionable boarding school
in Paris where they stayed until 1848, when the school was closed as a
consequence of the revolution of that year. On returning to England,
they entered Queen’s College, which had just been opened. Later Miss
Beale was appointed tutor in mathematics and subsequently head teacher
in the school attached to the college. In 1858 she became principal of the
Cheltenham Ladies’ College, the first proprietary school for girls in
England, which had opened four years earlier but was now in danger of
failing. Cheltenham prospered to such a degree under her guidance
that she achieved a reputation as an outstanding headmistress. Con-
cerned with the poor teaching afforded girls, Miss Beale established in
Cheltenham England’s first residential training college for secondary
school women teachers. The esteem in which she was held as an educa-
tor gained for her in 1902, a year before her death, the honorary degree
of LL.D., awarded by the University of Edinburgh, which previously
had only once conferred that honor upon a woman.

In 1864 Lord Taunton was appointed chairman of the Schools’ In-
quiry Commission, whose task it was to investigate English secondary
education. Emily Davies, recently converted to the cause of feminism
by her friend Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon, pressed the Commission
to include in its systematic survey girls’ schools, which it originally did
not intend to examine. Miss Davies, in addition, provided the Commis-
sion with a list of questions which should be asked of the witnesses and a
roster of names of people whose testimony on the state of female educa-
tion would be valuable. Subsequently, she, Dorothea Beale, Mary
Frances Buss, and several other women active in the field of education
appeared at the hearings, becoming incidentally the first women to tes-
tify before a royal commission.

After the hearings were concluded, Miss Beale was given permission
to publish a one-volume abridgment of the official report, in order to
publicize “the deplorable state of girls’ education”. Such publicity, it
was hoped, would stimulate reform efforts. The following selection is
an excerpt from her preface to the volume which summarizes the major
findings of the Taunton Commission and documents its conclusion that
“the purely intellectual education of girls [was] scarcely attempted, and,
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when attempted, it [was] a complete failure’’! By contrast, Miss Beale,
as principal of the Cheltenham School for Ladies, presided over a curricu-
lum designed to cultivate the intelligence of her students rather than
instructing them in the art of decorous behavior. It was her aim not
merely to teach them, as Emily Davies put it, “to be amiable, inoffen-
sive, always ready to give pleasure and to be pleased” (cited in Beale,
p- 2), but to give them an education that would prepare them for a
meaningful life.

. .. In England we are always ready to boast of our freedom; to sing in grand chorus—
‘‘Britons never will be slaves.”’ There are, however, two kinds of tyranny —one that of
law, the other that of society, which we will call custom, fashion. The tyranny of the
one is felt most by men, of the other by women. As in the political world tyranny has
driven men into revolt, produced servile wars and peasant wars—has degraded the
lower natures, and driven into revolt the higher, so has social tyranny— the force of
unreasoning custom —exercised a pernicious influence over women. . . . If there is
one goddess before whom women bow in blind and abject submission, it is the goddess
of fashion. . . .

These remarks have suggested themselves to me, because I believe one great cause
of the difficulty we find in reforming the education of girls is the tyranny of custom.
It is a pity that the graceful forms should be disfigured by the putting on of ugly clothes;
it is worse if the feet of little children are pinched, or their heads flattened, to make
them resemble the élste of their society; but it is worse still if the mind and character
are cramped, and stunted, and distorted. Itis because an evil which rests upon a false
public opinion can be counteracted only by the creation of a healthy one, that I was
anxious these Reports should find their way into the hands of parents and teachers.
It will be quite clear to any attentive reader that many elsewhere obsolete practices
have been handed down traditionally in Ladies’ Schools. Books and plans, upon which
our excellent grandmothers were educated, must, it is argued, exercise a beneficial
effect upon their descendants. I maintain that we are not following the steps of those
cunning housewives, unless we adopt the best methods available. . . .

But the blame does not fall only on books and teachers. The indifference of parents
to solid acquirements, the absurdly exaggerated value put upon mechanical skill on
the piano, these still stand in the way of improvement. ‘‘Itis very well,”’ said one, who
had accidentally placed her daughter where such traditions were ignored, “it is very
well for my daughter to learn something of geology; or to read Shakespeare, but do
you not think it of more importance that she should be able to sit down to the piano
and amuse her friends?” How often have I been asked what is the use of teaching this
or that, and I have been silent; as well might we talk of colours to the blind, as of edu-
cation to those who are ignorant of its meaning. After reading these reports, no one
can doubt that the pupils in hundreds of schools, those whose influence must be great
for good or evil, are being fed upon dry bones, their spiritual nature starved, or left to
find nourishment where it can. . . .

There is indeed much to justify the most sanguine hope for the future, and perhaps
one ground of satisfaction is the extreme badness of the old system; it is so bad that it

! Millicent Garrett Fawcett, “The Medical and General Education of Women”, Fortnightly Review, X
(1868), 560, citing one of the Taunton Commissioners.
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can meet with no champion. The old rubbish about masculine and feminine studies
is beginning to be treated as it deserves. It cannot be seriously maintained that those
studies which tend to make a man nobler or better, have the opposite effect upon a
woman. . . . When a sound system of education has been introduced, people will
learn to value rightly ignorant pretentiousness, and that affection of contemptuous
superiority which is one of the most decisive tests of ignorance. . . .

I proceed to make a few remarks upon the special subjects of instruction mentioned
by the Commissioners. . . .

Music. —Every report is filled with complaints on this subject. Girls who have neither
ear, nor taste, are compelled to spend . . . often about one hour out of every four
devoted to education, in torturing pianos, and acquiring a mechanical facility, which,
in the most favourable cases, enables them to rival a barrel-organ.

We would not say a word against the cultivation of real musical taste; what we regret
is the reckless waste of time, money, patience, energy upon hopeless subjects, the diver-
sion of talents which would enable a girl to attain excellence in Science, in Painting,
in Literature, to the acquisition of a worthless mechanical facility for using the fingers. . . .

I would make the following suggestions: —

(1) That where there is decided talent, no more than one hour a day should be
given to practising.

(2) That parents should cease to attach so exaggerated a value to this
accomplishment.

(3) That those who have a natural incapacity, should be allowed to leave off
music altogether.

(4) That parents should be led to observe that . . . those whose mind and
character is kept in a healthy state by the discipline of a well-balanced course of
study, make far more progress even in playing, than those whose power of
attention and application is not thus cultivated . . . .

Arithmetic. —We turn next for the sake of contrast to the only branch of the exact
sciences usually taught in Girls’ Schools, and, . . . we find that whereas one hour in
every four of school-work is devoted to exercising the fingers, one in 13 is considered
sufficient for exercising the brain in this, often the only branch of science taught to
girls. Rarely, however, is arithmetic treated in a scientific way. Rather are the pupils
allowed to practise a sort of conjuring, by which they succeed in getting answers, with-
out having the least idea how it is all brought about. . . .

In a few, but very few, schools was the subject taught properly, and in these with
very great success. . . .

I have no doubt that an elementary knowledge of mathematical processes and demon-
strations would operate most beneficially. We have found a comparatively short train-
ing in Euclid greatly improve general work, making it more exact and logical. . . .

. . . Many girls delight in mathematical studies; and, . . . there is no reason why
they should not go as far as most schoolboys, and those whose tastes lead them that way,
farther still. It is not however so much for the sake of the mathematical knowledge
itself (valuable though that be), but for the sake of the mental training, that I think
some small portion (say Euclid Book I and elementary Algebra) should be taught in
Girls’ Schools. This will at least show them what exact reasoning is, and make them
more capable of seeing the real drift of any argument.

Language. —1 believe few will be prepared to find how very unfavourable is the ver-
dict of the Commissioners on the subject of modern languages. It is supposed that

F.&E—E
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girls at least learn French. . . .

[However,] “the pupil gains,” says Mr. Stanton, “no idea of the structure of the lan-
guage, and acquires a ready habit of talking mere jargon. In one of the upper schools
which I examined, and where a resident French governess was kept, not one out of the
first 15 girls could, even approximately write into grammatical French, the simplest
sentence of a kind which they must have been in the daily habit of using”. . . .

The least evil resulting from this, is that a pronunciation is acquired unintelligible
to those French people, who have not learnt the language in England, and the habit of
speaking ungrammatical and purely British French becomes so fixed, that it is almost
impossible to learn the real language afterwards. . . . Learning bad French however
is one of the least of the evils connected with this practice. Anything deserving the
name of conversation is banished where it is strictly enforced, and so the mind is dwarfed
and stunted, and when girls leave school, they are often found unable to talk except
upon trivial subjects, and unable to express themselves like rational beings in any lan-
guage. A second reason for the unsatisfactory results in French is that the teaching is
often left in the hands of badly educated foreigners, many of whom would not be allowed
to teach in their own country. A third reason is, the pupils themselves have not been
trained to accuracy of thought by any study, and therefore they carry into their French
composition their ordinary habits of inattention and inaccuracy.

I have gradually arrived at a decided conviction that in teaching languages we begin
at the wrong end. . . . In grammar we . . . begin with abstract principles, which it is
impossible for a child’s mind to assimilate. When sentences are first taught and varia-
tions made, . . . I have found that children do not pronounce with the usual British
accent, and do learn to express themselves in idiomatic French and German. They get
to know . . . the sentence-moulds of other languages. Besides, the power of observa-
tion is cultivated, they learn to make rules themselves, and their grammatical faculty
is developed. . . . I hope we shall eventually teach grammar, as we now teach arith-
metic, I mean, give no rules, but induce the learner to find them out. . . .

Science. —In scientific subjects generally, I need hardly say the testimony of the
Commissioners is very unfavorable, —it could not be otherwise, when even arithmetic
is not understood. The importance of some scientific training has been so eloquently
pleaded of late that I need say but little. . . . [According to] Mr. Fitch . . . “Few
things . . . are sadder than to see how the sublimest of all the physical sciences is vul-
garized in Ladies’ Schools. All the grandeur and vastness are eliminated from the
study of astronomy; and pupils whose attention has never been directed to one of the
great laws by which the universe is governed, think they are learning astronomy, when
they are twisting a globe round and round, and solving a few problems in latitude and
longitude.” . . .

History—To the study of History we should I think attach great importance. . . .

Surely it is well for women, too prone as they are to pay exaggerated regard to the
judgments of that social coterie by which they are surrounded, to go sometimes beyond
their own circle and their own time, to see how the judgments of the past have been
reversed; to learn to realize the past enlarges their sympathies and their charities, and
teaches them to distinguish the transitory and the unessential from the lasting and
essential. . . .

History and Literature are studies which are intimately associated. Both must be
read . . . in large and thoughtful works, if the teaching is to be really fruitful. . . .
We must not read merely what other people have said about the writings, we must
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read the great works themselves. How little the subject is really studied may be seen
from the [fact that] . . . “nothing remains of what they have learned often, but a col-
lection of names and dates easily interchanged.” I remember a pupil, who entered
here at the age of eighteen; being asked when Chaucer lived, she replied, “I think
Chaucer lived in the reign of George III"’, and then added, with characteristic caution,
‘‘But it might have been in any other reign.”’

. . . Some portion of schooltime should be devoted to the reading of English authors.
. . . The student of English literature . . . must learn to know each writer, and view
his life and writings in connexion with one another and with the times which produced
them. He must look for the bearing of the complete book or play, and extract from it
the lessons of wisdom. . . .

Do not many of our social follies arise from our inability to conceive and live up to a
higher standard than that of the people who surround us? I would that the young
should seek the company of the wisest and the best, of those who have the truest title to
be called kings of men. . . . I have dwelt at length on the study of history and litera-
ture, because I feel the cultivation of a taste for good reading is of the greatest impor-
tance to women. . . . By the songs of noble and heroic deeds, the young are animated
to live nobly too, and those who have lived on terms of intimacy with the gentle and
refined will shrink from vulgarity and coarseness. . . .

When will parents learn that [merely] a year or two at a good school will not educate
their daughters. We force plants, but such plants are sickly. We regret it, if a child’s
body grows too rapidly; yet there are those who think the mind may be forced to do the
work of six or seven years in one or two. They do not expect this with boys, why should
they with girls?

How often have teachers to grieve over those in whom the seeds of knowledge which
have been laboriously planted, and tended, are just beginning to bear abundant fruit.
The mind and character are ripening, and it seems as if more were now learnt in a few
months than in years before; then the girl reaches 17 or 18, . . . and friends enquire
how it is she is still at school, and think it is time for her to ‘‘come out.’’ A little later,
and she would have gained a power of thought and independent study. A taste for
good reading would have been formed; a love perhaps of some special branch of science.
She would have reached an age when one might look for her to find work, and in a
sphere of her own. Now years are likely to intervene between school and marriage;
she is too young, and her character too unformed for her to be of use as a teacher, or
in works of charity. She falls perhaps into a state of depression, and her health suffers,

. . she is ennuyée, and she must have excitement; and as the appetite for wholesome
food fails, the desire for stimulants is increased, —foolish novels, silly conversation,
petty scandal, sensational dresses, &c., &c., these are the husks upon which a noble
character is sometimes reduced to feed. . . .

. . . A father insures his life because he feels in his own case the uncertainty of the
future. A good education is a sort of insurance for his daughter; a wealth which can-
not so easily take to itself wings and fly away. For this reason, as well as from the higher
motives already urged, I would strongly advise parents to take advantage of the Univer-
sity examinations now open. A certificate may one day be of great use; it is clear that
it will, before long, be impossible in England, as it is now on the Continent, for any
one to obtain employment as a teacher, without some such attestation. And lastly,
why should it be thought dishonorable for a woman to earn money. If she is married
or has home duties, let her not neglect these; but if she has none, why should she not
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obey the precept of St. Paul, and labour, “that she may have to give that needeth.” . . .

Who has not seen the little maiden’s face glow with pleasure, when allowed to ren-
der some trifling service, ‘‘to help mamma,’” and surely the love of helpfulness is not,
or ought not to be extinguished, as years advance. It is this feeling which gives a joy, a
dignity to our lives. . . .

. . . Let us resolve to make ourselves fit, and to live for our work, never fancying
that our education is finished. Those who might be real teachers, often fail, because
they do not give themselves wholly to it; if they would spare no pains, they would learn
that a reward is to be found in the work itself, and then, though it be most imperfect,
much of it wood, hay, stubble, they will sometimes hear a gentle voice saying, “She
hath done what she could”. . . .

Mrs. William [Maria G.] Grey, On the Special Requirements for Improv-
ing the Education of Girls (London: William Ridgway, 1872), pp. 24-
28.

In several books and articles Maria G. Grey and her elder sister, Emily
Shirreff, reform-minded daughters of an admiral, addressed themselves
to the questions inherent in the movement to improve the education of
girls of the middle and upper classes, an education that was generally
acknowledged to be even worse than that of the lower classes. In 1851,
they had co-authored Thoughts on Self Culture, which, they explained,
contrasted with other recent treatises on that subject, because their book
had been designed as a practical, rather than a theoretical, guide to
education. In attempting to show precisely how the task of self-
improvement was to be accomplished, Thoughts on Self Culture
included chapters on the development of mental training, methods of
study, and the cultivation of conscience and imagination.

The conclusions of the Taunton Commission and, subsequently, the
publicity given to those findings by the appearance of Dorothea Beale’s
report of the proceedings, impelled Mrs. Grey to take a more active role
on behalf of women’s education. The following selection, taken from a
paper which was originally read before the Social Science Association in
October 1871, is particularly interesting because it correlates the prevail-
ing social ideals (regarding marriage, for example) with the narrow
education reserved to girls. It was after this paper was presented, inci-
dentally, that Mrs. Grey announced her intention to form a National
Union whose aim would be to provide secondary education for girls of
all social classes (see pp. 130-2).

. . . This brings me to the last of the requirements I have mentioned for improving
female education, i.e. that women should have an object to work for, and on this I
must crave your patience to listen to a few words, for though not a portion of educa-
tion it influences it throughout.

It is true that women have the highest object of all, the attainment of excellence
for its own sake; but that, like the attainment of knowledge for its own sake, affects
only the small minority of either sex, the upper 10,000 of the human race, who are
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alone capable of conceiving and pursuing a high ideal with a disinterested passion.
The average, —and it is always the average we must consider, - are incapable of this,
and require lower and more commonplace motives to stimulate them to exertion.
These motives are supplied to boys by the necessity of working for their maintenance.
They are brought up in the knowledge that they will have to choose a profession, and
that their success in life will depend on their doing their work well, whatever it may be.
Girls, on the contrary, of the classes we are dealing with, are brought up to think their
education of no consequence, except as fitting them to take their place in their own
social sphere. They are taught explicitly, or implicitly, that marriage is the only career
open to them, and they learn but too quickly that success in that career does assuredly
not depend on their efforts at self-improvement.

. . . Solong as marriage is . . . the only aim of a girl’s life, and her education regu-
lated with the sole view of making her pleasing to marrying men, so long will all
attempts at improvement fail, except with the few capable of rising above the average
tone of thought and feeling. . . . All who hold the higher and truer view {must] urge
upon parents, and upon society, that marriage should not be the first object of a woman’s
life, any more than of a man’s: that girls should be trained from childhood, to the
idea that they, like their brothers, must take their share of the work of life; that their
education should prepare them by the formation of good intellectual and moral habits,
to perform it well; — that they should be not only allowed, but induced to work for their
own maintenance, where the circumstances of their parents make an independent
provision for them impossible, and that when those circumstances place them above
the necessity of working for a provision, they should hold themselves bound to help,
and train themselves to help efficiently in doing the unpaid work of the world, where
the harvest is so plentiful and the labourers so few.

How much women would gain in worth and dignity, how rapidly their education
would improve, if such views were prevalent, scarcely need be pointed out. All the
want of thoroughness, the showy superficiality which degrade it now, would disappear
before the necessity of real preparation for real work, and the ends being clearly under-
stood and accepted, the means would not long be wanting.

Let it not be supposed that I undervalue marriage, or that I want to broach some
wild theory of feminine independence; so far from it, I hold that only in the union of
man and woman is human life perfect and complete. 1 would not wish, even if it were
possible, to make women independent of men, but neither do I wish them to sit in half-
starved, or luxurious idleness, waiting, or worse still, planning for husbands by whom
they are to be raised to the single dignity possible to them.

Mr. Anthony Trollope, in one of his late novels, mentions as a true anecdote, that
in a family of three maiden ladies, the youngest always took precedence of her sisters,
and on a stranger asking the reason why, the elder sister meekly replied, “Matilda
once had an offer of marriage.’”” I would put an end to the state of society in which
such an anecdote is not only possible, but where similar ones would be common, if
people generally spoke and acted as they feel; a state of society in which it can be said
with perfect truth of large numbers of women, in the words of one of the heroines of
the same novel: —“They're just nobodies. They are not anything particular to anybody,
and so they go on living till they die. . . . A man who is a nobody can perhaps make
himself somebody, or at any rate he can try; but a woman has no means of trying.
She is a nobody, and a nobody she must remain. She has her clothes and her food,
but she isn’t wanted anywhere. . . . People put up with her, and that is about the best
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of her luck. If she were to die, somebody, perhaps, would be sorry for her, but nobody
would be worse off. She doesn’t earn anything, or do any good. She is just there, and
that is all.”

Is that a fate for a human being with a heart and soul and intellect, and the capa-
bilities within her of using them, if allowed, in adding to her own welfare and that of
others, a fate to be condemned solely because she is not born with the charm or the
cunning to win a husband? I recommend the novel I have quoted to the consideration
of all who think women have nothing to complain of, when they are neither beaten nor
starved, and who advise them as their only wise policy, ‘‘to rest and be thankful.”’

My advice is very different. Let us be thankful indeed that there is, at last, a feeling
awakening in the country, that the women who desire education ought to have it placed
within their reach. Let us be thankful, —we cannot be too thankful, —to the many
generous and able men who, in the spirit of true chivalry, are helping our weakness
with their strength. Let us be thankful too that our own tongues are unloosed, and
that we are not only allowed but invited, as I have been on this occasion, to plead our
own cause before the public; but let us not rest, —no, not for an instant, — till we have
won for women the right and the means to the highest culture of which their nature is
capable, —not that they may gratify an unwomanly spirit of selfish ambition and rivalry,
but that they may become more worthy and more fit to do the noble work God has
given them to do.

Millicent Garrett Fawcett, “The Education of Women of the Middle
and Upper Classes”, Macmillan’s Magazine, XVII (1868), 511-17.

Millicent Garrett Fawcett was active in reforming female education
and attempting to obtain female suffrage, but it was the latter which, as
we shall see, ultimately absorbed most of her energies. She was affected
by the struggle of her elder sister, Elizabeth Garrett, to obtain a medical
degree, and by her contact with Elizabeth’s friend and ally, Emily Davies.
Subsequently she was influenced by her husband, Henry Fawcett, M.P.,
professor of economics at Cambridge, and his friend, John Stuart Mill,
both of whom were advocates of higher education for women. She be-
came part of a Cambridge group, whose members held their first meet-
ing in her drawing room and organized a series of Lectures for Women.
This led to the formation of the Association for Promoting the Higher
Education of Women and subsequently to the founding of Newnham
Hall, which in 1880 became the second college for women at Cambridge.

In Mrs. Fawcett’s view, the intellectual impoverishment of women of
the upper and middle classes was the result of their inferior education.
Schools for girls emphasized worthless “accomplishments”, such as music
and foreign languages, which were taught so superficially as to insure,
at best, no more than a mediocre command of these subjects. Instruc-
tion in mathematics and science was offered only at an elementary level.
Not only did these schools deliberately avoid teaching subjects of real
value; their headmistresses regarded any attempt to get them to improve
their curricula as a brazen intrusion into their private affairs. Until the
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proprietors of these educational sanctuaries dedicated to the perpetua-
tion of female ignorance could be made to offer their pupils an educa-
tion comparable to that afforded boys, no significant improvement in
the position of women could be expected.

. . . When such phrases as “‘national education,”” and ‘‘the education of the people,”’
are made use of, it is usually implied that they mean the extension of education to the
working classes; and it is also implied when the reform of national education is spoken
of, that the only part of the nation whose education is neglected, and which therefore
needs reform, is that part which receives the designation of ‘‘the lower orders.”” We
think that the education of women in the middle and upper classes is at least as impor-
tant, almost as much neglected, and that it needs even more strenuous efforts to effect
reform in it. For scarcely any one now openly opposes, in theory, the education of the
poor; but with regard to women, before substantial and national reform is effected in
their education, an immense amount of opposition, prejudice, and undisguised hos-
tility must be overcome. . . .

The effect of this lack of mental training in women has been to produce such a deteri-
oration in their intellects as, in some measure, to justify the widely-spread opinion that
they are innately possessed of less powerful minds than men, that they are incapable of
the highest mental culture, that they are born illogical, created more impetuous and
rash than men. This it is at present, owing to the want of education amongst women,
impossible absolutely to disprove. If this inferiority really exists, society must abide the
consequences; but in this case, surely, everything which education could do should be
done to produce in women the highest mental development of which they are capable;
whereas, the present system of education heightens and aggravates the difference be-
tween the intellectual acquirements of men and women.

The belief, however, in the innate inferiority of women’s minds, though it is impos-
sible from want of sufficient data to prove its absurdity, we do not for one instant hold.
All reasoning from analogy points to the fallacy of such a belief. . . . Let any man,
however gifted and whatever intellectual distinction he may have attained, consider
what the state of his mind would have been, had he been subjected to the treatment
which ninety-nine out of a hundred of the women of his acquaintance have undergone. . . .

. . . At about eighteen, when a boy is just beginning his university career, a girl is
supposed to have ‘‘completed her education.”’ She is too often practically debarred
from further intellectual progress by entering into a society where pleasure, in the
shape of balls, fétes, &c., engrosses all her time; or, hers being a country life, and it
being her supposed duty to be what is called domesticated, she devotes her life to fancy
needlework, or to doing badly the work of a curate, a nurse, or a cook. If she does
attempt to carry on her education by means of reading, many almost insuperable diffi-
culties beset her. . . .

The principal reform, therefore, which it is desirable to carry out in women’s educa-
tion is their admittance to all the sources of mental and moral development from which
they have hitherto been excluded. Let all, both men and women, have equal chances
of maturing such intellect as God has given them. Let those institutions which were
originally intended to provide an education for girls as well as boys be restored to what
their founders intended. . . . Many charitable institutions for the purpose of pro-
viding an asylum for a certain specified number of old men and women, were endowed
with land which was not at the time considered more than sufficient to provide for
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their support. Owing to the immense increase in the value of land, the property of
these charities has been found much more than adequate to fulfil the intentions of
their founders. The surplus property has frequently been appropriated to found, not
schools for boys and girls, but schools for boys only. It is indisputably unjust, the pro-
perty having been left for the benefit for both sexes, that one sex only should reap the
advantage of its increased value.

We should therefore wish to see equal educational advantages given to both sexes;
to open all the professions to women; and, if they prove worthy of them, to allow them
to share with men all those distinctions, intellectual, literary, and political, which are
such valuable incentives to mental and moral progress. . . .

. . . One examination has been opened to them, and with great success. The Cam-
bridge local examinations have been held at Cambridge, and boys and girls have both
been examined there, in different rooms, but at the same time, without the least diffi-
culty or inconvenience resulting; and if it is safe and practicable thus to examine boys
and girls of sixteen or seventeen years of age, what are the insuperable difficulties
which attend their examination at nineteen and twenty-one?

In these days religions disabilities are fast becoming obsolete; we trust that univer-
sity reformers . . . will continue the attack with even increased vigour against sexual
disabilities. . . .

To describe the consequences of this increased diffusion of sound mental training
in a few words, we conceive that it would add as much as any other proposed reform to
the general happiness and welfare of mankind. In the first place, every woman who
had had the advantage of sound mental training, could make the best possible use of
her special faculties or talent, simply because education would have discovered what
those faculties or talents were, and with this assistance she would have a much greater
chance than at present of finding and occupying her proper sphere. For woman’s— the
same as man's —sphere is precisely that situation in which she is doing the highest and
best work of which she is capable. This is a high standard, and one which, with every
advantage society can afford, is too frequently found unattainable; nevertheless, it is
one to which all educational schemes should aspire, and their approach to, or neglect
of it, should be deemed the only valid test of worth.

We also confidently believe that with the possession of mental culture and develop-
ment women would gain much of that public spirit and sense of the importance of
public duties, the lack of which now so frequently pains us. It could no longer then be
said with impunity in a public place —and it was said last year in the House of Com-
mons— that a woman, if she had a vote, would sell it to the man who could offer her
the highest bribe; and we should then no longer hear, what was far worse, this accusa-
tion smilingly acknowledged to be just, at least of themselves individually, by women
on whom the important social duty had devolved of training the tender minds of chil-
dren. . . .

Of those who say that education will unfit women to fulfil the duties of wives and
mothers, we ask if ignorance . . . and an utter incapability of comprehending the
chief interests of her husband’s life are qualities which so eminently conduce to domes-
tic happiness. . . .

It would also be a considerable pecuniary advantage if married women were able to
assist their husbands in their business or profession. Of course, there are cases where
this would be impracticable; but there are hundreds of cases where, if the woman had
been properly trained, she could with great ease render the most valuable assistance to
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her husband. . . . If women were accustomed to enter into this sort of partnership
with their husbands they could also carry on his business or profession in case of his
sickness or death: in the latter case, the burden of a heavy life insurance, which a
thoughtful husband feels bound to lay upon himself in order to form some provision
for his family, would be rendered to a great extent unnecessary, and much destitution
and misery would be avoided. . . .

Important, however, as is the claim of married women to an improved education,
the burden of an ill-cultivated mind falls much heavier on unmarried women, for they
are as devoid as married women of general interests, without having an occupation
found for them in the direction of a household, or the care of children. . . .

. .. It is not too much to say that one of the great curses of society is the enforced
idleness of such a large proportion of its members as is formed by the women who have
nothing to do. We say enforced idleness, for we believe it to be enforced by bad educa-
tion. . . . If we are forced to the conclusion that the present training of women tends
to produce creatures like Becky Sharp or Amelia Osborne, it is the duty of all who care
for the welfare of mankind to strive earnestly after every reform that may effect an
improvement in that training. The first thing to be sought is education, . . . for follow-
ing close upon improved education must come the extension to women of those legal,
social, and political rights, the withholding of which is felt, by a daily increasing num-
ber of men and women, to be unworthy of the civilization of the nineteenth century.

Emily Davies, “Special Systems of Education for Women”, (1868),
reprinted in Thoughts on Some Questions Relating to Women (Cam-
bridge: Bowes & Bowes, 1910), pp. 118-37.

Like her younger friend, Millicent Garrett Fawcett, Emily Davies
was concerned with obtaining both higher education and votes for
women but, unlike Mrs. Fawcett, to whom the franchise eventually be-
came all-important, Miss Davies concentrated her efforts on opening
the universities to women.

A number of factors, apparently coincidental, combined to push Miss
Davies, the small, mild daughter of a rural clergyman, into the forefront
of the movement to provide higher education for women. In the 1850’s
through her theologian brother, John Llewelyn Davies (a co-founder of
the Working Men’s College), she became acquainted with the Christian
Socialists, Maurice, Kingsley, and Ludlow, who were actively promot-
ing the cause of female education. In 1858, while vacationing in Algeria,
she met Madame Bodichon, who introduced her to the ladies of the
English Woman’s Journal and the Society for the Employment of Women,
a branch of which she later established in her native parish of Gateshead.
She was caught up in Elizabeth Garrett’s battle to gain admission to the
University of London so as to qualify for a medical degree and, after
hearing a paper by Frances Power Cobbe in 1862 on the entrance of
women to universities, Miss Davies organized a committee to work toward
that end. Her position was strengthened by the publication of the Report
of the Schools’ Inquiry Commission, which clearly documented the de-



124 Free and Ennobled

plorable state of female education. But recognition of the need to im-
prove that education was not enough for, even among those who accept-
ed the necessity for change, there were fundamental and often irrecon-
cileable differences of opinion concerning the nature of a new and im-
proved education for the female sex. Should, for example, the educa-
tion of girls of the middle and upper classes be analogous to that of their
brothers? Or, on the other hand, should young women be trained in a
manner decidedly different from that of young men, giving careful con-
sideration to the feminine mind, mission, and moral obligations? Rejec-
ting the latter notion, Miss Davies, in the following selection, pleads for
a common standard of competence by which to judge the academic
accomplishments of men and women.

Among the controversies to which the movement for improving the education of
women has given rise, there is one which presses for settlement. The question has
arisen and must be answered —Is the improved education which, it is hoped, is about
to be brought within reach of women, to be identical with that of men, or is it to be as
good as possible, but in some way or other specifically femine? The form in which the
question practically first presents itself is—What shall be the standards of examination?
. . . The controversy may be assumed to be between two parties. . . .

Of these two parties, one regards it as essential that the standards of examination for
both sexes should be the same; the other holds that they may without harm — perhaps
with advantage —be different. . . .

The latter course is urged on the ground that there are differences between men and
women which educational systems ought to recognize; or . . . at any rate the condi-
tions of women’s lives are special, and ought to be specially prepared for; or there is a
latent feeling of repugnance to what may appear like an ungraceful, perhaps childish,
attempt to grasp at masculine privileges—an idea which jars upon a refined taste.
Considerations of this sort, resting mainly upon sentiment or prejudice, can scarcely
be met by argument. It is usually admitted that we are as yet in the dark as to the
specific differences between men and women— that we do not know how far they are
native, and to what extent those which strike the eye may have been produced by arti-
ficial influences— that even if we knew much more than we do about the nature of the
material to be dealt with, we should still have much to learn as to the kind of intellec-
tual discipline which might be most suitable. Nor have we as yet any trustworthy evi-
dence . . . as to the manner in which the differences of the work in life to which men
and women respectively are said to be called, could be met by corresponding differ-
ences in mental training. The arbitrary differences established by fashion seem to
have been directed by the rule of contraries rather than by any intelligent judgment.
Practically, what we come to is something like this — People who want to impose a spe-
cial system have . . . a vague impression that as certain subjects and methods have
been in a manner set apart for women ever since they can remember, there is most
likely something in them which distinguishes them either as suitable to the female
mind, or as specially useful to women in practical life. To discover how much of truth
there may be behind this opinion would be a tedious and difficult task. It may be
enough to remark that experience seems to be against it. It is precisely because the
special system, as hitherto tried, has proved a signal failure, that reform is called for. . . .
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The immediate controversy turns . . . upon examinations—examinations regarded
as a controlling force, directing the course of instruction into certain channels; pro-
nouncing upon the comparative value of subjects, fixing the amount of time and atten-
tion bestowed upon each, and to some extent guiding the method of teaching; whole-
somely stimulating. . . . We want an examination which can be worked beneficially. . . .
We want an examination for which candidates will be forthcoming. Finally, we want
an examination which will sift. We do not want to have certificates of proficiency
given to half-educated women. There are examinations which will do this already
within reach. . . .

. . . An examination by men of high repute will carry more weight than one by men
unknown, and . . . an examination by an official body such as a university, will be
more readily believed in than one by any self-constituted board, however respectable.
But supposing these two points secured, is a new examination conducted by competent
examiners appointed by a university all that is to be desired? Will an unknown stand-
ard having expressly in view candidates drawn from a limited and notoriously illi-
terate class [i.e., female], be worth much . . .? The most highly cultivated women
would not care to submit themselves to an ordeal in which to fail might be disgrace,
but to pass would be no distinction. The mere fact of its special character would in
itself repel them. That the greatest of female novelists should have taken the pre-
caution to assume a masculine nom de plume for the express purpose of securing their
work against being measured by a class standard, is significant of the feeling enter-
tained by women. Right or wrong, wise or foolish, here is at any rate a fact to be recog-
nized. . . . An examination limited to a class, and with which the élite of that class
will have nothing to do, is not likely to command very high respect. . . .

The kind of result which is likely to follow from an . . . examination [which has
been designed exclusively for women] . . . may be conjectured from the advice given
by a schoolmistress in reference to the Cambridge Local Examinations. Complaining
of the vexatious demands for a degree of attainment in arithmetic not commonly
reached in girls’ schools, she remarked briefly, “‘I would have all that expunged.”’ The
suggestion that one advantage of these examinations might consist in the pressure
brought to bear in favour of unpopular subjects, was met by the rejoinder, “But why
press an unpopular subject which is of no use in after-life?”

The tendency of examinations to adjust themselves to studies is a consideration of
great importance. . . . The Cambridge Local Examinations furnish a case in point.
In the first examination to which girls were admitted, 90 per cent. of the senior candi-
dates failed in the preliminary arithmetic. Fortunately, the standard was fixed by
references to an immense preponderance of boy candidates, and it was understood
that the girls must be brought up to it. Extra time, and probably better teaching,
aided by greater willingness on the part of the pupils, who had been made aware of
their deficiency, were devoted to the unpopular and “useless” subject. In the next
examination, out of the whole number of girls only three failed in it.

Other reasons for desiring a common standard, of a more subtle character, can
scarcely be apprehended perhaps in their full force without personal experience.
Probably only women who have laboured under it can understand the weight of dis-
couragement produced by being perpetually told that, as women, nothing much is
ever to be expected of them, and it is not worth their while to exert themselves —that
they can write lively letters, full of graphic description and homely touches, but that
anything like original research or profound learning is not for them to think of — that
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whatever they do they must not interest themselves, except in a second-hand and
shallow way, in the pursuits of men, for in such pursuits they must always expect to
fail. Women who have lived in the atmosphere produced by such teaching know how
it stifles and chills; how hard it is to work courageously through it. Every effort to im-
prove the education of women which assumes that they may, without reprehensible
ambition, study the same subjects as their brothers and be measured by the same stan-
dards, does something towards lifting them out of the state of listless despair of them-
selves into which so many fall. Supposing that the percentage of success attained by
women should be considerably less than that of men, the sense of discouragement thus
engendered would be as nothing compared with the general self-distrust produced by
having it taken for granted that they are by nature disqualified to stand the ordinary
tests. To make the discovery of individual incompetence may be wholesomely hum-
bling or stimulating, as the case may be, but no one is the better for being told, on mere
arbitrary authority, that he belongs to a weak and incapable class. And this, whatever
may be the intention, is said in effect by the offer of any test of an exclusively female
character. . . .

Emily Davies, “Some Account of a Proposed New College”, (1872),
reprinted in Thoughts on Some Questions Relating to Women (Cam-
bridge: Bowes & Bowes, 1910), pp. 84-107.

In 1866, as an outgrowth of a meeting of the Schoolmistresses’ Asso-
ciation, which she had founded and which included in its membership
Dorothea Beale, Octavia Hill, and Frances Mary Buss, Emily Davies
decided on a new strategy. Since the University of London could not be
persuaded to accept women as candidates for degrees, she now proposed
tfo give women a residential college of their own—one that would offer
an education equal to that provided for men by Oxford and Cambridge.
This intention (which was ultimately realized by the founding of Girton
College) evoked opposition and ridicule when it was announced at the
Social Science Congress in 1868, in a paper in which Miss Davies dis-
cussed the new venture to which she and Madame Bodichon were by
now fully committed (and to which the latter had made a contribution
of £1,000 and subsequently left a legacy of £10,000). After considering—
and rejecting— possible alternatives to the establishment of a new college
(for example, the teaching of university subjects at home or the conver-
sion of existing secondary schools into institutions of higher learning),
Miss Davies turned to more general considerations. In the following
excerpt she reviews the benefits that will accrue, both to individuals and
society, from the extension of higher education to women.

. . . But here we arrive at the fundamental question, whether, after all, light is
better than darkness—whether a moderately ignorant person cannot discharge the
plain duties of life just as well as the most highly educated —whether in trying to work
women up to an exalted pitch of mental superiority, we might not be making sacri-
fices of health, refinement of manners, and the minor morals, for which no intellec-
tual gains could compensate. . . .
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First, let us be clear as to what the alternative is. Let it be distinctly understood that
the choice is not between a life wholly given up to study, and a life spent in active domes-
tic duty. The dilemma thus stated is untrue on both sides; for while on the one hand,
giving to women the opportunity of a complete education does not mean that they will
thereupon spend all their lives in reading, so, on the other, denying them education
does not mean that they will occupy themselves in household affairs. The young unmar-
ried women of the present generation are not called upon to take an active part in
household work. It is needless to insist on this, for every one knows it, and yet there is
an undertone of lamentation and reproach as the admission is made. There is noth-
ing for them to do, we confess; and yet somehow we have a feeling that they ought to
be doing it. We sigh, and say— Yes, domestic employments are gone out of fashion.
But why have they gone out of fashion? There are two reasons—the increase of wealth,
and the supply of domestic wants by machinery. . . . The fact is patent, . . . unless we
came to dismissing the servants . . . a healthy young woman will find no adequate
pull upon her energies in the domestic employments of a well-to-do household. . . .
None of us—or only a very few people, the quality of whose optimism is somewhat
strained — profess to be satisfied with the present manner of life of young women of the
wealthy class. The young lady of the world is universally condemned. . . . We are all
agreed that the sooner she is abolished the better.

But what are we to have in her place? That is the question. We are quite ready, it
may be said, to crush the gay trifler, but we are not prepared to accept in her stead
the pale-faced student, poring over miserable books. We want healthy, happy, duti-
ful English women; and we are persuaded that if women take to College, and examina-
tions, and diplomas, and the rest, they will be unhealthy, unhappy, undutiful, and
worst of all— American.

But what if it should be found that it is through the process of poring over books in
due season, with moderation, and under wise guidance— that health, and happiness,
and dutifulness, and the many good things which go to make an English lady of the
highest type, will most surely come?

What is so conducive to health and happiness as regular, interesting occupation?
Who are so likely to see the true poetry which lies in the discharge of the humblest
duties as those whose minds are fitly balanced, their imaginations withdrawn from
vanities, and otcupied with pure visionss What is so likely to give gentleness, simpli-
city, and real refinement, as an orderly, melodious, disciplined life, possessing a genu-
ine dignity which does not need to support itself by defiance? . . .

If, indeed, higher education is regarded merely as the acquirement of an unusual
quantity of information—information which may happen to prove useful, or may not—
there is much reason for scepticism as to its practical value. So long as education is
treated only as a means of getting on in the world, nothing is easier than to show that
women for whom the getting on has been done by other people do not want it. But it
is not as a means of getting on that University education is recommended. The object
of the new College is not to enable women to make money, though that may probably
be among the results indirectly attained. It has a wider scope. It has been said of edu-
cation that its business, “in respect of knowledge, is not to perfect a learner in all or any
one of the sciences, but to give his mind that freedom, that disposition, and those
habits, that may enable him to obtain any part of knowledge he shall apply himself to,
or stand in need of, in the future course of his life.” This will be the aim of the College
work. It will not be specifically directed towards changing the occupations of women,
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but rather towards securing that whatever they do shall be done well. Whether as mis-
tresses of households, mothers, teachers, or as labourers in art, science, literature, and
notably in the field of philanthropy, so largely occupied by women, their work suffers
from the want of previous training. They have to do for themselves in mature life . . .
what ought to have been done for them in their youth. They are required to inflict
upon themselves the discipline, and to gain for themselves the knowledge, which ought
to have come to them as part of their education. Their youth is unduly cut short. They
are expected to be grown up at eighteen. And . . . they do grow up, at any rate in the
sense that they cease to grow any more. Many a woman is as childish and undeveloped
at twenty-eight as she was at eighteen. She has missed the intermediate stage of disci-
pline between the necessary restraint of childhood and early youth, and the undivided
responsibility which is the burden of mature years. Is it said that the education of life
is more than that of books? That is most true. And if there is any stage in our history
at which it is of primary importance that the education of life . . . should be wisely
adjusted so as to favour healthy growth, it is surely during the transition period of
youth. Itis not natural to be “finished” at eighteen. It is when the school period has
passed that the mind and character are ready to receive the kind of teaching and disci-
pline which are wanted as a preparation for standing alone, . . .

A few words may here find place with respect to the effect of mental cultivation on
health. That a heartless, mechanical routine must be morally and spiritually deaden-
ing is not difficult to see, but it seems to be commonly supposed that to the physical
constitution it is rather strengthening than otherwise. It is, in fact, often taken for
granted, that though for women who have only themselves to think of, it may be a good
thing to have some intellectual resources, for mothers there is nothing like good sound
ignorance. A stolid indifference to the higher interests of life, complete absorption in
petty cares, is supposed to produce a placid, equable animal state of existence, favour-
able to the transmission of a healthy constitution to the next generation. We have per-
suaded ourselves that Englishmen of the present day are such a nervously excitable
race, that the only chance for their descendants is to keep the mothers in a state of
coma. The fathers, we think, are incurable. Their feverish energy cannot be controlled.
We give them up. But there is hope for the future if only mothers can be kept out of
the vortex.

But are we, indeed, so morbidly spiritual and intellectual as this notion assumes?
Is it because their minds are overwrought, because they have thrown themselves with
too great ardour into literary and scientific pursuits, that men and women display so
much eagerness in making and spending money? Is it not rather that men heap up
and women squander, as a diversion from an insupportable dullness, incapable of
higher pleasures? . . .

. . .It cannot be denied that an institution for women, professing to give something
equivalent to an Oxford or Cambridge education, is a new thing, and public bodies
will think it only right to wait till it has succeeded, before doing much to help it on. . . .
The initiative must be taken by private persons, and something like a start must be
made before any definite application can be preferred for grants from public funds.
When the first step shall have been taken, and a nucleus formed, there is little doubt
that benefactions in various shapes will accrue. In this point of view, every contribu-
tion to such an undertaking as the new College will have a kind of reproductive power.
Those who take part in promoting the scheme at its present stage, not only help to
bring a useful institution into existence, —they are putting their hands to a work which
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will by-and-by be carried on to far larger issues. It was begun in faith and hope in
more difficult times than ours. Those who went before have prepared the way; we
profit by their labours. It is for us to do our part, while handing on the task to the
generations yet to come.

Maria G. Grey, “The Women’s Educational Movement”, in The Woman
Question in Europe, edited by Theodore Stanton (London: Sampson
Low & Co., 1884), pp. 30-63.

By the mid-1880’s feminists had made sufficient progress to justify the
publication of a volume which summarized accomplishments in various
fields. In this volume (edited by the son of the prominent American
feminist, Elizabeth Cady Stanton), Maria G. Grey wrote an account of
the movement on behalf of the education of women in England, noting
that whereas “forty years ago the question of women’s education did not
exist”, within the last twenty years, it had “taken its place among the
public and active interests of the day” (p. 31).

The excerpt which follows is a survey of the steps taken to provide
education for girls in secondary schools and colleges. Although the found-
ing of the Girls’ Public Day School Company, designed to aid in the estab-
lishment of secondary schools, was, in large measure, the creation of
Maria Grey and Emily Shirreff, the interests of these two sisters in the
field of education spread far beyond their commitment to secondary
school instruction for women. Miss Shirreff, who was one of the founders
of the Froebel Society and its president for many years, published several
works on the kindergarten system and the philosophy of education. She
and Mrs. Grey initiated plans for the training of secondary school teachers
which culminated in the establishment of the Maria Grey Training
College. Both women frequently prepared papers to be delivered at
meetings of the Social Science Association, and published a number of
articles on education in contemporary journals.

. . . Miss Emily Davies, . . . being dissatisfied with these imperfect substitutes [lec-
tures and courses for women on an informal basis] for the higher education given to
men by a university college course, had conceived the bold idea of giving to women a
precisely similar education, under similar conditions of college life; to be tested at its
close by the same examination as that by which the university tests its under-graduates.
The idea was, of course, scouted at first, and many even of the best friends of women’s
education opposed it, on the ground that, considering the great and recognized imper-
fection of the existing university system, it was unwise to adopt it in founding a wholly
new institution for the other sex. Miss Davies, whose singular clearness of judgment,
tenacity of purpose, and untiring energy, specially fitted her for the task she had under-
taken, maintained the ground she had taken up, i.e., that the question of woman’s
fitness for the higher education, represented by the university course, could be
fairly solved only by submitting the women students to precisely the same course, under
precisely the same tests, as the men. . . . In October, 1869, the college for women,
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organized in all respects as one of the Cambridge colleges and getting its tuition from
Cambridge tutors, was opened in a small hired house at Hitchin, with five students. In
1873, it was removed to Girton, close to Cambridge, where proper buildings had been
erected for it from funds raised by subscriptions and donations, which constitute its
only endowment. . . . To quote . . . Lady Stanley of Alderley: . . . ““Girton is in all
respects a college on the old model. The students have their own rooms for private
reading, their class-rooms for lectures, their public dining-hall; and if no grand old
library is theirs, much earnest enthusiasm for study has proved them worthy of richer
opportunities than they yet possess. The university did not recognize, nor has it yet
recognized in any official sense the existence of the women'’s college, but the help and
favor of individual members has never failed. The teaching has been Cambridge
teaching; and the Girton students have been yearly examined from the same papers,
and under the same conditions as the under-graduates, both for the previous examina-
tions, and for examinations for degrees, with or without honors.”

Side by side with Girton, another institution has grown up in Cambridge, which has
met the educational wants of numbers of women to whom Girton, with its strict colle-
giate organization, high standard of matriculation and also higher terms, would have
been inaccessible. In 1870, a system of lectures for women was established. . . . The
educational opportunities thus offered soon attracted students from various parts of
the country. . . . In 1873, the Association for Promoting the Higher Education of
Women in Cambridge was formed, and Newnham Hall was built for the reception of
the rapidly increasing number of students. . . . The success of Newnham Hall has
equaled that of Girton; and though the first object of both Association and Hall was to
afford students thorough preparation for the Cambridge Higher Local Examinations,
many of them have desired and obtained more advanced instruction, and have shared
the privilege granted to the Girton students of informal examination in the Tripos
subjects. In 1880, a further step was taken. The Association and Newnham Hall
were amalgamated as Newnham College; a second building was added to accommo-
date the largely increased number of students, remaining under the superintendence
of Miss Clough, to whose initiative in the first instance, and unwearied care through-
out, the College mainly owes its present prosperity. . . .

It will be seen that all these various movements for the education of women sprang
up sporadically as it were, supported, indeed, in large measure by the same active and
devoted group of friends to the cause, but having no connection and no bond of com-
mon action. . . . The need of some wider organization which should offer the means
of communication and cooperation to all throughout the three kingdoms interested
or actively concerned in the movement, pressed with great force on the mind of the
present writer, and in June, 1871, she brought before a meeting of the Society of Arts

. a scheme for a national society affording the desired means of co-operation be-
tween all workers in the cause. . . . The new organization took definite shape under
the name of the National Society for Improving the Education of Women of All
Classes; shortened afterward into Women’s Education Union. . . . The objects of the
society were as follows: (1) To bring into communication and co-operation all indi-
viduals and associations engaged in promoting the education of women, and to collect
and register, for the use of members, all information bearing on that education.
(2) To promote the establishment of good schools, at a moderate cost, for girls of all
classes above those provided for by the Elementary Education Act. (3) To aid all mea-
sures for extending to women the means of higher education after the school period,
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such as colleges and lectures for women above eighteen, and evening classes for women
already earning their own maintenance. (4) To provide means for training female
teachers, and for testing their efficiency by examinations of recognized authority,
followed by registration according to fixed standard. (5) To improve the tone of pub-
lic opinion on the subject of education itself, and on the national importance of the
education of women.

After a lapse of eleven years we venture to affirm that those objects have in the main
been attained. . . . The Union, by giving scholarships to successful candidates in the
various examinations open to girls in the three kingdoms; to be held at some place-of
higher education, gave an impulse to the latter, and set an example which was largely
followed afterward by other bodies. By public and drawing-room meetings . . ., by
the publication of papers, by memorials and deputations bringing concentrated influ-
ence to bear wherever questions affecting the interests of women’s education were being
decided, the Union carried on with unwearied energy and no little success its work of
propagandism. . . .

Of its two principal achievements, the formation of the Girls’ Public Day School
Company and of the Teachers’ Training and Registration Society, I must speak with
somewhat more detail, as both were initiatory movements of great and far-reaching
importance. . . .

The reader will have perceived that up to this time the efforts of the supporters of
the movement had been mainly directed to obtaining higher education for women, as
the continuation and supplement of school education. But a greater and more press-
ing want, as shown by the Reports of the Schools Enquiry Commission, was that of
good schools to prepare girls not only for this higher education, which must always be
the privilege of the few, but for the work and duties of life incumbent on all. It was to
supply this want that the Central Committee of the Women’s Education Union first
turned their attention. . . .

It was Miss Buss’s original creation, the North London Collegiate School, that the
Women'’s Education Union took as their model. . . . In July, 1872, this company was
formed under the title of the Girls’ Public Day School Company (limited), and its first
school was opened at Durham House, Chelsea, in November of the same year. The
experiment of a public, undenominational school [open to anyone who could pay the
tuition] for girls of the middle and upper classes, was an entirely novel, and by many
held to be a perilously bold one. . . . At this date, only ten years and a half from its
commencement, [the Company] has twenty-three schools at work in London and the
provinces, giving a thoroughly good education to an aggregate of over four thousand
scholars, at a maximum fee of £15 a year; and before the end of 1882, two more will be
opened. . . . The Girls’ Public Day School Company has thus satisfactorily solved the
problem of providing good and cheap education for girls of the classes above those
attending the public elementary schools, on terms insuring a fair interest on the capital
invested in them. Nor should the beneficent action of the company be measured by
its own schools only. Its example has been largely followed throughout the country;
schools of the same type have been established by independent local bodies in various
places, and it may be safely predicted that, in the course of a few years, no town with a
sufficient population to maintain a school will remain unprovided with one, either by
the Girls’ Public Day School Company, or by some local agency of a similar nature. . . .

The Women’s Education Union having thus provided schools, next turned its atten-
tion to the training of teachers. In the case of teachers of elementary schools, the neces-
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sity for training had been admitted long before. . . . But the equal necessity of such
training for higher-grade teachers was by no means admitted, and the very fact that it
was required for elementary school-masters caused it to be looked upon as the stamp
of an inferior grade of teachers. . . .

The Women’s Education Union took up the question in 1876, and . . . formed a
Society for the Training and Registration of Teachers. . . . Teachers of both sexes
were contemplated by the Society, but the Council felt that the first claim upon them
was that of women, always at a disadvantage in regard to means; and in May, 1878,
their first Training College for Teachers in Middle and Higher Schools for Girls was
opened. . . . The College opened with only four students, but the numbers rapidly
increased, . . . and the efficiency of its training has been most satisfactorily tested by
the success of the students at the Cambridge University Examinations in the Theory,
History and Practice of Education. . . .

It must be noted, as marking the great advance already made in public opinion by
the women’s claim to educational equality, that in this examination no difference is
made between the male and female candidates, the conditions of admission, standard,
and certificate being precisely the same for both. This brings me to the last and cul-
minating success of the movement—the admission of women to University degrees. . . .

It was natural that the University of London, from its modern origin and constitu-
tion, and consequent freedom from ancient tradition and social prejudice, should take
the lead in this bold innovation; but it is another proof of the rapid advance of public
opinion on the subject, that within two years the ancient University of Cambridge
should have followed the example. . . .

Great as this step is, it still falls far short of the position of the University of London
as regards equality between men and women. Cambridge has conferred that equality
only in respect of the Tripos Examination, but it has not acknowledged women as
members of the University. . . . We may, however, be satisfied with this partial result,
knowing well that the wedge, already inserted so deeply, will not fail to be driven home
before long. Perhaps Oxford, which, though always moving more slowly than Cam-
bridge in the cause of women'’s education, has made each concession more thorough
when granted at last, . . . may again better the example of the sister University by
granting in full what Cambridge is doling out piecemeal: the admission of women to
all the privileges of the University on equal terms with the other sex. . . .

Frances Martin, “A College for Working Women”, Macmillan’s Maga-
zine, XL (1879), 483-88.

In 1854 F. D. Maurice founded the London Working Men’s College
for manual workers who had at least the rudiments of an education. He
was aided in this venture by Kingsley, Ruskin, Dante Gabriel Rossetti,
and other idealistic middle-class intellectuals. In a period when the
Mechanics’ Institutes were markedly declining because of their unrealis-
tic expectations, Maurice’s school was a success, probably because it
provided instruction of a practical nature. Frances Martin, one of the
first graduates of Queen’s College (of which Maurice was a principal
founder) and a number of kindred spirits carried on his tradition by
offering evening classes in an institution established in his memory in
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1874, a College for Working Women. The men and women who organ-
ized the school were concerned with more than education; just as Octa-
via Hill attempted to improve not merely the housing but the quality of
life of the slum-dwellers in her charge, so Miss Martin and her associates
strove to provide, in addition to instruction, a healthy and constructive
alternative to the temptations of the London slums. Thus education
was considered valuable not only as a source of personal gratification,
but, in addition, as a vehicle of social regeneration.

Five years ago a few ladies and gentlemen took a house in Fitzroy Street, and opened
it as a College for Working Women. They use the term College in accordance with its
primary meaning as a Collection or Assembly, and have made the College a place of
assembly for women employed during the day.

Women who earn their living have few opportunities for self-improvement; and
yet the means of remedying a defective education, or supplying the want of any edu-
cation whatever, would often enable them to improve their own position and that of
others depending upon them.

Many women in London are young, friendless, and solitary. They lack the stimulus
and interest of social life, rational entertainment, and intellectual pursuit. If they
supply the want of these in the way that so many learn to do, or deaden their craving
for them, they do it at a terrible cost. The College in Fitzroy Street steps in to meet
their need, and helps to make their lives bright and good.

When the work of the day is over, when the shops are closed and the tired shop-
women are free; when the young milliners and dressmakers have completed their task,
and the female bookkeepers, telegraph clerks, and post-office clerks leave their desks;
when the gold and diamond polishers, the burnishers and gilders, the machinists and
bootmakers quit the noisy workrooms; when the hospital nurse, the lady’s-maid, the
cook, and the housemaid have their evenings out, and the weary teacher closes her
books for the day, some two hundred of them find their way to the place of assembly,
the collection of women in Fitzroy Street.

That which impels them most strongly is the need of instruction. They want to
improve. . . . They have earned their own living almost from childhood, and any
rudiments of instruction they may have received are almost effaced. They hear of the
College, and come to see what it can do for them. . . .

There are many who come because they are “ashamed” of not being able to write,
or because some one has told them that if they knew how to read they would like
books. . . .

About one-third of those who join the collection of women in Fitzroy Street are learn-
ing to read and write. The remaining two-thirds attend classes in grammar, arith-
metic, bookkeeping, history, geography, drawing, physiology, hygiene, French, Latin,
German, singing; in fact, any subject they wish to study, of which the committee
approves, and for which a voluntary teacher can be found. And thus it comes to pass
that from October to July every room in the house is occupied by a class of students
on every night of the week save Saturday. All the College teachers are unpaid.

Many of these ladies and gentlemen are professional teachers, trained to their work
and educated for it; coming when the labours of the day are over to give the best they
have for the love of service, and as a voluntary ministration to the need of others. . . .
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Such work should be undertaken not by those who are willing to come out on fine
evenings when they have nothing else to do, but by a far more earnest and sympathetic
class of helpers. . . . The pupils who await them have not been kept back by wind or
snow, by rain or frost; they have come long distances on foot in the cold of winter, or
after the trying heat of a summer’s day; they are tired, exhausted, often depressed at
the hopelessness of the task they have undertaken, the almost insurmountable barrier
of ignorance which impedes progress, and if they learn anything from a teacher, they
learn much more than he professes to teach. They learn that life is, and ought to be,
something more than mere living. . . .

The College is a collection of students. It seeks to supply the need of instruction and
improvement felt by a few women in every class. But it does more than this: it seeks to
promote culture, to teach habits of prudence and forethought; it gives thoughtful
women an opportunity of meeting each other and forming valuable friendships, and it
offers healthy and rational entertainment as a recreation to the older, and a means of
guiding and forming the tastes of its younger members.

- . . Examinations are held within its walls, free of cost to students, who can obtain
certificates and prizes. There are free lending and reference libraries, open to students
every night in the week except Saturday. . . . There are now about 600 volumes in the
library, and more than a hundred readers. Wholesome fiction is freely supplied, and
is greatly in request; there is also a fair demand for poetry, biography, history, and
travels. . . .

The occupations of the students and members during one year are as follows: —

Artificial flower, feather, and toy-makers . ........... ... ... ... ... ......... 5
Bookbinders, folders, and compositors ................. ... ... ... ... ..., 6
Bookkeeper. . . ... ... 1
China painters, gilders, japanners, hairworkers. .. .......................... 7
Clerks and newspaperagent .................ouiiiiniininnnn.. 4
DOmEStICSEIVANIES. . . ...\ttt 30
Embroiderers, lace milliners, and jewelcaseliners ........................... 8
Hospitalnurses. . .......... .o i 9
Machinists. . ... ... 18
Needlewomen, dress and mantle-makers, milliners, &c....................... 107
Shopwomen ... ... .. 26
Stationers, tobacconist, and fancy trades. . ............... ... ... ........ .. 6
Surgical-instrument makers . ......... ... . i 4
Teachers and pupil-teachers. . .......... ... ... .. ... ... L 38

No occupation stated [Nearly all employed in housework or needlework at their
ownhomes.]. ... ... 107
376

. . . Too much stress cannot be laid on the importance of making the classrooms,
the coffee-room, the reading-room, the hall and staircase, and office beautiful. Beau-
tiful objects should greet the tired eyes and weary brain, and refresh them. The knowl-
edge that this beauty has been provided by the loving service of others will revive
many a drooping heart and spirit.

Moreover, how shall the temptations of this great city and its lighted halls be neu-
tralised save by the efforts of those who join together to withdraw the young from the
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dull and lonely lives which so often betray them to ruin? If kind friends are ready with
bright, loving welcome, they will find it easy to lead young women to love that which is
good and noble, and to be contented with wholesome, happy entertainments. . . .

The students, whose small fees for classes and membership often represent sharp
economy, and who give time and attention after the work of the day is over; and the
teachers, who, in addition to time and money and thought for the educational part of
the work, devote so much generous care to bringing beauty in art, music, and litera-
ture home to their pupils, have between them made the College all that it is, and will
make it all that it hopes to become. . . .



CHAPTER VI

Women and Work

Throughout the Victorian era, the employment of women of the upper
and middle classes was largely regarded as improper, for the notion of
the ideal Victorian lady still held sway. It was assumed that the guard-
ian of morality, the defender of virtue, and the presiding divinity of
the hearth should not allow herself to be tainted by contact with less ele-
vating pursuits, particularly those of a commercial nature. Work out-
side the home and perfect womanhood were held to be incompatible. It
is true that as early as the 1840’s, Sarah Stickney Ellis had taken the very
advanced position (all the more remarkable in the light of her usually
conventional views) that the entrance of women into the workaday
world —even for a lady of good family—should not be considered de-
grading.' That, however, was a minority view; in general, society was
critical of ladies who worked for money. Thus, although the idea of
educating women was winning at least some approval in the 1860’s, the
suggestion that they be employed aroused pained protests. As one observ-
er noted, education was acceptable; employment was not.?

On the other hand, nineteenth-century feminists, in their rebellion
against the stereotype of the Angel in the House, favored education for
women, not only for its own sake, but also as a means of securing employ-
ment.®> To those who believed that work was “knowledge put into prac-
tice”, it was absurd to accept the concept of education for women and to
reject what appeared to be the logical corollary. It seemed to them equiva-
lent to putting an edge on a blade and then refusing to use it, or get-
ting steam up in a locomotive and declining to open the throttle. Educa-
tion without application, in short, was waste.

The woman of good family most in need of opportunities for employ-
ment was she whom widowhood or loss of investments had placed in
reduced circumstances. Practically the only situation available to her

! Ellis, The Women of England, p. 104.

2 Emily Shirreff, “College Education for Women”, Contemporary Review, XV (1870), 55.

$ Jessie Boucherett, “On the Education of Girls, with Reference to their Future Position”, English Woman'’s

Journali, VI (1860), 217-24.
4 E. P. Ramsay Laye, “Women and Careers”, Englishwoman’s Review, LXI (1878), 197-98.
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(if in fact one could be found) was that of governess, a position charac-
terized by misery and some loss of social status. “No class of men can
compete with the governess in wretchedness”, asserted Bessie Rayner
Parkes in 1859." The degraded condition of the helpless women who
were forced to become governesses by economic need, lack of training
for any useful occupation, and a pathetic desire to retain the appear-
ance of respectability, Miss Parkes described as the “plague spot” of
English society. Of course, governesses did not constitute the most de-
pressed group of English working women, but to the middle and upper
classes who employed them they were the most conspicuous. Moreover,
the lot of the governess, even if it did not actually match the deprivation
of working women of the lower classes, was dismal enough: long hours,
meager wages, lack of job security, and fear of dismissal without refer-
ences. In addition, the problems of governesses were compounded by
the undeniable fact that the market for their services, as a contempor-
ary observed, was “glutted by the introduction of an inferior article”;
many governesses were “worth nothing, and anything they [earned] in
that capacity [was] too much’’ .2

Two different institutions were established to remedy the pitiful plight
of these women. The promoters of Queen’s College, as we have seen,
wished to improve the educational level of governesses. In addition, the
Governesses’ Benevolent Institution, founded in 1841, attempted after a
belated start to assist “‘privately and delicately” ladies “in temporary dis-
tress”, by providing a number of modest annuities to retired governesses
and by establishing, as early as 1849, an asylum for the aged among
them.

Such types of assistance, valuable as they were to individuals, were
mere palliatives. The essential problem remained —a legacy of society’s
insistence on preserving feminine purity from the contamination of the
real world. But, according to feminists, employment for women repre-
sented not contamination, but preservation. The extent to which middle-
class feminists were interested in the question of women’s employment
may be gauged by the fact that so many of them wrote books and articles
which dealt specifically with this question.® But some feminists attempted
to do more than this. In order to provide women of the middle and
upper classes with an alternative to becoming a governess, heretofore
the only acceptable occupation for a lady, Bessie Rayner Parkes, Barbara

! Bessie Rayner Parkes, “The Market for Educated Female Labor”, English Woman’s Journal, 1V (1859),
149. Cf. Emily Faithfull's account of a governess who in a “small backroom in Drury Lane, literally starved
to death, having previously sold every scrap of furniture to purchase food”. See “Miscellanea”, Victoria
Magazine, XXIII (1874), 69-70.

2 Mary Calverley, “Who Teaches Our Little Ones?” Good Words, XIX (1878), 391. The author goes on
to plead for the certification of governesses in order to raise teaching standards.

8 Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon, Women and Work (1857); Bessie Rayner Parkes, Essays on Women's Work
(1865); Josephine Butler, ed., Woman'’s Work and Woman's Culture (1869); Emily Faithfull, Women'’s Work
(1871); Louisa Twining, Women'’s Work, Official and Unofficial (1887); Emily Pfeiffer, Women and Work (1888).
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Bodichon, Jessie Boucherett, and Adelaide Procter launched a move-
ment with the goal of enabling such women (superfluous in both a social
and economic sense) to live by their own endeavors. Utilizing organiza-
tions like the Society for Promoting the Employment of Women and the
Social Science Association, publications such as the English Woman'’s
Journal, and enterprises such as the Victoria Press’, feminists labored to
provide middle-class spinsters, widows, and wives of bankrupts with
some means of earning their own livings and leading decent lives. Women
of this class were therefore encouraged to seek careers in journalism,
literary work, science, the arts, the civil service, and particularly medi-
cine, since women, as Emily Davies argued in the early 1860’s, had a
natural inclination to doctoring. Moreover, Miss Davies asserted, they
were intellectually and physically equal to the demands that would be
made on them by a medical education or by the subsequent practice of
medicine.

Feminists believed that women must be employed, as physicians or in
any other capacity, for reasons other than economic ones. There were
women, economically secure, who needed positions to rescue them from
the boredom, the emptiness, and the frustration of what was at most a
“half-life”.2 Some bold spirits went so far as to assert that holding a job
was not incompatible with the wedded state, although that was far from
being a typical feminist attitude.

For most women, however, the question was academic. Harriet
Martineau observed in 1859, “In [former] days . . . the supposition was
true which has now become false, . . . that every woman is supported . . .
by her father, her brother, or her husband. . . .”® The census of 1851
had revealed that hundreds of thousands of single, lower-class women
were supporting themselves as domestics, millhands, or agricultural
laborers. Some of these women too, it was argued, ought to be prepared
for other occupations appropriate to their station.

Those who were condemned to remain at the base of the industrial
pyramid were to be helped by encouraging them to form unions, or by
expanding the Factory Acts, although feminists like Emma Paterson
and Henry Fawcett opposed such legislation on the grounds that limit-
ing women’s working hours would be detrimental to their interests, since

1 See M. M. H., “A Ramble with Mrs. Grundy: A Visit to the Victoria Printing Press”, English Woman's
Journal, V (1860), 269-72.

2 Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon, Women and Work (New York: C. S. Francis & Co., 1859), p. 39; Laye,
“Women and Careers”’, p. 199. There were, of course, critics who insisted that middle-class ladies who
worked were guilty of depriving their less fortunate sisters of jobs. In such cases, it was maintained, “the
remuneration earned [was] little to the rich woman, but [might] mean bread to the poor one”. One conclu-
sion to be drawn from this type of thinking was that ladies should seek only unpaid work. See, for example,
“Work and Women”, Westminster Review, CXXXI (1889), 278. In actual fact, however, middle-class women
did not compete with lower-class women for the same jobs.

3 Harriet Martineau, “Female Industry’, Edinburgh Review, CCXXII (1859), 297. It was this article
which inspired Jessie Boucherett to establish a society “to introduce women into new employments”. See
Boucherett, “On the Obstacles to the Employment of Women”, pp. 361-75.
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employers would prefer to hire men who, not being restricted by the
Factory Acts, could work longer hours.!

The efforts of feminists to improve the condition of all segments of
the female population, it must be said, met with only limited success.
The entrance of middle-class women into the professions, for example,
was so rare as to justify its being regarded as mere tokenism. But an
evaluation of the feminists’ record of achievement must take into consid-
eration their attempts to erase the notion that the sole occupation of
women must be marriage and motherhood, attempts which made it
possible for some women at least to see themselves in another dimension—
as thinkers and doers, rather than as parasites and breeders. In view of
the opposition to this attitude —an opposition based on the conviction
that the wide-scale employment of women must lead ultimately to moral
degeneration and the destruction of society —feminists had some right
to be pleased with their progress.

Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon, Women and Work (New York: C. S.
Francis & Co., 1859), pp. 22-25, 27-28, 30.

One can almost say that, with her background and family connec-
tions, it would have been difficult for Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon
not to be a reformer. A first cousin of Florence Nightingale; the eldest
daughter of Benjamin Leigh Smith, the Radical member for Norwich;
the granddaughter of William Smith, an M.P. who had favored the
abolition of slavery and the reform of Parliament; she moved in the
society of the leading reformers and philanthropists of the day, including
Harriet Martineau, Richard Cobden, W. J. Fox, and Joseph Parkes.

Physically attractive, a talented artist, intelligent, public-spirited,
generous (she became the chief benefactress of Girton College), she was
the acknowledged leader of “the ladies of Langham Place”, a group that
included the Misses Craig, Boucherett, Parkes, Procter, and the other
ladies of the English Woman’s Journal and the Society for the Employ-
ment of Women. Her pamphlet, 4 Brief Summary in Plain Language
of the Most Important Laws Concerning Women (1854) was discussed
by the Law Amendment Society and played a part in the debate that
eventually led to the passage of the Married Women’s Property Act. In
Women and Work (first published in 1857) she stressed the need to open
more occupations to women for the sake of their mental and bodily health,

} The support by the Factory Acts Reform Association (representing the men’s unions) of further pro-
tective legislation for women seemed to bear out Mrs. Paterson’s and Professor Fawcett’s charge that the
men were attempting to exclude women from the labor force. It seemed apparent to others, however, that
because shortening the hours of women would necessarily have the same effect on the hours of the men
working with them, “the men’s unions aimed, not at the exclusion of women in order to work longer them-
selves, but at the virtual shortening of their own hours by setting this law in motion for the women”. B. L.
Hutchins and A. Harrison, 4 History of Factory Legislation, 2nd ed. rev. (London: P. S. King & Son, 1911),
p.- 187.
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and pointedly observed that Queen Victoria’s domestic concerns did not
prevent her from fulfilling her public obligations; working women, she
suggested, might similarly be able to arrange their lives so as to satisfy
both the needs of their households and the demands of their jobs. Assert-
ing that no human being had the right to be idle, Madame Bodichon
justified the employment of women on religious, moral, social, and prac-
tical grounds.

. . . Women do want work, and girls must be trained for professions. . . .

Ask the thousands of soldiers who passed under the consoling hands of Florence
Nightingale and her noble band, what profession wants women! The profession of
nursing wants women, and they will have them. . . .

Ask the emigrants who went out to Australia year after year under the careful and
wise system of Caroline Chisholm’s colonization, how women can organize and what
professions they should fill. I think they would answer, “As organizers of colonization,
emigration, secretaries to colonies,” &c., &c.

Ask those interested in the reform of juvenile criminals. They will say, “Mary Car-
penter is appointed by nature to be establisher and inspector of such schools. Women
are wanted in the vast vocation of reformation.” . . .

Perhaps there is no profession which so calls for women as that of medicine. In New
York there are three very eminent female physicians, and a hospital established through
the exertions of Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell, into which women are received as students.

In Boston, Dr. Harriet K. Hunt has practised for twenty years. In Philadelphia,
Dr. Ann Preston is professor of physiology to the Female Medical College. But in
England, Jessie Meriton White attempted in vain to obtain a medical education. She
applied to fourteen London hospitals, and was refused by all. The London University,
the most liberal community in England, refused to admit her as a candidate to the
matriculation examination. In fact there is no way of obtaining a diploma in England.

In prisons and workhouses women are much needed. An earnest quiet woman in
such places has more power than a strong man. . . .

Women can be designers for art, manufacture, and, with proper training, show
themselves remarkably apt at ornamentation. All that appertains to interior archi-
tecture is especially woman’s province, though there is no reason at all why a woman
should not build a cathedral if she has the instruction and the genius.

There is no reason why women in England and America should not make as good
watches as the women of Switzerland. The watch-making men of course, are against
it, and persecute all who begin; this is natural, but let some thousands of the 50,000
women of London, who are working for under six pence a day, enter this new profes-
sion, and the persecution will cease.

Of the profession of teacher, we can say what Webster said of the law—“There is
always room above.” For well trained teachers there is a great demand —below them
is no room — nothing but starvation. . . .

. . . Young women begin to ask at the age of sixteen or seventeen, ‘What am I created
for? Of what use am I to be in the world?” According to the answer is often the des-
tiny of the creature.

Mothers! the responsibility lies with you: what do you say in answer? I fear it is
almost always something to this purport: “You must marry some day. Women were
made for men. Your use is to bear children; to keep your home comfortable for your
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husband. Inmarriage is the only respectable life for woman.” . . .

Love is not the end of life. It is nothing to be sought for; it should come. If we work,
love may meet us in life; if not, we have something still, beyond all price.

Oh young girls! waiting listlessly for some one to come and marry you; wasting the
glorious spring time of your lives sowing nothing but vanity, what a barren autumn will
come to you! You are trying hard to make yourselves agreeable and attractive by dress
and frivolity, and all this time your noblest parts lie sleeping. Arouse yourselves! Awakel
Be the best that God has made you. Do not be contented to be charming and fascin-
ating; be noble, be useful, be wise.

To many of you the question comes direct, whether you will accept a dependent,
ornamental and useless position, or an independent and hard working one. Never
hesitate for one moment; grasp the hand that points to work and freedom. Shake the
hand with thanks of refusal, which offers you a home and “all the advantages of city
society until you are married.”’ Say that you prefer to pay your own way in the world,
that you love an honorable independence better than to live on charity, though gilded
with all the graces of hospitality and affection. Plan for yourselves a life of active single
blessedness and usefulness. Be sure this is nobler and happier than many married lives,
and not a hell at all, as some tell you; and is the way, too, to secure a happy marriage,
if that is your destiny. . . .

. . . Fathers have no right to cast the burden of the support of their daughters on
other men. It lowers the dignity of women; and tends to prostitution, whether legal or
in the streets. As long as fathers regard the sex of a child as a reason why it should not
be taught to gain its own bread, so long must women be degraded. Adult women must
not be supported by men if they are to stand as dignified rational beings before God.
Esteem and friendship would not give nor accept such a position; and Love is destroyed
by it. How fathers . . . can give up their daughters to be placed in such a degrading
position, is difficult to understand. . . .

Bessie Rayner Parkes, “The Market for Educated Female Labor”
English Woman'’s Journal, IV (1859), 145-52.

?

At the 1859 meeting of the Social Science Association in Bradford,
Bessie Rajyner Parkes read a paper dealing with the plight of the forlorn
army of governesses, whose ranks were swollen by middle-class ladies
untrained for any gainful occupation. The excerpt which follows is par-
ticularly valuable in a number of ways. First, as evidence of the pitiable
state of governesses, Miss Parkes cited the records of the Governesses’
Benevolent Institution, and described ten typical cases of ladies who,
after a lifetime of service, were now destitute. Second, the solution
which Miss Parkes proposed was typical of the thinking of those femin-
ists of the English Woman’s Journal or the Society for Promoting the
Employment of Women. Like Miss Parkes and Madame Bodichon,
they believed that it was the responsibility of middle-class fathers to pre-
vent their daughters from becoming governesses, to provide for them by
buying life insurance, and, above all, to train them in vocations that
would provide them a livelihood.
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. . . The theory of civilised life in this and all other countries . . . is that the women
of the upper and middle classes are supported by their male relatives: daughters by
their fathers, wives by their husbands. If a lady has to work for her livelihood, it is uni-
versally considered to be a misfortune, an exception to the ordinary rule. All good
fathers wish to provide for their daughters; all good husbands think it their bounden
duty to keep their wives. All our laws are framed strictly in accordance with this hypothe-
sis; and all our social customs adhere to it more strictly still. We make no room in
our social framework for any other idea, and in no moral or practical sphere do the
exceptions more lamentably and thoroughly prove the rule. Women of the lower class
may work, must work, in the house, if not out of it — too often out of it! But among us,
it is judged best to carefully train the woman as the moraliser, the refiner, the spiritual
element. . . .

. . . [This would be ideal] if the theory of a material provision for all educated women
were humanly possible, which it #s not.

It is not possible! . . . Educated women must work. . . .

The aristocracy are rich enough to make some invariable, though scanty, provision
for their female members, but the middle class is at the mercy of a thousand accidents
of commercial or professional life, and thousands and thousands of destitute educated
women have to earn their daily bread . . . . Probably every person present has a female
relative or intimate friend whom trade-failures, the exigencies of a numerous house-
hold, or the early death of husband or father has compelled to this course; it is in the
experience of every family.

Of course the first resource of these ladies is teaching; nothing else is obviously pres-
ent to them. Now listen to the result. The reports of the Governesses’ Benevolent
Institution, one of the largest charities and most efficient organisations for the assis-
tance of industry which exist in the kingdom, reckon fifteen thousand governesses as
an item in our population! Fifteen thousand educated women, chiefly single or widowed,
unsupported by their male relations, and in innumerable cases obliged to support
them. . ..

But it may be said, “Well, fifteen thousand is a large number; but if an equivalent
number of families require teachers, and can afford to pay good salaries, it is mere
sentimentality to regret that these ladies are forced to work.”

. . . If any one wants to learn the truth about the condition of the educated working
woman in England, let him consult the reports of the Governesses’ Benevolent Institu-
tion. It is divided into several branches of usefulness. There is a Home for the disen-
gaged at 66, Harley-street, London, and an elaborate system of Registration, by which
last year fifteen hundred names were entered, and eleven hundred obtained situations.
It may be recorded as a passing fact that the hall-book of the house, where Home and
Register are jointly located, should record the visitors of one year as twenty-four thou-
sand. There is a Provident Fund for the securing of annuities, of which we are told
that the first payment, by a lady contracting for one of these annuities, was paid on the
20th of June, 1843, and that the amount now invested is £177,292 10s. 3d. There is
also a fund out of which Elective Annuities are created, and a system of temporary
assistance managed by a committee of ladies. The applications for this, in 1858, were
eight hundred and thirty-eight, and the grants four hundred and ninety-three, to the
extent of £1,346 8s. 8d. The total number of applications have been ten thousand
three hundred and thirty-four; of grants, five thousand five hundred and seventy-one;
and the total amount of gifts, £14,284 12s. 4d. Lastly, there is an Asylum for Aged
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Governesses at Kentish Town; it contains twenty-two apartments duly filled.

My hearers will consider these statistics as a somewhat astounding revelation of the
need of assistance in which women stand. What should we think of educated men,
after long lives of honest and industrious labor, sank into such depths of poverty that
they required wholesale help by hundreds and thousands; for the total number of
cases in nine years, to which the society has been useful, is twenty-six thousand five
hundred and seventy-one.

Let us now see how and why these unhappy women endure such misery. We have
roughly the means of ascertaining; for every May and every November an election
occurs to the annuities, and I find one hundred and forty-five cases of candidates printed
in the list for last May, of whom some three or four only could receive an annuity. I
take the first ten cases, hap-hazard, of those who have in different years been elected;
they read in this wise: —

“No. 1. Miss S. M. A., aged fifty-nine. 1856. Father a colonel, in active service
until Waterloo. Governess upon his death, and that of an only brother. Assisted
relations to the utmost of her power. Frequent illnesses have consumed her
savings; is now in very delicate health. Earned only £10 in the past year.

“No. 2. Mrs. S. A., aged sixty-eight. 1857. Father a large calico printer; her
mother having impoverished herself to assist her son’s speculations, she gave up
the whole of her property to her and became a governess; and to the same purpose
devoted all her earnings. Is now entirely dependent upon the kindness of her
friends.

“No. 3. Mrs. A. A., aged sixty-six. 1858. Compelled to leave home by theembar-
rassment of her father, whom she assisted with nearly the whole of her salary. The
foreclosure of a mortgage upon her property has rendered her entirely dependent
upon two daughters who keep a small school. Is very deaf, has lost one eye, and
suffers from great pain and weakness, arising from a threatening of an internal
complaint.

“No. 4. Miss F. A., aged sixty-one. 1848. Engaged in tuition since nineteen,
her father, a merchant, having left seven children unprovided for. Constantly
assisted various members of her family, and still has a niece dependent upon her.
Sight and hearing much impaired; only dependence a small day-school.

“No. 5. Miss M. A., aged seventy-four. 1848. Left home upon her father’s
failure. Fourteen years in one family. Devoted most of her salary to the support
of an aged parent and an afflicted brother and sister. Supported afterwards an
elder sister. Only income an annuity of £10 from a charitable institution.

“No. 6. Miss M. J. A., aged fifty-nine. 1852. One of sixteen children; left
home in consequence at fifteen years of age. With two sisters, supported her
father for many years, also an orphan niece. Impaired sight and infirm health
have obliged her to subsist entirely upon a small legacy, now utterly exhausted.
Mental derangement daily increases under the pressure of perfect destitution,
having no means from any quarter.

“No. 7. Miss E. A., aged fifty-eight. 1851. Her father died when she was very
young; and her mother’s second husband ruined the family. Greatly assisted her
mother and sister. Being long crippled from a fall, and having some years since
lost the use of her right arm and foot, is not only incapable of self-support, but
entirely helpless.

“No. 8. Mrs. O. S. G. B., aged fifty-seven. 1858. Father a captain in the army.
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Her husband, a surgeon, died suddenly, having made no provision for her and
two children. Assisted her mother for some years. She, suffering from chronic
bronchitis and sciatica, and a daughter, also in very ill health, are without certain
income, being dependent upon the letting of her apartments.

“No. 9. Miss E. B., aged sixty-five. 1849. Left home, her father having become
involved; supported him till 1846, and her aged and sick mother till 1834, and for
the last nine years assisted in bringing up a niece. Sight and hearing both failing,
and suffers from spasmodic affection of the heart. No income whatever.

“No. 10. Miss H. B., aged sixty-one. 1851. One of six daughters; left home,
her parents’ means being injured by mining speculations. Assisted them during
twenty years, and educated some of her nieces when settled in a school, where her
parents and a helpless invalid sister resided upon very slender means. In very deli-
cate health, and has no income.”

Here you see are ten cases of most deplorable destitution, arising from the most
ordinary causes. Would to God there were any thing remarkable in them; but fathers
fail and brothers speculate every day, and the orphan nephews and nieces are left to
the unmarried as a legacy from the beloved dead; and in families of sixteen children
all must work: there is nothing unusual here; and it is also amply proved that the sav-
ings of the average governess cannot support her in her old age. The very highest class
of governess is highly paid, just because there are so few; if the number increased they
would not command great salaries, and the pittance accorded to the average is an irre-
fragable fact.

Surely then in a country where the chances of provision for women are so frightfully
uncertain, parents in the middle classes ought, —

Firstly, to train their daughters to some useful art, however humble,

Secondly, to repress all desire of forcing them into tuition, because it is more “gen-
teel”,

Thirdly, to insure their lives when they cannot lay by money for their female chil-
dren. . . .

. . . The one conclusion which I desire to enforce is, that in all cases it is the fathers
who are morally responsible for their daughter’s welfare. Let each father consider how
he can best provide, whether by giving her a special training, by saving money, or by
insurance. One or the other he is bound to do; sacredly and morally bound. He has
no right, in a country like England, to risk her future on the chances of marriage which
may never be fulfilled.

Bessie Rayner Parkes, “Association for Promoting the Employment of
Women”, English Woman’s Journal, IV (1859), 54-59.

As long as society held to the twin assumptions that women would
find husbands to support them, and, moreover, that work outside the
home was unsuitable for middle- and upper-class women, the future, as
Bessie Rayner Parkes saw it, held nothing for many English ladies save
single wretchedness, genteel poverty, or both. In order to provide women
with a more attractive option—employment and independence—a
committee was formed (July 1859) out of which developed the Society
for Promoting the Employment of Women. Several months later, the
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Society became affiliated with the National Association for the Promo-
tion of Social Science. The following selection is an excerpt from the
article that announced the formation of the new society to the readers of
the English Woman’s Journal. It includes the initial statement prepared
by the committee, which summarizes the goals of the new organization.

. . . Aseditors of the only representative Journal the working portion of our sex has,
we have within the last two years been brought face to face with the overwhelming
difficulties which await all classes and grades of women—from the seamstress to the
artist and literary woman —who have their bread to earn. Difficulties so harassing to
mind and bedy, so insuperable save by an amount of sustained courage, perseverance,
privation, and fatigue, —such as men face once in their lives, as in the trenches before
Sebastopol, and rest upon the laurels thereof ever after, — that, having witnessed them,
we no longer wonder to find our hospitals, madhouses, and workhouses, magdalens
[rehabilitation homes for prostitutes], and penitentiaries, filled to overflowing with the
victims.

Yet, what is it we working women ask? What is it we are made to think and feel
through every fibre of the frame with which it has pleased God to endow us as well as
men, and for the maintenance of which in health, ease, and comfort, we, with men,
have equal rights?

It is work we ask, room to work, encouragement to work, an open field with a fair
day’s wages for a fair day’s work; it is injustice we feel, the injustice of men, who arro-
gate to themselves all profitable employments and professions, however unsuited to the
vigorous manhood they boast, and thus, usurping women’s work, drive women to the
lowest depths of penury and suffering.

We are sick to our hearts of being told “women cannot do this; women must not do
that; they are not strong enough for this, and that, and the other:”
see every hour of our lives that these arguments are but shams; that some of the hard-
est and coarsest work done in this weary world is done by women, while, in consequence
of usurped and underpaid labor, they are habitually consigned to an amount of physi-
cal endurance and privation from which the hardiest man would shrink appalled.

In the May [1869] number of this Journal we gave, in ‘‘Warehouse Seamstresses,’’
a chronicle of facts, by one who was herself for a time a seamstress; listen to what she
says about women'’s work and women’s wages in one of the few fields allowed her, and
then ask yourselves where are the men who could or would endure such work as this?

“One word about remuneration, yet I hardly know what that word is to be. The
piece workers earn, by working all the day, half the night, and half the sabbath, from
six shillings to a pound a week. The pay depending less on labor and time than on the
kind of work. I have known women earn twenty-five shillings per week for some eight
or nine weeks in succession, then fifteen, twelve, eight, or five, according to the time of
the season. Many, many weeks the best hands will not average five shillings, and infer-
ior ones, two or three; several months in the year they will earn even less. On an aver-
age perhaps, mantle makers, straw hands, and flower makers will get six shillings
weekly, while inferior workers and skirt hands, brace hands, etc., will earn four.

“But the toil — oh, the toil! Not for a fair day’s work do they realise these amounts—
by a fair day’s work I mean, that a woman shall sew unremittingly ten hours, not twenty.
Who can describe the state of mind and body consequent on having sewn twenty hours
per day for six weeks? No one, yet there are thousands who know exactly.”

while we know and
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In the current number we give another paper from the same hand, a record of facts
agatn: “Infant Seamstresses,” —poor babes, and yet more hapless mothers! May every
parent who reads this record lay it to heart, and join in the good work of helping women
to help themselves. God knows the need is sorel This Association, as yet in its infancy,
is a direct and immediate channel whereby the many may help the few to overcome
some among the numerous difficulties which beset the working woman. A working
Committee it already has, and funds only are needed to enable it to carry out the admir-
able objects it has in view, which we cannot do better than give in its own recently
printed statement.

“That there exists a great want of employment for women, throughout England,
and more especially in London, is no longer a contested point.

“The extent of the distress thus produced, and the best methods of remedying it,
are still matters of doubt, but no one will be found bold enough to deny the suffering,
or to assert that the means now in action for its relief, have proved sufficient for the
purpose.

“A plan for the prevention of this distress, and of the many evils arising from it, has
been formed by a Society, called ‘The Society for Promoting the Employment of
Women'. . . .

“It appears from the census [of 1851] that there are two millions of unmarried women
in England, who work for subsistence. It is of no use to tell these persons that domestic
life is the best position for them, and that a woman never appears to such advantage as
in her husband’s home, for they have no husbands belonging to them, and though any
individual of the number may marry, yet the proportion of two million of single women
must remain for ever, gradually increasing with the numbers of the population. These
must be their own bread winners, and earn money in some way or other, unless they
are contented to take up their abode for life in the union workhouse.

“The three great professions open to receive them —Teaching, Domestic Service,
and Needlework —are over-crowded to such a degree as to render competition exces-
sive, and to beat down wages to a point at which it is difficult to live, so that we hear of
maids of all-work earning from three to six pounds a year, (a sum barely sufficient to
furnish them with the scantiest raiment, and which makes any attempt at laying by
money, against old age or a time of sickness, utterly impossible;) or, more cruel still,
till we read of women toiling for sixteen hours a day at their needles, and earning four-
pence! . . .

“As is natural under these circumstances, the workhouses are full of able-bodied
women; the parish officers, urged on by the overtaxed ratepayers, treat them with
rigor, affecting to believe that their idleness is voluntary, and so drive them forth into
the world to live as best they may. And all this misery is inflicted on them for no fault,
but that of having come into a world where there is no employment for them.

“But can this state of things be natural? Could Providence have created several
thousand superfluous women for the purpose of rendering them useless burdens on
society, as inmates of our prisons, workhouses, and charitable institutions? Or is it
that there is something wrong in our social arrangements, whereby they are unfairly
deprived of occupations that were intended for their peculiar benefit?

“If this want of employment extended to the men, it would be a sign that the coun-
try was in a state of decadency, but happily this is not the case, for everywhere we hear
how high their wages are.

“Government is obliged to raise the bounties for soldiers and sailors, or they could
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procure none, and even then finds it difficult to obtain enough, occupations for men
being so plentiful, and so well remunerated. From the colonies, letters declare they
are at a stand still for want of workmen. ‘We want nothing,’ says a paper from Cape
Town, ‘but more men, more carpenters, more blacksmiths, more bricklayers. If we
had twice as many as at present, they would all find full employment.’ Is it not some-
what strange, that, while men’s labor is in such demand, women should experience a
difficulty (often amounting to an impossibility) in earning a living by honest industry?
That, while in some departments of labor, men will only work three days a week, be-
cause in that time they can earn enough to provide food for their families and the
means of drunkenness for themselves, women should be glad to work sixteen hours a
day for fourpence?

“Surely there must be something wrong in this disproportion, something unnatural,
and that was never intended. . . .

“It is the intention of the society to establish a large School for girls and young women,
where they may be specially trained to wait in shops, by being thoroughly well instructed
in accounts, book keeping, etc.; be taught to fold and tie up parcels, and perform
many other little acts, which a retired shopwoman could teach them. The necessity of
politeness towards customers and a constant self-command, will also be duly impressed
upon them. Girls educated in this school would be capable of becoming clerks, cashiers,
and ticket-sellers at railway stations.

“It is also contemplated to establish workshops in connection with the school, where
the girls might be taught other trades, —trades well suited to women, but now almost
exclusively in the hands of men, such as printing, hairdressing, etc., for instance, and
possibly even watchmaking. As the means of the Society increased, so would the num-
ber of workshops, and the variety of trades taught.

“No girl would be admitted to either school or workshop, who did not bring with her
a certificate of good character from the clergyman of her parish, or from two respect-
able householders; she must also bring a certificate of health from a medical man, as
it would be a waste of time and money to instruct feeble or sickly girls in trades that
require a considerable degree of strength for their exercise.

“Nevertheless, the weakly would benefit by the plan, by being relieved from the
competition of their stronger sisters in needlework, teaching, and whatever other re-
sources for the feeble there may exist.

“We are aware that instruction cannot be given to all who require it; twenty schools
would not suffice for that; but when it is proved that women are capable of these em-
ployments, a demand for them will spring up, which will compel a change in our pres-
ent one-sided system of education. Our workshops, too, will lead to considerable
benefits, and will greatly increase the number of occupations open to women. Thus, if
we send out a dozen young women as accomplished ladies’ hair-dressers, other girls
will speedily be apprenticed to them; and in a few years the dozen will have become
hundreds.

“It is also the intention of the Society to render their office a depét for information
of every kind relating to the employment of women. Curious and interesting facts will
be collected. Extracts from newspapers, pamphlets, and speeches on the subject, will
be gathered together, and kept for the inspection of members of the Society. . . .”

F.E. F
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Jessie Boucherett, “The Industrial Movement”, in The Woman Question
in Europe, edited by Theodore Stanton (London: Sampson Low & Co.,
1884), pp. 90-107.

Although the interests of Jessie Boucherett, Adelaide Procter, and
Bessie Rayner Parkes encompassed many aspects of the Woman Ques-
tion, these ladies were concerned, in particular, with the problem of
employment. They rejected the notion—so dear to the hearts of Victor-
ian status-seekers—that work, for a lady, was incompatible with the
ideal of Perfect Womanhood, and they devoted their considerable talents
to opening new occupations to women. But they took a realistic view of
the value of their efforts, and recognized that their main contribution to
the cause must be the formation of a favorable public opinion, “for it is
the public and not the Society that must find employment for women.
All that can be done by a Society is to act as pioneer”. . . .! In the follow-
ing selection, Jessie Boucherett (see p. 74), one of the founders of the
Society for the Employment of Women and its prime mover, summarizes
the accomplishments of twenty-five years.

In 1845, Thomas Hood, shortly before his death, wrote the well-known “Song of the
Shirt”. . . . The pathos of the “Song” roused public sympathy strongly, and an impres-
sion became general that the condition of working women of the lower class was not
what it ought to be, and that it would be well if something could be done to raise their
wages. This impression, though vague and impracticable, was of great use, for it not
only turned the minds of philanthropists toward the subject, but it prepared the way
for any efforts that might be made to introduce women into new occupations. . . .

From another quarter, about the same time, attention was called to the distress
existing amongst educated gentlewomen. The Governesses’ Benevolent Institution was
started in 1841. . . . [It] is now one of the largest charities in London, and gives pen-
sions to 243 aged governesses, besides affording other relief. . . .

A considerable number of people having thus become impressed with the unhappy
condition of women who had to earn their bread, whether as teachers, or needlewomen,
some efforts were made to relieve their distress by introducing them into new occupa-
tions. . . .

A most successful effort was made . . . to introduce women into the telegraph serv-
ice, as is shown in the following extract from the Englishwoman’s Journal of December
1859: “. . . About six years ago Mr. Ricardo, M.P., the then chairman of the Inter-
national and Electric Telegraph Company, heard of a young girl, the daughter of one
of the railway stationmasters, who had for three years carried on day by day the whole
of the electric telegraph business for her father, and that too with great intelligence
and correctness. The idea then suggested itself of training and employing women as
clerks for the telegraph company. . . . Opposition was of course naturally enough
shown by the clerks of the establishment, but the experiment was permitted to proceed,
and Mrs. Craig, the present intelligent matron, appointed to instruct in her own room
eight pupils on two instruments. At first the instruments in one room were worked by

1 “Report of the Society for the Employment of Women”, National Association for the Promotion of Social
Science, Transactions, 1860, p. xx.
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young men, and the instruments in the other by young women, and it seemed as though
the directors were pitting them against each other, establishing a kind of industrial
tournament, to see which description of laborer was worthiest. . . . At Founder’s
Court alone, upward of ninety young women are . . . in active employment, the whole
of the actual working of the instruments having fallen into their hands. The committee
are now perfectly satisfied that girls are not only more teachable, more attentive and
quicker eyed than the men clerks formerly employed, but have also pronounced them
more trustworthy, more easily managed, and, we may add, more easily satisfied with
lower wages. So well pleased are they, indeed, with the result of their experiment,
that about thirty more women are now employed at the branch offices, . . . and even-
tually there is no doubt they will fill posts in all the branch offices in England.”

The success thus foretold has been far more than attained. The government took
possession in 1870 of the electric telegraphs of the country, and the staff employed by
the companies passed into the hands of the Postmaster General. By good fortune, or
more correctly speaking, by the mercy of Providence, Mr. Scudamore . . . was favor-
able to the employment of women. He retained the women clerks whom the company
had employed and even added to their number. Before that time, women had often
been employed by local postmasters in country towns as assistants, but they had never
been employed by the government. Under Mr. Scudamore women were employed in
London as post-office counter-women as well as telegraphists. . . . The success which
attended the employment of women in the minor duties of postal work, encouraged . . .
the experiment of employing women of higher education as clerks in the discharge of

work of a superior sort. . . . It was no doubt owing to the very successful results of the
experiment, as regards the Telegraph Clearing-House, of employing female clerks
that Lord John Manners . . . was induced to recruit certain branches of the savings

bank department with ladies, intrusting to them that simpler kind of work which
hitherto had for the most part been allotted to boy clerks. And, so far as can be learnt,
there has been no cause to regret the step taken in this direction. The employment of
females has also been tried since 1873 in the Returned Letter office, where they have
been engaged . . . in returning the ordinary correspondence that the Post Office has
not been able to deliver. No better proof of the capacity of females for certain kinds
of clerk work could be afforded than the emphatic testimony . . . by the Controller of
the Returned Letter office, who stated that their employment in that office had been a
“‘perfect success.’” They have, he continues, ‘‘completely surpassed my expectations.
They are very accurate, and do a fair quantity of work; more so, in fact, than many of
the males who have been employed in the same duty.” . . .

Let us now return to the earlier period and trace the course of other efforts to find
suitable employment for women.

In 1855 a pamphlet appeared entitled, ‘“Women and Work,”’ written by Miss Leigh
Smith, now Madame Bodichon. This work gained some attention, and in 1857 a small
monthly publication called the Englishwoman’s Journal, was established by Madame
Bodichon and others interested in the condition of women. Miss Bessie Parkes was
the editor of the new periodical, around which gathered a small but earnest circle of
sympathizers. A reading-room for women was opened in the house which contained
the office of the Journal, and from this small office and humble reading-room have
grown almost all the great women’s movements of the present day. . . .

In April, 1859, an article was published in the Edinburgh Review on the industrial
position of women. It must have had a wide effect, and inspired many with a desire to
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assist women to earn their livelihood. It gave me the idea of establishing a society, the
object of which should be to introduce women into new employments. I had seen the
Englishwoman’s Journal, and I applied to the editor for advice and assistance, and by
her was introduced to the reading-room, where I was made acquainted with Miss Ade-
laide Procter, the poet, who became my coadjutor. As she had many friends in London
and considerable influence, we succeeded in drawing a few people together, and opened,
in 1859, a very humble room over a shop, as the office of the Society for Promoting the
Employment of Women. It was shortly afterward removed to 19 Langham Place,
where the Journal office and reading-room had already been established. The Asso-
ciation for the Promotion of Social Science . . . gave us its support; the Earl of Shaftes-
bury, whose name was a tower of strength, became our president, and, with a committee
of twenty-two members, we made a beginning. The first trade we thought of was
printing, but thinking it probable that such an undertaking would succeed better in
private hands, we apprenticed five girls to Miss Emily Faithfull, who started the Victoria
Press. This undertaking did not, I believe, become a commercial success, but it com-
pletely proved that women were good type-setters. Many women were taught the trade,
and several printing offices now employ women as type-setters. . . . A women’s-print-
ing office is now established . . . of which Mrs. Paterson is the manager. The women
are not merely type-setters, but they work at the higher branches of the trade as well. . . .

The society was always desirous of teaching girls to become commercial clerks and
book-keepers. . . . As soon as it was found that instructed women were capable of
doing the work, several employers taught their own daughters, nieces or other depen-
dents, how to keep their accounts. Sometimes an employer who had engaged one of our
clerks would take other girls and have her to teach them the business. In this way the
number of women clerks and book-keepers has increased with great rapidity, and to-
day there is almost an unlimited field of employment for women in this direction. A
girl, who is a good arithmetician, writes a good hand, and obtains a certificate for
double entry, is sure of a situation, and if in addition she learns to write shorthand, she
may aspire to a superior position. . . .

In 1876, Miss Crosby . . . opened an office under the auspices of the Society for the
Employment of Women for tracing plans for engineers and architects. Ladies are
found to do the work well. . . .

The society has started women in various other trades. . . . A register is kept at the
office, 22 Berners Street, from which competent women can be obtained in the follow-
ing capacities: secretaries, readers, clerks, book-keepers, copyists, canvassers, wood
engravers and carvers, art decorators, proof-readers, printers, lithographers, law writers,
upholsterers, hair-dressers, waitresses, gilders, lace-cleaners, linen markers, and
needle-women. . . .

It is not intended in this paper to enumerate all the efforts which have been made of
late years to assist women to earn a better livelihood. . . . For instance, the great sub-
ject of sisterhoods and nursing institutions is altogether omitted, although the number
of poor ladies who are earning their livelihood in a noble and useful manner in these
establishments must be very large. However, I will give a brief account of some of the
trades open to women which have not already been mentioned.

Wood-engraving, it is said, is not a favourite employment with Englishmen, and the
best work is done by foreigners, who reside in England for the purpose of illustrating
our newspapers and books. Three years ago the City of London Guilds opened a wood-
engraving school . . . to which girls as well as boys are admitted. Few boys attend, but
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there are twelve girls, who like the work and have aptitude for it. Some are already
skilled enough to earn money. . . .

In the article already referred to, which appeared in the Edinburgh Review in 1859,
mention was made of the oppression of the women engaged in china-painting in Wor-
cestershire, who were forbidden by their fellow-workmen to use hand-rests in painting,
lest they should be able to rival men in skill of execution. This statement has often
been vehemently denied, and equally often reasserted. It appears, however, to have
been true, and I am by no means certain that the abuse has even now been put an end
to in the great factories in Staffordshire and Worcestershire. In London, however,
means have been found of evading the difficulty. Mr. Minton set up a workshop where
women were taught china-painting and received employment if they proved skilful.
His workshop some years ago was burnt down and not rebuilt, but many women had
meanwhile leamnt the art and furnaces had been erected for baking their wares. A large
number of women are now engaged in the trade . . . . As Mr. Doulton’s factory of
pottery in Lambeth, one woman was employed as an experiment in 1871; at the pre-
sent time (1882) more than two hundred are employed there. . . .

Several years ago the Misses Garrett set up as house-decorators and have met with
great success. Some other ladies have followed their example. It is a trade well suited
to women who possess taste, business capacity and capital.

A few educated women are now being taught how to dispense medicines, and Miss
Clarke keeps a chemist shop in London.

The subjoined table, taken from the former censuses, will be found of some interest.

Comparison of the census of 1861 with that of 1871, as regards the employment
of women in various branches of industry in England and Wales.

OCCUPATIONS NUMBER IN NUMBER IN
1861. 1871.
CivilService. . ... ... ..ot 1,931 3,314
Lawstationers. .. ......oviniiniiiii i 21 51
Paintersand artists. .. .......... ..., 853 1,069
Photographers, including assistants . ..................... 168 694
Commercial clerks, accountants, etc...................... 404 1,755
Saleswomen (not otherwise described). .................. 1,055 1,721
Drapersand assistants. .. ............cooeiiiaiiin 11,993 19,112
Hosiers and haberdashers. . ........................... 2,126 4,147
Shopwomen........... ...t 4,520 8,333
APPIrentices. . ... ...t i 185 743
StAtIONETS. . . ottt it 1,752 3,004
Booksellers and publishers. . ............... ... ... ... 952 1,077
Printers .. ......oninin i e 419 741
Hair-dressers and wigmakers. . . ............. ... .. ... ... 501 1,240
Gilders. . ... e 74 234

It will perhaps be asked whether what has been done has had any perceptible effect
in lessening the distress among women. As far as regards women of the higher classes
who are obliged to earn their bread, I confess that in my opinion no improvement has
taken place in their condition, but rather the contrary. The number of applicants for
pensions at the Governesses’ Benevolent Institution still far exceeds the number of pen-
sions, and every charitable effort to give assistance to ladies brings to light an innumer-
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able host of helpless women, chiefly composed . . . of the widows and daughters of
officers, clergymen and professional men who are left destitute or nearly so. The expla-
nation of the anomaly is that the efforts made to obtain increased employment for
ladies have been more than counteracted by other causes. The excellent day-schools
which have been established . . . have almost put an end to the occupation of the daily
governess, and have greatly diminished the demand for resident governesses. At the
same time a great increase has been made in the number of ladies seeking employment
by the political troubles in Ireland. The widows and daughters of many landed pro-
prietors there have lost the incomes which were supposed to be secured to them on the
rentals of the estates. The rents not being paid, the income naturally stops, and some
of these ladies have been reduced to such poverty as to have been compelled to take
refuge in the work-house. Those who are capable of teaching seek for situations as
governesses, and thus the profession of the teacher becomes more overcrowded than
ever. Gentlewomen are also now exposed to competition from the ex-pupil teachers in
board-schools, who often become nursery governesses. Hence the salaries of ordinary
governesses have fallen, and it is only highly superior, accomplished or musical gover-
nesses who are still able to obtain good salaries. I may here remark that the competi-
tion would have been even keener if the industry of a large number of ladies had not
been turned into other channels. The position of poor gentlewomen, bad as it is, would
have been still worse if no efforts had been made to assist them. . . .

With regard to the women of the working classes, it appears to me that their condi-
tion has improved of late years. The great number of women who earn their livelihood
in shops and factories has caused the wages of servants and needle-women to rise. The
pay for plain sewing is still too low, and sad stories of destitute needle-women some-
times appear, but I believe that they are rarer than they used to be. . . .

The cause of this improvement is that there is less competition for employment
among women of the working classes than was formerly the case, and this enables
them to make better terms for themselves. There being less competition is probably
due partly to the opening of new occupations to women and partly to emigration.
Many men emigrate rather than submit to low wages, and employers prefer to accept
women at lower wages in numerous easy occupations. This emigration is most benefi-
cial. The emigrant himself is far happier engaged in some manly out-of-door pursuit
in the colonies than he could have been while following a sedentary feminine trade in
England. He probably marries, and thus three individuals are directly benefited by
his emigration —the emigrant himself, his wife, and the woman who has taken his
place in the old country. . . . Women in England owe much to the high spirit of the
men who so bravely go forth to spread wider the area of civilization, thus taking on
themselves the rough work of the world, and leaving space for their sisters to follow
less laborious occupations at home.

Emily Davies, “Female Physicians”, (1861), reprinted in Thoughts on
Some Questions Relating to Women (Cambridge: Bowes & Bowes,
1910), pp. 19-27.

Medicine was the field that feminists particularly wanted to have
opened to women. The legal profession and the Church might some
day allow ladies to enter their ranks, but the prospects for the employ-
ment of women in the near, if not the immediate, future seemed bright-
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est in the medical profession. Nevertheless, the problems inherent in
society’s acceptance of women doctors were formidable, in view of the
widespread belief that medicine as a career for ladies was indecent,
revolting, and somewhat freakish, pursued only by females who were
presumably unsexed creatures. Even those who actively sought to fur-
ther women’s education (F. D. Maurice, for example) usually recoiled at
the notion of lady doctors.! Popular opinion was not the only obstacle
in the 1860’s. Since English universities did not then admit women, a
medical education leading to a degree in medicine was denied them.
Although Elizabeth Blackwell, who had won her degree from an Ameri-
can university in 1849, managed to have her name put on the British
Medical Register in 1859, by the following year all those who held foreign
medical degrees were excluded from the Register.

Dr. Blackwell’s accomplishment, of course, aroused admiration from
those feminists who sought to expand employment opportunities for
women. One of the early issues of the English Woman’s Journal paid
tribute to Dr. Blackwell, and in 1859 Barbara Bodichon and Bessie
Parkes supported Dr. Blackwell’s series of lectures designed to encour-
age women to enter the medical profession. Dr. Blackwell later recorded
that “the most important listener [during the first lecture] was the bright,
intelligent young lady whose interest in the study of medicine was then
aroused—Miss Elizabeth Garrett’’.2 During the next few years as Eliza-
beth Garrett tried to prepare herself for admission to the medical pro-
fession, she was in constant correspondence with Emily Davies, who
“entered into every detail and every step in her friend’s career”.> Emily
Davies’ interest in medicine as a profession for women was only in part
the result of her friendship with Elizabeth Garrett; in addition, Miss
Davies was, in the early years of her association with the Langham Place
ladies, particularly concerned with the problem of women’s employ-
ment.* In an article, written in 1861 and published in the English
Woman’s Journal, and in a paper presented the following year at the
meeting of the National Association for the Promotion of Social Science,
Miss Davies suggested that the practice of medicine was an “eminently

UIn Lectures to Ladies on Practical Subjects (1855), Maurice made clear his views: “I hope, by this language,
I have guarded against the suspicion that I would educate ladies for the kind of tasks which belong to our
professions. . . . The more pains we take to call forth and employ the faculties which belong characteristi-
cally to each sex, the less it will be intruding upon the province which, not the conventions of the world,
but the will of God, has assigned to the other’’. Cited in Ray Strachey, *‘The Cause’’: A Short History of
the Women's Movement in. Great Britain (Port Washington, New York: Kennikat Press, Inc., 1928), Pp- 168-69.

% Elizabeth Blackwell, Pioneer Work in Opening the Medical Profession to Women (London and New York:
Longmans, Green & Co., 1895), p. 218. Source Book Press Reprint, 1970.

8 Barbara Stephen, Emily Davies and Girton College (London: Constable & Co. Ltd., 1927), p. 57. Stephen
has reprinted the letters from Elizabeth Garrett to Emily Davies (pp. 58-68).

*See in particular “Letters to a Daily Paper, Newcastle-on-Tyne, 1860”, and “Northumberland and
Durham Branch of the Society for Promoting the Employment of Women”, reprinted in Thoughts on Some
Questions Relating to Women (Cambridge: Bowes & Bowes, 1910), pp- 1-18, 28-33. AMS Reprint, 1978.
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suitable” profession to be opened to ladies.!

The notion that training as a physician would incapacitate a woman
for marriage and motherhood, she maintained, was baseless. Her re-
sponse to those who illogically objected to female physicians but approved
of female nurses was that nursing was essentially a menial occupation
altogether inappropriate for ladies of the middle and upper classes.?
The real obstacle, as she saw it, was not the difficulty of providing medi-
cal education for women; it was persuading eligible women to defy the
social pressures of the day and to run the risk of appearing as singular,
strange, and (of coursel) unladylike. Inshort, it was the responsibility of
women themselves to crumble the cake of custom and make the idea of
“women-physicians” socially acceptable. The chief difficulty, in fact,
was not, as Miss Davies imagined, the reluctance of women to present
themselves for degrees in medicine, but the hostility of the medical pro-
fession itself, whose members, with a few honorable exceptions, fought
bitterly in the courts and Parliament to keep their ranks solidly mascu-
line (see Chapter IX).

. . . “‘A Physician of twenty-one years’ standing,’’ in the English Woman’s Journal of
last month . . . [raises] the question . . . whether there is anything in the practice of
medicine by women which must necessarily contravene [the laws of our physical and
moral nature].

“A Physician” asks us to consider the question under two aspects, corresponding to
two main elements which determine the choice of a young man in selecting a profes-
sion: his own aptitude and the sphere into which his profession may throw him.
First, as to aptitude, . . . I scarcely suppose that the most vehement objectors to
female physicians would argue that, as a class, women have less taste for Medicine
than men. An ignorant love of doctoring is one of the recognized weaknesses of women.

Their intellectual and physical incapacity requires to be proved by “something more
stringent than the dogmatic opinion of any writer.”” Whether the mental powers of
women are on the whole equal to those of men is a wide and difficult question, on
which it is needless to enter, inasmuch as we claim only the right to exercise such powers

1 “Female Physicians”, and “Medicine as a Profession for Women”, reprinted in Thoughts on Some
Questions Relating to Women, pp. 19-27, 34-40.

2 Emily Davies, like other middle-class feminists, maintained that “the profession [suitable for a lady]
should not involve the sacrifice of social position”. Consequently, nursing could not be considered a suitable
occupation— the salary of a hospital nurse was “less than the wages of a butler or groom”, and, furthermore,
the social status of a nurse was “too nearly allied to that of an upper servant”. “Medicine as a Profession
for Women”’, p. 37. Cf. Bessie Rayner Parkes, ‘A Year’s Experience in Woman’s Work”’, National Asso-
ciation for the Promotion of Soctal Science, Transactions, 1860, pp. 811-19.

Occasionally it was suggested that middle-class ladies become nursing supervisors, while lower-class women
would discharge the more ordinary duties on the hospital wards. See Warrington Haward, “Ladies and
Hospital Nursing”. Contemporary Review, XXXI1V (1879), 490-503. Certainly the training of nurses was
regarded not only as a means of providing care for the sick and suffering, but, in addition, as an opportunity
to employ part of the surplus female population of the lower classes. See, for example, “Training-Schools
for Nurses”, Fraser's Magazine, X (1874), 706-13.

Eventually, of course, nursing took on the status of a profession to which a middle-class woman might
aspire. See Lee Holcombe, “Women in White: The Nursing Profession”, in Victorian Ladies at Work: Middle-
Class Working Women in England and Wales, 1850-1914, Archon Books (Hamden, Conn.: The Shoe String
Press, Inc., 1973), pp. 68-102.
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as we possess, be they great or small. “A Physician” speaks of the previous training
medical students have received as boys, as if it were impossible that girls should receive
the same. But is not some training of this sort just what women want? . . .

That lady students, entering upon the course without preliminary training, do so at
an immense disadvantage, we are quite ready to admit. It is perhaps the strongest
point in our case, as regards mere power, both physical and intellectual, that women
have been able to do so much while debarred from the advantages of early education
open to most men.

“Supposing the difficulties of the student’s life surpassed, you then come to the
troubles and difficulties of incipient practice.” And here the physical weakness of
women is the argument. That, as a whole, men are stronger than women, no one
denies; but does that justify us in assuming that every individual man is stronger than
any individual woman? We learn from “A Physician” what our own observation con-
firms, that many members of the medical profession are feeble in constitution and
scarcely fit for the struggle of life; but we do not therefore condemn them to complete
inaction, nor do we propose any regulation for limiting the profession to men of her-
culean frames. On the other hand, we learn from our own observation, though not
from your correspondent, that in various parts of the country women of the lower
classes go through an amount of labour under which a gentleman would probably
break down. I have myself been told by an eyewitness, that in Staffordshire, women
are doing, ‘‘not men’s work, but horses’ work;’’ and it is an unquestionable fact, that in
manufactures where women and girls are employed, the low, rough, exhausting work
is given over to them, while the higher branches, in which some intelligence is required,
are reserved for men. The same may be said of brick-making and other laborious out-
door work. Let it not be supposed that we look with satisfaction upon this overtasking
of the physical strength of women. . . . But we do think that while women are show-
ing themselves to be capable of such an amount of physical exertion, the comparatively
far easier career of a physician should not be closed to us on the ground of physical
weakness. It is remarked, that “unless she can cope with men in all the various branches
of medical inquiry and practice, she will, in the race of life, necessarily go to the wall;
and the struggle, which will be unavoidable, must be to the stronger.” Be it so. Women
are so much in the habit of going to the wall, that the position will not alarm them by
its novelty, and their fate will only be the same as that of all members of the professions
who are not able to cope on equal terms with their superior brethren.

As we look round upon medical men, we cannot help observing many physicians
and surgeons who do not appear to be superior in ability to average women; and as for
many years, only women somewhat above the average in mental and physical strength
will dare to think of entering the profession, perhaps they would not always go to the
wall. . ..

“A Physician” proceeds to inquire, “Is there a proper field for the employment and
support of female physicians?” We unhesitatingly reply that all diseases to which women
and children are liable would naturally come within the province of the female physi-
cian, and surely that is a domain wide enough, without encroaching upon the sphere
of men. But your correspondent is confident that ladies would not consult female doc-
tors. On this point my experience is widely different from his. I can well believe that
ladies, being suddenly questioned, would reply at once that they would not have confi-
dence in a woman. Hastily assuming that the female physician would be either a shal-
low, superficially taught lady, or a sort of superior nurse, they naturally feel that they
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would prefer the services of an able and experienced man. But ladies who have had
time to think, are almost unanimous in declaring that if they could secure the atten-
dance of equally well-educated women (and this can be certified by a Degree), they
would give them the preference. I speak not from hearsay, but from actual personal
knowledge, when I say that this feeling is much stronger among refined women of the
poorer classes who are more at the mercy of young men and the inferior order of practi-
tioners. The feeling is strongest of all among young girls. I believe that to many of
them the sympathy and tenderness of a woman would be absolutely more curative
than the possibly superior skill of a man—of which, indeed, they often refuse to avail
themselves.

Finally, your correspondent inquires from whence you would draw your supply of
females who are to study medicine and become physicians? To which I reply, from
whence do we draw our supply of governesses? Of them there appears to be an abun-
dant, nay an excessive supply. A female medical student need not “devote herself heart
and soul to celibacy.’”’ She might indeed exercise a more independent choice, because
she would not be driven into marriage by the mere longing for some satisfying occupa-
tion; but if suitable marriage came in her way, her profession need be no hindrance. . . .
This question of marriage, in fact, amounts to this, — Are all women to be shut out from
any and every method of earning money by honest and intelligent work lest they should
grow too independent of their natural supporters, or are they to be encouraged and
urged to use their gifts as those who must give account? It is beginning to be believed
that women have certain gifts of hand, and that it is not unfeminine to use them. Let
us hope that in a generation or two it will also be admitted that they have heads, and
that this being so, it is their bounden duty “sincerely to give a true account of their
gift of reason, to the benefit and use of men.”” How they may best labor to this end,
can surely be satisfactorily proved only by experience. There may be much confident
assertion on both sides, but till the experiment has been fairly tried, we have no right
to decide positively that women can or cannot go through the medical course uninjured;
that they will or will not find patients . . . .

Robert Wilson, “AESCULAPIA VICTRIX"”, Fortnightly Reuview,
XXXIX (1886), 18-33.

Sophia Jex-Blake and the other women—Isabel Thorne, Edith Pechey,
Matilda Chaplin, and Helen Evans—who managed to obtain admission
in 1869 to the medical program at the University of Edinburgh, applied
themselves so successfully to their studies that they carried off a number
of prizes and honors, bruising male vanity to such an extent that in 1870
they found themselves in the center of a riot organized by hostile students
who were incited by some of the faculty. They were protected, however,
by a small number of sympathetic male students, one of whom, Robert
Wilson, enlisted the help of a friend, “Micky O’'Halloran, . . . leader of
a formidable band, known as the ‘Irish Brigade’ . . . [of] some thirty or
forty men”, who formed an escort for the beleaguered women. Even
after the riot had subsided they had to contend with threats of physical
violence, hisses, shouts of “whore”, and jibes that “they’d never do it if
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they could get married”.}

Writing in 1886, Robert Wilson described the difficulties which had
beset English women aspiring to become physicians in the 1860’s and
noted the salutary change in public opinion which had taken place in
less than twenty years.

. . . Little more than ten years ago the mere suggestion that a woman might be
encouraged to practice medicine simply horrified decent people. It seems but as yester-
day since in the streets of Edinburgh ladies were insulted and rabbled on their way to a
medical lecture-room. Now, however, this foolish prejudice scarcely exists, whether
because most of those who entertained it have died out or grown wiser it is hard to say.
Englishwomen study medicine and surgery in London without let or hindrance, in their
own College, under professors of high distinction. Armed wtih formidable diplomas,
and laden with academic laurels, they go forth each year in goodly numbers to prac-
tice their art. . . . As for “the world” which once declared that such an extension of
“Woman’s sphere” must bring down the social fabric with a crash, it looks on unmoved,
fearing the “crash” as little as a mimic earthquake in a sensational stage play. . . .

. . . Miss Jex Blake, in the spring of 1869, induced the superior authorities of the
University of Edinburgh to allow her, Miss Edith Pechey, Mrs. Thorne, Miss Chaplin,
and Mrs. De Lacy Evans, to matriculate in the Faculty of Medicine. The story of their
career is not one which in the telling brings much credit to that enterprising seminary
of science. Edinburgh seems to have tolerated its lady students while they could be
considered merely as enthusiastic amateurs willing to submit to an increased scale of
fees for the gratification of a foolish crotchet. But when it became clear from the ability
and zeal with which they carried on their studies that they not only meant to graduate,
but were certain to pass their examinations, a curious change occurred. Chill indif-
ference gave place to hot hostility. A powerful faction among the professors raised a
legal objection to their position, and a decision of the Court of Session finally prevented
them from finishing their course. . . . Miss Jex Blake and her fellow-students accord-
ingly migrated to London.

In London they began their work under happy auspices. They at once gained the
support of Mrs. Garrett Anderson, M.D., well known in society as a medical practi-
tioner, whose idea, however, was that some of the existing institutions should be utilized
for teaching medical women. When this was found to be impracticable, the view of

Mrs. Thorne . . . prevailed. This view was that medical women should set up in
London a College for themselves. . . .
.. . Inthe Autumn of 1874 . . . there was no place in the United Kingdom where a

woman could attend lectures qualifying her for a medical diploma. No general hos-
pital would give her the necessary clinical instruction. She could nowhere obtain
admission to qualifying examinations, for the only licensing body that did not profess
to have the right to exclude women as women — the Society of Apothecaries—made it a
condition of their admission that they must study at schools which they were not allowed
to enter. . . . In three short years all these wants were supplied by the efforts of those
who founded the School of Medicine in Henrietta street: qualifying instruction was
given by its professors; clinical teaching and hospital practice were obtainable at the

! Cited in Edythe Lutzker, Women Gain a Place in Medicine (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company,
1969), pp. 79, 88.
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Royal Free Hospital; the examinations of the King and Queen’s College of Physicians
in Ireland and of the great London University were thrown open to ladies. And all this
work, involving an apparently forlorn contest with professional prejudice and con-
stituted authority, was done quietly, with unruffled temper, without any passionate
popular agitation, or any strident appeals for public sympathy. . . .

It may fairly be asked, What has the Governing Body to show for the money they
have spent? Few persons in their position can show so much. There is, for example,
the equipment of the school itself —its lecture-rooms and teaching apparatus, its skil-
fully arranged and selected museum, its serviceable little library and laboratory, its
quiet, cosy reading-rooms and tea-room, its dissecting-room —spacious, airy, and scru-
pulously clean and fresh—and its recreation-ground, where part of the garden of the
old house has been turned into a lawn-tennis court. Unlike most medical schools on
which twenty times as much money has been lavished, the Medical College for Women
does not invest student-life with a maximum of ugliness and discomfort. Within its
walls life is, indeed, bright and pleasant, and work, though hard, is arranged with
great ingenuity, so as to lighten its pressure on teachers and taught. It has no residen-
tial hall, nor is it desirable perhaps that it should have any. The tendency of all pro-
fessional study is narrowing, and the students of the Henrietta Street school are accor-
dingly encouraged to live in association with ladies who are preparing for other pur-
suits. Indeed, the Governing Body, in pursuance of this policy, have freely thrown
open their scientific lectures to non-professional students, and in time the value of this
concession will be highly appreciated. This school is the only place in England where a
woman who is studying art can be taught practical anatomy, without a training in
which it is as ridiculous for her to draw or model the figure as for a man to build a
steam-engine without knowing mechanics. Something must also be placed to the credit
of the school on account of the tokens of gratitude that so often come from patients in
the Royal Free Hospital who have benefited by the tender ministrations and watchful
skill of clinical students, whose gentle hands are ever swift in doing good. People who
demand “results” might also be referred to the reports received at varying intervals of
the doings of these alumni of the school who have gone forth as missionaries to distant
lands, and where, amidst grievous hardships, they ply their noble craft in honourable
exile. But other “results” more obviously practical may be noted. There is, for exam-
ple, the system of hospital instruction which the school has organised. This seems most
thorough, for not only must every lady student “walk the hospital” during the legally
prescribed term, but she has also to serve as a clerk and a dresser for three months to
each of the physicians and surgeons, both in the out-patient and in-patient depart-
ments. She must further officiate as a clerk in the special departments of ophthalmic
surgery, pathology, and diseases of women, and in her third year of study she must
take a course of practical midwifery at a special lying-in hospital. Even a stupid woman
could hardly emerge from all this practical tuition without knowing the routine work
of her profession a great deal better than the majority of young men in the large schools,
who have no such golden opportunities for gaining experience open to them. The
statistics of attendance and the academic honours won by the students of the Hen-
rietta Street school may also be cited here as attesting the solidity of the work it has
done. Since the institution was opened in 1874 one hundred and fifty students have
been admitted. Forty-one of these now hold diplomas from the King and Queen’s
Colleges of Physicians in Ireland. The school has sent to the examinations of the Uni-
versity of London thirteen students, of whom two have taken gold medals, and five
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have graduated in honours. . . .

. . . So far, I think, I have proved that the school has done a marvellous amount of
solid work on the slenderest resources. Now I come to another point. Was the work
worth doing? Was it needed?

Happily events have simplified the business of answering this last question. That
women are practising medicine with much popular acceptance and success both in
private practice and in dispensaries and hospitals proves the reality of the need or
demand for their services. The existence of this demand is due to a delicacy of senti-
ment which it would be barbarous to ignore and brutal to crush, so that the Henrietta
Street school requires little vindication on this head. . . .

. . . Why should we debar a woman from supporting herself by a calling the prac-
tice of which . . . is naturally in accord with her cultured sympathies and her intel-
lectual tastes? Why should we deem her amply provided with a field for her energies
in the arts when she does not inherit . . . Rosa Bonheur’s colour-sense, George Eliot’s
intellect, Mrs. Browning’s lyric inspiration, or even, like Sarah Bernhardt, a nervous
system that can at will be turned into a magnificent instrument of dramatic emotion?
Probably few medical women will ever rival the achievements of a Harvey, a Cullen,
a Sydenham, or a Simpson; indeed, only four of them, Mrs. Garrett Anderson, Mrs.
Hoggan, Miss Agnes McLaren, and the late Mrs. Chaplin Ayrton have as yet contri-
buted anything very noteworthy to scientific literature. But their academic “record”
proves that they have, at all events, the ordinary amount of brain-power possessed by
nine-tenths of the better educated members of their profession. The world is not so
rich in medical genius that it can afford to despise the chance of evolving so rare a pro-
duct, even from feminine assiduity and capacity. It seems to me we cannot be too
cautious about discouraging gifted women from making the most of whatever capacities
they may have, especially if they be guided by pure aims, high ambitions, and culti-
vated intelligence.

After all, Humanity wins nothing by forcing those who cannot entirely fill their lives
with family interests, to crush their cravings for other activities, unless, indeed, these
be in themselves demoralising. But no educated and unprejudiced person nowadays
believes that medical practice or study must necessarily demoralise a lady. The service
of the sick has in all ages had a strange but seemingly natural fascination for women,
and it is simply contrary to commonsense to suppose that a woman must needs be un-
sexed by such service, unless it be utterly divorced from scholarly culture and scientific
knowledge. Yet this is precisely what we are asked to believe by the curious folk who
would persuade us that they would rather “lay their daughters in their coffins” than
see them enter a sick-room. . . .

Emily Pfeiffer, Women and Work (London: Triibner & Co., 1888),
pp. 9-11, 45-50, 142-43.

Although Emily Pfeiffer, largely self-educated, achieved a measure of
fame through several volumes of poetry published in the 1870’s and
1880’s, her interests were not confined to literature. She advocated
changes in woman'’s dress, and left substantial legacies to be used to pro-
mote higher education for women. Her main concern, improving the
social and economic position of women, is evident in various articles
that she wrote for leading periodicals, and that were incorporated in her
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book, Women and Work, issued in 1888. In that volume, Mrs. Pfeiffer
addressed herself to problems such as the opening of socially suitable
occupations to ladies; she attacked the assumption that women were
physiologically incapable of working; and she called for the improve-
ment of conditions and wages of women who were already part of the
labor force. In the following excerpt, Mrs. Pfeiffer indicates what she
considers to be the major solution to the problems of working women:
trade unionism.

-+ . The fair picture, which as a picture we all know so well (I am about to quote
from a recent address), of “the man going forth to his work and to his labour, and the
woman waiting at home to welcome him back and lend her ear to his doing or suffer-
ing” . .. has lately been recalled to the attention of a large audience, and reproduced
approvingly by the most weighty organs of the press. If this picture was ever largely
taken from life, it has certainly now little worth as a truthful representation of the con-
dition of the toiling masses. That which we look back upon as the age of chivalry, to
a partial view of which it would seem originally to owe its existence, has long passed,
and in its palmiest hour the queens of beauty, those who, sitting on high above the
heat and dust of the conflict, graced victory with a wreath or a smile, were few, while
the hard-handed Joans and Jills were many, and more hopelessly underfoot even than
the strugglers of to-day.

.« . As a considerable amount of indolence and inertia is characteristic of human
nature generally, we can hardly err in assuming that the vast majority of women would
still prefer to be sheltered from, not to say lifted above, the rude battle of life, and to
have their part in it taken by some man to whom the fight might prove an agreeable
stimulant. But it may not be. If all that has been changed, it would be well for the
sentimentalist to remember that the change has been effected not so much by women—
certainly not by the rank and file of them—as in their despite. If in large numbers
they are seen to be pressing forward, and endeavouring to force and to fit themselves
for new spheres of labour, it is not that their choice lies between work and ease, but
between work and work. . . .

The man as the providence of the woman, the woman as the rewarder of labour and
strife, is undoubtedly a tempting representation; but it is condemned as out of keeping
with the stern realism of the age. Let us hope that, as a compensation for the loss of
this fair dream, some higher form of good, some more potent idea of beauty, may
arise out of the hardier conditions which, whether we like them or not, we are compelled
to accept. In any case, the more reasonable among women are agreed not to squander
time and energy in vain regret for a state of things which no available power could now
make to be even a working hypothesis. It is time that the often very clever men, who
still flourish the faded banner of chivalry, together with the less reasonable or less
vitally interested among women, should copy the resignation of those most deeply con-
cerned, and cease to maintain any figment of argument on grounds of fancy which the
hard facts of modern life must often make to seem absurd. . . .

. . . The woman-worker, standing alone and unaided, is beset on every side with
difficulty, if not with injustice and exaction. . . .

Not only is the unfortunate woman compelled by the requirements of her family to
work at home, ground down to famine wages, but the middleman, who is ordinarily a
sort of taskmaster and shopkeeper together, requires that she shall take out the miser-
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able pittance of her labour in articles of food and clothing, on which his profits are
often exorbitant, and of the bad quality of which she stands too much in his power to
complain.

The under-paid “assistants” in certain shops are compelled, for the honour and
glory of the establishment, to wear silk dresses, which taking an undue portion of their
pay, they are often driven to eke out their existence in a manner to which the tempta-
tion stands only too near. [ Editors' note: Mrs. Pfeiffer then cites a letter from the Rev.
Horsley, chaplain to the Clerkenwell prison. ]

“It is useless to insist on the temptation to crime and to prostitution which is the con-
sequence of insufficient wages. The least of the evils which beset the sempstress is the
temptation to pawn the work confided to her, together with the coverings and other
articles of her poverty-stricken dwelling. I ardently hope that success may crown your
efforts to introduce organization into women’s work, to raise them out of their despair,
and afford help to their ignorance in combating the jealousy and selfishness of male
workers, and the farming of the labours by that tribe of intermediaries who are nour-
ished at their expense.”

This, then, is the point to which all inquiry into the justly remunerative conditions
of the labour of at least that portion of the sex which is the poorest and most helpless,
must carry us. Trade-unions, such as abound for men, supplementing a more perfect
technical training, are the sorely needed remedies for the evils which beset the unassisted
efforts of women. . . .

‘Women even more than men have need of the protection which association can alone
afford. A man in his own strength may hold out with no worse a prospect than that of
slow starvation. For him there is temptation in many forms, it is true, but not that one
gulf darker than death ever open to women in the weakness and dizziness of despair.
It is for them that there exists the fatal attraction of a precipice, approached by degrees
as over the rounded brow of a hill, which ultimately yawns and plunges the victim into
a pit of such horror as has no parallel in the life of any other of God’s creatures.

The following are a few of the aids which would accrue to women through associa-
tion: —

Help in times of crisis and commercial depression.

Facility of information in regard to the labour market, and the wages in different
localities.

Safeguard against the accumulation of labour at any one point.

Encouragement given to a high quality of work by the maintenance of a standard
of excellence.

Succour to the sick, together with the comfort and moral force arising from the
sense of human relation and sympathy, &c., &c.

It might be supposed that benefits so unquestionable, of which I am far from having
exhausted the list, might be safely trusted to commend themselves; but, as I have already
indicated, the whole course of life, the whole dependent past of women, has been such
as to render them averse to united action among themselves; and it may be justly feared
that, until this disinclination, or, where not positive disinclination, inertia has been
overcome, the progress of the movement already inaugurated by philanthropists must
be slow.

The first union for the protection of working-women from the exactions of employers
had birth in New York as far back as 1871. . . .

This first union in New York was followed in London, at some little distance of time,
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by the Woman’s Protective and Provident League, founded by Mrs. Paterson, with the
advantage of possessing Mrs. Fawcett as permanent president of its meetings. To this,
various other unions for the protection of special industries have succeeded, both in
London and the provinces.

It is in vain, if it were not worse than vain, that Acts of Parliament should regulate
the hours of work. The working-women are aware of the disadvantage under which
legal limitation places them, and unscrupulous employers disobeying the law would
stand in little fear of being denounced by those whose keenest desire is that their serv-
ices shall be retained at any price,

It is association, therefore, which can alone be looked to for effective protection.
We have seen that such societies are already at work amongst us, but it is to be regretted
that they are yet far from having enlisted adherents in numbers commensurate with
the benefits they offer. It is clearly not enough that helpful souls from without the
industrial ranks should have organised these societies; in order that their advantages
should be fully enjoyed, it is above all needful that the perceptions of women and girls
shall be open to their recognition. I naturally conclude that the subject has been touched
from time to time in lectures delivered to working women, but I think that a ground
should be laid for the enforcement of the lesson in all schools established for girls of
the industrial class. Those who have to gain their living by the labour of their hands
should be left to no haphazard acquaintance with the means best fitted to ensure suc-
cess in a struggle of such difficuley. . . .

Granting, as we must if we fairly face the facts, that the new forms in which the bur-
then of life are being accepted by the weaker sex are rather laid upon its needier mem-
bers than chosen by them, of what avail are such questions . . . as to “whether it be
well that our women should be equipped and encouraged to enter the battle of life
shoulder to shoulder and on equal terms with men”? We know too well that in ever-
increasing numbers they have to enter into the battle, whether they like it or not. The
question, thus so far settled for us, resolves itself into the simpler one of terms. Shall
women be driven to the fight, in which no allowance will be made for their heavier
burthens, unequipped and déscouraged —the disadvantages inherent in sex being set
up as the starting-point for increased and arbitrary disabilities? or shall the terms of
contract be made as equal as the peculiarities of the case permits? [sic] . . .

Emilia F. S. Dilke, “Benefit Societies and Trade Unions for Women”,
Fortnightly Review, XLV (1889), 852-56.

Nineteenth-century English society presents a number of examples of
upper- and middle-class women who, without becoming in the least
degree radical, spurned the role of Angel in the House, and devoted
themselves to improving the condition of working women through trade
union organization. Emilia Francis Strong, who married Mark Pattison,
rector of Lincoln College, Oxford and, who, after his death, became the
wife of Sir Charles Dilke, a prominent member of the “Little England”
school, was one of this group. A friend of George Eliot, immersed in
literature, the study of languages, painting, and art criticism, conduct-
ing what amounted to a salon, she managed at the same time to be an
active member of the Women’s Provident and Protective League, which
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Emma Paterson had founded on her return from the United States in
1874, and which subsequently became the Women’s Trade Union
League. She frequently spoke on labor questions affecting women, on
providing technical education for women, and in favor of female suf-
frage.

Emma Paterson, who also came from a middle-class background,
devoted the greater part of her brief life (she died at 38) to promoting
unions for women. She was instrumental in organizing the National
Union of Working Women, which founded a number of unions in vari-
ous trades. She was the first woman delegate to the Trade Union Con-
gress in 1875. She became a printer and the manager of the Women’s
Printing Society at Westminster, which her husband had founded, and
was active in union affairs almost literally until the day of her death.

The members of the Women’s Protective and Provident League, which
consisted originally of upper middle-class sympathizers with working-
class women, were convinced that the only way these women could
materially improve their status was through trade union organization.
In the following article Lady Dilke discusses Emma Paterson’s ideas and
her role as the founder of the Women’s Protective and Provident League.

Seventeen or eighteen years ago, I went into the office of the Society for the Promo-
tion of Women's Suffrage to see the Secretary, Emma Smith, who, I heard, had just
been dismissed from her post by the Committee. The news I found was true.

‘“The ladies have complimented me on my zeal,’’ she said, ‘‘but they say my bodily
presence is weak and my speech contemptible; so I must make room for some one who
can represent them better. I've saved a little money, and I'm going to America to see
for myself how the women’s friendly societies work there. You know, I don’t think the
vote the only panacea for all the sufferings of the weaker sex. I am a working woman
myself” (she was a printer by trade), “and my work for this society has brought me into
contact with large bodies of women in other trades, so when I have picked up some
hints on the other side of the Atlantic, I hope to induce Englishwomen to try whether
they cannot help themselves, as men have done, by combination.”

In 1874, some time after her return, Miss Smith, who, I think, had then married
Mr. Paterson, a printer, like herself, wrote to me claiming the fulfilment of my pro-
mise of help. She explained that her scheme was to collect all those of her friends who
had money or time to give, into a body to be called, ‘“The Women’s Protective and
Provident League.”” The object of the league was to be the formation of trade societies
amongst women; the money collected was to be applied to the maintenance of an office,
to defraying the expenses of public meetings, the cost of printing rules, and other mat-
ters incidental to the work of organisation. The societies themselves, when formed,
were to remain fully independent in the management of their own business and strictly
self-supporting. She added that a society was already formed amongst the women
engaged in bookbinding, and that she had good hope of speedily establishing several
others.

From that day until the day of her death—due in great measure to her incessant and
unselfish labours in the cause she had taken up—1I never ceased to have full knowledge
of Mrs. Paterson’s plans, and I worked with her whenever I could. The formation of
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the “Society of Women engaged in Bookbinding” was, as she had hoped, instantly fol-
lowed by the formation of those for Women Upholsteresses and for the Shirt- and
Collar-makers, and although the movement has never been taken up to any great
extent throughout the country, it has secured some measure of success, for there are
now twelve women’s unions existing, if not flourishing, in London alone, and the num-
ber of women enrolled as members of trade societies in England and Scotland is, I
believe, between seven and eight thousand.

At first Mrs. Paterson and her friends did not dare to call these societies “unions” for
the word “union” had an evil sound in the ears of those to whom it seemed obviously
associated with acts of wicked violence and intimidation. Things have, however, altered
so much in these respects that the league has now fearlessly changed its name, and
styles itself, “The Women'’s Trades Union Provident League” —a title which admirably
sums up the purposes of its existence. Unionism is, indeed, a very big question with far-
reaching issues. . . . There is, however, no necessity to touch on these matters in deal-
ing with the possibilities which it offers to helpless women of helping themselves. The
unions, in their capacity of trade organisations, simply tend to procure better wages
for the employed; whilst in discharging the functions of insurance societies, they relieve
their members from the pressure of unforeseen risks and accidents, against which indi-
vidual thrift and prudence cannot protect them. It is a matter of notoriety that there
are some of these bodies so powerful, and so well able to provide against all contin-
gencies, that no member has ever been known to receive parish relief; and although
the present wages obtained by women in most of the trades in which they are employed
do not admit of their keeping up the rate of subscriptions which men are able to meet,
yet it is found that very substantial aid can be afforded them from the modest payments
which they are able to make to their own societies. I know a “baster” in a country fac-
tory who, out of her wages of five shillings a week, has been for several years steadily
contributing her weekly twopence. She is a single woman, wholly dependent on her
own exertions for a living; and all those who know the poor will understand that, to
one in her position, it was a boon beyond words to feel that she was secured from the
horror of a pauper’s funeral; and knew that in sickness or out of work she had made
certain, by her weekly sacrifices, of receiving at least a few shillings every week.

Next after these advantages, which are best appreciated by the old, may be reckoned
the wholesome influence which membership in a union exercises over the young. There
is no greater source of mischief with girls than long periods of “‘out of work,’’ they
demoralise men; they ruin young women. Now, the regular visits and words of inter-
est from the member of her society’s committee who is entrusted with the duties of pay-
ment of out-of-work or sick allowance are not only a great check on evil courses, but
they give to our girls a sense of protection, which is heightened by the sense of union
with a large body having common interests and cares. ‘‘Ifeel,’’ said a girl to me, “‘that
I am now part of something larger than myselfl” And this consciousness of increased
value and importance is not only a moral influence and safeguard, but offers us the
means of arousing the stolid misery of our suffering and labouring sisters, and of edu-
cating them by bringing them into touch with the great industrial and social problems
by which they are affected. . . .

.. . Theoretically, I suppose most of us would agree with John Stuart Mill that
“the natural division of labour is that a man goes out to earn the wages, and the woman
stays at home to make the home comfortable and to see after the children,”’ and the
feeling that this is the most natural division of labour influences us immensely in the
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practical question of wages; for the man is popularly regarded and paid as the bread-
winner, who is answerable for the maintenance of others besides himself, whilst the
woman’s labour, however constant and fruitful, is only looked on as something by which
she may supplement his earnings. The consequence of this is that women are either
employed at inferior wages on the inferior branches of the trades, or too frequently be-
come the tools of unscrupulous employers, who use them as cheap labour to bring
down the just demands of the men, who are husbands and fathers. We are thus placed
in a dilemma at the very outset of our attempts to organise women’s labour, for, whilst
on the one hand we are anxious to strengthen the hands of the men and prevent women
from being an additional drag upon them in the labour market, we know that women
are not in a position at present to demand equal payment with men, nor would they be
supported by public opinion if they put forth such a demand as part of a programme
to be vigorously enforced. They are not, as a rule, the bread-winners; nor, as a rule,
can they work as hard or as long as men.

In this respect, therefore, as in several others, it seems advisable to go carefully and
tentatively to work. Wherever we can induce men to admit women, who are working
in the same trade, to their unions, we encourage the women to take advantage of exist-
ing organisations, but this can only be done where the wages they receive enable them
to pay the same contributions as those paid by the men. It is only where we find that
the men have no union existing or available, that we strive to induce the women to
“form” on their own account. Wherever they form an independent union we lay down
no hard and fast rules, but endeavour to adapt the general outlines of a trade society
to the peculiarities which, as I have said, characterise women’s labour. . . .

When I see women here in London wasting themselves, their time and their money
on costly schemes of all sorts, which end perhaps in underselling the shops; or busied in
fostering an unfair competition between patronised and unpatronised workers, which
simply results in putting money into the pockets of the buyers, I could cry for shame
and vexation. Alms and patronage, these idols of the drawing-room, make the labours
of the trades unionist heavier tenfold. And, after all, what we want is not so much
money as personal help. Personal influence in carrying on this kind of work means
everything. If only the richer, idler, abler women amongst us would come out and
help! Teach these poor souls to trust you; show cause why they should, by honestly
attempting to understand the complicated difficulties of their labouring lives, and you
will find that this gospel of self-defence, which is also one of self-sacrifice, goes to the
heart of all those who are truly familiar with the cruel hardships of the working woman’s
life.



CHAPTER VII

“Criminals, Idiots, Women, and
Minors”

It was not mere hyperbole to say, as some outspoken critics did, that
women in Victorian England possessed as few personal rights as convicted
felons, the feeble-minded, and the young. If anything, the inferior posi-
tion of women was even more hopeless than that of the other three cate-
gories of the legally disqualified or incompetent because woman’s posi-
tion was sanctioned not only by the law, by custom, by science, and by
public opinion, but by Christian tradition as well: “A man shall cleave
to his wife, and they twain shall be one flesh’’.! The Common Law, as
we have seen, echoed the Bible, holding that the joining of two indivi-
duals in marriage literally created a single entity, the husband in effect
enveloping (or as some put it, swallowing) the wife. It followed, then,
that the rights and privileges which a woman had enjoyed before mar-
riage were henceforth unnecessary; she was now under the protection of
her husband, who would exercise hzs rights and privileges on behalf of
both of them.

This built-in ambivalence, which demanded a degree of objectivity
not ordinarily found in mere mortals (even Victorian husbands), obvi-
ously operated to the wife’s disadvantage whenever her interests con-
flicted with those of her spouse. Furthermore, the notion that a wife
had no legal existence apart from that of her husband probably encour-
aged some men to think of their wives merely as possessions. It should
come, therefore, as no surprise to learn that a few men of the lower
classes actually sold their wives: “In 1881 a wife was sold at Sheffield
for . . . a quart of beer”.”> There is a scattering of such instances, the
prices charged ranging from a few shillings to an ox. These arrange-
ments, of course, were neither usual nor legal, but the mere fact of their
existence is indicative of how fully a woman was considered to be sub-
ject to her husband. Given that implicit premise, it is understandable
that many men, especially those of the lower classes, imposed on their

! Matthew 19:15.

2 “Wife-selling”, All the Year, LV (1884), 259. See also H. W. V. Temperley, “The Sale of Wives in
England in 1828”, Héstory Teachers’ Miscellany, 111 (1924), 66-68.

166



“Criminals, Idiots, Women, and Minors” 167

wives physical abuse of a particularly “violent or cruel manner”. Despite
the fact that the husband’s right to chastise his wife, once sanctioned by
the law, had earlier been abolished, in the nineteenth century women
were being not only beaten, but mangled, choked, mutilated, blinded,
burned, and trampled on by their husbands.!

The obvious way to end these outrages was to get to the root of the evil —
the law itself. “To a woman . . . who . . . has never committed a Crime;
who fondly believes that she is not an Idiot; and who is alas! only too
sure she is no longer a Minor”,? it seemed incongruous that she be lumped
with the legally incompetent. Not surprisingly, in an age devoted to
progress, a dedicated handful of English women would move to change
the laws which condemned them to a permanent state of inferiority.
Starting in 1857, the efforts of feminists in this direction were aided by
the Law Amendment Society and the newly-formed Social Science Asso-
ciation, which began to lobby for legislation on divorce, property rights,
child custody, wife-beating, and other topics suggested by Barbara Leigh
Smith in her pamphlet, 4 Brief Summary in Plain Language of the
Most Important Laws Concerning Women (1854).

Partly as a result of their activities a number of laws were enacted,
but much of this legislation fell short of feminist expectations. Parlia-
ment, for example, passed several acts which attempted to protect wives
from physical abuse, but the courts continued to deal leniently with wife-
beaters. Although two earlier Married Women’s Property Acts conferred
a number of property rights on a wife, not until the passage of the Act of
1882 did married women obtain the same right to own, control, and dis-
pose of property as that heretofore enjoyed only by single women.? Some
progress was made in modifying the law regarding divorce. Prior to
1857 a divorce had been possible only through a private Act of Parlia-
ment. Such a procedure was open, of course, only to the rich, and as a
practical matter almost exclusively to males. There had been only four
divorces granted to women in approximately 150 years; two of them
were based on proof of incest, and the circumstances of the other two
were probably equally unusual. Although a divorce was made more
easily obtainable after 1857, it was still very difficult for a woman to
secure one, even if she was able to pay the necessary expenses. A rman
could obtain a divorce on the grounds of his wife’s adultery, whereas the
husband’s adultery, even when it was a public scandal, was considered
insufficient grounds for divorce; either cruelty, bigamy, incest, or deser-

! Cobbe, Life, 11, 534.

2 Cobbe, “Criminals, Idiots, Women, and Minors”, p- 778.

3 The passage of the Married Women’s Property Act of 1870, which deprived husbands of their former
absolute powers over their wives' property, was followed by the introduction of a bill, probably inspired by
a combination of masculine spite, fear, and outrage, which would theoretically have compelled every married
woman employed in a factory to work only half-time. See IGNOTA, “The Present Legal Position of Women
in the United Kingdom”, Westminster Review, CLIII (1905), 520.
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tion had also to be proved (leading one commentator to estimate that
this requirement conferred on 99% of all male adulterers immunity to
an action for divorce).! The rationale for this discrimination was essen-
tially that which Dr. Johnson had set forth for Boswell’s benefit: adultery
was a graver offense for a woman than for a man, because an adulteress
might produce a spurious heir to her husband’s estate. Moreover, since
a woman was, in a sense, the property of her husband, her sexual rela-
tions with another man were an infringement of his property rights: she
had become damaged goods.? Finally, a man whose wife made him a
cuckold (a word, interestingly enough, for which there is no feminine
equivalent) was subjected to ridicule, whereas a wife whose husband was
unfaithful was the object of sympathy. Dr. Johnson’s observation, “wise
married women don’t trouble themselves about the infidelity in their
husbands’’ 3 could not possibly have been worded to apply to ‘‘wise mar-
ried men”.

Since even most feminists implicitly conceded that adultery was more
reprehensible in the female than in the male, it is easy to see why the
courts dealt more rigorously with women involved in divorce suits than
with men. In suits for separation or divorce, for example, proved or
acknowledged adultery on the part of a husband who was also guilty of
cruelty, did not preclude his being awarded custody of the children be-
cause, under the Common Law, they belonged not jointly to both par-
ents, but exclusively to him. An adulterous wife, on the other hand, was
automatically denied custody of, and often access to, her children.

Even after the passage of the Custody of Infants Act (1886), the adul-
terous father, but not the adulterous mother, could obtain custody of
the children. Adulterous spouses aside, despite the passage of several
acts purporting to improve the position of women in regard to their
rights of visitation and custody, the legal position of a mother was still
vastly inferior to that of her husband, who in 1884 was described as able
to “deprive her at any moment, out of mere caprice, or out of malice, of
all her natural maternal rights”.*

These anomalies indicate the influence of Blackstone’s dictum, which
was still tacitly accepted, that a wife had no existence independent of
her husband’s. Blackstone, in a memorable passage, had maintained
that the very disabilities under which a woman labored were devised to
protect her interests and hence were evidence of the favoritism that
women enjoyed under English law. To one critic who obviously did not
regard women as the spoiled darlings of the English Common Law, the

1 “The Bill for Divorce”, Quarterly Review, CII (1857), 287.
2 Keith Thomas, “The Double Standard”, Journal of the History of Ideas, XX (1959), 195-216.
3 Boswell’s Life of Johnson, edited by George Birkbeck Hill, 6 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1887), III,

406.
4 Frances Elizabeth Hoggan, The Position of the Mother in the Family, (Manchester: A. Ireland & Co.,

1884), p. 9.
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argument was specious and hypocritical:

The notion of the unity of the husband and the wife, meaning thereby the
suspension of the wife and the lordship of the husband, seems from the first to
have been particularly agreeable to the race of English lawyers, tickling their
grim humour and gratifying their very limited sense of the fitness of things. When-
ever they approached the subject a grin seems to have spread itself over their
liberal expanse of countenance. How pleasantly, how goodhumouredly does
Blackstone . . . handle the theme. . . . Blackstone, we know, wrote his famous
book with a bottle of port by his side; and we would wager a dozen that after
{describing women as the sex singularly favored by English law], he sipped his
glass and chuckled.'

The concept of merged identity, declared the Law Amendment
Society, “must be reckoned among legal fictions, which have no founda-
tion in fact, but are mere convenient modes of speech, invented by law-
yers, and used for particular purposes”.? The particular purpose, in
this instance, was to insure the subjection of women by invoking the
notion that husband and wife blended into one existence when, as a
matter of fact, the provisions of the Common Law concerning matri-
monial relations were precisely those which belonged to the relation of
“master and bondwoman”.® The female slave could not own property,
make a contract, leave her master’s domicile, or assert a claim to her
own children. And the Victorian wife, for the larger part of the nine-
teenth century, was almost equally impotent. Understandably, then,
feminists were forced to the conclusion that, in general, the legal reforms
of the nineteenth century had not substantially improved the position of
women; and this failure only reinforced their conviction that it was
unrealistic to expect a parliament composed exclusively of men to legis-
late in the interests of women. Lord Chief Justice Coleridge, speaking in
the House of Commons, concurred; the “state of the law . . . as regards
women”, he charged, “was more worthy of a barbarian than a civilised
State”. The law, in his opinion was “in many respects wholly indefen-
sible”.* To Coleridge, as to most feminists, it had become obvious that
erasing the inequities from which women suffered required an assault
on the masculine monopoly of political power. Women, in short, must
have the vote.

But there were women in England whom no vote could help, whose
status was quite literally barbarous, and whose treatment by the law was
based on conceptions derived from experience with animals: they were
prostitutes, and “prostitutes, like animals, had no legal personalities”.’
The Contagious Diseases Acts of the 1860’s, which were based on that

! Augustine Birrell, “Women under the English Law”, Edinburgh Review, CLXXXIV (1896), 324.

2 “The Property of Married Women”, Westminster Review, LXVI (1856), 186.

31bid., p. 187.

4Cited in M. M. Blake, “The Lady and the Law”, Westminster Review, CXXXV (1892), 364.

5F. B. Smith, “Ethics and Disease in the Later Nineteenth Century: The Contagious Diseases Acts”,
Historical Studies, XIV (1971), 119.
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principle, provide a melancholy example of man’s inhumanity to woman.

T. E. Perry, “Rights and Liabilities of Husband and Wife”, Edinburgh
Review, CV (1857), 181-205.

Sir Thomas Erskine Perry had a distinguished career in the public
service in two hemispheres. In his twenties, he was interested in political
reform, and became honorary secretary of the National Political Union,
a middle-class organization which worked for the passage of the Reform
Bill of 1832. He founded the Parliamentary Candidate Society, whose
object was to secure the election of properly qualified candidates to the
House of Commons. A lawyer and law reporter, he was the co-author of
several volumes of law reports. He was appointed a judge of the Bombay
Supreme Court, and was Chief Justice from 1847 to 1852. Perry bore
his share of the white man’s burden with grace and dignity, and achieved
a reputation for fairness and impartiality that led to the establishment,
by his Indian admirers, of a professorship of law in his name. Elected to
Parliament in 1854, he took a liberal, anti-impenialist position on Indian
affairs, and strongly urged that Indians be admitted to positions in the
civil service. In 1856 he took up the cause of another class suffering
from discrimination —married women—and moved for a bill that would
give them a voice in the disposition of their property. The next year he
sponsored a bill to amend the property law on their behalf. That Perry’s
concern for the plight of women powerless to control their own property
was justified, is indicated by the examples cited in the following selec-
tion.

. . . No father can secure an independent provision for his daughter; no woman,
whatever the amount of her personal estate may be, can rescue it from her future hus-
band, unless an attorney be at hand to frame the requisite provisions which shall evade
the grasp of the Common Law. . . .

. . . To all who marry without any previous settlement, the Common Law, applies
in all its harshness. We are enabled to give a few examples of the operation of the law
amongst the industrious classes. . . .

. .. An industrious woman in Belgravia having been deserted by her husband, set
up in business as a lady’s shoemaker, and met with great success; but after three years’
attention to her trade, the husband, discovering that there was something to be got,
suddenly made his appearance, swept off the furniture and the stock-in-trade, collected
the outstanding debts, and again disappeared with his paramour. Again and again
this operation has been performed. . . .

Here is another case of the same class detailed in a letter by a lady: —

“I was in Paris in 184- on a visit to Dr. and Mrs. B., who took me to a milliner . . .
[who] was a great favourite with English visitors. Her husband was a great profligate,
and lived separate from her. . . . Some English ladies of rank promised Madame M.
good patronage if she settled in London, and in an evil hour for her prospects she
determined to do so. She was very successful, and very careful; but her husband found
out her abode, and, to her horror and surprise, collected all her monies due, seized
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everything she possessed, and, turned adrift in the world, she returned to just and
equitable France. ‘Oh! . . .’ she exclaimed to me before she went, ‘how can you live in
such a country as this?’ ”

If we descend lower in the social scale, we shall find innumerable cases of the tyranny
and injustice which the law now allows a husband to exercise over his wife’s acquisitions.
The husband, in the following instance, ought to have been sent to the treadmill; but,
according to law, he was only doing what he would with his own: —

“A respectable woman . . . having been many years in service, had saved a consi-
derable sum of money, when she was sought in marriage by a man of suitable age and
plausible manners, and their wedding shortly took place. She had given her ‘bank-
book’ to her husband, but on the very day of the wedding he said to her, ‘I have not
such good health as I used to have, and do not feel equal to supporting a wife; there-
fore I think you had better go back to service.” The woman . . . in a state of indigna-
tion, replied, ‘Very well, I will go back to service immediately, but give me back my
bank-book.” ‘Why,’ replied he, ‘as I don’t feel able to work just now, I require the
money, but you can go as soon as you like.” So she turned away too heart-broken to
speak, left the vagabond, who had gone through the marriage ceremony as the only
legal means of obtaining her money, and, returning to service, has never seen him
since. I had all this from her own lips.”

We will mention another case which illustrates the rights of the husband to dispose
of his property by will: —

“A lady whose husband had been unsuccessful in business established herself as a
milliner in Manchester. After some years of toil she realised sufficient for the family
to live upon comfortably; the husband having done nothing meanwhile. They lived
for some time in easy circumstances after she gave up business, and then the husband
died, bequeathing all his wife’s earnings to his own illegitimate children. At the age of
sixty-two she was compelled, in order to gain her bread, to return to business.”

. . . It may be said, and we believe with justice, that the cases we have been citing
are exceptional. In the great majority of cases, good sense, good feeling, deference to
public opinion, undoubtedly operate upon husbands to prevent their exerting the
powers given them by law to selfish purposes. But the question naturally arises, Why
should the law in such exceptional cases give the husband powers so easily to be abused?

From the statements we have made as to the law, we think that few will be disposed
to deny that some change is required. It is not consistent with justice that a man should
acquire a large fortune with his wife, and be allowed by law to bequeath it the day
after his marriage to his illegitimate children. It is not consistent with justice that a
man, whose misconduct has been such as to compel his wife to quit his roof, should be
enabled by law to retain the whole of her property, and appropriate all her subsequent
acquisitions. It is not consistent with justice that when a wife is enabled to earn a
large income, the husband by law should have the power of squandering it without any
means open to the wife of securing the least provision for herself and children.

No one, we think, will deny that cases such as these are scandals to our law, and if
they are rectified and provided for in other codes, why are they not so by the law of
England? . . .
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“Petition for the Married Women'’s Property Act”, reprinted in “The
Property of Married Women”, Westminster Review, LXVII (1856),
184-85.

The following document, a petition presented to Parliament in 1856,
constitutes the first collective protest of women against the injustice of
the English law.

In 1854 Barbara Leigh Smith had written a pamphlet, A Brief Sum-
mary in Plain Language of the Most Important Laws Concerning
Women, which set forth the case for reforming the law, particularly as
it affected women. Through a family friend, the Recorder of Birming-
ham, Matthew Davenport Hill, Miss Leigh Smith’s pamphlet was pre-
sented to the Law Amendment Society, among whose members were
Lord Brougham and George W. Hastings, the founders of the Social
Science Association, with which the Law Amendment Society was later
to merge.

At a public meeting of the Law Amendment Society, a number of
ladies, including Miss Leigh Smith, Bessie Rayner Parkes, Mary Howitt,
Maria Rye, and Anna Jameson, formed a committee for the purpose of
securing signatures to a petition drawn up by Miss Leigh Smith, calling
for an act that would give married women the same rights over their prop-
erty as those enjoyed by single women. The petition was submitted to
Parliament in 1856, but a resolution in its favor, presented by Thomas
Erskine Perry in the House of Commons, was withdrawn for tactical
reasons. Nevertheless, although this attempt to obtain remedial legisla-
tion had been aborted, the petition, in another respect, had borne fruit:
“people interested in the question were brought into communication in
all parts of the kingdom, and . . . the germs of an effective movement
were scattered far and wide”.! Eventually seventy petitions similar to
this one were submitted in support of the Married Women’s Property
Bill, and in all, about 24,000 signatures were collected. That impres-
sive array of strength, however, was not yet enough to persuade the
House of Commons to change the existing property laws.

To the Honourable the House of Peers [and Commons] in Parliament assembled. The
Petition of the undersigned Women of Great Britain, Married and Single, Humbly
Sheweth—That the manifold evils occasioned by the present law, by which the pro-
perty and earnings of the wife are thrown into the absolute power of the husband,
become daily more apparent. That the sufferings thereupon ensuing, extend over all
classes of society. That it might once have been deemed for the middle and upper
ranks, a comparatively theoretical question, but is so no longer, since married women
of education are entering on every side the fields of literature and art, in order to in-
crease the family income by such exertions.

That it is usual when a daughter marries in these ranks, to make, if possible, some
distinct pecuniary provision for her and her children, and to secure the money thus

! Parkes, Essays on Woman's Work, p. 60.
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set aside by a cumbrous machinery of trusteeship, proving that few parents are willing
entirely to entrust the welfare of their offspring to the irresponsible power of the hus-
band, to the chances of his character, his wisdom, and his success in a profession.

That another device for the protection of women who can afford to appeal, exists
in the action of the Courts of Equity, which attempt, within certain limits, to redress
the deficiencies of the law; but that trustees may prove dishonest or unwise in the man-
agement of the funds entrusted to their care, and Courts of Equity may fail in adjust-
ing differences, which concern the most intimate and delicate relation of life. . . .

That if these laws often bear heavily upon women protected by the forethought of
their relatives, the social training of their husbands, and the refined customs of the
rank to which they belong, how much more unequivocal is the injury sustained by
women in the lower classes, for whom no such provision can be made by their parents,
who possess no means of appeal to expensive legal protection, and in regard to whom
the education of the husband and the habits of his associates offer no moral guarantee
for tender consideration of a wife.

That whereas it is customary, in manufacturing districts, to employ women largely
in the processes of trade, and as women are also engaged as semstresses, laundresses,
charwomen, and in other multifarious occupations which cannot here be enumerated,
the question must be recognised by all as of practical importance. . . .

. . . That for the robbery by a man of his wife’s hard earnings there is no redress, —
against the selfishness of a drunken father, who wrings from a mother her children’s
daily bread, there is no appeal. She may work from morning till night, to see the pro-
duce of her labour wrested from her, and wasted in a gin-palace; and such cases are
within the knowledge of every one.

That the law, in depriving the mother of all pecuniary resources, deprives her of the
power of giving schooling to her children, and in other ways providing for their moral
and physical welfare; it obliges her, in short, to leave them to the temptations of the
street, so fruitful in juvenile crime.

That there are certain portions of the law of husband and wife which bear unjustly
on the husband, as for instance, that of making him responsible for his wife’s debts
contracted before marriage, even although he may have no fortune with her. Her
power also, after marriage, of contracting debts in the name of her husband, for which
he is responsible, is too unlimited, and often produces much injustice.

That in rendering the husband responsible for the entire maintenance of his family,
the law expresses the necessity of an age, when the man was the only money-getting
agent; but that since the custom of the country has greatly changed in this respect the
position of the female sex, the law of maintenance no longer meets the whole case.
That since modern civilisation, in indefinitely extending the sphere of occupation for
women, has in some measure broken down their pecuniary dependence upon men, it
is time that legal protection be thrown over the produce of their labour, and that in
entering the state of marriage, they no longer pass from freedom into the condition of
a slave, all whose earnings belong to his master and not himself.

That the laws of various foreign countries are in this respect much more just than
our own, and afford precedent for a more liberal legislation than prevails in England; —
and your Petitioners therefore humbly pray that your Honourable House will take the
foregoing allegations into consideration, and apply such remedy as to its wisdom
shall seem fit—and your Petitioners will ever pray. [Editors’ note: Among the 24 signers
were: Anna Blackwell, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Mrs. Carlyle, Mary Cowden Clarke,
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Mrs. Gaskell, Anna Jameson, Harriet Martineau, Bessie Rayner Parkes and Barbara
Leigh Smath. |

Frances Power Cobbe, “Criminals, Idiots, Women, and Minors”, Fraser’s
Magazine, LXXVIII (1868), 777-94.

Sir Thomas Erskine Perry, whose resolution in favor of a Married
Women’s Property bill had, as we have seen, been withdrawn in 1856,
returned to the fray in 1857 with a bill which he introduced in May of
that year. It survived its second reading, but became a casualty of the
campaign to pass the Marriage and Divorce Act, which by including a
provision protecting the property rights of women whose husbands had
deserted them, diverted votes that would have gone to Perry’s bill. Some-
thing had been gained, however; even though the Marriage and Divorce
Act fell far short of what the Law Amendment Society had hoped for in
regard to property rights, it at least established the principle that some
women had a legal right to dispose of their own property.

Not until the formation in 1867 of the Married Women’s Property
Committee, led by Elizabeth Wolstenholme and Ursula Mellor Bright,
and numbering the formidable France Power Cobbe among its mem-
bers, was the effort to pass a property bill renewed. Miss Wolstenholme
had been associated with Emily Davies in the work of the Schools’ Inquiry
Commission, before which she testified on the subject of female educa-
tion, and was active in behalf of women’s suffrage. Mrs. Bright was the
wife of Jacob Bright, a radical M.P., who had long been involved in the
struggle for women’s rights. Just as the ladies associated with Barbara
Leigh Smith’s petition committee a dozen years earlier had appealed for
the support of the Law Amendment Society, in 1867 the Married Women’s
Property Committee appealed to the Social Science Association, with
which the Law Amendment Society was now merged. In 1868 a com-
mittee of the Social Science Association that had been appointed to con-
sider the question, presented the draft of a bill which was submitted to
Parliament, where it won the support of John Stuart Mill and other
prominent advocates of women’s rights. The proposed bill called for
giving married women rights over their property comparable to those
enjoyed by single women. In 1869, when victory seemed assured, Bessie
Rayner Parkes, now Mrs. Belloc, wrote to Barbara Bodichon: “How
wonderful to know the Married Women’s Property Bill has passed the
Commons! Thus ends, my dear, one chapter of what was once our life
endeavour”.! Mrs. Belloc’s exultation, unfortunately, was premature.
The bill as rewritten by the Lords and passed, because of the lateness of
the session, by a reluctant Commons, was almost a travesty of the original
measure. It was not until 1882 that an Act which met the expectations

Mrs. Belloc Lowndes, “I, too, Have lived in Arcadia” (London: Macmillan & Co. Ltd., 1941), p. 101.
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of the ladies of the Married Women’s Property Committee was finally
passed.

The following selection is an excerpt from a widely reprinted article
that secured the reputation of Frances Power Cobbe as an ardent, out-
spoken, and witty advocate of women’s rights. Writing as the campaign
to pass the Social Science Association-sponsored property bill was getting
under way, Miss Cobbe suggested that the union of two human beings in
marriage was — at least in England —most analogous to the relationship
between two tarantulas in a bell jar: “When one of these delightful
creatures is placed under a glass with a companion of his own species, a
little smaller than himself, he forthwith gobbles him up” (p. 789).

. . . Had [a] visitor heard for the first time upon his arrival on earth of another inci-
dent of human existence —namely, Marriage, it may be surmised that his astonish-
ment and awe would also have been considerable. To his eager inquiry whether men
and women earnestly strove to prepare themselves for so momentous an occurrence, he
would have received the puzzling reply that women frequently devoted themselves with

. . singleness of aim to that special purpose; but that men, on the contrary, very
rarely included any preparation for the married state. . . . But this anomaly would be
trifling compared to others which would be revealed to him. ‘‘Ah,”” we can hear him
say to his guide as they pass into a village church. “What a pretty sight is this! What is
happening to that sweet young woman in white who is giving her hand to the good-
looking fellow beside her, all the company decked in holiday attire, and the joy-bells
shaking the old tower overhead? She is receiving some great honour, is she not? The
Prize of Virtue, perhaps?”

““Oh, yes,”’” would reply the friend; ‘‘an honour certainly. She is being Married.”
After a little further explanation the visitor would pursue his inquiry:

“Of course, having entered this honourable state of matrimony, she has some privi-
leges above the women who are not chosen by anybody? I notice her husband has just
said, ‘With all my worldly goods I thee endow.” Does that mean that she will henceforth
have the control of his money altogether, or only that he takes her into partnership?”

“Pas precisement, my dear sir. By our law it is her goods and earnings, present and
future, which belong to him from this moment.”

“You don’t say so? But then, of course, his goods are hers also?”

“Oh dear, no! not at all. He is only bound to find her food; and truth to tell, not
very strictly or efficaciously bound to do that.”

“How! do I understand you? Is it possible that here in the most solemn religious act,
which I perceive your prayer book calls “The Solemnisation of Holy Matrimony,’ every
husband makes a generous promise, which promise is not only a mockery, but the
actual reverse and parody of the real state of the case: the man who promises giving
nothing, and the woman who is silent giving all?”

“Well, yes; I suppose that is something like it, as to the letter of the law. But then,
of course, practically—"

“Practically, I suppose few men can really be so unmanly and selfish as the law war-
rants them in being. Yet some, I fear, may avail themselves of such authority. May I
ask another question? As you subject women who enter the marriage state to such very
severe penalties as this, what worse have you in store for women who lead a dissolute
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life, to the moral injury of the community?”

“Oh, the law takes nothing from them. Whatever they earn or inherit is their own.
They are able, also, to sue the fathers of their children for their maintenance, which a
wife, of course, is not allowed to do on behalf of ker little ones, because she and her
husband are one in the eye of the law.”

“One question still further —your criminals? Do they always forfeit their entire pro-
perty on conviction?”

“Only for the most heinous crimes; felony and murder, for example.”

“Pardon me; I must seem to you so stupidl Why is the property of the woman who
commits Murder, and the property of the woman who commits Matrimony, dealt with
alike by your law?”

Leaving our little allegory and in sober seriousness, we must all admit that the just
and expedient treatment of women by men is one of the most obscure problems, alike
of equity and of policy. Nor of women only, but of all classes and races of human
beings whose condition is temporarily or permanently one of comparative weakness
and dependence. In past ages, the case was simple enough. No question of right or
duty disturbed the conscience of Oriental or Spartan, of Roman or Norman, in deal-
ing with his wife, his Helot, his slave, or his serf. “‘Le droit du plus fort,”’ was unassailed
in theory and undisturbed in practice. But we, in our day, are perplexed and well
nigh overwhelmed with the difficulties presented to us. What ought the Americans to
do with their Negroes? What ought we to do with our Hindoos? What ought all civilized
people to do with their women? . . .

At the head of this paper I have placed the four categories under which persons are
now excluded from many civil, and all political rights in England. They were compla-
cently quoted this year by the Times as every way fit and proper exceptions; but yet it
has appeared to not a few, that the placed assigned to Women among them is hardly
any longer suitable. To a woman herself who is aware that she has never committed a
Crime; who fondly believes that she is not an Idiot; and who is alas! only too sure she is
no longer a Minor, there naturally appears some incongruity in placing her, for such
important purposes, in an association wherein otherwise she would scarcely be likely to
find herself. But in all seriousness, the question presses, Ought Englishwomen of full
age, at the present state of affairs, to be considered as having legally attained majority?
or ought they permanently to be considered, for all civil and political purposes, as
minors? . . .

. . . Of course it is not pleasant to women to be told they are “physically, morally,
and intellectually inferior” to their companions. . . . For a proud and gifted woman
to be told that she is in every possible respect inferior to the footman who stands behind
her chair, can hardly be thought pleasing intelligence. Nevertheless, women are foolish
to be angry with the man who in plain words tells them straightforwardly that in his
opinion such is the case. After all he pays them a better compliment than the fop who
professes to adore them as so many wingless angels, and privately values them as so
many dolls. In any case all such discussion is beside our present aim. [Editors’ note:
Miss Cobbe then proceeds to discuss the legal disabilities of a married woman deriving
Jrom the fact that her “‘personal property at the time of her marriage, or whatever she
may afterwards earn or inherit, belongs to her husband”. After summarizing the stock
arguments based on grounds of Justice, Expediency, and Sentiment, Miss Cobbe
thoroughly refutes the allegations.)

.. . What in the first place, [is] the Justice of giving all a women’s property to her
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husband? The argument is, that the wife gets an ample quid pro quo. Does she get it
under the existing law? That is the simple question.

In the first place, many husbands are unable, from fault or from misfortune, to
maintain their wives. . . .

. . . When all that a woman possesses in the present and future is handed over unre-
servedly by the law to her husband, is there the smallest attempt at obtaining security
that he on his part can fulfil that obligation which is always paraded as the equivalent,
namely, the obligation to support her for the rest of her life? Nay, he is not so much as
asked to promise he will reserve any portion of her money for such purpose, or reminded
of his supposed obligation. If he spend [£]10,000 of her fortune in a week in paying his
own debts, and incapacitate himself for ever from supporting her and her children,
the law has not one word to say against him.

But waiving the point of the inability of many husbands to fulfil their side of the
understood engagement, one thing, at all events, it must behoove the law to do. Having
enforced her part on the woman, it is bound to enforce his part on the man, fo the
utmost of his ability. The legal act by which a man puts his hand in his wife’s pocket,
or draws her money out of the savings’ bank, is perfectly clear, easy, inexpensive. The
corresponding process by which the wife can obtain food and clothing from her hus-
band when he neglects to provide it—what may it be? Where is it described? How is it
rendered safe and easy to every poor woman who may chance to need its protection?
When we are assured that men are always so careful of the interests of the women for
whom they legislate, that it is quite needless for women to seek political freedom to
protect themselves, we might be inclined to take it for granted that here, if anywhere,
here where the very life and subsistence of women are concerned, the legislation of
their good friends and protectors in their behalf would have been as stringent and as
clear as words could make it. We should expect to find the very easiest and simplest
mode of redress laid open to every hapless creature thus reduced to want by him to
whom the law itself has given all she has ever earned or inherited. Nay, seeing the hesi-
tation wherewith any wife would prosecute the husband with whom she still tries to
live, and the exceeding cowardice and baseness of the act of maltreating so helpless a
dependent, it might not have been too much had the law exercised as much severity in
such a case as if the offender had voluntarily starved his ass or his sheep, and the Society
for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals were his prosecutors,

But this is the imaginary, what is the actual fact? Simply that the woman’s remedy
for her husband’s neglect to provide her with food, has been practically found unattain-
able. The law which has robbed her so straightforwardly, has somehow forgotten alto-
gether to secure for her the supposed compensation. Since 1857, if the husband alto-
gether forsake his home for years together, the wife may obtain from the magistrate a
protection order, and prevent him from seizing her property. But, if he come back
just often enough to keep within the technical period fixed as desertion, and take from
her everything she may have earned, or which charitable people may have given her,
then there is absolutely no resource for her at all. . . . When the poor wretch, . . .
perhaps on the point of bearing a child to the wretch who is starving her, goes to the
magistrate to implore protection, —-what answer does she receive? She is told that he
cannot hear her complaint; that she cannot sue her husband, as he and she are one in
the eye of the law. [Editors’ note: Included in a footnote at this point is the following
dllustration which demonstrates quite clearly that a wife’s claim to support was not
enforceable.] A horrible instance in point occurred near Gainsborough, in Lincoln-
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shire. The evidence given on the inquest was published in the Lincolnshire Chronicle,
July 5, 1863.

The parish surgeon wrote thus to the clergyman of the parish, who was also a magis-
trate: —

“Dear Sir, —I have to-day seen Mrs. Seymour. I found her in a wretchedly weak state.
She is nursing a baby, which office she is not able to perform effectually from her
exhausted condition. Her husband, she says, does not allow her the necessaries of
life, which he, in his position, could find if he liked. Without some means be taken to
provide her with good diet, &c., or to make her husband do so, she must die of starva-
tion at no very distant period. If you could, in your official capacity, help the poor
creature, you would confer a great blessing on the poor woman, and oblige yours
faithfully,

J. C. SMALLMAN."”’

The clergyman found, however, that he had no power as a magistrate to take cogni-
sance of the case, unless the [Poor Law] guardians would give the wife relief, and prose-
cute the husband; and this they declined to do. In vain did the poor half-starved
wretch appear before them, and pray to be admitted into the workhouse. She was
refused admission on the ground that her husband earned good wages; and so she went
home, and after lingering awhile, probably fed now and then by her neighbours, she
died. The husband escaped without any punishment whatever. The jury who tried
him [men, of coursel] gave him the benefit of a doubt as to the cause of his wife’s death,
and acquitted him. . . .

So much for the Justice of the Common Law. What now shall we say to its Expe-
diency? The matter seems to lie thus. Men are generally more wise in worldly matters;
more generally able and intelligent, and their wives habitually look up to them with
even ridiculously exaggerated confidence and admiration. Such being the case, it
would naturally happen, were there no law in the case, that the husband should man-
age all the larger business of the family. The law then when the husband is really wise
and good is a dead letter. But for the opposite cases, exceptions though they be, yet
alas! too numerous, where the husband is a fool, a gambler, a drunkard, and where
the wife is sensible, frugal, devoted to the interests of the children, —is it indeed expe-
dient that the whole and sole power should be lodged in the husband’s hands; the
power not only over all they already have in common, but the power over all she can
ever earn in future? Such a law must paralyse the energy of any woman less than a
heroine of maternal love. How many poor wives has it driven to despair, as one time
after another they have been legally robbed of their hard won earnings, who can cal-
culate? One such hapless one, we are told, when her lawful tyrant came home as usual,
drunk with the spoils of her starving children, took up some wretched relic of their
ruined household and smote him to death. She was a murderess. In former times she
would have been burnt alive for “petty treason” for killing her lord and master. But
what was the law which gave to that reckless savage a power the same as that of a slave-
holder of the South over his slave? . . .

... Itis the alleged helplessness of married women which, it is said, makes it indis-
pensable to give all the support of the law, not to them, but to the stronger persons
with whom they are unequally yoked. “Woman is physically, mentally, and morally
inferior to man.” Therefore it follows —what? —that the law should give to her bodily
weakness, her intellectual dulness, her tottering morality, all the support and protec-
tion which it is possible to interpose between so poor a creature and the strong being
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always standing over her? By no means. Quite the contrary of course. The husband
being already physically, mentally, and morally his wife’s superior must in justice
receive from the law additional strength by being constituted absolute master of her
property. . . .

Such is the argument from the feebleness of women to the expediency of weakening
any little independent spirit they might possibly found on the possession of a trifle of
money. “To him that hath shall be given, and he shall have more abundantly; but
from her that hath not, shall be taken away even that which it seemeth she has a right
to have.” The text is a hard one, in an ethical point of view.

But the great and overwhelming argument against the Expediency of the Common
Law in this matter is the simple fact that no parent or guardian possessed of means suffi-
cient to evade it by a marriage settlement ever dreams of permitting his daughter or
ward to undergo its (supposed) beneficial action. . . . How then can it be argued that
the same rule is generally considered expedient yet invariably evaded by all who have
means to evadeit? . . . .

. . . The only persons for whom the existing law is expedient are fortune-hunters,
who, if they can befool young women of property so far as to induce them to elope, are
enabled thereby to grasp all their inheritance. Were there no such law as the cession
of the wife’s property on marriage, there would be considerably fewer of those disgust-
ing and miserable alliances where the man marries solely to become possessed of his
wife’s money.

But, as we have said already, there is an argument which has more force in deter-
mining legislation about marriage than either considerations of Justice or of Expe-
diency. Itis the sentiment entertained by the majority of men on the subject; the ideal
they have formed of wedlock, the poetical vision in their minds of a wife’s true relation
to her husband. . . . Let us try to fathom this sentiment, for till we understand it we
are but fighting our battles in the dark. It is not this— that a woman’s whole life and
being, her soul, body, time, property, thought, and care, ought to be given to her
husband; that nothing short of such absorption in him and his interests makes her a
true wife; and that when she is thus absorbed even a very mediocre character and infer-
ior intellect can make a man happy in a sense no splendour of endowments can other-
wise do? Truly I believe this is the feeling at the bottom of nearly all men’s hearts, and
of the hearts of thousands of women also. There is no use urging that it is a gigantic
piece of egotism in a man to desire such a marriage. Perhaps it is natural for him to do
so, and perhaps it is natural for a great number of women to give just such absorbed
adoring affection. . . .

So far all is plain and natural, but the question is this: Supposing such marriages to
be the most desirable, do men set the right way about securing them, by making such
laws as the Common Law of England? Is perfect love to be called out by perfect depen-
dence? Does an empty purse necessarily imply a full heart? Is a generous-natured
woman likely to be won or rather to be alienated and galled by being made to feel she
has no choice but submission? Surely there is great fallacy in this direction. The idea
which we are all agreed ought to be realised in marriage is that of the highest possible
Union. But what s that most perfect Union? Have we not taken it in a most gross
commercial sense, as if even here we were a nation of shopkeepers? . . .

To sum up our argument. The existing Common Law is not Just, because it neither
can secure nor actually even attempts to secure for the woman the equivalent support
for whose sake she is forced to relinquish her property.

F&E—G
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It is not Expedient, because while in happy marriages it is superfluous and useless,
in unhappy ones it becomes highly injurious; often causing the final ruin of a family
which the mother (if upheld by law) might have supported single-handed. It is also
shown not to be considered expedient by the conduct of the entire upper class of the
country, and even of the legislature itself in the system of the Court of Chancery. Where
no one who can afford to evade the law fails to evade it, the pretence that it is believed
to be generally expedient is absurd. . . .

Lastly, it does not tend to fulfil, but to counteract, the Sentiment regarding the
marriage union, to which it aims to add the pressure of force. Real unanimity is not
produced between two parties by forbidding one of them to have any voice at all. The
hard mechanical contrivance of the law for making husband and wife of one heart and
mind is calculated to produce a precisely opposite result.

The proposal, then, to abolish this law seems to have in its favour Justice, Expe-
diency, and even the Sentiment which has hitherto blindly supported the law. . . .

Pearce Stevenson [Caroline Norton], 4 Plain Letter to the Lord Chan-
cellor on the Infant Custody Bill (London: James Ridgway, 1839),
pp- 11, 42-44, 46-47, 108-12, 115.

In 1836 George Norton, a London lawyer and former Tory M.P.,
brought suit against Lord Melbourne, the Whig prime minister, whom
he accused of having seduced his wife, Caroline. Mrs. Norton, a grand-
daughter of Richard Brinsley Sheridan, was a noted beauty who moved
in the highest circles of English society, as befitted a lady whose child-
hood had been spent at Hampton Court. It is possible that her husband,
even though he encouraged her social activities for reasons of his own,
resented her achievements as poet, author, musician, and successful
hostess, and that his accusations were politically motivated as well. His
charges were practically laughed out of court, Melbourne was acquitted,
and Mrs. Norton was vindicated, but —human nature being what it is —
left with a tarnished reputation. The Nortons’ stormy marriage con-
tinued to deteriorate, and they soon separated, waging a bitter struggle
for the custody of their children over a period of several years. Aided by
influential friends, Mrs. Norton devoted herself to winning support for
a measure, the Infant Custody Bill, which would at least enable mothers
to petition the Court of Chancery to grant them the right to visit older
children and, in some cases, give them temporary custody of their children
under seven years of age. The Infant Custody Bill became law in 1839,
partly because of the effect of a pamphlet, the famous Plain Letter to
the Lord Chancellor, which had first appeared in 1838, and which was
an eloquent plea on behalf of the Bill. The name of the author, Pearce
Stevenson, was a pseudonym which Mrs. Norton adopted for the occasion.
The vehemence, indignation, and sense of outrage evident in the selec-
tion that follows, reflect the trials to which she had been, and continued
to be, subjected by her vindictive husband, who employed all available
legal devices to frustrate her attempts to secure the custody of her children.
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. . . A woman may bear cheerfully the poverty which anomalies in the laws of prop-
erty may entail upon her; and she may struggle patiently through an unjust ordeal of
shame [in a divorce suit]; but against the inflicted and unmerited loss of her children
she cannot bear up; . . . she will still hold that injustice to stand foremost, distinct,
and paramount above them all. . . . Itis in the single point of her children that she is
entirely without remedy; it is in the single point of her children that her innocence or
her ill-usage avail nothing: how then can thés be rated with instances in which it is
expressly understood that she will be protected if she can prove herself blameless and
ill-used? . . .

[In the discussion on the Infant Custody Bill,] . . . the idea that a sinful mother
should be allowed to look upon, speak to, or caress the children of an injured husband,
was monstrous, was incredible, and called forth eloquent and proud rebukes . . . :
but the idea that a sinful father should in any way be interfered with, or prevented
from disposing of his children as best suited his vengeance or his caprice, was quite
incomprehensible to the defenders of his ‘‘right.”” Truly this is straining at a gnat and
swallowing a camel; to be so outrageously shocked at the sinful female parent seeing
her child at chance intervals, and to be perfectly contented that the sinful male parent
should live with it, have authority over it, and never part from its society! . . . Vice, in
the shape of the miserable and degraded mother, is viewed with stern and merciless
abhorrence; but vice, in the shape of the husband’s mistress, is contemplated with
indulgence. . . .

.. . Consider . . . the established certainty, that bad fathers have wrested their
children from blameless wives, to force a disposition of property in their own favour,
or to gratify a brutal spirit of vengeance; that to a blameless mother, her diseased and
dying child has been refused; that from a blameless mother’s care her innocent off-
spring has been transferred to the home of a wanton. . . .

. . . But the question is, on what principle the legislature should give a man this
power to torment; this power to say to his wife “You shall bear blows, you shall bear
inconstancy, you shall give up property, you shall endure insult, and yet you shall
continue to live under my roof, or else I will take your children, and you shall never
see them more”? Or, on what principle, if his victim leaves him, he is to say with hard
and insolent triumph, “She shall return to her home, or weep her heart out; I make no
promise —I admit no man’s right to interfere—1I care not what truth there may be in
her complaints of my conduct; all I say is, that either she shall return, or she shall
never again see or hear of her children.” . . .

. . . Who could believe that honest and honourable men would gravely argue that
it is a fit state of the law, and one which had better not be altered, which permits a
cruel or adulterous husband to take his children from the mother who bore and reared
them, and give them to any stranger he pleases, himself the only judge under what
circumstances this cruelty shall be inflicted! —his own bad and revengeful passions the
only guide to a selection of the guardianship which is to influence the destiny of his
child! Who could believe that, after it was shown what this admission of nominal cus-
tody had led to, it would be gravely argued that it would be a pity to disturb the general
rule which gave all fathers power to do the like? Who could believe that, because it is
the duty of a wife to show rational and proper submission to her husband, it would
therefore be gravely argued that she has no more claim to the children she may have
by him, than the female of some dumb animal to the calves, foals, or puppies bred for
their owner? Who could believe that the same law, which refuses to assist the father to
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regain possession of his son at the age of fourteen, will authorize the seizure from the
mother (by any stratagem or violence) of an infant under that age, for the purpose of
being delivered to one who perhaps entertains aversion both to mother and child; it
may be to one whose interest it is that the child should not exist? Who could believe
that, because there are loose, profligate wives in this world, as well as loose, profligate
husbands, it would be gravely argued that no woman, however clear the case of ill-
usage, however monstrous the circumstances of wrong, should have any chance of redress,
by being made an exception from this bitter law of her country? . . .

. .. If [a woman’s] marriage is indissoluble because she has not misconducted her-
self, and yet the offspring of the marriage is held to belong to the party who has miscon-
ducted himself, would it not require the religious resignation of a martyr to prevent a
woman from reasoning thus within herself: “My marriage is made a mockery of that
holy tie, through no fault of mine; my children are taken from me, though I have never
done anything to deserve it; I am condemned by the law to punishment without com-
mitting any crime and I am viewed by society with harshness and distrust on account
of a position I cannot help. . . .”

. .. If the general understanding throughout Great Britain is to be, that men may
execute in the privacy of their own houses such tyranny as they would not dare to inflict
on the meanest of their fellow-subjects anywhere else; if it be declared that children,
sent by heaven as a blessing and bond of peace, are to be considered chiefly as a means
and instrument in the hand of the father to compel his wife to endure all things meekly;
if it be declared that the fair face of some smiling wanton shall not only seduce a hus-
band from his wife, but shall replace to her child the image of his exiled mother, whose
petition for redress is unheard:—If this is to be the declaration of this law—why, we
can only wonder that such should be the decision of a Christian legislature in the nine-
teenth century. . . .

The Hon. Mrs. [Caroline] Norton, A4 Letter to the Queen on Lord
Chancellor Cranworth’s Marriage and Divorce Bill, 3rd. ed. (London:
Longman, Brown, Green & Longmans, 1855), pp. 8-13, 16, 28-29, 31,
76-79, 84-86, 96, 126-28, 145-46, 154-55.

Although, as we have seen, the jury established Mrs. Norton’s inno-
cence in the suit brought against Lord Melbourne, Mr. Norton—acting
completely within the law—exacted a brutal revenge. The ordeal to
which he subsequently subjected her eloquently testifies to the “non-
existence” of married women. Having “learned the English law piece-
meal by suffering under it” (p. 145), Mrs. Norton was only too aware
that she could not ask for her rights because, as she put it, “I have no
rights. I have only wrongs.”’!

The chief of those wrongs was that she could not free herself from her
husband’s absolute control of her property. Mrs. Norton was neither a
feminist nor a reformer; what she wanted was simply protection from
her husband’s arbitrary power. She did not like “strong-minded women”
(a label that might aptly describe her), and she rejected the notion that

! Cited in Jane Grey Perkins, The Life of the Honourable Mrs. Norton (New York: Henry Holt & Company,
1909), p. 232.
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the sexes were equal. Conventional as she was in this respect, her per-
sonal problems forced her to take a radical position on the subject of
divorce, making her a reformer despite her reluctance to assume that
role. The following selection is taken from a pamphlet, 4 Letter to the
Queen, which Mrs. Norton wrote when Parliament was considering the
subject of divorce. Her account of what happened to her property clearly
shows the injustice which had to be endured by a woman who was separ-
ated from her husband, but who, in the years before 1857, could not
obtain a divorce.

. . . A married woman in England has no legal existence: her being is absorbed in
that of her husband. Years of separation or desertion cannot alter this position. Unless
divorced by special enactment in the House of Lords, the legal fiction holds her to be
“one” with her husband, even though she may never see or hear of him.

She has no possessions, unless by special settlement; her property is his property.
Lord Ellenborough mentions a case in which a sailor bequeathed “all he was worth”
to a woman he cohabited with; and afterwards married, in the West Indies, a woman
of considerable fortune. At this man’s death it was held, —notwithstanding the hard-
ship of the case, —that the will swept away from his widow, in favour of his mistress,
every shilling of the property. It is now provided that a will shall be revoked by mar-
riage: but the claim of the husband to all that is his wife’s exists in full force. An Eng-
lish wife has no legal right even to her clothes or ornaments; her husband may take
them and sell them if he pleases, even though they be the gifts of relatives or friends,
or bought before marriage.

An English wife cannot make a will. She may have children or kindred whom she
may earnestly desire to benefit; —she may be separated from her husband, who may be
living with a mistress; no matter: the law gives what she has to him, and no will she
could make would be valid.

An English wife cannot legally claim her own earnings. Whether wages for manual
labour, or payment for intellectual exertion, whether she weed potatoes, or keep a
school, her salary is the husband’s. . . .

An English wife may not leave her husband’s house. Not only can he sue her for
“‘restitution of conjugal rights,’’ but he has a right to enter the house of any friend or
relation with whom she may take refuge, and who may “harbour her,” —as it is termed, —
and carry her away by force, with or without the aid of the police.

If the wife sue for separation for cruelty, it must be “cruelty that endangers life or
limb,”’ and if she has once forgiven, or, in legal phrase, ‘‘condoned’’ his offences, she
cannot plead them; though her past forgiveness only proves that she endured as long as
endurance was possible.

If her husband take proceedings for a divorce, she is not, in the first instance, allowed
to defend herself. She has no means of proving the falsehood of his allegations. She
is not represented by attorney, nor permitted to be considered a party to the suit between
him and her supposed lover, for “damages”. . . .

If an English wife be guilty of infidelity, her husband can divorce Aer so as to marry
again; but she cannot divorce the husband a wvinculo [a complete divorce, as distin-
guished from a separation], however profligate he may be. No law court can divorce
in England. A special Act of Parliament annulling the marriage, is passed for each
case. The House of Lords grants this almost as a matter of course to the husband, but



184 Free and Ennobled

not to the wife. In only four instances (two of which were cases of incest), has the wife
obtained a divorce to marry again.

She cannot prosecute for a libel. Her husband must prosecute; and in cases of enmity
and separation, of course she is without a remedy.

She cannot sign a lease, or transact responsible business.

She cannot claim suppert, as a matter of personal right, from her husband. . . .

She cannot bind her husband by any agreement, except through a third party. A
contract formally drawn out by a lawyer, —witnessed, and signed by her husband, —is
void 7n law; and he can evade payment of an income so assured, by the legal quibble
that “a man cannot contract with his own wife”.

Separation from her husband by consent, or for his ill usage, does not alter their
mutual relation. He retains the right to divorce her after separation,—as before, —
though he himself be unfaithful.

Her being, on the other hand, of spotless character, and without reproach, gives her
no advantage in law. She may have withdrawn from his roof knowing that he lives
with “his faithful housekeeper”: having suffered personal violence at his hands; having
“condoned” much, and being able to prove it by unimpeachable testimony: or he may
have shut the doors of her house against her: all this is quite immaterial: the law takes
no cognisance of which is to blame. As her husband, he has a right to all that is hers:
as his wife, she has no right to anything that is his. As her husband, he may divorce
her (if truth or false swearing can do it): as his wife, the utmost “divorce” she could
obtain, is permission to reside alone, —married to his name. The marriage cermony is
a civil bond for him, —and an indissoluble sacrament for her; and the rights of mutual
property which that ceremony is ignorantly supposed to confer, are made absolute for
him, and null for her. . . .

In Scotland, the wife accused of infidelity defends herself as a matter of course, and
as a first process. . . .

In Scotland, the property of the wife is protected; rules are made for her “aliment”
or support; and her clothes and “paraphernalia” cannot be seized by her husband.

In Scotland, above all, the law has power to divorce a vinculo, so as to enable either
party to marry again; and the right of the wife to apply for such divorce is equal with
the right of the husband; that license for inconstancy, take out under the English law
by the English husband, —as one of the masculine gender, —being utterly unknown to
the Scottish courts.

This condition of the English law; its anomalies, its injustice, its actions for damages

. and its perpetual contradictions, have long marked it out for reform. . . .

.. . Why is England the only country obliged to confess she cannot contrive to
administer justice to women? Why is it more difficult than in France? Why more diffi-
cult than in Scotland? Simply because our legists and legislators insist on binding tares
with wheat, and combining all sorts of contradictions which they never will be able
satisfactorily to combine. They never will satisfy, with measures that give one law for
one sex and the rich, and another law for the other sex and the poor. Nor will they
ever succeed in acting on the legal fiction that married women are “non-existent,” and
man and wife are still ‘‘one,’’ in cases of alienation, separation, and enmity; when they
are about as much “one” as those ingenious twisted groups of animal death we some-
times see in sculpture; one creature wild to resist, and the other fierce to destroy.

Nor does all this confusion arise, because the law is professedly too weak for the neces-
sary control which would prevent it. The law is strong enough when it interferes with
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labour, —with property, —with the guardianship of children, —with the rights of speculative
industry. We find no difficulty in controlling the merchant in his factories, the master
with his apprentices, nor in the protection of persons in all other dependent positions.
We find no difficulty in punishing the abuse of power, or discovered crime. It suffices
that it be proved that wrong was committed, and punishment follows as a matter of
course. . . .

. . . Is [the law] able to protect the poorest, the meanest, the most apparently help-
less persons in the realm, and not able to protect women? Are the only laws in England
“so surrounded with difficulty” that they cannot possibly be re-modelled to any pat-
tern of equal justice, the laws between man and wife?

I think not. I think if men would approach them with the same impartial wish to
make rules of protection, that is brought to bear on other subjects, they would find the
same facility in applying those rules. . . .

Why should there be no tribunal of control over these “vacillating” husbands who
refuse to abide by written pledges, and make promises “for the opportunity of break-
ing them’’? Why is the absurd fiction of ‘‘non-existence,’’ to be kept up in law, when in
fact, two alienated parties exist, with adverse interests, struggling and antagonistic? . . .

. . . I wrote two pamphlets: one, ““On the Separation of Mother and Child;”’ the
other, “A Plain Letter to the Chancellor, by Pierce [sic] Stevenson, Esq.” The [British
and Foreign Quarterly] Review . . . attributed to me a paper I did not write, and
never saw; ‘‘On the Grievances of Woman”; and boldly setting my name, in the index,
as the author,—proceeded, in language strange, rabid and virulent, to abuse the writer;
calling her a “SHE-DEVIL"’ and a ‘“‘SHE-BEAST.”’ No less than one hundred and forty-
two pages were devoted to the nominal task of opposing the Infant Custody Bill, and in
reality to abusing me. Not being the author of the paper criticised, I requested my
solicitor to prosecute the Review as a libel. He informed me that being a married
woman, I could not prosecute of myself; that my husband must prosecute: my hus-
band —who had assailed me with every libel in his power! There could be no prosecu-
tion: and I was left to study the grotesque anomaly in law of having my defence made
necessary, —and made impossible, —by the same person. . . .

In 1851, my mother died. She left me (through my brother, to guard it from my
husband) a small annuity, as an addition to my income. Mr. Norton first endeavored
to claim her legacy, and then balanced the first payment under her will, by arbitrarily
stopping my allowance. I insisted that the allowance was secured, by his own signature,
and these other signatures, to a formal deed. He defied me to prove it—“as, by law,
man and wife were one, and could not contract with each other; and the deed was
therefore good for nothing.”’

. . . I do not receive, and have not received for the last three years, a single farthing
from [my husband]. He retains, and always has retained, property that was left in my
home — gifts made to me by my own family on my marriage, and to my mother . . . —
articles bought from my literary earnings,—books which belonged to Lord Melbourne. . . .

[Mr. Norton] receives from my trustees the interest of the portion bequeathed me by
my father, who died in the public service. . . .

I have also (as Mr. Norton impressed on me, by subpoenaing my publishers) the
power of eamning, by literature, —which fund . . . is no more legally mine than my
family property.

. . . I cannot divorce my husband, either for adultery, desertion, or cruelty; I must
remain married to ks name; he has, in right of that fact (of my link to his name), a
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right to everything I have in the world —and I have no more claim upon h¢m, than any
one of your Majesty’s ladies in waiting who are utter strangers to him! . . .

I am, as regards my husband, in a worse position than if I had been divorced. . . . I
am not divorced, and I cannot divorce my husband; yet I can establish no legal claim
upon him, nor upon any living human being! . . .

. .. If Mr. Norton, a magistrate and member of the aristocracy, had cheated at a
game of cards in one of the clubs of London, all England would have been in a fer-
ment. Nay, even if he had refused to pay a “debt of honour” —to a man—it would
have been reckoned a most startling and outrageous step! But, because the matter is
only between him and his wife, —because it is “only a woman,”—the whole complexion
of the case is altered. Only a woman! whom he can libel with impunity, to find a loop-
hole for escape or excuse.

I declare, upon the holy sacraments of God, that I was not Lord Melbourne’s mis-
tress; and, what is more, I do not believe (and nothing shall ever make me beheve), that
Mr. Norton ever thought that I was. In that miserable fact is the root of all my bitter-
ness, and of all his inconsistency! He never had a real conviction (not even an unjust
one), to make him consistent. He wavered, because he was doing, not what he thought
necessary and just, but what he imagined would ‘‘answer:’’ and sometimes one thing
appeared likely to answer and sometimes another. He thought the course he took
respecting me and my children, in 1836, would answer; and so far it did answer, that
he is two thousand a-year the richer. He thought his defence to the tradesman’s action,
in 1853, would answer; and so far it did answer, that he is five hundred a-year the
richer. But he never belzeved the accusations on which he has twice founded his gain-
ful measures of expediency. He acknowledged he did not believe them, to others who
have published his acknowledgement.

It ought not to be possible that any man, by mock invocations to justice, should serve
a mere purpose of interest or vengeance; it ought not to be possible that any man should
make “‘the law” his minister, in seeking not that which is just, but that which may
“answer”. . . .

I have, as I said before, learned the English law piecemeal, by suffering under it.
My husband is a lawyer; and he has taught it me, by exercising over my tormented and
restless life, every quirk and quibble of its tyranny; of its acknowledged tyranny; — acknow-
ledged, again I say, not by wailing, angry, despairing women, but by Chancellors,
ex-Chancellors, legal reformers, and members of both Houses of Parliament. And yet
nothing is done! indeed, when the Solicitor-General, May 10th, in this session, informed
the House that the delayed Marriage Bill would be brought forward “as soon as the
House had expressed an opinion on the Testamentary Jurisdiction Bill,”’ there was a
good-humoured laugh at the very vague prospect held out, —but nobody murmured;
for nobody greatly cared when it should come on; or whether it ever came on at all.

Nevertheless, so long as human nature is what it is, some marriages must be unhappy
marriages, instead of following that theory of intimate and sacred union which they
ought to fulfil: and the question is, therefore, what is to be the relation of persons
living in a state of alienation, instead of a state of union, —all the existing rules for their
social position being based on the first alternative, —namely, that they are in a state of
union, —and on the supposition that marriage is indissoluble, though Parhament has
now decided that it is a civil contract? Divorced or undivorced, it is absolutely neces-
sary that the law should step in, to arrange that which is disarranged by this most
unnatural condition. It becomes perfectly absurd that the law which appoints the hus-
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band legal protector of the woman, should not (failing him who has ceased to be a pro-
tector, and has become a very powerful foe) itself undertake her protection. She stands
towards the law, by an illustration which I have repeatedly made use of, —in the light of
an ill-used inferior; and she is the only inferior in England who cannot claim to be so
protected.

. . . Let the recollection of what I write, remain with those who read; and above all,
let the recollection remain with your Majesty, to whom it is addressed; the one woman
in England who cannot suffer wrong; and whose royal assent will be formally necessary
to any Marriage Reform Bill which the Lord Chancellor, assembled Peers, and assem-
bled Commons, may think fit to pass, in the Parliament of this free nation; where,
with a Queen on the throne, all other married women are legally “NON-EXISTENT.”

J. W. Kaye, “The Non-Existence of Women”, North British Review,
XXIII (1855), 536-62.

The publication of Caroline Norton’s Letter to the Queen, and, con-
currently, Parliament’s discussion of the need for reform of the marriage
and divorce laws gave rise to a number of articles in contemporary jour-
nals on this topic. The author of one such article, published in the North
British Review, was J. W. Kaye, a sometime lawyer, professional writer,
and military historian, who had spent a good part of his life in India.
Having sympathetically read Mrs. Norton’s pamphlet, he subsequently
wrote several articles demonstrating the legal injustices from which
women suffered. Kaye’s analysis of the insurmountable problems involved
in obtaining a divorce in the years before Parliament passed the Marriage
and Divorce Act of 1857, is instructive, but even more significant, is his
awareness of the social consequences of the “non-existence” of women.

- . . In England, the first step towards a divorce, is an action for damages, on the
part of the husband, against the supposed paramour of the wife. As in these proceed-
ings, the wife is ‘‘non-existent,”’ and cannot appear by counsel to defend herself, the
chances are that the whole case is prejudged against her, before she has the power of
saying a word in her own defence. It is true that her paramour may defend her; but it
is not his interest to do so, except by shewing that the husband has offended against his
wife, and does not enter Court “with clean hands”. But so long as a money-value is set
upon the love and fidelity of the woman, it is rather the policy of the defendant’s coun-
sel to make it appear that she was a bad than that she was a good wife. The tariff of
damages is of course regulated in accordance with the supposed value of the chattel of
which the husband is deprived, and it is the professional duty of the defendant’s coun-
sel to make this chattel appear as valueless as he can. Now this, which is, we believe,
peculiar to the English law, is an injustice at the very outset to the woman. Her charac-
ter, her position, her very means of subsistence are at stake. She is virtually, though
non-existent and unrecognised, on her trial; but she is not permitted to say a word in
her own defence. The matter is settled between the two men, as though it were one
with which she has nothing to do. It need not be said that if another woman steal ker
life-partner, the damage which she has sustained is not triable by judge, or assessable
by jury. There is no pecuniary compensation by law established for her. That idea the
world considers as simply too preposterous for a moment’s consideration. Doing or
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suffering wrong, women are ‘‘non-existent.’”’ The law decrees that they cannot injure
each other. . . . It is the perfection of the English law that the only person for whom
there is no protection is a virtuous and injured woman.

. . . Facility of divorce would not necessarily produce frequency of divorce. . . .
Women, except in cases of grievous, long-continued, and complicated wrong, will not
rush to the emancipating tribunal; but it does not follow on that account that such a
tribunal ought not to exist. It would be no valid argument against the abolition of
slavery . . . that there are many good masters, and that thousands of slaves would not
practically demand their freedom if it were to be legally declared. The legal remedy
ought still to exist. . . .

It may be said, “But redress is open to the woman—she may sue for a divorce, and
having obtained it, she may profit by her own industry.” Ostensibly, the law promises
divorce in such cases; but practically she denies it. Divorce is for the rich; not for the
poor. For the man; not for the woman. If there were any tribunal to which an injured
woman could betake herself and say, —“I come before you with an empty purse but a
full heart. I have no money wherewith to propitiate the divinity of justice; for the law
allows me to possess none. I have only my wrongs to lay at your feet. My husband has
deserted me. He is wasting his substance on a strange woman. But he will not suffer
me to eat in peace the bread which I have earned with my own hands. He comes to me
in my loneliness—vaunts himself my husband—and takes from me the wages of my
industry. I now ask to be permitted to eat in quietness the bread which I have earned.
I ask that, having ceased to be protected by my husband, I may be protected against
my husband. I ask to be dissolved of my allegiance to him—to cease to be a part of
him—to bear my own name and to work for myself.” If there were any tribunal, we
say, to which an Englishwoman could betake herself, needing only the utterance of
such solemn words as these to call forth the prompt response, “Stand forth and prove
it,”” then might it be asserted that redress is open to the woman. . . .

. . . It is obvious, that so long as the dissolution of the marriage contract is almost
an impossibility, and the marriage contract is what it is, the larger and more impor-
tant section of the women of England must be legal nonentities. That the effect of
this is to limit the aspirations, to paralyze the energies, and to demoralize the charac-
ters of women, is not to be denied. . . . We make women what they are—we make
them weak, and complain that they are not strong—we reduce them to dependence,
and then taunt them with being incapable of independent action. . . . We reduce
them to the lowest possible level, keep them there, and revile them for not mounting
higher. . . .

This theory of the non-existence of women pursues its victims from the school-room
to the grave. Trained from the first to be dependent upon men, they pass through dif-
ferent stages of dependence, and at the last find that they cannot bequeath to another
man the ring on their finger, which they may have worn from their earliest girlhood,
or the Bible in which they first learnt to spell. To attain and preserve a condition of
independence, it is necessary that they should abide in a state of singleness, which is,
more or less, a state of reproach. . . . And it is often the perception of this which
drives women into matrimony without any assurance, sometimes scarcely even with a
hope, of domestic happiness. What else are they to do? If they continue in their single-
ness, having been educated for non-existence, they are incapable of acting for them-
selves. They are fit, indeed, only to be absorbed.

And thus it is that this legal fiction of the non-existence of married women sits as a
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curse upon married and single alike. It taints from first to last the stream of their
life. And Heaven only knows what a crop of misery is the rank result. As society is at
present constituted, women are educated not to do, but to suffer. . . .

“The Law in Relation to Women”, Westminster Review, CXXVIII
(1887), 698-710.

The following selection is an indictment (by an anonymous author
who identifies herself only as a woman) of the English legal system as it
affected women even after the passage of the Guardianship of Infants
Act of 1886 and the slightly less recent Married Women'’s Property Acts.
Although the author placed the greatest emphasis on the unjust treat-
ment of women in regard to divorce and child custody, she was concerned
with other aspects of the legal discrimination of which women were the
victims. The plight of English women was, in her view, inescapable
while they were dependent on men for relief from their oppression. Even
Lord Selbourne, who in another document will be quoted as favoring
the principle that a mother “had natural rights in her children not less
than those of the father”, in this excerpt is shown to have participated in
a decision which was a gross denial of a woman’s right to the custody of
her children. It was futile, maintained the author, to depend on mascu-
line chivalry and good intentions to improve the legal condition of
women; the single effective cure was political representation, and that
could be secured only by giving women the vote.

.. . Any one who applies his mind to the state of the law, even at the present day,
as between man and woman, will be astonished and horrified to find how completely
the female interest is sacrificed whenever it happens to clash with that of the male. . . .

The first and most glaring injustice to women that strikes the eye of an impartial
critic is the law of divorce in England, by which our legislators were not ashamed to
enact, so late as 1857, that no amount of infidelity on the part of a husband should
entitle a wife to divorce unless it were joined with cruelty. . . . To refuse her the right
of divorce while granting it to her husband is deliberately to draw an unjust distinc-
tion between the two, and to affirm that what he can do almost with impunity is in her
case to be visited with the severest penalties. . . . To deny her the right to obtain divorce
is almost to recognize a privilege in the husband to commit adultery. It certainly indi-
cates an opinion that infidelity on his part is a small matter, and one which the wife
would do well to say nothing about, and it gives the husband a sense of immunity from
punishment which encourages him to continue in a course of profligacy, if so disposed. . . .

As an instance of a wife’s failure to obtain divorce take the following case, in the
year 1866 . . . which has the more weight as the decision was affirmed by the House
of Lords on appeal. A wife petitioned for dissolution of marriage on the ground of
adultery and cruelty. Evidence was given of repeated acts of adultery committed by
the husband in the town near which they were living, at a time when he was cohabiting
with his wife. This was not denied. Evidence of the wife as to cruelty was that he had
sworn at her, that he took up the poker and said, “I will dash your brains out” (when no
one else was in the room); that he threw a brush at her; that he hung up in his room
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the picture of a lady with whom he had been intimate, and refused to remove it, though
it caused her great pain; that on one occasion, in their bedroom, he took up a pillow,
threatened to smother her, and put it over her face; that she threw it off and went to
the door, when he swung her back, and bolted it. This was denied, but no evidence
was led in defence. The judge-ordinary found that there was no appreciable bodily
harm inflicted on the petitioner, still less any injuries calculated to interfere with her
health or permanent safety. As she threw off the pillow at once, he could not have
intended to smother her. Held, that cruelty was not proved, and therefore only judicial
separation was granted on ground of adultery. Appeal taken to House of Lords. . . .
Appeal dismissed. . . .

-+ . Our male legislators deliberately laid down the principle in 1857, that let a
man be as profligate as he likes, let him break his marriage vow again and again, yet
his unhappy spouse shall not be entitled to shake him off; but the utmost alleviation
of her misery that shall be allowed her, is the gracious permission to live separately

from him. . . . [Furthermore] let the wife be as innocent as day and the husband as
guilty as night, it by no means necessarily follows that she is to have the custody of
her children. . . . In a leading case, . . . a wife obtained separation on account of her

husband’s infidelity, and the Court of Session in Scotland gave her the custody of her
five children; but the House of Lords partially reversed the decision, and gave the
father the custody of the boys, and the mother that of the girls only. In giving judg-
ment Lord Cairns said:

“. . . Where a wife established her title either to divorce or separation it was either
matter of course, or almost a matter of course, that that should carry with it for her
the custody of the children, and that having shown good cause for severing the conjugal
tie, she, not being herself in fault, should not be amerced or punished by being deprived
of the custody of her children.”

That a person who is not in fault should not be punished one would have thought a
very excellent doctrine, but that, it appears, is quite a delusion; for Lord Cairns con-
tinues:

“My Lords, I should greatly regret that any general rule so sweeping, and as it appears
to me so inconvenient in its working, should be laid down on a subject of this descrip-

tion. . . . It appears to me the duty of the Court . . . to consider the whole circum-
stances of the particular case before it.”

Lord O'Haganssaid: “. . . The father’s right to the guardianship of his child is high
and sacred. . . .”

Lord Selbourne concurred with Lords Cairns and O'Hagan. Now, the facts of this
case, and which were held as proved by their Lordships, were as follows:— A gentleman
of wealth and position seduced a girl of seventeen who was in his house in the position
of nurse to his children. Both before and after doing so he accused his wife (falsely in
the judgment of the Court) of being given to drinking, and four months after the
seduction had taken place he wrote to his wife telling her that as the children grew up
they would be “warned against her and her sinful untruthful ways, and that, painful
though the duty might be, he would not have them (the children) either misled or con-
taminated by the neglect of it.”” The best commentary on the man’s conduct is to be
found in the opinions expressed by the judges in the Court below. The Lord President
of the Court of Session said:

“I need hardly say that a husband who has added to the sin of adultery, committed
within the sacred precincts of his own house, with a young girl in his own service, the
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further sin against matrimomial life of bringing wilfully false charges against the moral
character of his wife, and threatening as he has done, to bring up his children in the
belief of these false charges against their mother, is unfit to have the custody of his
pupil children.”

Lord Deas said: “We have here not only adultery, accomplished by what I may call
seduction under trust, but we have disclosed to us a malignant design, deliberately
formed and perseveringly persisted in, on the part of the husband, to ruin the character
and credit of his wife, and an intention, declared in his letter of 15th May 1871 —not to
this hour retracted —to bring up his children in the belief that she had been guilty of
the charges he falsely brought against her.”

Even Lord Cairns in the Court above said: “The conduct of the husband in making
these charges was that of an obstinate, overbearing, tyrannical man, drawing conclu-
sions from insufficient premises, and blindly refusing to be undeceived in ideas which
he had once entertained.’”’ Yet this ‘‘obstinate, overbearing, tyrannical man,’’ this
“‘seducer under trust,’”’ was considered a more fitting person to have the custody of his
sons than their innocent mother! . . .

It appears, then, to be settled law both for England and Scotland that the innocent
wife may be punished by the loss of her children, in the discretion of the Court; and
certainly in Scotland, in cases of separation for cruelty, it appears to be the rule rather
than the exception. Here is a Scotch case so monstrous that we feel constrained to give
the particulars. . . . A wife obtained separation on account of cruelty. There were
five children, the eldest of age, the youngest a girl of four. The wife asked for the cus-
tody of all, which was refused; but the Lord Ordinary gave her the youngest. On appeal
this was reversed, and the child, like the rest of the family, was handed over to the father.
In giving judgment, Lord Deas said: “The defender (i.e., the husband) frequently
used bad language towards his wife, addressing her by such epithets as ‘blackguard,’
‘fool,” ‘liar.” Itis proved that in 1862 he locked her into the drawing-room, and behaved
in a very violent manner, which so greatly alarmed her that she escaped by the window.
.. . In 1869 it is proved that the defender struck the pursuer several violent blows upon
the head with his clenched fist. She fell, and was taken up insensible, and continued
in a helpless state for some time afterwards.” Lord Deas was in favour of granting
separation, but refusing even the custody of the youngest child. Lord Ardmillan agreed,
and said: “The rule, as a general rule, 1s settled; and notwithstanding his conduct to
the mother, we have no reason to dread injury to the health or morals of the child.
To leave his wife with the defender were to subject him to an influence exciting and
tempting him to violence towards her. To leave his little child in his house is, or may
well be, to introduce a soothing influence to cheer the darkness and maitigate the bitter-
ness of his lot, and bring out the better part of his nature.” The utter disregard of,
and profound contempt for, the feelings of the wife displayed in the last sentence would
be amusing, if we could forget the suffering of the victim. Observe that even the separa-
tion is granted, not as a protection to her, but rather because “to leave her with her
husband were to subject him to an influence exciting him to violence’’. She must there-
fore be removed; but his little girl of four will be left with him, in the hope that its
“soothing influence” will prevent him: breaking any more heads than his wife’s, and as
a means “to cheer the darkness and mitigate the bitterness” which his own vile temper
has produced. That a learned judge should give vent to such sickly sentimentality
and unmitigated nonsense as this is surely strong proof that he had great difficulty in
giving any reason for his judgment at all. Here is a poor lady, who on one occasion is
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so frightened by her husband’s violence that she jumps out of a window, who is fre-
quently addressed in the vilest language, and who finally is knocked down insensible;
and her reward is, that not one of her five children is allowed to live with her, while her
husband, instead of getting six months’ hard labour, is rewarded by obtaining the cus-
tody of all his children, and by the apparent commiseration and pity of the Bench. The
desirability of “cheering the darkness and mitigating the bitterness” of the wife’s lot
does not seem to have crossed the judicial mind at all, and the poor lady obtains abso-
lutely no redress except the privilege of living separate from the brute who had so
abused her. . . .

It thus appears clear that both in England and Scotland the custody of the children
by no means necessarily falls to the innocent wife. . . . What the practice ought to be,
is not difficult to see. It should be a clear and definite rule that the innocent party,
whether husband or wife, who has succeeded in an action against a spouse, should “not
be amerced or punished,’’ to use the language of Lord Cairns, by the loss of his or her
children. . . .

Matilda M. Blake, “The Lady and the Law”, Westminster Review,
CXXXVII(1892), 364-70.

By 1892, because of recent changes in the law, the courts could not
practice to the same degree, the glaring discrimination of which Caroline
Norton had been the victim in the 1830’s. Nevertheless, the position of
English women under the law— particularly with regard to the custody
of their children and their property rights—justified the charge that, as
late as 1891, it seemed comparable in some respects to slavery. The
following excerpt from “The Lady and the Law”, by Matilda M. Blake,
who, like the anonymous author of the preceding article, advocated
female suffrage as the only cure for the evil, illustrates the fact that Eng-
lish law still systematically treated women as inferior beings — to such an
extent that a pregnant sow had a better chance of being attended to by
a licensed practitioner than the vast majority of pregnant English women
had.

. . . It may be useful to bring before the public eye a few of the crying points of
injustice in that law of England which Lord Coleridge [Chief Justice of the Court of
Queen’s Bench] characterises as “more worthy of a barbarian than a civilised State”. . . .

Let us begin with what men are never tired of defining as the one paramount function
and duty of women —motherhood —and see how a mother’s interests, wishes, and what
one would suppose to be inalienable rights, are protected by laws in the making of
which they have no voice.

Much was done for the mother by the Custody of Infants Act of 1886, but in passing
through the Houses of Parliament the Bill was mutilated and rendered imperfect. It
by no means establishes equality between the parents. . . .

As the Bill stands, the father can appoint a guardian or guardians to act after his
death jointly with the mother, however faultless she may be; whereas the mother can
only provisionally appoint such a guardian or guardians to act jointly with the father
after her death; and the Court, after her death, will only confirm such an appoint-
ment in case it is clearly shown that the father is, for any cause whatever, unfit to be
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the sole guardian of the child.

How small is the mother’s power with this proviso may be demonstrated by pointing
out that the adulterous life of the father does not disqualify him from claiming custody
of the children during the wife’s lifetime, provided he does not bring them in contact
with his mistress. . . .

Yet the father who is invested with such enormous powers is allowed, if he pleases,
to will every farthing that he possesses away from his children, and to leave them help-
less and destitute for the community to maintain. We have it on the authority of Chief
Justice Cockburn, as an established fact, “that, except under the Poor Laws, there is
no legal obligation on the part of the father to maintain his child”. . . .

Let us now take the case of the unmarried mother. Whether married or unmarried,
a mother is bound to maintain her children. If no contract of marriage has been signed,
the mother has discretionary power, within twelve months of the child’s birth, to insti-
tute proceedings against the father on her own behalf in a court of summary jurisdic-
tion; and if her evidence is corroborated by further testimony “in some material parti-
cular” —often cases are dismissed on the ground that there are no witnesses to the act!—
she can recover from him a sum varying from sixpence to five shillings a week during
the time that she is herself liable in law for the maintenance of her child; not a penny
more, however rich the father may be; and this is for herself—he has no legal obliga-
tions whatever to the child. If the mother dies, his liability ceases. Nor is the case
altered if he voluntarily admits the paternity, and brings up the child; he can repu-
diate it when he chooses. . . .

The mothers on whom this sole responsibility is cast may be but a day over sixteen
years of age—the law does not protect them beyond it; though they would be held
minors in regard to any property belonging to them until they are twenty-one, they are
able to “consent” to their own degradation, and the parents and guardians of a girl
over sixteen have no remedy against her seducer.

We will now glance at the legal hardships of the wife. It is to be hoped that the
decision in the Clitheroe case (1891) has purged from the law of England, once and for
all, the reproach of upholding a slavery as absolute as any that ever was inflicted on
the negro race by giving the husband right or property in the person of his wife. . . .
Yet although in 1891 it was decided that a husband had no right to use violence of any
kind on his wife’s person, nor to imprison her, and that such rights had never existed,
the popular view is, undoubtedly, that both chastisement and imprisonment are the
natural prerogative of the husband; and the sentences given for violent assaults by
husbands on their wives at police and sessional courts are evidently guided by such a
theory of the marriage relationship. Cases might be quoted by scores in which the killing of
wives is brought in as manslaughter, and punished by a few years’ (or even months’)
imprisonment.

. . . The Maintenance in case of Desertion Act of 1886 allows a deserted wife to
summon her husband for alimony, and authorises magistrates to appoint a sum (in no
case to exceed 40s.) to be paid weekly by a man for the support of his family. This is
the extent of the liability of the husband and father for the maintenance of his wife
and family, though his income may be thousands annually— just sufficient to keep
them off the parish, and no more; for the Act directs the Court, in adjusting the amount
to be paid by the husband, to make allowance for the wife’s earnings.

Such is the legal value of the promise made by the husband at the altar: “With all
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my worldly goods I thee endow.’’” Moreover, a wife who has property is equally bound
to maintain her husband. The Married Women’s Property Act of 1882 has, however,
made it no longer possible for the bridegroom to say to his bride on returning from
church: ‘““What’s mine is my own; what is yours is mine’’. Yet, much as that Act did
for women —being the deathblow to the old status of coverture, by which the indivi-
duality of the wife was entirely merged in that of the husband, and she became his
“chattel” —it has limitations which need correction. . . .

The greatest wrong of all which the law inflicts upon wives is the maintenance of the
Divorce Act of 1857 (to Scotland’s honour, be it said, not sanctioned over the Border),
which enables a man to obtain divorce by proving simple adultery, but refuses the like
relief to the wife of an adulterous husband, unless she can prove in addition that her
husband treated her with legal cruelty, or has deserted her for a term of two years,
virtually condoning adultery as permissible to men; and which further insults and
degrades the wife by treating her as the property of the husband, whom it enables to
claim money compensation for the loss of his goods from the co-respondent.

In 1887 Mr. Justice Butt pronounced a decree of judicial separation [but not a divorce]
in a case in which, after a married life of eleven days, the husband left his wife, coolly
informing her that he intended to return to a woman with whom he had lived pre-
viously. This case illustrates clearly the cruelty of the law. Here is an innocent woman tied
for life to a man who had broken his vows in the most insulting manner, she being left
in the anomalous position of being neither maid, wife, nor widow. If she had waited
two years in the hope of establishing desertion, she would all that time have been at the
mercy of the husband, who could, if it pleased him, have claimed conjugal rights.

Again, the cruelty which must be added to adultery to entitle a wife to a divorce
must show ‘‘danger to life and limb.’’ Considerable brutality and refined mental tor-
ture will yet escape this definition.

Another instance in which the law presses hardly on women is in the distribution of
inttestate estates. . . .

In the case of personal property: if the intestate die leaving wife only, no blood rela-
tions— half to wife, half to Crown; wife, no near relations —half to wife, rest to next
of kin in equal degree to intestate, or their legal representatives; wife and children—
one-third to wife, the rest to children and issue of dead children; wife and father—
half to wife, half to father.

If, however, it is the wife who dies, leaving husband and children—all to husband.
The Crown claims no share in this instance; it is the widow only that it mulcts. Neither
have the wife’s next of kin, her father or mother, or sisters or brothers, any claim—
nor even the children she has risked death to bring into the world; while the widower
into whose hands it falls has the right to will every penny of it away from them if he
chooses.

In the case of real property, if intestate die leaving wife only, no blood relations—
one-third to wife for life, rest to Crown, copyholds to the lord of the manor; Ausband
and children—husband for life, afterwards to the eldest son or only child; mother,
brothers and sisters—all to eldest brother; brother and wife— one-third to wife for life,
rest to brother; father’s father and mother’s mother—all to father’s father.

These contrasts will show the spirit of the law. . . .

The civil position of women by the law of this country is on a par with criminals,
paupers, and lunatics; and that men do not regard their interests as their own is very
abundantly shown by the samples of our laws given above.
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Some 656,000 women are engaged in our textile trades alone; but a single line in a
Factory Act could snatch the bread from thousands of working women at a stroke.
Men are continually interfering with the labour of women, making arbitrary regula-
tions often entailing great hardships, and putting female labour at a disadvantage
against male labour, which is free from like restrictions. . . . -

Again, legislation for those who cannot give force to their own wishes is often quite
mistaken and disastrous in its consequences to them, when meant most kindly; while
matters that much need regulation are neglected.

As an instance of such neglect we may take the non-registration of mid-wives. Phy-
sicians, surgeons, and chemists have long been compelled to prove their competency by
holding diplomas. In 1878 Parliament enacted in the interest of the public that no
one should practise or assume the title of dentist without holding a diploma which
guaranteed his efficiency. In 1883 the same action was taken with regard to veterinary
surgeons. No protection is accorded to English mothers, who are without any assured
means of ascertaining that the midwives they employ are in any way qualified for the
responsible duties they undertake. It is estimated that seven births out of ten are attended
by midwives only. . . .

The greatest of all wrongs inflicted on women by the law of England is the denial of
Parliamentary vote! this rectified, all other hardships would right themselves by the
simple action of their enfranchisement.

Benjamin Scott, F.R.A.S., 4 State Iniquity: Its Rise, Extension and
Overthrow (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Triibner & Co., Ltd., 1890),
PP. 14-17, 19-22, 31, 33-41, 99-104, 114, 116, 184-92, 227-30.

It is difficult to imagine legislation more brazenly sexist, even in the
context of the times, than the Contagious Diseases Acts of 1864, 1866,
and 1869, which authorized the police to subject prostitutes plying their
trade in the vicinity of army camps and naval stations to medical exa-
minations, and to confine them to hospitals if they were found to be
diseased. Despite the pretense of concern for the prostitutes themselves,
the real objective of the Acts was to provide a pool of “clean” females for
the sexual gratification of soldiers and sailors in certain “protected”
areas.

Alarmed by the appallingly high incidence of venereal disease among
members of the armed forces and the consequent impairment of their
military effectiveness, the framers of these Acts had succeeded in slip-
ping the first two inconspicuously through a somnolent Parliament which
was not aware that it had in effect approved the adoption of procedures
similar in some respects to those practiced in France and a number of
other Continental nations which had brought prostitution under govern-
ment supervision and regulation. Subsequently, however, this legisla-
tion, which treated women like sexual chattels, was aggressively supported
by the Association for the Extension of the Contagious Diseases Acts, by
a majority in Parliament, and by leading figures in the Church, the
medical profession, the universities, and the military establishment.
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Opposed to the Acts were devout laymen, humanitarians of every per-
suasion, feminists, libertarians, and militant members of the working
classes.

The campaign to repeal the Acts was led in Parliament by James
Stansfeld. But the person who mobilized public opinion in support of
repeal and who, in particular, organized the women of England on a
truly national scale, was a beautiful, dynamic, heroic, and eloquent
woman, Josephine Butler, who dared to discuss openly such topics as
prostitution and venereal disease:

Women have been told that they must be silent on this subject. Can the soul of my
sister be defiled, and my own soul not be the worse for it? It cannot; unless indeed I
rise up in wrath for her redemption, and through the long toils and pains and
anguish of my life I render back to God my soul for hers (p. 113).

Mrs. Butler carried her crusade to a number of European nations
where prostitution was legalized. At a public meeting in Paris, replying
to the argument of an official that the toleration of prostitution was a
social necessity, she dared to say, “If prostitution is an institution of
public safety such as should be organized by Government, even the Minis-
ters, the Prefect of Police, the high functionaries and the doctors who
defend it fail in their duty if they do not consecrate to it their own
daughters!”!

The combination of Josephine Butler’s missionary efforts and James
Stansfeld’s resolute parliamentary leadership resulted in the repeal of
the Contagious Diseases Acts in 1886. Benjamin Scott, the author of the
document which is excerpted below, was himself an active worker, as his
vehemence indicates, in the cause of repeal.

. . . On June 20th, 1864, Lord Clarence Paget, the Secretary to the Admiralty,
introduced a “Bill for the Prevention of Contagious Diseases at certain Naval and
Military Stations”. It happened that at that time the public mind was in a state of
alarm at the ravages of disease among CATTLE, and Parliament had passed various Acts
of a stringent character, under the title of ‘‘Contagious Diseases (Animal) Acts.’’
The short title of this Act was: —

“CONTAGIOUS DISEASES PREVENTION ACT, 1864.”
It craftily cloaked a measure which would otherwise have been distasteful to the public,
if not to Parliament. There were few people outside Parliament who did not suppose
it was another Animals’ Act. . . .

The Bill passed all its stages rapidly, and without evoking any controversial discus-
sion, and received the Royal assent on July 29th. It applied to Portsmouth, Plymouth,
Woolwich, Chatham, Sheerness, Aldershot, Colchester, Shorncliffe, the Curragh,
Cork, and Queenstown, and was to endure for only three years. It was to be executed
by a special body of Metropolitan Police, under the control of the Admiralty and War
Offices, and not subject to the control of the local authorities.

THE ACT PROVIDED
for the certifying of hospitals wherein women infected with venereal disease might be

! Cited in A. S. G. Butler, Portrait of Josephine Butler (London: Faber & Faber Ltd., 1954), p. 118.
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officially housed. The Act provided only for women declared to be common prosti-
tutes, no provision was made for the cure of diseased men, or their wives, or for their
innocent children inheriting disease. . . .

It was an Act to enforce the physical exploration of prostitutes, in order to see whether
any fornicator had so injured her as to make her dangerous material for the use of
other fornicators. . . .

There was no whisper of opposition in the country, whilst an Association for extend-
ing the operation of the Act which existed under the patronage of the medical profes-
sion went to and fro in the country representing the Act to be a benevolent endeavour
to aid and save the wretched women of the garrison towns. The Act of 1864 would
expire in 1867, and the members of this Association wished it to be replaced by a more
stringent Act. . . .

The Bill [which] received the Royal assent on June 11th, 1866 . . . was to come into
operation on September 30th of that year, when the Act of 1864 was to expire. Like its
forerunner, it was entitled “An Act for the Better Prevention of Contagious Diseases at
certain Naval and Military Stations”.

IT EXTENDED THE AREAS
of the places named in the Act of 1864 (adding the town of Windsor to the number),
and the powers to appoint Surgeons and to make regulations for Lock Hospitals, the
power to detain women supposed to be infected with venereal disease, the penalty for
harbouring a diseased prostitute, and conferred the power to
ENFORCE A PERIODICAL SURGICAL EXAMINATION

of the persons of women whom the police believed to be “common prostitutes” (a phrase
always undefined) by summary proceedings before a Magistrate. . . . It provided that
any woman might subject herself to such periodical examinations for a year by signing
a form. This Act, in addition to the lesser changes, founded a

“REGISTER OF PROSTITUTES,”
and instituted regular periodical examinations of them. . . .

The Regulationists were satisfied with the system as created by the Act of 1866, but
they were dissatisfied with the extent of its application. They wished it to be extended
to the whole country. . . .

. . . A Bill was introduced into the House of Lords by Lord Northbrook, was rapidly
driven through both Houses, and received the Royal assent on August 11th, 1869. This
was

THE LAST REGULATION ACT.
It added six more places, viz., Canterbury, Dover, Gravesend, Maidstone, Winchester,
and Southampton, to the places named in the Act of 1866, making 18 in all, and
increased the areas of those places. It tightened the meshes of the previous Act in a
few particulars, but there was little that could be done to make the system more com-
plete. All that was wanted was to make it unéversal.

The system was not a complex one. It may be stated in a few sentences. It formed a
special body of police, whose duty it was to force all prostitutes in the areas named to
be surgically examined once a fortnight, and as to this end they must make investiga-
tion into the habits of all women of the humble classes; they were clothed as civilians,
that they might the better make close scrutiny as private detectives. A Register of the
women examined was kept, from which no woman could remove her name without
formal permission, and any woman ordered to be examined, who refused to regularly
submit herself to physical examination, might be imprisoned. Women condemned by
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the examining surgeons as diseased with a venereal disease were immediately interned
in hospitals, where they were detained as prisoners. Brothels were recognized, and not
interfered with, if women having the particular disease were not permitted to remain
in them. The system was intended to save soldiers and sailors, if possible, from catch-
ing these diseases, without limiting their intercourse with prostitutes. And the system
dealt with those diseases only as they were to be found in the bodies of women, each of
whom it regarded as outside the pale of human society, as, in the words of Mr. Lecky,
“‘the priestess of humanity, blasted for the sins of the people,”” and sought to keep each
priestess fitted to perform her sacrificial functions. . . .
THE TASK OF THE POLICE

was to strain every energy to discover clandestine prostitutes and those women who
occasionally committed fornication, to bring them, together with the self-advertising
harlots, by persuasion or compulsion, to attend periodical surgical examinations, and
having securely locked up those diseased in hospitals, to set the rest free to pursue
again the practice of vice. . . .

To bring the women to the surgical examinations the police had to obtain a “volun-
tary submission”, or the order of a magistrate. The signing of a

“VOLUNTARY SUBMISSION”
form was the method almost exclusively adopted.

The Act of 1866 in providing for voluntary submission seems to have intended that
the form should be signed by women, who freely admitting they were prostitutes, would
willingly submit to the consequent examinations. Therefore the Act provided no
punishment for refusal to be examined after such submission. But, in fact, the women
would not attend the examinations. They had to be compelled, and to make the sub-
mission effective the Act of 1869, by section 6, gave to it the same effect as a magistrate’s
order. Thereafter the woman who signed the submission form was registered as a
prostitute, and if she refused to be surgically examined every fortnight, or if she refused
to go into the hospital when ordered to do so, might be imprisoned with hard labour.
It was a self-inflicted sentence accepted by the State as binding without investigation. . . .

The alluring nature of the inquiries before the magistrates was evidenced by the
invariable crush to get a place in the court when such a case was to be heard. At those
times prostitutes and men and youths jostled each other in rough play, and vied with
each other in making suggestive observations.

Having been made subject to the Acts, the woman’s name was entered upon a police
Register (upon which were found the names of quite young children as being “common
prostitutes”), and she was ordered to report herself once a fortnight to the police inspec-
tor, who passed her on to the examining room for examination by the appointed sur-

eon.
g THE FORTNIGHTLY SURGICAL EXAMINATIONS

were the life of the system. Thither the eyes of the special police always turned, and
thither every purpose they had tended.

The examining-room was in some places at a certified hospital, but in most places
at a house taken for the purpose. Usually this house was in a bye-street, with the houses
of poor respectable people beside and opposite to it. In one case it faced a factory
where many girls were employed. The women had to attend between eleven and two
o’clock. The sensation created in the neighbourhood was

A GROSS PUBLIC SCANDAL.

Some of the women arrived in carriages or cabs attended by officers of the Army or
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Navy, or by other men, who awaited their return from the examination-room, for if
they were passed as sound, the first subsequent intercourse with them was considered
safe for the men. Roughs were accustomed to gather about the place of examination,
and lavish their gibes and coarse jokes upon the women as they entered and left. The
nature and objects of the examinations were openly and freely discussed, not only by
adults, but also by young boys and girls; little children
PLAYED AT EXAMINATION

in the open streets! The women awaited their turns in a waiting-room, their names
having been entered by the police in the order of their arrival. A number of women of
every grade, the worst and the best mingled together, and the scenes which took place
were not all of a seemly character.

A nurse was present at the examinations. If a woman was suffering from a natural
periodical flux, the surgeon might order her, as though she were a criminal, to be
compulsorily confined for five days, or until she could be examined, in a certified
hospital, where she might be subjected to solitary confinement in a cell, on bread and
water diet, if she committed a breach of its rules. . . .

The time occupied in each examination, including preparing for it, was on the aver-
age from three to five minutes. There was no common code of instructions for the guidance
of examining surgeons. Originally the Admiralty issued instructions to examining
surgeons to use the speculum, but these instructions were withdrawn, and they were
merely told to satisfy themselves that the women were properly examined. Some spe-
cula are very liable to cut in a rapid use of them, the expanding one, for instance, and
one medical man, giving evidence on this point, said of any kind of speculum, “if not
judiciously managed, a rough introduction might create an abrasion.” Some women
complained that they had been wounded by the examination.

The speculum ought to be have been properly cleansed and disinfected after each
successive use of it. Syphilis is easily transmitted, and the greatest care is required in
the cleansing of the instruments; this was often impossible. For instance, evidence was
given of 200 examinations in a day. . . .

It was alleged that enough care was not taken by the examining surgeons to thor-
oughly cleanse and disinfect their specula between their examinations. If this were so,
compulsory examination would mean, as no doubt it did, compulsory infection. . . .

If, upon examination, a woman was found to be affected with disease, the surgeon
gave her a certificate to that effect, stating the certified hospital in which she was to be
placed. The police took her straight from the examination-room to the hospital. This
was a source of bitter complaint amongst the women. They were taken away suddenly
to hospitals a long distance away, sometimes from Southampton to Portsmouth, or
from Maidstone to Chatham, and often from Aldershot, Chatham, Canterbury, Deal,
Dover, Shorncliffe, and other places to the London Lock Hospital. They had no oppor-
tunity afforded them of making any arrangements for a prolonged absence from their
homes, though they were often kept in hospital for several months. Many of them had
children, for whose support it was necessary to make some provision; and many lived
in lodgings, with no one to care for their effects in their absence. They had good cause
to complain. When they returned they found children neglected or put into the work-
house, and a big accumulation of rent; or their homes broken up; or their lodgings let
to others, and their goods sold to pay for the arrears of rent.

THE HOSPITAL REGULATIONS
were stringent and severe. They were, in fact, préisons for the punishment of disease.
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Thus, at Devonport, and Portsmouth, one of the rules was, that a woman interned
there could only receive one letter per week, and that only after it had been read by
the Chaplain. In 1874, Emily Hayes was sent to the Portsmouth Hospital, though she
protested that she was not diseased. Mr. Harfield, a solicitor, went to the hospital,
and asked to see her as her legal adviser. He was refused admission, and a letter he
sent informing her of the power she possessed of appealing to a magistrate was withheld
from her during the several weeks she was detained there, and was only given to her
Just before she was discharged and was leaving the hospital. No criminal would have
been so cruelly treated. . . .

. . . The certified hospitals were state prisons for the women condemned by the
examining surgeon without power of appeal. Some of the women were confined in
cells for considerable periods by the mere orders of the hospital authorities, and with-
out any judicial intervention. And yet many were sent

INTO THESE PRISONS IN PERFECT HEALTH.
Four surgeons at the Devonport Hospital reported that “numerous cases have been
admitted to the hospital from time to time in which no symptoms of contagious diseases
have been found present on their admission to hospital.”

Every woman upon the Register, whether she had ceased to be a prostitute or not,
even though she had married in the meantime, was subjected to imprisonment if she
failed to attend the periodical surgical examinations. Some of the recorded instances
were peculiarly cruel. Susan White, having been induced to sign a “voluntary” sub-
mission retreated to one of the Homes of the London Rescue Society, where her con-
duct was exceedingly good. Presently she left the Home to be married from her mother’s
house at Dover, and there she was apprehended by the police, and imprisoned for
fourteen days with hard labour for not having attended the fortnightly examinations!
The cogent evidence of her complete reformation failed to placate the police, who
thoroughly understood that the object of their employ was not the rescue of the fallen
from an immoral life, but the supply of prostitutes to the State. . . .

WOMEN COMBATANTS —-THE WOMEN'S PROTEST.

Other means not availing, it became necessary to rouse the women of England to
oppose the Contagious Diseases Acts. The nature of the Acts made it necessary and
just, but at the same time indescribably difficult for women to publicly refer to and
actively combat the Acts and the system created by them. Men avoided the subject as
much as they could, and preferred to let the Acts exist rather than incur the frowns of
incredulous people by stating in public the disgusting details of the system. The press
only broke its almost uniform and perpetual silence by publishing occasionally some
officially communicated paragraph, which asserted in words or in figures that the
Acts were conferring incalculable benefit on the men and women of the districts wherein
they were in operation.

The two great political parties eschewed the question until towards the close of the
struggle for repeal, when the Liberal party adopted the principle of repeal and accepted
the votes of Repealers. With but one or two exceptions, none of the party leaders ever
referred to the question in or out of the House of Commons, save to answer the ques-
tion, which, in course of time, was frequently put, “Will you vote for the repeal of the
Contagious Diseases Act?”

. . . Because the managers of the parties looked askance on the repeal movement,
the rank and file of the parties did the same.

Repealers had everything against them in the world of politics. The Acts were in
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existence; by the few who knew of them they were regarded as military ordinances
necessary to the maintenance of the Army and Navy; they were carried by a Liberal
Government, they were publicly supported by the leaders of both parties, and by mili-
tary and naval men, by several Bishops and many Clergymen, by some Nonconformist
divines, and by crowds of doctors. They had the silent acquiescence of the press, even
of the religious press, and they had the protection of the universal silence about them
because the discussion of them savoured of nastiness.

The Repealers themselves were, at the outset, a small band of persons, who had to
study the system and make known the.facts as they discovered them. They were of no
great influence in the country, and were regarded and spoken of by politicians as sen-
timental faddists. It was clear that to obtain the repeal of the Acts, some new force
was required in public affairs; that force was

THE VOICE OF THE WOMEN.

. . . Already, before the repeal movement began, women of great ability and of
exalted character had been claiming and winning for their sex a higher education. In
the painful struggle for repeal they entered as moralists into the political arena, and
won a great victory for themselves, for their sex, and for the morality of the nation. . . .

. . . A woman was the only one who [had] called public attention to the proposals
of the Regulationists before the Act of 1864, though the articles in the Dazly News in
1863, written by MISS HARRIET MARTINEAU, seem to have attracted little
attention at the time. In 1869 that lady was infirm and incapable of active exertion,
but she made herself heard once more on the subject. She wrote to the Daily News four
letters, over the signature

“AN ENGLISHWOMAN,”’
in which she renewed her protest against the regulation system. They appeared in that
paper just at the close of the year 1869, and it was intended that they should be followed
by a formal Women’s Protest. . . .

This protest [published on New Year’s Day, 1870] was drawn up by Miss Martineau,
and was signed by many honoured women, amongst whom were HARRIET
MARTINEAU, FLORENCE NIGHTINGALE, MARY CARPENTER, and
JOSEPHINE BUTLER.

As it set forth the principles upon which women entered into the struggle, and upon
which . . . the struggle was maintained unvarying to the end, we insert it. It was as
follows: —

We, the undersigned, enter our solemn PROTEST against these Acts —

1st. —Because, involving as they do, such a momentous change in the legal safe-
guards hitherto enjoyed by women in common with men, they have been passed, not
only without the knowledge of the country, but unknown to Parliament itself; and we
hold that neither the Representatives of the People, nor the Press, fulfill the duties
which are expected of them, when they allow such legislation to take place with-
out the fullest discussion.

2nd. —Because, so far as women are concerned, they remove every guarantee of
personal security which the law has established and held sacred, and put their
reputation, their freedom, and their persons absolutely in the power of the Police.
3rd. —Because the law is bound, in any country professing to give civil liberty to
its subjects, to define clearly an offence which it punishes.

4th. —Because it is unjust to punish the sex who are the victims of a vice, and
leave unpunished the sex who are the main cause, both of the vice and its dreaded con-
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sequences; and we consider that liability to arrest, forced surgical examination,
and (where this is resisted) imprisonment with hard labour, to which these Acts
subject women, are punishment of the most degrading kind.

5th. —Because, by such a system, the path of evil is made more easy to our sons,
and to the whole of the youth of England; inasmuch as a moral restraint is with-
drawn the moment the State recognizes, and provides convenience for, the prac-
tice of a vice which it thereby declares to be necessary and venial.

6th. —Because these measures are cruel to the women who come under their
action—violating the feelings of those whose sense of shame is not wholly lost,
and further brutalising even the most abandoned.

7th. —Because the disease which these Acts seek to remove has never been removed
by any such legislation. The advocates of the system have utterly failed to show,
by statistics or otherwise, that these regulations have, in any case, after several
years’ trial, and when applied to one sex only, diminished disease, reclaimed the
fallen, or improved the general morality of the country. We have, on the contrary,
the strongest evidence to show that in Paris and other continental cities where
women have long been outraged by this forced inspection, the public health and
morals are worse than at home.

8th. —Because the conditions of this disease, in the first instance, are moral, not
physical. The moral evil through which the disease makes its way separates the
case entirely from that of the plague, or other scourges, which have been placed
under police control or sanitary care. We hold that we are bound, before rushing
into the experiment of legalising a revolting vice, to try to deal with the causes of
the evil, and we dare to believe that with wiser teaching and more capable legisla-
tion, those causes would not be beyond control.

This protest (to which thousands of names were subsequetly added) was rightly
regarded at the time of its publication to be of such importance that news of it was
telegraphed to every place where the Acts were in operation, and it attracted the atten-
tion of the chiefs of the police des moeurs of Paris and other Continental cities. . . .

. . . The great difficulty experienced by Repealers was to get information of the
system to the people. . . . The newspapers, the organized means of disseminating
information, either excluded all reference to the subject, or inserted the Army and
Navy Medical Reports and the Reports of Captain Harris, of the Metropolitan Police,
which claimed great moral and physical advantages from the existence of the Acts.
Some publications, notably The Saturday Review, not only recited the praises of the
Acts, but also flung offensive and filthy epithets at the opponents of them. . . .

. . . A meeting was held (on January 19th, 1870), at which “the Metropolitan Anti-
Contagious Diseases Acts Association” was formed. . . .

Mr. Robert Charleton moved, and Professor F. W. Newman seconded, the first
resolution, which was—“That the extension of the so-called Contagious Diseases Acts
to the civil population of the United Kingdom would be highly inexpedient, inasmuch
as the provisions and operations of the Acts are entirely contrary to the first principles
of English law and custom, are inimical to morality and destructive of liberty, without
being at the same time effectual for the prevention of disease; and this meeting is
further of opinion that

THE ACTS ALREADY PASSED SHOULD BE REPEALED.”
. . . There existed in 1873 at least a dozen different societies in the United Kingdom,

working in accord for the Repeal of the Acts. . . .
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On Nov. 11th, 1874, the Northern Counties’ League held a conference and a public
meeting at Bradford, which was addressed by Mr. Stansfeld, Mrs. Butler, and others.
Such conferences and meetings were being held frequently in various parts of the coun-
try, under the auspices of the different societies for repeal; but this conference is spe-
cially referred to, as affording an

EXAMPLE OF MRS. BUTLER'S ELOQUENCE,
for it was the spirit that breathed through her words which had made the movement
what it was, and which subsequently raised it to the height of its great success. . . .

MRS. BUTLER SAID—
“Others will have practical questions to bring before you. I hope it will not be con-

sidered impractical, however, if I dwell for a few minutes on that which it is needful
for us all to think of frequently — the far-reaching character of our movement, and the
radical nature of the principles which it involves. . . . The question which we have
raised in this nineteenth century, lies at the root of all that most vitally affects the life
of nations, and the progress of the human race. Looking back over the five short years
of our labours, we cannot but be struck by seeing how, under the energizing influ-
ence of a searching test-question addressed to the consciences of men, the field of our
operations has widened, and the evil has deepended, since the time when we first chal-
lenged public opinion on this root question of human life—the true relation of the
sexes. . . .

.. . It is manifest that on all sides it begins to be felt that the principle is to be decided
whether male profligacy, at the expense of women, is to be condoned, excused, and
darkly perpetrated, or to be sternly condemned and pertinaciously resisted. This
question has got to be answered— to be answered first by England, before Europe and
the whole world. The answer to this question involves the sweeping away of that whole
corrupt fabric of injustice and inequality in matters moral, and in the relations of men
and women, upon which, alone, was it possible for men to erect this

LAST ABOMINATION OF LEGALIZED VICE AND SLAVERY.
In the answer to this question is involved the expulsion from men’s minds of the radi-
cal and woe-working error that a woman was made for man, and not, equally with
himself, for God—a being, not permitted merely, but morally bound before God to
command the uses of her soul, alone, upon the threshold of her individual being, to
appear and answer before God, with no sacrilegious and impotent interposition of
man, for vicarious responsibility or selfish protection.

“When, in the whole course of the life and teaching of Him whom we call Lord and
Master, do we find Him subjecting women to the will, government, or caprice of men,
or in any way sanctioning the notion that superior physical strength is to constitute the
ultimate appeal in deciding the relations to each other of immortal and spiritual beings?
When do we find Him assigning her a place as a mere minister to the male sex, for his
convenience or pleasure, or even for his highest good, save in the sense in which we are’
all divinely called to minister to, and not to hinder each other’s moral and spiritual
growth? When do we ever find Him showing such a partiality for the stronger sinner,
man, as to ‘stamp out’ the remotest possibility of moral recovery, or the feeblest sparks
of lingering humanity, in the most wretched of outcast women, in order that the

STRONGER SINNER MIGHT SIN WITHOUT SUFFERING?
On the contrary, be it observed, His dealings with women, even more emphatically
than with men, expressed a setting free, a loosing of bonds, an elevation to equality of
dignity with man; not by increasing the weight of her skull, or adding strength to her
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muscles, but by bestowing wisdom, humanity, holiness, and power. . . . Contagious
Diseases Acts, framed for the careful superintendence of women devoted to the syste-
matic service of the lusts of men, will disappear from the face of the earth, together
with their originators and patrons, when we shall have succeeded in bringing our
accepted and conventional morality
FACE TO FACE WITH JESUS OF NAZARETH. . . .

There is no time to lose, for the work of corruption is rapid, and will not be counter-
acted by efforts made in the few spare moments of men who are so taken up with their
money-making, their dinner-parties, their church and chapel affairs, and their own
family matters, as to have neither time nor money to spare for this pressing cause.
Each day,

MORE AND MORE APPALLING EVIDENCE
reaches us that the regulation system creates horrors far beyond those which it is sup-
posed to restrain. . . .

“Vice once stimulated by this atrocious system, imagines and dares all unutterable
things; and such things perplex with misery the lives of parents of missing children in
continental cities, and daunt the courage of rulers, and madden the moral sense, and
gnaw the conscience of whole orders of sinners and sufferers of whom we can form no
conception here. We shall have entered upon our national decline whenever we slacken
our efforts in opposing such a system. . . .

“. . . We hear much talk about Christianity, we want the reality now. . . .

“. .. In the contest against slavery in America, men and women gave up fortune,
home, friends, and life itself. The system against which we contend is one which has
as deeply corrupted the life of nations as Negro Slavery has done; the evil we oppose is
rooted in a yet more cruel negation of human brotherhood, and a more tmmoral viola-
tion of the principle of liberty. . . .

“The Victory, which may not be near, but which is certain, will be not merely the
repulse of an attack by the enemy of all good, but a turning point in the history of our
country and the world. Our battle belongs to a great and extensive field of spiritual
war; we are standing at a key position, and are called to promote a revival of faith on
the earth, with higher views of righteousness and purity. No matter, if we, the pioneers,
lay our bones in the dust, others will pass over them to victory. Let us remember the
cry of the Crusaders (and ours is a better crusade),

‘GOD WILLS IT, GOD WILLS IT!" "
[Editors’ note: The author then traces in detail the efforts over the next twelve years of
Mprs. Butler and Mr. Stansfeld as well as those of the various socteties organized to
secure repeal. In March 1886 Mr. Stansfeld once again introduced a bill calling for
the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts. Passed by both Houses of Parliament, the
bill was signed by the Queen on April 16, 1886. ]

REPEAL HAD FINALLY TRIUMPHED. . . .

The victory of the Repeal party was thus final and complete. They had done some-
thing more than blot out the stain of these Acts upon the Statute Book. So said Mr.
Stansfeld in his speech which ushered in the triumph of Repeal. . . .

He said: “I have spoken of our seventeen years’ work. Our difficulties have been
enormous — from the nature of the subject, from the unwillingness of this House, or a
former House, to entertain it, from the unwillingness of the Press to ventilate it in
their columns. But there is one sense, and that the highest sense, in which I make no
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complaint. Very early in this movement, I came to the conclusion that it was not desir-

able to seek to obtain a
TOO SPEEDY OR A MERE TACTICAL SUCCESS,

. . . because I knew what the object was for which I, and hundreds and thousands of
other men and women in this country, had determined to make every necessary sacri-
fice, for any necessary number of years, to accomplish; and that it was not merely the
repealing of these Acts, but something far deeper, far higher, far more momentous
than that: it was the arousing and the awakening of the popular mind to the dangers,
and the degradations, and the crimes of the growing sexual vice of this country. . . .
I have the strongest conviction that when we shall have turned from this hopeless legis-
lation, and repealed, and rejected, and destroyed it . . . I believe each and all of us
will become conscious of a great relief—become conscious of the possession of a new
and higher ideal, a new and sustaining and well-grounded hope, a general rise in the
moral health of the community, and in the spirit of true manliness—

A SPIRIT WHICH WILL RESPECT WOMEN, EVEN WHEN UNREFORMED
and that will be our permanent justification and reward for the course we have adopted.”

Thus fell in Great Britain the GIANT INIQUITY — the State-recognition, regula-
tion, and sanitation of a degrading vice. . . .



CHAPTER VIII

“Votes for Women, Votes for Donkeys,
Votes for Dogs!™1

It is usually assumed that the women’s suffrage movement began with
those indomitable ladies, the Pankhursts. Although it is true that the
drive for the vote achieved a spectacular notoriety while they dominated
it from 1903 onward, the movement owed its origins to more decorous
parents almost four decades earlier.

The demand for the franchise had, in fact, a long history. Even in
the first half of the nineteenth century, voices had been raised in favor
of giving women the vote. In the late 1830’s, some Chartists, as we have
seen, advocated the inclusion of women in the demand for universal
suffrage; Richard Cobden, the guiding spirit of the Anti-Corn Law
League, publicly announced in 1845 his support of voting rights for
women; a few years later, the Sheffield Association for Female Franchise
was born, and its members (one of whom was Anne Knight of Chelmsford,
a Quaker who had issued in 1847 the first leaflet on women’s suffrage)
vowed to rectify the injustices arising out of the exclusion of women from
politics. But, while all of these actions evidence concern for the repre-
sentation of women, none provided a carefully reasoned, intellectual
argument which would justify the extension of political rights to women.
Nor was there any need to do so, for that task had been masterfully
accomplished in 1825 when William Thompson, a Benthamite and
socialist, published his Appeal of One Half the Human Race, Women,
Against the Pretensions of the Other Half, Men. This was a rejoinder
to an article on government written by another disciple of Bentham,
James Mill, for the 1823 Supplement to the Encyclopaedia Britannica.
Mill took the Benthamite position that the best form of government was
representative democracy. But, while the corollary to that would seem
to be (since Bentham maintained that all individuals were equally impor-
tant) a vote for everybody, male and female alike, both Bentham and
Mill drew back from that logical implication of their doctrine.

Bentham’s advocacy of universal suffrage was somewhat theoretical;

1 An anonymous street boy, cited in Katherine Roberts, Pages from the Diary of a Militant Suffrageite
(Letchworth and London: Garden City Press Limited, Printers, 1910), p. 13.
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while he acknowledged its necessity, he felt that it was not yet expedient
to give women the vote. Mill, on the other hand, attempted to reconcile
his belief in political democracy with the contradictory notion that all
individuals (i.e., women and children) whose interests were supposedly
represented by their husbands or fathers, might “without inconvenience”
be denied political rights. This position infuriated Thompson, who
demanded that Mill retract his discriminatory statements. When he
refused, Thompson wrote his impassioned A ppeal, which called for com-
plete equality of the sexes in every sense of the word—politically, eco-
nomically, socially, and even sexually!

Obviously, Thompson’s arguments, which in some respects might be
considered radical even by today’s standards, were too advanced for the
times. It is likely, in fact, that the advocacy of equal rights for women
coming from so tainted a source was actually prejudicial to that cause.
At any rate, almost nothing of a practical nature contributing to the
advancement of women’s political rights was accomplished for nearly
forty years. By the 1860’s, however, some of the feminists who had here-
tofore devoted their energies to law reform, social work, education, and
employment, now proceeded to agitate for woman’s suffrage. Political
change was in the air. The reform bill of 1866 was being debated by
Parliament. In that year John Stuart Mill presented to the House of
Commons “The Ladies’ Petition”, which called for giving women exactly
the same voting rights as those enjoyed by men. He also made several
speeches in Commons in favor of political equality, for which he was
ridiculed and abused by his fellow parliamentarians. The Reform Bill
of 1867, of course, made neither mention of women nor concessions to
them; their claims were simply ignored.

Mill was not altogether alone in his support of feminist aspirations.
A few other eminent men came out in favor of emancipation. For
example, the renowned Christian Socialist, Charles Kingsley, in an article
published in 1869, asked:

Who will say that Mrs. Fry, or Miss Nightingale, or Miss Burdett Coutts, is not
as fit to demand pledges of a candidate at the hustings on important social
questions as any male elector; or to give her deliberate opinion thereon, in either
House of Parliament, as any average M.P. or peer of the realm? And if it be said
that these are only brilliant exceptions, the rejoinder is, What proof have you of
that? You cannot pronounce on the powers of the average till you have tried
them. These exceptions rather prove the existence of unsuspected and
unemployed strength below.!

Kingsley, like many other feminists, came to believe that only through
getting the franchise would the other goals of the woman’s movement —
employment and education—be achieved.

But Mill and Kingsley were exceptions. Most of the prominent men
of the period, and practically all the leading politicians, regarded the

1 “Women and Politics”, p- 558.
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granting of the vote to women as either preposterous, subversive, immoral,
or impractical. Nevertheless, a small but dedicated band of women, led
by such ladies as Millicent Garrett Fawcett, Lydia Becker, and Helen
Blackburn, went on writing pamphlets, editing journals, conducting
drawing-room discussions, giving lectures, and holding mass meetings.
These activities, in addition to those of local women’s suffrage societies
which had been established in the late sixties, prepared the groundwork
for the change which would eventually take place—but it was a hard
and at times apparently thankless task. It was made more difficult by
the opposition not only of the male establishment, which could have
been expected, but of many prominent women of the period who were
vehemently opposed to equal rights for their sex. There were even more
women, of course, who were simply indifferent to the question.!

Not only had feminists failed in their attempts to secure the vote by
the end of the century, but, to some observers, they seemed to be con-
fronted by obstacles even more formidable than those they had faced
twenty-five or thirty years earlier. The division of opinion among suf-
fragists as to whether the projected franchise should include married
women; the death of the indefatigable Lydia Becker; the dogged oppo-
sition of the leadership of both political parties (in particular, that of
Mr. Gladstone), and the fact that in the intervening years the electorate
had grown from about 1,000,000 to more than 6,300,000 (leaving sex
the sole ground for exclusion), moved one frustrated suffragist to des-
cribe the position of women as more “obnoxious and painful” than
before.?

The movement for female suffrage was about to enter a new phase,
characterized by tighter organization, stricter discipline, and increased
aggressiveness. Richard M. Pankhurst, a Manchester socialist who had
for years been active in support of women’s rights, was joined in this

! In 1905 Emily Davies observed that, even among the graduates of women’s colleges, “comparatively few
seriously object to it [women'’s suffrage], but also that not many care about it”. Miss Davies traced the apathy
to “pre-occupation with other interests”. See “The Women's Suffrage Movement”, reprinted in Thoughts
on Some Questions Relating to Women, p. 201. Annie Besant, on the other hand, suggested that the indif-
ference of women to the franchise was due to something more fundamental: The “bitterest curse of oppres-
sion” is that “it crushes out in the breast of the oppressed the very wish to be free. . . . Habit, custom make
hard things easy. If a woman is educated to regard man as her natural lord, she will do so’’. The Political
Status of Women, 3rd ed. (London: Freethought Publishing Company: n.d.), pp. 7-8.

2 IGNOTA, “Women's Suffrage”, Westminster Review, CXLVIII (1897), 364. Two years later this same
observer recorded the bitterness felt during the 1890s by those women “who had given many of the best years
of [their] lives” to the cause of female emancipation, but who nevertheless “were told by young men—men
who were in their cradles whilst some of us were working hard to secure the very rights which they claimed
to have freely given us—how men had out of their boundless generosity given to us (that is, to the married
women of us) the right to our own property, and also some right to the custody of our own children. To
those of us present . . . it seemed that these men ought rather to have asked our pardon for the usurpation
and slow restitution of these human and social rights than to have claimed credit for that which they never
lifted a finger to do’’. IGNOTA, “‘Privilege v. Justice to Women’’, Westminster Review, CLII (1899), 128.
She maintained subsequently that the years after 1884 had witnessed an increase in “masculine degrada-
tion”, which, furthermore, had “so corrupted and perverted human sentiment that there [was] far less
enthusiasm or effort now for any wise or just social reform than there was fifteen years ago”. “Woman'’s Lost
Citizenship”, Westminster Review, CLIX (190%), 512-13.
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cause by his wife, Emmeline, and later by their daughters, Christabel
and Sylvia. Finding the Manchester Suffrage Society too moderate for
their tastes, the Pankhursts founded the Women’s Social and Political
Union in 1903 and agitated for a government-sponsored bill which
should grant “Votes for Women”. Becoming convinced, after repeated
disappointments, that only a show of force would compel the govern-
ment to make any concessions, the Pankhursts embarked on a program
of steadily increasing militancy, which alienated not only large segments
of the general public, but even those women who had led the movement
through its gradualist, non-violent phase. Freely expending blood, sweat,
tears, and petrol, the Pankhurst ladies and their militant cohorts com-
mitted arson, smashed shop windows, damaged objets d’art, violated
the sanctity of the postal system, provoked the police into arresting them,
refused to eat when confined to jail, had to be forcibly fed, tempted
violent death (and in Emily Davison’s case, actually suffered it), and kept
London in an uproar. These tactics were based on the assumption that
getting the vote was all-important, because there could be no effective
change in the position of women until they gained political rights. (To
their opponents, of course, political rights for women—given their
numerical superiority—would inevitably lead to a gynocracy, which no
upstanding Englishman —red-blooded or not —could contemplate with-
out his gorge rising.) The consequence of the Pankhursts’ single-minded
concentration on getting the vote was that activities on behalf of other
social causes were held to be an unjustifiable diversion of energies which
could be most profitably employed in the battle for the vote.

While it is debatable whether this strategy was effective in advancing
the cause of women’s suffrage in the long run, there seems little doubt
that in the years prior to the outbreak of World War I, the movement
was an utter failure.

[Harriet Taylor], “Enfranchisement of Women”, Westminster Review,
LX (1851), 150-61.

John Stuart Mill and Harriet Taylor, whom he met in 1830 when she
was the wife of John Taylor, and married in 1851 after Taylor’s death,
enjoyed a relationship which was the subject of gossip by their contem-
poraries and is still a matter of interest to scholars. It is generally
assumed that while they were profoundly devoted to one another, their
attachment was primarily intellectual.

According to Mill, Mrs. Taylor was a unique combination of spiritual
and intellectual resources so profound that she was literally a paragon of
all the virtues. Her influence on Mill was undoubtedly great, but it is
difficult to determine exactly what her share was in the publications,
such as the Political Economy, that Mill referred to as their “joint pro-
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duction”.! But there is an article, obv10usly the product of an incisive
mind, which appeared anonymously in the July 1851 issue of the West-
manster Review, and which is now accepted as her work. Mill later
acknowledged that she had been the source of many of the ideas he ad-

vanced in The Subjection of Women, which was pubhshed in 1869,

elghteen years after her article appeared. In fact, her views on such sub-

jects as the employment of women were more explicit and radical than
those of Mill. She assailed society’s narrow definition of the female role,

which effectively imprisoned women in her “proper sphere”, thereby
excluding her from professional activities and civic respons1b111t1es and,

unlike those of her contemporaries who argued for a partial improve-
ment in the position of women, she called for nothing less than complete
emancipation, with the object of enabling women to function as the
equals of men in every respect: socially, legally, and politically.

- There has arisen in the United States . . . an organised agitation on a new
question . . . new, and even unheard of, as a subject for public meetings and practical
political action. This question is, the enfranchisement of women; their admission, in
law, and in fact, to equality in all rights, political, civil, and social, with the male citi-
zens of the community.

- The agitation which has commenced is not a pleading by male writers and
orators for women; . . . it is 2 movement not merely for women, but by them. . . .
On the 23rd and 24th of October last, a succession of public meetings was held at
Worcester, in Massachusetts, under the name of a ‘*‘Women’s Rights Convention,”’ of
which the president was a woman, and nearly all the chief speakers women; numerously
reinforced, however, by men, among whom were some of the most distinguished leaders
in the kindred cause of negro emancipation. . . .

-That the promoters of this new agitation take their stand on principles, and do not
fear to declare these in their widest extent, without time-serving or compromise, will
be seen from the resolutions adopted by the Convention . . . [which proclaim that
every qualified human being should have a voice in legislation; that those who are taxed
should be directly represented; that women are entitled to vote and should be eligible
for office; that all persons, regardless of sex or color, should be equal in law and in the
exercise of their civil and political rights; that women should be afforded opportunities
for commercial and professional employment; that the education of women must
necessarily be a failure until they are given political rights; and that married women
should have property rights identical to those of their husbands].

- That women have as good a claim as men have, in point of personal right, to
the suffrage, or to a place in the jury-box, it would be difficult for anyone to deny. It
cannot certainly be denied by the United States of America, as a people or as a com-
munity. Their democratic institutions rest avowedly on the inherent right of everyone
to a voice in the government. Their Declaration of Independence, framed by the men
who are still their great constitutional authorities—that document which has been from
the first, and is now, the acknowledged basis of their polity, commences with this
express statement: —

! F. A. Hayek, John Stuart Mill and Harriet Taylor (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1951),
p- 118.
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“We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal; that they
are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life,
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; that to secure these rights, governments are insti-
tuted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.”

We do not imagine that any American democrat will evade the force of these expres-
sions by the dishonest or ignorant subterfuge, that ‘‘men,’’ in this memorable docu-
ment, does not stand for human beings, but for one sex only; that “life, liberty, and
the pursuit of happiness” are “inalienable rights” of only one moiety of the human spe-
cies; and that ‘‘the governed,’’ whose consent is affirmed to be the only source of just
power, are meant for that half of mankind only, who, in relation to the other, have
hitherto assumed the character of governors. The contradiction between principle
and practice cannot be explained away. A like dereliction of the fundamental maxims
of their political creed has been committed by the Americans in the flagrant instance
of the negroes. . . . It was fitting that the men whose names will remain associated
with the extirpation, from the democratic soil of America, of the aristocracy of colour,
should be among the originators, for America and for the rest of the world, of the
first collective protest against the aristocracy of sex; a distinction as accidental as that
of colour, and fully as irrelevant to all questions of government.

Not only to the democracy of America, the claim of women to civil and political
equality makes an irresistible appeal, but also to those radicals and chartists in the
British islands, and democrats on the Continent, who claim what is called universal
suffrage as an inherent right, unjustly and oppressively withheld from them. For with
what truth or rationality could the suffrage be termed universal, while half the human
species remain excluded from it? To declare that a voice in the government is the right
of all, and demand it only for a part— the part, namely, to which the claimant himself
belongs—is to renounce even the appearance of principle. The chartist who denies
the suffrage to women, is a chartist only because he is not a lord; he is one of those
levellers who would level only down to themselves.

Even those who do not look upon a voice in the government as a matter of personal
right, nor profess principles which require that it should be extended to all, have usually
traditional maxims of political justice with which it is impossible to reconcile the exclu-
sion of all women from the common rights of citizenship. It is an axiom of English
freedom that taxation and representation should be co-extensive. Even under the laws
which give the wife’s property to the husband, there are many unmarried women who
pay taxes. It is one of the fundamental doctrines of the British constitution, that all
persons should be tried by their peers: yet, women, whenever tried, are tried by male
judges and a male jury. To foreigners the law accords the privilege of claiming that
half the jury should be composed of themselves; not so to women. Apart from maxims
of detail, which represent local and national rather than universal ideas; it is an acknow-
ledged dictate of justice to make no degrading distinctions without necessity. In all
things the presumption ought to be on the side of equality. A reason must be given
why anything should be permitted to one person and interdicted to another. But when
that which is interdicted includes nearly everything which those to whom it is permitted
most prize, and to be deprived of which they feel to be most insulting; when not only
political liberty but personal freedom of action is the prerogative of a caste; when
even in the exercise of industry, almost all employments which task the higher faculties
in an important field, which lead to distinction, riches, or even pecuniary independ-
ence, are fenced round as the exclusive domain of the predominant section . . . , the

F.&E—H
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miserable expediencies which are advanced as excuses for so grossiy partial a dispensa-
tion, would not be sufficient, even if they were real, to render it other than a flagrant
injustice. While, far from being expedient, we are firmly convinced that the division
of mankind into two castes, one born to rule over the other, is in this case, as in all
cases, an unqualified mischief; a source of perversion and demoralization, both to the
favoured class and to those at whose expense they are favoured; producing none of the
good which it is the custom to ascribe to it, and forming a bar, almost insuperable
while it lasts, to any really vital improvement, either in the character or in the social
condition of the human race. . . .

We deny the right of any portion of the species to decide for another portion, or any
individual for another individual, what is and what is not their ‘‘proper sphere.”” The
proper sphere for all human beings is the largest and highest which they are able to
attain to. What this is, cannot be ascertained, without complete liberty of choice. . . .
To interfere beforehand by an arbitrary limit, and declare that whatever be the genius,
talent, energy, or force of mind of an individual of a certain sex or class, those faculties
shall not be exerted, or shall be exerted only in some few of the many modes in which
others are permitted to use theirs, is not only an injustice to the individual, and a detri-
ment to society, which loses what it can ill spare, but is also the most effectual mode of
providing that, in the sex or class so fettered, the qualities which are not permitted to
be exercised shall not exist. . . .

. . . If those who assert that the “proper sphere” for woman is the domestic, mean
by this that they have not shown themselves qualified for any other, the assertion evinces
great ignorance of life and of history. Women have shown fitness for the highest social
functions, exactly in proportion as they have been admitted to them. By a curious
anomaly, though ineligible to even the lowest offices of state, they are in some coun-
tries admitted to the highest of all, the regal; and if there is any one function for which
they have shown a decided vocation, it is that of reigning. Not to go back to ancient
history, we look in vain for abler or firmer rulers than Elizabeth; than Isabella of
Castile; than Maria Teresa; than Catherine of Russia; than Blanche, mother of Louis
IX. of France; than Jeanne d’Albret, mother of Henri Quatre. There are few kings on
record who contended with more difficult circumstances, or overcame them more
triumphantly, than these. . . .

Concerning the fitness, then, of women for politics, there can be no question: but
the dispute is more likely to turn upon the fitness of politics for women. When the
reasons alleged for excluding women from active life in all its higher departments, are
stripped of their garb of declamatory phrases, and reduced to the simple expression of
a meaning, they seem to be mainly three: the incompatibility of active life with mater-
nity, and with the cares of a household; secondly, its alleged hardening effect on the
character; and thirdly, the inexpediency of making an addition to the already excessive
pressure of competition in every kind of professional or lucrative employment.

The first, the maternity argument, is usually laid most stress upon: although (it
needs hardly be said) this reason, if it be one, can apply only to mothers. It is neither
necessary nor just to make imperative on women that they shall be either mothers or
nothing; or that if they have been motbers once, they shall be nothing else during the
whole remainder of their lives. Neither women or men need any law to exclude them
from an occupation, if they have undertaken another which is incompatible with it.
No one proposes to exclude the male sex from Parliament because 2 man may be a
soldier or sailor in active service, or a merchant whose business requires all his time
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and energies. Nine-tenths of the occupations of men exclude them de facto from public
life, as effectually as if they were excluded by law; but that is no reason for making laws
to exclude even the nine-tenths, much less the remaining tenth. The reason of the case
is the same for women as for men. There is no need to make provision by law that a
woman shall not carry on the active details of a household, or of the education of chil-
dren, and at the same time practise a profession or be elected to parliament. Where
incompatibility is real, it will take care of itself: but there is gross injustice in making
the incompatibility a pretense for the exclusion of those in whose case it does not exist.
And these, if they were free to choose, would be a very large proportion. The mater-
nity argument deserts its supporters in the case of single women, a large and increasing
class of the population; a fact which, it is not irrelevant to remark, by tending to dimin-
ish the excessive competition of numbers, is calculated to assist greatly the prosperity
of all. There is no inherent reason or necessity that all women should voluntarily choose
to devote their lives to one animal function and its consequences. Numbers of women
are wives and mothers only because there is no other career open to them, no other
occupation for their feelings or their activities. Every improvement in their education,
and enlargement of their faculties—everything which renders them more qualified for
any other mode of life, increases the number of those to whom it is an injury and an
oppression to be denied the choice. To say that women must be excluded from active
life because maternity disqualifies them for it, is in fact to say, that every other career
should be forbidden them in order that maternity may be their only resource.

But secondly, it is urged, that to give the same freedom of occupation to women as
to men, would be an injurious addition to the crowd of competitors, by whom the
avenues to almost all kinds of employment are choked up, and its remuneration de-
pressed. This argument, it is to be observed, does not reach the political question. It
gives no excuse for withholding from women the rights of citizenship. The suffrage,
the jury-box, admission to the legislature and to office, it does not touch. It bears only
on the industrial branch of the subject. . . .

The third objection to the admission of women to political or professional life, its
alleged hardening tendency, belongs to an age now past, and is scarcely to be compre-
hended by people of the present time. There are still, however, persons who say that
the world and its avocations render men selfish and unfeeling; that the struggles, rival-
ries and collisions of business and of politics make them harsh and unamiable; that if
half the species must unavoidably be given up to these things, it is the more necessary
that the other half should be kept free from them; that to preserve women from the
bad influences of the world, is the only chance of preventing men from being wholly
given up to them.

There would have been plausibility in this argument when the world was still in the
age of violence; when life was full of physical conflict, and every man had to redress his
injuries or those of others, by the sword or by the strength of his arm. Women, like
priests, by being exempted from such responsibilities, and from some part of the accom-
panying dangers, may have been enabled to exercise a beneficial influence. Butin the
present condition of human life, we do not know where those hardening influences are
to be found, to which men are subject and from which women are at present exempt. . . .
If there are hatred, malice, and all uncharitableness, they are to be found among
women fully as much as among men. In the present state of civilization, the notion of
guarding women from the hardening influences of the world, could only be realized by
secluding them from society altogether. . . .
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But, in truth, none of these arguments and considerations touch the foundations of
the subject. The real question is, whether it is right and expedient that one-half of the
human race should pass through life in a state of forced subordination to the other
half. . . .

Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon, Reasons for the Enfranchisement of
Women (London: n.p., 1866), 6-10, 12.

The membership list of the Kensington Society, a discussion group
created specifically to consider questions of importance to women, reads
like a Who's Who of prominent feminists. Charlotte Manning was the
president, Emily Davies, the secretary, and the approximately fifty mem-
bers included Madame Bodichon, Isa Craig, Jessie Boucherett, Frances
Power Cobbe, Dorothea Beale, Mary Frances Buss, Elizabeth Garrett,
Sophia Jex-Blake, Helen Taylor, and Elizabeth Wolstenholme, all of
whom had distinguished themselves in various aspects of the struggle to
improve the position of women. At the first meeting of the society in
May 1865, Emily Davies proposed a question which was taken up at the
next meeting, in November of that year: “Is the extension of the Parlia-
mentary suffrage to women desirable, and if so, under what conditions?”
Barbara Bodichon, like the true daughter of a father (Benjamin Leigh
Smith) who had fought for the Reform Bill of 1832, submitted a paper,
which the ladies of the society overwhelmingly endorsed, calling for the
extension of the franchise to women. Before the paper was discussed,
Emily Davies had suggested to Madame Bodichon that a few semantic
changes, based on her understanding of male psychology, would be desir-
able:

I don’t think it quite does to call the arguments on the other side ‘‘foolish.”” Of
course they are, but it does not seem quite polite to say so. I should like to omit
the paragraph about outlawry. You see, the enemy always maintains that the
disabilities imposed upon women are not penal, but solely intended for their
good, and I find nothing irritates men so much as to attribute tyranny to them. I
believe many of them do really mean well, and at any rate as they say they do, it
seemns fair to admit it and to show them that their well-intended efforts are a
mistake, not a crime. Men cannot stand indignation, and tho’ of course I think it
is just, it seems to me better to suppress the manifestation of it. . . .}

Thus tutored, the Kensington Society ladies organized London’s first
women’s suffrage committee, whose members sought support for their
cause by collecting signatures on petitions which were subsequently pre-
sented to the House of Commons. The next year Madame Bodichon
presented her ideas more formally at the Manchester meeting of the
Social Science Association, in a paper from which an excerpt is given
below.

[Editors’ note: Madame Bodichon has already discussed several arguments for giving

! Stephen, Emily Dauvies and Girton College, p. 108.
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women the vote based on “considerations of justice and mercy”.] . . . There remain to
be considered those aspects of the question which affect the general community. And
among all the reasons for giving women votes, the one which appears to me the strong-
est, is that of the influence it might be expected to have in increasing public spirit.
Patriotism, a healthy, lively, intelligent interest in everything which concerns the nation
to which we belong, and an unselfish devotedness to the public service, —these are the
qualities which make a people great and happy; these are the virtues which ought to be
most sedulously cultivated in all classes of the community. And I know no better means
at this present time, of counteracting the tendency to prefer narrow private ends to the
public good, than this of giving to all women, duly qualified, a direct and conscious
participation in political affairs. Give some women votes, and it will tend to make all
women think seriously of the concerns of the nation at large, and their interest having
once been fairly roused, they will take pains, by reading and by consultation with per-
sons better informed than themselves, to form sound opinions. As it is, women of the
middle class occupy themselves but little with anything beyond their own family circle.
They do not consider it any concern of theirs, if poor men and women are ill-nursed in
workhouse infirmaries, and poor children ill-taught in workhouse schools. If the roads
are bad, the drains neglected, the water poisoned, they think it is all very wrong, but it
does not occur to them that it is their duty to get it put right. These farmer-women
and business-women have honest sensible minds and much practical experience, but
they do not bring their good sense to bear upon public affairs, because they think it is
men’s business, not theirs, to look after such things. It is this belief —so narrowing and
deadening in its influence — that the exercise of the franchise would tend to dissipate.
The mere fact of being called upon to enforce an opinion by a vote, would have an
immediate effect in awakening a healthy sense of responsibility. There is no reason
why these women should not take an active interest in all the social questions —educa-
tion, public health, prison discipline, the poor laws, and the rest—which occupy
Parliament, and they would be much more likely to do so if they felt that they had
importance in the eyes of Members of Parliament, and could claim a hearing for their
opinions.

Besides these women of business, there are ladies of property, whose more active
participation in public affairs would be beneficial both to themselves and the com-
munity generally. The want of stimulus to energetic action is much felt by women of
the higher classes. It is agreed that they ought not to be idle, but what they ought to
do is not so clear. Reading, music and drawing, needlework, and charity are their
usual employments. Reading, without a purpose, does not come to much. Music and
drawing, and needlework, are most commonly regarded chiefly as amusements intended
to fill up time. We have left, as the serious duty of independence and unmarried
women, the care of the poor in all its branches, including visiting the sick and the
aged and ministering to their wants, looking after the schools, and in every possible
way giving help wherever help is needed. Now education, the relief of the destitute,
and the health of the people, are among the most important and difficult matters
which occupy the minds of statesmen, and if it is admitted that women of leisure and
culture are bound to contribute their part towards the solution of these great questions,
it is evident that every means of making their co-operation enlightened and vigorous
should be sought for. They have special opportunities of observing the operation of
many of the laws. They know, for example, for they see before their eyes, the practical
working of the law of settlement —of the laws relating to the dwellings of the poor—and
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many others, and the experience which peculiarly qualifies them to form a judgement
on these matters, ought not to be thrown away. We all know that we have already a
goodly body of rich, influential working-women, whose opinions on the social and poli-
tical questions of the day are well worth listening to. In almost every parish, there are,
happily for England, such women. Now everything should be done to give these valu-
able members of the community a solid social standing. If they are wanted, and there
can be no doubt that they are, in all departments of social work, their position in the
work should be as dignified and honourable as it is possible to make it. Rich unmarried
women have many opportunities of benefitting the community, which are not within
reach of a married woman, absorbed by the care of her husband and children. Every-
thing, I say again, should be done to encourage this most important and increasing
class, to take their place in the army of workers for the common good, and all the
forces we can bring to bear for this end are of incalculable value. For by bringing women
into hearty co-operation with men, we gain the benefit not only of their work, but of
their intelligent sympathy. Public spirit is like fire: a feeble spark of it may be fanned
into a flame, or it may be very easily be put out. And the result of teaching women
that they have nothing to do with politics, is that their influence goes towards extinguish-
ing the unselfish interest — never too strong— which men are disposed to take in public
affairs.

Let each member of the House of Commons consider, in a spirit of true scientific
inquiry, all the properly qualified women of his acquaintance, and he will see no rea-
son why the single ladies and the widows among his own family and friends should not
form as sensible opinions on the merits of candidates as the voters who returned him to
Parliament. When we find among the disfranchised such names as those of Mrs. Somer-
ville, Harriet Martineau, Miss Burdett Coutts, Florence Nightingale, Mary Carpenter,
Lousia Twining, Miss Marsh, and many others scarcely inferior to these in intellectual
and moral worth, we cannot but desire, for the elevation and dignity of the parliamen-
tary system, to add them to the number of electors. . . .

It was said by Lord Derby, in his speech on entering upon the office of Prime Minister
last Session, in reference to Reform — that “there were theoretical anomalies in our
present system which it was desirable, if possible, to correct; but there were classes of
persons excluded from the franchise who had a fair claim and title, upon the ground
of their fitness to exercise the privilege of electors; and that there was a very large class
whom the particular qualifications of the Act of 1832 excluded.” I venture to submit,
that the exclusion of female freeholders and householders from the franchise is an
anomaly which it is very desirable, and not impossible, to correct; that there is no
class of persons having a fairer claim and title upon the ground of their fitness to exer-
cise the privileges of electors; and that whatever may be deemed expedient with
regard to other classes, this class, at any rate, should not be excluded by the particular
qualifications of the Reform Act of the future.

John Stuart Mill, The Admission of Women to the Electoral Franchise
(London: Triibner & Co., 1867), pp. 3-6, 14-16.

The origins of John Stuart Mill's concern with female suffrage were
several: his admiration for William Thompson (the author of an 4 ppeal of
One Half the Human Race, etc.), his contacts with the Saint-Simonians,
and — above all—the influence of Harriet Taylor, whose own interest in
the subject derived from her association with the noted (and subsequently
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notorious) Unitarian divine, William Johnson Fox.! It was Mrs. Taylor
who changed Mill from a theoretical believer in woman’s suffrage to an
active campaigner on behalf of that cause.

Mill announced his support for the enfranchisement of women during
the election of 1865, when he was a successful candidate for a seat repre-
senting Westminster. In June 1866 he presented to the House of Com-
mons a petition, signed by almost 1,500 sympathizers (including Frances
Power Cobbe, Harriet Martineau, Emily Shirreff, Barbara Leigh Smith
Bodichon, Jessie Boucherett, Emily Davies, and Elizabeth Garrett), in
support of female suffrage. The next year Mill moved in the House of
Commons an amendment to the second Reform Bill which, by substitut-
ing “person” for “man”, would have given the vote to women in boroughs
who were rated householders or £10 lodgers. The House was prepared
to greet the amendment “with all the deference due to so great a thinker”,
but not to give it the necessary votes. It lost—196 to 83.

That deference, however, was not in evidence on May 20, 1867, when
Mill addressed the House of Commons on behalf of female suffrage.
This speech, which many of Mill’s critics alleged was evidence of a decline
in his intellectual powers, if not his actual sanity, was, in fact, a telling
indictment of the glaring injustices daily perpetrated on English women.
What Mill said was not new, but his arguments were so eloquent and
logical that it is difficult to see how even his adversaries could have failed
to be affected by them. But their bias was equal to the challenge.

. . . There is nothing to distract our attention from the simple question, whether
there is any adequate justification for continuing to exclude an entire half of the com-
munity, not only from admission, but from the capability of being ever admitted within
the pale of the Constitution, though they may fulfil all the conditions legally and con-
stitutionally sufficient in every case but theirs. Sir, within the limits of our Constitution
this is a solitary case. There is no other example of an exclusion which is absolute. If
the law denied a vote to all but the possessors of £5000 a year, the poorest man in the
nation might —and now and then would —acquire the suffrage; but neither birth, nor
fortune, nor merit, nor exertion, nor intellect, nor even that great disposer of human
affairs, accident, can ever enable any woman to have her voice counted in those national
affairs which touch her and hers as nearly as any other person in the nation.

.. . We should not, capriciously and without cause, withhold from one what we
give to another. . . . To lay a ground for refusing the suffrage to any one, it is neces-
sary to allege either personal unfitness or public danger. Now, can either of these be
alleged in the present case? Can it be pretended that women who manage an estate or
conduct a business, — who pay rates and taxes, often to a large amount, and frequently
from their own earnings, —many of whom are responsible heads of families, and some
of whom, in the capacity of schoolmistresses, teach much more than a great number

! Fox’s radical views were promulgated through the Monthly Repository, a literary and political journal
to which both Harriet Taylor and Mill contributed articles. In an essay entitled “A Political and Social
Anomaly”, published in 1832, Fox boldly enunciated his feminist views. See Monthly Repository, XI (1832),
637-42.

2 M. Ostrogorski, The Rights of Women (London: Swan Sonnenschein & Co., 1893), pp. 41-42.
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of the male electors have ever learnt, — are not capable of a function of which every
male householder is capable? Or is it feared that if they were admitted to the suffrage
they would revolutionize the State, —would deprive us of any of our valued institutions,
or that we should have worse laws, or be in any way whatever worse governed, through
the effect of their suffrages? No one, Sir, believes anything of the kind.

And it is not only the general principles of justice that are infringed, or at least set
aside, by the exclusion of women, merely as women, from any share in the representa-
tion; that exclusion is also repugnant to the particular principles of the British Consti-
tution. It violates one of the oldest of our constitutional maxims—a doctrine dear to
reformers, and theoretically acknowledged by most Conservatives—that taxation and
representation should be co-extensive. Do not women pay taxes? Does not every woman
who is su? jurds contribute exactly as much as the revenue as a man who has the same
electoral qualification?

The House, however, will doubtless expect that I should not rest my case solely on
the general principles either of justice or of the Constitution, but should produce what
are called practical arguments. . . . Practical arguments, practical in the most restricted
meaning of the term, are not wanting; and I am prepared to state them, if I may be
permitted first to ask, what are the practical objections? . . . [That] politics are not
women’s business, and would distract them from their proper duties: Women do not
desire the suffrage, but would rather be without it: Women are sufficiently represented
by the representation of their male relatives and connexions: Women have power
enough already. . . . [Editors’ note: Taking each of these objections in order, Mill
proceeded logically to demolish them. This, for example, is how he disposed of the
argument that women’s interests were more than adequately looked after by men.]

But at least, it will be said, women do not suffer any practical inconvenience, as
women, by not having a vote. The interests of all women are safe in the hands of their
fathers, husbands, and brothers, who have the same interest with them, and not only
know, far better than they do, what is good for them, but care much more for them
than they care for themselves. Sir, this is exactly what is said of all unrepresented
classes. The operatives, for instance: are they not virtually represented by the repre-
sentation of their employers? Are not the interest of the employers and that of the
employed, when properly understood, the same? To insinuate the contrary, is it not
the horrible crime of setting class against class? Is not the farmer equally interested
with the labourer in the prosperity of agriculture, —the cotton manufacturer equally
with his workmen in the high price of calicoes? Are they not both interested alike in
taking off taxes? And, generally, have not employers and employed a common interest
against all outsiders, just as husband and wife have against all outside the family? And
what is more, are not all employers good, kind, benevolent men, who love their work-
people, and always desire to do what is most for their good? All these assertions are as
true, and as much to the purpose, as the corresponding assertions respecting men and
women. . . . Workmen need other protection than that of their employers, and women
other protection than that of their men. I should like to have a return laid before this
House of the number of women who are annually beaten to death, kicked to death, or
trampled to death by their male protectors: and, in an opposite column, the amount
of the sentences passed, in those cases in which the dastardly criminals did not get off
altogether. I should also like to have, in a third column, the amount of property, the
unlawful taking of which was, at the same sessions or assizes, by the same judge, thought
worthy of the same amount of punishment. We should then have an arithmetical esti-
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mate of the value set by a male legislature and male tribunals of the murder of a woman,
often by torture continued through years, which, if there is any shame in us, would
make us hang our heads. . . . This is the sort of care taken of women’s interests by the
men who so faithfully represent them. . . .

Lydia E. Becker, “Female Suffrage”, Contemporary Review, IV (1867),
307-16.

It would not be much of an exaggeration to say that, if Barbara Bodi-
chon was the prophetess of the woman’s suffrage movement, Lydia
Becker was its high priestess. True, Miss Becker had another interest—
science, on which she was sufficiently informed to enable her to corres-
pond with Darwin on botanical questions—but, from the moment she
was inspired by hearing Madame Bodichon’s paper on woman’s suffrage
at the Social Science Association’s meeting in 1866, she devoted her life
almost single-mindedly to that cause.

Early in 1867 she organized the Manchester Women’s Suffrage Com-
mittee, which merged with similar groups to form the Manchester
National Society for Women’s Suffrage. This Society, of which Miss
Becker was the secretary, and Richard Pankhurst, Jacob Bright, and
Elizabeth Wolstenholme were members, organized “the first public
meeting ever held in support of the female franchise . . . on 14th April
1868”.1 At this meeting, Lydia Becker moved a resolution (and scan-
dalized conventional opinion, which considered such an act unladylike),
that called for the vote to be granted to women on the same terms it was
granted to men.

In 1870 Miss Becker became editor of the Woman’s Suffrage Journal,
which published the details of all speeches made, both inside and out-
side Parliament, on the subject of female suffrage. Adopting the tactics
used earlier in the century by the Anti-Corn Law League, she organized
mass meetings, door-to-door canvassing and the circulation of petitions.
She took a very active part in supervising and coordinating parliamen-
tary efforts to secure the franchise for women and became an accomplished
lobbyist. Contributing to her efforts to secure the vote for women were
her activities as a member of the Manchester School Board, to which she
was elected eight consecutive times. The lesson was obvious: if a woman
could vote and hold elective office in Manchester, how could she be
denied that right in Westminster?

The excerpt which follows is from the article, “Female Suffrage”,
which appeared in the Contemporary Review for March 1867 and won
Miss Becker a national reputation. Itis a good example of her lucid and
trenchant style.

The action taken by Mr. J. S. Mill in the House of Commons on behalf of the free-

! Roger Fulford, Votes for Women (London: Faber & Faber Ltd., 1957), p. 73.
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holders and householders, the petition for whose enfranchisement he presented, raises
a question of very great importance to women, and to the community of which they
form the numerical majority. . . .

Hitherto the difficulty has been to get the question of the political rights of indivi-
duals of the female sex recognised as one open to discussion at all. The advocate has
not been allowed to come into court. It has been assumed that the male sex, by a sort
of divine right, has the exclusive privilege of directing the affairs of the community;
and any serious claim made by the other half of the human race, to a share in control-
ling its destinies, has been met, not by argument showing the groundlessness or inexpe-
diency of the demand, but by a refusal to entertain it, as if it were something intrinsi-
cally absurd. . . .

It surely will not be denied that women have, and ought to have, opinions of their
own on subjects of public interest, and on the events which arise as the world wends on
its way. But if it be granted that women may, without offence, hold political opinions,
on what ground can the right be withheld of giving the same expression or effect to
their opinions as that enjoyed by their male neighbours? To individual men the law
says, “All of you whose rental reaches the prescribed standard shall have your political
existence recognised. You may not be clever nor learned, possibly you do not know
how to read and write. Still you know your own wants and wishes better than others
know them for you; you have a stake in the country, and your interests ought to be
consulted; you contribute directly to the national revenue a certain proportion of your
property or earnings, and you shall enjoy in return a small share of direct political
power, for the exercise of which, according to the best light you possess, you shall be
legally responsible to no one.”

But to individual women the law says, “It is true that you are persons with opinions,
wants, and wishes of your own, which you know better than any other can know for
you; we allow that your stake and interest in the country are equal to that of your next-
door neighbour, and that your intelligence is not inferior to that of great numbers of
male voters; we will tax your property and earnings as we see fit, but in return for your
personal contribution to the national revenue you shall not possess the minutist frac-
tion of personal political power; we will not allow you to have the smallest share in the
government of the country of which you are a denizen, nor any voice in the making of
the laws which determine the legal and political status of persons of your sex.”

Now can any man who feels that he would not like to be addressed in language of
this sort, seriously believe that women do like it? Surely there is no such difference in
the feelings of persons of opposite sexes as to make language which would sound morti-
fying and unjust to one set of persons, seem agreeable and equitable to another set. . . .

. . . Where is the consistency or propriety of saying to [women], “Open your eyes to
what is going on in the world, think for yourselves on the subjects that engage public
attention, and when you have taken pains to inform yourselves on the topics of the day,
and on the merits of the various questions that stir the mind of the nation, your opinions
shall be treated as worthless, your voices counted as nothing, and not a point of indepen-
dent standing-ground shall be given to one of you from which you may endeavour to
give effect to the strongest desire or opinion that may influence you.” Is not this style
of dealing with the opinions women are encouraged to form, something after the man-
ner of the famous recipe for treating a cucumber— Carefully prepare the fruit, adjust
the proportions of the seasoning, and when all is done, and the dish dressed to perfec-
tion, open the window and fling it away!
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The question should be fairly put, and honestly answered, Ought the wishes and
opinions of women to be allowed any political influence at all, any weight whatever in
the general councils of the nation? It is for those who answer this question in the affir-
mative to show cause why they should not be permitted to exercise whatever influence
it is thought right they should possess, in a direct, straightforward manner.

But many who allow that women’s voices ought to count for something in estimating
public opinion, say that the proper manner for them to exercise power in the State is
through the influence they possess over the minds of their male relatives—when they
happen to have any—and that this indirect method of making their opinions known
ought to satisfy them. This may sound plausible, but the legal measure of influence
accorded under this arrangement to the opinions of women of independent position is
found, on examination, to vanish to a nullity. By what process can the votes of men
be made to represent the opinions of women? Is a man bound, before giving his vote,
to consult the wishes of the woman or women on whose behalf, as well as his own
account, he is supposed to be acting? Each individual voter can give but one voice —
his own; that voice represents the sentiments of a single mind. It adds nothing to the
weight of this voice in choosing a representative, that any number of his female neigh-
bours coincide in the views of the elector; and if they do not so coincide, far from repre-
senting their wishes, he is thwarting them. If, then, the opinions and wishes of women
ought to have any political influence whatever, a channel should be open to them for
expressing them independent of the votes of men, for these may or may not represent
their opinions truly. . . .

The case of persons excluded from the franchise solely on account of their sex, is
essentially different from that of male persons shut out by the operation of the existing
electoral law. In the latter case the disability is not inherent, but accidental, and may
‘be overcome by the efforts of the individual, without change in the law. If a man is
not an elector to-day, he may be one to-morrow; his exclusion carries no stigma of
supposed mental or moral incapacity to form a judgment in political matters, and is
no logical bar to his making himself as fully acquainted with them as his tastes and
circumstances permit. His acquisition of a vote would be simply the adding another
name to the electoral roll, and would possess no special interest for other men.

But the admission of female freeholders and householders to the privilege of voting
would enfranchise, not simply the individual voters, but the whole sex. Every woman
in the land would have an immediate accession of personal dignity, for she would
belong to a class no longer denied the logical right to hold political opinions. Though
she might not happen to possess the requisite qualification for a vote, personal exclu-
sion from political power would lose its sting, for it would cease to imply presumed
mental incapacity for its exercise. English women would be relieved from the mortify-
ing consciousness, that while feeling no moral nor intellectual inferiority to the gener-
ality of the men of their own families, or whom they meet in society, and unable to
perceive any difference between men’s and women’s manner of judging, or sentiments
on public affairs, —except such as may be attributed to individual differences of tastes
and circumstances, — the opinions of their male aquaintances are respected, as forming
a legitimate portion of the motive power of the State, while their own are rejected, as
only women’s, and therefore not to be taken into account. It is to this feeling, and not
to any unworthy desire to interfere in party squabbles, that the movement of women
for enfranchisement is to be attributed. . . .
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R. M. Pankhurst, “The Right of Women to Vote Under the Reform Act,
1867", Fortnightly Review, X (1868), 250-54.

Dr. Richard Marsden Pankhurst, the socialist husband of Emmeline
and father of Christabel and Sylvia Pankhurst, had a broad and increas-
ingly radical range of interests: he was at various times a member of the
Social Science Association, the Association for the Reform and Codifi-
cation of the Laws of Nations, the Fabian Society, the Manchester Repub-
lican Club (of which he was a founder), and the Independent Labor
Party. Itis understandable that, although he had a brilliant mind, his
attempts to be elected to the House of Commons were unsuccessful: his
religious and political beliefs were unorthodox; he was an agnostic and
advocated the abolition of the House of Lords; and tact was not his strong
point.

Pankhurst was particularly concerned with improving the position of
women. He drafted the Women’s Disabilities Removal Bill of 1870 and
the Married Women’s Property Bill of 1882, joined the Manchester
Society for Women’s Suffrage when it was founded by Lydia Becker,
and acted as counsel in advancing the claims of women to the franchise
under the provisions of the Reform Act of 1867. As we have seen, John
Stuart Mill had failed to obtain the substitution in the language of that
Act, of “person” for “man”. Subsequently, Dr. Pankhurst was no more
successful in contending, in a legal action, that “man”, as it was employed
in the Act, was a generic term comprising both sexes, and that, conse-
quently, women had the right to vote. Citing Magna Carta and the
opinions of such legal authorities as Coke and Romilly, Pankhurst sought
to prove that the language of the Act could be interpreted only as con-
ferring the vote on both men and women. It was an ingenious argument
but, as the almost five thousand Manchester women who tried to place
their names on the voters’ register had discovered, the courts did not
take it seriously.

. . . The question of the electoral right of women has assumed a new aspect since
the passing of the Reform Act of last year. It is proposed to submit a short statement
of some of the grounds and reasoning in accordance with which it is contended that,
under ‘“The Representation of the People Act, 1867, all women who are su: juris, and
possess the necessary qualification, are entitled to vote in the election of members of
Parliament. . . .

The intention of the Act can only be collected from its language. The intention of
the Legislature is represented, is expressed, by the language of the Legislature. The
golden rule in the interpretation of an Act of Parliament, as of all written instruments,
is that its intention is to govern its construction; and what is its intention is to be ascer-
tained from the meaning of the language used. In the present case the Legislature has
granted the electoral franchises to ‘‘every man.’”’ The simple question is, what, accord-
ing to the intention of the Act, is the legal value of the expression ‘‘every man.”’

It is submitted that women are within the intention and definition of the Act for the



Women, Donkeys, Dogs 223

following reasons: —

(1) The franchises are granted not, as in the case of the Act of 1832, to “every male
person,’’ but to ‘‘every man.”’

(2) Everywhere throughout the Act the equivalent terms for “every man” are such
as would, without doubt, comprehend women. . . .

(3) The word ‘‘man,”’ and its equivalent ‘‘homo,”’ are in good English and Latin
generic, and include man and woman.

(4) Asto the legal value of the words ‘‘man’’ and ‘‘homo,’’ respectively—

(a) The term ‘‘homo,’’ in classical jurisprudence and juridical science, has no
necessary reference to sex; it means human being, and comprehends man and woman. . . .

(b) In the law of England, the word man is used generically to include man and
woman in cases arising under the common and statute law.

The expression, ‘‘No free man—anullus liher homo,”’ of the Great Charter, compre-
hends women as well as men. Lord Coke (2 inst. 45) says, “Homo doth extend to both
sexes, men and women.’’ By 3 Hen.VIl.c.1, it is enacted that the heir of 4im slain shall
have the appeal; and Coke (4 Rep. 46) says, “The heir of a woman shall have the
appeal.” By 25 Edw.IIl., the killing of a master is made treason; ‘‘this extends by
construction to the mistress.’’—Powlter’s case, 11 Rep.34. It may, indeed, be affirmed
generally, but particularly where political rights are concerned, that words which may
appear to be only of masculine value are used generically. . . .

(5) By express statutory enactment, the word “man” has been distinctly constituted
a technical expression, a term of art. By Lord Romilly’s Act, 13 & 14 Vict. ¢.21, s.4,
it is enacted that “in all Acts, words importing the masculine gender shall be deemed
and taken to include females, unless the contrary as to gender is expressly provided.”

In ““The Representation of the People Act, 1867,”’ there is no proviso to the contrary;
therefore the statutory value must be given to the word ‘“man,’’ and the rights granted
by the Act extended to women.

Much has been made of the history of the passage of the Act through Parliament as
an index of the intention of the Legislature. It is perfectly clear, whatever be the
nature of the facts of that history, that they cannot be considered in the interpretation
of the Act. The facts, however, do not warrant an adverse inference. Before the Bill
went into committee, the attention of Parliament was called to the terms of Lord Romilly’s
Act; and on the 28th of March, Mr. Denman, Q.C., asked whether, having regard to
that Act, it was the intention of Government to confer the franchise upon women as
well as men. In reply, Mr. Disraeli stated he believed there was a proviso excluding
Lord Romilly’s Act. But there was no such proviso in the Bill, and there is none in the
Act. On the 20th of May, Mr. Mill moved that the word “person” should be substituted
for the word “‘man,”’ but it was rejected. Finally, on the 12th of July, Parliament refused
to adopt Mr. Powell’s amendment to substitute the expresion “male person” for the
term ‘‘man.’’ Therefore, as to the history of the passage of the Act, the case stands
thus: — The Legislature, being in possession of the expression “male person” employed
in the Act of 1832, rejected it, and deliberately, and with full knowledge of its legal
value, used the term ‘‘man;’’ but declined to construe the term in express words, leaving
term “man”. Therefore, as to the history of the passage of the Act, the case stands
the land, guided by the common rules of interpretation.

On the whole, then, as to this part of the argument, it is affirmed that women are
within the intention of the Act, because they are within the meaning of the language
by which that intention is expressed. . . .
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“The Political Disabilities of Women”, Westminster Review, XCVII
(1872), 50-60.

Persons enfranchised by the Reform Act of 1867 were subject to an
increase in the rates they were assessed for poor relief, on the theory that
the grant of the vote compensated for the higher taxes. In practice,
however, as George Orwell might have put it, all ratepayers were equal,
but some ratepayers (male) were more equal than other ratepayers
(female), since the latter found that they indeed were required to pay
the increased rates, but were denied the vote. The author of the follow-
ing selection points out that woman’s political status was, in the eyes of
the law, actually inferior to that of criminals, idiots, and the insane. Some
authorities, in fact, went so far as to equate the legal condition of women,
so far as the right to vote was concerned, with that of dogs or horses.

. . . We, who make this claim for the enfranchisement of women, do so from the
feelings and for the reasons which have led other classes of the comunity to make the
same claim, and we ask that our claim shall be decided by the same principles which
have guided the judgment of the Legislature in the case of others. In making this
demand we are, however, met at the outset with the allegation that the same principles
of justice are not applicable to both sexes— that the claim which is just when made by
a man, is unjust when made by a woman—that when men say that the Government
has no moral right to hold them responsible to laws enacted without or against their
consent, nor to tax the fruits of their labour without giving them a voice in the imposi-
tion and disbursement of such taxation, their complaint is just and reasonable, and
deserves attention; but that when women say the same thing, their complaint is unjust
and absurd, and must be suppressed. . . .

The theory on which the right of voting under the new Reform Act is ostensibly
based is that of giving a vote for every household or home. Mr. Disraeli stated in the
House of Commons that by the Act regulating the franchise, the House gave it, and
intended to give it, to every householder rated for the relief of the poor. But when this
declaration comes to be practically tested, it is found that about one-seventh of the
ratepayers in every borough are adjudged to be out of the pale of representation. This
happens though they are taxed to the same extent as the others, and, moreover, have
been subjected to the special burdens imposed by the ratepaying clauses of the Repre-
sentation of the People Act, for which the vote conferred by that Act was confessedly
offered as an equivalent. A woman would be not only derided, but punished, who
refused to obey a law on the ground that ‘‘man’’ did not include ‘‘woman,’’ that *‘he’’
did not mean ‘‘she,’’ and that therefore she was not personally liable for contravening
any Act so worded. Accordingly, though the “occupiers” and “owners” who come
under the operation of the ratepaying clauses of the Reform Act were referred to
throughout by masculine pronouns only, women were made to pay the increased rates
thereby imposed. These clauses bore with distressing severity on thousands of poor
women, as we gather from police reports which appeared in London and other news-
papers. At Hackney in one day more than six thousand persons, mostly women, were
summoned for non-compliance with them; and at Lambeth, we are told that several
poor women applied to Mr. Elliott for his advice how to save their “things” from being
seized by the parish authorities for rates under these clauses. Mr. Elliot did not appear
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to have any power to help them, and the applicants left, lamenting that they were
likely to have all their “things” taken for rates for the right to vote under the new Reform
Act. But when women came into court to claim the vote conferred on the occupiers
who were fined, they discovered that “words importing the masculine gender” were
held to include women in the clauses imposing burdens, and to exclude them in the
clauses conferring privileges, in one and the same Act of Parliament. [Italics added]

One of the excuses alleged for excluding women from the right of voting, is a desire
to save them from the unpleasantness of contact with a crowd during the conduct of an
election. But no one proposes to force women to record their votes, and if they did
not like the crowd, they would have full liberty to stay away and exempt themselves
from the operation of the votegiving clauses. But there was no escape from the opera-
tion of the ratepaying clauses; and under these, thousands of poor women were dragged
from their homes, and haled before the magistrate, for no wrong that they had done,
but solely by the operation of an Act from the benefits of which they were excluded
under the pretext of exempting them from an unpleasant duty. . . .

The political position of women under the existing law has been compared to that of
minors, criminals, lunatics, and idiots. But a little examination will prove that the
status of persons of all these classes would be considerably lowered were it reduced to
that of women. Minority, if a personal, is merely a temporary disqualification. A
householder who is a minor will in time come into the enjoyment of his vote. But adult
women are kept throughout their lives in the state of tutelage proper to infancy. They
are never allowed to grow up to the rights of citizenship. As Justice Probyn said, “Infants
cannot vote, and women are perpetual infants.”’ Criminals are also only temporarily
disqualified. During the debate on the Bill of 1867, Lord E. Cecil proposed a clause
providing that persons who had been sentenced to penal servitude for any offence
should be incapable of voting. Mr. Gladstone objected to the clause because “a citizen
ought not to bear for life the brand of electoral incapacity.”” Another member objected
to ‘‘extending a man’s punishment to the whole of his life.”” The clause was finally
negatived. But the brand of life-long electoral incapacity, which was thought too severe
for burglars and thieves, is inflicted without scruple on rational and responsible human
beings, who have never broken the law, for the sole crime of womanhood. Parliament
deems an ex-garotter morally competent to exercise the franchise, whilst it rejects the
petition of Florence Nightingale. So much for the moral standard required for the
exercise of the suffrage. Let us now see what the law says to lunatics. In a legal text-
book we find the following statement: — “With regard to a lunatic who, though for the
most part he may have lost the sound exercise of his reason, yet sometimes has lucid
intervals, it seems that the returning officer has only to decide whether at the moment
of voting the elector is sufficiently compos mentés to discriminate between the candi-
dates and to answer the questions, and take the oath if required in an intelligible man-
ner.” But the law never allows that a woman can have a lucid interval during which
she is sufficiently compos mentis to discriminate between the candidates, and to com-
ply with the formalities incident to recording a vote. Thus it places her mentally below
lunatics, as it does morally below felons. The courts have a very kindly consideration
for the electoral rights of idiots, as'a case quoted by Mr. Rogers [a legal authority]
will show. He states that the voter had no idea of the names of the candidates but he
had of the side on which he wished to vote. He seems to have been unable to answer
the ordinary questions, and the returning officer rejected the vote of this idiot; but on
appeal the decision was reversed, and the vote held to be good. Mr. Rogers states
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that it is difficult to determine since the decision in the ‘‘Wigan Case,”” what degree of
drunkenness need to be shown in order to disqualify an elector. It is a question of fact
for the returning officer to decide; and with respect to persons deaf, dumb, and blind,
he says, that “although it is difficult to believe that such persons should have under-
standing, still if such a person can show by signs or otherwise that he knows the purpose
for which he has come to the poll, and can also comprehend the obligation of an oath,
and the temporal dangers of perjury, it is conceived that a returning officer would not
be justified in refusing his vote.” It will be seen by these extracts that those who com-
pare the political status of women to that of criminals, lunatics, and idiots, give too
favourable a view of the facts. The true comparison is that which was used by Mr.
Justice Byles in the Court of Queen’s Bench, when he likened the political condition of
women to that of dogs and horses. After indignantly scouting the claims of woman to
humanity: ‘I will not,”’ said the Judge, ‘‘allow that woman can be man, unless in a
zoological treatise, or until she is reduced to the condition of fossil remains,’’ he pro-
ceeded to level the political rights of woman to those of the domestic animals. He would
not even allow her to be ‘‘something better than his dog, a little dearer than his horse,”’
but assumed the absolute identity of the political rights of all three. The case was that
of 1600 ratepayers, who had been placed on the register by the overseers of Salford,
and who had been struck off by the revising barrister without inquiry, merely because
they bore such names as Mary, Hannah, &c. No objection was raised by any one to
these names, though they had been published in the usual way. The mayor, the over-
seer, and the public generally concurred in the propriety of retaining them, and the
representatives of both Liberals and Conservatives in the Revision Court did their
best to keep them on the register, but in vain. Though the revising barrister expressed
doubts as to whether he had a right to expunge the names, he said he should do so.
This decision was appealed against, and the counsel was arguing that the revising
barrister had exceeded his jurisdiction in striking off the names of persons not objected
to, and the description of whose qualification was good on the face of it, when he was
interrupted by the Judge asking whether he meant to say that if the barrister found the
name of a dog or a horse on the register, he would not be justified in striking it off.
This sudden question rather staggered the learned counsel, who had evidently up to
that time not looked upon his clients as exactly on a level with brutes; but he could only
follow the Judge’s lead, and reply that in case a man happened to be called Ponto or
Dobbin, he did not see why he should lose his vote.

In the election petition at Oldham, where a scrutiny was demanded, one set of objec-
tions turned on alleged legal incapacity of the voters. These comprised some aliens,
some minors, and one woman, who, being upon the register, had recorded her vote.
Mr. Justice Blackburn decided that the objections to the aliens and the minors should
have been taken before the revising barrister, and that it was then too late to challenge
the votes on the ground of legal incapacity, but a woman was not a man at all, and he
should strike off her vote at once. . . . We hereby perceive what a mere fetish sex be-
comes according to the principles of English law. The attributes that distinguish man
from the beasts are speech, reason, moral responsibility, and religious faith. Out of
these attributes springs the capacity for political functions, for knowledge and experi-
ence, and for the formation of a stable, regular government. Yet in seeking the proper
basis of a qualification on which to rest the possession of political power, men deliber-
ately reject as insufficient all those attributes of reason and conscience which raise
humanity above the brutes, and select one [mere masculinity] which they have in com-
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mon with these. . . .

Emmeline Pankhurst, My Own Story (London: Eveleigh Nash, 1914),
pp- 37-38, 45-51, 57-62, 149-53, 156, 158-59, 268-69.

Brought up in Manchester by parents with enlightened views, Emmeline
Goulden Pankhurst maintained that her childhood experiences were
instrumental in the later pursuit of her mission to secure the franchise
for women. Her father and mother were so passionately interested in
the condition of slaves in America, that selections from Uncle Tom’s
Cabin were read to the young Emmeline as bedtime stories. In addition,
the Gouldens were engaged in woman’s suffrage activities; Emmeline
herself was only fourteen years old when she attended her first suffrage
meeting and heard the famous Lydia Becker speak. After marriage and
the birth of her children, Mrs. Pankhurst continued to take part in at
least some outside activities. As she explained, “Dr. Pankhurst did not
desire that I should turn myself into a household machine” (p. 13). She
and her husband were founders of the Women’s Franchise League, an
organization which, by its support of voting rights for all women, was
distinguished from most suffrage societies; while in London, Mrs. Pank-
hurst sat on the committee which was organized to secure the passage of
a Married Women’s Property Act, and she worked with Annie Besant,
who at that time was organizing working women so that they could under-
take effective strikes.

Back in Manchester after 1893, Mrs. Pankhurst was elected to the
Board of Poor Law Guardians, where she found the men on the board
“guardians, not of the poor, but of the rates” (p. 24). Her work to
improve the conditions in the Manchester workhouses for “these poor,
unprotected mothers and their babies” was formative: “I thought I had
been a suffragist before I became a Poor Law Guardian, but now I
began to think about the vote in women’s hands not only as a right but
as a desperate necessity” (p. 28). After the death of her husband in 1898,
Mrs. Pankhurst assumed the position of Registrar of Births and Deaths.
Her duties in this capacity, which included the registering of illegitimate
children of young girls, reinforced in her mind the belief that women
and children were society’s victims. Also instrumental in the develop-
ment of the idea that women must¢ gain the franchise was Mrs. Pank-
hurst’s tenure as a member of the Manchester School Board. In this
work she saw firsthand the discrimination, both in pay and workload,
suffered by the female teachers. For Mrs. Pankhurst and her two daugh-
ters, Sylvia and Christabel, the securing of the women’s franchise became
the single remedy by which the many abuses of women would be cured.

The following selection from Emmeline Pankhurst’s autobiography
was largely written, as she put it, “in camp between battles”, when the
war to win 