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PREFACE 

In an era conscious of the current women's movement, 

the study of women's roles in Victorian society and their 

legal status in that society has been extremely interesting. 

The Victorian woman laid the foundation for the reforms of 

today. The leaders of the movement were usually, though 

not always, frbm the middle and upper classes. They were 

women of great energy with a sense of justice and equality, 

and their legacy would provide influential examples in the 

years to come. 

The women's reform movement had many different aspects 

and different leaders. Therefore, it was necessary to break 

this study into a series of topics. The topics are marriage, 

· divorce, property laws, women in the labor force, and the 

beginnings of the suffrage movement. 

At the time when these reforms were taking place, not a 

great deal was written about women because they held a rather 

inferior position in society. Yet it was assumed that later 

generations would be interested and would want to read about 

this subject. However, many things which were written at the 

time are not readily available today. Thus, it has been 

necessary to look at several different sources for information, 

all of which have been very helpful. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE IMAGE OF ENGLAND IN THE VICTORIAN ERA 

At the age of eighteen, Queen Victoria ascended the 

throne of England in 1837. She was to have the longest reign 

in the history of England. At a time when England was in the 

process of change, Queen Victoria had to cope with the duties 

of her office as well as the duties of a wife and a mother. 

She was a small woman, only five feet tall, who had a great 

deal of energy. She wa~ aiso considered to be attractive and 

extremely feminine. However, it was reported that "Victoria 

is said to be incredibly stubborn and her obstinacy to be 

constantly at war with her good nature."1 She was also 

known to have a firey temper on occasion. 

As a queen, Victoria served her country well, even dur

ing the years of her seclusion after the death of her hus

band Albert. As a wife, she was loving, if not somewhat 

dominating. She was compassionate when matters were brought 

to her attention and her attitudes were generally middle

class. Queen Victoria would later become an important per-

son in the shaping of an era which would distinctly bear her name. 2 

1Dorothy Marshall, The Life and Times of Victoria (New 
York: Frederick A. Praeger, Pubiisfiers, l97'ZJ, p.67. 

2For a detailed history of Queen Victoria see Elizabeth 
Longford, Queen Victoria: Born To Succeed (New York: Harper and 
Row, Publishers, 1964); aiiaTne Letters of Queen Victoria, 
edited by Arthur C. Benson (London: John Murray, 1907). 
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.. At the time of her accession, England was changing from 

a basically agricultural economy to an industrial economy. 

In a short time England would become the most powerful in

dustrial nation in Europe. There was an increase in wealth 

and also in population. All of these conditions interact

ing together produced an England with a very distinct charac

ter.3 

During the reign of Queen Victoria, society, too, was 

in a state of change. Life in England, especially in the 

urban centers like London, was bustling and full of energy. 4 

People of the day tended to take on the same characteristics. 5 

3For a general discussion of the era see G. Kitson Clark, 
The Making of Victorian England (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
Un1vers1ty Press, 1962); Walter E. Houghton, The Victorian 
F~ame 0£ Mind, 1830-1870 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1957);G.M. Young, Victorian England: Portrait of An Age (Ox
ford: Oxford University Press, 1936); John W. Doctds'-;- Tne 
Age· of Paradox: A Biography of England 1841-1851 (New-VOrk: 
Rhinenart & Company, Inc., 1952); and Social England, Vol. VI, 
edited by H. D. Traill and J.S. Mann (London: Cassell nom-:
pany, Ltd., 1904). 

4see Arthur L. Hayward, The Days of Dickens: A Glance 
at Some Aspects of Early Victorfan L1fein London TLondon: 
George Routledge-a- Son, Ltd., n.d.)-.-- --

5For further reference see Gillian Avery, Victorian Peo
ple in Life and Literature (New York: Rinehart & Winston,,Inc, 
1970); Asa Briggs, Victorian People: A Reassessment of Per
sons· and Themes, 1857-1867 (Chicago: ·university of CliTcago 
Press-;-T955); E. Royston Pike, "Golden Times": Human Docu
ments of the Victorian Age (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 
Publisher's-;-1967); James Laver, Victorian Vista (London: 
Hulton Press, 1954); and Stella Margetson, Leisure and Plea
sure in the Nineteenth Century (New York: Coward-McCann-;-rnc., 
1969)-. -
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It was also a society ruled by a concept of class. 6 It was 

said that "there might be plenty of snobbery; the aristocracy 

and the landed gentry might be admired and sometimes imitated; 

but the prevailing tone and temper of the age came £rem this 

solid class in the middle, which controls most money, had 

most votes and most influence.'' 7 This rising middle class 

would be highly ~espectable and would later give a new meaning 

to the word "Victorian." 

In political affairs, England produced some of her great

est leaders, who would help guide her at a time of increas-

ing societal changes and demands for reform. Under such men 

as Benjamin Disraeli, William Gladstone and others, bills 

would be brought before the House of Commons to remedy some 

8 of the life conditions of the poor and luckless. Parlia-

ment would have to set up agencies to facilitate legisla

tion to improve their lot. "Hence the Royal Commissions, the 

Select Committees, the reports; returns and statistical 

tables, the Blue Books and White Papers became a necessary 

6see Patricia Hollis, ed., Class and Conflict in Nine
teenth Century England 1815-1850 (Londo~ Poutledge& Kegan 
Paul, 1973). . 

7J. B. Priestley, Victoria's Heyday (New York: Harper 
and Row, Publishers, 1972), p. 26. 

8
see Robert Blake, Disraeli (New York: St. Martin's 

Press, 1966); and The Great Victorians, edited by J. H. and 
Hugh Massingham (London: Ivor Nicholson & Watson, Ltd., 1932). 
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part of the law-making pro~ess."9 Also men such as Charles 

Dickens, the well-known author, and William Booth, the 

founder of the Salvation Army, would bring the plight of the 

poor to the attention of prominent members of Parliament. 

His wife, Catherine Booth, also advocated the complete 

equality of the sexes. 

Proposed reforms covered many areas and affected the 

lives of all classes of people. The great Reforms of 1832 and 

1867 involved the voting enfranchisement of most of the male 

population. These two reforms were extremely important in 

leading to other reforms. In 1846 Parliament expelled the 

Corn Laws making free trade a national policy. Political 

leaders made sweeping reforms in the Civil Service and the 

Army, passed the Education Act of 1870 to bring basic edu

cation to all classes of children, and in 1885 passed the 

Housing of the Working Classes Act. Along with other re

forms of the day, these reforms designed for the common 

good of the people, were tied to a Utilitarian concept. 

The campaigns for these reforms left little time for con-

cern over the problems which women were seeking to solve 

for themselves. 

While men were pushing through legislation for political 

reform programs, women were trying to make themselves heard. 

9w.J. Reader, Victorian England (New York: G.P. Putnam's 
Sons, 1973), p. 18. 
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They were trying to point out the prejudices and injustices 

that they faced in society every day. Women such as Mrs. 

Josephing Butler, who secured the repeal to the Contagious 

Diseases Act, and Florence Nightingale, who brought a new 

status to the nursing profession, were hard-working reform

ers but not feminist reformers in the strict sense of the 
10 term. 

For most women, genuine reform needed to be carried out 

in areas which would directly affect their lives. For mar

ried women, reforms were badly needed in the marriage, di

vorce and property laws. For working women, especially in 

the lower classes, legislation was needed for their protec

tion. For women in general, the Parliamentary franchise 

would be an essential reform. For attainment of any of 

these reforms, support would be required from both men and 

women in many areas. 

Therefore, from the opening of the Victorian era to 

the end of Queen Victoria's reign, reform played an essen

tial part in the life of the country. 11 It called for 

10see Glen Petrie, A Singular Iniquity: The Campaigns 
of Josephine Butler (New-York: The V1k1ng Press, 1971); and 
Cecil Woodham-Smith, Florence Nightingale, 1820-1910 (New 
York: McGraw-Hill, 1951). 

11 
See G.M. Young, Early Victorian England 1830-1B65 

(London Oxford University Press, 1934); and Esme Wingfield
Stratford, The Victorian Sunset (New York: William Morrow 
& Co., 1932-.-
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extremely strong and persistent leadership and many willing 

supporters. It would also take years and years of struggle 

for women to achieve their goals and eventually to reap the 

fruits of their labors. 



CHAPTER II 

MARRIAGE IN VICTORIAN ENGLAND 

For a woman during the reign of Victoria, the most im

portant role was that of wife and mother. Among the upper 

and middle classes, marriage was the one thing for which 

---~ young ladies were trained. The daughters of families in 

these classes were taught the social graces and household 

management, skills which were essential to attract a young 

gentleman. In society's view an unmarried girl was a social 

outcast, and at a time when social standing accounted for 

as much as money, marriage was virtually the only path a 

respectable Victorian woman could follow. 1 

English society treated marriage as a very serious mat

ter; marriage plans included a number of practical consid

erations. One of the purposes of the institution was to im

prove the position of the family. From the marriage of one's 

children, the family hoped to gain property and wealth. 

Social compatibility, adequate provision for children and for 

the bride should she chance to be widowed, the formation of 

desirable connections, and the advancement of the family's 

1For another general view of Victorian marriage see 
Suffer and Be Still: Women in the Victorian Age, edited by 
Martha vicinus (Bloom1ngton:Ind1ana Un1vers1ty Press, 1972). 
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standing were served by match-making. Of course, it was -

hoped that romantic love would be presen~ or perhaps it 

would come later. 

Families took particular care in searching for the 

right prospectiv~ wife or husband. Above all, the right 

choice had to be made, especially where daughters were 

concerned. 

Choice was made by sons or by the mothers of 
marriageable daughters and the arranging in 
an arranged marriage was largely a matter of 
fixing terms which fitted an engagement already 
made. Choice was understood !o be limited to 
the circle of the acceptable. 

One illustration of the idea concerned a certain Lord 

Monson who urged his son to find a nice girl with a 

fortune that could help save the family from its impend

ing financial predicament . . His aunt recommended several 

young ladies with handsome incomes, one of which was a 

Miss Clara Thornhill, who was worth about nine thousand 

pounds a year. Unfortunately the son didn't succeed in 

marrying any of them: however Lord Monson did succeed in 

marrying his two daughters into wealthy families. 4 

ZF.M.L. Thompson, English Landed Society in the Nine
·teen·th ce·ntury (Toronto: University ·of Toronto Press, 19o3), 
p. 19~ 

3 rbid. ~ p. 103. 

4 Ibid. , p . 9 9. 
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Although most people married within their own class, 

the social order was not so rigid that it did not allow 

for some social mobility. Ma.ny times a newly wealthy man 

could secure the marriage of his daughter into the estab

lished aristocracy, thereby gaining a new social standing 

for himself. Among the new rich were bankers, large-scale 

industrialists, merchants, and foreign plantation owners. 

Marriage to wealthy American heiresses would come later in 

the century. · 

The daughters of these newly rich men would bring into 

a marriage large sums of money and new connections which 

might be needed by some of the old Eng_lish families. It 

was, however, a rare occasion for a son of this rising 

class to marry into an old and aristocratic English family. 

While marriage among the upper and middle classes was 

definitely essential, marriage in the lower class was 

only· a convenience. Quite frequently,men and women of this 

class lived together without the benefits of marriage. In 

fact, one clergyman noted that "the difficulty is that these 

people manage to live together fairly peaceably so long as 

they are not married, but if they marry it always seems to 

lead to blows and rows. They do not trust each other suf-
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ficiently to marry."5 

There were several reasons for the lack of marriage 

within the lower class. Many times a man would desert his 

wife and,subsequently,she would live with another man. The 

same was true if one of the marital partners died. Often a 

man would live with more than one woman, although married 

to only one of them. As a result family bonds, particular

ly in the poorer sections of urban centers, were seldom 

very close. Economic factors had a great deal to do with 

the lack of marriages. By remaining single, a woman could 

keep whatever money she might have and therefore her inde

pendence. If a couple did get married, it was usually at 

a very early age and many times due to "pressing matters." 

It is certain that marriage in the lower classes did not 

carry with it the responsibility that it involved in the 

upper classes. 

When upper class men and women finally spoke the mar

riage vows, they created a bond which was supposed to last 

forever. In these vows the woman was to love, honor, cher

ish and, above all, OBEY her new husband. She was to place 

herself below her lord and master, to see to all his needs, 

and to stay with him and comfort him as long as either of 

them should live. She was to see to every detail of the 

5Charles Booth's London: A Portrait of the Poor at the 
Turn of the Century, Drawn from his "L1feanctTa~ortne 
Peoplein London", selecteda:ncf ecITt.eaby Albert Friecf and 
RichardM. Elman (New York: Pantheon Books, 1968), p. 175. 
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household management and to set a good example for these~

vants. In her spare time, she was to make calls and possibly 

establish new social contacts that would help her husband. 

However, the most important role for a young woman was that 

of mother. Motherhood was considered the greatest ful

fillment a woman could have. She was to be the nurse, teach

er, and companion of her children while they were growing up. 

They were to be her whole life. "In all these things, her 

true position was that of administrator, mainspring and 
6 

guiding star of the home." 

At the same time, when a man from an upper class family 

entered into marriage, there were certain responsibilities 

he assumed. 

He was supposed to pass over his wif~'s errors 
with indulgence, attributing her follies to her 
weakness, her imprudence to her inavertency. 
all his care and industry should be employed 
for her welfare; all his strength and power ex
erted for her support and protection. It was 
his duty to provide a comfortable maintenance 
for her while he li_ved and to take steps to in
sure that she was safeguarde1 after his death 
in case he should die first. 

He was also responsible for his wife's debts. Legally, the 

husband was required to maintain his wife in a decent manner. 

6J.A. and Olive Banks, Feminism and Family Planning in 
Victorian England. (New York: Schochen-:B"ooks, 1974), p. 6T:-

7Ibid., p. 60. 
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Thus, if a woman was fortunate enough to have a kind and gen

erous husband, marriage could be quite pleasant. However, the 

unfortunate woman whose husband sought only pleasure for him

self and cared little for his wife's comforts could look 

forward to little except a life of misery. 

Although in theory women generally fared well in mar

riage, in reality wives were a legal nonentity. When a woman 

married, she passed from the protection of her father to the 

domination of her husband. 

Unless she was protected, like many upper-class 
wives, by a marriage settlement, everything she 
owned became the property of her husband. More
over, a marriage settlement could apply only to 
land and stock settled in her name at the time of 
the marriage and anything that she might receive 
afterwards was unprotected. 8 

Neither could she make a will concerning her property without 

her husband's consent. It would take years before Parlia

mentary reform would give her some protection in control over 

her own property. 

In 1856, Charles Dickens wrote an essay on marriage for 

the journal Household Words. In the article, he described the 

husband as a "gaoler," and the wife as a prisoner. He claimed 

that the gaoler "may ill-treat, ruin, and destroy his prisoner 

at his pleasure, all in the name of the law, and by virtue of 

his conjugal rights. The prisoner-wife is not recognized by 

8 Banks, Feminism and Family Planning, p. 38. 
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the law; she is her gaoler's property, the same as his dog_ or 
. 9 

his horse, only he cannot openly sell her." Furthermore, he 

noted that the wife could not own property or personal 

possessions. Moreover, her husband could squander away what

ever wealth she brought into the marriage. He might give 

money or property to his mistress or his illegitimate children> 

and thereby leave his legitimate wife penniless. The wife 

could not make contracts and she could not testify against 

her husband.IO Despite the injustices which she might suffer, 

she had little recourse. 

One of the greatest disadvantages working women faced 

was that all of their earnings became the property of their 

husband to do with as he pleased. He might use the money to 

gamble, drink,or spend on another woman. One case of a working 

woman's accumulated misfortunes may be cited. The first husband 

of an orange seller died, leaving her a comfortable inn to run 

in Liverpool. She was also left one thousand pounds. Later 

she married again. After only a short period of time, the 

second husband deserted her and went to Australia. However, 

before he sailed he went to the bank and legally withdrew his 

wife's one thousand pounds. This was a big loss,but she was 

still able to make a living by runni~g the tavern. 

9
charles Dickens, "Marriage Gaolers," Household Words 

Vol. 8 (Jan.-July 1856): 584. 

lOibid., p. 585. 
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Several years later the errant husband returned penniless 

and sick. He begged her frirgiveness and asked her to let -him 

come back. Evidently she was a very kind person and allowed 

him to stay. She nursed him back to health and for a while 

things went smoothly. He was kind and affectionate and the 

wife was happy. One day the husband said he thought that she 

and her daughter ought to take a drive in the country. Not 

wishing to go, she finally relented to please her husband. 

When she and her daughter returned, they found not the husband 

but a strange man behind the bar. When the woman asked what 

he was doing there he produced a bill of sale. The woman and 

her daughter were left homeless and destitute without redress. 

Naturally, the husband was never heard from again. 11 

In situations like this, a woman was left to her own 

devices. Many times she was left with children to feed and 

shelter with no means of support. Another case of injustice 

happened to a widow who had a small bit of land. She was 

persuaded to marry a man who said he was a preacher. It 

turned out that he was not a preacher but a drunkard. She 

later found out he had made a will and left her property to 

his illegitimate children leaving her three children with 

nothing. 12 Again, there was nothing that she could do about 

the flagrant injustice. Once she had married him, her pro

perty became his property, to do with as he chose. 

1111 The Political Disabilities of Women," Westminster 
Review Vol. 41 (Jan.~Apr. 1872): 57-58. 

12n· k 584 1c ens, p. . 
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Marriage laws such as -the~e helped to keep women sub

servient to their husbands. As long as he held the purse 

strings, she could never be independent of him. If she wanted 

to leave and make a life for herself, her earnings were still 

legally his property. Such conditions produced some surface 

reforms during the century, but fundamental change was slow 

in coming. The reform in 1870, when Parliament passed the 

Married Woman's Property Act, actually safeguarded only the 

woman's earnings and a few other possessions. It was not 

until 1882 that she could have full ownership of property. 

Possibly one of the worst legal aspects of marriage was 

that children who were born of a marriage were the sole 

possession of the husband. After going through the pain of 

childbearing, a woman had no legal claim to her children. In 

society's view, a woman's main duty was to be a mother, yet 

at the same time the husband could do anything he liked with 

their children. A child could be taken from its mother while 

still only a baby. The mother could be denied knowledge of 

where her children were and refused access to them. Before 

his death, the husband could even will his children away. 

In the 1830's, on~ of the most famous legal cases con

cerned a mother's attempt to reclaim her children from a 

husband from whom she was separated. This case was to have 

an influence on later laws about child custody. The case 

involved Mrs. Caroline Norton, who was the granddaughter of 
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Richard Sheridan, the London playwr~ght. She had married 

George Norton in 1827 at the age of nineteen. From the start, 

the marriage was a disaster. She was intelligent, witty, 

lively,and a Whig, while he was dull, mean, suspicious, and 

a Tory. They did not share each other's interests, nor did he 

support her aspiration to be a great hostess. He was never 

able to earn much money. Caroline saw that if she was going 

to live as she wished she would have to do something for her

self. To earn some money she turned to writing. Mr. Norton 

objected to what she was doing. Often they would quarrel, and 

in 1836 they finally separated. In reality, he had thrown 

Caroline out of the house, taken her children,and refused her 

access to them. 

She began to write letters and to see influential people, 

especially friends in Parliament, demanding that the rights 

of a mother to access and custody of her children be esta

blished by law. She wrote a pamphlet entitled "Observation 

on the Natural Claim of a Mother to the Custody of her Chil

dren as Affected by the Common Law Right of the Father, il

lustrated by Cases of Peculiar Hardship." This pamphlet was 

to prove somewhat influenti~l. 13 

13wand Fraiken Neff, Victorian Working Women: An Histor
ical and Literar~ Study of Women in British Industries and 
fioressTons, 183 -1850 (New York:Columb1a University Press 
1929), p. 240-. - -- - . ' 
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When one of her sons died in an acciden4 more people 

were won over to her side. As a result of her endeavors, 

the Infant Custody Bill became law. This bill allowed a 

mother the right of access to her children on petition to 

the Lord Chancellor, providing her character was not blem

ished. Although this change does not appear as a great 

breakthrough, looking at it across a century of additional 

reforms, it conceded the principle that a mother had rights 

in regard· to her children. After this first step, additional 

1 • • h. 14 egislation extended maternal rig ts. One of the things 

that Caroline Norton pointedly noted again and again, using· 

Dickens' words, was that "It won't do to have Truth and 

Justice on our side. 15 We must have the Law and Lawyers." 

While these new laws restricted women in what they 

could do, none of the reforms affected the woman's physical 

health. Married women were not duly protected, either by 

law or public opinion, against personal injury or death by 
. 16 
violence. Wife-beating was a common practice at this time, 

14Marian Ramelson, The Petticoat Rebellion: A Century 
of Struggle of Women's Rignfs (London: Lawrence ana Wishart, 
1967), pp. 50-51. 

15Neff, Victorian Working Wbmen, p. 41. 

16 Mabel Sharman Crawford, "Maltreatment of Wives," 
Westminster Review Vol. 139 (Jan.-June 1893): 292. 



· -18-

within the lower class. Because a woman was considered a 

possession, the husband felt that he had every right to beat 

his wife "to keep her in line.". 

Ordinary violence mostly went unreported. Oniy the 

most violent cases of wife-beating were prosecuted. 

Up to 1878, the husband convicted of a gross 
assault upon his wife was merely liable to 
ordinary punishment for personal violence. 
Imprisonment, fine, or binding over to keep 
the peace were the only penalties the magis
trate could inflict on the convicted wife
beater.17 

There are many recorded incidents of the fines given 

to such criminals. The magistrate of Stafford sentenced 

Herbert Burge to pay a half-crown fine for striking, kicking, 

and turning his wife out of doors. The higher penalty of 

10s. was deemed a fitting punishment for Charles Bankes, 

convicted of having broken his wife's leg in two places. At 

Maidstone, Alexander Camble was fined 20s. for cutting his 

wife's nose, striking her in the face, and severely kicking 

her. At Paisley, Patrick Higgins was sentenced to pay a 

fine of 15s. for seizing his wife by the throat and dragging 

her downstairs. 18 The law, in short, did little to punish 

criminals for violence inflicted on their wives. 

Even when a wife-beater was convicted and sentenced to 

a prison term, a subsequent separation with maintenance was 

17 Ibid., p. 293. 18 Ibid. , ~. 2 9 5. 
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rarely granted by the courts to a wife. Although a clause 

had been inserted in 1878 in the Matrimonial Causes Act 

empowering magistrates to grant a wife, in cases of aggra

vated assault by her husband, a separation with m·aintenance, 

there were still magistrates who continued merely to fine 

lightly or imprison briefly the wife-beaters. 

Such a case involved the wife of George Kemp. 

Though the helpless victim of a brutal husband 
was soon to be confined, she was subjected to a 
series of merciless assaults which it is a won
der she survived: kicked and dragged upstairs 
by the hair, thrown down and jumped upon with 
both feet, well nigh strangled by a cord tied 
round her throat, she was f~ljnd by a policeman 
lying saturated with blood. · 

This crime should have been tried as attempted murder but 

Kemp escaped with only a two month prison sentence. The 

court gave his injured wife no separation with maintenance, 

revealing how unwilling a magistrate could be to take appro

priate action in such cases. While the husband was in pri

son, the wife had to wait under a sword of Damocles until 

he returned to beat her again. Not until laws were passed 

which did not give tacit consent to such practices would a 

wife feel safe from her husband. 

Thus, marriage, from a legal point of view, held very 

few benefits for a woman. In some ways she would have been 

19 rbid., p. 296. 
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better off to have remained single. If she had been middle 

or upper class, at least she could have been independent, 

keeping her own property, possessions and earnings. This 

alternative, of course, was socially unacceptable by Vic

torian standards. 

The only other course available to a middle or upper 

class woman in Victorian England was to arrange the best 

marriage possible in her circumstances and hope for the best. 

If the marriage proved to be an unsupportably bad one, which 

she could no longer endure, the only alternative would be to 

apply for a divorce. Such a course of action would, however, 

create further problems for the beleaguered woman in the 

moral climate of Victorian England. 



CHAPTER III 

DIVORCE IN VICTORIAN ENGLAND 

In the vows which a man and woman took at the marriage 

ceremony there was a phrase in which they promised to remain 

wedded to each other "until death do us part." Where women 

were concerned, this vow was almost absolute. Nothing showed 

more clearly the injustices to women of the day than did the 

divorce laws of England. It was another example of the 

double standard imposed on women either by men "to keep them 

in their place;' or because of tradition, or because men simply 

did not consider any alternative feasible. 

Divorce was not a measure which society viewed as 

socially, morally, or culturally acceptable. Most English 

men and women felt that marriage was an institution which 

should be preserved at almost all costs. There were debates 

on the issue, and many of the clergymen were involved. Clergy

men quoted scripture from the Bible to support the preserv

ation of marriage,while others defended divorce by listing 

conditions under which the dissolution of a marriage would 

be a last resort. 1 As John Jilton once said, "marriage was 

made indeed for man, but woman was made for marriage." 2 

1 For a more detailed account of religious argument against 
divorce see "The Bill for Divorce," Quarterly Review 102 (July 
1857): 251-288. 

2"The Bill for Divorce," p. 287. 
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When a marital situation became so intolerable as to 

require a divorce, society drew a sharp distinction between 

men and women. For a man, divorce was a relatively simple 

matter, but for a woman, divorce was almost an impossibility. 

The husband could be granted a divorce on the grounds of 

adultery alone. A wife could be granted a separation from 

her husband on the grounds of adultery, cruelty, or unnatural 

practices, but an absolute divorce required "an Act of Par

liament with the investigation resting by usage with the 

House of Lo.rds alone." Very seldom was this granted to a 

· woman, and only in cases of aggravated ·adultery. In a 

divorce suit, a wife could not be plaintiff, defendent or 

witness." 3 In other words, a woman seeking a divorce was 

helpless. 

Charles Dickens was appalled by the divorce proceedings 

and the way women were treated. He attacked all husbands 

with the following criticism: 

If he can afford the various legal processes de
manded by our wide laws, he can be free tomorrow, 
be his wife the most virtuous lady in the land. 
If he chooses he can collude with some villain, 
whom he accuses of being his wife's lover. the 
man does not defend the action, and judgment is 
allowed to go by default. The villain is assessed 
in damages which he may pay with one hand and 
receive with the other. We say that, all this may 
happen if a "gaoler" will; the law does not provide 

3Wand Fraiken Neff, Victorian Working Women: An Histor
ical and Literary Study of Women in British Industries and 
ProtessTons, 1832-1850 (New York:-Columbia Un1vers1ty Press, 
1929), p. 207. · 
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against such a possibility. The accused wife 
is not told of the timP or manner of the trial. 
She is not supposed to appear as a witness, nor 
to defend herself by counsel. The action is not 
brought against her, but against the lover, for 
damage alleged to be done to the "gaoler's" 
property; the wife's existence, as a wife or·woman 
is ignored; she is only judged and assessed by her 
monetary value.4 

This type of procedure was not uncommon and demonstrated the 

injustices of -the law with regard to wives involved in di

vorce ac~ion suits. 

The very principle by which divorce was granted was a 

mark of injustice. The fact that a man could commit adultery 

without fear of too much censure was a flaunting of justice, 

while if adultery was even intimated on the part of the woman, 

her reputation would be ruined. Men had definite views on 

how women should think and act when it came to the subject 

of fidelity. In a debate, the Lord Crancellor defended the 

opinion of most men. 

A wife might, without ady loss of caste, and pos
sibly with reference to the interests of her 
children, or even of her husband, condone an act 
of adultery on the part of her husband; but a 
husband could not condone a similar act on the 
part of a wife. No one would venture to suggest 
that a husband could possibly do so, and for 
this, among other reasons ... that the adultery 
of the wife might be the means of palming spurious 
offspring upon the husband, while the adultery 

4
charles Dickens, "Marriage Gaolers," Household Words 

13 (July 5, 1856): 585. . 
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of the husband could have no such effect with 
regard to the wife. 5 

Infidelity on the husband's part was not seen as a suf

ficient cause for divorce unless it was joined with cruelty. 

This cruelty clause also worked against the wife, because 

under English law, the husband had even the right to beat his 

wife, providing the stick he used was no thicker than his 

thumb. 6 It was felt that "while woman in marriage is a ser

vant, the service is not reciprocal; that what is to be pun

ished in man is not the violation of contract with an equal, 

but is rather the ~iTl-usage of a dependent." 7 Such laws, as 

they were set up and used, implied that it was the husband's 

privilege to commit adultery or at least that it did not mat

ter. And such laws, permitting the beating of wives, made 

"cruelty" very difficult to prove in a divorce hearing. 

Cases of injustice in the courts were quite commonplace 

in Victorian days. An example of such a case involved a 

husband who had pleaded guilt~ to charges of adultery while 

living with his wife. The wife had also accused him of 

threats to murder her which he did not deny. Although the 

5J. A. · and Olive Banks, Feminism and Family Planning in 
Victorian England. (New York: SchochenBooks, 1974), p. 10-,-:-

6Marian Ramelson, The Petticoat Rebellion: A Century 
of Struggle of Women's Rlghts (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 
19 6 7) , p. 4 8-. 

7"The Bill for Divorce," p. 287. 
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court believed the wife's story, the fact that she had re

mained with him put her at a disadvantage. It was evident 

that the husband was an adulterous and a cruel person but 

the woman was not given a divorce. The wife appealed the 

decision to the House of Lords. 8 

Another case, which occurred in 1884, involved a couple 

who had lived together for seven years. After this period, 

the husband stopped living at home, saying that his business 

required him to stay away. He still maintained his wife 

with the things she needed and even now and then would stay 

a night or two at home. However, the wife discovered that 

he had been living with another woman and so applied for a 

divorce. The judge ruled that desertion could not be proved 

and therefore declined to grant a divorce. 9 

Still another case of such injustice concerned a wife 

who petitioned for a divorce on the grounds of adultery and 

cruelty. Evidence was given against the husband and the 

charges were not denied. It was alleged that he had threat

ened her with a poker and had at one time tried to smother 

her with a pillow. However, the judge concluded that there 

was no real interference with her permanent safety. Thereupon, 

8"The Law in Relation to Women," Westminster Review 128 
(April-December 1887): 704. 

9Ibid., p. 701. 
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the court denied the wife a divorce, although it did grant 

her a separation from her husband on the grounds of adultery. 10 

As long as women had to face judges such as these, there was 

no way that they could expect the justice that they deserved. 

In trying to remedy the wrongs of the divorce laws, re

form was not easy. Like other reforms sought by women, sup

port was needed from men who could get them passed through 

Parliament. This support and sympathy were not always easy 

to obtain, since most men of the day were against the women's 

reform movement. In 1850, a Royal Commission had been set up 

to study the divorce laws, but it did very little and there 

were practically no concrete results. Then, in 1853, the 

Commission reported that there should be a change in the 

law on the principle of divorce for adultery. However, one 

of the Commissioners, Lord Redesdale, spoke against the pro

posed law, saying that divorce was prohibited by Scripture. 11 

In the next year, Caroline Norton took up the cause of 

reform of the English divorce laws. It was a cause with 

which Mrs. Norton was directly involved because of her own 

divorce. She published an essay in 1854, English Laws for 

Women in the Nineteenth Century, detailing the abuses which 

needed to be corrected. Sometime after her pamphlet appeared, 

lOibid., p. 700. 

11"The Bill for Divorce," p. 254. 
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Lord Cranworth brought a new divorce reform bill to the House 

of Lords,but it proposed little more than to have divorce 

cases transferred from the ecclesiastical courts to a special 

court with a Chancellor and other legal men. 

In essence, the bill would merely secularize the process 

of divorce proceedings with very little change in the avail

ability and ease of securing a divorce decree. A specific 

part of the bill would deny women a divorce on the grounds 

of infidelity alone. Lord Cranworth rationalized this dual

standard view of infidelity by statin·g that "If a woman 

could divorce on a small matter, a man who for some reason · 

wished his wife to divorce him had only to be a little prof

ligate to get his freedom at his wife's expense." 12 It 

would be another three years before a bill could be passed 

that would provide meaningful reform in the British divorce 

laws. 

Mrs. Norton was also influential in getting this 1857 

bill passed through Parliament. She proposed certain amend

ments to the bill. She suggested that 

a deserted wife should be protected from her hus
band's claims to her earnings and that a separate 
maintenance for a deserted wife could be paid into 
the hands of a . trustee. She also proposed that a 
separated or divorced wife should be given the 
power to inherit or bequeath property owned before 
or inherited or earned during the marriage and 

12Neff, Victorian Working Women, p. 241. 
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that a separated or divorced wife should be 
given the power to sue and be su11, and to enter 
into contracts in her own right. 

Under these provisions,the bill would give a divorced woman 

the same rights as a single woman. 

Parliament passed the Divorce Bill in 1857, adding effective 

implementation in 1858. This new legislation gave women the 

beginnings of justice in the English divorce courts. As in 

most cases, additional reform was not to be achieved until 

later in the century, and full, equal justice under the law 

was not granted until 1923. However,·under this 1857 law 

women could now obtain a divorce, or at least a separation 

from a brutal husband, somewhat more easily than before. It 

also gave women a little protection in regard to their inde

pendent earnings. With this first move toward protection 

of and freedom for married women, more reforms would come 

that would give them control over their own property and the 

same legal status as a single woman. 

13Duncan Crow, The Victorian Woman (New York: Stein and 
Day Publishers, 1971),p. 157. 



CHAPTER IV 

PROPERTY RIGHTS OF THE VICTORIAN WOMAN 

One of the major issues in the woman's movement in Vic

torian England involved the property rights of married women. 

It was an issue which was to help emancipate women and give 

them some protection from their husbands. It was also an 

issue which was opposed by most men, especially by those who 

had fortunes to gain from marrying women who would inherit a 

great deal of property. It would take many years of debate 

before any kind of reform was undertaken and several years 

longer before women were granted complete ownership of their 

property. 

From the beginning, married women suffered under the 

property laws of England. The single woman could do what

ever she wished, even though society might not approve; but 

the married woman was handicapped in several ways. Barbara 

Leigh Smith, a prominent figure in the women's rights move

ment, complained loudly. 

A woman of twenty-one can inherit and administer 
her own property, over which her father has no 
power. But on marriage she is legally an infant. 
As a wife she has no right even to her clothes. 
After she is engaged, she can not dispose of 
property without the consent of her fiance. Her 

-29-
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personal property, her real property, passed into 
her husband's possession. 1 

If a marriage settlement was made, it was not for the purpose 

of enabling the woman to retain possession of her prnperty 

but to guarantee that the new .son-in-law did not squander the 

father's land. 

The struggle to gain property ownership for married 

women was a long one. One of the most influential people 

in the fight, Barbara Leigh Smith, was a cousin of Florence 

Nightingale. She came from a wealthy and radical family and 

sought reform in women's rights. In 1855,when she was twenty

eight, she decided that she must campaign for the property 

rights of women. In the United States, New York had already 

passed a bill concerning the property of married women, and 

she felt it was time for reform in England. She published 

a Brief Summary in Plain Language of the Most Important Laws 

Concerning Women,which was influential in bringing the issue 

to the attention of the Law Amendment Society. She and her 

supporters circulated petitions and in 1857 introduced a 

bill into the House of Commons. It passed its second 

1wanda Fraiken Neff, Victorian Working Women: An His
torical and Literary Study of Women in British Industri~ 
and Professions, 1832-1850 TNew York: Columbia University 
Press, 1929), p. 209. 



. - 31-

reading, although the Parliament later defeated the proposed 

measure. 2 

In 1870, one of the major reforms of Gladstone's first 

administration took place. The Married Woman's Property Act 

of 1870 was seen as a social revolution and, in a way, an 

undermining of the Victorian social structure. Under its 
{ 

provisions a woman would not surrender all her property 

rights to her husband. It gave protection to those women 

whose pro~erty was not large enough to justify the expense 

of a marriage settlement, or who by their talents or in

dustry gained an income for themselves. 3 This bill provided 

for several separate types of investments, including savings 

banks, funds, fully paid up shares or stocks in a joint

stock company and in friendlyj benefit, building .or such 

like societies. 

There were three other provisions to the bill which ap

plied only to women married after the bill had been enacted. 

These involved personal property to which future married 

women might become entitled as next of kin, money not ex

ceeding 2001. to which· she might become entitled under any 

2nuncan Crow, The Victorian Woman (New York: Stein and 
Day Publishers, 1971), p. 155. 

3victorian Culture and Society, edited by Eugene C. 
Black (New York: Walker and Company, 1974), p. 191. 
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deed or will and the rents and profits of freeholds or copy

holds which may descend on her as an heiress of an intestate.4 

The bill also provided that the woman could dispose of the 

property at any time and in any manner that she chose without 

the consent of her husband. 

In pushing the bill through Parliament, supporters in

curred a forceful opposition. Throughout the debates which 

took place in both Houses of Parliament on the Married Wo

man's Property Bill, it was assumed that the matter should 

be settled according to men's notions·of what was just a~d 

expedient for women. Women's ideas on the subject, for the 

most part, counted for nothing. 5 

One of the main arguments against the Married Woman's 

Property Bill was that since it was the husband's duty to 

maintain his wife in a decent manner, he should therefore be 

able to control her earnings and property. In effect, the 

husband was paying maintenance for services rendered, only 

it was not equal payment. For example, if a man employed a 

maid, he would pay her maintenance plus a small salary. A 

wife would get maintenance for the same type of work,but she 

would get no salary. In addition to her services, she would 

4Ibid., p. 192. 

5"The Poli ti cal Disabilities of Women," Westminster 
Review _vol. 41 (Jan. -Apr. 1872): 57. 
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give her husband all she owned and earned. In no way could 

this be seen as fair and equal treatment. 

Another argument against the proposed bill was that its 

passage would facilitate the defrauding of creditors. It 

was claimed that if a husband was not a dissenting party, 

which he would not be where creditors were to be defrauded, 

there was nothing to prevent his wife from investing her 

husband's money in the savings banks, funds, or joint-stocks 

property in her name to her separate use, and thus effectively 

keeping it from the creditors of her husband. Even though 

there was a clause in the Bankruptcy Act to protect creditors, 

many businessmen still felt that the husband would find it ~ 

easier to defraud his creditors. 6 

When the Married Woman's Property Act was made law on 

August 9,1870, it included fourteen major provisions to give 

women control over their own property. The first of these 

provisions concerned the earnings of married women. It 

dealt directly with women's property. 

The wages and earnings of any married woman ac
quired or gained by her after the p~ssing of 
this act in any employment, occupation, or trade 
in which she is engaged or which she carries on 
separately fro~ her husband, and also any money 
or property so acquired by her through the 

6Black, Victorian Culture and Society, p. 193. 
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exercise of any literary, artistic, or scientific 
skill, and all investments of such wages, earnings, 
money, or property, shall be deemed and taken to 
be property held and settled to her separate use, 
independent of any husband to whom she may be 
married, and her receipts alone shall be a good 
discharge for such wages, earnings, money, and 
property.7 

This provision was to be one of the most important sections 

of the new law and one which would allow women to be self

supporting if the need arose. 

The second provision of the new act involved deposits 

in savings banks by married women. 

The Commissioners for the Reduction of·the National 
Debt could grant life annuities and annuities for 
terms of years, or in the acts relating to savings 
banks and post office savings banks, any deposit 
hereafter made and any annuity granted by the said 
acts in the name of a married woman, or in the name 
of a woman who may marry after such deposit or 
grant, shall be deemed to be separate property of 
such woman, and the same shall be accounted for and 
paid to her as if she were an unmarried woman.8 

The protective catch in this provision was that if a woman 

used her husband's money witbout his consent, then the an

nuity would be paid to him. 

The third provision of the act involved property in 

regard to funds. 

Any sum forming part of the public stocks and 
funds, and not, being less than twenty pounds, to 
which the woman so applying is entitled, or which 
she is about to acquire, may be transferred to or 

7rbid., p. 194. 8 . Ibid., p. 194. 
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made to stand in the books of the governors and 
company to whom such application is made in the 
name or intended name of the woman as a married 
woman entitled to her separate use, and on such 
sum being entered in the books of the said governor 
and the company accordingly the same shall be 
deemed to be separate property of such woman, and 
shall be transferred and the dividends paid as if 
she were an unmarried woman.9 

These same regulations held true in the provisions for a 

married woman's property in a joint stock company and a mar

ried woman's property in a society. In all three cases, if 

the woman used her husband's money without his consent, the 

dividends and profits were to be paid to him, just as in 

provision two of the act. 

The sixth provision of the act concerned the deposit of 

money in fraud of creditors~ This provision gave little pro

tection to the creditors. A creditor, in order to declare 

fraud, would have to prove that any money invested by the 

woman belonged to her husband. The creditor would also have 

to prove that the husband was unable to pay his debts. 

The seventh provision of the act involved personal pro-

perty coming to a married woman. 

Where any freehold, copyhold, or customhold prop
erty shall during her marriage become entitled 
to any personal property as n~xt of kin or one of 
the next of ki~ of an intestate, or to any sum of 
money not exceeding two hundred pounds under any 
deed or will, such property shall, subject and 

9Ibid., p. 194. 
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without prejudice to the trusts of any settlement 
affecting the 10 ame, belong to the woman for her 
separate use. 

The case was the same in rents and profits on freehold prop

erty coming to a married woman after the law was passed. 

In case of a question of ownership between the woman 

and her husband, a provision was included to settle the 

matter. 

In any question between husband and wife as to 
property declared by this act to be separate 
property of the wife, either party may apply by 
summons or motions in a summary way to the Court 
of Chancery in England, whereupon the judge may 
make such order, direct such inqui11 and award 
such costs, as he shall think fit. 

The tenth provision of the act concerned the effect a 

married woman would have art policy of insurance. It stated: 

A policy of insurance effected by any married man 
on his own life, and expressed upon the face of 
it to be for the benefit of his wife and children, 
or any of them, shall enure and be deemed a trust 
for the benefit of his wife for her separate use 
and shall not, so long as any object of the trust 
remains, be subject to the control of the husbani 
or to his creditors, or form part of his estate. 2 

Of course, if it was found that the husband was d~frauding 

his creditors, they would be paid from a sum equal to the 

premium paid. 

lOrbid., p. 196. 

llibid., p. 197. 

12Ibid., p. 198. 
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Under one of the provisions on the act, a married woman 

could now bring court action concerning her own property. 

The provision stated that "a married woman may maintain an 

action in her own name for the recovery of any wages, earn

ings, money and property by this act declared to be her 

separate property, or of any property belonging to her before 

marriage. 13 This power gave her the same protection as an 

unmarried woman would have. Along with this provision was 

another which made the husband no longer liable to his wife's 

contracts which she had made before marriage. She could now 

be sued and her property would now be liable to pay for her 

debts. 

The last two provisions of the act concerned the married 

woman being liable to the parish for the maintenance of her 

husband and her children. 

Where in England the husband of any woman having 
separate property becomes chargeable to any union 
or parish, the justices having jurisdiction in 
such union or parish may, in petty sessions as
sembled, upon application of the guardians of the 
poor, issue a summons against the wife, and make 
and enforce such order against her for the main
tenance of her husband as by the thirty-third 
section of the Poor Law Amendment Act, 1868, they 
may now make and enforce against a husband for 
the maintenance of his wife who becomes charge
able to any union or parish.14 

The same applied to the maintenance of the woman's children. 

13Ibid., p. 198. 14 Ibid., p. 199. 
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While the Married Woman's Property Act was a definite 

improvement for women, there were some aspects of it new to 

women, · or some parts with which they were not familiar. But 

all provisions, in all respects, appeared fair to the hus

bands. Women could now be sued while, before the act was 

passed, they could not. Also, before the act, the husband 

was liable for the debts his wife incurred, even those in

curred before marriage. Now if a wife had property for her 

separate u~e, she was liable for her own debts. Before the 

act, a married woman could not mak~ cotitracts because she 

had nothing to contract. Now she could make contracts with

out the consent of her husband. 15 The married woman had to 

face the responsibilities that came with her new privilege, 

exactly as a man in the same situation. 

The Married Woman's Property Act of 1870 marked a great 

advancement for women. While it covered mainly their earn

ings, it provided protection from unworthy husbands who 

might leave them to fend for themselves, only to come back 

and claim their earnings. A woman could now be independent 

and free, even if society did not approve. A few years 

later the Married Woman's Property Acts of 1882 and 1893 

would extend the pioperty laws even further. These would 

15Edward Jenks, The Book of English Law (Athens, Ohio: 
Ohio University Press-;-I9~ p. 226. 
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provide that anything acquired by a woman, before or after 

marriage, was her separate property. In any event, the 

first step had been taken to liberate the woman, and,as a 

consequence, this new consciousness facilitated the rise of 

women in the labor force. 



CHAPTER V 

WOMEN IN THE LABOR FORCE 

For a socially conscious woman in the Victor~an era, 

employment for monetary gain was to be avoided whenever pos

sible. Gainful employment did not fit in with the genteel 

standards of the day. The Victorian woman, at least in the 

middle and upper classes, was to be a fashionable woman, 

supervising her servants, making calls on friends and con

tenting herself with some other idle tasks. Society had set 

down certain rules by which every proper Victorian woman was 

to abide and these included the principle that a woman's 

place was in the home. Work outside the home, particularly 

as a job, was considered improper, in society's view. How

ever, there were times and circumstances when a woman was 

forced to go to work in order to earn a living for herself 

and possibly her children. It would be these women who would 

open new doors for employment; they, too, would also begin to 

reform the conditions under which they would work. 1 

The middle or upper class woman who was forced to earn 

a living for herself because of unfortunate circumstances, found 

1 -
For further reference see Lee Holcombe, Vi~tbrian Ladies 

at Work: Middle-Class Working Women in En~l~nd and Wales 1850-
1914 (London: David & Charles, 1973)-.-.. 
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very few opportunities open to her. One of the respectable 

ways she could earn a living was to become a governess. 

Although the position of governess was not particularly 

desirable, it was practically the only position where women 

of these classes could use their training and background, 

and it was the only position that they considered particularly 

desirable. Howe~er, wages could be very low,and working con

ditions were not always the best. A governess was often 

looked upbn with pity and at times with contempt. Even so, 

the governess still ranked among people of her own class and 

was still considered to be a lady. 

On the other hand, for women of the lower classes work 

was almost a necessity for their day to day existence. 

Whether married or unmarried, life required these women to 

make a living in order to help a father, husband, or in some 

cases, to support a family left by an irresponsible spouse. 

As the population of the country grew, so did the ranks of 

employed women. In 1861, "the percentage of females employed 

was 29.5, compared with 28.9 in 1851. Domestic service, 

textile and dress manu£acture were the main occupations, 

employing 2,629,400, or 77.6 per cent of the total female 

working population, while manufacturing as a whole was still 

first in importance. 112 These occupations were hard with 

· 2 nuncan Crow, The Victorian Woman (New York: Stein and 
Day Publishers, 1971"); p. 158. 
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long hours and low wages and it was conditions such as these 

that earned women the role of nthe Chinaman of England." 

These were not the only places where women were employed. 

Perhaps one of the worst occupations a woman could have was 

that of working in the coal mines. There, women and young 

girls worked in appalling and unsanitary conditions. It 

was reported that "there is no distinction of sexes, except

ing that it is comparatively rare for the woman to hew or 

get the coals, although there are numerous instances in which 
. 3 

they regularly perform even this work." Women were also 

used as hurriers to load the wagons with coal or as drawers 

to drag the wagon behind them in places too low for a horse 

to go. They would do this for as many as sixteen hours a 

day. In these conditions, both men and women worked half

naked at times. Most people of middle class England felt 

that such indecent conditions contributed to a lack of good 

morals among these lower class women. 

The main reason for using women in the mines was that 

they were a source of cheap labor. A Mr. Miller~ an agent 

at Staleybridge, stated that "one reason women are used so 

frequently as drawers in the coal pits is, that a girl of 

twenty will work for Zs. a day or less, and a man of that 

3Victorian Culture and Society, edited by Eugene C. 
Black (New York: Walker and Company, 1974), p. 170. 
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age would want 3s.6d."4 Even under such horrible working 

conditions and in spite of the poor wages, apparently most 

of the women were glad to be employed; unemployment and loss 

of income were far worse alternatives. 

The biggest employers of women were the large textile 

mills and the sweat shops, which provided some of the worst 

conditions under which women would work. They faced an 

extremely hazardous working environment because of unguarded 

machinery. There was also little ventilation, and lighting 

was poor. Added to this was the fact that women's position 

5 in industry was not the best. It finally came to the at-

tention of reform leaders that this situation desperately 

needed to be remedied . . They decided in 1832 that legislation 

would have to be sought for the protection of women workers. 

The following year Parliament passed the Factory Act 

of 1833, forbidding the employment of children under 9 years 

of age and restricting the hours of children under 13 years of 

age to eight hours a day and those from 13 to 18 years of age 

to 12 hours a day. It was noted that the passing of this bill 

resulted in the increase of women workers, but it did not 

provide protection for women. Howev~r, "in spite of its 

4Ibid., p. 173. 
5
see Priscilla E. Moulder, ''The Industrial Position of 

Women,'' Westminster Review 151 (Jan.-June 1899): 318-323. 
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omission of provisions for women, it clearly recognized the 

right of the State to interfere with the abuses of private 

industry." 6 

Then, in 1844 reform leaders introduced into Parliament 

significant legislation for the legal protection of women 

workers. The Factory Act of 1844 specified the conditions 

under which factory owners could employ women. 

There should be a maximum of twelve hours' labour 
between 5:30 a.m. to 8:30 p.m. for women and young 
persons above thirteen in the textile trade. It 
provided safeguards against evasions of the law 
practiced by unscrupulous employers in the increased 
power given to the inspectors, in the exclusion of 
protected persons from the workroom during mealtime, 
in the appointment of fixed persons for meals, and 
in the regulation of hours of work and meals by a 
public clock approved by the inspectors. The fencing 
of machinery was also a special gain for women.7 

Further legislation was enacted in 1847, including a 

bill which limited women's hours of work to 58 hours per 

week. However, the Law of 1847 failed to fix the time when 

these hours could be worked and thereby resulted in double 

shifts in some places. In 1850, the government finally 

proposed a measure which would put the limits of 6 a.m. and 

6 p.m. or 7 a.m. and 7 p.m. and allowing an hour and a half 

for meals. When this law passed, it "established for women 

6 Wanda Fraiken Neff, Victorian Working Women: An His-
torical and Literary Study of Women in British Industri~ 
and Professions, 1832-1850 ""(New York_:_ Columbia University 
Press, 1929), p. 71. 

7Ibid., p. 74. 
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for the first time, a normal working day, and by its clear and 

distinct provisions put a speedy and lasting end to the un

certainties that existed in the manufacturing districts. 118 

One of the occupations that was not affected by factory 

legislation was that of the glove trade. Most of the process 

was carried on inside the home. It called for a tedious pro-

9 cedure,and wages were low. Glove making demanded several 

different steps, the first of which was pointing or stitching 

the backs·. Next came the "for gets" or put ting together of the 

side pieces. Buttonholing was the final step. All of this 

had been done by hand until 1880 when machines were intro

duced to do some of the work. It was said that because of 

the machines that "hand-sewing was scarcely worth undertaking 

while buttonholing and tambouring, which were still done by 

hand, were poorly paid."lO The best thing that came out of 

the trade was that mills competed with the glove trade for 

labor.and,therefore,wages rose in a small degree. 

Later in the centur½ new employment opportunities began 

to open for women. One such opportunity was that of 

8 Ibid. , p. 7 6. 
9see Appendix B for a wage scale_ 

lOAda Heather-Bigg, "Women and the Glove Trade," Nine
teenth Century Vol. 30 (July-Dec. 1891): 942. 
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official inspector of hospitals, especially in workhouses. 

The matter was brought before Lord Aberdeen in 1888. He 

was of the opinion that "nurses would have greater courage 

in explaining their wants and grievances to a woman than 

to a man; besides which, there are many matters connected 

with a hospital which a woman who was a trained nurse, and 

at the same time acting as inspector, would be able to under-

d d . . . "11 stan an inquire into. It was also felt that men would 

have little knowledge or perception of the needs of the sick. 

Positions such as these would lead to others later on. 

With the invention of the telegraph and the typewriter, 

more job opportunities were opened to women, especially in 

the middle classes. With such skills, women could now find 

jobs as clerks in banks, law offices,and railway offices. 12 

As the years passed, more and more women were admitted to 

positions formerly held by men only. 

Also, women began to be employed by the government as 

civil servants. One of the first branches to employ women 

was the Postal Service. They were required to pass the same 

entrance examination as men. 

At the end of probation, if their health and con
duct are considered satisfactory, a report is 

111ouisa Twining, "Women as Official Inspectors," Nine
teenth Century 35 (Jan.-June 1894): 490. 

12s ee Appen-d1· x A Table la and lb , . 
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sent in to the authorities by the superintendent, 
and they are fully established as second class 
clerks. The salary commences from the day of 
entry, and is 651. a year, rising by 31. to 801. 
for a second class clerk; 851., rising by 51. to 
1101., for a first-class clerk; and 1101., rising 
to 1701., for a principal clerk. Hours of atten
dance are from ten a.m. to four p.m., the holidays 
consist of a free afternoon on Saturday and a 
calendar month during the year. 13 

Women also worked as telegraph operators, messenger~ and 

14 postmen. As usual, women were not paid the same as men for 

the same work. 

While struggling for protection and justice in their 

working conditions and wages, women had to overcome many 

things. Men's attitudes toward women working had to change. 15 

The physical conditions under which women worked needed vastly 

to be improved as well as the mental and moral conditions. 

Wages needed to be increased. It would also take women reform 

leaders like Clementina Black, to help women organize them

selves into unions to fight for what they deserved. 16 

13Margaret E. Harkness, "Women as Civil Servants," Nine
teenth CenturylO (July-Dec. 1881): 370. 

14 . 
See Appendix A, Table 2a and 2b. 

15 For further reference see "Work and Women," Westminster 
Review 131 (Jan.-June .1889). 

16see Clementina Black, "A Working Woman's Speech," Nine
teenth Century 25 (Jan.-June 1889). 
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With these new opportunities open to women, they could 

now earn a living in ways that they could not before. They 

could also be financially independent if need be. In the 

process of gaining better working conditions and organizing 

themselves for this purpose, women were also preparing them

selves for their greatest struggle of all. In the late 1860's, 

they would begin to try to win the Parliamentary vote and 

thereby gain a foothold in the House of Commons to legislate 

for measures that would most benefit them in the years to 

come. 



CHAPTER VI 

THE "WOMAN QUESTION" AND THE BEGINNINGS OF THE 

SUFFRAGE MOVEMENT 

During the reign of Queen Victoria, there were many reform 

proposals and projects for which women worked. These were 

suggested reforms which would, if adopted, affect Englishwornen's 

lives and their status in society~ Changes had been made in 

the marriage and divorce laws, child custody laws, property 

laws, and factory laws. All of these changes had been reforms 

which marked a series of tremendous victories in women's strug

gles for justice and a better position in society. However, 

proposed reforms in voting qualifications, proposals which would 

stir the greatest opposition, were to elude women until after 

the first World War. This question of giving women the Parlia

mentary _vote was to be the esserice of the feminist movement in 

Victorian England. 

In an era where even the enfranchisement of most of the 

male population had been a slow process in itself, the thought 

of granting women the vote was, for most men, unthinkable. Men 

saw women as emotional creaturesJ and, therefore, they con

sidered them incapable of making a rational decision concerning 

the election of a member of Parliament. Some men even thought 

that the polling booth was not a proper place for a women. 

Therefore, in this male-dominated society there was little that 

-49-
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a woman could do at the time to be a "full citizen. 0 She -

was, so to speak, classed with minors, criminals, lunatics, 

and idiots in order to keep her from voting. 1 In the years 

of struggle ahead of her, the English woman would have to 

overcome the prejudices of men to gain their support and 

thereby gain her rightful place in society. 

In the history of England's political affairs, women had 

2 not always been so oppressed. At one time "peeresses were 

summoned to attend in Parliament and women filled the func

tions of high sheriffs, keepers of castles, rulers of large 

districts and keepers of prisons." 3 However, in the seven

teenth and eighteenth centuries government officials began 

withholding public offices from women and denying them some 

of their rights. 

The causes of this appear to have been the Puri
tanical disdain of women on the one hand, followed 
by the degrading license of the Restoration period 
on the other, which resulted in the placing of 
women at a lower level than they had ever before 
occupied in English history and in English social 
life, as mere physical appendages to men, permitted 
existence only as instruments of pleasure or as the 
means for the propagation of the race.4 

· 1"The Political Disabilities of Women," Westminster 
Review 41 (Jan.-Apr. 1872): 53. 

2For a detailed account of the history of women's suf
frage see Roger Fulford, Votes for Women (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1957). --

3 . 
"Women's Suffrage," Westminster Review 148 (July

Dec. 1897): 357. 
4 Ibid. 
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Then, in the nine~eenth ·century, the issue of expanding 

the enfranchisement _of men he·came a public pr~gram and women 

began to press for a further extension of the franchise for 

themselves. They felt that voting rights would bring them a 

new freedom. Howeverj the Reform Act of 1832 limited the 

franchises to "male persons" only. The same thing happened 

when the Municipal Corporations Act of 1835 was passed. It, 

too,limited the benefits to men only. 

It was not until 1865 that women began to organize their 

efforts in order to gain the vote. This action was prompted 

by the election of John Stuart Mill, the well-known economist 

and writer, as a member of Parliament. Mill was a long-time 

advocate of the enfranchisement of women and women's rights 
. 5 1n general. In. May 1866, he presented a petition to the 

House of Commons which had been signed by 1499 women. Two 

years later he tried to push through an amendment to the Re

presentation of the People Bill. He proposed to substitute 
. 6 

the word "person" for the word "man." This measure was 

defeated 202- 81. 

It was at the same time that 5000 women in Manchester 

applied to have their names plac~d on the Parliamentary regi

ster for the General Election. However, the Court of Common 

5 . 
For further reference see John Stuart Mill, The Subjec

tion of Women, 3rd ed. (New York: Frederick A. Stokes Company, 
. 1911)-. 

6 "Women's Suffrage," p. 358. 



-52-

Pleas decided against their application. 

The judges declared, in defiance of history, pre
cedent~ and the ordinary construction of Parlia
mentary enactments, that a ~oman is legally inca
pacitated by hei sex from voting, and that although 
in other legal enactments the word 'man' includes 
women, in matters affecting the franchise it is 
not large enough to do so. In effect, Lord Chief 
Justice Bovill, and Justices Byles, Willes, and 
Keating committed themselves to the two extraor
dinary doctrines---(1) That taxation and repre
sentation do not and need not go together, and 
(2) That one and the same word in Parliamentary 
enactments mean male and female when duties and 
obligations are imposed, but 'male' only when 
rights and privileges are conferred.7 

In 1870, Mr. Jacob Bright, a Liberal from Manchester, in

troduced into the House of Commons a proposal to further 

women's rights. This was the Women's Electoral Disabilities 

Removal Bill. The text of the bill would provide women with 

the right to vote. 

In all Acts relating to the qualification and re
gistration of voters, or persons entitled to or 
claiming to be registered to vote in the election 
of Members of Parliament, wherever words occur 
which import the masculine gender, the same shall 
be held to include females for all purposes con
nected with and having reference to the right to 
be registered as voters and to vote in such elec
tion, any

8
1aw or usage to the contrary notwith

standing. 

The bill came up for its second reading and unexpectedly pass

ed. However, when the bill was sent to the committee, William . 

Gladstone, the outstanding Liberal leader, exerted pressure, 

and the bill was defeated. Gladstone's opposition to women's 

7 Ibid., p. 359. 
8Ibid. 
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suffrage was to delay the success of such a bill for several 

years. 9 

For the next few years, the bill was debated at each ses

sion. When, in 1874, Mr. Bright was not returned to Parlia

ment, a Mr. W. Forsyth took over the task of promoting the 

bill. However, Forsyth, a conservative, proposed an addition 

to the bill which would have excluded married women from the 

benefits of the bill. This caused a division among the suf

fragists and was an issue which further delayed progress. 

In the years 1878, 1886, 1891, 18~2, and 1894, bills for 

women's suffrage were introduced before the House of Commons. 

As usual, these bills would pass their second readings but 

when they were sent to committee, Gladstone would use his in

fluence to make sure that they would be defeated in committee. 

Even when he was no longer in office, he joined forces with 

other opponents of the bill and also published letters against 

it. There were few men who could exert such influence over 

an issue. 

While men in Parliament were carrying on debates, other 

men were discussing the issue of women's suffrage. Men often 

expressed certain opinions concerning the "woman question" 

which seem antiquarian today. One of their main thoughts on 

9It is interesting to note that while Gladstone supported 
some reforms for women, he was opposed to women's suffrage. 
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the matter was that "women's interference might increase the 

spasmodic and changeable tendency of modern politics, and that 

women are always under the influence of their emotions, while 

10 men are governed by their reason." Men, however, seemed to 

forget that they, too, at times were ruled by their passions. 

Another argument against women's suffrage was that too 

many men already had the suffrage and that this proliferation 

of voting rights was a reason for withholding it from women. 

It was also felt that women were virtually represented by men 

but, when it came down to issues which directly affected 

women, there were few male supporters. Some men feared that 

if women were given the vote, the wives would use it as a means 

to oppose their husbands. On the other hand, some men con

tradicted themselves by saying that a woman's vote would only 

double her husband's. These arguments represent some of the 

ideas men held about women and their use of the vote. 

Women, however, had other thoughts on the matter. Women, 

especially those among the middle and upper classes, were 

aware that the Parliamentary arguments against the further 

expansion of the franchise were unfounded. They felt that 

their major handicap was a lack of practical education. Women 

were not educated as men were and therefore were not as aware 

of political matters. However, this did not keep them from 

10
M. A. A. Galloway, "Women in Politics," Nineteenth 

Century 19 (Jan.-June 1886): 898. 
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wanting to learn. Wom~n alio disliked bei~g placed in a 

category with criminals, lunatics, and infants. One supporter 

of women's rights cha:r-g.ed that "Parliament deems an ex-garotter 

morally competent to eiercise the franchise, while it rejects 

the petition of Florence Nightingale."11 

Women suffrage leaders charged that voting qualifications 

were arbitrary. 

What mental or moral "fitness" is sought for as a 
qualification for the masculine voter, except by 
that rough sort of classification which does not 
exclude the drunkard, the wife-beater, the illi
terate, the liberated convict, and the semi-idiot? 
And when you place beside these Harriet Martineau, 
Elizabeth Browning and George Eliot, and many more 
whose name we all know, as well as numbers of women 
who show every kind of practical fitness in common 
life---to say that these are unfit because they are 
women is very like begging the question.12 

The more prominent women of the day would try to remedy such 

a situation. 

While some women were pushing for women's suffrage, there 

were others who were definitely opposed to the idea of giving 

women the vote. These anti-suffragist women were mostly from 

the middle class and seemed perfectly happy with their lives. 

They felt that men should make -decisions for them. Mrs. Louise 

Creighton was one of these women. In an article on women's 

suffrage she commented that, "working women, so far 1 have 

11"The Political Disabilities of Women," p. 53. 
12"The Emancipation of Women," Westminster Review 

46 (July-Oct. 1874): 144. 
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failed, except in a very small degree, to organize trade-, 

unions for themselves; :or to take a prominent part ·in co

operation. All this shows that women, as a mass, have not 

yet entered into the sphere of work open to them, whilst the 

cry is raised in _their behilf that still new spheres should 

be opened.1' 13 Mrs. Creighton was also of the opinion that 

"the more women stand apart from the machinery of party 

organization, the more weighty and influential will be the 

. f h . . . ,,14 expression o t e1r op1n1ons. 

Another of the opponents of women's suffrage was Mrs. 

Theodora Chapman. Mrs. Chapman wrote several articles for a 

prominent journal, the Nineteenth Century, voicing her opposi

tion to further reform of voting requirements. She was of the 

opinion that most women really did not want the vote. In 1886, 

she wrote an article soundly denouncing the women's suffrage 

protest meetings. 

If there were a genuine, wide, and pressing desire 
for the Parliamentary franchise among women, the 
large female population would assuredly make itself 
heard in very different fashion from those reports 
of meetings for women's suffrage which are from 
time to time to be seen in the newspapers, and seem 
to interest principally those who attend and address 
the meetings.IS 

131 . ou1se Creighton, "The Appeal Against Female Suffrage: 
A Rejoinder," Nineteenth Century 26 (July-Dec. 1889): 350. 

14 Ibid., p .. 352. 

15 
Theodora Chapman, "Women's Suffrage," Nineteenth Cen-

tury 19 (Jan.-June 1886): 561. 
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At the time she wr~te the article, women had municipal 

and School Board voting franchises. Some women felt it was 

inconsistent not to also permit them the Parliamentary vote. 

However, Mrs. Chapman saw no inconsistency in this select vot

ing right. She claimed thit municipal affairs were basically 

non-political and in her words, were "in the nature merely of 

outside housekeeping, and would be hard to find any reason in 

feminine nature why female householders should not share in 

them with males. 1116 The same would apply to the School Board 

franchise. After all, women were supposed to be more qualified 

in questions dealing with the education of children. 

While Mrs. Chapman felt that women were perfectly suited 

for some activities, she w~s convinced that enfranchisement 

would be of little benefit to women and to the country. 

No act of Parliament conferring the suffrage on 
women could change their nature, or the main 
demands of life on their energy. All it could do 
would be to introduce additions, small or large, 
to the electorate, of persons weak in the qualities 
most necessary for the due discharge of political 
functions, while they are excellent in other 
qualities equally valuable, to which political life 
is inimical.17 . 

Not all women agreed with Mrs. Chapman's opinions. One 

of these critics of voting r~ghts was Mrs. Millicent Garrett 

Fawcett, a champion of women's suffrage. She was a woman who 

16 Ibid., p. 567. 

17Theodora Chapman, "Women's Suffrage Again!," Nineteenth 
Century 42 (July-Dec. 1897): 172. 



-58-

would make a few concessions for the moment in order to gain 

somethi!lg else. 

It is no secret that some :of those who are in favor 
of removing the disability of sex, are not in favor 
of removing th~ disability of marriage; whilst others 
desire the removal of both disabilities. ~f Parlia
ment should see. fit to admit women to the benefits 
of representation, opportunity would no doubt be 
afforded, during the passage of a Reform Bill that 
extended the suffrage to women, for the House of 
Commons to declare distinctly whether it wishes to 
give the right of voting to married women who possess 
the qualifications or not. In this, as in other 
matters, it appears to me very unpractical to reject 
a substantial measure of reform because it does not 
grant all that may be thought desirable. Personally 
I entirely sympathise with those who wish to see the 
disability of coverture removed. If, however, the 
House of Commons is willing to remove the disability 
of sex, but unwilling to remove the disability of 
coverture, I think those who represent the women's 
suffrage movement outside the House of Commons would 
be acting unwisely to reject what is offered them.18 

Mrs. Fawcett also made a reply to one of Mrs. Chapman's 

articles. She insisted that women really did want to be 

enfranchised. She noted that "petitions have repeatedly been 

sent up to Parliament signed by a very large majority of the 

women householders in a particular place. The petition from 

Hyde, near Manchester, may be quoted as an example, where out 

of 700 women householders 608 petitioned Parliament to grant 

19 them suffrage." 

18
Millicent Garrett Fawcett, "Women and Representative 

Government," Nineteenth Century 14 (July-Dec. 1883): 288. 
19

Millicent Garrett Fawcett, "Women's Suffrage: A Reply," 
Nineteenth Century 19 (Jan.-June 1886): 741. 
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0n the equality of thi sexes Mrs. Fawcett noted that 

there were obvious differenc~s • 

. . . it is true that from the natural differences 
of sex, and from the .different conditions of their 
lives, women m~y look upon these and other questions 
from a point of view somewhat different from that 
of men. It is this very difference, from whatever 
cause it may arise, that,. in my view, gives to women 
their strongest claim to representation and true 
representation·of the country demands that this 
difference should be able to make itself felt 
consti~utionally through representation. 20 

In articles such as these, Mrs. Fawcett tried to help gain 

women the vote. 

Along with writing articles and trying to influence im

portant men of the day, women had to organize themselves into 

effective groups with strong leadership. They had to petition 

21 prominent members of Parliament in order to gain support. 

One of their major problems was that it was exceedingly dif

ficult to obtain official support from anyone. Also, women 

were faced with court cases that usually denied their claims 

to the vote. For example, in· 1868 in the case of Chorlton vs. 

Lings, the court "rejected the claims of certain women to be 

placed on the Parliamentary Register, in spite of the Act for 

Shortening the Language used in Acts of Parliament, which spe

cified that the masculine _ gender should include the feminine 

20 Fawcett, "Women's Suffrage·: A Reply," p. 745. 

21see Appendix C 



-60 -

unless otherwise provided." 22 · These were some of the more , 

important situations with which women had to deal. 

In the years to c~me,women such as Millicent Fawcett, 

Sophia Jex-Blake,and Mr~. Dilke were to be joined by Sylvia 

and Christabel Pankhurst and .their mother, Emmeline Pankhurst. 23 

They would lead the more militant suffragettes in the opening 

years of the twentieth century, and they would finally succeed 

in gaining enough support to enfranchise women and thereby 

keep women from being a hindrance to the national progress. 

As someone said, "There would be neither equality nor justice 

so long as they who labor are poorer than those who govern, 

and it is not less true that there would be no equality or 

justice for women so long as they are politically poorer than 
· 24 men." 

Women were to gain the vote in the next century after a 

painfully slow and long struggle. Enemies had been made,and 

friends had been solicited to support the cause, but most im

portant of all, women had made the first big advancements 

toward equality and justice for .which they were to fight for 

22 Constance Rober, Women's Suffrage and Party Politics 
in Britain 1866-1914. (Toronto: Univ~rsity of Toronto Press, 
1967), p. 2~ --

23 
For further references see Emmeline Pankhurst, My Own 

Story (London: Evele~gh Nash, 1914). 
24 

"Results of the Non-Enfranchisement of Women," we·st-
minster Review 133 (Jan.-June 1890): 238. 
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ye a rs ·to come . As it was exp res s e d then , ''the perfect cir c 1 e 

of our national life would never be complete until the crooked 

line of our present electoral system had been rounded by the 

entrance of women into political life on the same conditions 

as men." 25 

25 Ibid., p. 239. 



CONCLUSION 

In an age where the process _qf reform played such a 

major role in the affairs of the nation, women found that 

feminist reforms which would benefit them expressly were 

exceedingly hard to come by. ·· -Mo·s·t men of the day were con

cerned with reforms which would benefit the biggest section 

of the population and not with just a select group of per

sons, even when that group was a large one. Strong currents 

of Utilitarian ideas did eventually bring about reforms in 

the enfranchisement of most of the male population, reforms 

in education, reforms in housing,and,also,reforms in differ

ent areas of government. These reforms did, to some extent, 

benefit women, but, for the most part, they did little to 

improve women's status_ in society, both in the social and 

legal sense. · 

In society's view, a woman's:main role in life was to 

be a good wife and mother. However, this role was not re

warded as it should have been. Legally, women were_ a nonen

tity. A woman, once she was married, had absolutely no iden

tity apart from her husband. In the eyes of the law, they be

came one and the same person. 

When a woman married, all of her possessions became the 

property of her husband. · If she owned any property at the 
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time of the marriage or later inherited any property, thaf 

too, became·the- husband's · property. The wife could not 

sigp a contract in her own name concerning her property. 

At the same time, a husband could do anything he wished 

with his wife's property. He could sell it, will it away, 

or squander it as he saw fit. This sometimes resulted in 

the wife being left destitute. 

Also, if a married woman had to work for a living, all 

of her earning became the property of her husband. Even if 

the husband had deserted his wife, her. earnings were still 

legally his. There were many cases where errant husbands 

would return to collect the earnings and savings of their 

hard-working wives. This situation was not remedied until 

1870, when Parliament passed a bill to give women some pro

tection over their earnings. 

One of the worst conditions of marriage was that chil

dren born of a marriage were legally the property of the 

father and not the mother. A wife was expected to have 

children, take care of them and educate them, but she had 

no legal claims to them. The husband could take the chil

dren from her and deny her knowledge and access to them. 

If the husband chose to do so, he could even will them away. 

In 1838, the Infant Custody Bill was passed, because of the 

efforts of Mrs. Caroline Norton. This legislation gave a 

mother the right of access to her children,providing she 
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was of good character. 

Another unpleasant aspect of marriage was the common 

practice of some husbands of beating their wives. Women 

were considered to be possessions and husbands feit that 

they were well within their legal rights to beat them. The 

wife could bring charges against her husband, but in the vast 

majority of cases the courts did very little to discourage 

such practices. 

When a woman could find no other alternative, divorce 

was the only other route. In divorce action, women fared 

very poorly. It took almost an Act of Parliament to ac

quire a divorce, especially among the middle class. A woman 

had to prove adultery along with extreme cruelty or unnatural 

practices. Cruelty was especially hard to prove since hus

bands were permitted, to a degree, to beat their wives. Many 

cases were brought before the courts, but usually only a sep

aration was granted, mainly aue to what judges considered 

insufficient evidence. On the other hand, the husband only 

had to imply that his wife had been unfaithful and his di

vorce would be granted. Reform of the divorce laws were 

again due to the influence of Caroline Norton. She helped 

get the Divorce Bill of 1857 passed through Parliament grant

ing a divorcErlwoman the same rights as a single woman. She 

could now claim her own earnings, inherit property, and enter 

into contracts. 
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Along with the divorce laws, women gained reforms in

regard to the property laws. Up until this time, a single 

woman of twenty-one had complete control over her own pro

perty. However, when she married, all of her property be

came the possession of her husband. If there had been a 

marriage settlement, she still retained ownership of her 

property, but this legal arrangement was designed not for 

her protection but to keep an irresponsible son-in-law 

from squandering her wealth away. Then, in 1870, the 

Married Woman's Property Act was passed. There were four

teen provisions in the bill which would, for the most part, 

give women ownership of their own property. Women could 

now be financially independent if the need arose. However, 

women were now liable for their own debts which they had 

not been before. Complete ownership would come with the 

Property Act of 1884. 

Many women during the Victorian era, especially in 

the lower classes, were forced to work for a living. Con

ditions under which they worked were appalling. Women 

worked long hours for very low wages. Factory owners 

found that the employment of women was very profitable. 

The textile mills, sweat shops, and domestic service were 

the main employers of women. The coal mines were another 

place of employment and were somewhat more undesirable. These 

poor working conditions were remedied,- to some extent, in 
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the middle of the century by a series of factory legisla-· 

tion that limited hours of work and also increased wages. 

Also, later in the century, middle class women began 

to be employed as clerks in different offices because of 

the invention of· the telegraph and the typewriter. The 

government, too, employed women in the civil service, 

providing they passed an entrance examination. These were 

important advances for women .. 

After men gained the Parliamentary franchise, women 

began to seek political voting rights for themselves. 

Women faced hard opposition from most men and even from 

some women. However, there were men like John Stuart Mill 

who championed the cause of women's suffrage. Although en

franchisement would elude women until a few years into the 

twentieth century, many of the basic major steps toward en

franchisement were won in the Victorian era. 

The women's reform movement was an extremely slow pro

cess, taking most of the nineteenth century and extending 

into the twentieth century. Making themselves heard and 

winning support for their causes were their major problems. 

When they eventually made themselves heard, they initiated 

reforms which were far-reaching, effective, and beneficial 

to other women in the years to come. 



Year 

1861 
187l(b) 
1881(c) 
1891 
1901 
1911 

APPENDIX A 

Table la 
Number of Clerks Employed 1 

in England and Wales, 1861-1911 (a) 

Men 
All 
Clerks No. 
Employed 

92,012 91,733 
130,717 129,271 
236,125 229,705 
370,433 351,486 
518,900 461,164 
685,998 561,155 

Women 
% of % of 
All Clerks 
Employed 

No. All Clerks 
Employed 

99.7 279 0.3 
98.9 1,446 1.1 
97.3 6,420 2 :1 
94.9 18,947 5.1 
88.9 57,736 11.1 
81.9 124,843 18.1 

(a) includes those returned as commercial or business clerks: 
law clerks; bankers, bankofficials, clerks; insurance 
officials, clerks; and railway officials, clerks. 

(b) Figures for 1871 do not include law clerks, for whom no 
separate figure was given in the census tables. 

(c) Figures for 1881 do not include railway officials and 
clerks, for whom no separate figure was given in the cen
sus tables. 

· 1 
Lee Holcombe, Victorian Ladies at Work: Middle-c1·ass wo·rk-

ing Women in England and Wales l850-1"9T4lLOndon: David and-
Charles, 1973), p. ZOZ-:-
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Table lb 
Distribution of Clerks among Different 2Categories of 

Work in England and Wales 

Men Women 
% of All % of All 

No. Men Clerks No. Women Clerks 
Category Employed Employed 

Commercial or 360,478 64.2 117,057 93.8 
business clerks 

Law clerks 34,106 6.1 2,159 1.8 

Bank clerks 39,903 7.1 476 0.4 

Insurance clerks 41,866 7.5 4,031 3.2 

Railway clerks 84,802 15.1 1,120 0.8 

Total 561,155 100.0 124,843 100.0 
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Table 2a 
Number of Persons Employed by the Central Government 

in England and Wales, 1861-19113 

Year 

1861 
1871 
1881 
1891 
1901 
1911 

All 
Persons 
Employed 

50,445 
56,179 
59,687 
94,196 . 

139,232 
1"89, 445 

Men 

No. 

48,363 
52,658 
53,106 
79,965 

113,902 
149,672 

3Ibid., p. 203. 

% of All 
Persons 
Employed 

95.9 
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Women 

No. 

2,082 
3,521 
6,581 

14,231 
25,330 
39,773 

% of All 
Persons 
Employed 

4.1 
6.3 

11. 0 
15.1 
18.1 
21.0 



Table 2b 
Distribution of Work of Persons Employed 

by the Central Government in England and Wales4 

Men Women 
9.: 0 of Men % ·of Women 

No. Employed - No. Employed 
Classification by :· Gov't - by Gov't 

Telegraph and tele- 13,103 8.8 14,328 35.0 
phone opera tor-s ( a) 

Other Post Office 
officers and clerks 29,873 20.0 20,337 51.0 

Post Office Messen-
gers, etc. 16,861 11. 3 888 2.3 

Other civil service 
officers and clerks 31,340 20.9 1,697 4.2 

Other civil service 
messengers, etc. 12,162 8.1 1,455 3.8 

Postmen 46,333 30.9 1,068 2.8 

Total 149,672 100.0 39,773 100.0 

(a) These figures include 4,245 men and 6,093 women employed 
by the Post Office, and 8,858 men and 8,235 women em
ployed in non-government service not yet absorbed into 
the civil service at the time of the census. 

4Ibid. 
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APPENDIX B 

Earnings of a-Glover1 

Earnings 

Pay per 
dozen pairs Good Bad Average 

week week week 

s • d. s. d. s. d. 
Slitting _Z¼d.-S½d. 16 0 6 0 10 0 

Drawn-seam making 4s. 18 0 6 0 -
Pointing 8d. 18 0 5 6 -
Buttonholing 2 buttonholes 10d. 8 9 1 9 6 0 

4 buttonholes ls.6d. 

Tambour-pointing 5 seams ls.9d. 8 0 1 9 
2 8d. -seams 

Topping Double welts Sd. 1 2 0 6 
Single welts 3d. -

1 . 
Ada Heather-Bigg, "Women and the Glove Trade", Nineteenth 

Century 30 (July-Dec. 1891): 945. _ 
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APPENDIX C 

To the Right Ho·n·ou·rahle· Arthur· ·James· Balfo'ur; M. · ·p., 
First Lord of the Treasury. 

This memorial of the Council of the Women's 
Emancipat~on Union Respectfully Shewth: 

That your Memorialists desire to point out to you the 
strangely anomalous position of women in local government, 
whether as electors, or as elected persons, at present ex
istent in England and Wales, in Scotland, and in Ireland, 
and to call your attention to the following facts: 

That throughout England and Wales, women, whether mar
ried or unmarried, may, if otherwise duly qualified, vote 
for purposes of District Council (urban or rural), Board 
of Guardians, London Vestry, and Parish Council Elections, 
whilst unmarried women can vote for County Council, School 
Board, and Municipal Elections: 

That in Scotland women, whether married or unmarried, 
may vote for the purposes of County Council, Municipal, 
School Board, and Parish Council Elections: 

That in Ireland women can vote only in the election.~ of 
Boards of Guardians; and for ~unitipal Elections in Belfast, 
and in the townships of Blackrock and Kingstown, near Dublin: 

That in England and Wales women (married and unmarried) 
may, without any qualification bur the free choice of the 
electors, be elected members of School Boards, and may also, 
with no further qualifications but that of residence, be 
elected members of London Vestries, Boards of Guardians, 
District Councils, and Parish Councils--but may not, as at 
present determined, be elected to Municipal Councils or 
County Councils: 

T~at in Scotland, women may become members of the School 
Boards, and, if parochial electors, may be elected members of 
Parish Councils: 
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That in Ireland, women, whethei married or unmarried, 
have no place whatever in local administration: 

That your Memorialists wish also to remind you that up 
to the passing of the Local Government (England and Wales) 
Act, 1894, the electoral rights of men and women in matters 
of Local Government were equal and the same, but that the 
right of voting in all elections under that Act, by it con
ferred upon male owners, lodgers, and holders of the ser- . 
vice franchise, was by it denied to the same class of women: 

That your Memorialists hold that the recognition of the 
full rights of women as capable citizens is essential to the 
establishment of social justice, and to the wese and effi
cient government of the nation: 

That your Memorialists, theref6re, earnestly ask you to 
advise her Majesty's Government to embody, in any measure 
dealing with Local Government in Ireland, such as provisions 
as shall secure to Irishwomen equal rights of voting and of 
taking part in local administration with those enjoyed by 
women in England and Wales, and in Scotland, but freed from 
all restrictive anomalies: 

That your Memorialists further beg you to advise her 
Majesty's Government speedily to undertake the amendment of 
the existing defective and confused system of registration, 
by the introduction of a measure providing for the establish
ment for all electoral purposes, whether Local or Imperial, 
of one simple and uniform Register, upon which the names of 
women shall be placed on the same conditions with those of men. 1 

1 
"Women's Suffrage", Westminster Review 148 (July-

Dec. 1897); 362-363. 
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