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SYNOPSIS
About one in four of all Victorian women never married.
For reasons discussed in the thesis, many of these were middleclass ladies who, in a society where woman's role was seen in
terms of marriage and motherhood, found themselves without a
satisfying life and often without a livelihood. A small group
of educated, leisured women of the upper middle classes used
the plight of the larger force of 'superfluous women' to push
their claims for a wider sphere of activity in education,
employment and political life.
These Victorian spinsters emerged as the leaders of the
feminist movement, and as a result the majority of reforms in
women's condition which were achieved in the nineteenth
century were intended to benefit single women. Even those
directed at improving the position of married women were partly
the result of an enquiry into the conditions of marriage which
followed from the discovery of such large numbers of unmarried
women in a society dedicated to the family ideal.
Higher education was opened to women. Of necessity the
notion that ladies should not work was dropped. Steps were
taken to improve the conditions of governesses, and new careers
were made available in nursing, medicine, clerical and shop
work.
Victorian spinsters have usually been portrayed as maiden
aunts or maligned governesses. These types existed but were by
no means universal. Many spinsters openly repudiated marriage
and promoted the single life. Victorian spinsters, consciously
as feminists involved in women's rights movements, or
unconsciously as working women in the professions and at home,
more than any other group furthered the emancipation of middleclass women in their own time, and prepared the ground for the
extension of women's liberation in our own century.
Note:

For ease of reading, footnote numbers have mostly been
placed at the end of each paragraph or series of
paragraphs on a related subject. Items are referenced
in the footnotes in the order in which they appear in
the paragraphs.

INTRODUCTION
People often say to me, you don't know what a wife
and mother feels. No, I say, I don't and I'm very
glad I don't. And they don't know what I feel....
No, no, let each person tell the truth from his
own experience.
Florence Nightingale^
The title Victorian Spinsters, though intended to be selfexplanatory, requires some definition. The temporal division
of history cannot be anything but arbitrary and artificial, and
'Victorian' is a word which has always carried connotations
quite outside the simple limits of a reign. But the Victorians
themselves used the word to describe the age in which they
lived; and whatever qualities they associated with it, for me
it is only a label for the period when Queen Victoria happened
to be on the throne. Territorially the thesis is based, for
convenience, mainly upon England at that time, with occasional
excursions into Scotland and Ireland. The statistical
information incorporates, as the census does, figures from
Wales.*
2
The word 'spinster' is also intended in its dictionary
meaning, without innuendo, but with one important qualification.
In Victorian times it was generally used to refer to an
unmarried woman of the middle (and sometimes upper) classes, as
opposed to the working classes, and it is in this sense that I
use it here. It is not a synonym for 'old maid', although
Victorian spinsters had to put up with slander of that sort.
An image as fraught with emotive overtones as the word
'Victorian', it has led to historical misconception about the
role of the unmarried middle-class woman of the 19th century.

^"Quoted in Cecil Woodham-Smith, Florence Nightingale (London,
1950), pp.386-7. For biographical details of Miss Nightingale
and other Victorian spinsters mentioned in the text, see the
Appendix.
2

Asa Briggs, The Making of Modern England (The Age of
Improvement) (N.Y., 1965), pp.l, 446. See also G.Kitson Clark,
The Making of Victorian England (London, 1962), pp.28-9; Duncan
Crow, The Victorian Woman (London, 1971), pp.12-3; and Morse
Peckham, 'Can "Victorian" Have a Useful Meaning?' in Victorian
Studies. X (1967), p.273.
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A recent feminist publication asserted that 'people todaystill have a Victorian stereotype of the Victorian spinster
which just doesn't apply today'. The writer had not realised
that the Victorian stereotype did not necessarily apply in the
Victorian era either.^
'Middle class' is also a much abused expression, even
harder to pin down. The Victorians themselves were never clear
about it.

J.F.C. Harrison tells us that class was being talked

about before the Victorian age; by the time the Queen was
settled on the throne the terminology had acquired political,
social and emotional as well as economic associations.
Victorian writers divided their society into three classes,
upper, middle, and lower (or working), and most later
commentators have followed them. The middle class was what its
name implied; the people who came in social estimation between
the aristocracy and gentry on the one side, and the wage-earning
2
labourers on the other.
This definition obscured the position of people on the
borderlines, and led to explanations and numerical estimates
which were greatly at variance with one another. Bessie Rayner
Parkes, for instance, believed that 1/13 of the population in
the 1850s belonged to the 'aristocracy', 3/13 to the 'middle
ranks', and 9/13 to the 'masses'. Bulwer Lytton declared that
the middle class 'cannot be called a class, because it
comprises all classes, from the educated gentleman to the
skilled artisan'. Robert Lamb agreed that 'The term middleclass is very vague, and if widely extended might include
two-thirds of the population'. In 1867 R. Dudley Baxter
reckoned that 77 per cent of Britons laboured with their hands,
3
i.e. were working class.
■^Concise Oxford Dictionary: spinster n. Unmarried (esp. elderly
in popular use) woman.
(M.E., orig. = woman who spins.)
'Spinster' in Susan Kedgley and Sharyn Cederman ed. Sexist
Society (Wellington, N.Z., 1972), p.16.
2J.F.C. Harrison, The Early Victorians (St Albans, 1973),
pp.42-6, 70, 125, 136.
3

Bessie Rayner Parkes, Essays on Women's Work (London, 1865),
p.74. Bulwer Lytton quoted in Roy Lewis and Angus Maude, The
English Middle Classes (London, 1950), p.49.
(Robert Lamb)
'The Philosophy of Marriage, studied under Sir Cresswell
Cresswell' (by a Manchester Man) in Fraser's Magazine. LXII
(1860), p.567. E.J. Hobsbawm, Industry and Empire (London,
1968), p .128.
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Employment was not the only determinant of class.
Another, often quoted, was the possession of domestic servants:
the increasing demand as the century progressed was a clear
sign of middle-class prosperity.

Income, education, place of

residence and life style were also important, and so too was
the individual's conception of himself.

'It might almost be

said that the best definition of the middle class is that it
was made up of those people who thought themselves to be so, or
were accused of i t , ' wrote Kitson Clark.

As it is impossible

from these criteria to give accurate figures, it is equally
impossible to assume any real unity of composition for the
class.

A certain code of ideals and behaviour has been

ascribed to the middle class, who evidently adapted it from the
gentry (hence 'gentility').

If they did not always practise it

themselves, they attempted to impose it upon the lower classes
(and the women of their own class)

in order to establish and

preserve their social leadership.

But even this was by no

means universal.

In fact, as Kitson Clark went on,

the people who might be called middle class vary so
widely in so many different ways that there seems
to be a high probability that any general statement
that purports to include them all must be fallacious,
any common attribute credited to them all must be a
delusion.^
The way out is to use the term as loosely as the Victorians
did and as we tend to do today.

Hobsbawm expressed the belief

that England is ‘the country in which class distinctions were,
at least until recently, more simplified than elsewhere....For,'
he added,

'in spite of the usual existence of a fairly large

number of levels of income, status and snobbery, most people
in fact tend to work on the assumption that there are only two
classes which count, namely the "working class" and the "middle
class"....'

It is upon this assumption that this thesis

operates, keeping in sight the fact that Victorian spinsters
always included in their number some ladies drawn from the
upper ranks of society.

Victorian feminism was a middle-class

movement, but as Roger Fulford wrote,

'it was saved from the

hated description of "bourgeois" by always attracting to its

1Kitson Clark, The Making of Victorian England, pp.5-6,
119.

4
ranks a sprinkling of aristocratic ladies and a steady stream
of highly gifted women who virtually formed a feminine
intelligentsia'.
Victorian spinsters took their status from their male kin,
but unlike their working-class sisters who shared the toil of
men, middle-class women were expected to adopt a lifestyle
entirely different from that of their fathers, husbands and
brothers. This was another class indicator, as few workingclass men
leisure.
that they
daughters

could afford to keep their womenfolk in comfortable
As time went on more and more middle-class men found
too could no longer afford to do it, and their
had to go out to work. By doing so they lost caste,

but never actually joined the working class.

They only confused

and multiplied the levels of gentility so that, as one spinster
pointed out in 1892, 'lady' had become 'a term of wide meaning
in these days'. She attempted to define it:
It must be taken in this place to signify any woman
whose birth or breeding has been such as to make a
certain standard of comfort and refinement a
necessity of life and who cannot sink to the level
of the daughter of the artisan, or even of the small
tradesman, without undergoing real hardship and
suffering of mind and body.^
The conception and actual position of English women
changed substantially during the Victorian era. This
development was not confined to England or to women. But upon
the convenient assumption that progress for one section of

Hobsbawm, Industry and Empire, pp.3, 128-31. Roger Fulford,
Votes for Women (London, 1957), p.87. J.A. Banks argues that
'although organized feminism was led by middle-class women it
was never a class movement, and some of the issues it adopted,
such as the abolition of the Contagious Diseases Acts and the
ending of the double standard of sexual morality were clearly
not of direct advantage to middle-class women'.
('The
Contagion of Numbers', in H.J. Dyos and Michael Wolff (eds),
The Victorian City. Images and Realities (London, 1973), p.105.)
I disagree. Not all feminists were involved in the agitation
against the C.D. Acts and those who were did it for various
motives including two strong middle-class ones: as an extension
of ladylike charity towards the poor and fallen, and in order
to raise the status of all women as part of the demand for
equal rights and opportunities for the sexes. Moreover, removal
of the double standard of morality was plainly of direct
advantage to middle-class spinsters if it meant that men would
have to marry to obtain sexual gratification.
2

Evelyn March-Phillipps, 'The Working Lady in London' in the
Fortnightly Review. NS LII (1892), p.193.

5

society meant progress for all, Janet Courtney declared that
'It was a wonderful piece of good fortune, if one must be born
a woman, to come into the women's world in the later nineteenth
century.' And Amy Cruse, writing in 1935, called the Victorian
period the Age of the New Woman. Victorian men also indulged
in generalisation.
'The reign of our present Sovereign, in
many respects felicitous, has been in none more so than the
attention which has been paid to the condition of women in all
ranks of society,' wrote Thomas Markby in 1866.^
The great advances in the female condition were almost
entirely confined to middle-class women: higher education and
entry into the professions, local suffrage and property rights,
all of which led to a new conception of the female role. It is
true that men passed laws to protect female labour and, in
1870, compelled the education of girls equally with boys; but
these changes did not always substantially improve the position
of working-class women, while others, such as increased
mechanisation and the contraction of some industries, combined
to make it worse. It is wrong to see the emancipation of
Victorian women simply as the product of industrial expansion
which, in creating new areas of employment, provided women with
new independence in a new sphere of activity. Working-class
women had always worked. Middle-class women (and the middle
class was virtually a creation of the Industrial Revolution)
were either forced by personal economic necessity to gain their
own living, in which case the professions they entered were
invariably overcrowded, or else they wished to adopt a career
which had previously been barred to them, in which case they
had to fight tooth and nail to get in. Industry often welcomed
cheap female labour to perform its routine, monotonous tasks,

Janet E. Courtney, The Women of my Time (London, 1934), p.5.
Amy Cruse, chapter in The Victorians and their Books (London,
1935), featuring the Misses Beale, Blackwell, Buss, Cobbe, Cons,
Davies, Hill, Jex-Blake, Nightingale. Thomas Markby, 'The
Education of Women* in the Contemporary Review. I (1866),
p.401.

6

but the invention of the sewing machine and the typewriter did
nothing to emancipate women.^
The process of emancipation was put in train by a feminist
movement which flourished in an age of progressive thinking.
The movement was middle-class in aims and character.

Attempts

have been made to trace a line of working-class feminist
consciousness in 19th century Britain, but this, if it existed,
was not the mainstream of Victorian feminism noted by
contemporaries and later historians.

Certainly working-class

women combined early in the century, pressed their claims in
the chartist rebellion, and began to form trade unions which,
under middle-class patronage, achieved some bargaining success
in the last decade of the 19th century.

Doubtless too there

Wifertiworking women who wished for equal rights and opportunities,
but as a group they were too underprivileged, economically and
socially, to emerge as a force before the end of the Victorian
period.

On the other hand the women of the middle class had

the education and the leisure to aspire after greater things
than their station in life permitted.

They did not call

themselves feminists: that word, apparently first used in 1895,
did not come into popular currency until after the turn of the
century.

But the doctrines of feminism were primarily

creations of the Victorian era, a response to the effects of
capitalism upon middle-class women.

Feminists protested

against the notion that women, ostensibly for their own
protection, were regarded as the property of men.

By asserting

their independence they threatened the Victorian ideal of home
2
and family.
Among those who have suggested that the emancipation of
Victorian women was (at least in part) the product of industrial
expansion are Egon Larsen in A History of Invention (London
rev. e d . , 1969), p.255, and Eric Richards in an unpublished
paper, 'Women in the British Economy since about 1700: an
interpretive survey' (Adelaide, 1973), p.38.
For my view see
Chapters 6-10 of the thesis.
2
Sheila Rowbotham in Hidden from History (London, 1973)
attempted to show Victorian feminism as a working-class
movement (see esp p.47). A review of this book castigated the
author for talking in terms of limited stereotypes, e.g.
working-class married women rather than unmarried workers (far
the majority) or middle-class women, and for skimming over 19th
century middle-class feminism.
'Discussion of middle-class
feminists is so truncated that the whole suffrage movement
Footnote continued on following page...
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The Victorian ideal was already disintegrating, however,
from internal causes. In a society supposedly based upon the
institution of family, where woman's role and destiny were seen
solely in terms of marriage and motherhood, one in three adult
Victorian women was unmarried at any time, and one in four
never married. This demographic fact, evidently peculiar to
the Victorian period and increasing as the century progressed,
forced middle-class women without the expected means of support
out into the work force to earn their own living. This great
crisis in the lives of so many Victorian spinsters has led some
historians to think that middle-class women campaigned for new
rights not because they saw themselves as feminists but because
they were forced into a situation against which they felt bound
to protest.
But feminism owed its inspiration to the conjunction of
two sets of circumstances. The 'superfluous women' problem of
the 1860s and 1870s provided the opportunity for a small group
of educated, leisured women of the upper middle classes to
harness a much larger force of potential feminism which, in
other circumstances, would probably have remained contentedly
unaware. The feminist leaders wanted a wider sphere of activity
for themselves, and used the plight of the superfluous women to
advertise the need.
The whole difficulty arises from the existence of an
enormous number of unmarried women, of whom a
majority must earn their bread in some way or other.
But for this, the case of the few women who from
moral or intellectual peculiarities are discontented
with the natural lot of domestic quiet and
subordination for their sex would have excited
little sympathy....
Footnote continued from previous page:
appears to spring fully grown from the head of Mrs Pankhurst....
Kay Daniels, 'Writing the History of Women' in Refractory Girl.
6 (Hobart, 1974), p.38. On the use of the word 'feminism' see
Alice C. Rossi, The Feminist Papers (N.Y., 1974), p.xiii, and
J .A. and Olive Banks, Feminism and Family Planning in Victorian
England (Liverpool, 1964), pp.8-9. See Chapter 10 of the thesis
^E.g. Sheila Rowbotham: 'Women started to campaign for
particular reforms in the nineteenth century not because they
saw themselves as feminists but because circumstances in their
own life forced them to protest.' (Hidden from History, p.49).
See also Eric Richards, 'Women in the British Economy', p.38,
who also cites O.R. McGregor, 'The Social Position of Women in
England, 1850-1914: a Bibliography' in the British Journal of
Sociology. 6 (1955), p.50. See Chapter 1 of the thesis.

8

What the two groups had in common was that they were almost all
spinsters.

As a result Victorian feminism was mainly concerned

with reforms which would benefit single women. They wished to
rid themselves of the stigma (and the economic fact) of
'superfluity' and to overcome the degradation of spinsterhood.
As Georgiana Hill explained in 1896:
There are some women who are born to independence the opulent minority with titles and estates, and
those for whom others have worked; there are the
women who achieve independence by their own energy
and endurance; and there are the women who have
independence thrust upon them - the great mass who
must make their own way or perish. It is better
for the community to have women self-reliant and
able to support themselves, whether single or
married.^
The Victorians certainly identified feminism with
spinsters. One of the favourite devices of opponents was to
show feminist tendencies to be the concomitant of a deformed
nature, either cause or effect of the possessor's failure to
find a husband.
A defect or a superabundance of gender may merge
the sphere of a woman's influence in that of man.
Or adverse circumstances, as single life, or a bad
match, may turn her powerful and earnest capability
and desire of direct personal influence into a
weak and sentimental taste for ameliorating the
condition of her race.
It would be fairer to say that middle-class women who remained
single, and had no recognised task like motherhood to perform,
could hardly help feeling 'the narrow bounds of their sphere of
activity'. They had the freedom to carry out a pioneer
campaign unencumbered by children and household duties.
Provided they remained celibate (or lesbian) spinsters could
transcend the great division between male and female upon which
all laws and customs restricting women were ostensibly based;
they almost alone of all women were not bound down by the ties
of potential motherhood. Yet in practice the road to

This practical excuse was also used in the battle to open
higher education and exclusive professions like medicine to
women, albeit without much success. Such reforms were achieved
almost through individual effort. J.J. Manley, 'The Higher
Education of Women* in the British Almanac and Companion for
1882, p.119. Georgiana Hill, Women in English Life (London,
1896), vol.2, p.193. Banks, Feminism and Family Planning in
Victorian England, pp.37, 41.
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independence remained blocked to them. Some spinsters
(Florence Nightingale was only one of many) deliberately chose
not to marry in order to be free to help break down that
barrier. Spinsters had a vested interest in attacking the
notion that women's place was in the home, for it was the
chief obstacle to the educational, social, political and
economic emancipation of women like themselves.^
Why then are most of the Victorian feminists we read about
in modern history books married ladies? A short list might
begin with the names of Mrs Garrett Anderson, Mme Belloc
(Bessie Rayner Parkes), Barbara Leigh Bodichon, Josephine
Butler, Millicent Garrett Fawcett and so on. Even the 'great'
literary figures of the era mostly married: Charlotte Bronte,
Mrs Gaskell, George Eliot. One reason they are remembered may
simply be because they were less common. At that time only the
very exceptional woman could combine the duties of family life
with a public career. By proving that a lady could fulfil her
true destiny in marriage and still support reform they won a
certain respectability for the movement and some little fame
for themselves. No one was bound to take very seriously the
demands of a lot of cranks who needed compensation for having
missed out on the true prize of life, nor was the example of
unmarried independence to be encouraged. In our own time
feminist movements have tended to address themselves chiefly
to the middle-class wife and mother, so that feminist historians
searching for their Victorian antecedents have naturally picked
out what they see as 'oppressed' married women for the modern
liberated lady to identify with.^
Review of Maria Grey and Emily Shirreff's Thoughts on SelfCulture and Margaret Fuller's Woman in the 19th Century in the
North British Review. XIV (Edinburgh, 1850), p.281. Emily
Shirreff, Intellectual Education and Its influence on the
Character and Happiness of Women (London, 1858), p.399. Married
feminists almost always had small families and could afford to
pay for domestic assistance, so they were almost as free as
spinsters of family obligations. See Eva M. Hubback, The
Population of Britain (West Drayton, 1947), pp.80-1.
2

Betty Friedan, Kate Millett and Germaine Greer (to name but
three) were all married once but are no longer. One writer who
managed to transcend this preoccupation is Simone de Beauvoir,
who has never married. The married feminists of the Victorian
era rarely felt themselves personally oppressed by marriage
(though Caroline Norton certainly did); but then neither did
Footnote continued on following page..«

1U
In recent accounts the Victorian spinster is usually
portrayed as a maiden aunt or a much maligned governess. A
woman like Florence Nightingale was so outstandingly
unconventional that no one (then or now) ever tried to fit her
to this stereotype, so no one ever noticed that she did not fit
and neither did many others of her time. When Victorian writers
exhorted an audience to a certain docility of behaviour - be
they working people or old maids - they were often trying to
inculcate qualities conspicuous not by their ever-presence but
by their frequent absence. So they continued to impress upon
women that marriage was their sole destiny when they knew
perfectly well that a quarter of them would never marry.'*'
Footnote continued from previous page:
Betty Friedan when she wrote The Feminine Mystique (1963), for
it is dedicated to the husband she subsequently divorced. On
attitudes to spinsters today note the remark of Julia O'Faolain
and Lauro Martines in the introduction to their collection of
documents in women's history, Not in God's Image (N.Y., 1973):
'Traditionally, independence had been possible only for
unmarried women and they were failures: old maids and spinsters.
The charged words still arouse a shudder.' (p.xx). After this
it is a pleasure to see that Muriel Spark's Miss Jean Brodie
apparently identified with Florence Nightingale (The Prime of
Miss Jean Brodie (Harmondsworth, 1965), p.78 (1961)).
^For the stereotype maiden lady and governess see, for instance,
Katharine Moore, Cordial Relations. The Maiden Aunt in Fact
and Fiction (N.Y., 1967) and E.M. Delafield, Ladies and
Gentlemen in Victorian Fiction (London, 1937), Chapter II, 'Only
the Governess'. Virginia Woolf's stereotype maiden aunt is
another image probably widely held and quite atypical. She
will not appear in this thesis: 'Every Victorian family has in
its cupboard the skeleton of an Aunt who was driven to convert
the natives because her father would have died rather than let
her look upon a naked man. And so she went to Church; so she
went to China and so she died unwed, and so there drop out of
the cupboard with her bones half a dozen flower pieces done
under the shade of a white umbrella in a sunny garden when
Queen Victoria was on the throne.' (Moore, Cordial Relations.
p.149: from the introduction to an exhibition of paintings by
Vanessa Bell.) Asa Briggs, who suffers from no such delusions,
wrote in Victorian People (1954) that he would have liked to
include a woman in his studies 'for women - often "maiden aunts"played a leading part not only in family welfare but in the
making of Victorian social policy and the practical application
of an ideal of service....Exceptional women like Florence
Nightingale, who rejected marriage for service...played a really
prominent part in the foreground of national life. But many
other women, include^ married women who reacted against the
formality and superficiality of subordinate status, were central
figures in local life.' (p.21 of Penguin edition, 1965). I
think he underestimates their influence in national life. Plenty
has been written about Florence Nightingale, but there are many
other Victorian spinsters worthy of attention.

One stereotype is rarely found - the stereotype of the
feminist spinster. Yet by far the majority of feminists in
Victorian England were spinsters. Appended to this thesis is a
short 'Who's Who' of about two hundred of these spinsters
notable for their achievements in various fields. One would be
hard put to it to find a similar number of married feminists in
that age. For one Josephine Butler, there were fifty
philanthropic spinsters; Mrs Garrett Anderson stood for many
years alone alongside Elizabeth Blackwell, Sophia Jex-Blake and
other unmarried pioneer doctors; Dame Millicent Fawcett took
over the leadership of the suffrage movement only after the
death of Miss Lydia Becker. The reform of women's education
was almost entirely the province of Victorian spinsters. Miss
Jessie Boucherett, Miss Emily Faithfull and Miss Louisa Hubbard
devoted many more years to finding employment for destitute
gentlewomen than either Mme Belloc or Mme Bodichon. The
Women's Trades' Union League was founded by a married woman,
Mrs Paterson, but she died before any notable advances were
made and the labour movement was helped along thereafter by the
Misses Collet, Simcox and Black. Among writers, while none
could claim the distinction of George Eliot, Charlotte Mary
Yonge reached a wide audience and so did Rhoda Broughton, Ouida
and Marie Corelli, though it was a different one. Miss Corelli
was, with Hall Caine, the best-selling novelist in Britain at
the turn of the century. Christina Rossetti was a spinster.
Not all these ladies had feminist intentions or even sympathies
but all, by their achievements, helped to emancipate the women
of their own class by proving their capabilities to the world.^
It may be argued that feminist spinsters were not
representative of Victorian spinsters in general. Of course
they were not.

Josephine Butler and Millicent Fawcett were not

typical Victorian wives and mothers.

Similarly a 'Belgravian

See Appendix for details. One illustration of the acknowledged
prominence of spinsters in feminism is a very bad poem from
Punch. reprinted in the Englishwoman1s Review of March 1871
(p.70), listing well-known participants in alphabetical fashion.
The spinsters (including the Misses Becker, Cobbe, Davies, Hill,
Jex-Blake, Martineau, Nightingale and Rye) outnumbered the
married feminists. For Marie Corelli, see Malcolm Elwin, Old
Gods Falling (London, 1939), p.302.
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Young Lady' who called herself, in the fashion of the time,
'A Girl of the Period', was rebuked by a gentleman who pointed
out that 'She may be a girl in. this period, but she is no more
of it than Miss Cobbe, Miss Clough, Miss Jex Blake, Miss Davies,
or any other earnest English gentlewoman.1 The stereotyped
maiden lady and abused governess existed en masse, no doubt;
and thousands of Victorian spinsters who would otherwise have
lived quietly in one or other of these moulds became vicarious
participants in the feminist struggle only through unwonted
economic compulsion. The majority of people are never involved
in political or social movements. The history of a satisfied
group needs no telling, and unsatisfied maiden ladies and
governesses have already been done to death.

Naturally a thesis

on Victorian spinsters cannot leave them out altogether, and I
have not done so. But if the story of Victorian feminism was
(as Victorian feminists believed) a story of progress, then the
historian is bound to look at the women who brought it about.
They saw themselves as a progressive force privileged with a
mission; and with this image they sought to inspire the
demoralised troop of superfluous women.^
Thus the peculiar form which Victorian feminism took was
due to its having been led by Victorian spinsters on behalf of
Victorian spinsters.
'While I and other happily circumstanced
women have had no immediate wrongs of our own to gall us, we
should still have been very poor creatures had we not felt
bitterly those of our less fortunate sisters,' wrote Frances
Power Cobbe. Even wider ramifications were claimed for the
movement.
The conquest of a higher position in public
estimation must be made by our single women, who,
not being bound like our married women, to care
for the things which please their husbands, may
claim the right to devote themselves to the things
of the Lord, the cultivation of whatever faculty
He has given them towards perfection....
Miss Hubbard predicted that 'the special gifts and graces
developed by this necessity of work as a means of livelihood to
women will lift the whole sex higher in the scale of their
common humanity, and strengthen and enrich the average of

(Daniel Rose Fearon), 'The Ladies' Cry, Nothing to Doi' in
Macmillan's Magazine. XIX (1869), pp.451-2. See Appendix.

1J

character among all women, whether married or single'.
Victorian spinsters, consciously as feminists involved in
women's rights movements, or unconsciously as working women in
the professions and at home, more than any other group
furthered the emancipation of middle-class women in their own
time, and prepared the ground for the extension of women's
liberation in our own century.
If there remains a need in these days to justify 'women's
history* as distinct from the social history of humankind in
general, one has only to look at the vast literature on the
subject to see that the Victorians themselves believed it to be
deserving of separate treatment.

Indeed they devoted so much

attention to it that it became almost a preoccupation; one
journalist remarked in 1868 that it seemed that 'the proper
study of mankind is w o m a n 1.
Lecturers, male and female, discuss woman, her
nature and her mission, as though she were some
abstract animal, instead of being half the human
race; while not a few transcendentalists despise a
partnership of rights to assert an aptitude for
universal domination, and would reduce man to
servitude....
The historian of today who argues the indivisibility of male
and female study might assent to Josephine Butler's protest in
the introduction to her Woman *s Work and W o m a n 1s Culture

(1869)

'against the questions treated herein being regarded as
exclusively "women's questions," or the cause advocated as the
cause, solely, of women....(A)11 who look upon this question of
woman's interests from a grave and lofty point of view must
behold it, as it is indeed, a question which concerns humanity
at large....'

And if Simone de Beauvoir hesitated after that

Victorian flood to write another book devoted entirely to The
Second S e x . Kate Millett showed that the primary social and
political distinctions are not those based on wealth or rank
but those based on sex.

Heroines and 'exceptional' women can

be plucked out of any age in history, but it remains important
for women and men today to learn how social institutions worked

Frances Power Cobbe quoted in Mary L. Bruce, Anna Swanwick.
A Memoir and Recollections (London, 1903), p.164.
Lecture
delivered by Mrs William Grey to the Chelsea Literary and
Scientific Institute on the subject of 'Old Maids', reported in
Women and W o r k . 27 March 1875, p.6.
Louisa M. Hubbard in Work
and Leisure, V (1880), pp.1-2.
See Appendix.
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in the past; and this applies to 'women's history'
the traditional male-oriented kind.

as well as

It goes without saying

that it is specially important in an age of renewed feminist
consciousness.

For as Mrs Gaskell observed in Ruth

(1853):

The daily life into which people are born, and into
which they are absorbed before they are well aware,
forms chains which only one in a hundred has moral
strength enough to despise, and to break when the
right time comes - when an inward necessity for
independent individual action arises, which is
superior to all outward conventionalities.
Therefore, it is well to know what were the chains
of daily domestic habit, which were the natural
leading-strings of our forefathers before they
learnt to go alone.1

This thesis uses novels extensively as source material
along with the conventional monographs

(contemporary and later),

articles in newspapers and periodicals, census material and
biographies.
because

Those who refuse to consider novels as evidence

'they are not true' assume that artistic reality is

inferior to the reality of other records of the past.

But both

are social institutions, and ail writers, no matter how
fanciful their productions, are recorders and interpreters of
their time.

Because they are writing for other members of the

society they must portray situations which can be comprehended
and characters which are identifiable.

At the same time a

measure of romance inevitably creeps into the work of the
biographer, the historian, and even the keeper of a diary meant
2
solely for his own eyes.

I
(Anne Mozley) , 'Clever Women' in Blackwood1s Magazine, CIV (1868),
p.414.
Josephine Butler (ed.), W o m a n 's Work and W o m a n 's
Culture (London, 1869), pp.viii, xiii.
Simone de Beauvoir, The
Second Sex (Harmondsworth, 1972), p.13 (1949).
Kate Millett,
Sexual Politics (N.Y., 1970), p.65.
See Elizabeth Reid, 'The
Women We Ignore' in Refractory G i r l , 6 (Hobart, 1974), p.9.
Mrs Gaskell, Ruth (London, 1967), p.2 (1853).
2
On this subject see Raymond Williams, The Long Revolution
(Harmondsworth, 1965), pp.26-85; Rene Wellek and Austen Warren,
Theory of Literature (Harmondsworth, 1963), esp. Chapter 9; and
Diana Laurenson and Alan Swingewood, The Sociology of Literature
(London, 1972), throughout.
Also J.A. Banks, Prosperity and
Parenthood (London, 1954), pp.27-8; David Daiches, Literature
and Society (London, 1938), pp.208, 258; E.M. Forster, Aspects
of the Novel (Harmondsworth, 1962), pp.27, 54; Viola Klein, The
Feminine Character (London, 1946), p.183; and Stefan Zweig,
Master Builders (N.Y., 1939), p.546.
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Like all historical sources, novels may not be equally
valuable as social documents, but treated with the same caution
as any other historical source they often furnish new light on
a subject. Fiction, more than history, observed George Henry
Lewes, expressed 'the emotions, the whims, the caprices, the
enthusiasms, the fluctuating idealisms which move each epoch...'
Geoffrey Best did not scruple to illustrate his history of
Mid-Victorian Britain (1971) with the evidence of novels 'where
their representations of aspects of contemporary life, their
distillations of certain of its essential qualities, seem
sharper than those of non-fiction'.

Margaret Dalziel, author

of Popular Fiction 100 Years Ago (1957), observed that
Anyone interested in investigating the popular
literature of the past is faced by a truly
embarrassing plentitude of material, from which
he is forced to select. Therefore the
descriptions of these novels and periodicals in
this book are acceptable only on the assumption
that one quality of mass-produced fiction at any
date is its great sameness. Most readers of
modern magazines will, I think, accept this
assumption, and certainly the reading of very
large samples of the novels and magazines of a ^
hundred years ago did nothing to contradict it.
Although all novelists are bound by the artistic
conventions of plot, length and style, literary merit is an
irrelevant factor for the historian. Gissing was far from
being the greatest novelist of his time but a reviewer of 1898
claimed that 'in Mr. Gissing's novels our generation may see
itself photographed'. Especially useful in this context is his
accurate portrayal of working women in the middle and lower
classes, due to his having gleaned the facts from a spinster
friend who spent her life investigating the conditions of
working women.
'Nowhere has this been described more vividly
2
or with less exaggeration,' observed the Churchwoman in 1900.

(G.H. Lewes), 'The Lady Novelists' in the Westminster Review.
NS II (1852), p.131. Geoffrey Best, Mid-Victorian Britain
(London, 1971), p.xiv. Margaret Dalziel, Popular Fiction 100
Years Ago (London, 1957), p.3.
2

See Janet Margaret Miles Smith, 'An Examination of the Theme
of Emancipation in Six Novels of George Gissing'. Unpubl.
M.Phil Thesis, University of London, 1969: Greenough White
quoted p.6. Churchwoman. 16 February 1900, p.304. See
Chapter 10 of the thesis.
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The historian is assisted by the knowledge that Victorian
novelists were mostly propagandists.

Conservatives like Miss

Yonge used novels to perpetuate the social ideals and
institutions in which they believed even when these were
conspicuously absent in real life.

So we have the situation

described by George Henry Lewes:
Idylls flourish on the eve of violent social
outbreaks...; chivalry finds a voice as chivalry
is passing from the world; wild adventurous novels
agitated with hair-breadth 'scapes solace a money
making society ‘so eminently respectable;' love in
a cottage makes the heart flutter that is about to
sell itself for a splendid match.
Social critics and reformers like Gissing advertised their
views through the medium of fiction to the extent that the
novelist became 'our most influential writer'. In Victorian
Working Women (1929) Wanda Neff relied a great deal on literary
evidence on the grounds that it enabled her to test 'fact'
against 'fiction' and showed how much the writing of the day was
concerned with the subject.’*'
Using fiction as evidence, however, one can easily fall
into the trap of overestimating the importance of women in
history. As Virginia Woolf pointed out:
Imaginatively she is of the highest importance;
practically she is completely insignificant. She
pervades poetry from cover to cover; she is all
but absent from history. She dominates the lives
of kings and conquerors in fiction; in fact she
was the slave of any boy whose parents forced a
ring upon her finger.
Fiction enforced the traditional roles and duties of women but
probably made them appear more important than they really v/ere.
The need to x^erpetuate the myth of female iinx^ortance was
esx^ecially strong when rebellion threatened; and as novels
formed a principal part of women's reading, critics advised
great care and censorship 'on the part of those who wish to
comprehend, or who asx^ire to modify, the causes which mould
humanity'.

In the best books angelic young ladies won heroic

(G.H. Lewes), 'The Lady Novelists' in the Westminster Review,
NS II (1852), p.131.
(G.H. Lewes), 'Novels with a purpose' in
the Westminster Review, NS XXVI (1864), p.27. Wanda Neff,
Victorian Working Women (London, 1966), pp.17-8 (1929).
Wherever possible I have done as Wanda Neff did, so that in
this thesis the evidence of fiction rarely stands unsupported
(or contradicted) by a non-literary source.
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young men, and contrasted with sour old maids and bluestockings
to enhance the image of matrimony.'1'

It may be asked why I have chosen to write about spinsters.
If it must be women's history, why not women in general?

The

answer is that spinsters have been left out of history, and
where included (often as a token gesture) they have been
misrepresented. It is a truism to say that historians have
neglected the subject of women. How much more true is that of
unmarried women! Although a great deal is being written about
women these days in a belated effort to make up lost ground, it
is almost all concentrated upon the affairs of married women.
Where in the past it was asserted that the interests of women
were indistinguishable from those of men, now it is assumed
that the interests of unmarried women are indistinguishable from
those of wives and mothers. This was plainly not the case in
the Victorian period and I do not believe it to be true today.
This thesis aims to show that the Victorian spinster was
not an inconsiderable figure and that she had aspirations and
concerns which were not necessarily shared by married women.
I write not only of the women who have been remembered for
their achievements, or who ought to have been, but also of the
forgotten multitude who were, like Gwendolen's sisters in
Daniel Deronda, 'superfluous girls, each, poor thing - like
those many thousand sisters of us all - having her peculiar
world which was of no importance to any one else'. Another
Victorian writer, herself a spinster, urged that 'Surely the
welfare of the third or fourth, even up to the seventh girl, in
a grown-up family, is deserving of some consideration even in
novels. Her experience is not quite unworthy of being
recorded.' The same philosophy motivated a modern biographer
to defend her decision to write about a Victorian spinster on
the ground that 'a life fully lived and valiantly confronted

^Virginia Woolf, A Room of One's Own (Harmondsworth, 1945),
p.45 (1928). W.R. Greg, 'The False Morality of Lady
Novelists' in Literary and Social Judgments (London, 1869),
p. 83.
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has a quality of universal significance for all who still have
a life to live'.1
But this thesis attempts to go further than this. It is
offered as evidence against a theory which probably prevails
more strongly today than it did in the Victorian age: that a
woman can never truly fulfil herself unless she marries, or, to
put it in a more recognisable form, that there is nothing a
woman wants more in life than to get married, and that if she
does not want it, there must be something wrong with her. The
social indoctrination of females into this pattern is as great
today as it was a hundred years ago. Circumstances of the 20th
century (notably the decrease in the proportion of unmarried
people in the population through an easing of social restraints
upon marriage) lost spinsters the status and dignity they had
gained by the end of the Victorian era, and the social stigma
they suffer now is, if anything, more formidable. Whatever
one's views about marriage, there is no justification for this
attitude.
'All women may not have husbands to praise them, or
children to rise up and call them blessed,' wrote Miss Sarah
Tytler in Heroines in Obscurity (1890), '...but all women, if
they will be good women, can and must show their faith by their
2
works.' This thesis is a testimony to those women.

George Eliot, Daniel Deronda (Edinburgh, 1876), II, p.49.
Sarah Tytler, Heroines in Obscurity (London, 1890?), pp.130-1.
Lona Mosk Packer, Christina Rossetti (California, 1963), p.ix.
2

Tytler, Heroines in Obscurity, p.392.

UNMARRIED WOMEN AGED 35 AND OVER AS A PERCENTAGE OF ALL FEMALES, 1861
1 London
2 Surrey
3 Kent
4 Su s s e x
5 Ha mps hi r e
6 Berkshire
7 Middl esex
8 Hertfordshire
9 B u c k i n g h a ms h i r e
10 O x f o r d s h i r e
11 N o r t h a m p t o n s h i r e
12 H u n t i n g d o n s h i r e
13 B e d f o r d s h i r e
14 C a m b r i d g e s h i r e
15 Es s e x
16 S u f f o l k
17 N o r f o l k
18 W i l t s h i r e
19 D o r s e t
20 D e v o n s h i r e
21 Cor nwal l
22 S o me r s e t
23 G l o u c e s t e r s h i r e
24 H e r e f o r d s h i r e
25 S h r o p s h i r e
26 S t a f f o r d s h i r e
27 W o r c e s t e r s h i r e
28 Wa r w i c k s h i r e
29 L e i c e s t e r s h i r e
30 R u t l a n d

5.1
5.3
4.6
5.6
4.3
4.6
5.9
4.2
4.2
4.2
3.1
3.1
3.7
3.3
3.6
3.7
4. 1
4. 1
4.5
5.2
3.9
5.1
5.3
4.5
4.2
2.3
4.0
3.1
3.6
3.8

31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43

Lincolnshire
Nottinghamshire
Derbyshire
Cheshire
Lancashire
Y o r k s h i r e West R i d i n g
Y o r k s h i r e E a s t Ri d i n g
Y o r k s h i r e No r t h R i d i n g
Durham
N o r t h u mb e r l a n d
Cumber l and
We s t mor l and
Monmout hs hi r e & Wales
Engl a nd and Wales

3.3
3.4
3. 7
4.0
3.6
3.1
4.2
4.6
2.5
4.4
3. 7
5.6
3.6
4.1

Census o f 186l

UNMARRIED WOMEN AGED 35 AND OVER AS A PERCENTAGE OF ALL FEMALES, 1901
1 London
2 Surrey
3 Kent
4 Sussex
5 Flampshire
6 B e rk s hi re
7 Middlesex
8 H ertfordshire
9 Buckinghamshire
10 O x fo r d s h i r e
11 Northam ptonshire
12 Hun tingd ons hire
13 B e d fo rd s h ir e
14 Cambridgeshire
15 Essex
16 S u f f o l k
17 N o r f o l k
18 W i l t s h i r e
19 Dorset
20 Devonshire
21 Cornwall
22 Somerset
23 G l o u c e s t e r s h i r e
24 H e r e f o r d s h i r e
25 Shropshire
26 S t a f f o r d s h i r e
27 W or c es te rs hi re
28 Warwickshire
29 L e i c e s t e r s h i r e
30 Rutland

5.7
7.3

6.0
8.6
5.7
6.0
5.3
6. 6
5.1
6.4
3.8
4.7
6.3
5.4
3.6
4.9
5.0
5.1
6.1
6. 6
6.8
7.2
5.6
6.2
5.6
2.8
4.7
4.0
3.8
6.4

31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43

Lincolnshire
4.0
No tting ham shir e
3.9
Derby sh ire
3.2
Cheshire
5.1
Lancashire
4.3
Y o rk s h i re West Riding
Y o rk s h i re East Riding
4.0
Y o r k s h i r e North Riding
Durham
2.2
Northumberland
3.8
Cumberland
5.4
Westmorland
7.1
Monmouthshire
2.5
England & Wales

4.8

No f i g u r e s f o r
Wales

I

12 . 2 - 3 . 5

III3 .6 -4 .7
E ~ •l4.8-5.-j
16.0 - 8. 6

Census o f 1901

NUMBER OF UNMARRIED WOMEN AGED 35-45 TO EVERY 100 UNMARRIED MEN AGED
35-45 IN ENGLAND AND WALES, 1881
1 London
2 Surrey
3 Kent
4 Sussex
5 Hampshire
6 Berkshire
7 Mi ddl esex
8 Hertfordshire
9 Bucki nghams hi r e
10 O x f o r d s h i r e
11 N o r t h a mp t o n s h i r e
12 H u n t i n g d o n s h i r e
13 B e d f o r d s h i r e
14 Ca mb r i d g e s h i r e
15 Essex
16 S u f f o l k
17 No r f ol k
18 W i l t s h i r e
19 Dor s e t
20 Devons hi r e
21 Cornwall
22 Somer s et
23 G l o u c e s t e r s h i r e
24 He r e f o r d s h i r e
25 S h r o p s h i r e
26 S t a f f o r d s h i r e
27 W o r c e s t e r s h i r e
28 War wi ckshi r e
29 L e i c e s t e r s h i r e
30 Rut l and

148. 8
143. 6

112 . 2
171 .9

1 11 . 2
122.8
160. 2
146.1
137. 5
134. 5
96.1
130.1
220. 5
123. 0
104.1
146.7
160. 8
123. 2
126. 4
170. 2
195. 6
193. 6
174. 9
86.2
92. 9
76. 9
137. 6
124. 2
138. 4
117.1

31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43

Lincolnshire
N o t t i n g h a ms h i r e
De r b y s h i r e
Ch e s h i r e
Lancashire
Yo r k s h i r e West Ri di ng
Yo r k s h i r e Ea s t Ri di ng
Y o r k s h i r e North Ri di ng
Durham
Nort humberl and
Cumberland
Westmorland
Monmouthshire & Wales

89. 2
113. 8
98. 2
130. 8
117. 3
108.5
87. 2
70. 2
47. 8
81.1
88. 2
110.1
82. 9

England & Wales

119. 6

47.8-100.0
100.1-160.0
160.1-220.5

Census o f 1881

NUMBER OF UNMARRIED WOMEN AGED 35-45 TO EVERY 100 UNMARRIED MEN AGED
35-45 IN LONDON, 1881

I

I

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

0-99

t

j

100-199

Kensington
Fulham
Chelsea
S t George, Hanover Square
West m ins ter
Marylebone
Hampstead
St Pancras
Islington
Hackney
St G i l e s
Strand
Hoi born
C it y
Shoreditch

378
200

143*
175
86
212
366
135
165
230*
86*
66
73
116
100

200-378

16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29

Bethnal Green
Whitechapel
St G e o r g e - i n - t h e - E a s t
Stepney
Mile End Old Town
Poplar
St S a v i o u r , Southwark
St Olave
Lambeth
Wandsworth
Camberwell
Greenwich
Lewisham
Woolwich

83
36
50
50
115
50
81
75
159
191
200
137
325*
57

* I r r e g u l a r i t i es may be e x p l a i n e d by th e K n i g h t s b r i d g e B arr ac k s in
St George, Hanover S q u a r e ; l o d g i n g houses in St G i l e s ; t h e Inns
o f Court and t h e h o t e l s in th e S t r a n d ; and t h e Woolwich A r s e n a l .
F iq u r e s from C la r a C o l l e t , E d u ca ted W orking Women (London 1902)
p. 38.
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CHAPTER ONE
SUPERFLUOUS WOMEN
1It is often said that the true vocation of woman is
marriage,' observed a journalist in 1872, 'and this is
something more than an opinion: woman, in the minds of those
who take their ideal from the past, means a wife, or a sister
of charity.' Yet when Queen Victoria ascended to the throne in
1837, there were over 300,000 more women than men in England
and Wales, only a few hundreds of whom were in convents. In
1851 it was estimated that the surplus would have filled the
Crystal Palace five times over. By 1861 it had passed half a
million; and by the end of the reign, in 1901, it had reached
a million.

Almost one in three of all adult women were single.

One in four would never marry.^
Living in an age when nearly every person marries, people
today may find it hard to envisage a society which contained so
many unattached members. In 1861 there were over 400,000
spinsters of 35 or more. By 1901 this figure had doubled.
Fortunately many of them could be absorbed comfortably into the
Victorian social system. With the middle-class cult of leisure
for ladies, domestic service expanded enormously in the 19th
century, so that by 1881 it occupied one-ninth of all females
over the age of five in England and Wales. Nearly all indoor
domestic servants were unmarried. Factory industries and
sundry trades dependent on the needle also employed vast
numbers of single women. The governess was a familiar figure
in middle-class homes, and the unmarried sister or maiden aunt
was equally common, fulfilling her indispensable role of family
2
help and confidante.
Yet there were signs that not all Victorian spinsters were
comfortably established. The Governesses' Benevolent
Institution was founded in 1843 to assist unemployed and

H. Lawrenny, 'Custom and Sex' in the Fortnightly Review, NS XI
(1872), p.311. Edward Cheshire, 'Report on the Census of 1851'
in the British Almanac and Companion for 1852, p.18 (2nd
numbering). B.L. Hutchins, The Working Life of Women (London,
1911). See the tables at the end of this chapter.
2

See tables; also the Census of 1881: BPP, 1883, vol.80, p.33
(2nd numbering).
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destitute members of a profession which was overcrowded because
it was the only career open to gentlewomen who had to support
themselves. To the G.B.I. it soon became obvious that there
were not enough posts to go round and that the situation was
getting worse. The census of 1851, the first which examined
the conjugal state of the people, revealed just how many single
women there were in the country. Concerned for the fate of
their sisters in reduced circumstances, a group of philanthropic
feminists set up a Society for Promoting the Employment of
Women in 1859. They were inundated with applications.
'A
short time since, 810 women applied for one situation of £15
per annum,' reported Miss Rye, one of the organisers; 'still
later (only ten days ago,) 250 applied for another vacancy
worth only £12 a year; (the daughters of many professional men
being among the numbers;) and, on the authority of Mrs. Denison,
lady superior of the Welbeck Street Home, London, I may state
that at an office similar to those already alluded to, 120
women applied in ONE DAY, only to find that there was literally
not one situation for any one of them.'^
Journalists took up the cause. Articles appeared in every
'book, pamphlet, newspaper, review, suggesting everything
possible and impossible' to explain and solve the problem of
the unsupported spinster. The article which sparked the
discussion was W.R. Greg's 'Why Are Women Redundant?' which
appeared in 1862 and provoked an immediate response from two
Victorian spinsters, Miss Frances Power Cobbe ('What Shall We Do
With Our Old Maids?' in Fraser's Magazine) and Miss Dora
Greenwell ('Our Single Women' in the North British Review).
Mr Greg's article was reprinted in 1868 and replies followed
thick and fast: from Miss Jessie Boucherett ('How To Provide
for Superfluous Women' in Josephine Butler's symposium of 1869,
Woman's Work and Woman's Culture); J.B. Mayor ('The Cry of the
Women' in the Contemporary Review in the same year); Miss Mary
Taylor (The First Duty of Woman, a compilation of articles which
had appeared in the Victoria Magazine, in 1870) ; W.G. Hamley
('Old Maids' in Blackwell's Magazine, 1872); and Anne Thackeray

'Maria S. Rye, Emigration of Educated Women (London, 1861), p.4.
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(Toilers and Spinsters, 1874).

The historian Lecky discussed

the problem in his History of European Morals, which came out
in 1869.12
3
The Victorians were obviously alarmed.

Although they

believed that ideally every woman ought to be a wife, there had
always been a place for the spinster.

But a professional

gentleman with four or five daughters who did not marry - a
situation which was becoming increasingly common - could rarely
afford to keep them all their lives in fashionable idleness.
If marriage was no longer possible, new roles would have to be
carved out for women.

'Political arithmetic has its downfalls,'

observed the reviewer of Josephine Butler's The Education and
Employment of Women in the Contemporary Review in 1868,

'but

when we find the census of 1861 returning more than two and a
half millions of English women without husbands, and working
for their own support,

it is difficult not to agree with Mrs.

Butler that "this is not an accident, it is a new order of
things."'^
Yet how many of these two and a half millions of English
women were middle-class spinsters, and how many of them would
not have expected to work for their own support, the Victorians
did not stop to analyse.
up with precise figures.

It is doubtful if they could have come
'I have tried in vain to get any

approximate estimate of the numbers of these ladies,' reported
Evelyn March-Phillipps, a journalist,

' - so many are not

regularly employed, are partly dependent on private means, or
make a living in ways which give little clue to their social
status.

One person thinks their numbers are overstated, another

that they are higher than is generally supposed, but we shall
certainly not exceed the mark if we reckon them at least
3
several thousands.'
Statistics had a special fascination for Victorian social
commentators: they liked to observe the progress of their

■^(Mrs Craik) A W o m a n 1s Thoughts about Women (London, 1858),
p.41.
See bibliography.
2
'F.M.' in the Contemporary Review. IX (1868), p.316.
3
Evelyn March-Phillipps, 'The Working Lady in London' in the
Fortnightly Review. NS LII (1892), p.193.
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nation and to make predictions about its future. But
demography was not a very exact science with them. They were
more impressed by actual numbers (which they could visualise)
than percentage variations: Frederic Harrison, for instance,
wrote of the ‘terrible accumulation of exceptional and
distressing personal hardship' caused by the fact that 'millions
of women have, and can have, no husbands!' Mrs Fawcett pointed
out that a surplus of 'millions' was rather an exaggeration of
the situation, and added with characteristic spirit that 'It is
not the women who have no husbands, but the women who have bad
husbands, who are most deserving of compassion....' Grant Allen
made the position clearer in an article 'Plain Words on the
Woman Question' in the Fortnightly Review in 1889:
There are not 700,000 more women than men, but
700,000 more females than males in the United
Kingdom. The people who say "seven hundred
thousand women," picture to themselves that vast
body of marriageable girls, massed in a hollow
square, and looking about them in vain across
wide leagues of country for non-existent husbands.
But figures are things that always require to be
explained, and above all, to be regarded in their
true proportions to one another. These 700,000
females include infants in arms, lunatics, sisters
of charity, unfortunates, and ladies of eighty.
Their longer longevity accounted for a large part of the female
surplus, most of whom were not single women but widows.'*'
In addition to this confusion of definitions, the
Victorians tended to generalise from unsound bases to fit a
theory or 'prove' a point. Employing figures which pertained
to all working women, the vast majority of whom were domestic
servants, factory workers and needlewomen, they still claimed
that the female surplus was worst among the educated classes.
There are hundreds of thousands of women - not to
speak more largely still - scattered through all
ranks, but proportionally most numerous in the
middle and upper classes - who...in place of
completing and embellishing the existence of
others, are compelled to lead an independent and
incomplete existence of their own.

See Asa Briggs, 'The Human Aggregate' in H.J. Dyos and Michael
Wolff, The Victorian City (London, 1973), p.84. Millicent G.
Fawcett, 'The Emancipation of Women' in the Fortnightly Review.
NS L (1891), p.680. Grant Allen, 'Plain Words on the Woman
Question' in the Fortnightly Review. NS XLVI (1889), p.454.
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The bare figures show the existence of great
distress among women. A close examination would,
we are convinced, largely raise our estimate of it.
For we believe that the overplus would be found
to be far greater in the class of those whom, for
want of a better term of distinction, we will call
ladies. than any other - precisely that where
maintenance by their own labour is most difficult.
Apart from the few who actually conducted surveys into the
subject later in the century, the Victorians had no way of
knowing whether marriage was more or less frequent in the
working classes than among their own kind. The occupational
tables of the census did not take conjugal status into account
before 1901. Most middle-class commentators were surrounded by
households of unmarried domestic servants. The fact was that
they were naturally more concerned about the problems faced by
their own sisters and daughters than by those of the lesser
ranks. Unmarried women of the working classes vanished into
domestic service, industry, even prostitution. They were
provided for. The beautiful theories that 'Divine Providence
had intended that all women should be married' and that 'Women
labourers are proof of a barbarous and imperfect civilization'
did not apply to servants (of whom 'Nature has not provided
one too many') and other females who ministered to the middle
classes.
Few people who talk and write about the industrial
position of women in England realize to themselves
the mighty change which has taken place in this
country during the last century, - a change with
which theoretical opinion has had nothing to do,
and which it would seem powerless to control....
The question of whether some hundreds, or even
thousands of women in the middle classes shall
obtain entrance into this or that path of bread
winning hitherto closed to them, is a mere
sectional interest compared with those of the
great problems affecting the bulk of the nation.
But unmarried women of the middle classes were there for all
to see: unoccupied, unplaced, unsought-for. They were not only
surplus women: they had earned the title, crueller even than

H j.R. Greg, 'Why Are Women Redundant?' in his Literary and
Social Judgments (London, 2nd ed., 1869), p.282. Thomas
Markby, 'On the Education of Women' in the Contemporary Review.
VII (1868), p.243.
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'old maid' or 'social failure', of superfluous or redundant
women.1
Superfluous women became 'One of the greatest social
problems of the day', 'one of the burning questions of modern
political economy,' a topic 'particularly distasteful to the
English public' because it called into dispute all the
principles upon which Victorian society was founded.
'There is
a superfluity of women,' commented the Englishwoman's Review in
1878, ' - not of trained, capable, business-like women, but of
semi-educated, refined, incompetent women, and the life of a
superfluous woman is very sad. Nobody wants her, for she can
do nothing that is really useful.' Faced with this situation,
the Victorians embarked on an orgy of self-examination.

Why was

there an excess of women? Why were people not marrying? What
could be done to restore order and provide for the destitute
spinsters?^
Although more males were born in Victorian England than
females, inadequate medical and hygienic knowledge contributed
to men's inherent vulnerability to make male mortality greater
than female at all ages. Women tended to live longer than men,
and the female birthrate was increasing faster than the male.
There were always some men stationed abroad with the armed
forces. The Crimean War cost 25,000 British lives. But it was
emigration that had the greatest effect on the female surplus.
Far more men than women left England to go to the colonies. In
one decade, 1871-81, the comparable figures were 123,467 men
to 40,840 women: that is, women formed less than a third of all
migrants. Immigration did not make up for this disparity,
which was made worse by the fact that a good number of the men

'There are few single women in the working classes, because
heedless marriages are more frequent,' stated Louisa Bell, a
seamstress, in her essay 'Indiscreet Marriages' in John Cassell
ed., Social Science (London, 1861), p.51. The Englishwoman's
Review, NS 89 (1859), p.202. Saturday Review. 12 November 1859,
p.575. Greg, 'Why Are Women Redundant?', p.303. Bessie Rayner
Parkes, Preface to Mary Merryweather, Experience of Factory
Life (London, 3rd ed., 1862), pp.v-vi.
2

The Queen (1875), quoted Cynthia L. White, Women1s Magazines
1693-1968 (London, 1970), p.55.
(Louisa Hubbard) The Year-Book
of Women's Work (London, 1875), p.l. Englishwoman's Review,
LVII (1878), p.l.
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who left were middle-class while most of the women were
domestic servants, needlewomen and farm hands. This left a
surplus of unmarriageable middle-class women at home.'1'
According to the census, the areas with the greatest
proportion of unmarried women in the Victorian period were
those where there was a higher ratio of females to males.
These tended to be places which contained large middle-class
residential centres: the counties round London, Bath and
Bristol and the south-eastern and west coast resorts. Areas
with a low ratio of females to males - the mining districts of
Durham and Staffordshire, for instance - also had the lowest
proportion of spinsters. Taking the age group 35-45 years
(which was above the usual age of marriage but below the point
where earlier male mortality would affect the figures) one
finds that to every 100 unmarried men in 1881 there were 47.8
unmarried women in County Durham, 171.9 in Sussex and 195.6 in
Cornwall. The only county with a greater difference was
Bedfordshire, whose small manufacturing industries, such as
2
strawplaiting and lace-making, employed mostly women.
The towns showed a similar pattern. Those which were
fashionable residential areas had a preponderance of unmarried
women: Bath in 1851 contained 10,767 unmarried women of 20 and
over to 4,057 unmarried men of the same age. In the
manufacturing centres of Manchester and Leeds at the same
period the numbers of unmarried men and women were almost equal.'
A study of the metropolitan area of London gives the same
results in microcosm. Booth and other Victorians 'classed1 the
suburbs according to socio-economic factors such as the

^William Farr, Vital Statistics (London, 1885), p.37.
G.R. Porter, The Progress of the Nation (London, rev. ed.,
1912), p.12. Report of the Royal Commission on Population
(London, 1949), p.10. G.M. Trevelyan, British History in the
Nineteenth Century and After (Harmondsworth, 1965), p.301
(1937). Census of 1881: BPP, 1883, vol.80, p.15 (2nd numbering).
Census of 1901: BPP, 1904, vol.108, p.25.
2

Census of 1881: BPP, 1883, vol.80, pp.16, 24 (2nd numbering).
See the tables and maps. The high proportion of unmarried
women in the Cumberland area was probably due to the
conspicuous longevity of the people there (since women lived
longer than men): see Robert Smiles, 'The Census of 1871* in the
British Almanac and Companion for 1872, p.123.
3

(John Duguid Milne) Industrial and Social Position of Women
(London, 1857), p.198.
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occupations and wealth of the population, its density, and the
incidence of overcrowding, establishing (as any observer could
see) that West London was the centre of government and the
professions, the North-West was the most fashionable residential
district, and North and later South London were middle class.
The population of the City, given over to trade and commerce,
was rapidly dwindling, while the East End and Southwark
contained manufacturing industries, docks, and the homes of the
poor.

As the 19th century progressed the middle class moved

out into the peripheral suburbs North, West and South of the
river. These were the areas with the highest proportion of
unmarried women. In 1881, for instance, there were 378
unmarried women aged 35-45 to every 100 unmarried men of the
same age in Kensington, which Booth had placed at the top of
his social list, and 230 to 100 in Hackney, which came second.
But in the last two suburbs on the list, Bethnal Green and
Whitechapel, there were only 83 and 36 unmarried women
respectively to every 100 unmarried men. There were actually
more unmarried men than unmarried women in the inner city area,
the East End and immediately South of the river, which meant as Clara Collet reported in her survey of women's work - that
working girls in London had no trouble in finding husbands.
The Victorian assumption that the superfluous women problem was
worse in the middle classes was verified.'*'
The census reports linked the excess of unmarried women
in residential counties and towns with the large numbers of
domestic servants who were employed there. A map of the
distribution of domestic servants in London would indeed
resemble one of the distribution of unmarried women. In 1881
there was one domestic servant for every nine residents of
Bath, one for every eleven in Brighton, and one for every
fifteen in London.

By 1901 almost 50 per cent of Bournemouth's

See map. Clara E. Collet, Educated Working Women (London,
1902), pp.30-8. For more recent attempts to 'class' London
suburbs see G. Laurence Gomme, London in the Reign of Victoria
(London, 1898), pp.239-41; Peter Willmott and Michael Young,
Family and Class in a London Suburb (London, 1960), p.4;
H.J. Dyos, Victorian Suburb. A Study of the Growth of
Camberwell (Leicester, 1961), p.192; Gareth Stedman Jones,
Outcast London (Oxford, 1971), esp. the tables on pp.139, 365-9,
389-90; H.J. Dyos and D.A. Reeder, 'Slums and Suburbs' in Dyos
and Wolff, The Victorian City, p.360.
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unmarried female population aged 14-45 was in some form of
domestic service. Staffordshire, Lancashire and Durham had the
fewest domestic servants for their population. But Clara
Collet pointed out that even if all domestic servants were
redistributed in the working-class districts from which they
came, they would make up no more than one-third of all single
women. 1
Large towns also attracted women who worked in the trades
which serviced a domestic community - dressmaking, millinery,
shopwork - and who flocked in from the nearby rural districts
to swell the urban population of unmarried women. The not
inconsiderable surplus who remained at home - almost the same
proportion as was found in the towns - must have included large
2

numbers of daughters of the gentry.
Hampshire and Oxfordshire were special cases. Both had
abnormally high male populations, the former because of its
military towns and ports full of soldiers and sailors who were
forbidden for the most part to marry, the latter because of its
university which until 1879 maintained a totally male staff and
student body and required celibacy of its Fellows. Both
counties, being relatively near to London, acted as feeder
districts to the domestic and commercial enterprises of the
metropolitan area. The spinsters who stayed behind were the
sisters and daughters of officers and professors, 'blighted and
faded through expecting at some unforeseen time, year after

Census of 1881: BPP, 1883, vol.80, p.33. Census of 1901:
BPP, 1904, vol.108, p.46. See E.S. Turner, What the Butler
Saw (London, 1962). Collet, Educated Working Women, pp.32-5.
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Of all Males Aged 35+
% unmarried
% unmarried and
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22.4

Census of 1881: BPP, 1883, vol.80, p.25 (2nd numbering). See
also Eric Lampard, 'The Urbanizing World' in Dyos and Wolff,
The Victorian City, p.16.
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year, that preliminary domestic happiness without which the
business of life can scarcely ever be earnestly entered on....
Leaving aside these special instances, the Victorians were
prompt to realise that a great many men who were in a position
to marry were not doing so. Throughout the Victorian period
the proportion of bachelors in the male population of 35-plus
was very nearly as high as the proportion of single women in
the female population of the same age. Up to about fifty it
was even higher. Although the mean age for marriage was
consistently around the mid-twenties for both sexes, it was at
the age of 35 that the male/female ratio was at its best.
Thirty-five, therefore, was the turning-point for a woman as
far as her marriage prospects were concerned. If she reached
that age without forming an alliance, she was unlikely ever to
do so. Of course late marriages were not unheard of. The Hall
diaries reported that an ‘elderly maiden of 62' had captured
the heart of an old General of 83: which event caused one
spinster sister to comment to the other, ‘My dear, who need
2
despair?'
Unfortunately men tended to prefer wives who were younger
than themselves, and even widows were twice as popular for
brides as spinsters over thirty. In 1881 there were 525,971
unmarried women and 395,682 unmarried men in the age-group 35
and over. For the female excess of 130,000 little could be
done; but why were nearly 400,000 men still single? Ten years
later the disparity had grown to almost 160,000 and the number
of bachelors to 464,565. The Girl of the Period Miscellany

On marriage regulations in the Army, see Constance Rover,
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Oxford, see Vera Brittain, The Women at Oxford (London, 1960),
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ventured to call the attention of single men to 'the mass of
marrying talent in women which is to he found among those girls
who are supposed to be passing onwards towards old-maidenism; who
are presumed to have lost - and who, indeed, have actually lost some of their chances of matrimony'. But the men continued to
resist.^
For the middle-class man marriage was an expensive
proposition. Women had become accustomed to a high level of
comfort in their father's home. The inevitable complement of
children had to be fed and educated. The accessories of
gentility had increased, particularly with regard to domestic
servants.
'Life is so much more costly and luxurious than it
was,' observed Eliza Lynn Linton, 'and men in consequence so
much more disinclined to marry on small incomes.' An extensive
correspondence in The Times and the Daily Telecrraph and
numerous articles in the periodical press stressed that men
were duty bound to observe restraint until they could afford to
provide their wives and families with a suitable lifestyle.
It was important for their career prospects not to make an
2
unconsidered early marriage.
The same impulse which led to family limitation in the
19th century also discouraged many men from forming an alliance
which might bring about a terrible reduction in their standard
of living.
'My 800£ a year keeps me in luxury as a bachelor,'
explained the author of 'On Some of the Impediments to Marriage'
in Fraser's Magazine in 1867, ' - the club, the rubber, the
little dinner at Richmond, the bottle of '34 claret, the opera
stall, the month at Baden-Baden, are quite within my modest
means; but the moment I marry, I exile myself from this easy
3
paradise.'

■^Farr, Vital Statistics, p.80. See tables.
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Expense was not the only consideration.

'We all know, in

point of fact, that it is precisely that class of men who can
best afford to marry who don't and won't.' These men baulked
at the modern marriage market. Deploring the artifices
employed by girls and mothers in order to try to marry them
off, they refused to play any part in the 'weary auction'.
was customary for mothers

It

to trot them out like young fillies that possible
purchasers may become acquainted with their paces,
to offer them without remorse or shame in the
public market. And yet it is all in vain....In the
crowd of a ball-room one girl looks exactly like
another - white muslin and false flowers being
wonderful levellers - and even a clever girl
cannot show that she has either heart or brains,
when going at the rate of an express train.
'They all look alike, dress alike, talk alike; and for anything
that appears to the contrary, think alike and feel alike,'
agreed another recalcitrant bachelor.
'Why, such a choice is
an act of deliberate intention....'
'The great mistake made at
the present,' declared a third, 'is to bring girls up to believe
that the only aim and object they have in life is to get
married. '^
Even the Ideal Woman was eschewed.
'A Spinster' observed
that man had grown bored with his own creation of perfect
virtue, the Victorian 'flower of womanhood'.
They are quite civil to her when she is thrown in
their way; they will even openly admire her
demeanour, or the way she keeps house, or nurses
her invalid mother; but they do not seek her out,
they do not talk to her, and they do not marry
her....Who does not know, in her circle of
acquaintance, a goodly number of Ideal Women who
are confirmed Old Maids?^
For 'less creditable motives' for Victorian men's
reluctance to marry, J.B. Mayor referred the reader of his
article 'The Cry of the Women' (1869) to 'the correspondence
which crops up periodically in the papers when there is a
dearth of news'. There was evidently a dearth of news when the
Ditto, p.774.
(W. Lucas Collins) 'A Few Words on Social
Philosophy, by One Who is No Philosopher' in Blackwood1s
Magazine. LXXXIII (1858), p.423. Letter from 'A Young
Observant Bachelor' to the Daily Telegraph, quoted in Harry
Quilter, ed., Is Marriage a Failure? (London, 1888), p.146.
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superfluous women hit the headlines, for at this time
Victorians were able to read that gentlemen often found
mistresses or prostitutes cheaper and less demanding than
wives, and sometimes simply more desirable.
'It is discovered
that throughout English social life immorality is a much more
general institution than successful and satisfactory marriage.'
W.R. Greg admitted that if men were obliged to choose between
marriage and chastity - 'a celibacy as strict and as absolute
as that of women' - most of them would marry.

But they were

not, and there was never any suggestion (except from feminists)
that they should be.

When 'Seven Belgravian Mothers'

(actually

one man) complained to The Times in 1861 that it was becoming
impossible for well-to-do parents to marry off their daughters
because the eligible men preferred the 'pretty horsebreakers'
(of whom Skittles was the most famous), Beau Jolais replied
that 'Girls are now so expensively, thoughtlessly, brought up,
and led to expect so lavish an outlay on the part of the
husband...that hundreds have been forced to abandon all notion
of a connubial alliance, taking up instead with a simple and
more economical arrangement, temporary or permanent.' 'The
consequence is,' wrote a correspondent to the Daily Telegraph.
'a growing ratio of old maidens whom God intended to be
fruitful mothers, and an hourly-increasing horde of selfish
young cynics, whose main aim is to contribute their maximum to
the sum of human degeneracy.'^
Men did not need wives. Families were an encumbrance, and
servants and mistresses were sufficient for their needs. Even
a spouse of a lower, less exacting class, could be taken without
much loss of prestige. W.R. Greg advised middle-class women to
entertain lower expectations of conjugal life if they wished
to be chosen.
'To speak broadly, as wives become less expensive
and less exigeantes. more men will learn to prefer them to
mistresses.'
'A poor girl will marry before a wealthy one,'
advised the author of How to Get Married although a Woman.

J.B. Mayor, 'The Cry of the Women' in the Contemporary Review.
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'The latter has it written upon her that it costs a mint to
keep her....You will find numbers of unmarried women in the
highest society everywhere.' Of course it was a different
matter if the bride brought a dowry with her. The impecunious
suitor to one of seven disinherited daughters in Emma
Robinson's novel The Matrimonial Vanity Fair (1868) was so
pleased that her expectations must be lowered that he proposed
a toast to 'The moneyless Miss Marrynetts forever'. An aunt
replied dryly, 'My good sir, that is precisely what is to be
apprehended - the Miss Marrynetts for ever they are likely to
remain.

The age of romantic attachment is past.'^

Victorian and later demographers made some attempt to
relate the fluctuating marriage rate to economic and social
conditions. No doubt trade and depression influenced the
likelihood of people's marrying, but the trend was not
conclusive. Nevertheless a great many movements for social
change - religious, educational, and urban - as well as
industrial developments like the invention of the telegraph
system, the sewing machine and the typewriter, along with the
growth of trade unions - had their origins in the 1860s and
1870s when the superfluous women issue was at its height. The
actual incidence of superfluous women was at its lowest then,
for the birthrate had been in decline since 1851 and only began
to climb again after 1871. Simultaneously the deathrate fell.
From then on the proportion of women in the population
increased and with it the proportion of unmarried women. In
1861 13 per cent of all women of 35-plus were single. In 1901
this figure had risen to 14.7 per cent. The increase of
single women occurred at every age but was greatest between 25
and 45, the optimum years for marriage and childbearing. The
numbers of single women aged 35 and over doubled in the period
1851-1901 but so, almost, did the total population of England
and Wales. The area distribution changed very little. But in
1861 there were five counties with less than 3.5 per cent of
their female population over 35 and single, while forty years
later there were only four. And in 1861 there were none with

Greg, ‘Why Are Women Redundant?', p.305.
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more than 5.9 per cent of that description, whereas in 1901
twelve surpassed that percentage, the highest being Sussex
where 8.6 per cent of the female population were over 35 and
single. Clearly the numbers and the proportion of mature single
women - of permanent non-marriers - were steadily increasing
from 1871 to 1901. Had the birthrate kept to its pre-1851
level the numbers,- as the Victorians knew, might have been even
larger.^
Finding a solution to the problem was a greater puzzle
than explaining it. Conservative bodies like the Church and
the Saturday Review found solace in the thought that the
malaise was a temporary one. They believed that if men could
be encouraged to marry (possibly by incentives offered by the
State) nearly every woman who wished to wed could do so.

'The

number of old maids by compulsion cannot be ascertained, but
it is probably not great,1 stated the author of 'The Abolition
of Marriage' (1868) with a flagrant disregard for the facts;
'and there is certainly no dearth of "women's works," if women
could only be brought to recognize what really were feminine
occupations.' The unmarried ladies who were presently
undergoing hardship were dismissed as 'anomalies', a 'very
2
limited class' which was not worth providing for.
William Rathbone Greg (1809-81), a Manchester businessman
and journalist, was the foremost spokesman for this group.
Like many of his time he believed that the institutions which
Christianity and western civilisation had established on a firm
basis in his society had their roots in 'nature' and human
instinct. Marriage was one of these. The feelings which lay
'deepest, strongest, and most unanimously in the heart of
humanity at large in all times and amid all people' unmistakably
indicated monogamous marriage as the 'despotic law of life'.

For example, see Farr, Vital Statistics, pp.68-75;
G.M. Trevelyan, English Social History (Harmondsworth, 1967),
p.364 (1942); E.J. Hobsbawm, Industry and Empire (London,
1968), p.133; J.F.C. Harrison, The Early Victorians (St Albans,
1973), pp.25-6. See tables and maps.
2

Alfred Robert Cook, 'The Abolition of Marriage' in Rev. Orby
Shipley, ed., The Church and the World (London, 1868), p.221.
Saturday Review. 12 November 1859, p.575.
'An Old Maid'
(L.F.M. Phillipps), My Life, and What Shall I do with It?
(London, 1860), p.34.

34

The slight excess of females comprised 'natural celibates',
those whose lives were dedicated to God or charity, the
emotionally cold and 'unfeminine', those who were too fond of a
'wild independence', and 'women who are really almost epicene;
whose brains are so analogous to those of men that they run
nearly in the same channels, are capable nearly of the same
toil, and reach nearly to the same heights...who are objects
of admiration, but never of tenderness, to the other sex'. All
these were classed as 'abnormal and not perfect natures'.
Mr Greg calculated that 6 per cent of women ought to be
unmarried. In fact 30 per cent were.
'Nature makes no
mistakes? Nature has no redundancies,' he assured his readers.
The excess of spinsters - a quarter of all women - constituted
'the problem to be solved, the evil and anomaly to be cured'
He proffered three suggestions. First, without a word of
rebuke to the selfish bachelors, he counselled single women to
make themselves less demanding and more attractive to men.
Second, he proposed that large numbers should follow the men
who had emigrated to the colonies to redress the balance of the
sexes both at home and abroad. And third, for the residue who
could not find a husband in either of these ways, he advocated
the provision of employment in charity work, nursing, literature
and other recognised feminine spheres, which would provide
cheap service to the community and leave the demanding and
productive work for men to do. In view of the current shortage
superfluous women might even become domestic servants of a
superior kind, since these 'fulfil both essentials of a woman's
2
being; they are supported by, and they minister to, men'.
In reply critics pointed out that the superfluous women
were ladies and mentally and physically unsuited to heavy work.
The emigration idea had been tried before and was to be tried
again, never with much success. Edward Gibbon Wakefield
suggested it as an outlet for extra women as early as 1833,

Greg, 'Why Are Women Redundant?' pp.285-90. For details of
Greg's career see T.S. Ashton, Economic and Social Investigations
in Manchester 1833-1933 (London, 1934), p.7; and Lord Morley,
'W.R. Greg: A Sketch' in his Critical Miscellanies (Works,
vol.VI, London, 1921), p.335.
^Greg,

'Why Are Women Redundant?' pp.291, 296, 303, 310.
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unfortunately at a time when the notion of young women crossing
the seas alone on assisted passages was still associated in the
public mind with convicts, paupers and prostitutes.

Nevertheless

up to the 1850s the colonies did absorb a proportion of the
English female surplus, but mostly women of the lower middle
classes and working classes who had a trade to offer. Most of
the colonies welcomed nurses, dressmakers and domestic
servants, but had no use for superfluous women. Only 5.32 per
cent of the London Emigration Society's shiploads adopted
middle-class occupations in Australia, the rest - whatever their
social origins - taking up what would be designated lower-class
work in the home country.'*'
As a result the surplus at home came to be composed more
and more of unskilled middle-class ladies, despite the efforts
of the National Benevolent Emigration Society, founded in 1849
'to help unfortunate gentlewomen to go to the colonies', and
its successors which included Mrs Chisholm's Family
Colonization Loan Society (1850) and Miss Lewin and Miss Rye's
Female Middle-Class Emigration Society (1862). Mrs Chisholm
had actively to dissuade governesses and needlewomen from
emigrating because their professions were as crowded in the
colonies as they were at home. Mr Greg thought that gentleman
colonists would welcome ladies as wives; the colonists seemed
to prefer assistants who would be rather more use to them in a
pioneer land, and the feminists were angry that matrimony
should be thought the main consideration. Mary Taylor pointed
out that most men left England because they could not afford to
marry gentlewomen there.
'The curious idea that the women whom
they would not ask in England should run after them to persuade
2
them would be laughable if it were not mischievous.'

^Hammerton, 'A Study of Middle-Class Female Emigration from
Great Britain, 1830-1914', pp.46-50, 114, 124, and throughout.
2

See Banks, Feminism and Family Planning, from p.31. See also
Eneas Mackenzie, Memoirs of Mrs Caroline Chisholm (London,
1852), p.196; Maria S. Rye, Emigration of Educated Women, p.12;
Rev. J. Berry, 'New Zealand as a Field for Emigration'(London,
1879), pp.13-4; Emigrants' Information Handbooks (London, 1888)
for Canada, p.10, New South Wales, p.10, Queensland, p.23,
South Australia, p.9, Tasmania, pp.13, 17, Victoria, pp.9, 26,
and Western Australia, p.12. Mary Taylor, The First Duty of
Women (London, 1870), p.36.
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Miss Taylor spoke from experience.

When family

circumstances made it imperative that she should earn her own
living, she herself emigrated.

'Mary has made up her mind that

she can not and will not be a governess, a teacher, a milliner,
a bonnet-maker nor housemaid,1 wrote her friend Charlotte
Bronte to Emily Bronte in 1841.

'She sees no means of

obtaining employment she would like in England, so she is
leaving i t . '

Miss Taylor sailed for New Zealand in 1845 and

ran a business there for fifteen years before returning to her
Yorkshire home to write books and a series of articles on
feminism for the Victoria Magazine.
1870 in The First Duty of W o m e n .
emigration idea revived.

These were republished in

Miss Taylor lived to see the

Several organisations including the

Women's Emigration Society promoted and assisted the passage of
single ladies to countries where there was an excess of men.
'Women have been called "superfluities" in England for so long,
and, moreover, have been made to feel themselves so distinctly,
that it is_ surprising more have not yet betaken themselves to
countries where they would be welcomed almost as "gifts from
God."'

Again the spinster feminists emphasised opportunities

for employment not for marriage.

'We have been twitted with

"match-making" when we have talked of emigration for educated
women; but there is surely a need for single women as well as
for wives in those new lands....'
were disappointing.

Nevertheless the results

In Canada, Emily Faithfull reported,

several ladies who had been sent out by philanthropists as
governesses and companions had found work even harder to obtain
than in the home country.^
The strongest attack on Mr Greg's ideas came from ladies
who were themselves single women and objected to his
assumption that all women ought to marry and desired to do so.
Mary Taylor quickly perceived that it was not the superfluous
women's poverty that he wished to cure; rather, he would keep
single life poor so that it would seem unattractive.

It was

in men's interests to encourage marriage as a career for women.
'If the prescription is intended to force women into matrimony

Adelaide Ross, 'Emigration for Women' in Macmillan's Macrazine.
XLV (1882), p.312.
Work and Leisure. VI (1881), p.4.
Emily
Faithfull, Three Visits to America (N.Y., 1884), p.391.
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who prefer a single life, it is offensively unjust; if women in
general prefer matrimony, as he says they do, it is wantonly
cruel.'^
In the ensuing debate, journalists and philanthropists
suggested all sorts of remedies. One wanted to impose a tax on
all bachelors over the age of twenty-one. Another envisioned
a home for single women, a sort of secular convent within whose
self-supporting walls ladies could earn a living in educational,
charitable and artistic endeavours. When it was discovered
that other countries suffered from a similar surplus of women,
their methods of dealing with the problem were circulated in
the English press.

Victorians were informed that the Emperor

of China decreed special honours for old maids who gave up
marriage for worthy causes. A Danish system was noted where
women who decided not to marry could, at the age of forty, be
put on the spinster list for life, and receive a weekly stipend
for their support. An article on 'The Woman Question in
Germany' was discussed, describing the setting up of employment
bureaus and unions to provide work for destitute ladies.
Someone pointed out that the convents of Italy and France were
filled more by poverty than religion, and suggested that
similar communities be set up at home. An essay entitled 'The
Powers of Women, and How To Use Them' outlined movements in
2

Russia, India, Spain, America, even Africa.
Speaking at the Literary and Scientific Institute in
Chelsea in 1875, Mrs Maria Grey criticised journalists for
calling spinsters 'superfluous women'.
Passing to the superfluous theory, it involves the
uselessness of 500,000 human brains, 500,000 pairs
of human hands, 500,000 human minds and hearts.

Taylor, The First Duty of Women, p.31. Joan Stevens, Mary
Taylor (Auckland, 1972), p.19. See also Hammerton, 'A Study
of Middle-Class Female Emigration...', Chapter 4.
2

See Banks, Feminism and Family Planning, p.115. J.B. Mayor,
'The Cry of the Women' in the Contemporary Review. XI (1869),
p.214. Women and Work. 8 (1874), p.5. Francis Swiney, The*
Awakening of Women (London, 3rd ed., 1908), p.167.
(Louisa
Hubbard) The Year-Book of Women's Work (1875), pp.10-1.
(J.B. Mayor) Review of Josephine Butler, ed., Woman1s Work and
Woman's Culture in the Contemporary Review. XII (1869), p.149.
V., 'The Powers of Women and How to Use Them' in the
Contemporary Review. XIV (1870), p.521.
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One recollects the massacre of St. Ursula and
11,000 virgins at Cologne, and asks oneself
whether their murderers were imbued with some
such theory of the inutility of single women.
The same disregard for human existence, except
as it ministers to male uses, lay at the root of
the ancient practice of infanticide.
She called on single women to show the world that they were
not superfluities, that being free from the ties of marriage
and family they were in a position to employ their talents for
the benefit of a wider audience and to prove themselves to be,
in fact, 'necessaries, - though often, like other necessaries
of life, thanklessly used till their loss teaches us their
value'.1
Victorian spinsters took up the challenge.
'How to Provide for Superfluous Women'

In her essay

(1869) Miss Jessie

Boucherett proposed that more men should emigrate so that
there would be a sufficient number of jobs created in Britain
for ladies who had to support themselves. Miss Boucherett had
founded the Society for Promoting the Employment of Women ten
years before and devoted her life to establishing the principle
of work for unmarried ladies. This principle stood firm even
when the idea of depleting the male population of Great
Britain proved unacceptable to Victorians who were less
interested in promoting the single life than Miss Boucherett.
The plan then which I advocate for providing for
superfluous women is that of allowing them to
engage freely in all occupations suited to their
strength. The great merit of this plan is, that it
would put an end to superfluous women altogether,
by converting them into useful members of society.
This is without doubt the plan intended by nature
all along, and it is from failing to fulfil it that
we have fallen into such difficulties.
Feminist spinsters put this plan into action. At the end
of the 19th century George Gissing wrote a novel called The
Odd Women whose heroine dedicated her life to helping
superfluous women.
'I wish girls fell down and died of hunger
in the streets, instead of creeping to their garrets and the
hospitals,' she said.

'I should like to see their dead bodies

"^Quoted in Women and Work. 43 (1875), pp.5-6.
2

Jessie Boucherett, 'How to Provide for Superfluous Women' in
Josephine Butler, ed., Woman's Work and Woman's Culture
(London, 1869), pp.33, 45.
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collected together in some open place for the crowd to stare
at.'

'You mean,

things,'

I suppose,

that people would try to reform

suggested a young friend.

responded.

'Who knows?' Miss Nunn

'Perhaps they might only congratulate each other

that a few of the superfluous females had been struck off.'^
Rhoda Nunn set herself to prove that unmarried gentlewomen
were not superfluous but economically essential in a civilised
society.
lives.
view.

'The pessimists call them useless,

futile

I, naturally - being one of them myself - take another
I look upon them as a great reserve.

vanishes in matrimony,
world's work.'

p.37.

Wh e n one woman

the reserve offers a substitute for the

This was the destiny of the Victorian spinster.

^"George Gissing, The Odd W o m e n
2Ditto,

lost,

(London,

1965) , p. 35

(1893) .
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CHAPTER ONE
TABLES1
1. Population of England and Wales 1841-1901
Female

Male

2

F : 100 M

1841

7,777,586

8,136,562

104.6

1851

8,781,225

9,146,384

104.2

1861

9,776,259

10,289,965

105.3

1871

11,058,934

11,653,332

105.4

1881

12,639,902

13,334,537

105.5

1891

14,052,901

14,949,624

106.4

1901

15,728,613

16,799,230

106.8

. Proportion of Females of 35+ to 100 Males of 35+ at Various
Acres, 1901
35-

107.4

65-

123.0

40-

106.2

70-

128.3

45-

107.0

75-

133.9

50-

108.0

80-

147.0

55-

111.6

85-

169.9

60-

117.0

3. Number of Unmarried Women of 35+ and Percentage of All
Women of 35+. 1861-1901
1861

418,215

13.0%

1871

468,919

12.8

1881

525,971

12.7

1891

624,521

13.4

1901

804,017

14.7

1
Calculated from the census 1841-1901.
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4. Percentage of Unmarried Women of All Women at Various Ages,
1851-1901
1851

1861

1871

1881

1891

1901

0-

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

20-

68.7

66.4

65.2

70.0

70.1

72.6

25-

32.3

30.0

29.0

29.2

32.6

34.0

35-

16.2

15.8

15.5

15.4

16.4

18.5

45-

12.2

11.9

12.0

11.9

12.4

13.6

55-

11.5

10.9

10.9

10.9

11.0

11.7

65-

11.0

10.3

10.0

10.4

10.8

11.4

Age

Whai Miglii Have Been
Some day dreams are die sweetest dreams ol all:
Some memories kind the sweetest hopes recall:
Some hall regrets scarce tempered are with grief,
T h o ’ linked with sadness lose no loud belie!'.
Yet why on the Past (it bitter-sweet) still lean?
What might have been! Ah yes! what might have been!

Some time each morrow will a new joy make:
Some tune no reverie keen sorrow wake:
Some hours so sunny all dull shadows chase,
On m em o ry ’s mirror n e ’er a sorrow trace.
'»’et why on the Past (if bitter-sweet; still lean?
What might have been! Ah yes! what might have been!
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CHAPTER TWO
THE SINGLE LIFE
...a woman is_ positively and distinctively created
in order that she may become a wife and mother.
If she misses this destiny, there is something
wrong somewhere....You may make an old maid, or a
nun, or a nurse all her life of her; but if you do,
she is, qua woman, a failure, whatever great and
noble things she may do, or whatever she may
accomplish to raise the standard of human effort
and kindle the lamp of human hope.l
Mrs Richardson had two daughters.

The elder, who was

married, 'seemed a person to be looked up to as one having
attained an assured position in the world'. The younger, who
was not married, was a person of no consequence as far as her
mother was concerned.
'The modern bachelor-woman, working
contentedly at a business or profession, and making sufficient
money to lead a healthful and cultivated life, whilst making a
provision for old age, was in her opinion a far less dignified
sight than the ordinary slave-woman, bound to the male of her
kind by a marriage certificate and a wedding-ring, giving her
valuable labour for the privilege of bearing his name, and his
children, and nine times out of ten left unprovided for, after
a youth and middle age passed in profitless work and mental
stagnation.'^
Mrs Richardson was not untypical of her society. In the
Victorian world women were created to be wives and mothers.
Nature had intended it so, and God had ordered it; instinct,
custom and common sense proved the point. In marriage women
justified their sex and their education.

They filled their

appointed place in the community, they transmitted its ideals,
and they received its full approval and support. But spinsters,
in adopting what 'respect for Grandfather Adam and Grandmother
Eve must compel us to admit, is an unnatural condition of
being,' faced a limited and imperfect future; for 'the only

^The Girl of the Period Miscellany. 9 (1869), p.277.
2

John Le Breton (i.e. M. Harte Potts and T. Murray Ford)
Miss Tudor (London, 1897), pp.42-3.

43

true life is got by experience, and women who are neither wives
nor mothers know only half the truth, and assuredly only half
the joy of existence'.^
The spinster's misfortune was openly acknowledged.

She

was universally pitied. But it must not be supposed that
Victorian society, in a spirit of charity, endeavoured to help
her overcome her handicap, smoothing a path made difficult
through no choice of her own. Nor was she honoured with an
alternative position and duties which, if inferior to those of
the wife and mother, still carried with them a sense of
utility sufficient to compensate her for having failed to
achieve the true goal of womanhood. Not at all; and society's
pity was mingled with contempt. People knew that a large
proportion of women could never marry; yet spinsters found 'all
existing arrangements adapted, as it might seem, exclusively
for those who are married'.
'It is not of course implied here
that any would grudge a tenderer homage and reverence to the
wife and mother who most truly represents her sex in bearing
the curse of Eve,' declared the writer of 'The Cry of the
Women', 'but surely,' he admitted, 'it shows a sad decline in
chivalrous, not to say Christian, feeling, when weakness by
2
itself is no longer held a title to honour.'
Female weakness was disputed by few in a society where the
capabilities of women could not be put to the test
...all the talk in the world will never shake the
proposition that men are stronger than women in
every shape. They have greater muscular and
nervous force, greater intellectual force, greater
vigour of character. This general truth, which has
been observed under all sorts of circumstances and
in every age and country led to a division of
labour between men and women, the general outline
of which is as familiar and universal as the
~
general outline of the differences between them.
In the middle classes the division of labour was organised
within the family, and based upon the home: institutions which,

^■(Mrs Craik) A Woman's Thoughts about Women (London, 1858),
p.2. Eliza Lynn Linton, Ourselves (London, 2nd ed., 1870),p.60.
2

J.B. Mayor, 'The Cry of the Women' in the Contemporary
Review. XI (1869), p.198.
3

James Fitzjames Stephen, Liberty, Equality. Fraternity
(N.Y., 1873), p.212.
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to the Victorians, were as essential to civilised life as the
state itself, requiring the same proper government and loyalty.
The duties of men, though heads of families, lay outside the
home, for they took upon themselves the labour of the world, in
order to free women from burdens too heavy for their strength.
The duties of women lay within the home where, sheltered from
the rough life outside, they bore and raised children, and
ministered to the men who supported and defended them. Thus
women's sphere was one household, man's the whole world; and an
ideal ostensibly established to protect the guardians of the
race became a tyranny for those who had no race to guard.^
A peculiar form of blindness by no means confined to the
Victorians enabled them to accept a wholly different set of
qualities and duties for the working classes without
invalidating in any way the 'general truth' of middle-class
ideals. Working-class women were not only permitted but
required to work outside their homes and often in jobs - in
the mines, for instance, and at some of the tasks included in
domestic service - which demanded greater physical strength and
stamina than many men who were their social superiors could
claim.
Class consciousness partly accounted for the bourgeois
notion that women's weakness in its general sense was not a
fault but a virtue.
'There is, indeed, something unfeminine in
independence. It is contrary to nature, and therefore it
offends,' declared a Victorian lady; and she counselled her
fellows to accept their inferiority and be grateful for male
support. A sensible woman 'knows that she is the weaker
partner, and that, as such, she should receive honour: in this
view, her

weakness is an attraction, not a blemish'.

It was

a quality, moreover, which was accompanied by complementary
traits of worth.

The feminine ideal 'is the ideal of a life

and character; strong in its weakness, exalted in its
lowliness; powerful over others by its abnegation of self;
quick, and bright, and penetrating, not by means of acquired
learning, but through intuitive perceptions sharpened by the

See Anthony Trollope, 'The Higher Education of Women' in
Four Lectures (London, 1938), p.75; and (Anne Mozley), 'Mr Mill
on the Subjection of Women' in Blackwood's Magazine (1869),
p.312.
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exigencies of life and made watchful by affection; full of
grace, and graciousness, and sympathy, and good counsel, it is
the mainstay of families, and commands the worship of the
world.' This confusion of paradoxes, which depended for its
viability on a convenient concept of women's superior moral
instinct and even more on their ignorance of any other
behaviour, prompted an anonymous contributor to the Ladies'
Magazine to characterise the human female as 'a being inferior
to man, and near to angels'.^
The strengths of men being women's weaknesses, and vice
versa, it was clear that both sexes were required in the world;
their natures and their duties and roles in life were different
but complementary.
'Each has what the other has not: each
completes the other, and is completed by the other: they are
in nothing alike,' Ruskin explained prettily, 'and the
happiness and perfection of both depends on each asking and
receiving from the other what the other only can give.' Taking
this argument to its logical conclusion, J.J. Manley pointed
out that the passion of love was 'founded on those differences
which constitute in fact the attraction between the sexes; and
if you eliminate those differences you would eliminate the
possibility of love'.^
The law of the land recognised these mutual distinctions.
By an accident of history a woman succeeded to the most
prestigious inheritance in England at a time when the state
regarded her sex more or less as minors.
'Our woman sovereign
is an heirloom from the ages when rank and not sex constituted
a qualification for a voice in the government, and when women
of rank were not held to be incapacitated by sex from the
exercise of the most important political functions,' observed
the spinster suffragist Lydia Becker. In Victorian England
single women could administer and control their property, if

Mrs John Sandford, Woman in her Social and Domestic Character
(London, 7th ed., 1858), p.13. Alexander Grant, Happiness and
Utility as Promoted by the Higher Education of Women
(Edinburgh, 1872), p.9. Ladies' Magazine quoted in T.W.
Higginson, Common-Sense about Women (London, 1891) , p.229.
2

John Ruskin,. 'Of Queen's Gardens' in Sesame and Lilies (London,
1891), p .135. ^ j .J . Manley, 'The Higher Education of Women' in
the British Almanac and Companion for 1882, p.123.
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they had any, and sue and contract, but they could not vote,
and they lost all their rights when they entered upon what was
held to be their noblest vocation: marriage.
'A married woman
in English law has no legal existence,' Mrs Caroline Norton
told the Queen: 'her being is absorbed in that of her husband.'^
Men had almost complete control over their wives: they
automatically took possession of everything their brides owned,
along with the right to their future earnings and services,
and those of their children. Only after 1870 were married
women entitled to keep their earnings, and separate ownership
of property did not come till 1882. Husbands had exclusive
guardianship and control of the family. Separated wives might
have custody of their children after 1839 but it was not until
1886 that widows automatically became guardians of theirs.
Divorce was virtually impossible to obtain before 1857, and
even after that date discriminated against women: a man had only
to prove his wife's infidelity, but a woman had to prove incest,
bigamy, cruelty or separation as well. Husbands could detain
their wives against their will, and wives could be imprisoned
if they refused to go home. The courts upheld husbands' rights
to 'correct' their wives, with force if necessary.
'Marriage
is the only actual bondage known to our law, ' declared John
Stuart Mill.
'There remains no legal slave, except the
2
mistress of every house.'
But social status mattered more to women than legal status.
In the words of Florence Nightingale, who spoke from experience,
'a married woman of eighteen has more independence, and is
thought better able to act for herself than a single one of
thirty-six'. Women brought up to believe this did not think
to question it.

Trollope's Lizzie Eustace (in The Eustace

Diamonds. 1873) believed that an unmarried woman's strength lay
solely in the expectation of approaching matrimony.

Gissing's

Lydia Becker, Words of a Leader (Bristol, 1897), p.6. Letter
from Caroline Norton quoted in Julia O'Faolain and Lauro
Martines, ed., Not in God's Image (N.Y., 1973), p.326.
2

Eugene Hecker, A Short History of Women's Rights (N.Y., 1911),
pp.121-37; Hyacinthe Ringrose, Marriage and Divorce Laws of
the World (London, 1911), pp.16-31. John Stuart Mill, The
Subjection of Women (London, 3rd ed., 1870), p.147.
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Maud Gresham (in Workers in the Dawn, 1880) confessed that she
married simply for the sake of a position in society.
'Now-a-days an unmarried woman of more than one-and-twenty
stands in an anomalous situation. Her maidenhood brings with
it nothing but disadvantages.' Hardy's Sue Bridehead (in Jude
the Obscure. 1895) realised that she was by no means alone in
regretting her marriage.
'Fewer people like marriage than you
suppose,' she told Jude, 'only they enter into it for the
dignity it is assumed to confer, and the social advantages it
gains them sometimes.'*
2"
Economic considerations were often an additional motive.
Parents with several daughters - the usual Victorian
arrangement - were only too anxious to rid themselves of them
as soon as possible, and the prospect of lonely poverty in the
future frightened many a girl into accepting the first offer
she received.
'It seems to me that it would be dreadful,
dreadful to live one's life alone,' agonised Monica Madden in
Gissing's novel The Odd Women (1893), vividly conscious of the
plight of two destitute older sisters: '...I had rather, oh,
far rather kill myself than live such a life at their age'.
From the experience of a terrible misalliance she admitted
later that 'I should never have married him if I hadn't been
tempted by the thoughts of living easily'. In a novel by
another Victorian writer a similar sentiment was expressed.
'Marriage with me simply meant earning my living in the easiest
way,' Mrs Crane told her sister, Miss Traill.
'I was twenty
and penniless; under such circumstances one naturally falls in
love. It is a different thing when one has an income and an
2
establishment, and no need to marry at all.'
The division of the sexes with their respective and
complementary roles plainly indicated to Victorians that the
union of one man and one woman in monogamous marriage was the
divinely ordered basis of a civilised society. Because of

(Florence Nightingale) Suggestions for Thought to Searchers
after Religious Truth (London, 1860), II, p.219. Anthony
Trollope, The Eustace Diamonds (Harmondsworth, 1969), p.758.
George Gissing, Workers in the Dawn (Garden City, 1935), II,
p.407. Thomas Hardy, Jude the Obscure (London, 1966), p.268.
2Gissing, The Odd Women (London, 1968), p.lll (1893). Annie E.
Holdsworth, Joanna Traill. Spinster (London, 1894), p.l.
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their obvious natural characteristics, women's duties within
marriage were understood, although this did not prevent their
being set out and laid down repeatedly in handbooks designed
for female edification: books like Mrs Sandford's Woman in her
Social and Domestic Character and 'A Lady of Distinction''s
Guide to Matrimonial Happiness.

In their domestic sphere, and

in their role as guardians of public morality, women reigned
supreme.

This was one reason why so many of them opposed

changes in the social system which were intended to benefit
their less fortunate sisters.

They did not lack the strength

of will to demand their rights; they believed that they derived
their own indisputable power from existing conventions, which
they might lose were the lines of division removed between the
worlds ruled by women and by men.
Mrs Sandford unintentionally hinted at a further
explanation of the Victorian wife's conservatism when she
wrote:

'St. Paul knew what was best for woman when he advised

her to be domestic....There is composure at home; there is
something sedative in the duties which home involves.'

There

was no doubt that monogamous marriage worked very well for many
women; and even John Stuart Mill, who argued that the Victorian
ideal of home and family meant the subjection of women,
supported the idea of marriage in its best form.
Clephane summed it up neatly.
these faiths sat lightly.

Irene

'On those who were well mated,

It was the ill mated - and the

unmated - who were finally to upset the balance of Victorian
values.'^
The duties of unmarried women were not nearly so clearly
defined as those of wives and mothers.

That is not to say

that no time or effort was put into conceiving and compiling
them.

'If in the multitude of counsellors there is safety,

how blest must be the security of single w o m e n ! ' exclaimed
Dora Greenwell.

'Old Maids, spinsters,

the solitary,

heart-broken women of England, have quite a little literature
of their own, which is not certainly cheering to our forlorn
spirits,' wrote Anne Thackeray, before she escaped into
matrimony.

'...There are Sunsets of spinster life, Moans of

"Sirs Sandford, Woman in her Social and Domestic Character,
p.221.
Irene Clephane, Our Mothers (London, 1932), p.51.
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old maids, Words to the wasted, Lives for the lonely, without
number....' When a woman by chance or choice failed to create
a home of her own through marriage, her advisers by general
agreement expected her to play out her female role in helping
to make the homes of parents or relatives. If a certain
degree of sympathy, charity, and selflessness was assumed in
wives and mothers, an infinity of these was required of maiden
ladies, whose whole lives were to be dedicated to caring for not one immediate family, but anyone and everyone who laid
claim to their attentions. In return they were supported
economically, but there was none of that respect that was
granted to the wife and mother who occupied a recognised place
in society and carried on its ideals. Willing slaves, unpaid
housekeepers, governesses, nurses, attendants: these were the
ubiquitous Victorian maiden aunts, cherished, certainly, and
valued by their families, but only in proportion to society's
estimate of them as second-rate.'1'
So Mrs Sandford who, like all the writers on women's
affairs, allotted one token chapter to the duties of unmarried
ladies, admitted a place for spinsters in the household - 'The
kind Sister, or Aunt, will always be welcomed' - but she could
not be considered the equal of the married women, who 'occupies
a higher place'. It behoved the Victorians to make this
absolutely clear, so that no girl should take it into her head
to repudiate the Victorian ideal and prefer the single life to
the tedious duties of marriage.
Thackeray recounted,

'One book, I remember,' Anne

'after describing a life passed in

abstract study, in nursing sick people, in visiting unhappy
ones, in relieving the needy, exclaims (or something very like
it): - "But ah! what at best is such a life as this, whose
chief pleasures and consolations are to be found in the cares
and sorrows of others? Married life, indeed, has its troubles;"
these single but impartial critics generally go on to state;
"but then there is companionship, sympathy, protection" - one
2

knows the sentence by heart.'

^Anne Thackeray, Toilers and Spinsters (London, 1874), p.l.
(Dora Greenwell) 'Our Single Women' in the North British
Review. XXXVI (1862), p.62.
9

“Mrs Sandford, Woman in her Social and Domestic Character.
p.172. Thackeray, Toilers and Spinsters, pp.1-2.
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Spinsters posed a threat to their society. Married women,
bound by emotional and financial ties to their husbands and
families, as well as by law, were less likely to question
manmade ideals than unmarried women who were only economically
dependent on an institution in which they played a role of
doubtful satisfaction and minimal utility. Men and women alike
exerted themselves to keep spinsters in social and economic
subjection, the first in order to prevent an assault on their
own territory, the second through the personal jealousy and
rivalry engendered by the conventions of their upbringing.
Having been educated to believe that matrimony was the crowning
honour and achievement of her life, no wife and mother cared to
see women whom she had previously regarded as failures enjoying
equal status with her and enjoying lives which were patently
more interesting and rewarding than her own conjugal and
maternal ministrations.
The Victorian ideal, which elevated marriage above all
other states, claimed a basis in Christian teaching. Marriage
was part of God's design for earthly existence. The Bible
asserted principles, and left them to operate, stated William
Hamley, but regarded marriage 'under what we will call the
sensible view - that which consolidates states and families'.
Christ himself had little to say on the subject; his favourite
disciple Peter was a married man, although he went on to found
a church with a celibate clergy. When Christ's followers
questioned him on the subject, he told them that the single
life
is something which not everyone can accept, but
only those for whom God has appointed it. For
while some are incapable of marriage because they
were born so, or were made so by men, there are
others who have themselves renounced marriage for
the sake of the kingdom of Heaven. Let those
accept it who can.
Blackwood's reviewer was surprised to find that the Irish
historian Lecky (in his History of European Morals, 1869)
considered chastity a virtue although he could find 'no
utility, no good reasons, for an approval of perpetual
virginity, which would lead, we need not say, to the
depopulation of the world....Mr Lecky's readers, we are
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persuaded, would one and all refuse any tribute of approbation
to man or woman simply for remaining unmarried all their
lives.11
The Victorians found in Christ's mysterious birth more
evidence to support a cult of motherhood than one of virginity.
Yet Christ included many unmarried people among his friends Mary and Martha, for instance, who as saint and worker typified
the dual role of the Victorian spinster - and he himself never
married.
'He was so devoted to God and mankind that He appears
not to have wished for marriage,' Florence Nightingale pointed
out. She added: 'We profess, but it is only a profession, to
2
take Him for an example.'
The Anglican church based its stand on marriage not so
much on the words of Christ as on the writings of St Paul.
Although Paul gave notional assent to his master's view of the
equality of the sexes, he was an ardent misogynist. His
attitude was manifest in those sections of the Epistles which
were incorporated into the Anglican marriage service,
enjoining wives to obey their husbands 'For the husband is the
head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the Church....'
But on the question of spinsters Paul followed Christ's
teaching.
'The unmarried or celibate woman cares for the
Lord's business; her aim is to be dedicated to him in body as
in spirit; but the married woman cares for worldly things; her
aim is to please her husband.' When calling upon scriptural
authority the Victorians were careful to quote only statements
which were calculated to comfort the unmarried person, but not
to elevate the single life above the married. St Paul was a
bachelor himself, and preferred people to follow his example
if they could; so he wrote, 'if a virgin marries, she has done
no wrong. But those who marry will have pain and grief in this
3

bodily life, and my aim is to spare you'.

(W.G. Hamley) 'Old Maids' in Blackwood's Magazine. CXII (1872),
p.108. Matthew 19: 10-2 (New English Bible).
(W.H. Smith)
'Lecky's History of Morals' in Blackwood12
s Magazine, CVIII
3
(1870), pp.99-100.
2

"(Nightingale) Suggestions for Thought.... II, p.232.
3
The Form of Solemnization of Matrimony in the Book of Common
Prayer. I Corinthians 7:34, 28.
(New English Bible).
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The Victorian concept of marriage and the single life also
owed something to the Hellenistic notion, perpetuated by the
early fathers down through the Roman Catholic church, that sex
was evil. For those who held this opinion virginity was
naturally superior to marriage. Origen castrated himself in
order to escape the temptation of lust. Tertullian regarded
sex even within marriage as sinful. Augustine denied that the
benefit of children was comparable with the blessedness of
celibacy, and wrote Of Holy Virginity to show that although
married people could win eternal life, they would not occupy
the places closest to God. St Cyprian called virgins 'the
flower of the church, the honor and the masterpiece of
spiritual grace,...the most brilliant portion of Christ's
flock'. St Chrysostom equated sexual coupling in marriage with
death. Aquinas regarded the contemplative and celibate life as
higher than the active and married one, and saw that Christ
himself had expressly preferred virgins by choosing one for his
mother, and by remaining one himself.

The Council of Trent

formalised the position subsequently adopted by the Roman
Catholic church down to the present day:
If any one shall say that the state of marriage is
to be preferred to the state of virginity or
celibacy, and that it is not better and more
blessed to continue in virginity or celibacy than
to be joined in matrimony, let him be accursed,
(anathema).1
The Victorians had the same uneasy suspicion of sex. In
his History of European Morals Lecky spoke of 'that universal
perception or conviction which I believe to be an ultimate fact
in human nature, that the sensual side of our being is the
lower side, and that some degree of shame may appropriately be
attached to it'.

But it did not follow for the Victorians, as

it followed for the fathers of the Roman church, that the
spinster (by definition devoid of this sensual aspect) was more
honourable than the married woman (by definition tainted by its
shame).

The Protestant ethic with its pragmatic approach to

For the views of the early fathers of the church see O'Faolain
and Martines, ed., Not in God's Image, pp.137-9; and W.G. Cole,
Sex in Christianity and Psychoanalysis (London, 1956), pp.7,
20, 23, 36-9, 53-79. Declaration of the Council of Trent
quoted A. Richard, Marriage and Divorce (London, 1888), p.22.
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morality triumphed over these scruples. Like the Jews of
antiquity, both Luther and Calvin saw it not only as a right
but as a duty for all but a select few to marry. The cause had
nothing to do with the need to perpetuate the race (although
for the Victorians this was an additional consideration of some
importance); it was the result of Luther's experience of clergy
who shamelessly violated their vows of chastity, and of
Calvin's conviction that most convents were also brothels,
together with their consciousness of their own physical desires.
They believed that man's sexual needs could only be satisfied
in a Christian way within marriage, which had been instituted
by God for this purpose. Religious celibates were good and
holy, but they were not necessarily better than anyone else.
Celibacy was not instrinsically virtuous. Indeed, as Luther
asserted in one of his more vehement moods, God intended women
to be either wives or prostitutes; and this concept of a dual
nature survived into the nineteenth century."*"
The Reformation in England led to the dispersal of the
religious communities which had provided a refuge for the
country's single daughters who, like the Vestal Virgins of
ancient times and the saintly Eastern and European nuns, had set
a standard of virtue which also enhanced the condition of their
secular sisters. The Catholic church had set aside religious
functions for its unmarried members which were the most
honourable functions of all, but when these ceased to exist,
unmarried women were left with nothing to do.
'I know not of
any more distressing development of the cruel spirit of
Protestantism,' wrote Newman,
than the determined, bitter, and scoffing spirit
in which it has set itself against institutions
which give dignity and independence to the position
of women in society. As matters stand, marriage is
almost the only shelter which a defenceless portion
of the community has against the rude world; - a
maiden life, that holy estate, is not only left in
desolateness, but oppressed with heartless ridicule
and insult....^
vtf.E.H. Lecky, A History of European Morals (London, 2nd
ed.,
1869), II, p.294. See Cole, Sex in Christianity and
Psychoanalysis. pp.107-23.
2

John Henry Newman, The Church of the Fathers, quoted
A.M. Allchin, The Silent Rebellion. Anglican Religious
Communities 1845-1900 (London, 1958), p.117.
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Theoretically Protestant teaching always acknowledged the
sanctity of all callings, and even before Anglican sisterhoods
and the institution of deaconesses gained a new footing in
England in the nineteenth century, religious celibates were
occasionally exempted from the general degradation of
spinsterhood.

'Nay, it would take a volume to show forth the

many ways in which the world has been indebted to the selfdenying and assiduous devotion of unmarried women!' exclaimed
the author of W o m a n 1s Work and Worth

(1880) ; and another writer

admitted grudgingly that 'some of the noblest lives are
attained by those who live single, and would even (it may be)
in given circumstances be marred by Marriage'.
plainly not the popular view.

But this was

Biographies of Catherine of

Siena and her saintly sisters were usually only to be found in
books of comfort to the unfortunate.

The widespread and bitter

opposition to the re-establishment of religious communities on
English soil in the nineteenth century showed that the public
was not inclined to accord even the tolerance advocated by the
Protestant ethic to contemporary women who abstained from
marriage for religious reasons.^
The Victorians found proof of their preference for
marriage over the single life not only in the teachings of the
church but in the laws of nature.
was that of wife and mother.
sexes,

Woman's

'natural' vocation

By dividing and apportioning the

'nature' had intended that there should be one woman for

every man, his wife, the mother of his children.

The ambiguous

definition of the word 'nature' enabled the Victorians to
confound the biological and the social purposes of humankind,
at the same time ignoring the religious concept of creation.
Women were designed physically for motherhood, but so were men
for fatherhood, and it was not suggested that all men had to
adopt this career, still less that it should be the only one
open to them.

Moreover, it was only the convention of a

civilised society that added the refinement that marriage
should precede motherhood.

This obscured the purely animal

nature of the female function and permitted the addition of a

Htf.H. Davenport Adams, Woman's Work and Worth (London, 1880),
p.100.
Frederic Harrison, 'Family Life' in On Society (London,
1918), pp.46-7.
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whole new range of duties which were then taken, without
justification, to be as 'natural' as motherhood itself.
Monogamous marriage was not a natural state. Other
civilisations had sufficiently distinct forms of social
organisation to prove this conclusively. But the Victorians
were not the first nor the last peoples to conceive of their
own arrangements as the norm from which all others were
measured as deviations.
Nevertheless they showed themselves to be perfectly aware
of the paradox when they claimed that their history was a tale
of progress from barbarism to civilisation. Material and
cultural achievements reinforced this view, according to which
marriage appeared to be not only the most natural. but also the
most civilised moral order. But civilisation is, of course,
the very opposite of nature. Victorian men used the status of
women as the test of the degree of civilisation in history:
their own age being the most civilised, the position of their
own leisured ladies was the standard by which all others were
judged. Hence the idea that women should perform the work of
men was nothing short of barbarous. As Edmund Widdowson
explained to his young wife in Gissing's novel The Odd Women:
Woman's sphere is the home, Monica. Unfortunately
girls are often obliged to go out and earn their
living, but this is unnatural, a necessity which
advanced civilization will altogether abolish....
If a woman can neither have a home of her own, nor
find occupation in any one else's she is deeply to
be pitied; her life is bound to be unhappy. I
sincerely believe that an educated woman had
better become a domestic servant than try to
imitate the life of a man.
As if it were not sufficient to have the sanction of God,
nature, and the laws of a civilised society, the Victorian view
of marriage as the best and true state of women was also
justified by ‘universal experience'. This conflicted with the
civilisation theory, and was not borne out by the facts.
Throughout history women had naturally been occupied largely
with childbearing but it takes no great amount of research to
see that in any period this was never their sole occupation.
The women of the lower social orders - the 'working classes' in
fact as well as name - always had to engage in additional

Gissing, The Odd Women, pp.152-3.
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employment, in cottage industry, on the farm, in the factory,
in domestic service. In different ages, such as the Renaissance,
ladies played an important part in the culture and politics of
their state. Great women in history have not been numerous but
they were not invariably celebrated for marital and motherly
virtues. Elizabeth I, a spinster Queen, ruled England in its
Golden Age. Joan of Arc led an army and died a hero. Florence
Nightingale, the very antithesis of the Victorian ideal, came
to exemplify the feminine nobility of her generation.
‘Saints
and geniuses...' suggested the American feminist Margaret
Fuller. But lesser souls, too, deserved the epitaph Berenger
inscribed on the tomb of a lady who died unmarried: 'She was
never a mother, yet many sons arose and called her blessed.'^
The Victorian ideal was a middle-class one, and applied
only to themselves. The upper classes continued to enjoy
aristocratic immunity ('They have no abject dependence on
marriage; - the sneering epithet of "old maid" is never heard
2
in their ranks')“ and the working classes, male and female,
serviced the rest of the community. In putting forward the
notion that his conventions were proved by custom and
tradition the middle class arbiter of society forgot that he
himself was a relatively new phenomenon. He had no tradition
to follow. He was part of a group which emerged out of the
Industrial Revolution with a philosophy of life developed to
suit its novel character. Driven by the desire for profit he
did not retire to live a life of leisure in imitation of the
aristocracy but demonstrated his equal means by insisting that
his wife must not work, her inactivity being proof that he
could afford to support her in an aristocratic lifestyle. His
sons would follow in his footsteps but his daughters, like their
mother, stayed at home, completely dependent on their father
financially and socially, until such time as their husbands took
over the responsibility.

No other career was open to them.

See (Herbert Cowell) 'Liberty, Equality, Fraternity: John
Stuart Mill' in Blackwood's Magazine. CXIV (1873), pp.354-5.
S. Margaret Fuller, Woman in the Nineteenth Century (London,
1850), p.91. Berenger quoted Dean Farrar, Woman's Work in the
Home (London, 1895), p.18.
2

(J.D. Milne) Industrial and Social Position of Women (London,

1857), p.143.

57

Someone once said that when children cease to be
altogether desirable, women cease to be altogether necessary.
So far as the Victorians conceived the roles of the sexes,
this was true. Theoretically women had no existence apart
from men; dominated, protected, provided for, they found child
bearing to be practically their only active role in life.
Clearly in a situation where motherhood was the sole reason for
a woman's existence, the spinster was a misfit and an
aberration. Deprived of the means to support herself
independently, she was an economic burden as well. She was an
object of embarrassment to her society in a way that the
bachelor was not. Victorian disapproval of single women had no
basis in fact in theories of religious teaching, nature,
civilisation or historical tradition. It was the product of
the pragmatic view of social organisation adopted by middleclass Englishmen.^

Disapproval was manifested in several ways. The least
subtle was the way in which reference was made to unmarried
women. The word 'spinster', which means literally 'woman who
spins', derived from a custom current before the Industrial
Revolution that a maiden should have spun a certain task of
woollen yarn before she could be considered properly eligible
to become a housewife. It was not in itself a term of abuse,
and even in the nineteenth century had not acquired the
pejorative overtones associated with its use today. But even
as it was being accepted into the language as the precise,
uncoloured synonym for 'unmarried woman', the role itself was
coloured with prejudice, and the expression 'old maid' replaced
it in common use, conveying society's opprobrium for its
spinster members.

In the eighteenth century the standing of

unmarried women had already sunk so low that when it came to

John Langdon Davies, see Virginia Woolf, A Room of One's Own
(Harmondsworth, 1945), p.110. See Joseph Folliet, 'Celibacy
and Society' in A.M. Carre, ed., The Vocation of the Single
Woman (trans. Una Morrissy, N.Y., 1960), pp.18-9;
V.F. Calverton, 'Sex and Social Struggle', and Huntingdon
Cairns, 'Sex and the Law', in V.F. Calverton and S.D.
Schmalhausen, ed., Sex in Civilization (N.Y., 1929), pp.271-3,
and 210-1. Constance Rover, Love, Morals and the Feminists
(London, 1970), p.98.
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recognising the exceptional achievements of ladies like Miss
Hannah More, their laudators bestowed upon them the courtesy
title of 'Mrs', the highest honour they could confer on people
who would probably never have achieved anything to warrant
public notice had they won the title in the usual way.

This

practice was occasionally followed in the nineteenth century,
as with Harriet Martineau,

for instance.

The unmarried woman was generally referred to as
Mary' or 'poor Miss Smith'; she was
'missed out'; she was

‘poor

'unfortunate'; she had

'on the shelf'.

‘Nothing is more

reliable than the irritability of all references to prolonged
virginity: behind us, and undoubtedly before us, stretch
infinite tracts of abuse of maiden ladies, old m a i d s .
schoolmarms, dried-up spinsters, etc., etc.,' observed Mary
Ellmann.

A single woman with intellectual interests was

branded a 'bluestocking', the implication being that she was
unfeminine and unmarriageable; and even Mrs Gaskell's heroine
Molly in Wives and Daughters

(1866), who was more independent

than most Victorian girls, would 'rather be a dunce than a
blue-stocking'.

Literature betrayed the same bias.

(excluding nubile young girls) were,
heroines of novels.

Spinsters

like peasants, rarely the

'A pretty, witty, charming girl must not

be left single or all is not well in the world of romance,'
wrote Margery Fry.

Novels closed almost obligatorily upon a

wedding scene, the heroine set to live happily ever after as
wife and mother.

Fiction was an especially influential medium

through which to perpetuate a convention and propagate an
ideal, often wishful thinking,

since as an art form it was not

required to be scrupulously realistic.

Meanwhile on the

outskirts of the plot hovered the inevitable old maid or two,
moulded in easily perceived caricature, whose idiosyncracies
stood out in nice relief against the virtues and attractions of
the story's leading ladies.’

■^See Hazel Mews, Women's Role in Women's Novels (London, 1969),
p.173.
Mary Ellmann, Thinking about Women (London, 1968),
p.136.
Mrs Gaskell, Wives and Daughters (London, 1907), p.241
(1866) . Margery Fry, The Single Woman (London, 1953) , p.6.
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But some things were more galling than names and
caricatures. Pity - with its inference of condescension - was
one.
'The happiest and busiest spinster in the world, if
compassioned for her lot by a woman bound to a tedious husband
and a family of troublesome children, will find that the
integrity of her bliss has suffered some damage,' Margaret
Bateson pointed out. The spinster was commiserated for her
loneliness, her poverty, her limited social life, as if these
were the inevitable penalties of her lot, and her lot alone,
until she came to believe in them herself, and began to act
accordingly - as she was expected to do. A lady prominent in
the educational world was heard to express horror at the sight
of a pretty tea-set in a young spinster's rooms: it suggested
'hedonic images' utterly foreign to her concept of the maiden
loti
The Victorians were agreed that, in the words of
Trollope's hero Frank Greystock, 'There is an unfitness in
women for solitude.' He went on in representative spirit, 'I
never came across a man willing to speak the truth who did not
admit that, in the long run, married men are the happier. As
regards women, there isn't even ground for an argument.'
It followed that no woman was single by choice.
'There is
no woman, from the humblest to the highest, who has not had her
dream of a heart she might indeed call her own, of a home, and
a husband, each like the altar and the gift upon it, endearing
and sanctifying the other,‘ asserted the author of 'Our Single
Women', herself a spinster.
'How universally is it the
language of society to maintain that no lady willingly remains
single!' exclaimed Catherine Sinclair's Jane Bouverie (1846).
But the single life had not been without its advocates in
history, even excluding those with religious vocations who were,
in a sense, 'married' to Christ.
'Unlit she goeth, and alone,'
wrote Euripides of the single woman; but like the Victorians he
forgot, what was written elsewhere, that 'He travels fastest
who travels alone'.

Francis Bacon spoke not only for his own

sex when, in an essay ‘Of Marriage and the Single Life', he
declared a preference for his own calling, upon the simple
ground of liberty.

Queen Elizabeth I told Lord Sussex that she

Margaret Bateson, Professional Women upon their Professions
(London, 1895), pp.130, 132. Anthony Trollope, The Eustace
Diamonds. pp.258-9.

60

hated the idea of marriage, without ever divulging the reason.
Frances Power Cobbe turned up a quaint little seventeenthcentury treatise called 'How to be Happy though Married', whose
tenets nonetheless Miss Cobbe did not herself put to the test.
Mary Astell wrote A Serious Proposal to the Ladies in 1694 and
in 1739 another lady produced A New Method for Making Women as
Useful and as Capable of Maintaining Themselves as the Men are.
and consequently preventing their becoming Old Maids or Taking
1
111 Courses.
In the eighteenth century the bluestocking ladies who met
to discuss matters of art and literature, often in the company
of men, contended that marriage was not the only possible career
for women, and so paved the way for the emancipation through
education of their fellows a century later. William Hayley
published a Philosophical. Historical, and Moral Essay on Old
Maids in 1785 and Mary Wollstonecraft's Vindication of the
Rights of Women followed in 1792.

Spinsters of that age who

made original contributions to posterity included the writers
Fanny Burney and Maria Edgeworth; Dorothy Wordsworth and
Caroline Herschel rendered invaluable service to greater
brothers; Harriet Bowdler wrote a novel pleading the cause of
old maids. Lady Eleanor Butler chose to flee into peaceful
retirement in the Vale of Llangollen with her friend Sarah
Ponsonby where, in her role as a self-confessed old maid she
Z,
wrote her Hymn to Diana;
From the scorn of the young, and the flouts of the gay,
E'rom all the trite ridicule rattled away
By the pert ones who know nothing better to say,
Oh a spirit to laugh at them give her!

(Greenwe11) 'Our Single Women' in the North British Review.
XXXVI (1862), p.64. Catherine Sinclair, Jane Bouverie. and How
She Became an Old Maid (London, 1855), p.200. Euripedes, Medea.
quoted in Laura Hutton, The Single Woman (London, 1960), p.l.
Proverb quoted in A.M. Carre, ed., The Vocation of the Single
Woman, p.65. Francis Bacon, 'Of Marriage and the Single Life'
in Essays (London, 1906), p.22. Lytton Strachey, Elizabeth and
Essex (London, 1940), p.31 (1928).
(F.P. Cobbe) 'Celibacy v.
Marriage' in Fraaer's Magazine. LXV (1862), p.228. R.P. Utter
and G.B. Needham, Pamela's Daughters (London, 1937), p.221.
^(Hamley) 'Old Maids' in Blackwood's Magazine. CX1I (1872),
p.103. Elizabeth Mavor, The Ladies of Llangollen
(Harmondsworth, 1973), pp.162, 179.
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On the principle that 'It is better to increase life than
to multiply it' some intelligent people demonstrated an
unnatural antipathy towards parenthood. Seeing a mother-to-be,
Jane Austen exclaimed: 'Poor woman! How can she be honestly
breeding again.' Deferring to convention, Miss Austen married
off all her heroines, but did not succumb herself. The
bachelor essayist Charles Lamb shared her view.
When I consider how little of a rarity children
are, - that every street and blind alley swarms
with them, - that there are few marriages that
are not blest with at least one of these
bargains, - how often they turn out ill, and
defeat the fond hopes of their parents, taking to
vicious courses, which end in poverty, disgrace,
the gallows, etc. - I cannot for my life tell
what cause for pride there can possibly be in
having them.
Lamb evidently suffered much as spinsters did from the
patronising attitude of his married friends, for he complained
that it was impossible to be in their company for two minutes
without having it impressed upon him that he_ was not the
object of preference.
The excessive airs which those people give
themselves, founded on ignorance of us unmarried
people, would be more offensive if they were less
irrational. We will allow them to understand the
mysteries belonging to their own craft better
than we, who have not had the happiness to be made
free of the company: but their arrogance is not
content within these limits. If a single person
presume to offer his opinion in their presence,
though upon the most indifferent subject, he is
immediately silenced as an incompetent person.-*The disadvantages of the single life did not end there.
Dredging round for further evidence of the superiority of
marriage, Victorian scholars came up with the information that
married women enjoyed longer lives than the unmarried (at least
once they passed the age of childbearing), that they had better
health, and that the greatest number of criminal offences
committed by women were attributable to unmarried or divorced
ones,

'thus proving that a woman needs the support, the

Pere S e rtillanges, quoted Carre, ed., The Vocation of the
Single Woman, p.65. Jane Austen quoted J.A. Banks, Prosperity
and Parenthood (London, 1954), p.144. Charles Lamb,
'A Bachelor's Complaint of the Behaviour of Married People' in
The Essays of Elia (N.Y., 1899), pp.246-9.
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coherence of family life, and is more likely to be led astray
under circumstances of isolation'. They might equally have
pointed out that by far the greatest number of prostitutes
were single women and that moral factors were not the only
ones involved.^"
The most effective form of discrimination against spinsters
was the system of education accorded to Victorian girls.

A

contemporary manual reported that the girl who asked her
parents and teachers, 'What am I created for? Of what use am
I to be in the world?' received the succinct reply, 'You must
marry some day. Women were made for men. Your use is to bear
children, to keep your home comfortable for your husband. In
marriage is the only respectable life for woman.' The education
of middle-class girls was simply a training for this vocation.
The course of study therefore related directly to men. In
suggesting that girls should learn more or less the same
subjects as boys, John Ruskin thought himself very liberal and
progressive; but their respective upbringings were still to be
quite differently directed:
speaking broadly, a man ought to know any language
or science he learns, thoroughly - while a woman
ought to know the same language, or science, only
so far as may enable her to sympathise in her
husband's pleasures, and in those of his best
friends.
The family perpetuated its institutional obligations, and girls
were brought up to fulfil the same role as their mothers.
Since every privilege they enjoyed depended on the will of
their fathers or husbands, it was not surprising that they were
taught to adapt themselves to the tastes of the men around
them: as one adviser explained, 'Where want of congeniality
impairs domestic comfort, the fault is generally chargeable on
the female side: for it is the woman, not the man, to make the
sacrifice'.^

^Census of 1891: BPP 1893-4, vol.106, p.35. Adele Crepaz, The
Emancipation of Women and its Probable Consequences (London,
1893), p .58.
^Barbara Leigh Smith, Women and Work (London, 1857), pp.7-8.
Ruskin, 'Of Queen's Gardens', p.148. Mrs Sandford, Woman in
her Social and Domestic Character, p .3.
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For these precepts to be put into practice, a husband
must first be found. No wonder the business of getting a
husband became the foremost preoccupation of Victorian girls,
when no other career was open to them, and that the biggest
part of their education came to be devoted to attracting and
winning that essential prize. Mrs Grey attacked the 'pretty
theory' that girls were educated to be wives and mothers in a
paper given before the Society of Arts in 1871.
'They are not
educated to be wives, but to get husbands,1 she declared, and
added that those who were successful under this system
generally made the worst wives, equal victims with the
unsuccessful of a perniciously incomplete and biased
upbringing.
But girls and their mothers acted on the principle that
the risks of marriage, even where the conditions were
indifferent, were less to be dreaded than a life of lonely
spinsterhood. The naive heroine of Miss Jewsbury's novel The
Half Sisters (1848) wondered what would happen should a bride
discover she loved someone more than her husband, or if, having
married for money rather than love, her husband should lose all
his money in business. Her mother was appalled that the very
notions - 'shocking' and 'depraved' as she called them - should
have entered Alice's head.
'When you are married it will be
your duty to love your husband more than any one else in the
world; and no young woman with a well-regulated mind ever
thinks of doing otherwise.'
'But why must I marry at all?'
asked Alice.
'For what else do women come into the world,'
replied her mother, 'but to be good wives?' She went on;
Poor profitless, forlorn creatures they are, when
they live single and get to be old; unless indeed
they are rich enough to keep up an establishment,
with a parcel of dogs and cats and parrots. Depend
upon it, Alice, if a young woman is lucky enough to
be married to a steady, respectable young man, it
is the best thing that can happen to her; and then
she is something in the world.
Alice accepted this judgment and made a marriage which was not
conspicuously successful.
content to remain single.

Her creator Geraldine Jewsbury was
2

"''Mrs William Grey, 'The Education of Women' reported in the
Women's Suffrage Journal. II (1871), p.88.
2

Geraldine Jewsbury, The Half Sisters (London, 1848), I, pp.66-9.
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There was a prayer chanted at wishing wells: 'A husband,
good Lord, I pray Thee. A n 't please Thee, a good 'un, but
rather than ne'er un, a bad un'; there was a folksong, too,
popular in pubs, with the refrain
Oh, dear! what can the matter be?
Oh, dear! what shall I do?
For there's nobody coming to marry,
And there's nobody coming to woo.
A debate on the future of marriage as an institution encouraged
a flood of defensive correspondence to the newspapers.
'As for
marriage being a failure, I am sure that is all nonsense,' one
female protested.
'No girls of my acquaintance think anything
of the kind; they all consider that the real failure is not
getting married at all.1'*'
Hence the enormous pressure on girls to capture husbands.
A contemporary periodical could not help observing that if
marriages had ever been made in Heaven as the proverb said,
they certainly were not in the Victorian era. They were made
at balls and picnics, carefully engineered for the purpose.
We lay our plans early in life; we train our
daughters....We see that they are accomplished;
that they play, sing, dance, and ride well, and
have a smattering of foreign languages....A
little judiciously used slang, a proper amount
of fastness, a good knowledge of horses and dogs,
a placid temper to the outward world, are all
virtues which the wise matron inculcates early in
life, ere she presents her marriageable daughter
in the world's market.
This ultimate aim and design influenced every aspect of a young
woman's life. She must, for instance, dress to attract; and
religious sanction was even found for her ornamentation above
the married allowance, since in appearing agreeable to all men,
she might hope to gain one in holy matrimony. One of Gissing's
heroes viewed the popular decollete costume of the young
ladies of his time as a manifestation of a certain problem of
social economy, to wit, severe competition in the marriage
market.

'A Mother', concerned about 'The Moral Training of

Girls', observed the same phenomenon with less amusement and
more disgust.
'Why are our unmarried girls allowed to wear the
Prayer quoted in A.W. Buckland, Margaret Moore, Spinster
(London, 1897), p.294. Song quoted in Flora Thompson, Lark Rise
to Candleford (London, 1948), p.65. Letter to the Daily
Telegraph, quoted in Harry Quilter, ed., Is Marriage a Failure?
(London, 1888), p.67.
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indecent dresses that are the disgrace of English drawing-rooms
and ball-rooms, if it is not from a desire to attract the other
sex by appealing to their animal passions?...Entrap the men,
get them to marry before their delirium passes off, and the
virtuous English matron's object is accomplished.'
For the young women like 'Lizzie', aged twenty-five, who
were fast becoming desperate because they had not yet received
any offers, periodicals, newspapers, novels and manuals of
etiquette provided no dearth of instruction and advice. The
'Young Widow' who produced How to Get Married although a Woman;
or. The Art of Pleasing Men was wide awake to the problems of
superfluous women in her society. She believed that any girl
could marry if she wished.

If she missed out, the fault was

her own. Certain rules had to be observed in the marriage
game: 'A man,' the lady explained, 'likes to look, as it were,
in a mirror. He likes to see himself reflected in the eyes
that meet his....X is a man's pronoun. You is a woman's.'
Charm was more important than beauty.
'The two most beautiful
girls I ever met are now old maids. The most winning girl I
ever knew had absolutely a plain face.' Sensible minds,
healthy bodies and happy natures were preferred to tears,
sentiment and feminine frailty.
'Do not model your conduct
after the heroines of novels,' she counselled.
'Study real
life, and be real. Do not expect anything to occur to you as
it does to girls in novels: it never will.' When all else
failed, an advertisement placed in some periodical such as the
Matrimonial Times, and Matrimonial Advertiser might bring
results. But it was to be feared that too many notices were
inserted by girls like Kate, aged 23: 'She has no fortune, and
nothing but a loving heart to offer, and would make a good man
a loving wife.' This lady's prospects could not be rated
good.^
^The Girl of the Period Miscellany. 6 (1869), p.178.
'Girls:
Their Work and Influence' (London, 1877), p.24. Gissing,
Isabel Clarendon (London, 1886), II, p.63.
'A Mother', 'The
Moral Training of Girls' in Rev. Orby Shipley, ed., The Church
and the World (London, 1868), pp.87-8.
2

The Young Englishwoman, II (1868), p.557.
'A Young Widow',
How to Get Married although a Woman (N.Y., 1892), pp.21-31,
59-72. The Matrimonial Times, and Matrimonial Advertiser.
15 November 1875, p.4.
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Everything in Victorian society - law, education, custom,
public opinion - operated to enforce and reinforce the rule
that women were made for marriage. Spinsterhood was an
unfortunate mischance, a poor second best, never chosen, never
planned for, a degraded and unalleviated condition. When
suddenly one third of all English women were discovered to be
in this category, society turned surprised eyes for a first
brief time upon its most cherished institution, and wondered
if there might be something wrong. But the upholders of the
old ideals were satisfied. The fault lay not with the
institution but with the individual herself.
Married life is a woman's profession, and to this
life her training - that of dependence - is
modelled. Of course by not getting a husband, or
by losing him, she may find that she is without
resources. All that can be said of her is she
has failed in business, and no social reform can
prevent such failures.1
Victorian spinsters could look for no consolation here.

^'Queen Bees or Working Bees'
12 November 1859, p.575.

in the Saturday Review.

The Maiden Lady

from the L ady, 28 May 1885, p. 434.
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CHAPTER THREE
MAIDEN LADIES
In the Englishwoman1s Review of July 1871 appeared a poem
about a 'poor little cross old maid' who, possessing all the
acknowledged attributes of Victorian old maidenism, bore out
the aptness of the title of the work: Lonely. Ugly, illtempered and miserly, she lived in friendless poverty in a
rundown old cottage, with nothing and nobody to care for.
Dramatic props included the usual faded rosebud, the withered
forget-me-not wreath, the ribbon she had worn on the far-away
night, the poignant memories and the vain desires:
If only he need not have gone,
And his liking had not been estranged,
Leaving her to live on all alone, All things might have yet been so changed!
The tale concluded on a note of optimism: the wretched life
was soon to draw to a merciful close. No one could mistake the
message. Had the lady been successful in love and marriage,
her life would have been a rich and happy one; but missing out
on these had turned her into a creature so miserable that
death itself was preferable to her continued existence on
earth.^
Without being exactly typical of the Victorian conception
of the maiden lady this literary creation exemplified the
tried legend that the lives of single women could never be as
completely happy and fulfilled as those of their married
sisters. And it showed that although the Victorians could
hardly ignore the evidence of the many satisfied unmarried
existences they saw around them, which stood up well to
contrast with innumerable cases of marital misery, they still
tended to associate certain easily recognisable characteristics
with the maiden lady which made her one of the most, if not
the most, standardised of all their personages in fact and
fiction.
She was ubiquitous.

Margery Fry wrote that in her youth

all families seemed to be furnished with at least one of these
indispensable people.

Mrs Ewing believed that few people had

■'‘Anonymous poem in the Englishwoman's Review (July 1871) ,
pp.226-7.
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escaped the influence of this sort of 'dear good soul'.

Mona

Caird remarked that there were always plenty of maiden aunts to
play dominoes with, and 'generation after generation grew up
with the same old traditions and views of life; girls who did
not marry and produce daughters to entertain the maiden aunts,
themselves becoming maiden aunts to be entertained'. Victorian
novels bore this out. The frequent appearance of maiden
ladies in the fiction and biography of the time pointed not
only to their numbers but also to their importance in Victorian
society. Hardly remarked in the eighteenth century, they
seemed to have risen to flourish in the nineteenth as an
institution.^
The maiden lady was the unwanted by-product of a domestic
upbringing. Having failed for some reason to create a family
of her own, she was obliged to offer her services elsewhere.
And where better, since the Victorian ideal decreed home to be
the sphere of gentlewomen, than in the extended household of
her parents or a married sibling: as a maiden aunt. When Queen
Victoria came to the throne the duties of the maiden aunt were
the only respectable occupation for single ladies. Neither
equipped nor allowed to earn their keep in public employment,
they devoted themselves to the assistance of those who
supported them. As there were always tasks to be performed
around the home which no one cared very much to do, there was
plenty to keep them busy.
Often they were called upon to exercise their feminine
skills on a more extensive scale than the wife and mother whose
duties were limited to her own family.
'No longer does the
Church of Rome monopolise the truth, that on a woman who has no
husband, parent, or child, every sick and suffering man, every
aged childless woman, every desolate orphan, has a claim,'
wrote Frances Power Cobbe. Such a noble duty became a
privilege: which went a long way towards justifying the
sacrifices which maiden ladies were called upon to make.
'I
think it is because God means so much in home-life, and so
deeply means that everybody should have it, that some are left

Margery Fry, The Single Woman (London, 1953), p.30. Mrs Ewing
quoted in Katharine Moore, Cordial Relations (N.Y., 1967), p.3.
Mona Caird, The Morality of Marriage (London, 1897), p.209.

69

like you and I# Tibbie,' remarked one spinster to another in
Edward Garnett's Still Waters; 'for while the world goes on as
it is, some of its threads will slip from their proper place
in the pattern, and get into tangles, and so some hands are
kept out of its general work just to undo these tangles'.^
Few maiden ladies possessed sufficient means to be
independent of the social conventions regarding single women.
'If unmarried women had always been economically independent,
we should never have had old maids, for wealth would have
commanded respect which would have protected unmarried women
2
from the odium which begets the caricature.'
Many of them like Florence Nightingale - belonged to families where money
was no consideration, but the power to control it lay with
parents who kept their daughters in circumscribed dependence.
They might be left with such a small legacy to live on that the habits of old maidenism by then fully ingrained - they
never managed to step out of the rut in which they had made
their solitary lives. They were not necessarily unhappy; many,
indeed, would have been appalled at the thought of having to
fend for themselves, and many driven to do so through necessity
(like George Gissing's Odd Women) proved unequal to the task.
Although in the popular imagination maiden ladies were
'made' by some tragic event such as the death or defection of
the would-be husband, in reality they were created by a system
of education which recognised only one profession for its
graduates - marriage - and trained them for no alternative.
The custom of parents to keep their daughters in needless
subjection only aggravated the problem, for nothing they were
taught, and nothing they experienced, prepared them for a
position which required 'all the resources of well-disciplined
minds'. No wonder, Emily Shirreff remarked, girls looked upon
marriage as an escape from the terrible ennui of domestic
subjugation; this feeling was, in effect, expected of them.
'An Old Maid' succinctly summed up the duties of a young lady

(Frances Power Cobbe) 'Celibacy v. Marriage' in Fraser's
Magazine. LXV (1862), p.233. Still Waters quoted in (Louisa
Hubbard) The Year-Book of Women's Work (London, 1875), p.xxxix.
2

R.P. Utter and G.B. Needham, Pamela's Daughters (London, 1937),
p.221.
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in Victorian society: 'if there happens to be any use for them
in their own homes, let them be useful; if not, let them live
to dress well and play piano or forte'. It usually followed
that the daughters of moneyed households were bored to death,
while those of less affluent ones were worked to death.
Elizabeth Haldane, one of the former, would have loved to have
gone to college and studied for a profession, but that was out
of the question since she must never work for her bread.
Finally emancipated from the home she enjoyed years of fruitful
work, later reflecting that the only time she suffered from
'what is now called frustration, the disease which is supposed
to attack unmarried women' was as a girl confined to her home.^
Edward Carpenter agreed that the life of middle-class
girls of his generation was 'tragic in its emptiness'. Trained
only in the performance of duties rendered superfluous by maids
and maiden sisters, they found there was 'absolutely nothing
else to do or live for....More than once girls of whom I least
expected it told me that their lives were miserable "with
nothing on earth to do." Multiply this picture by thousands
and hundreds of thousands,' he went on, ‘and it is easy to see
how, when the causes of the misery were understood, it led to
2
the powerful growth of the "Women's Movement".'
The novelist Matilda Betham-Edwards, herself a spinster,
described the plight of the daughters of a country doctor,
waiting for husbands: 'Their great trouble was how to get
through that portion of the twenty-four hours not devoted to
sleep.' A contributor to Louisa Hubbard's periodical Work and
Leisure wrote pathetically that her eldest sister handed her
father's teacup, the second his sugar, the third his cream; but
'there was nothing for me to hand him'. And Florence
Nightingale was to record the tedious round of home activities
she endured for the first thirty years of her life, all the
time longing to get out and do something active.

'What have I

Emily Shirreff, Intellectual Education and Its Influence on
the Character and Happiness of Women (London, 1858), p.407.
(L.F.M. Phillipps), My Life, and What Shall I Do with It?
(London, 1860), p.22. Elizabeth S. Haldane, From One Century
to Another (London, 1937), pp.73-4.
2

Edward Carpenter, My Days and Dreams (London, 1916), pp.30-2.
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done this last fortnight?' she wrote in her diary for 1846.
'I have read the Daughter at Home to father, and two chapters
of Mackintosh; a volume of Sybil to Mama. Learnt seven tunes
by heart, written various letters. Ridden with Papa. Paid
eight visits. Done company. And that is all.'^
'I know nothing like the petty tyranny of a good English
family,' she wrote another time.
'...There is nothing bourgeois
in one woman of a family earning the bread of the others in it
and being sacrificed for it. But it is nothing but bourgeois
the way in which women of the upper classes are sacrificed.'
In Gissing's novel The Odd Women (1893) the three Bevis girls
were presented as unwilling spinsters engaged in an inevitably
unsuccessful pursuit of husbands.

'Now they are just the kind

of women who ought to find something to do,' observed Monica,
whose husband was conventionally amazed.
'Something to do?
Why, they attend to their mother and their brother. What could
be more proper?'
'Very proper, perhaps,' Monica agreed.
'But
they are miserable, and always will be.' 'Then they have no
right to be miserable. They are doing their duty, and that
ought to keep them cheerful,' declared Edmund Widdowson. It
took another character in the same novel, the feminist Miss
Barfoot, to make the point that only when the whole course of
female education was altered, and all girls trained to some
definite pursuit, would those who really were obliged to remain
at home perform their duties in a cheerful spirit.
'Home work
will be their serious business, instead of a disagreeable
drudgery, or a way of getting through the time till marriage
offers.'^
At the other end of the middle class social scale, girls
were prepared to become maiden ladies through an apprenticeship
of familial slavery.

The daughter of a local clergyman who,

though only thirty, was already described by the parishioners
as an old maid, spent her days teaching, playing the harmonium

Matilda Betham-Edwards, Reminiscences (London, 1898), p.106.
Work and Leisure, VI (1881), p.358. Florence Nightingale
quoted in Duncan Crow, The Victorian Woman (London, 1971), p.42.
2

Quoted in Cecil Woodham-Smith, Florence Nightingale (London,
1950), p.93. George Gissing, The Odd Women (London, 1968),
pp.172, 99 (1893).
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in church, overseeing her father's household and sewing clothes
for the poor in her spare time.
'Do you call the unmarried
daughter's sphere narrow and unlearned?' demanded Mrs Evered
Poole in the Churchwoman in 1895.
'Nay, the lives round her are
ruled by her, servants, friends, brothers, sisters, nephews,
nieces, parents - to all, her love comes like dew, and she can
mould for eternity; and she is not unlearned in the school of
love - she has graduated in sweet courtesy and considerateness,
the outcome of years of true unselfishness and sympathy.' But
Florence Nightingale saw it a different way.
'There are Private
Martyrs as well as burnt or drowned ones,' she said. It was a
subject upon which she felt strongly and wrote extensively.
Denying that men and women had the right to absorb all the
energies of four or five daughters, she claimed that the reverse
should be the case.
'If I have brought them into the world,
they have the right to expect that their powers shall be
exercised, their lives made worth having, opportunity given them
for developing all their faculties...."The mother that bore you"
is often mentioned as such a subject of gratitude; as life were
such a boon that the mere circumstances of my_ having given you
life entails slavery upon you.' So in Mrs Gaskell's Wives and
Daughters (1866), when Nancy Ashton married after seventeen
years of looking after her father, a spinster friend disapproved:
'It's a very foolish thing for a woman of her age to be thinking
of matrimony.'
'It's a great thing,' a married friend objected,
'to be able to settle what you'll have for dinner without never
a one interfering with you.'^
Between the two extremes dwelt contented girls living out
lives of such dullness, neither bored nor overworked, that they
have been forgotten in history and passed over in fiction.
Gissing mentioned one or two of this type in his novels.
Barmby sisters of In the Year of Jubilee (1894) were

The

unpretentious young women, without personal
attractions, and soberly educated. They professed
a form of Dissent; their reading was in certain
religious and semi-religious periodicals, rarely
Flora Thompson, Lark Rise to Candleford (London, 1948), p.211.
Mrs Evered Poole, 'Woman's Duties at Home' in the Churchwoman,
25 October 1895, p.99. Edward Cook, The Life of Florence
Nightingale (London, 1913), I, p.59.
(Florence Nightingale)
Suggestions for Thought to Searchers after Religious Truth
(London, 1860) , II, p.64. Mrs Gaskell, Wives and Daughters
(London, 1907), p.452 (1866).
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in books; domestic occupations took up most of
their time, and they seldom had any engagements....
If they suffered from discontent, no one ever heard
of it; a confession by one or the other that she
'felt dull' excited the sister's surprise, and
invariably led to the suggestion of 'a little
medicine'.
The lives of maiden ladies were usually so ordinary, so
self-effacing, so peripheral to the main events and heroes of
history, that unless they are remembered for their influence on
famous men (like the aunts of Gibbon, Lamb, Pope, George
Stephenson, E.M. Forster, and others) they are practically
absent from historical records. But although we have little
evidence of their lives in factual accounts, novels are full of
them. Probably no character was ever so stereotyped and
caricatured in fiction as the Victorian old maid, but the
stereotype and caricature could not have existed without being
recognisable to readers. Moreover, as they tended to agree
with the tenets of the advice-books, they were clearly the
images which society wished to project. In the absence of
evidence to the contrary the real maiden lady must be assumed
to have resembled the image of precept and fiction. Florence
Nightingale claimed that the relation of the single woman to
her family was like that of the Moon to the Earth.
'The Moon
revolves round her, moves with her, never leaves her. Yet the
Earth never sees but one side of her; the other side remains
for ever unknown.'

Today's reader must feel the same.

2

In Victorian literature the maiden lady was always
characterised by a combination of three basic groups of
personality traits which one might glibly designate the good,
the bad, and the sad.

Victorian idealism promoted all three,

which caused an ambivalent attitude according to which 'the
fairy godmothers of real life' were subjected, in the same
breath, to condescension, ridicule, and pity bordering on
3
contempt.
The maiden lady was essentially good because she
occupied an esteemed position in the family and performed

^George Gissing, In the Year of Jubilee (London, 1894), II,
pp.133-4.
2

See Moore, Cordial Relations, for vignettes of some of these
ladies. Cook, The Life of Florence Nightingale. I, p.59.
3

Mrs Ewing, quoted in Moore, Cordial Relations, p.3.
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worthy and necessary functions in the home.
bad, however,

She was essentially

in having failed to carry out the proper destiny

and purpose of women in marriage.

Any other life being, at

bottom, only makeshift, her character was inevitably marred,
which caused her to suffer from any number of a catalog of
defects such as strong-mindedness,

juvenility, a tendency to

gossip, to dress in absurd modes, or to cultivate
eccentricities often associated with animal pets.

She was

essentially sad because she could not help but realise the
deficiencies in herself which had both caused and resulted from
this failure to fulfil her womanhood; in addition to which she
deserved pity for her unhappy and often lonely life.
The 'good* qualities of maiden ladies were set forth
repeatedly in familiar form in dissertations on the duties of
women.

Acts of charity and self-sacrifice, though suitably

honoured, were plainly expected from single ladies, since it
could be argued that unlike wives and mothers they carried out
no other useful function in society.

In other words, the

goodness associated with maiden ladies was both inherent and
taught.

By assuming that it was inherent society could exact

it without question.

'People can easily take the sacred word

duty as a name for what they desire anyone else to d o , ' wrote
George Eliot in Daniel Deronda

(1876).

But continuous praise

and exhortation ensured that it was taught.
Jewsbury's Constance Herbert

In Geraldine

(1855), for instance,

it was an

honour for maiden aunt Margaret Herbert to be called to keep
house for her nephew and bring up his little daughter, whose
mother had gone insane.
perform.

But it was a duty she was expected to

In real life Roger Fry's wife also became insane - a

misfortune evidently too common to be mere Victorian
coincidence - and his children were raised by no fewer than six
maiden aunts who, though all of them had other concerns in the
world,
family.

felt that their first loyalty lay with the motherless
Pamela Fry never felt deprived:

one to be envied,'

she wrote,

'I thought I was the

'for I did not have one mother

only, I had six.'

■^George Eliot, Daniel Deronda (Edinburgh, 1876), II, p.82.
Moore, Cordial Relations, p.192.
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For many obliging maiden aunts the new duties involved
severe economic sacrifice. The young college student in
L.T. Meade's A Sweet Girl Graduate (1891) lost both her parents
in her teens and was taken in, with three younger sisters, by
an aunt whose income at the time was scarcely sufficient to
keep herself.
'She took us all in and supported us, because
she worked so very, very hard....this hard work is killing her;
Aunt Raby is dying because she has worked so hard for us.'

But

in many cases the social sacrifice was even greater. The
eldest daughter in the family often had to take charge when a
parent died.
'Young women are especially called to this
delightful duty,' encouraged Mrs Sandford, but she did not
mention that enforced long devotion to such an object meant the
loss of any opportunity to marry. Charlotte Mary Yonge was fond
of describing situations of this kind. Mary Ross, the
clergyman's daughter in The Heir of Redclvffe (1853), attended
to her father, her brothers and the parishioners with an
assiduity that left no time for lovers. Amos Barton's eldest
daughter Patty became a second mother to five younger siblings,
and when they were all grown and gone away, remained by her
father's side. She had no alternative. Many women could not
or would not marry because they had to look after aged and
ailing parents, who counted on securing the services of
available unmarried daughters simply out of gratitude.
Such duties providentially provided for otherwise
unemployed women a welcome occupation which, Emily Shirreff
confessed, one 'can hardly paint...in more dreary colours than
to say that such a burden becomes a relief'. In return they
enjoyed at least token esteem and often genuine gratitude and
affection in the family circle. They had the satisfaction of
knowing that they operated in the only field considered
suitable for ladies.

As the Young Englishwoman put it,

Women are created for one purpose, to be the
helpmates of men, and only in the position of
wives and mothers are they carrying out the end

L.T. Meade, A Sweet Girl Graduate (London, 1891), p.208.
Mrs John Sandford, Woman in her Social and Domestic Character
(London, 7th ed., 1858), p.202. C.M. Yonge, The Heir of
Redclvffe (London, 1888), p.29 (1853). George Eliot, 'The Sad
Fortunes of the Rev. Amos Barton* in Scenes of Clerical Life
(London, 1863), I, p.151.
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for which they are created. We have notable
instances of the noble, virtuous lives of single
women, but they are noble from daily self-sacrifice a true mother's hourly life - and from devotion to
one ruling motive - a true wife's daily existence.
The nearer their own exertions or circumstances
place them to the duties of mother and wife, the
wider is their intelligence, the larger their
^
heart, the kinder and more unselfish they become.
In novels and life's retrospect women occasionally turn
out better as maiden ladies than, it is assumed, had they
married. Jenny Moore in A.W. Buckland's Margaret Moore,
Spinster might not have been so happy 'had her affections and
her energies been confined to the narrower circle of her own
home....Natures like Jenny's require a wide field for their
sympathies.' As for Alice in Geraldine Jewsbury's novel
Marian Withers (1851) : 'Her earthly hopes, with their
aspirations for earthly happiness, had never been realised;
they had withered and fallen around her, but like the dead
leaves of autumn which fertilise the earth, her character had
been quickened and matured, and raised to a finer quality than
2
if her scheme for her own happiness had been granted to her.'
In truth it would be hard to find kinder, better natures
than those of many of the maiden ladies of fiction. The ladies
of Mrs Gaskell's Cranford (1853) were examples. The Misses
Tregarthyn in Frances Hodgson Burnett's Miss Crespigny (1878)
were 'dear, simple souls' and so good-natured that, their niece
remarked, if she had brought a whale into the drawing-room they
would have 'regretted, but never resented it'.
'They are so
used to my humours,' she went on, 'that, if I am not making
myself actively unpleasant, they fancy it is because I have not
3
the strength to do it.'
'In Society as well as the home the maiden lady has her
place, if she will but fill it,' the Lady allowed; and once the
claims of home, which naturally took first priority, were

^Shirreff, Intellectual Education and its Influence on the
Character and Happiness of Women, p.401. The Young Englishwoman.
II (1866), p.166.
2

A.W. Buckland, Margaret Moore, Spinster (London, 1897), p.293.
Geraldine Jewsbury, Marian Withers (London, 1851), I, p.64.
3Frances Hodgson Burnett, Miss Crespigny (London, 1878?),
pp.79,101, 169.
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satisfied, the unmarried lady could air her good qualities
doing good deeds in the community. The spinster educator Emily
Davies remarked on the abundance of praise bestowed upon
Florence Nightingale and the other heroines of the Crimea,
'whose enterprise certainly required no small share of
masculine resolution', but professed an equal admiration for
‘the commonplace, unambitious kind of old maid, who is content
to do good in her own neighbourhood, and among the few persons
whom she really knows....' Such were the ladies referred to in
the memorial in the village church at East Mailing to one
Thomas Edward Twisden, Esq.:
Also to the memory of his unmarried sisters, Clara,
Elizabeth, Amy, Charlotte, Mary, Emily - the last
of whom died 12th Dec. 1901 being very nearly 96
years old.
These remarkable sisters not only managed their home and estate
themselves after their father's death but also carried out
programs of self-culture and of charitable works in the
neighbouring village.^
In fiction, George Eliot's Miss Rebecca Linnet (in Janet's
Repentance) taught in the Sunday school, visited the poor, and
strove (with a spinster's excess) after a higher standard of
purity and goodness in society. In poetry Coventry Patmore,
better remembered for sentiments on the perfection of married
life, nevertheless portrayed one Mary Churchill who refused
three offers of marriage because she felt she could not be
Faithful, at once, to the heavenly life,
And the fond duties of a wife.
Her Christian performance of good works prompted Patmore to
express a Victorian heresy:
The love of marriage claims, above
All other kinds, the name of love,
As perfectest, though not so high
As love which Heaven with single eye
Considers.2
The novelist Dinah Craik, though herself a married woman,
freely acknowledged the worth of maiden ladies. She was one of
‘The Maiden Lady' in the Lady 15 (1885), p.434. Emily Davies,
The Higher Education of Women (London, 1866), p.25. Moore,
Cordial Relations, p.141.
2

George Eliot, 'Janet's Repentance' in Scenes from Clerical
Life, II, p.195. Coventry Patmore, 'The Victories of Love' in
Poems (London, 1949), pp.306, 323.
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the few who admitted that they could in some instances occupy
a position 'higher and more honourable than that of many a
mother of ten sons'. But in summarising their 'good' qualities
she adopted a tone of unconscious condescension which was
typical of the Victorian attitude:
In households, where 'Auntie' is the universal
referee, nurse, playmate, comforter, and
counsellor: in society, where 'that nice Miss
So-and-So,' though neither clever, handsome, nor
young, is yet such a person as can neither be
omitted nor overlooked: in charitable works, where
she is 'such a practical body - always knows what
to do, and how to do it:' or perhaps, in her own
house, solitary indeed, as every single woman's home
must be, yet neither dull nor unhappy in itself,
and the nucleus of cheerfulness and happiness to
many another home besides.
This condescension was carried into the provision of an
inadequate number of institutions, apart from convents, where
elderly spinsters could find board and accommodation for the
last years of their life. Their existence proved a recognition
of society's debt to its maiden ladies, but they were
definitely charities.’*'
A necessary complement to the ‘good1 qualities of maiden
ladies were 'bad' ones, more or less redressing the balance in
case any observer should be led into the false assumption that
maiden ladies were of equal worth with wives and mothers.
Victorian idealists wanted spinsters to be selfless and
sacrificial but they had no wish to encourage girls to stay
single because these qualities were associated with them. So
they had to make maiden ladies appear - for all their vaunted
virtue - at the same time slightly ridiculous. And as maiden
ladies did not have society's unqualified approval regarding
their mode of life they suffered from this two-sided attitude,
to the extent of actually appearing ridiculous.
'We cannot
wonder at the aversion with which old bachelors and old maids

(Mrs Craik) A Woman's Thoughts about Women (London, 1858),
p.19. Descriptions of these institutions can be found in
charity and church newspapers of the period and in Holme Lee's
novel Kathie Brande (1856), II, pp.182-4, 306-7. This last
was a 'hospital for Maiden Ladies', familiarly styled 'The Old
Maids'; it was clergy-supported, and had a waiting list of 12
years. Rent was £20 a year and the inmates had to clean their
own rooms (which necessitated financial and domestic
acquirements). Occupants were not sent away unless they
married 'or otherwise disgrace themselves'.
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have been regarded,' Margaret Fuller once observed.
'Marriage
is the natural means of forming a sphere, of taking root on
the earth; it requires more strength to do this without such
an opening; very many have failed, and their imperfections have
been in every one's way.' Hence the prejudice of the author of
Passages in the Life of an Old Maid:
I know not how it is, whether from the force of
education, habit, or what not, but I have always
been led to look upon old maids as a disagreeable
part of the creation, and in spite of the bright
new sovereigns of my schoolboy days, and the
clean crisp bank notes of college life, presented
by maiden aunts, old maids and crossness, old
maids and gossip, old maids' tea scandal, and all
uncharitableness, are somehow or other associated
together in my mind.
They were associated in other people's minds too, as we find
when we read Eliza Lynn Linton's story 'The Old Maid' (1870) or
the happily anonymous poem 'The Spinster's Dream', with its
imaginative lines:
In gloomy idleness her time she passed,
Blaming the lot in which her life was cast:
Accusing cruel Fate in bitter tone,
For having left her thus - unloved - alonei
As may be guessed, the Spinster was not young;
And of late years so sharp had been her tongue So harsh her judgment - and her eye so stern So quick the ills in others to discern So ready to believe the whispered tale So callous to the grieving mourner's wail That those among the kind ones of the earth
Who wished to make her share their gentle mirth,
Gave up the task, defeated and dismayed,
1
And shrank in terror from 'the cross Old Maid.'
The attribution was not mere literary licence. Passing
references in the Stanley correspondence revealed that the
spinster members of the family possessed characters warped by
boredom and discontent.
'Both Rianette & Louisa have grown
very hard & I think selfish,' appeared in 1846. Two years later:
'Rianette is more of an old maid than ever...& I do not think
Louisa seems too amiable... . Alice says that in many ways they
seem to forget that they are no longer babies.'

And in 1850:

S. Margaret Fuller, Woman in the Nineteenth Century (London,
1850), p.89.
'I.C.K.', Passages in the Life of an Old Maid
(London, 1864), p.59. Eliza Lynn Linton, 'The Old Maid' in
Ourselves (London, 2nd ed., 1870), p.258. The Spinster's Dream
(London, 1869), p.3.
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'Louisa is very low, poor thing one ought to pity her more but
she does not deserve as much as those who behave better.'
Maiden ladies were also famed for being gossips.

Look at all

the kindly old maids who throng the pages of Mrs Gaskell's
novels.

Few people were prepared to recognise that such habits

were neither inherent nor engendered by the single life, but
were manifestations of a life without higher purpose.

Hamley

pointed out that mothers and wives could not help having some
business to attend to, while single women had not: they could
only talk to fill in the time.

Mrs Craik agreed that the

'narrowness or blankness of their daily lives' was at the
bottom of it all, making them 'glad to catch at any straw of
interest'; and the Stanleys suggested that Rianette and Louisa
should adopt a couple of superfluous nieces and nephews:

'It

would be everything to them if they had a child or two to take
an interest in....'^
'Strong-mindedness' was another of the worst traits
associated with the single life.

The sort of independence and

decision which was commended in a man was not attractive in a
woman.

When associated with a maiden lady it was tacitly

understood to be the cause of her failure to marry, or
sometimes the result.

The Gentlewoman's hypothetical

'Miss

Singleton' had acquired too much the habit of self-reliance and
self-assertion; she was jealous of her married relatives and
friends, although
she constantly avers that nothing would ever induce
her to take unto herself a husband, that the idea
of a woman giving up her personal independence and
freedom to a man is absolutely repulsive to her,
while she professes a sort of contemptuous pity for
all those who do voluntarily fall into this
degrading condition.^
In dealing with strong-minded women the prejudice of
Victorian novelists was at its least restrained.
instance, introduced into Great Expectations
Georgians Pocket,

Dickens,

for

(1861) one

'an indigestive single woman, who called her

rigidity religion and her liver love'.

Conventionally maiden

Nancy Mitford, ed., The Ladies of Alderley (London, 1938),
pp.134, 201, 303, 245.
(William George Hamley) 'Old Maids' in
Blackwood's Magazine. CXII (1872), p.105.
(Mrs Craik) A Woman *s
Thoughts about W o m e n , p .203.
2
^'The Disappointed Spinster' in the Gentlewoman. I (1890), p.320.
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ladies of this type were conservative, impatient and
inflexible. Having known personal hardship and deprivation,
they saw no reason why everyone else should not have to go
through the same experience. The bishop's sister in John
Harwood's Miss Jane, the Bishop's Daughter (1867) believed that
young people must be thwarted for their own good.
'That
dignified spinster had no sympathy for stray sheep struggling
through thorns and brambles in the hope to reach amaranthine
meads and flowery pastures, in the Delectable Mountains, or
elsewhere, when they might have followed the flock along a
1
trodden road.‘
The doctor's sister in Rhoda Broughton's Second Thoughts
(1880) was 'an old - an unmarried woman of a certain age' who
lived according to the philosophy, 'I go my way; you go yours!'
Miss Burnet, explained the author, herself a spinster, would
sit down to lunch at one o'clock were a fire raging or an
earthquake, simply sending down preremptory orders to it by
the butler to stop. The doctor's sister in Dorothea Gerard's
Miss Providence (1897) was 'a spinster of uncertain age' known
in the neighbourhood as the 'Tiger Lily', a reference to both
her baptismal name of Lilian and her temper. Even more typical
was Miss Cornelia Carlyle, the maiden lady in Mrs Wood's
bestselling melodrama East Lynne (1861), who reared her young
step-brother and continued to rule, and to ruin, his life even
after he was grown and married. The townspeople believed that
her intense love for her brother had kept her single, for it
was not likely that the daughter of the rich Mr Carlyle had
wanted for offers.
'Other maidens confess to soft and tender
impressions; to a hope of being, some time or another, solicited
to abandon their father's name, and become somebody's better
half.

Not so Miss Carlyle: all who had approached her with the
2

love-lorn tale, she sent quickly to the right-about.'

A woman referred to as strong-minded was often considered
'masculine' as well.

To be called masculine was not invariably

Charles Dickens, Great Expectations (London, n.d.), p.102
(1861). John Harwood, Miss Jane, The Bishop's Daughter
(London, 1867) , II, p.8.
2

Rhoda Broughton, Second Thoughts (London, 1880), I, pp.211,
272, 278. Dorothea Gerard, Miss Providence (London, 1897),
p.109. Mrs Henry Wood, East Lvnne ^London. 1862), pp.27-9.
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insulting, but it was not a quality possessed by marriageable
girls. Mrs Gaskell's Miss Benson, Ruth*
1s benefactor, was
'handsome', 'strong-willed', and possessed of some 'masculine'
mannerisms such as giving a low whistle when surprised or
displeased. Yet there had been a sweetheart in her life, whose
proposal of marriage she refused because she felt she could not
leave her brother who, being crippled, required a woman's
attendance, but could not marry. Even one of the ladies of
Cranford (1853) wore a cravat and had the appearance of a
'strong-minded* woman, 'although she would have despised the
modern idea of women being equal to men. Equal indeed! she
knew they were superior.'

She had devoted her life to a

widowed father.^
Although masculine self-reliance was frowned upon in
maiden ladies, so also was the pursuit of men's love and
protection. Coquettish behaviour in old maids was constantly
suspected and scorn was heaped on their 'husband-hunting' in
a manner particularly cruel considering their past lack of
success in this line.
'The old maid has neither the
fascinations of innocence nor of experience, and commits the
errors of both, almost invariably, in her assaults on the
opposite sex,' commented the married sister of the lady in
Emma Robinson's The Matrimonial Vanity Fair (1868) who, 'craving
for that which was not and could not be', flung herself at the
first man who showed an interest in her and found herself
involved in dramatic intrigues culminating in blackmail, murder,
brain-fever and death. Who could blame her for such behaviour?
She had been led to believe that winning a man was the
2
justification of womanhood.
Sexual deprivation in unmarried women manifested itself in
many ridiculous ways. Cats and dogs - small and large - were
a common accompaniment of spinsterhood; for animals had often
to shoulder the entire emotional burden of those who had
literally nothing else to love.

The novelist Ouida turned to

^Mrs Gaskell, Ruth (London, 1967), pp.110-2 (1853).
Mrs Gaskell, Cranford (London, 1906), p.18 (1853).
2

(Emma Robinson), The Matrimonial Vanity Fair (London, 1868),
I, p.189, II, p.284, etc. See Margaret Dalziel, Popular
Fiction 100 Years Ago (London, 1957), pp.96-7, 112-3.
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dogs for companionship when her lover and friends let her down.
An old maid of Flora Thompson's acquaintance kept nineteen cats
in a large house where she lived alone, refusing to trust
servants in case they spied upon her.

Bertrand Russell's aunt,

who was the daughter of the Prime Minister, was to have
married a curate but, suffering from insane delusions, broke
the engagement off.

She became a miser, closing off most of

the rooms of her house to save fuel, and bathing only once a
week for the same reason.

Bertrand Russell lived with her and

was pretty sure of the explanation for her behaviour.
a victim of my grandmother's virtue,' he wrote.
not been told that sex is wicked,

'She was

'If she had

she might have been happy,

successful, and able.'
The age at which unmarried daughters turned into maiden
ladies, and thence to old maids, was not unnaturally a major
preoccupation of a society competitive for husbands.

One

commentator noted progress through distinct landmarks such as
'quite young',

‘still young',

'no longer young', and so on;

another remarked the times when one's acquaintances refrained
from talking of 'old maids'

in one's presence, when servants

and shopkeepers called one 'Ma'am' and 'Mrs', and when people
smiled when one referred to oneself as a girl.

'Miss Singleton'

was described as being in the 'fallen leaf* stage at thirty-five;
yet she dared not give up dancing and tennis,
to confess herself an old maid.

for that would be

Catherine Marsh felt 'quite

wretched' when her thirtieth birthday arrived, at an age which
her friend Caroline Maitland defied an angel to enjoy.

In an

era when people aged faster and anticipated shorter lives,
thirty was doubtless the barrier that signified the passing of
all marriage prospects; although the author of 'How to Get
Married'

did make the point that the best lovers were all nearer

forty than twenty.
You now look upon twenty-five as a species of old
age. At thirty, you think, as far as men are
concerned, a woman is in the sere and yellow leaf;
while at forty they are little less than in their
dotage.
Look out, that while you are counting on
your youth to marry you, some of these females in

■^Thompson, Lark Rise to Candleford, p.337 . Bertrand Russell,
Autobiography 1872-1914 (London, 1967), pp.25-6.
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the sere and yellow leaf, or even in their dotage,
will carry off the prize, because she knows how
and you do not.^
The author of Passages in the Life of an Old Maid claimed
to be acquainted with a great many whom he called rather
elderly females, past forty or even fifty, who had not yet
given up all idea of marriage; but his wife classified all
unmarried past the age of forty as old maids. Someone else
suggested twenty-five as the dividing line. What this proved
was that there was no clear line of demarcation, and that it was
not as common as tradition asserted that one single decisive
event marked a woman's entry into the ranks of maiden ladies.
Status might change but not one's way of life. There was none
of the emotional upheaval of marriage, merely a continuation of
what such women had always done, and only could do: like the
Madden sisters in Gissing's Odd Women, 'excellent creatures,
kind, innocent women; but useful for nothing except what they
2
have done all their lives'.
It was commonly believed that spinsters aged faster than
those who were or had been married; as Walter Besant put it,
the latter wore better, and it would be unkind to say more.
But spinsters were frequently accused of refusing to acknowledge
the advancing years, and of behaviour so juvenile it was
unseemly. Society's reluctance to draw attention to a class of
women who, like servants, were supposed to keep themselves in
the background caused it to employ all kinds of ridicule and
scorn in an effort to repress what was, like old maids'
coquetry, conduct born of a uni-directional education and the
innocence of inexperience. The heroine of Agnes Giberne's Miss
Dovereux. Spinster (1893) felt young at the age of fifty and
probably would still if she lived to be ninety: 'not because
she kept youth's elasticity,' the author declared plainly,
'...but because she was a creature of one-sided development,

'The Maiden Lady' in the Lady. 15 (1885), p.433.
(Mrs Craik)
A Woman's Thoughts about Women, pp.317-9.
'The Disappointed
Spinster' in the Gentlewoman. I (1890), p.320. L.E. O'Rorke,
The Life and Friendships of Catherine Marsh (London, 1917),
p.69.
'A Young Widow', How to get Married although a Woman
(N.Y., 1892), pp.45-6.
^ 'I .C .K .', Passages in the Life of an Old Maid, pp.56-7.
Gissing, The. Odd Women. p.51.
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and part of her brain had never fully emerged from the
semi-infantine stage.' Miss Devereux always wore girlish
frocks and was congratulated by friends on her youthful
appearance.
‘Lady Lucas was famed for saying smooth things,
and to other people it seemed that the too light dress and too
juvenile hat had brought out the deepening rumples in Sybella's
cheeks, and had shown off the ridges in her throat.' She had
lived the sheltered existence of many English daughters in easy
circumstances, with no career and practically no occupation.
Her time was filled with 'attentions to pet plants, her scraps
of useless fancywork, her chit-chat calls upon neighbours, her
epistolary gushes to bosom friends,...futile attempts at
painting, fitful readings and copyings of poetry, dilettante
dippings into social questions beyond her depth, and through
all an unswerving devotion to her own health'.

Circumstances

had smothered any latent force of character she might have had,
and she never truly had to think for herself. She had no idea
about housekeeping, had never chosen a book unadvised, had
never written a cheque. Girls in their teens, the author
assured us, were twenty times as practical as Sybella Devereux
was.1
And she was by no means an extreme case.
‘George Fleming'
introduced one of 'those late-blooming spinsters', a solid,
sensible, vigorous type of plain young womain, who wore frills
and a flower-laden hat. Her expression was 'as limpid and
inexperienced as the eyes of a child....What a ghastly thing it
is...not to become a Woman when one ceases to be a Girl!'
Holme Lee's Miss Conolly had reached a more advanced stage of
maiden infantilism, for she was described as 'decrepit age
masquerading in the garb of youth; looking as grimly fantastic
as a death's head crowned with May roses'.

The existence of

persons of this kind was a perpetual reminder to Victorian
women of the penalties of non-conformity. Whether cause or
effect, it remained a perpetual deterrent to spinsterhood.

2

^Walter Besant, Children of Gibeon (London, 1886), I, pp.55-6.
Agnes Giberne, Miss Devereux. Spinster (London, 1893), pp.3-5,
266.
2

'George Fleming' (Julia Constance Fletcher) For Plain Women
Only (London, 1896), pp.57-8.
'Holme Lee' (Harriet Parr),
Kathie Brande. I, p.156.
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Necessary corollaries to ‘bad* qualities of personality
were certain absurdities of appearance and dress. Few maiden
ladies were beautiful, and most wore old-fashioned clothes.
Miss Carlyle, for instance, was described as 'the tallest lady
in the world - out of a caravan', and likened to 'a ship in full
sail' which 'loomed down' upon one as she approached. She had
been a 'fine woman in her day' but was 'angular and bony'now,
with a face remarkable only for its 'hard, decisive expression'
and eyes, wide open and penetrating, 'of a shade called "green“ '.
Because she 'despised fashions' she wore clothes her mother
might have worn. Of other fictional old maids, Rosanna
Clanbrassey was tall and lanky, and had red hair. Miss Rebecca
Linnet, on the other hand, was fat, with thick ankles. Mary
Linnet's face was 'like a piece of putty with two scotch
pebbles stuck in it'. Miss Ward, the 'Tiger Lily', ‘belonged
to that particular class of old maids...whose very life-sap judging from their parchment-like skin and withered looking
hair - seems to have been dried up at the root ages ago'. And
so the compliments flew.'*’
But there was another image of the maiden lady which gained
currency later in the nineteenth century, deriving its
characteristics more from the 'good' and the 'sad' inheritance
than the 'bad' one. Dora Greenwell remarked on the change from
the 'withered prude* of Cowper and Hogarth to
that which must be familiar to all readers of
modern fiction, - the gentle, dovelike Old Maid,
of smooth braided silvery hair, and soft speech
and eye, generally, it may be remarked, dressed
in grey, who is supposed to have some tender
secret buried in her heart, some letter or lock
of hair shut within a secret drawer, but who,
ever serene and cheerful, flits in and out between
the scenes, listening, consoling, cheering, at all
times ready to take up a little of existence at
second hand.
Such a one was Miss Letitia Leslie in Marie Corelli's Bov (1900),
who was not only slim and beautiful, with blue eyes, but wore
2
silk and lace.
Wood, East Lynne, pp.31, 44.
(Robinson) The Matrimonial
Vanity Fair. I, p.18. George Eliot, 'Janet's Repentance' in
Scenes from Clerical Life. II, pp.88-9. Gerard, Miss
Providence. p.110.
2

(Dora Greenwell) 'Our Single Women' in the North British Review.
XXXVI (1862), p.62. Marie Corelli, Boy (London, 1900), p.20.
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The heroine of The Young Governess (1872) had occasion to
remark that there were often causes for what seemed
peculiarities in other people which, if we knew about them,
would make us less ready to laugh at them. The frequency of
admonition in Victorian writing against such laughter testifies
to its prevalence. Mrs Craik pointed out that most of these
'foolish old virgins' were unaware of their absurdities, or
else had ceased to bother, thinking that nobody cared. But the
spinster who wrote The Truth about Man placed the blame for all
the 'bad' qualities of maiden ladies squarely on the creators
of the Victorian ideal.
‘Like the poor,' she wrote, 'they are
always with us; our provinces are full of them, and every
church parish in England is practically run by them. Good,
unselfish, pure souls, they are often very cruelly maligned.'
...But they are only filling up their lives left
empty by Man, whose pretensions have made them
what they are: virtuous, dowdy, anti-frivolous,
thick-waisted, ultra-pious - ("I must have a
woman religious," declares Man, the Humbug) undiverting: in short, Ideal Women.
The 'sad' qualities of maiden ladies were most frequently
linked to their supposed reason for not marrying. Most old
maids would point to a tragedy in their past which had diverted
them from the true path of matrimony; and if they themselves
did not, the public was always ready to supply them with one.
The reason took different forms as it applied to different
individuals, for in this as in other problems touching women,
middle-class Victorians were unable to conceive of a collective
explanation for the anomaly.

The standard excuse was a

disappointment in love. The lover had either died or he had
left the subsequent maiden lady, who remained faithful, or
failed to find a substitute.

It was often implied that some

women had never been loved at all, which was naturally
something of a slight.
Jane Austen's sister Cassandra was betrothed to a poor
lover who died trying to make his fortune in the West Indies.
A 'maiden widow', she never loved again.

Of Jane herself we

The Young Governess (London, 1872), p.44.
(Mrs Craik)
A Woman's Thoughts about Women, pp.321, 325.
'A Spinster',
The Truth about Man, p .79.
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have no knowledge. But Cassandra had plenty of parallels in
fiction. Marie Corelli's Miss Letty was proud of her
spinsterhood, as it was the sign of her unbroken fidelity to a
dead man who had loved her - although, unbeknown to her, he had
been untrue. Dickens's mad old Miss Haversham (in Great
Expectations) was deserted on her wedding day, and never left
her rooms again.

Miss Matty in Cranford had loved a man below

her station in life, and was not permitted to marry him.
Constance Felton in The Romance of a Dull Life (1861) was
prevented by an accident of fate, totally unthinkable nowadays,
from receiving a proposal from the man who returned her
affection. Over the mantlepiece of Miss Moreton in Passages in
the Life of an Old Maid hung a portrait of a man in Indian
uniform. We are not told whether death or desertion separated
them. Margaret Herbert in Constance Herbert, by Geraldine
Jewsbury, married in a Roman Catholic Church, which was not
legal in England. Her 'husband' took advantage of this fact
and married someone else.^
There was an endless variety of interesting histories.
One lady novelist, Annie E. Holdsworth, even amused herself by
contriving a whole volume of short stories, called A Garden of
Spinsters (1904), each with its own different tragedy. Others
created situations of impossible melodrama, which one should
not expect to find repeated in real life. Katharine Macquoid's
Miss Eyon of Eyon Court (1892) intrigued to force her innocent
niece to marry Vier good-for-nothing grandson whose ancestor,
once a dashing Captain, had broken off his engagement to her
long ago when he found he could not get his hands on her money.
Margaret Moore, Spinster was forcibly abducted by a scheming
roue, by chance also a Captain, but saved at the last moment by
the timely intervention of a family friend in a scene complete
with gun battle.

Miss Moore, whose sister ran off with the

Captain instead and led a miserable life, turned her face from
romance forever after that unnerving incident. Love, she
declared, was ‘but the stepping-stone to hate, and I have
crossed by it into that desolate country.

I shall never love

See Blackwood's Magazine. CVII (1870), p.29. Corelli, Bov.
p.20. Dickens, Great Expectations, p.89. Mrs Gaskell,
Cranford, p.43.
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again.'
It is hard to think of propaganda more effective than
this against the maiden life.1
Physical deformities accounted for another group that
'missed out'. In Emma Robinson's Matrimonial Vanity Fair little
lame Brenda Marrynett was dismissed as better dead by her
unloving family: 'She will be nothing if she lives, but a
deformed old spiteful maid.' The novelist Julia Kavanagh
supposedly remained unmarried because a congenital curvature of
the spine prevented her from performing the duties of wife and
mother; but as it happened, a similar handicap proved no bar
for Mrs Henry Wood.
prospects.

Even plain features would spoil a woman's

In Daniel Deronda George Eliot made cruel reference

to one Miss Juliet Fenn ‘whose profile had been so unfavourably
decided by circumstances over which she had no control' that
no other girl could possibly be jealous of her. In Shirley
Charlotte Bronte introduced Jessy, who would marry when she was
old enough, and Rose, who would become an old maid, assisting
Jessy in her home with the housekeeping and bringing up the
children.
'This state of things is not uncommon between two
sisters, where one is plain and the other pretty....Rose was to
have a fine, generous soul, a noble intellect profoundly
cultivated, a heart as true as steel, but the manner to attract
was not to be hers.' Rose was based on Miss Bronte's friend
Mary Taylor, the author of The First Duty of Women (1870), who
was all these things, and never married. On the other hand,
as 'A Spinster' pointed out, men frequently married ugly women,
and it was only in retrospect that they could not be convinced
that the reason some plain lady of their acquaintance had not
married was not 'simply

and solely because of her

unprepossessing face'. Insanity in the family was another
deterrent. In the nineteenth century it was believed that
madness was hereditary, and especially likely to be transmitted
by a mother to her child.

Hence Constance Herbert in fiction,

and others in fact, were not permitted to marry.

2

^Miss Holdsworth herself did not marry till past forty; her
husband was Eugene Lee-Hamilton, half-brother of Vernon Lee.
A .W . Buckland, Margaret Moore, Spinster, p.183.
2

(Robinson) The Matrimonial Vanity Fair. I, p.244. See Charles
W. Wood, Memorials of Mrs Henry Wood (London, 1894), p.40.
George Eliot, Daniel Deronda. Ill, p.32. (Charlotte Bronte)
Shirley (London, 1849), I, pp.224-5.
'A Spinster', The Truth
about Man, p .79.
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On rarer occasions Victorian theories touched the greater
sadness of the maiden life: the recognition of a permanent
disability and deficiency, part cause, part result of failing
to fulfil themselves as women.

It was this sentiment that

prompted William Hamley - sympathetic though he was to the
spinsters' plight - to allege that when the married woman was
called by the consent of mankind 'fortunate', and the ‘unchosen'
woman

'the less fortunate of her sex', the epithets were not

misapplied,

'as certainly she is endowed with fewer of the

gifts of fortune than her wedded sister'.

There was both the

outward misfortune of being held in an inferior position in
society, and the inward one of having to go through life unloved
and unpossessed.

When a woman renounced marriage, Hamley

pointed out, she must surely realise what she was taking on 'a life which offers her few honours and small gratitude,

in

return for the sacrifice she makes to social o b l i g a t i o n s ^
Miss Matty's father in Cranford suggested to his daughters
that they keep a diary with two columns, one for what they
thought would happen to them, and one for what did.

Miss Matty

imagined herself married, with children, but it did not happen
that way.

'It would be to some people rather a sad way of

telling their lives,'

she admitted.

'...I don't mean that mine

has been sad, only so very different to what I expected.'
same pathos underlay the comment,

The

in North and South (1855),

that Margaret's happiest moments were spent playing with a
friend's baby.

'They gave her a taste of the feeling that she

believed would be denied to her for ever.'
thought,

Miss Letty often

‘with no selfish regret, but only a little aching pain',

of what she had missed in life.

More pathetic still was Miss

Bootle, the lady's companion in Holme Lee's Kathie Brande, who
had a kitten which she treated like a baby.

'If you live you

may become as lonely and as unlovely as I a m , ' she told Kathie.
'People say that every soul has its fellow, but mine has not
found its half yet, so I suspect I must have been born odd.
One must love something,

^■(Hamley) 'Old Maids'
pp.108, 95.

so I am content to love Charlie, who

in Blackwood's Magazine. CXII

(1872),
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does not despise me because I am old, plain, poor, and
dependent.'
It was not their poverty but the unbearable loneliness
and barrenness of their lives that turned Alice Madden to seek
comfort in religion and her sister Virginia in drink in
Gissing's The Odd Women (1893). Victims of the Victorian ideal
of genteel womanhood, they preferred to exist at starvation
level in a single room to going out and earning a living.
‘It
is the divided heart that makes the misery and restlessness of
life,' observed another spinster, Geraldine Jewsbury, in a
novel about a spinster, Constance Herbert. And Constance
Felton, the heroine of the anonymous Romance of a Dull Life
(and it must surely be the dullest romance ever written), would
have been in full agreement. Her whole life was spent in
loneliness and seclusion, 'a mere spectator of the happiness she
could not share12
; from the time that her ex-lover married
3
another she knew it would be 'the same yesterday, to-day, and
for ever'. But like that other Constance, though never exactly
happy again, she was content with her lot, accepting it as her
2
destiny, and part of the Divine Plan.
Though doubtless intended to console, this sort of writing
could only have depressed Victorian spinsters, and it is no
wonder that most of them preferred to read, and to write, about
girls who married. In order to prove that married life was
preferable it was virtually obligatory for novelists to portray
old maids who, while conventionally making the most of their
status, carried the scars of spinsterhood till the day they
died. Thus when Jane Bouverie's lover was killed, 'the
sunshine of my life was over, and there remained for me only
3
years of duty, but none of happiness'.
Indeed, as an illustration of the sadness of the maiden
life, Jane Bouverie (1855) could hardly be surpassed; and this
seems rather odd when one reads that Catherine Sinclair

■^Mrs Gaskell, Cranford. p.162. Mrs Gaskell, North and South
(London, 1951), p.402 (1855). Holme Lee, Kathie Brande. I, p.73.
2

Jewsbury, Constance Herbert. Ill, id.301. The Romance of a
Dull Life (London, 1861), pp.136, 353, 418.
3
Catherine Sinclair, Jane Bouverie. and How She Became an Old
Maid (London, 1855), p.180.
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addressed her novel to 'that hitherto neglected class, the
single ladies, or, par excellence. "The Sisters of England"'.
She noted that so many excellent books had been written for
wives, mothers, and daughters, that the idea of one which did
not end in marriage, with perfect happiness, and at least
£1,500 a year, was conceived to be totally unsatisfactory. Yet
the first edition of Jane Bouverie. and how she became an Old
Maid went through two thousand copies in a year, which
testified to its popular appeal, and a second had been prepared
in response. It would be a mistake to suppose that its appeal
lay in any spirit of optimism or encouragement, or even in any
expressed preference for the single life. That was not the
author's aim. Having from experience learnt that although
happiness is desirable for all, the serious part of people's
natures is the best and greatest, Miss Sinclair (who never
married) professed to tell the tale of 'the gradual progress of
Christian excellence, amidst the trials, the duties, and the
pleasures of domestic life*. As one need hardly remark, it is
a boring book; but evidently Victorian spinsters did not find
it so - or else their friends bought up all the copies to
present to them as consolation. One wonders what consolation
might be derived from the gloomy sentiment expressed therein:
''Tis better in all to be resigned than blessed.' And if a
maiden lady's life bore any resemblance to Jane Bouverie's,
she would surely be better reading escapist love stories than
cheerless anecdotes such as this:
Well do I remember my astonishment, when a child,
to hear an old lady complaining that she 'felt
alone in the world.' There were multitudes of
people around us; and how could she be alone?...
Who can tell, that does not experience it, the
gloomy desolation which attends on those who have
no domestic ties, no constant associate to confide
in for affection and companionship - no smiling
welcome to the social board - no friend to
sympathize in their sorrows, to be trusted in
their difficulties, to be summoned in their hours
of sickness, to shed a tear for their death, or
to feel a blank when they are laid in their last
silent resting place?
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Jane Bouverie did die urunourned and quickly forgotten. That
was the real tragedy of the maiden lady. Wives and mothers
left ties and perpetuations; maiden ladies left nothing.'*’
The heroine of Annie E . Holdsworth's 'Love-in-a-Mist',
written at the turn of the century,, observed that in her
grandmother's day women were old maids at twenty-five, but that
'in these days of bicycles there are no old maids'. It was
not a true statement - there are old maids even today - but it
made the point that the maiden lady belonged to the old guard
of Victorian spinsters. The old guard stayed at home, confined
to an institution which William Thompson had described as 'the
eternal prison-house' of women, John Stuart Mill as a 'school
of despotism', and W.L. George as feminism's most powerful
enemy. The new guard of Victorian spinsters got out of the
home, and led the way for others to follow. From now on this
o
thesis will be concerned with the new guard.

■^Sinclair, Jane Bouverie. pp.v-viii, 27, 266-7.
2

Annie E. Holdsworth, 'Love-in-a-Mist' in A Garden of Spinsters
(London, 1904), p.253. William Thompson, Appeal of one half
of the human race. Women, against the Pretensions of the other
half. Men... (London, 1825), p.79. John Stuart Mill, The
Subjection of Women (London, 1929), p.260 (1869). W.L. George
quoted in Colin Bingham, ed., The Affairs of Women (Sydney,
1969), p.283.
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE ANTI-MARRIAGE LEAGUE
In 1896 Margaret Oliphant reviewed some recently-published
novels by Thomas Hardy and Grant Allen for Blackwood1s
Magazine. under the title 'The Anti-Marriage League'. She
protested against the tendency of modern writers to treat
'subjects hitherto considered immoral or contrary to good
manners', placing 'what is called the Sex-question above all
others as the theme of fiction'. This was not simply prudish
disgust at the open discussion of physical love; Mrs Oliphant
was convinced that the 'undisguised inspiration' of modern
novels of this type was an attack on the institution of
marriage. She felt it necessary to warn the public of the
probable result of 'the crusade against marriage now officially
organised and raging around us. It is to replace love
altogether, that faithful union of Two upon which pure and
progressive society is built....'
The books in question were Jude the Obscure and The Woman
Who Did, which both appeared in 1895. The first carried the
epigram 'The letter killeth' which Mrs Oliphant took to mean
that marriage, insisted on as a form, was the cause of the
protagonists' downfall. The second was the tale of a woman who
formed a free union because she would not subject herself to
the conditions of lawful wedlock.
'I feel that if women are
ever to be free, they must first of all be independent,'
declared Hermione Barton, like many a Victorian spinster before
her (and like many a Victorian spinster she was the product of
a deanery and Girton).

'I know what marriage is - from what

vile slavery it has sprung; on what unseen horrors for my
sister women it is reared and buttressed; by what unholy
2

sacrifices it is sustained and made possible.'
These days The Woman Who Did is held up as an early example
of modern radical feminism: Mrs Oliphant's own judgment of the
i

Margaret Oliphant, 'The Anti-Marriage League' in Blackwood1s
Magazine, CLIX (1896), pp.136, 137, 139, 144.
^Ditto, p.141.
pp.10, 39.

Grant Allen, The Woman Who Did (London, 1896),
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book. Yet Grant Allen did not permit Hermione Barton's
alternative lifestyle to be successful: rejected by both her
society and her own child, she committed suicide at the end of
the novel. The impression of the author as a feminist was
further weakened by the fact that he dedicated the book to his
wife. Grant Allen was no enemy of marriage. Six years before
he published The Woman Who Did, some 'Plain Words on the Woman
Question' appeared in the Fortnightly Review under his name:
A woman ought to be ashamed to say she has no
desire to become a wife and mother. Many such
women there are no doubt - it is to be feared,
with our existing training, far too many: but
instead of boasting of their sexlessness as a
matter of pride, they ought to keep it dark, and
to be ashamed of it - as ashamed as a man in a
like predicament would be of his impotence.
The 'woman question' was one manifestation of a new
critical spirit in Victorian society which brought into enquiry
all the tenets of established morality.
'The vast changes
produced by modern inventions and discoveries seem to separate
us so widely from our ancestors,' observed J.B. Mayor in 1869,
'that the fact of their having held a belief or a custom is
rather a proof with many that it must be unsuited to us....
Rapid changes in political life tend to increase the same
revolutionary spirit....' He attributed the unrest to a
current desire among people to make themselves conspicuous, to
strain after excitement and novelty, and to touch in a pseudo- .
sentimental manner on matters concerning 'the mutual relations
of the sexes'. Yet he recognised the signs of widespread
discontent with the contemporary social system which too
inflexibly confined women to a sphere which could no longer
contain them.
'From the "Princess" and from the Saturday
Review, from College Dons and from Belgravian ladies, from
novels and from Blue Books, from the pulpit and from the polling
booth, comes the many-voiced cry for education, occupation,
independence, and, again, the recrimination against emancipated
woman and the "girls of the period".'

2

^Grant Allen, 'Plain Words on the Woman Question' in the
Fortnightly Review. NS XLVI (1889), p.452.
2

J.B. Mayor,

XI

'The Cry of the Women' in the Contemporary Review.

(1869), pp.202,

196-7.
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'At first,' remarked Thomas Markby,

'it was not so much

an articulate cry as a scream....There was a perfect storm of
meetings,

speeches, pamphlets, magazines.'

The controversy
/•

over superfluous women was part of this movement.

So too was

the Anti-Marriage League."*'
There never was an Anti-Marriage League as such: but from
mid-century the most cherished institution of the Victorians
was subjected to an intensive enquiry and a great deal of
criticism from all sorts of people with all sorts of motives.
'The marriage question,' observed 'Oxoniensis', 'is one of the
problems of the day.

In an age like ours, when every opinion

and every custom is brought to the touch-stone of reason,

it is

not unnatural that the institution of marriage, as it exists
today, should also be subjected to a searching analysis by the
2
more critical and independent minds among us.'
The issue was not marriage in itself, at least for the
majority of commentators, but the form it had assumed in
Victorian times.

As might be expected,

very much to the fore in the attack.

feminist spinsters were

But they were not

without precedents in their own country or parallels elsewhere.
A hundred years before Mary Wollstonecraft and William Thompson
published their trenchant remarks on the custom, Lady Mary
Wortley Montagu had declared that the one thing that reconciled
her to being a woman was the knowledge that she did not have to
marry one.

John Dryden wrote his Marriage-a-la-Mode in 1673;

Hogarth's paintings belonged to the following century.

The

Owenites copied the example of the French Utopian socialists
in attempting to dispense with some basic social institutions.
Meanwhile the whole western world was involved in selfexamination and movements for change, chronicled in The Woman
Question in Europe

(1884), which was compiled by the son of an

■^Thomas Markby, 'The Education of Women'
Review. I (1866), p.402.
2

in the Contemporary

'Oxoniensis', Early Marriage and Late Parentage
n.d.), p.98.

(Melbourne,
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American feminist, Theodore Stanton. The introduction to this
work was furnished by a Victorian spinster, Miss Frances Power
Cobbe.^
The Victorians were familiar with translations of the
works of the Swedish feminist spinster Fredrika Bremer and of
George Sand, who stated that she would rather pass the rest of
her life in a dungeon than marry again.
I therefore cannot advise anyone to enter into a
marriage, sanctioned by the civil law which
continues to support the dependence, inferiority
and social nullity of the woman....Whether it be
by the law, whether by generally recognised
morality, whether by opinion or by prejudice the
fact remains that woman having given herself to
man is either enchained or considered a culprit.
They read the views of the American feminist Margaret Fuller
who argued, as John Stuart Mill did later, that women naturally
suited to a certain lifestyle should not have to be forced
into it by law or custom, and that most women assumed the
roles most convenient to men simply because men prevented them
from finding out what they really wanted to do. Only when
women were free to choose their own careers, stated Miss Fuller,
would they cease to be 'perverted, by the current of opinion'
into rushing thoughtlessly into marriage. At the same time in
the United States Nathaniel Hawthorne was writing The Scarlet
Letter (1850) whose heroine looked forward to a time when men's
'long hereditary habit, which has become like nature' would be
taken away from them, and women 'be allowed to assume...a fair
and suitable position'. In 1853 Elizabeth Cady Stanton wrote
to Susan B. Anthony:
I do not know whether the world is quite willing or
ready to discuss the question of marriage....I feel,
as never before, that this whole question of woman's
rights turns on the pivot of the marriage relation,
and, mark my word, sooner or later it will be the
topic for discussion.
Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Women
(1792) and William Thompson, Appeal of one half of the human
race. Women, against the pretensions of the other half. Men
(1825). Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1723) quoted in Colin
Bingham, ed., The Affairs of Women (Sydney, 1969), p.5.
2

George Sand quoted in Miriam Schneir, Feminism. The Essential
Historical Writings (N.Y., 1972), pp.29-30. S. Margaret Fuller,
Woman in the Nineteenth Century (London, 1850), pp.55, 63.
Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter (N.Y., I960), p.172.
Elizabeth Cady Stanton quoted in Schneir, Feminism, p.xvii.
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In Germany the philosopher Schopenhauer proposed to
replace monogamous marriage with polygamy in order to solve the
problem of the 'quantity of unsupported women who, in the upper
classes, vegetate on as useless old maids, and in the lower are
obliged to undertake laborious work they are constitutionally
unfitted for or become filles de ioie,...with the specific task
of preserving the virtue of those women more favoured by fate
who have found a man to support them or may reasonably hope to
find one'. Without accepting the solution Schopenhauer
advocated, his compatriot Engels investigated the family as an
historical phenomenon rather than a law of nature, and provided
a model for change.^
In Russia the intelligentsia was taken up with the 'woman
question' in the nineteenth century. Tolstoy, for instance,
who felt very personally on the subject, declared that people
who wrote novels which ended with a wedding, 'as if it were a
happy ending and there were nothing further to write about',
were talking nonsense.
'If there has to be a comparison,
marriage should be compared to a funeral, and not to a
birthday....When I am walking alone, I am free. When my foot is
shackled to a woman's foot, she will drag behind me and get in
my way.' Dostoyevsky, Turgenev and Gorky also wrote on the
subject.^
In England the debate on marriage grew out of the
controversy over the fate and future of 'superfluous women',
England's unwanted spinsters. The progress from defending the
single life to finding fault with marriage was easy and natural
both for critics who were spinsters themselves and people who
reckoned that the decline in the marriage rate indicated
hitherto unsuspected flaws in the social system.
But the great Woman Question of the day is, What
shall be done with unmarried females? It is taken
for granted, rather than proved, that married

Arthur Schopenhauer, 'On Women' in Essays and Aphorisms.
trans R.J. Hollingdale (Harmondsworth, 1970), pp.87-8.
Polygamy was supported by some English freethinkers too
including John Milton, Westley Hall and Martin Madan: see John
Cairncross, After Polygamy was made a Sin (London, 1974),
pp.126-60. Frederick Engels, The Origin of the Family. Private
Property, and the State (1884).
o

Quoted in Tikhon Polner, Tolstoy and his Wife, trans Nicholas
Wreden (London, 1946), p.186.
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women are contented, or at least that they are
not the victims of any very special aspirations
after a different mental condition. It seems to
be forgotten that divorces are on the increase,
that married women are the leaders of fashion
and the supporters of much that is condemned as
frivolous or worse, and that women are the motive
power of a household, so that if girls are fast
or frivolous, men may thank the mothers of these
girls for what they condemn.^Even W.R. Greg admitted that maiden ladies were 'in
hundreds of instances' more useful, most estimable, and less
selfish than wives and mothers engrossed in conjugal and
maternal interests. They were also - after a time - happier.
Mr Greg realised that a lady with an adequate income could have
'infinitely less care and infinitely more enjoyment than if she
had drawn any of the numerous blanks which beset the lottery of
marriage'. Recent disclosures, he added, had given ‘alarming
confirmation' to this conclusion. William Hamley agreed.
'No
wise woman who has for any length of time had the command of
her own time and freedom to exercise her own will, and has
found her happiness in independence, will give her time and
freedom into another's keeping - assuming, of course, that she
has means, however moderate, to maintain her in the same way
of life.'*
2
Mrs Butler could not believe that it was every woman's
duty to marry: the community offered plenty of work to those
detached from domestic ties.

Mrs Craik declared that there had

never been an unhappy old maid who would not have been an
equally unhappy wife and made her husband unhappy too. Charles
Kingsley objected to the notion that spinsters were 'the refuse
of their sex': often they were the elite, he said, sacrificing
themselves for their kindred, or refusing to sacrifice
themselves to marriage.
How often does one see all that can make a woman
attractive - talent, wit, education, health,
beauty - possessed by one who never will enter
holy wedlock.
'What a loss,' one says, 'that such
a woman should not have married, if it were but

^M.F. Cusack, 'Woman's Place in the Economy of Creation' in
Fraser's Magazine. IX (1874), p.201.
2

W.R. Greg, 'Why are Women Redundant?' in Literary and Social
Judgments (London, 2nd ed., 1869), p.306.
(W.G. Hamley) 'Old
Maids' in Blackwood's Magazine. CXII (1872), p.99.
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for the sake of the children she might have
borne to the State.'
'Perhaps,' answer wise
women of the world, 'she did not see any one
whom she could condescend to marry. '•*Victorian spinsters went further on their own behalf.
Frances Power Cobbe, for instance, in no sense revolutionary,
insisted that there were 'purposes in the order of Providence
for single women' and that they too were intended to have
their share of human happiness.

Dora Greenwell claimed that

single women suffered most heavily from 'that jealousy, inherent
in the British mind, of allowing a woman's thoughts and
feelings to run in any other channel - say rather groove - than
that which convention has hollowed out as the appropriate one'.
The author of 'The Citizenship of Women' explained further:
It is not simply the opinion that, as a general
rule, women are happier married than single; but
that the unmarried woman, when she has ceased to
be young, is an object not merely for pity, but
more or less for contempt, though it is not
always held in good taste to express it, and some
men are too sensible and manly to feel it.
Apparently this notion rests on three assumptions,
all of barbaric origin - namely, that a woman's
highest glory and merit is to please men, that if
she has not married she has failed to please men,
and that her whole raison d'etre is wifehood and
motherhood. A man who has not become a husband
and father may feel himself an honoured and
important member of society; and till it is
universally understood that a woman who from
choice or chance is not a wife and mother, may
fill an equally honoured and important position,
true respect will not be paid to woman in any
capacity, whether married or single.2
Cornelius O'Dowd asked the readers of his article in
Blackwood's Magazine in 1868,

'To Marry or Not to Marry', why

women were ashamed to belong to a class which numbered Miss
Nightingale among its members: 'if we deem matrimony the great
prize of life, it is a living shame to our sex that such a

Josephine Butler, ed., Woman's Work and Woman's Culture
(London, 1869), p.xxxv.
(Mrs Craik) A Woman's Thoughts about
Women (London, 1858), p.279. Rev. Charles Kingsley, 'Women and
Politics' in Macmillan's Magazine. XX (1869), p.561.
2

F.P. Cobbe, 'Female Education, and how it would be affected
by University examinations' (London, 1862), p.4.
(Dora
Greenwell) 'Our Single Women' in the North British Review.
XXXVI (1862), p.67. L.S., 'The citizenship of women' (London,
1874), pp.33-4.
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woman should be single'. Spinsters gloried in a wider choice
of career. If they had to renounce the hope of being the
object of exclusive love, they had the opportunity to exercise
their capacities and feelings for the benefit of a larger
circle. Useful work and independence, affection and respect,
were not bad prizes to draw in the lottery of life, especially
when - as Jessie Boucherett put a belief few of her spinster
friends would have questioned - they had every reason to hope
it would be followed by an even better reward in the next
world. Miss Penny wrote The Afternoon of Unmarried Life (1858)
to prove to her maiden fellows that they were a privileged and
happy sisterhood. Frances Power Cobbe never doubted but that
spinsterhood was best for her, 'albeit I have gone through life
without that interest which has been styled "woman's whole
existence"'. Elizabeth Haldane wrote her autobiography (1937)
to show that a single woman 'may have a perfectly happy and
full life, though devoid of some of the ameliorations that
novelists and psychologists tell us make life worth living'.^"
Gillian Latimer, keeping house for her widowed relative in
Rhoda Broughton's novel Second Thoughts•(1880), had 'All the
liberty of an unprotected woman, and all the love of a
protected one! What could one wish for better?'
'Do you not
wish for a larger life?' asked an admirer.
‘Never.' Miss
Latimer replied. 'If I had my choice, it should be, of the two,
a little emptier. I am not afraid of work, as the servants say,
but sometimes, what with the house, and the children, and the
schools, and the Temperance-room, and the garden, I really do
2

not know where to begin.'

The anonymous spinster who published The Truth about Man
in 1905 represented the strongest defence of the single life.
She aimed to make it clear to men that in spite of the natural
feminine instinct to love some man and the prevailing theories,
fashions and necessities, a large number of women could and

Cornelius O'Dowd, 'To Marry or Not to Marry' in Blackwood's
Magazine. CIV (1868), p.254. Jessie Boucherett, Hints on
Self-Help (London, 1863), p.74.
(A.J. Penny) The Afternoon of
Unmarried Life (London, 1858), introduction. F.P. Cobbe,
Life, as told by herself (London, 1904), p.4. Elizabeth
Haldane, From One Century to Another (London, 1937) , p.vi.
2

Rhoda Broughton, Second Thoughts (London, 1880), I, pp.17-8.
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did get along very well in single blessedness without missing
certain joys they had never known and therefore could not
envisage.
I have often envied many a little wife, trotting,
like a faithful spaniel, at the heels of her lord
and master, and wondered if I could look as
pleased and radiant with a dull husband, a
commonplace home, and tiresome children. I have
met but few married women whose husbands, or whose
lives, I have found enviable, and yet I have
sometimes felt it to be a horrible, wicked wrong
to live without a tie, without the agonies and
raptures of motherhood, the clinging of little
exacting arms.l

The person whom the Victorian public chiefly associated
with the anti-marriage movement did not approach it from the
spinster's direction. John Stuart Mill, whose Subjection of
Women (1869) was not connected with superfluous women, though
they appeared at the same time, was inspired both by the
women's movements abroad and by the publicity given to women's
questions at home to speak his mind on the position of women in
marriage. He was not, as was popularly believed, opposed to
marriage as such; he argued only that
the principle which regulates the existing social
relations between the two sexes - the legal
subordination of one sex to the other - is wrong
in itself, and now one of the chief hindrances to
human improvement; and that it ought to be replaced
by a principle of perfect equality....
He objected to the unspoken philosophy behind social morality:
that women should be forced to marry and produce children for
their society.

This was tantamount to slavery in Mill's eyes,

and he suggested that men were afraid 'lest all women of
spirit and capacity should prefer doing almost anything else,
not in their eyes degrading, rather than marry, when marrying
is giving themselves a master....'

2

That Mill himself did not seriously believe in this threat
was plain from the tone of the rest of the book, in the course
of which he mentioned that women would not get very far in their
struggle for emancipation without assistance from men because

'A Spinster', The Truth about Man (London, 1905), pp.318, 272.
2

John Stuart Mill, The Subjection of Women (London, 3rd ed.,
1870), pp.l, 50-1.
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their husbands would put a stop to any activities which
displeased them. Spinsters, however, had no husbands to stop
them; and spinsters, in the long run, were to prove the most
successful reformers because they represented a living criticism
of the institution of marriage. Like Miss Gibbs in George
Eliot's Amos Barton (1863), who criticised Mrs Barton for
putting up with so much from her spouse, feminist spinsters
were told 'it's fine talking; old maids' husbands are al'ys
well-managed'. But when a prominent newspaper conducted a
correspondence on the theme 'Is Marriage a Failure?' one lady
signing herself 'An Old Maid' justified her intervention on the
ground that 'Lookers-on always see most of the game'.
'A
Bachelor' writing in Fraser's Magazine explained that only a
single person could assess the problem impartially.

'He sees

at a distance the raging of domestic storms, and he hears the
artillery of matrimonial warfare as he sits on his own eminence
of state, undistracted and unbiassed.' A maiden lady in Annie
Holdsworth's story
spinsters were the
you can sit in the
woman lives on the
to laugh.'^

'Love-in-a-Mist' (1904) contended that
only philosophers: 'when you are a spinster
sun and laugh at life. The poor married
shady side of a husband and has no occasion

As Samuel Butler observed in The Way of all Flesh (1884),
single women were rarely critical of marriage unless they had a
comfortable income of their own. The leaders of the feminist
attack were in this position. Their response to the issue of
superfluous women had been quite different from that of those
well-meaning philanthropists who had no wish to alter the
status quo. In demanding the right for women to be economically
independent of men they cast a slight on the institution which
had previously sufficed to support them.
'We are said to be
living in a state of transition, living in peculiar
circumstances that make this generation of spinsters

George Eliot, 'The Sad Fortunes of the Rev. Amos Barton' in
Scenes of Clerical Life (London, 1863), I, p.101. Letter from
'An Old Maid' to the Daily Telegraph quoted in Harry Quilter,
ed., Is Marriage a Failure? (London, 1888), p.227.
(Robert
Lamb) 'The Philosophy of Marriage, studied under Sir Cresswell
Cresswell' in Fraser's Magazine , LXII (1860), p.556. Annie E.
Holdsworth, 'Love-in-a-Mist' in A Garden of Spinsters...
(London, 1904), pp.237, 239.
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exceptionally poor,1 remarked Mary Taylor. Adding that 'It is
the present writer's opinion that they differ from their
predecessors mainly in being able to make more noise,' she
foresaw the furore that was to follow. The spinsters' defence
of superfluous women sparked the attack on marriage. It became
apparent that some women actually preferred to remain single
than to marry; and married people with grievances - of whom
there was suddenly an enormous number - quickly joined them in
explaining why.
A contributor to the newspaper correspondence on the topic
'Is Marriage a Failure?' related that as a girl she had
resolved not to marry a man who might be poor, drunken,
profligate, of unsound mind, or inferior to herself in
intellect or education. As a result, although she dearly
wished to love and be loved, she had never married. She did not
regret her decision, having seen the misery that often resulted
from unsuitable matches. But if marriage was a risk, for most
women the greater misery lay in contemplating the single life,
with its social stigma and suggestions of poverty and
dependence. The marriage critics perceived that the root of
the trouble was not that girls often married for the wrong
reason but that they would marry for any reason at all rather
than face the alternative.
'There has been satire enough
directed, justly and unjustly, against women for marrying for
a position or a maintenance,' remarked Emily Shirreff, the
spinster educationalist? 'and miserable and degrading has been
the system, which was however, in great measure forced upon
them.' In Miss Brooke's novel A Superfluous Woman (1894) the
heroine, who made a disastrous marriage, was of the opinion
that no girl would marry if there were anything else possible.
'But of course there is not.' One of Gissing's characters in
The Emancipated (1890) observed that 'We are few of us, we
women, strong enough to hold out against natural and social
laws'.

The spinster novelist Holme Lee suggested that if Satan

were to visit earth, his horns invested with strawberry leaves,
and calling himself the Duke of Viledurance, there would be

Samuel Butler, The Wav of all Flesh (London, 1945), p.150
(first published 1903). Mary Taylor, The First Duty of Women
(London, 1870), p.36.
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mothers willing to give him their youngest and fairest to wife,
and daughters eager to accept the position.'*'
For such critics, the conviction of Victorian society that
marriage was the inevitable vocation of women was the
degradation of their sex. Marriage had become a trade - man
the buyer, woman the seller - and as long as the market was
overstocked, the merchandise was valued cheaply. This
commercial metaphor was very common in anti-marriage literature.
It invoked the soiled world of business, which Victorian ladies
were supposed never to come into contact with, and it invited
a veiled parallel with that other trade in women, prostitution.
‘She is helping to degrade her own sex,' wrote Geraldine
J'ewsbury of one of her characters in Marian Withers (published
well before its time in 1851); 'for she shows that she has no
belief in her own value, - no perception of that purity which
ought to be the instinct of her soul. She will go through the
legal form, and so secure herself from the censure of society;
but wherein does she differ (except that she makes a better
bargain) from the wretched women who, from their necessities,
2
sell themselves for a piece of silver and a morsel of bread?12
3
A young lady in L.T. Meade's novel The Honourable Miss
(1891) complained that she was being groomed as if she were
going to be put up at auction.
'So you will be when you go to
London,' her brother assured her.
'All girls are. The mothers
are the auctioneers, and the young fellows come round and bid.'
Samuel Butler went so far as to depict the Misses Allaby (in
The Wav of all Flesh) gambling among each other at cards, with
3
their father's curate as the stakes.
One of the most vigorous campaigns in the anti-marriage
battle was mounted by a gentleman of feminist sympathies,
Mr George Bedborough, the editor of the Adult, a 'Journal of

Letter quoted in Quilter, ed.. Is Marriage a Failure? p.142.
Emily Shirreff, 'College Education for Women' in the
Contemporary Review. XV (1870), p.64.
(Miss E. Brooke)
A Superfluous Woman (London, 1894), p.61. George Gissing, The
Emancipated (London, 1890), III, p.166. Holme Lee, Kathie
Brande (London, 1856), II, p.110.
2

Geraldine Jewsbury, Marian Withers (London, 1851), III, pp.32-3.
3
L.T. Meade, The Honourable Miss (London, 1891), I, pp.65-6.
Butler, The Wav of All Flesh, p.55.

106

Sex'.

Mr Bedborough was opposed to marriage in any form.

a paper

In

'How to be Happy though Married' he proffered two

suggestions: to the single reader not to marry, and to the
married one to get a divorce.

Home and Family were splendid

ideals, he admitted, but not when they were based upon the
institution he detested.

Marriage was

'sexual slavery*.

Since

the beginning of civlisation men had oppressed and subjugated
women so completely that the latter, knowing no other condition
of life, clung to their bonds in the same way as black slaves
did when white men tried to free them.

Women were not

protected by marriage; they usually lost more than they gained
by it.

Paying tribute to the achievements of feminist

spinsters, Mr Bedborough acknowledged that some women were
'learning to rely upon themselves‘.

Yet even in 1898 he still

employed the commercial image of marriage to show that attitudes
had changed little in Victorian society.
The mother of a daughter, from her own experience,
knows the high value of ignorance in the bride,
and brings her up to the standard required by men.
Her sole object in life seems to be to produce a
marketable article....(P)rostitution in the
marriage bond is more frequent and much more
disastrous than the prostitution in the street, ^
which we profess to despise as a necessary evil.
The most telling protest came from a group of young
spinsters who rebelled against all. the principles of feminine
morality: the 'Girls of the Period*.
their time, these wealthy,

A unique phenomenon of

idle ladies cultivated a bold style

and shameless manner which led Eliza Lynn Linton of the
Saturday Review to compare them with harlots.
In the Park, the streets, the drawing-room, you
see their painted cheeks, their dyed red hair, and
liberal expanse of bust and back, and you hear
their spicy talk, well-seasoned with slang, and
always hovering about the doubtful line of topics
at which bold men laugh and modest women blush.
It seemed no wonder that well-to-do men were showing a decided
reluctance to marry when nowhere in evidence were the thrift,
modesty, quietness,

industry,

love, virginal reserve and pride

in herself that ought to characterise the ideal maiden.

The

Girl of the Period was but 'the bad copy of a worse original'.
Men could get the real thing whenever they liked; in a wife they
looked for something more.

1The Adult.

II (1898), pp.20,

37-8, 50-1, 95.
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There is a great cry going up all through the
kingdom about the paucity of marriages in the
middle and upper classes, and certainly one of
the causes is the fastness and frivolity of the
girls. Men, who are not merely love-sick fools,
have some kind of regard to the future when they
marry.
The earliest Girls of the Period would 'sacrifice modesty,
nay, even decency itself' in their efforts to secure their
object in life: a rich or noble marriage. But increasingly
others became less interested in that goal, indifferent to the
prospect of home and children and eventually decidedly opposed
to matrimony. Under the name 'Girl of the Period' they enjoyed
only a brief reign - one short-lived periodical was named for
them - but their type made constant reappearance in the risque
novels of Rhoda Broughton, Ouida and other writers of the
'anti-marriage league' that caused Mrs Oliphant such
consternation. Coventry Patmore summed them up in a neat
couplet:
She takes her window in our smoking carriage,
And scans us, calmly scorning men and marriage.
The Girl of the Period emerged in her final incarnation at the
end of the Victorian age as a member of Mrs Linton's 'Shrieking
2
Sisterhood' and a militant feminist.
Mrs Oliphant recognised her for what she was: not so much
a cause of the superfluous women problem but an attack on the
social system.

The Girl of the Period was unusual among

Victorian women in that she did not need the financial or
social support of a husband. Those were hers already by birth:
so why should she marry, why should she relinquish the freedom
she enjoyed as a single woman?

Not only this, but (as a

'Belgravian Young Lady' pointed out in Macmillan's Magazine in
1869) she was herself the product of an upbringing which,
designed to train girls to be wives, permitted them no
employment but the pursuit of pleasure.

There was virtually no

alternative, sard this Girl of the Period, between reckless

'*'Eliza Lynn Linton, Ourselves (London, 2nd ed., 1870), pp.4-5,
192, 203.
(E.L. Linton) 'The Girl of the Period' (Bristol,
1868), p.10.
o

(Penelope Holland) 'Our Offence, Our Defence, and Our
Petition' in Macmillan's Magazine. XIX (1869), p.324. Coventry
Patmore, 'The Girl of all Periods' in Poems (London, 1949),
p .464. ( IÖ11 ).
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dissipation and a convent life for a girl in fashionable
society, with no outlet for self-improvement through education
or a career: 'gradually as she feels herself falling farther
and farther away from her own girlish ideal, she clings the
more desperately to the only excitement with which she can kill
time and smother conscience*. She could hardly be blamed for
wishing to dispense with the decorum of the marriage market,
which made modest conduct extremely difficult for participants.
Girls had to try to get married, but without husband-hunting;
they were to aim at fascinating the men they met, but without
flirting; 'and public opinion,' wrote H. Lawrenny
sympathetically, 'has very prudently refrained from attempting
to fix the line which separates, in each case, legitimate
enterprise from unlawful speculation'. When indeed a girl
succumbed to marriage 'to save her from the insipid uselessness
of her life', the marriage was almost bound to be a failure.
Girls of the Period were an animated reproach to the society
which created them.**'
Marriage deprived women of their rights as citizens and
their independence as individuals. According to the laws of
the time, as Annie Besant showed in her Marriage; as it was, as
it is, and as it should be (1880), 'one would imagine that
matrimony was a crime for which a woman deserved to be punished,
and that confiscation and outlawry were the fit rewards of her
misdeed'. Of course there were plenty of happy partnerships
based on love and equality. Catherine Winkworth declared that
only after reading Mill's Subjection of Women did she learn
'with some amusement what wretchedly oppressed, miserable
creatures we all are - especially you unfortunate married women'.
But Florence Nightingale was sure that there were women who
sacrificed marriage 'because they must sacrifice all other life
if they accept that....Behind his destiny woman must annihilate
herself.' Since women seldom had any vocation of their own,
she admitted, they rarely had anything to renounce. She herself
was one of the exceptions, and so she refused every offer she
received.

In a later generation Hannah Mitchell, who was to

become a leading suffragette, regretted her marriage in the
^■(P. Holland) 'Our Offence, Our Defence, and Our Petition' in
Macmillan's Magazine. XIX (1869), pp.326-7. H. Lawrenny,
'Custom and Sex' in the Fortnightly Review. NS XI (1872), p.314.
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1890s for precisely this reason.
'Married life as lived by my
brothers, sisters and friends, held no great attraction for
me, but I wanted a home of my own. Perhaps if I had really
understood my own nature, as I came to do later, I should not
have married, for I soon realized that married life, as men
understand it, calls for a degree of self-abnegation which was
impossible for me. I needed solitude, time for study, and the
opportunity for a wider life.'^
The earliest novelists to be critical of marriage were
Victorian spinsters: Charlotte Bronte in Jane Eyre (1847) and
Shirley (1849); Geraldine Jewsbury in The Half Sisters (1848),
Marian Withers (1851) and Constance Herbert (1855); Holme Lee
in Kathie Brande (1856). Later, non-participant novelists took
up the cause. For George Eliot's Priscilla Lammeter in Silas
Marner (1861) 'Mr Have-your-own-way is the best husband, and
the only one I'd promise to obey*. In Children of Gibeon (1886)
Walter Besant remarked that women enjoyed only a brief reign
while they were being wooed and won. From then on the world
was their husband's. Gissing expressed the same idea in Born
in Exile (1892). His heroine drew a comparison with ants, which
develop wings at an early stage in their development.
They fly - how shall I express it? - only for the
brief time of their courtship and marriage, and
when these important affairs are satisfactorily
done with their wings wither away, and thenceforth
they have to be content with running about on the
earth....It may be...a good thing to soar and
flutter, and at times I regret that nature has
forbidden me that experience....But I suspect that
in time to come there will be an increasing
number of female human creatures who from their
birth are content with walking.2
Thanks to domestic misery in his own life George Gissing's
novels abounded in unfortunate marriages.
married happiness was a rare thing....'

'In his rank of life
Thomas Hardy was also

Annie Besant, Marriage: as it was, as it is, and as it should
be (N.Y., 1880), p.20. Catherine Winkworth quoted Susanne Howe,
Geraldine Jewsbury (London, 1935), p.104.
(Florence
Nightingale) Suggestions for Thought to Searchers after
Religious Truth (London, 1860), II, pp.392-3. Hannah Mitchell,
The Hard Wav Up (London, 1968), p.88.
2

George Eliot, Silas Marner (Harmondsworth, 1967), p.149.
Walter Besant, Children of Gibeon (London, 1886), III, p.65.
Gissing, Born in Exile (London, 1892), II, pp.241-2.
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concerned about it. Long before he wrote his recognised
feminist works Tess of the D 1Urbervilles (1891) and Jude the
Obscure (1895) he portrayed an independent woman unwilling to
sacrifice herself in marriage in Far from the Madding Crowd
(1874). Bathsheba felt herself 'sufficient to herself' and
fancied that 'there was a certain degradation in renouncing
the simplicity of a maiden existence to become the humbler
half of an indifferent matrimonial whole'. Her subsequent
marriage was a disaster.
Independence carried to extremes was the theme of Israel
Zangwill's satirical novel The Old Maids' Club (1892). The
heroine founded a club for her fellow spinsters, on the
condition that they were under twenty-five, beautiful and
wealthy, and had refused at least one offer of marriage. They
were required to regard all men as brothers, not to keep dogs,
cats, parrots or other pets, not to take part in women's rights
movements or charity concerts, and to be dedicated to the
single life.
'Marriages are made in heaven, but old maids go
there,‘ Miss Dulcimer observed.
'Women who catch husbands
rarely recover. Marriage is a lottery; every wife does not
become a widow.1 Her boyfriend, one Lord Silverdale,
interviewed the candidates for eligibility. One of the first
was a lady actively campaigning against 'the degrading
superstition that old maids are women who have not found
husbands, just as widows are women who have lost them'.
Another 'had seen hard times, and had almost been reduced to
marriage'. A third announced that although marriage had once
been the key to comparative freedom for women, 'In these days,
when woman has at last emancipated herself from the thraldom of
mothers, it would be the height of folly to replace them by
husbands'.
Why should I embrace a profession to which I feel
no call? Marriage has practically nothing to
offer any independent woman except a trousseau,
wedding presents, and the jealousy of her female
friends....Perhaps even children come to fetter
her life still more, and she has daughters who
grow up to be younger than herself. No, the
future lies with the Old Maid - the woman who will
retain her youth and her individuality till death,
who dies but does not surrender.
^Gissing, In the Year of Jubilee (London, 1894), II, p.190.
Thomas Hardy, Far from the Madding Crowd (London, 1965), p.315.
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Finally there came an old woman who had gone insane
waiting for the man she loved to return to her.

Under the

illusion that she was still young and beautiful, the poor
creature sought to revenge herself on her faithless lover by
taking out membership of the Old Maids' Club.

She brought home

to Lillie Dulcimer the suffering that often attended on the
life she light-heartedly advocated.

Lord Silverdale realised,

as the reader realises, that the Old Maids' Club was a genuine
protest against an inequitable social system, but Lillie's
flippant methods helped neither oppressed wives nor oppressed
spinsters.

'This Old Maids' Club of yours is a hollow mockery,'

he told her.

‘You are playing round the fringes of tragedy -

it is like warming your hands at a house on fire, wherein
wretched beings are shrieking for h e l p . '

He then proceeded to

marry her, but this does not invalidate the point of the book.
Israel Zangwill was criticising the laws and customs of society
which condemned single women to 'all the frowns of fate, and
universal neglect aggravated by contumely'.

At the same time,

by mocking the pretensions of the Victorian ideal, he showed
that he was not convinced of the superiority of the married
life for women.
One of the studies in Annie Holdsworth's A Garden of
Spinsters

(1904) depicted a woman who broke off her engagement

to a worldly lawyer because he did not agree with her that
women needed freedom to live their own lives.

'But only

married women are free,' he said.

'Single women never have the

true fulfilment of their nature.'

He taunted her with the

alternative of old-maidism and loneliness.

But for women like

herself these were preferable to marriage in its traditional
form.

She never had another chance to marry, but she ended

her life happy in the thought that 'I have lived!'
2
Victorian spinsters echoed her cry.

Many

'^Israel Zangwill, The Old Maids' Club (London, 1892) , pp.7-10,
40, 42, 232, 315-6.
2
A.E. Holdsworth,
pp.78, 89.

'Cornflower'

in A Garden of Spinsters.
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In her autobiography (1917) Ainy Menzies revealed how
humiliated she felt at her wedding when she had to sign herself
'spinster'

in the Register.

For her the word had unpleasant

connotations which seemed out of place on that day of
celebration.
woman,

So she was considerably taken aback when an old

instead of offering the conventional congratulations,

shook her head at her and remarked,

'Poor dear'.

Later Amy

Menzies came to understand just how realistic was that
assessment of wedded life for some women.

When marriage was

entered upon with little thought or judgment, and almost under
compulsion,

it was almost inevitable that it would turn out

badly.^
The feminists had reason to believe that contemporary
marriage rarely lived up to the ideal.

Throughout the Victorian

period there was strong and continual agitation for legal
reform in matters touching married women: their property, the
custody of their children, their right to obtain a divorce.
Reformers agreed that the marriage laws were

'exceedingly bad';

a Royal Commission was set up in 1866 to enquire into them.
Although herself a spinster Frances Power Cobbe was one of the
leaders of campaigns for married women's property rights and
the Matrimonial Causes Acts.

Outlining the disabilities which

women shared in company with criminals,

idiots and minors, she

demanded to know whether perfect love was called out by the
perfect dependence of marriage.

She asked those men who

regarded the lives of those nearest and dearest to them with
'the tenderness wherewith we watch a child pleased with its
doll and baby-house'

to consider how they would enjoy such an

existence.
This, ladies and gentlemen, is an inoffensive
bird, the Mulier Ancrlicana. The beak is feeble,
and the claws unsuited for grubbing for worms.
It seems to be only intelligent in building its
nest, or taking care of its young, to whom it is
peculiarly devoted, as well as to its mate.
Otherwise it is a very simple sort of bird,
picking up any crumbs which are thrown to it....
(A)s it is so helpless, we put that strong chain
round its leg, and fasten it to its nest, and
make the bars of its cage exceptionally strong.

^(Amy C. Menzies) Memories Discreet and Indiscreet
1917), pp.45-6.

(London,
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As to its rudimentary wings we always break them
early, for greater security; though I have heard
Professor Huxley say he is convinced it could
never fly with them, under any circumstances.
The papers of the time were full of stories of assault,
brutality and bigamy: 'and for this sad fate must a woman leave
the pure home of her sheltered girlhood, the mother's unselfish
love, the father's protective care, ahI how rarely appreciated
until left for ever, and for what?' One had only to look
around, declared 'A Spinster', and compare ‘the aspect of the
jolly independent spinsters who enjoy life to the full' with
'the many sad-looking wives whose pinched faces, peevish voices,
and pathetic eyes tell only too plainly a tale of married
infelicity...until we see more radiant wives, fewer merry old
maids, it is hardly logical to conclude that no woman can be
happy without a husband'. Ellen Hall, another spinster,
reported complacently that a twice-married friend believed 99
out of a hundred to be unhappy, 'and Lady Bell, Sir Charles's
widow, said few are really happy, or deserve to be when they
2
marry so thoughtlessly and carelessly'.
The Daily Telegraph ran a correspondence in the mid
eighties following up Mrs Caird's article on marriage in the
Westminster Review. They received 27,000 letters for and
against, a selection of which was later published in a book
edited by Harry Quilter, Is Marriage a Failure? (1888).

Even

people who wished to retain the institution proposed radical
changes: one, for instance, made the point that if the divorce
system were reformed, more people would risk matrimony, and
'I should not, perhaps, be obliged to sign myself A WISE OLD
MAID'.

Others would do away with marriage altogether.

'I

entreat you, sisters, to be slaves no longer, and to think well
before taking on you ties that may mean endless misery to

(W. O'Connor Morris) 'A Few Words on the Marriage Law of the
Empire' in Fraser's Magazine. LXV (1862), p.51. John Boyd
Kinnear, 'The Marriage Laws of England and Scotland' in the
Contemporary Review, VII (1868), p.208. F.P. Cobbe, ‘Criminals,
Idiots, Women, and Minors' in Fraser's Magazine. LXXVIII (1868),
pp.786, 788, 792.
2

'An Old Bachelor', ‘Any Woman will do for a Man, or, a Warning
to those about to Marry' (London, 1877), p.9.
'A Spinster',
The Truth about Man, p.317. Ellen Hall (1860) quoted
0 .A . Sherrard, Two Victorian Girls (London, 1966), p.249.
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you....'
It was recognised that ignorance was largely to blame.
As the Girl of the Period Miscellany pointed out, 'Half the
world - namely, the married half - know where the humbug is
(and keep the knowledge to themselves); while the unmarried half
cannot find out till they, too, have taken the leap in the
dark'. Or, as Mrs Caird herself expressed it:
While marriage remained practically the only means
of livelihood for women, there was little danger
of their seeing too clearly the seamy side of the
arrangement; for to see that would be to stand
helpless and open-eyed between the alternatives of
selling themselves for a livelihood, and
starvation; or, in milder cases, between the
alternatives of social failure, and a marriage
which, without being altogether worldly, would yet
never for a moment, have been thought of in the
entire absence of the worldly motive.
Once again the same views appeared in the fiction of the
time. Ever since Mr Rochester jokingly remarked in Jane Eyre
(1847) that social intercourse always ran on the same theme courtship - and promised to end in the same catastrophe marriage - it had been fashionable for novelists to make fun of
marriage in much the same way as they made fun of old maids.
In Kathie Brande (1856), for instance, Holme Lee portrayed a
spinster (a 'Miss Pompe') who considered it an immense risk to
marry.
'Only think of sitting opposite the same face at
breakfast three hundred and sixty-five times a year. Postively,
one had need start with a large stock of love and esteem, for
it must be awfully monotonous.' There was also a strong
tradition in fiction which, perhaps making up for its
deficiency in real life, insisted on love as the basis of a
union between the heroic characters at least.

So in Frances

Hodgson Burnett's Miss Crespiunv (1878) Georgy Edmond is made
to turn down Hector Anstruthers' proposal because, although he
obviously admired and trusted her, she knew he did not love her
and never could.
'You could only teach yourself a poor
imitation of that best way, and you would be unsatisfied at
heart, Hector; and so should I. Husbands and wives ought to
have that best kind of love, and nothing else, because nothing

^Letters quoted in Quilter, ed., Is Marriage a Failure? pp.1-2,
258, 23. The Girl of the Period Miscellany. 4 (June 1869),
p.107. Mona Caird, The Morality of Marriage (London, 1897),
p.98.
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else will fill its place - the place in their hearts that God
made to be filled by it.'^
But for novelists to claim that the majority of marriages
were unhappy, and inevitably so under the present conditions
of society, was something new and shocking. Mrs Oliphant was
right when she perceived that, more than any campaigning on
the part of superfluous spinsters and aggrieved wives, the
'anti-marriage league' of novel-writers was effectively
undermining the Victorian ideal.
'The way has been prepared by
that wild preaching of the wrongs of women which makes out every
husband to be a tyrant,1 explained Mrs Oliphant, whose own
marriage had not been conspicuously happy.
'That the prophets
should prophesy falsely is not the most important fact in
national degradation: it is only when the people love to have
it so that the climax is attained.' The world of fiction had
characteristically remained loyal to an ideal life long after
the world had attacked it. Once fiction became an apostate to
the cause, what were people to think? In Gissing's New Grub
Street (1891) unhappily married Amy Reardon was critical of the
romantic view of love to be found in novels: 'who believes it
really? Love is the most insignificant thing in most women's
lives. It occupies a few months, possibly a year or two, and
even then I doubt if it is often the first consideration.1
'But why do people find the subject so interesting?' her friend
asked.
'Because there is so little love in real life,' Amy
answered.
'...Why do poor people care only for stories about
the rich?'2
The first signs of the new attitude appeared in the 1860s,
when the superfluous women issue was coming to a head.

We

find, for instance, the heroine of The Romance of a Dull Life
(1861) being consoled at this time for missing out on matrimony
with the comforting information that if there were one day in
the life of an unmarried woman when she were to be congratulated
on all the miseries she had escaped, and all the comfort and

Charlotte Bronte, Jane Eyre (London, n.d.), p.238. Holme Lee,
Kathie Brande. II, p.117. F.H. Burnett, Miss Crespjgny
(London, 1878), p.155.
2

Mrs Oliphant, "The Anti-Marriage League' in Blackwood's
Magazine. CLIX (1896), pp.149, 140. Gissing, New Grub Street
(London, 1891), III, pp.45-6.
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independence she had enjoyed, 'what an occasion of heartfelt
felicitations it would bei' Mrs Wood's East Lynne (1862) was
essentially an attack on contemporary marriage; the author
exposed more than one disastrous liaison and drew the ominous
conclusion, 'As we sow, so, I tell you, we shall reap'. The
Matrimonial Vanity Fair (1868) was, as its title made plain, a
satire on the Victorian institution. The one woman who married
happily in the book was the only one who, announcing that she
would rather a thousand times die than marry a person she did
not like, turned down every proposal she received until her
conditions were satisfied.'*'
In The Odd Women (1893) Gissing's hero defended men from
the charge that the fault lay with them.
Put yourself in the man's place. Say that there
are a million or so of us very intelligent and
highly educated. Well, the women of corresponding
mind number perhaps a few thousands. The vast
majority of men must make a marriage that is
doomed to be a dismal failure.
Gissing knew; he had done it himself, twice.
'I tell you the
simple truth when I say that more than half these men regard
their wives with active disgust,' his hero went on.
'...If
circumstances allowed, wives would be abandoned very often
indeed.' The women's position, Gissing readily acknowledged,
was equally unfortunate.

'There are few married women who

would not, sooner or later, accept with joy the offer of some
2
months of maidenly liberty.'
The attack on marriage not unnaturally provoked a prompt
response from outraged, and often abusive, defenders of the
Victorian ideal. John Stuart Mill was compared to 'the lunatic
who proved logically that all the rest of the world was insane';
his conception of marriage as it was and as it ought to be was
held to be an insult not only to men but to 'women as we love
and admire and desire to keep them - to the ideal woman as
man's helpmate....The vast body of women, we cannot doubt, know

(Anon) The Romance of a Dull Life (London, 1861), p.386.
Mrs Henry Wood, East Lynne (London, 1868), p.349.
(Emma
Robinson) The Matrimonial Vanity Fair (London, 1868), I, p.136.
2

Gissing, The Odd Women (London, 1968) , pp.102-3.
New Grub Street. I, p.151.

Gissing,
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themselves to be better off now than they would be if thrown
upon their own hands for support.'^
Mrs Caird's articles shocked people: they were considered
'very daring and very revolutionary'.

A contributor to the

ensuing correspondence wrote:
Many of the women of to-day are attempting to don
the intellectual garb of men, and, in fact, to
'put on breeches,' which they wear neither with
dignity nor with comfort. But this will not deter
us; we men know that the things I have spoken are
true...: That monogamous marriage was instituted
for the protection of women, and as a means of
raising our own more debased ideas of love, and
that any woman is a fool, and any man a criminal,
who tries to tamper with an institution which has
always been held sacred in the great and noble
ages of the world.^
But the greatest anger and ridicule was reserved for the
spinsters who presumed to enter into the marriage debate. As
early as 1858 Mrs Oliphant, in an anonymous article in
Blackwood's Magazine, attempted to put them in their places,
but without much success.
False delicacies there may be in ordinary education,
but nothing can well be more utterly false than
that artificial courage which tempts many women, to
rush into subjects of which they can have little
practical knowledge and no personal experience - to
discuss the delicate laws of marriage, the subtle
and intricate mutual rights and wrongs of the two
great portions of humanity, and to make arbitrary
and sweeping condemnations of those who may, in the
real course and practice of life, have neither
leisure nor inclination to defend themselves.
Victorian spinsters had a vested interest in reforming marriage.
Bound to defend their superfluous sisters, they were bound to
attack the social system that rendered them so. They had to
show women that marriage was not necessarily their sole destiny
in life, to be obtained under any circumstances on pain of
social failure and contempt, and to provide them with an
alternative which might even be more attractive and practical.
]_
(Anne Mozley) 'Mr Mill on the Subjection of Women' in
Blackwood 1s Magazine. CV1 (1869), pp.309-10, 318.
2

Mona Caird, 'The Morality of Marriage' and Clementina Black,
'On Marriage: a Criticism' in the Fortnightly Review, NS XLVII
(1890), pp.310, 586. Letter quoted Quilter, ed., Is Marriage
a Failure? p.65.
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In this way they eventually improved the situation of all
women, married and single. Women began to demand better
conditions in marriage before they would enter upon it. As
H. Lawrenny rather unkindly expressed it, 'The standard of
conjugal felicity may be permanently raised when other refuges
are provided for destitute spinsters of mediocre attractions'.^
Mary Taylor perceived that idealists like W.R. Greg
opposed the opening of professions to women because they
realised that if single life were made too comfortable, women
might refuse to marry. As the feminists pursued their aims
this began to happen. The institution of marriage could only
be saved, it was feared, if it was reformed. Laws changed
simultaneously with social attitudes to make married life
potentially more agreeable. Divorce reform came in 18577
married women gained control of their own property progressively
in 1870 and 1882; the child custody act was amended in favour
of mothers in 1886. Judges overruled the right of husbands to
chastise their wives by beating them. But still greater
justice in the laws and the means of applying them particularly with regard to divorce - together with even
greater changes in social attitudes and expectations, would be
required to give marriage the popularity it has won in the
2
twentieth century.
In her essay 'Celibacy v. Marriage', published in 1862,
Frances Power Cobbe predicted that marriage would become less
common following social changes in which, 'while the utility,
freedom, and happiness of a single woman's life have become
greater, the knowledge of the risks of an unhappy marriage (if
not the risks themselves) have become more public'.

Only when

the form of marriage altered to something more just, she said,
would society return to its 'natural' state: a closer
approximation to the Victorian ideal. William Hamley
acknowledged ten years later that it was clearly less
intolerable for a woman to be an old maid than it had been;
indeed, single women had never had such a 'good time' before.

(Mrs Oliphant) ‘The Condition of Women' in Blackwood's
Magazine. LXXXIII (1858), p.147. H. Lawrenny, 'Custom and Sex'
in the Fortnightly Review. NS IX (1872), p.319.
2

Mary Taylor, The First Duty of Women, p.32.
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The Pall Mall Gazette agreed that old maids were no longer
looked upon with pity, even contempt, as if marriage alone gave
women status. It reported that matrons had lost their dignity
and become frivolous while spinsters, scorning flirtation, left
vain pursuits to the wife and mother - surely an improvement
on both sides.'*'
But it was not until the last decade of the century that
public opinion positively confirmed Miss Cobbe's forecast.
'The average person of either sex - I am speaking now of the
educated classes - is far more fastidious, far more inclined to
insist on some approach to "elective affinity" than was
formerly the case,' wrote Elizabeth Wordsworth in 1893. And
Georgiana Hill in 1896 endorsed the achievement of the anti
marriage league.
'Viewed as a career marriage holds a less
important place than formerly. It is now only one among many
choices open to women.' The census conducted in 1901 provided
statistical proof of these opinions. A larger percentage of
adult women was single than ever before and over three million
of these were engaged in some occupation outside the home,
Z
250,000 more than stayed at home.
Let it be granted that a certain number of these
women are cranks, aberrant in various directions
...and perhaps less often declining to be married
than failing of the opposite. There remains the
fact that a large and probably increasing number
of women are nowadays being educated up to such a
standard of ideals that, even though their decision
involves the sacrifice of motherhood, they cannot
consent to marriage under present conditions.
C.W. Saleeby wrote these words in 1912.

He knew that many of

the women he spoke about had turned down one proposal after
another, and he was critical of the men who dismissed their
principles as nonsense on the grounds that it was natural for
women to surrender themselves, that motherhood was a splendid
reward, and that women were handsomely repaid for their

(F.P. Cobbe) 'Celibacy v. Marriage' in Fraser's Magazine. LXV
(1862), pp.233-4.
(W.G. Hamley) 'Old Maids' in Blackwood's
Magazine, CXII (1872), p.107. Pall Mall Gazette quoted in
Women and Work. 25 July 1874, p.5.
2

E. Wordsworth, 'Colleges for Women' in Lady Jeune et al.
Ladies at Work (London, 1893), p.15. Georgiana Hill, Women in
English Life (London, 1896), II, p.97. Census of 1901: BPP
1904, vol.108, p .67, 1903, vol.84, p.187.
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sacrifice in material things.

If the conditions of marriage

were for men what they were for women, he alleged,

'scarcely

any men would marry, and men would very soon see to it that
these conditions were utterly altered.

They are conditions

imposed in a past age by the stronger sex upon the weaker, and
no moral defence of them is possible.'
Victorian England had seen what Lawrenny called a 'marriage
revolution'.

The revolution began when fathers ceased to dower

and establish the daughters of the house; it was completed when
daughters with the option of an establishment began to choose
independence in preference.
observed Mono

'One great fact must be faced,1

Cairo: 'the woman is claiming to be released

from perpetual tutelage, not only in her own name, but in the
name of humanity itself; she must cease to be swallowed in the
family; she demands a life of her own....'
2
victory for Victorian spinsters.

This was the first

1
C.W. Saleeby, Woman and Womanhood (London, 1912), pp.277-9.
2
H. Lawrenny, 'Custom and Sex' in the Fortnightly Review. NS XI
(1872), p.313.
Mona Caird, 'The Morality of Marriage' in the
Fortnightly Review. NS XLVII (1890), pp.317-8.

Water-colour drawing by George Richmond of C h a rlo tte Mary Yonge in
the National Portrait Gallery, London.
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CHAPTER FIVE
TILE EDUCATION REVOLUTION

In 1848 Frederick Denison Maurice founded Queen's College
in London, the first institution of higher learning for
Victorian women. It occupied a house next door to the
Governesses' Benevolent Institution in Harley Street, which had
not yet become the headquarters of the British medical world,
although the little hospital where Florence Nightingale received
her first training stood nearby. The lecturers included
Charles Kingsley for English, J.R. Green for history, Dean
Stanley for theology and Sterndale Bennett for music, while
various foreign 'patriots' driven from their homes during the
continental revolutions saw to modern languages.
Queen's proved to be a clearing-house for Victorian
feminism, particularly, as it happened, for feminist spinsters.
Many of the most prominent figures in the women's education
movement of the next generations passed through in its early
years, along with well-known philanthropists like Octavia Hill
and Louisa Twining, literary ladies like Adelaide Procter,
Adeline Sergeant and Julia Wedgwood, and the pioneer doctor
Sophia Jex-Blake. On the occasion of the jubilee of Queen's in
1898, Miss Wedgwood - a distinguished member of a distinguished
family - wrote:
If women are able to expand their powers in different
directions, and either live their own life or share
that of men, the change is to be ascribed to that
reform in female education which began in the Spring
of 1848, amid the crash of falling dynasties, when a
few girls entered the door of 66, Harley Street, and
listened - not always very intelligently - to the
instruction of wise and learned men, now all passed
away.

The story of female education in the nineteenth century has
been written: for a good general account, see Josephine Kamm,
Hope Deferred. Girls' Education in English History (London,
1965). This chapter does not intend to cover the same ground.
It is only concerned with the progress of education as it was
seen by society to be an answer to the problem of superfluous
women and by feminist spinsters as the necessary first step
towards their own emancipation and the emancipation of all
middle-class Victorian women. For the history of Queen's
College see Rosalie Glynn Grylls, Queen's College 1848-1948
(London, 1948)„ Julia Wedgwood quoted p .54.
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In 1848 the standard of education for middle-class
English girls was low, especially in comparison with the
provisions for boys.

The shortage of colleges and schools for

girls was aggravated by the poor quality of the training they
offered.

Teaching attracted large numbers of women who had

neither interest nor qualifications for the work.

In English

fiction up to the middle of the nineteenth century, schools
were almost without exception pictured as terrible institutions.
Mrs Gaskell seems to have been happy at Avonbank, and George
Eliot was well-taught at Coventry; but Miss Matilda BethamEdwards, another Victorian writer, recalled that the salient
feature of her schooling was

'the utter want of education,

either religious, moral or intellectual, the daily giving of
stones for bread and thorns for figs1.'*'
The home education preferred by some well-to-do parents
for their daughters was often similarly deficient.

Jane

Harrison, who became a famous classical scholar, declared that
all her governesses were 'grossly ignorant' and the education
they imparted to her

'ingeniously useless'.

'Every day I spent

an hour doing exquisite hems and seams,' she explained.
cannot to this day make the simplest garment.'

'I

Similarly

Elizabeth Haldane derived no pleasure from her lessons in piano
and singing until she grew up and came to realise what music
might mean.

'Nothing of this was ever breathed to us: we simply

had to play the prescribed notes or try to produce throat
sounds in some odd way that I never understood.'

Even with

accomplished teachers there was no guarantee of a thorough
education.

Mrs Gaskell's Lady Harriet in Wives and Daughters

(1866) told her mother than even though she and her sisters were
in the best hands
you were so often overwhelmed with your business
as a great lady - fashionable and benevolent, and
all that sort of thing - that you used to call
Clare away from us at the most critical times of
our lessons, to write your notes, or add up your
accounts, and the consequence is, that I'm about
the most ill-informed girl in London.
No wonder Gissing wrote sarcastically that a character in one
of his novels planned 'to educate her boy of ten and bring up

"^Matilda Betham-Edwards, Reminiscences

(London, 1898) , p.114.
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(we do not speak of education in the case of girls) her little
1

Bella of seven'.
Parents were reluctant to pay for acquirements which would
not be necessary for their daughters when they married, as
assuredly they would. Marriage was a woman's career, and there
was no point in wasting time and money on more solid learning
when all that was required was the ability to please a man and
manage a household. It never occurred to Dr Madden in Gissing's
novel The Odd Women (1893) to encourage his daughters to study
with a professional object. He meant to make provision for
them, and felt that the education he had procured for them had
ensured that, in the event of a misfortune, teaching would
always be their resource.
'The thought, however, of his girls
having to work for their money was so utterly repulsive to him
that he could never seriously dwell upon it....Dr Madden's
hopes for the race were inseparable from a maintenance of morals
and conventions such as the average man assumes in his estimate
,
,2
of women.
Since marriage was considered to be indispensable for
women, girls were educated to win the men.
'A woman is a
rational being, with reasonable soul and human flesh
subsisting,' commented the hero of Geraldine Jewsbury's The
Half-Sisters (1848) 'and yet she is never educated for her own
sake, to enable her to lead her own life better; her qualities
and talents are not considered sacred personalities, but are
modified, like the feet of Chinese women, to meet an arbitrary
taste.'

Basically this meant that girls endeavoured to acquire

only those qualities which made them attractive to the opposite
sex. A cultivated intellect was not among them. Not all men
wished women to be inferior but few esteemed a clever wife.
'Men are afraid of clever women,' a teacher informed the
Schools' Inquiry Commission in 1867.
'I have met many of my
old pupils after they have left school.

As a rule, the clever

ones remained unmarried; those who get married are the vapid

J.E. Harrison, Reminiscences of a Student's Life (London, 1925),
p.22. Elizabeth Haldane, From One Century to Another (London,
1937), p.17. Mrs Gaskell, Wives and Daughters (London, 1907),
pp.79-80. George Gissing, Isabel Clarendon (London, 1888), I,
p.28.
2

Gissing, The Odd Women (London, 1968), p.3.
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and frivolous.1 Maggie Tulliver's father in The Mill on the
Floss (1860) foresaw trouble ahead for his bright child: 'a
woman's no business with being so clever....It's no mischief
while she's a little 'un, but an over-'cute woman's no better
nor a long-tailed sheep - she'll fetch none the bigger price
for that.'^
The heroines of novels of the first three-quarters of the
nineteenth century were almost invariably non-intellectual.
Their readers were able to identify with them and their ability
to win the hero in the last pages. But Aurora Leigh's aunt
sighed at her failure to curb the girl's independent mind:
I know I have not ground you down enough
To flatten and bake you to a wholesome crust
For household uses and proprieties,
Before the rain has got into my barn
And set the grains a-sprouting.
Even Mrs Gaskell's conventional little Molly in Wives and
Daughters baulked at her father's strictures on education.
Dr Gibson had instructed her governess to go no further than
the rudiments of learning: 'Many a good woman gets married with
only a cross instead of a name; it's rather a diluting of
mother-wit, to my fancy; but, however, we must yield to the
prejudices of society, Miss Eyre, and so you may teach the
child to read.' Fortunately Molly was able to complete her
education at the hands of a charming young man who, delighting
in his apt pupil, fell in love and married her. Thus Dr
2
Gibson's theories were vindicated.
It was commonly believed that women's strength - physical
and mental - was unequal to the strain of a rigorous education.
When Sophia Jex-Blake hazarded the opinion that her
observations of co-educational schools in the United States
suggested that girls were capable of studying as hard as boys,
a male critic otherwise sympathetic to feminism commented:
'Miss Blake very little knows, and we are quite certain very few

Geraldine Jewsbury, The Half Sisters (London, 1848), II, p.27.
Teacher's report to Mr H.A. Gifford of the Schools' Inquiry
Commission, quoted W.B. Hodgson, The Education of Girls, and
the Employment of Women (London, 1869), p.109. George Eliot,
The Mill on the Floss (Edinburgh, I860), I, pp.10, 18.
2

Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Aurora Leigh (Leipzig, 1872) ,
p.39 (1856). Mrs Gaskell, Wives and Daughters, pp.27-8.
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women could bear, the strain of mind and body necessary to
attain a good place in any Tripos.' According to Tom Tulliver1s
teacher in The Mill on the Floss (1860) girls had 'a great deal
of superficial cleverness; but they can't go far into anything.
They're quick and shallow.' But even if men were more
intelligent than women - for one educational reformer a
proposition 'so idle to discuss because so impossible to prove'women were capable of better education than they were getting.
As the maiden aunt in Geraldine Jewsbury's novel Constance
Herbert (1855) pointed out, 'everything is diluted and prepared
for the use of women, even facts. So much fuss is made about
their learning even the most trifling branches of common
knowledge, that they learn nothing naturally or t h o r o u g h l y ^
There was also a notion current among medical men that
women could never equal men in intellectual endeavour because
they were 'more or less sick' for a quarter of each month.
Addressing the Anthropological Society of London in 1869, James
McGrigor Allan explained that menstruation interrupted women's
thought and application to the extent that it was doubtful if
they could be considered rational beings during the crisis.
When men like George Henry Lewes asserted the biological
impossibility of female competition with men they were not
referring to the potential maternal duties of wives but to the
physiological disabilities which all women suffered. No
allowance was ever made, however, for any periodic
incapacitation of domestic servants and factory girls. All the
protests of the new lady doctors, speaking from personal as
well as professional experience, could not scotch this
2

convenient belief among male supremacists.
Women's capabilities were different from men's because
their roles and purposes in life were different. The education
of women must therefore be 'strictly feminine'.

The Victorians'

Thomas Markby, 'On the Education of Women' in the Contemporary
Review. VII (1868), p.260. G. Eliot, The Mill on the Floss. I,
p.226. Emily Shirreff, 'Girton College' in the Fortnightly
Review. NS XIV (1873), p.92. Jewsbury, Constance Herbert
(London, 1855), I, p.261.
2

See Elaine and English Showalter, 'Victorian Women and
Menstruation' in Martha Vicinus, ed., Suffer and Be Still
(Bloomington, 1972), p.42.
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exposition of the precious difference derived from the view of
the enlightened French educationalist of the preceding century,
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, that women should be educated to be
adjuncts of men and not personalities in their own right.
To please, to be useful to us, to make us love and
esteem them, to educate us when young, and take
care of us when grown up, to advise, to console us,
to render our lives easy and agreeable - these are
the duties of women at all times, and what they
would be taught in their infancy.
From infancy the young lady's life was proscribed with
prohibitions and expectations based upon preconceived notions
of the characters and roles of the sexes. Elizabeth Haldane
was sent to classes for girls because her relations considered
her too boyish and unlearned in the technique of young ladyhood.
'The "must nots" of propriety soon cast their net over the girl
and she was directed to find her happiness where it did not
exist.'^
A feminine education aimed to produce a prospective wife.
She must possess an amateur knowledge of a range of topics
which would enable her to appreciate, though not compete with,
men in their higher pursuits; coupled with a number of
'accomplishments' designed to captivate her husband. As
Frances Power Cobbe wrote of her own lessons, 'Not that which
was good in itself or useful to the community, but that which
would make us admired in society, was the raison d'etre of each
acquirement'.
'Marriage being considered as indispensable, all
education is conducted with the view of forwarding it,'
commented another feminist.
' Showy accomplishments take the
lead; and where more solid learning is acquired, it is merely
2
with a view to its market value.'
The French girls in Gissing's In the Year of Jubilee (1894),
who had attended an 'establishment for young ladies', 'knew'
French, and one had 'done' Political Economy while another had

Mrs John Sandford, Woman in her Social and Domestic Character
(London, 7th ed., 1858), p.177. J.J. Rousseau, Emile, or.
Education, trans. Barbara Foxley (London, 1911), Bk 5, pp.321-3
(1762). Haldane, From One Century to Another, p.15.
2F.P. Cobbe, Life, as told by herself (London, 1904), p.63.
Review of Maria Grey and Emily Shirreff's Thoughts on SelfCulture and Margaret Fuller's Woman in the Nineteenth Century
in the North British Review. XIV (1850), p.285.
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'been through' Inorganic Chemistry and Botany. But they could
all play the piano. Mrs Sandford admitted that painting and
music ought not to be obligatory where there was a patent lack
of talent; and in Victorian novels we do come across an
occasional heroine who never learned. But Fanny Thornton of
Mrs Gaskell's North and South (1855) voiced the expected view
when she commented of Margaret Hale: ‘And she's not accomplished,
mamma. She can't play.' Fanny's brother rejoined: 'Go on,
Fanny. What else does she want to bring her up to your
standard?'^
The Victorians recognised that books were powerful agents
of education, and circumscribed their daughters' reading
accordingly. Until she married, Gissing's Miriam Baske (in The
Emancipated. 1890) had never read a book that did not pass her
mother's censorship, nor had she ever seen a work of art,
heard any but 'sacred' music, looked at a journal, or been to
an entertainment. Adelaide Wilton in The Young Governess (1872)
was not permitted to read novels at all and, proof that such a
situation existed in reality as well as fiction, novels were
not allowed in the Haldane house either, except for the works
of Dickens whose merit lay in his humanitarian intent, and the
2
occasional moral adventure story.
In other homes the opposite situation obtained. Lady
Harriet advised her governess in her love affairs in Wives and
Daughters (1866): 'I was well versed in the tender passion,
thanks to novels.'
In an essay on children's literature
Charlotte Mary Yonge deplored the influence of this type of
reading and exhorted parents to choose carefully the books they
gave their daughters.

'There are so many hours of a girl's life

when she must sit still, that a book is her natural resource,
and reading becomes to her like breathing,' she observed.

'The

real difficulty is how to prevent the childish reading of
story-books from becoming a preparation for unmitigated novel
reading in after-life.' Another writer for girls, Miss

Gissing, In the Year of Jubilee (London, 1894), I, p.14.
Mrs Sandford, Woman in her Social and Domestic Character, p.174.
Mrs Gaskell, North and South (London, 1951) , p.145.
2

Gissing, The Emancipated (London, 1890), II, p.94.
(Anon)
The Young Governess (London, 1872), pp.141-2. Haldane, From
One Century to Another, pp.19, 28.
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Elizabeth Sewell, commented in her Principles of Education that
the system which kept girls in the school-room reading simple
stories without touching Scott, Shakespeare or Spenser, and
then handed them over to the unexplored recesses of M u d i e 's
boxes, was the most

'frivolizing' that could be devised."*'

ln Wives and Daughters Mrs Gibson, who had been a
governess, planned to keep her teenage girls to a program of
'improving reading' - 'so desirable for young people of their
age, if they are ever to become intelligent and companionable
women'.

For such a purpose Miss Yonge suggested the works of

Rousseau-inspired English writers, Maria Edgeworth's moral
tales and Hannah More's religious fiction.
books for young ladies, put out by Nelson's,

A typical list of
included titles

like Anna Lee: the Maiden - the Wife - the Mother and Ready
Work for Willing Hands, while young men were offered Memorials
of Early Genius and Achievements in the Pursuit of Knowledge
and Success in Life.

A Book For Young M e n .

Mrs Sarah E l l i s 's

series of Women of England - Wives, Daughters and Mothers proved their wide circulation if not necessarily their
popularity by the number of editions they went through.

2

No wonder that when women gained the right by virtue of
age to choose for themselves what they would read their
preferences generally lay with non-serious romances, and they
were often almost completely ignorant of 'good' literature.
'The catalogue of a bookseller's circulating library, in which
second-rate fiction largely preponderates, is a fair criterion
of the range and the taste of middle class lady readers,'
complained Emily Davies.

'Newspapers are scarcely supposed to

be read by women at all.

When the Times is offered to a lady,

the sheet containing the advertisements and the Births, Deaths,
3
and Marriages, is considerately selected.'

"*"Mrs Gaskell, Wives and Daughters, p.81.
C. Yong, 'Children's
Literature of the Last Century' in Macmillan Magazine. XX
(1869), pp.454, 450.
2
Mrs Gaskell, Wives and Daughters, p.285.
3
Emily Davies, Thoughts on Some Questions Relating to Women
1860-1908 (Cambridge, 1910), p.71.
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At the end of the eighteenth century Mary Wollstonecraft
wrote her Vindication of the Rights of Women upon the expressed
premise that 'the neglected education of my fellow-creatures
is the grand source of the misery I deplore'. She explained:
Asserting the rights which women in common with
men ought to contend for, X have not attempted
to extenuate their faults, but to prove them to
be the natural consequence of their education
and station in society. If so, it is reasonable
to suppose that they will change their character,
and correct their vices and follies, when they
are allowed to be free in a physical, moral, and
civil sense.
But Mary Wollstonecraft spoke alone, and fifty years before her
time.12
True, Maria Edgeworth spoke up for spinsters when she
suggested that a proper education would stop them from ever
being burdens to society: 'their sympathy is expanded and
supported by their cultivation of their understandings: nor
can it sink, settle, and concentrate, upon cats, parrots, and
monkeys'. And there were scattered complaints against the
system of girls' education over the following half-century from
the pens of Miss R. Mudie (The Complete Governess. 1826), the
Quarterly Journal of Education (1831), Mrs Jameson (Shakespeare's
Heroines. 1832), Miss Catherine Sinclair (Modern
Accomplishments. 1836) and Mrs Hugo Reid (Plea for Women. 1843).
What brought the matter to a head, however, was the plight of
the governesses, whose cause - championed by Josephine Butler,
Mrs Jameson, Harriet Martineau and other early feminists aroused the publicity that culminated in the foundation of the
2
Governesses' Benevolent Institution in 1843.
The governesses were the advance-guard of superfluous
women, the first manifestation of the problem or, as Dorothy
Gardiner described them, the martyrs of the old regime. There
were many of them: far too many, for theirs was the only career
indigent gentlewomen could respectably follow, and indigent
gentlewomen were, as we have seen, on the increase.

1Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Women
(London, 1929), pp.3, 214 (1792).
2

Maria Edgeworth, 'Letters for Literary Ladies' (1795) quoted
Hazel Mews, Women's Role in Women's Novels (London, 1969), p.43.
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Unemployment was common, wages substandard, provision for
sickness or old age practically impossible. The ambiguous
social status of the governess frequently made her life a
misery, since her position between her servants and her
employers placed her in the no-man's land of 'working gentility':
a contradiction in terms for a woman.^
The Governesses' Benevolent Institution was established
both to assist governesses to obtain situations and to look
after them when they were out of work. But to get to the heart
of the problem far-sighted reformers realised that teachers
must be educated to a standard which commanded greater respect
and higher salaries, and that women must be offered a greater
range of occupations to take the pressure off the teaching
profession. To this end F.D. Maurice began in 1847 his series
of lectures for women which grew into Queen's College when one
of the Queen's ladies-in-waiting provided the funds for its
foundation. Six months later Bedford College for women opened. 2
Also in 1847 appeared Tennyson's The Princess, a poetic
treatise on the higher education of women. Although satirical
in intent and far from radical, it showed that there was
widespread interest in the movement to improve women's
opportunities for learning. Tennyson made no effort to depart
from the traditional view of 'bluestocking women':
And one said smiling 'Pretty were the sight
If our old halls could change their sex, and flaunt
With prudes for proctors, dowagers for deans,
And sweet girl-graduates in their golden hair....
The story was about Princess Ida, who set up a college for women
with the aim
...to cast and fling
The tricks, which make us toys of men, that so
Some future time, if so indeed you will,
You may with those self-styled our lords ally
Your fortunes, justlier balanced, scale with scale.
The hero appealed to Ida's motherly instincts when he was
wounded in battle against the college, and won her over. In
agreeing to marry him, she was persuaded to close it: marriage
and a career did not mix.

Through his hero Tennyson made clear

^Dorothy Gardiner,English Girlhood at School (London, 1929),
epilogue. See Chapter 8 of the thesis.
2

See Josephine Kamm, Hope Deferred, p.173.
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his own belief that marriage was the true and only profession
of* women. 1
But the governesses' plight, and the larger issue of
superfluous women, provided proof that this view did not go far
enough. Many - probably most - feminists agreed that marriage
was indeed women's true profession, but the fact was that not
all women married. As Mrs Grey and Miss Shirreff pointed out,
since women could never have more than a negative choice in
marriage, it was both absurd and cruel to train them solely for
a position which might never be theirs, while neglecting to fit
them for that 'less happy existence' which they could not avoid
by any effort of their own.
'Surely it is dangerous, it is
wicked, in these days, to follow the old saw, to bring up women
to be "happy wives and mothers"... as if for women there existed
only one destiny, one hope, one blessing, one object, one
passion in existence,' protested Mrs Jamieson in 1877; 'some
people say it ought to be so, but we know that it is not so. we
know that hundreds, that thousands of women, are not happy
wives and mothers - are never either wives or mothers at all.'
Victorian spinsters realised that the path to their
2
emancipation lay in education for an alternative career.
There was also the defence that better education would be
beneficial to the characters of all women, and raise the status
of the sex as a whole.
‘I take the commonly received theory
that except as wives, mothers, daughters, or sisters, women
have no raison d'etre at all; and on this neutral ground X urge
the impolicy of neglecting female education,' said Emily Davies
(of whom more later). For maiden ladies who, though not obliged
to earn a living for themselves, still were thrown upon their
own resources to occupy their time, 'a well-stored mind and
cultivated taste' were inestimable blessings.

'You may laugh

if you like,' Hippolyte Taine warned his compatriots after a
visit to England,

'and say that such customs make schoolmarms,

female pedants, bluestockings, and not women.

As you wish; but

take a look at our own empty idleness in the provinces, the

Alfred, Lord Tennyson, The Princess (London, 1879), pp.9, 37,
200 .
2

Maria G. Grey and Emily Shirreff, Thoughts on Self-Culture
(London, 1850), I, p.25. Mrs Jamieson quoted in the
Englishwoman's Review, 15 March 1877, p.108.
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boredom of our ladies, the life of an elderly spinster in
France, given up to breeding canaries, spreading gossip, doing
crochet work and going to every Church service.'^
The marriage controversy in the latter part of the
nineteenth century suggested that a higher kind of education
might be desirable for prospective wives and mothers too.
Under the penname 'A Utopian' the famous headmistress Miss Beale
posed the four questions which she supposed parents would most
likely ask about reformed education for their daughters. Would
girls be more or less likely to get married as a result of it?
Would they marry better? Would they be the better for their
education if they did marry? Would they be the better for it
if they did not?*“
Miss Beale believed that a well-educated girl was probably
less likely to marry than her conventional sister, mainly
because of the current male prejudice against intellectual
wives, but that if she did marry, she would have a greater
chance of happiness. She would be less likely to marry in
haste; having an alternative career to fall back on if need be,
she would choose with care, and within wedlock would find a
greater sympathy in tastes and understanding.
'When we consider
that the time which men pass in college life, or in studying
for a profession, is frittered away by women in dressing for
balls and matching wools,' commented the reviewer of Mrs Grey
and Miss Shirreff's Thoughts on Self-Culture (1850), 'we only
feel astonished that there should be as much companionship as
there is between the sexes, and that the pernicious effects of
3
bad training should not be more perceptible.'
'Any course of professional work would make earnest
preparation imperative,' stated a contributor to the Journal of
the Women's Educational Union in 1878. 'but marriage, though

E. Davies, Thoughts on Some Questions Relating to Women, p.73.
(Mary Maurice) Governess Life (London, 1849), p.61. Hippolyte
Taine, Notes on England, trans. Edward Hyams (London, 1957),
pp.75-6 (1872).
2

(Dorothea Beale) 'On the Education of Girls' in Fraser12
s
3
Magazine. LXXIV (1886), p.509.
3
Review of Thoughts on Self-Culture and Margaret Fuller's Woman
in the Nineteenth Century in the North British Review. XIV
(1850), p.285.
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commonly regarded in the refined light of the only profession
for women, is not prepared for at all.' To educate women that
their only object was to please and be useful to men was almost
to disqualify them from 'fulfilling the relation in its higher
aspects'. A woman might satisfy a man, look after his comforts
and bring up his children, but she could not make him love or
esteem her, and she could not even advise him in a really
helpful sense. Household organisation would not suffer for a
little practical instruction, while the tasks of motherhood
required ‘the highest education that could be given, in order
to fit (mothers) for the highest duties a human being can
perform'. The true end of the education of women was still to
make good wives and mothers, but with a differences marriage
was no longer the sole end of womanhood.
'For the qualities...
that make a good wife and mother are essential to every woman,
married or unmarried.' The education revolution was for
everyone.^
When Queen's College opened in 1848 it was still a novel
idea that young ladies with no necessity ‘to turn their brains
into money' should receive a first-class education.
'I recall
with bewilderment my dismay under some witless laughter roused
by the mention of the College after I had been its pupil for
more than a year,' wrote Julia Wedgwood. But the revolution
went ahead.

In 1850 Frances Mary Buss (1827-94), also an

ex-student of Queen's, opened the North London Collegiate
School for Ladies, which became the model for all subsequent
girls' High Schools. In 1858 another former Queen's girl,
Dorothea Beale (1831-1906), left the school at which she had
spent an unhappy period as mistress to take over the headship
of Cheltenham Ladies' College, a proprietary school. She
rescued it from financial problems, and built it into a large,
efficient day and boarding school which prepared girls for entry
2
into all forms of higher education and the professions.

Journal of the Women's Educational Union, VI (1878), p.192.
Hon. Mrs Lyttelton, Women and their Work (London, 1901), p.3.
Mrs Grey quoted Women's Suffrage Journal. II (1871), p.88.
2

(Penelope Holland) 'Our Offence, Our Defence, and Our
Petition' in Macmillan's Magazine, XIX (1869), p.328. Julia
Wedgwood quoted Kamm, Hope Deferred, p.176.
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Both ladies faced opposition from conservatives who wished
to restrict girls' education to a mere preparation for marriage;
and both bore the stigma of spinsterhood in deciding to devote
their lives to the cause of reform.
Miss Buss and Miss Beale
Cupid's darts do not feel;
How different from us
Miss Beale and Miss Buss.
The assumption of this schoolgirls' mocking rime was wrong.
Both ladies had been well and truly touched by Cupid's darts,
Miss Buss having known 'real heart-ache', as she confessed,
when she 'put aside marriage', and Miss Beale turning down her
last proposal at the age of fifty. Neither of them denied that
marriage, in most cases, was the best life for women.
'If the
ideal life for a woman is home life - as it must be in all but
exceptional cases - then our girls should receive in their
school days, as far as possible, that training which will best
fit them for such a life,' declared Miss Buss.^
Nevertheless exceptional cases should not be ignored; and
perhaps because she was one of them herself. Miss Buss took up
their cause.
But as I have grown older the terrible sufferings
of my own class, for want of good elementary
training, have more than ever intensified my
earnest desire to lighten, ever so little, the
misery of women brought up 'to be married and taken
care of,' and left alone in the world destitute.
Miss Beale was certain that improved education would make women
less prepared 'by need or by idleness to sell their birthright'
and more inclined to marry for pure and noble motives. But she
too could not see that all women had to marry, for there were
many whose heart, whose 'whole being is amply satisfied by a
life like mine, or that of a sick nurse, or a hundred other
things in which they can live for others and minister to
others' needs'.

Miss Buss and Miss Beale became surrogate

mothers to thousands of English schoolgirls.

'There are few

women like that!' wrote one ex-pupil in warm admiration; and
their lives - so 'full and generous' - provided an example which

Rime quoted Marion Lochhead, Young Victorians (London, 1959),
p.55; and used by Josephine Kamm for the title of her biography
of Miss Buss and Miss Beale, How Different from Us (London,
1958): see this for further information. Miss Buss quoted
Annie E. Ridley, Frances Mary Buss (London, 1895), p.40, and
the Englishwoman's Review. January 1871, p.10.
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spurred many women to 'take heart again!'
Education was traditionally the sphere of the unmarried
woman.

Victorian spinsters naturally assumed the leadership of

the movement for reform in women's education even when they
were not themselves teachers.
figure was Miss Emily Davies
daughter,

Probably the most influential
(1830-1921), a clergyman's

largely self-taught.

her brother,

Meeting F.D. Maurice through

she followed with interest the founding of Queen's

College and, six years later, the Working Men's College in
London.

Later she joined Barbara Leigh Smith (Mine Bodichon)

and Bessie Rayner Parkes

(Mme Belloc)

in their feminist

enterprises including the English Woman's Journal

(1858) and the

Society for Promoting the Employment of Women (1859) .

But

education was her chief interest, and she was the most ardent
supporter of Elizabeth Garrett's efforts - vain as they proved
to be - to gain entry into the medical school of London
University.^
In 1862, following her father's death, Miss Davies settled
in London and launched her campaign.

She managed to persuade

the planners of the projected Schools'

Inquiry Commission to

look at the educational facilities provided for girls as well
as boys.

The Commission, which finished its work in 1868,

found that there was practically no provision for the secondary
education of girls in public schools, while private ones were
few and expensive.

Standards were low, the premises usually

unsatisfactory, the curriculum broad but superficial.

Faced

with no prospect of higher education or a professional career,
girls were under no stimulus to succeed; and there was no
system or continuity in the course, for girls came and went as
they - or their parents - pleased.

Parents were generally

indifferent to their daughters' education because it led to no
'immediate and tangible' result;

Miss Buss quoted Alicia C. Percival, The English Miss To-Day
and Yesterday (London, 1939), p.317.
Miss Beale quoted Kamm,
Plow Different from U s , p.36.
See also Elizabeth Raikes,
Dorothea Beale of Chelteniiam (London, 1908) , esp. pp.61, 128.
Pupil's tribute quoted Ridley, Frances Mary Buss, pp.67, 77.
2

For details see Barbara StepPien, Emily Davies and Girton
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there is a long-established and inveterate
prejudice...that girls are less capable, and less
in need of it than boys; that accomplishments and
what is showy and superficially attractive are
what is essential for them; and in particular that,
as regards their relations to the other sex and
the probabilities of marriage, more solid
^
attainments are actually disadvantageous....
One teacher reported to the Commission that when she
suggested to a parent that her girl was not working hard enough
at her arithmetic, she received the reply: 'Well, you know I am
anxious about her music, of course; but it doesn't really
matter about her arithmetic, does it? Her husband will be able
to do all her accounts for her, you know.' The Commission
deplored the want of public funds for female education and the
exclusion of girls' schools from large endowments. 820 endowed
schools for boys, with a combined income of £277,000 and 36,874
scholars, stood to compare with 14 endowed schools for girls,
with an income of £3,000 and 1,113 scholars, none at the highest
grade. Altogether only about 3,000 girls were receiving public
education. Christ's Hospital had been endowed with £50,000 a
year for the education of both boys and girls by a generation
that evidently believed in equality. At the time of the
Commission that money was being spent on 1,192 boys and 18
girls. The Commission resisted a feminist attempt to give girls
an equal share of the income but directed the school to put
aside £10,000 for them.^
‘The true measure of a woman's right is her capacity for
receiving it, and not any theories of ours as to what she is
fit for, or what use she is likely to make of it,' concluded
one of the reports to the Commission. The immediate result was
the Endowed Schools' Act of 1869 which extended government

See Dorothea Beale, ed., Reports Issued by the Schools' Inquiry
Commission on the Education of Girls (London, 1869), p.l, and
throughout.
2

Teacher's report quoted Kamm, Hope Deferred, p.210. Figures
from endowed schools from Emily Shirreff, 'Girton College' in
the Fortnightly Review. NS XIV (1873), p.86; Elizabeth C.
Wolstenholme, 'The Education of Girls' in Josephine Butler, ed.,
Woman1s Work and Woman1s Culture (London, 1869), p.321; the
Women's Suffrage Journal, I (1870), p.17; Rev. J. Llewelyn
Davies, 'A New College for Women* in Macmillan's Magazine.
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provision to girls' schools. Alice Zimmern called it 'the
Magna Carta of girls' education, the first acknowledgment by
the State of their claim to a liberal education'. Old
institutions like the Mary Datchelor at Camberwell and
Godolphin at Salisbury received new endowments and new
secondary schools were established, bringing the number to 25
in London by 1890 and 80 elsewhere throughout the country.
Nevertheless girls made up less than a quarter of the total
number of pupils in endowed schools.^
The plight of the superfluous women provided a decisive
impulse to the movement for women's education. Articles and
books which connected the findings of the Schools' Inquiry
Commission with the need to provide for unsupported women
proliferated in the late 1860s and early 1870s. The Lord Mayor
of London, presiding at a meeting at the Camden School (another
enterprise of Miss Buss) in 1871, praised the new spirit of
reform
because, besides the desirability of helping the
girls by sound elementary knowledge, to be fit
associates and assistants of their future
husbands, it is good political economy to furnish
the superabundant women of the country with the
means of helping themselves, more especially if
the assertion of your report be true, that nearly
half the women of England are more or less
dependent on their own exertions.*
2
Up to this time the movement to intellectualise women's
education had enjoyed so little public favour that conservative
critics had not felt it necessary to place their objections on
record. They simply reiterated the premise that nature had
designed the two sexes for two distinct roles, for which two
distinct programs of study were required.

'Men are men, and

women are women; therefore the studies of men should be manly,
and the studies of women womanly,' ran this argument.
Unfortunately, as the Rev. Mr Davies - Emily's brother pointed out, nature had omitted to say with any precision which

Mr Fitch quoted Charles Kingsley, 'Women and Politics' in
Macmillan's Magazine. XX (1869), p.554. Alice C. Zimmern, The
Renaissance of Girls' Education in England (London, 1898),
p.83. See Kamm, Hope Deferred, pp.212-4, 218.
2

Thomas Dakin, Lord Mayor of London, quoted Mary Gurney, Are we
to have education for our middle-class crirls? (London, 1872) ,
p.19.
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studies were manly and which womanly. Could mathematics and
classics be termed manly when they served no purpose to a
man's career? Were music and art womanly even though the
greatest musicians and artists were all men?
'It is for those
who contend for a sexual distinction in educational studies,
to explain what distinction they would have, and why.'^
For James Fitzjames Stephen the distinction was so plain
it did not have to be explained.
'Are boys and girls to be
educated indiscriminately, and to be instructed in the same
things?' he demanded incredulously.
‘Are boys to learn to sew,
to keep house, and to cook, and are girls to play at cricket,
to row, and be drilled like boys? I cannot argue with a person
who says Yes.' The feminist Lydia Becker took him up in the
editorial to the Women's Suffrage Journal of November 1873.
'We may here remark that Mr. STEPHEN'S professed inability to
argue with a person who maintains a given proposition does not
necessarily prove the proposition to be false.'
There is no proposition so false and absurd that
its falseness and absurdity cannot be demonstrated
by argument....If an astronomer were to say, 'I
cannot argue with a man who maintains that the
earth is flat,' such a declaration would go no way
towards proving that the earth was round. 2
Miss Becker herself believed that minds were not sexually
distinguishable.

John Stuart Mill agreed that any mental

differences that might exist between men and women were simply
the result of the differences in their education and
circumstances and indicated no great difference, much less
inferiority, of nature. Other Victorians were not convinced.
'Few persons would not deplore the ascendancy,' wrote J.J.
Manley in 1882, 'of the advocates of sexual equality
(strong-minded women and weak-minded men) in female education,

^J.L. Davies, 'A New College for Women' in Macmillan1s
Magazine. XVIII (1868), p.174.
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James Fitzjames Stephen, Liberty, Equality, Fraternity (N.Y.,
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as they would deplore the ascendancy of the equally perverse
]
assertors of race equality.... '
Another objection to educational reform came from the pen
of ‘A Mother* writing in the Rev. Orby Shipley's The Church and
the World (1868). With no evidence whatsoever to support her
claim this lady stated that the health of Victorian children
was degenerating because of the 'intellectual culture' of women.
'The more a woman's mind is cultivated, the less fit she is for
the animal functions of motherhood. The mind can only be
developed at the expense of the body....It might indeed be
well,' she advised, 'for women whose minds are highly developed,
to hesitate before they enter on married life.' Mocking critics
labelled intellectual spinsters 'sexless' and 'masculine' and
threatened aspiring graduates with the prospect of complete
infertility. Henry Maudsley announced that the 'healthy
performance' of woman's special functions made it 'improbable
she will succeed, and unwise for her to persevere, in running
2
over the same course at the same pace with him'.
Victorian spinsters were not in a position to prove these
critics wrong; that task required several generations of female
scholars who became wives and mothers of healthy children.
But Miss Davies ascertained that idleness and not mental
overstrain was the cause of most nervous disease in middle-class
women, and Miss Beale found some London doctors who testified
that whatever tended to develop the minds of women would have
3
the best effect on their moral and physical health.
There were also people who, though otherwise sympathetic,
feared that women might only become more learned at the cost of
something more important.

As Matthew Browne put it in 1870s

L. Becker, 'On the Study of Science by Women' in the
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We are not entitled, in my opinion, to restrict
liberty of action in order to seek to compel
uniformity to any ideal we may hold, however well
verified it may be; but we are entitled to look
with jealousy upon whatever seems ever so remotely
to threaten those ideals which are dearest and
which lie closest to all that we hold most lofty
and most precious in our lives.
In other words, if forced to choose between ignorance and losing
some quality o f ‘loveliness' in their women, men might well
prefer the former. Millicent Fawcett dismissed this argument
in one sentence.
'The object of all education,' she said,
'ought to be to produce good and cultured men and women.
In 1871, in response to the discussions about superfluous
women, the Social Science Congress set up a committee to form
a Women's Education Union. The Queen's daughter, Princess
Louise, consented to be President, and other members of the
committee included Miss Buss, Miss Mary Gurney and Miss Emily
Shirreff. Miss Gurney, who was thirty-five at the time,
derived her interest in education from giving lessons to her
young stepsisters. She had published translations from several
languages, had travelled widely, and enjoyed music and riding.
She was not beautiful, and she never married. She subsequently
wrote extensively on the subject of women's education and
became a member of the executive committee of Girton College,
to which she was a generous benefactor both during her life
and in her will.*“
Miss Shirreff (1814-97) was the eldest of the four
daughters of an Admiral. In 1850 she and her next sister,
Mrs Maria Grey, published a little book called Thoughts on
Self-Culture. inspired by the deficiencies they realised in
their own education. Their mother had belonged to the old
school which considered learning not only unnecessary but
positively undesirable in women.

Miss Shirreff was her

father's favourite child, and the only one of the four who

Matthew Browne, 'The Subjection of Women' in the Contemporary
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never married; Mrs Grey was early widowed, and both realised
the need for women who might never have domestic duties to
study a more practical curriculum in their youth than was
fashionable.
Despite her lack of formal qualifications Miss Shirreff
moved in academic and intellectual circles. It was rumoured
that she was once engaged to the historian Buckle, whom she
met when she was nearly forty and he seven years younger. They
were certainly close friends until his death in 1862. On the
strength of her publications, which included a second book
Intellectual Education and its Influence on the Character and
Happiness of Women (1858), Miss Davies invited her to become
Mistress of Girton College from 1870. It was a difficult
period, for the girls were still unused to institutional life,
and Miss Shirreff resigned following a dispute over her power.
She was a staunch advocate of all women's rights. When a
gentleman tactlessly asked her once what she thought of
strong-minded women, she is said to have replied: 'I think that
they are very unfortunate when they find themselves in the
company of weak-minded men.
The National Union established scholarships for girls
proceeding to higher education and launched, in 1872, the Girls'
Public Day School Company, which set up self-supporting
experimental girls' schools all round the country. Opening
first in Chelsea, Notting Hill and Croydon, these 'High Schools'
taught a curriculum based on those of boys' Public Schools,
preparing girls for matriculation. Physical education was
included. They were enormously successful: under one
headmistress Oxford High School produced eight headmistresses
from a staff of thirteen and eight more from the student body.
2
Private schools were set up in imitation.
High Schools were especially important because they
recognised no distinctions of class or religion.

Fees were

moderate, so the daughters of tradesmen as well as professional
families attended, Jews along with Anglicans and Dissenters:
which was why George Gissing's anti-hero Lionel Tarrant (in In.

"4)it to, pp. 15-8, 29, 33, 48, 57.
^Ditto, pp.45-6, 51, 65.
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the Year of Jubilee. 1894), although hardly a gentleman
himself, looked down upon Nancy Lord.
She belonged to the social rank only just above
that of wage-earners; her father had a small
business in Camberwell; she dressed and talked
rather above her station, but so, now-a-days, did
every daughter of petty tradesfoik....Miss Lord
represented a type; to study her as a sample of
the pretentious half-educated class was
interesting; this sort of girl was turned out in
thousands every year, from so-called High Schools;
if they managed to pass some examination or other,
their conceit grew boundless.
The religious revival in Victorian England included a new
concern for the interests of women. The writer Miss Elizabeth
Sewell set up a self-supporting girls' school under the auspices
of the Church of England, with a trained certificated teacher
on £80 a year. In her article for Macmillan12
s Magazine in
3
1872 she described it as an 'Experiment in Middle-Class
Education'. The Church Schools Company was founded in 1883,
2
and by 1894 operated 27 schools.
Another lady put in a word for Convent Schools in Fraser1s
Magazine in 1874. Like all institutions which smacked of Rome
convents had lately come under fire, but from experience she
insisted that the education they gave was neither better nor
worse than anywhere else and their only failing was common to
'the general run of lay boarding-schools': they did not prepare
girls for 'a rather common lot - to live alone in the world.
The Sisters let it be too much before a girl that there are but
two things to be done, and that of course she will do either marry, or become a nun.
The great landmarks of nineteenth century education in
Britain - the Education Acts of 1870 and 1880, which made
elementary education compulsory for both sexes and set up the
schools to provide it - were not so important to the progress
of middle-class girls' education simply because these schools

■^Gissing, In the Year of Jubilee. II, pp.20-1.
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were not usually patronised by middle-class girls. But Flora
Thompson has left on record a description of the National
School in the hamlet where she lived. Some of the new schools
were co-educational, the advocates of this system hoping to lay
the foundations 'of a wholesome community of interests, without
which no marriage can be otherwise than disappointing'.
Private schools took up the idea and in 1898 Bedales in
Hampshire and King Alfred's in London opened their doors to
girls as well as boys.^
The secondary education of Victorian girls reached its
apotheosis in the establishment, towards the end of the
century, of Girls' Public Schools. Like the boys' Public
Schools upon which they were modelled, these aimed to provide
a thorough intellectual, moral and physical training, at a
price, in preparation for higher studies, the professions, and
young ladyhood. The hallmarks of their regime, easily
recognised by the reader of schoolgirl stories of those and
later decades, were an emphasis on games and a strong sense of
school loyalty and morality, enforced by the prefect system.
Miss (later Dame) Louisa Lumsden, a graduate of Queen's and
Hitchin, established St Leonard's at St Andrew's in 1877.
Miss Penelope Lawrence, who read Natural Sciences at Newnham,
joined her sisters in opening Roedean, near Brighton, in 1885.
Miss (later Dame) Jane Frances Dove, another ex-Queen's and
Girton girl, followed suit with Wycombe Abbey in Buckinghamshire
in 1896.2
Already in the 1880s and 1890s George Gissing was writing
of schoolgirl heroines who read Horace, explicated problems
both in physics and in society, and skimmed Anglo-Saxon as if
it were modern English. A new Royal Commission into Education
began in 1894, enquiring into girls' schools this time as a
matter of course. Of the sixteen commissioners, three were
women. It led to the establishment of the Board of Education
in 1899 and the Education Act of 1902 which changed the whole

Flora Thompson, Lark Rise to Candleford (London, 1948), p.168.
Dudley Campbell, 'Mixed Education of Boys and Girls' in the
Contemporary Review, XXII (1873), pp.259-61; and Mona Caird,
The Morality of Marriage (London, 1897), p.110.
^See Kamm, Hope Deferred, pp.218-20.
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organisation of British education. In 1900 the Churchwoman
celebrated the gains in women's instruction over the preceding
half-century: new schools and colleges, with proper books and
equipment (a far cry from '300 questions which every young lady
ought to be able to answer'), a wide range of subjects including
gym and games, better teachers with better training, better
pay, and better status. Emily Shirreff summed up the long-term
effects of these reforms, which had been hoped for, worked
towards, and achieved by her spinster friends:
Married life, the most entirely secluded from
outward influence, will be affected in some
measure; and unmarried women, it may be confidently
hoped, will feel that much of the undue depression
under which they have laboured will gradually
disappear. The absurd pretensions, for instance,
of male relations to interfere with their actions
and property, will doubtless be given up....Even
fathers will have to remember that unmarried
daughters do not remain children all their lives.
The sacrifice of their whole time and faculties
may no longer be taken as a matter of course, nor
women be expected to drag on a weary existence to
middle-age without ever having had one week or one
£5 note to spend freely as they chose.
By 1901 there were elementary and secondary schools for girls
in every town in England. This did not mean that every girl
received a secondary education. Far from it: educated women
were still an elite in England. But that elite had made one
further advance in the Victorian period. Women could now go to
university.^

In 1862 Frances Power Cobbe read a paper to the National
Association for the Promotion of Social Science on 'University
Degrees for Women'. Miss Cobbe (1822-1904), journalist and
miscellaneous writer, devoted her energies to philanthropy and
the campaign for women's rights in education, employment, and
political life.

As a young woman she had been content to

believe that 1the happy duties of a daughter and mistress of a
household which fell to my lot, together with village charities
and literary and other pursuits, sufficiently filled up the

Gissing, Isabel Clarendon. II, pp.134-5. The Churchwoman.
15 June, 22 June 1900, pp.170, 182. E. Shirreff, 'College
Education for Women' in the Conlemporarv Review. XV (1870),
p .65.
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life of a woman, without adding to them wide social and
political aims'.

But her father died when she was thirty-five,

leaving her with a much smaller amount to live on than she had
been accustomed to.

For the first time she became aware of the

problems of unsupported women whose efforts to provide for
themselves were obstructed by the combined forces of law,
custom, and public opinion.

Miss Cobbe cut off her hair - for

she had no maid to dress it for her now - and set out both to
exemplify and to inculcate independence in women, which she
believed would best be accomplished by educating them to
support themselves.

'We shall make single life so free and

happy that they shall have not one temptation to change it save
the only temptation which ought to determine them - namely
love.'
herself,

As it happened Miss Cobbe was never tempted in this way
for no man ever asked her to marry him, and she

claimed she never met one she wished had done so.
with a companion, Miss Lloyd:
friend'.

She lived

'a perfect mother and a perfect

After Miss Cobbe's death a fellow-journalist paid

tribute to her: she 'lived her life vividly, and...made history
as well as lived it'.^
Her suggestion that women should be admitted to higher
education was laughed to scorn in the press of 1862, but the
Association she addressed herself to unanimously decided to
take up the cause.

Accordingly a committee was set up, and

Emily Davies approached the Universities of London, Oxford and
Cambridge for permission for girls to sit the matriculation
examinations.

London had already indicated its attitude by

refusing entry to two prospective medical students, Jessie White
and Elizabeth Garrett,

in 1856 and 1862, and Oxford stalled

persistently until 1870.

But Cambridge consented to allow girls

to take the Cambridge Local informally.
preparation,

With only six weeks of

83 candidates presented themselves, girls from

Queen's, the North London Collegiate School, Bedford, and some
other good private schools including one being conducted by
Octavia Hill, and their results
arithmetic)

(in all subjects except

were so creditable that Emily Davies was encouraged

F.P. Cobbe, The Duties of Women (London, 1905), p.4.
Jennie
Chappell, ‘Frances Power Cobbe' in Women of Worth (London, 1908),
pp.108, 114, 121.
F.P. Cobbe, 'What shall we do with our old
maids?' in Fraser's Magazine. LXVI (1862), pp.594-6. Marianne
Farningham, A Working Woman's Life (London, 1907), p.237.
See
also F o P . Cobbe, Life, as told by herself (London, 1904)0

to organise a petition to the Vice-Chancellor requesting the
admission of girls to the university itself. Over 1,000 people
signed it.
From the time of the bluestockings, learned ladies had
always excited ridicule. The reviewer of Emily Davies's book
The Hierher Education of Women (1866) observed that the weapon
which was used to most effect against the movement for higher
education for women at Oxford and Cambridge was banter.
'The
Saturday Rev.lev; aspect of a subject on which good jokes might
be made, proved too much for the moral courage of the Oxford
dons.12 'To a man with a spark of fun in his constitution,'
suggested Miss Cobbe more charitably, 'the temptation to
perpetrate jokes about Mistresses of Arts and Spinsters of Arts
is perfectly irresistible.' Tennyson's Princess of 1849,
revived with even more mockery by Gilbert and Sullivan in 1884,
provided another suitable image to laugh at. The Queen
reported a meeting in 1874 which discussed the admission of
women to medical degrees: 'Of course, many general remarks on
the education of women were made; and Mr Beresford Hope alluded
to those wearisome "girl graduates" and "prudes for proctors,"
of whom we wish heartily that the Laureate had never formed any
idea. These ideal persons ought to be proscribed in all
allusions to women's education.' But Thomas Huxley turned them
to good advantage.
'Let us have "sweet girl graduates" by all
means. They will be none the less sweet for a little wisdom;
and the "golden hair" will not curl any the less gracefully
outside the head by reason of there being brains within.'2
The popular press did not agree.

Punch's conception of a

'Ladies' University' was a curriculum of cooking, dress and
bonnet, furniture-judging and domestic economy, to which
successful candidates might add music, painting, and modern
languages.

They then qualified as 'the Sweetness and Light,

1
Kamm, Hope Deferred, pp.184-96. T. Markby, 'The Education of
Women' in the Contemporary Review. I (1866), pp.410, 413.
2

Review of Emily Davies's The Higher Education of Women in the
Contemporary Review. IV (1867), p.287. F.P. Cobbe, Female
education, and how it would be affected by University
Examinations (London, 1862), p.19. The Queen. 20 June 1874,
p.505. T.H. Huxley, 'Emancipation - Black and White' in
Lectures and Lav Sermons (London, 1910), p.119 (1865).
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the Grace and Queen of Home'. Blackwood's Magazine published a
poem entitled '0 Why Should a Woman not get a Degree?' which
concluded with the lines:
Then I wonder a woman, the Mistress of Hearts,
Would descend to aspire to be Master of Arts.
A Ministering Angel in Woman we see,
^
And an Angel should covet no other Degree.
With straight faces the feminists addressed serious replies
to this frivolous criticism. They justified the higher
education of women on two grounds. The first was that it would
provide training and qualifications for women who might have to
support themselves some day.

'The practical exclusion of girls

from the highest educational advantages...is in very many cases
equivalent to a sentence of life-long pauperism and dependence,12
3
wrote Elizabeth Wolstenholme. 'It is to the last degree
indecent that women should be dependent on marriage for a
professional maintenance.' 'What mockery it is to talk of
"home life" for many young women nowadays, when the choice
practically lies between starvation, a mar läge de convenance
(or it may be a lot even more degrading) and doing something
for oneself?' added Miss (later Dame) Elizabeth Wordsworth in
2
her article, 'Colleges for Women*.
The second and more general advantage of higher education
to women was that it would raise the standard of girls'
instruction
prepare for
must obtain
bringing up
women could

throughout the system: of the schoolgirls who must
matriculation examinations, of the teachers who
qualifications for their job, of the mothers
their children. More than that, in proving that
study as hard as men at the highest level, and

produce work which could be judged by the same criteria,
university education would kill the theory of female inferiority
forever.

^Punch, 20 March 1875, p.123.
(Anon), '0 Why Should a Woman
not get a Degree?' in Blackwood's Magazine. CV (1869), p.227.
2

E.C. Wolstenholme, 'The Education of Girls' in J. Butler, ed.,
Woman's Work and Woman's Culture, p.318. E. Wordsworth,
'Colleges for Women' in Lady Jeune et al. Ladies at Work
(London, 1893), p.24.
3
E. Shirreff, 'Girton College' in the Fortnightly Review. NS
XIV (1873), pp.91-2.
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Yet many Victorians were not prepared to accept these
avowed benefits.

'We want healthy, happy, dutiful, Englishwomen:

and we are satisfied that if women take to College, and
examinations,

and diplomas, and the rest, they will be

unhealthy, unhappy, undutiful, and worst of all - American.'
They protested that it was cruel to expect parents to send their
daughters away to college for large parts of three successive
years when they wished to enjoy their company.

Nothing was

said about the enormous numbers who already went away to
boarding school or about the sons of whose company parents
deprived themselves without question; and Emily Shirreff for
one was

'hindered from taking the sentimental view of this

point' when she considered the extreme eagerness of parents to
marry off their daughters as soon as possible:

'to allow them

permanently to leave the nest half-fledged, and with a very
confused notion of what may await them in that new nest that
i

has been so hastily built'.
They protested that it was not proper to allow young women
to study alongside young men, as they must in university
courses.

'It would be a very poor recompense to women if they

were allowed to take degrees and win fellowships at the price
of incurring some of those evils which result from carelessly
bringing young men and young women together in a crowd,' one
would-be supporter of women's education pointed out obscurely
but earnestly.

Another felt that the 'pleasant proximity' of

female students might prove 'too severe a trial for the
inherent frivolity of male nature'; while Queen Victoria was
outspoken in her opposition.
The Queen is a woman herself - and knows what an
anomaly her own position is: - but that can be
reconciled with reason and propriety though it
is a terribly difficult and trying one.
But to
tear away all the barriers which surround a
woman, and to propose that they should study with
men - things which should not be named before
them - certainly not in a mixed audience - would
be to introduce a total disregard of what must be
considered as belonging to the rules and principles
of morality....Let women be what God intended; a
helpmate for man - but with totally different
duties and vocations.

■^E. Davies, 'Some Account of a Proposed New College for Women'
in the Contemporary Review. IX (1868), p.549.
E. Shirreff,
'College Education for Women' in the Contemporary Review. XV
(1870), p .59.
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One of the drawbacks of any proposed scheme for higher
education for women was that the bulk of the lectures would
have to be given by men, there being few women qualified for
the job.
'There is something to our mind as unseemly and
unnatural in girls being taught by men as in committing boys
after infancy to the charge of women,' observed one person
caught in this dilemma.
'It is incredible, impossible that it
should in the long run work well.'^
They protested that higher education would rob women of
the qualities that made them attractive to men.
Ladies may say they have higher ambitions than to
be our partners and helpmates, that their real
mission is to be legislators, or judges, or
physicians, or at least to share these charges
with us. I can only reply that, for my own part,
I'd rather not marry a Chancellor of the Exchequer,
nor share the domestic hearth with a Bachelor in
medicine. If the women's right (sic) question is
simply to be the question of unmarried females of those who will not, or cannot, marry - let them
declare it so. Call it "The Old Maids' Reform
Association," "The Spinsters' Union," or anything
else that would imply that the rights to be
acquired, should not rob us of a wife or mother,
or that in making a Professor the more in our
community, we had not a true Woman the less.
This thesis, here stated none too subtly by Cornelius O'Dowd in
Blackwood's Magazine in 1868, that the 'true Woman' was the
wife and mother, and only the wife and mother, was a powerful
disincentive to further study for girls and the main cause of
parental opposition. It was as though educated women took out,
simultaneously with their university degree, a certificate of
spinsterhood: a state of life which Mr O'Dowd and his friends
did their best to discredit. By threatening to deny them their
favours men hit upon the most effective means of barring women
2

from intellectual equality with men.
Yet the spinsters troubled them.

Miss Davies and Miss

Shirreff and a host of perhaps more desirable women plainly did

'Women's Education' in Fraser's Magazine. LXXIX (1869), p.549.
J.B. Mayor, 'The Cry of the Women' in the Contemporary Review.
XI (1869), p.211. Queen Victoria quoted John W. Cunliffe,
Leaders of the Victorian Revolution (N.Y., 1963), p.10.
T. Markby, 'The Education of Women' in the Contemporary Review.
1 (1866), p.409.
2

C. O'Dowd, 'Women's Rights' in Blackwood's Magazine. CIV
(1868), p.460.
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not care that Mr O'Dowd was not inclined to marry a woman who
might compete with him in learning and employment potential.
And more and more women were following their example, convinced as Frederic Myers put it - that clever men only married silly
women because they were unable to find sensible ones, and that
'the men whom ignorance charms are scarcely worth charming'.^
Finally they protested that there was no demand for higher
education among women.

'There are many who have a blind

feeling - some who would have the courage to say - that women
do not want a higher education; that they do very well as they
are; and that there is not the best odour about female study or
female advancement.

This is not a tangible objection, but it

is for that reason more difficult to overcome.'

Emily Davies

cited the case of the solitary student on the Yorkshire moors
or in the Devonshire valley, who had been told all her life she
was

'quite an exception', and who therefore had no way of

knowing that there were hundreds of other
herself,

'exceptions'

like

all over England, equally isolated, equally aspiring,

and equally unable to take a step towards realising their goals.
'It is not until a hand has been held out to help them,' said
Miss Davies,

'that it will be possible to know how many will be
2
found ready to respond to the call.'
Emily Davies held out her hand.

Having secured the

permanent right for women to sit for the Cambridge examinations,
though not to take out degrees, she founded the first
university college for English women.

Beginning in the autumn

of 1869 in a hired house in Hitchin, midway between London and
Cambridge,

she soon realised that a larger building more

conveniently situated would be expedient, and with the help of
subscriptions from Mme Bodichon and other friends, purchased
sixteen acres on the edge of the university town itself and
arranged the building of the house that was to become Girton
College.

'Few visitors, whether friendly or inimical to the

cause, will not be taken by surprise at the first glimpse of the

^"Frederic W.H. Myers, 'Local Lectures for Women' in Macmillan's
Magazine. XIX (1869), p.162.
2
J.L. Davies, 'A New College for Women' in Macmillan's Magazine.
XVIII (1868), p.172.
E. Davies, 'Some Account of a Proposed
New Colleqe for Women' in the Contemporary Review, IX (1868),
p.556.
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solid and imposing structure,' wrote Miss Matilda BethamEdwards, novelist and feminist sympathiser, 'which represents
the dreams, labours, and self-devotion of so many advanced
minds, and the bare mention of which twenty, nay, ten years
ago, would have called up incredulity on the one side and
ridicule on the other.
Opponents had said that students would not come, but they
came in such numbers that the college was soon self-supporting.
They had said that the studies were beyond the powers of women,
but not one student broke down in health, and three of the
first five entrants in the Cambridge Tripos passed at honours
level. Indeed in 1874 Women and Work reported that one of the
two Girton girls who achieved the equivalent of first class
honours in that year received her congratulations with the
remark: 'I am afraid I have no right to expect such flattering
expressions as you kindly use, since the examination I have
passed is beneath contempt. The predominant feeling roused by
it is astonishment. How it is possible for men to fail in it
after having spent all their school in work on the subject is
2
an inscrutable wonder.'
The second women's college at Cambridge - Newnham - was
the creation of another Victorian spinster, Anne Jemima Clough.
Born in Liverpool in 1820, and brought up in South Carolina,
Miss Clough was the sister of the poet beloved of Florence
Nightingale. When her father died she became interested in the
movement for women's education. She ran a progressive school
in the Lake District, signed the memorial to open the Cambridge
Local Examinations to women, sent a submission to the Schools'
Inquiry Commission, and wrote articles in favour of university
education for women.

Like most young women she had dwelt on

the idea of marriage and looked forward to settling down with a
beloved husband. But all the time a strong sense of duty or
mission conflicted with this desire for personal happiness: 'If
I were a man,' she noted in her diary,

'I would not work for

riches, to make myself a name or to leave a wealthy family

E. Shirreff, 'Girton College' in the Fortnightly Review. NS
XIV (1873), pp.87-90.
(Matilda Betham-Edwards) 'Girton College'
in Fraser's Magazine. NS XI (1875), pp.562-3, 566.
2

Women and Work. 10 October 1874, p.6.
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behind me. No, I think I would work for my country and make
its people my heirs.1 As a Victorian woman she had to choose
between finding fulfilment within and through a family of her
own and seeking it in a larger field of action: only very
exceptional women like Josephine Butler could combine marriage
and a mission. Anne Clough chose to work in the world, and
gave up all idea of marriage.
'There is no use giving the
slightest encouragement when one is determined, even if one's
feelings did waver for a moment, to stand out.''^
Upon her mother's death in I860 she inherited enough money
to be able to devote herself full-time to the cause of better
education for women. In 1866 she set up a local branch of the
Schoolmistresses' Association and, with the help of Mrs Butler
and her husband, established a series of lectures by university
men for Liverpool women which grew into the North of England
Council for Promoting the Higher Education of Women and
ultimately, into University Extension. But Miss Clough's
greatest ambition was to found a university college for women.
Since Emily Davies was unwilling to unite her institution with
a newcomer. Miss Clough took her own house in 1871. In 1875 she
and her students moved to Newnham where, five years later, they
were incorporated as a college of Cambridge University.
From the start Miss Clough's college was different from
Miss Davies's. Miss Davies insisted that her students sit for
the Cambridge Tripos after three years and one term of study,
just like their male counterparts. Miss Clough permitted her
girls to take the special 'women's examinations' set up by
London university and Cambridge, and imposed no time limit.
For Miss Davies it was essential that women should establish
their equality with men by doing exactly the same work.

For

Miss Clough the educational benefit of higher study to her
students was most important. Principal of Newnham College for
twenty-one years, she was a feminist and a pioneer but could
not be called, as Miss Davies was, a 'strong-minded woman'.
'Some people say unmarried women must become hard and

■^Blanche Athena Clough, A Memoir of Anne Jemima Clough (London,
1897), esp. pp.25-6, 37, 63, 99.

153

self-centred, and she was just the reverse, so human, so full
1
of interest in everything.'
The admission of women to Oxford was also the work of
Victorian spinsters. In 1866 Miss Eleanor Smith, sister of a
Balliol Professor and friend of Miss Davies and Miss Clough,
organised a series of lectures and classes for women. In 1870
the university finally opened its local examinations to girls.
Three years later, when the daughter of Professor Rogers was
offered an exhibition at Worcester on her results in these
examinations upon the mistaken assumption that she was a boy,
The Times took up the issue of higher education of women and
shamed the authorities into admitting female students. They
were still obliged to sit for separate examinations and were
not awarded degrees. Annie Rogers proceeded to acquire an
unofficial First and became a tutor at St Hugh's College and
author of Degrees by Degrees (1938), the story of her part in
the battle to gain full membership of the university and degree
2
status for women students at Oxford.
The first colleges for women at Oxford were established
in 1879: Lady Margaret Hall, a religious foundation, and the
non-denominational Somerville. In 1886 Miss (later Dame)
Elizabeth Wordsworth, Principal of Lady Margaret Hall for
thirty years, founded St Hugh's; and in 1893 Miss Beale founded
St Hilda's. At London, Bedford was incorporated as a college
in 1878, Queen's having declined that status; and in the same
year the university authorities decided to admit women to
degrees. Frances Power Cobbe was among the deputation that went
to thank the President for the fulfilment of her life's dream.
In 1882 a new women's college was established, Westfield, to be
followed by Royal Holloway - begun as a 'ladies' university'by
the wealthy pill-maker Thomas Holloway - incorporated in 1897.
By the turn of the century they were joined by a ladies'
department at King's and the London School of Medicine (later
the Royal Free Hospital), which had been founded in 1874 by

^Miss Hawker ('Lanoe Falconer') quoted Evelyn March-Phillipps,
Lanoe Falconer (London, 1915), p.105.
2

See Annie M.A.H. Rogers, Degrees by Degrees (Oxford, 1938) and
Vera Brittain, The Women at Oxford (London, 1960). Oxford
granted women full membership of the university and degrees in
1920, Cambridge not until 1947.

154
another Victorian spinster, Sophia Jex-Blake. By an Act of
1875 all British universities were empowered to admit women if
they wished, and by 1900, in most faculties, all of them did.
The Irish universities granted degrees to women from 1880, the
Scots from 1892, and Durham from 1895.^
By 1901 there were 2,000 female graduates from English
universities, 1,500 certificated students, and eight honorary
LL.Ds: where thirty-three years before no woman had been
allowed to enter a university. Some of these graduates were
outstanding people whose achievements were influential in
changing the public's opinion of educated women. At Cambridge
Miss Philippa Fawcett, daughter of Dame Millicent and Professor
Henry Fawcett, had the distinction of being placed above the
senior wrangler in 1890, the first woman to be so: she went on
to have a distinguished career in education. At London Miss
Elizabeth A.S. Dawes became the first female D. Lit. Oxford
produced a number of subsequent college principals and
professors; one of the first woman members of parliament,
Eleanor Rathbone; some authors, including the traveller and
'uncrowned Queen of Arabia', Gertrude Bell; and Dame Kathleen
Courtney of the League of Nations. None of the ladies mentioned
ever married; they found satisfaction and recognition outside
2
the traditional sphere of womanhood.
In 187Ü, threatened by the advent of women of superior
education, Eliza Lynn Linton had written defending the status
of the ordinary wife and mother:
Try as long as they may, they will not be able to
affix the stigma of the 'lower creature' on the
woman who prefers bearing children to writing
poetry or lecturing on self-culture, and who
thinks that being a loving wife to a manly husband
is a better thing than the intellectual progress
possible in the lonely grandeur of celibacy.

F.P. Cobbe, Life, as told by herself, p.587. The United
States, New Zealand, Australia, Canada and India gave degrees
to women before the British universities did, and there were
movements for the same reforms throughout western Europe at the
time. See Theodore Stanton, ed., The Woman Question in Europe
(N.Y., 1884).
^Helen Blackburn, Women's Suffrage (London, 1902), p.222.
Brittain, The Women at Oxford, pp.243-4, 248-9. E.A.S. Dawes's
career was reported in the Woman's Signal, 13 June 1895, p.17.

155

Probably few educated women regarded wives as 'lower creatures',
and many of them married themselves. Nevertheless it would be
true to say that better education contributed to the increasing
spinster population in England at the turn of the century.
'The girl who devotes herself to higher study is necessarily
estranged from family life,' wrote Adele Crepaz in 1893;
'...She would say to herself, "I have my situation and can make
a living myself, am accustomed to live in my own way, and have
my own pleasures. Why should I bind myself in marriage?"'
Jane Harrison expressed her happiness that she never married,
remarking 'I do not doubt that 1 lost much, but I am quite sure
I gained more. Marriage, for a woman at least, hampers the two
things that made life to me glorious - friendship and learning.'
As long as the educated woman was the exceptional woman,
it would remain exceptional for her to direct her life in the
ordinary course. The nature of marriage would have to change,
and public opinion with it, before it would be customary for
married middle-class women to hold down a professional career
as well; meanwhile, for some people, the attractions of
independence were greater than those of a life of dependence
and obligation in which they frequently had little choice. By
1923 only a quarter of the 75Ü ex-students of Lady Margaret
Hall past the age of 45 had married. Thirty years later the
marriage rate for women graduates was almost as high as that
for all women.2
'Sooner or later, I'm sure, if you begin by educating
women, you must end by emancipating them.' So said Herminia
Barton in Grant Allen's novel The Woman Who Did (1895). The
education revolution, pioneered by spinsters, largely for the
benefit of spinsters, had the effect of removing the stigma of
failure and dependence which had previously attached to
unmarried women, and thus of improving the condition and status
of all women, single and married. This change was reflected
in a novelette of the late nineteenth century, II.B. Mackenzie's

Eliza Lynn Linton, Ourselves (London, 2nd ed., 1870), p.55.
Adele Crepaz, The Emancipation of Women and Its Probable
Consequences (London, 1893), pp.55-6. J. Harrison,
Reminiscences of a Student's Life, p.88.
^Brittain, The Women at Oxford, p.233.
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Give a Dog a Bad Name, in which the heroine - who was described
as tall, handsome, and possessed of 'that air of strength and
independence which a liberal education, good health of body and
mind, and the sense of being respected and relied on, give to a
woman' - had passed with honours in the local examinations,
and had taken her degree at the age of twenty-three.
'Yet no
one condemned her for that; no male creature passed coarse
jests on a woman's aspirations after knowledge; Anne was never
stigmatised as being "mannish" or "strongminded."
that is passed.'

The age for

Grant Allen, The Woman Who Did (London, 1896), p.7.
H.B. Mackenzie, 'Give a Dog a Bad Name' (n.d.) in Martin
Seymour-Smith, ed., A Cupful of Tears. Sixteen Victorian
Novelettes (London, 1965), p.275.

Photograph reproduced in E. Moberly Bell, Octavia Hil l
(London 1946) facing p. 57.
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CHAPTER SIX
WORKING LADIES
Miss Eliza Merritt, aged 56, was the daughter of the
rector in a Somerset village. Left upon his death with no
means of maintenance, she came up to London and obtained a
situation as a governess; but ill-health forced her to give this
up and endeavour to gain a precarious livelihood by needlework.
Early in February 1874 she took a small back room at a coffee
house, 59 Drury Lane.

She furnished the room herself but, as

became apparent later, sold the things bit by bit in order to
purchase food. One morning in April the landlord, learning
that she had not been seen for two days, went up to her room
and found her lying dead upon the floor. The last vestige of
furniture and bedding had disappeared; there was not an item of
food or fuel in the place, nothing but the bare walls. The
body was virtually a skeleton, and a post mortem revealed no
trace of food in the stomach or intestines.
'Death had resulted
from apoplexy, consequent on the want of the ordinary
necessaries of life.'
Miss Merritt's story was reported in the Queen and
elsewhere, inspiring one anonymous writer to contrive a
conjectured account of the reasons for the tragedy and the
events which led up to it for Cassell's Magazine. 'A Leaf from
a Life' was not the first Victorian story about a destitute
governess which purported to be founded in fact. Nearly twenty
years before Harriet Martineau had portrayed 'The Old
Governess' (in Sketches from Life, 1856) who, left behind by her
departing employers, consigned herself to the Workhouse to die.
Miss Merritt would not even seek charity: she preferred to die
in respectability.

'My father little dreamed of this, to be

sure,' Miss Martineau's heroine had mused.

'...But when do our

parents and friends, when do we ourselves, dream of what our
lot is really to turn out?‘ The great hindrance to the fair
employment of women lay in their expectation of marriage and
consequent neglect of preparation for any other destiny.

2

1The Queen, 11 April 1874, p.291.
^Anon, 'A Leaf from a Life' in Cassell's Mngazine. NS IX (1874),
p.327. Harriet Martineau, 'The Old Governess' in Sketches from
Life (London, 1856), p.45.
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According to Victorian theory women who failed to marry
were expected to model their lives as closely as possible after
that of the wife and mother who performed the true duties of
womanhood.

If economically feasible they should be supported

at home as maiden aunts and family adjutants.

If not they must

undertake work which would enable them 1still to cultivate in
some measure their characteristic qualities of heart and mind'.
That meant,

for the upper middle classes, teaching or going as

companion; for the lower middle classes, the many branches of
the needlework trade; and for the rest there was an ever
growing demand for domestic servants.

In the middle-class

occupations the supply far exceeded the demand, and the majority
of aspirants were quite unprepared, practically and emotionally,
for the duties and hardships of the working woman's life.
The Times in 1859 commented on the plight of middle-class women
forced to earn their bread, becoming inevitably 'according to
their positions, either distressed needlewomen or distressed
governesses'.

On another occasion it declared that it was

'a

terrible incident of our social existence that the resources of
gaining a livelihood left open to women are so few.

At present

the language practically held by modern society to destitute
women might be resolved into Marry - Stitch - Die - or do
1
worse.'
Societies have always shown ingenuity in disposing of
surplus women.

The ancient Greeks exposed them, the Muslims

practised polygamy, the Roman Catholics put them into convents.
English Christians provided charitable institutions for them.
The Charities' Record and Philanthropic Messenger noted in 1867
that London was full of homes and asylums for 'reduced
gentlewomen' but had none for gentlemen: they were not needed.
As late as 1900 the Churchwoman commented:
When shall dawn that much-to-be-desired day
whereupon every father of every girl shall awake
to the responsibility of so endowing the daughter
that marriage shall, in all instances, cease to
be the alternative to starvation, the enigma may
become simpler....Until that far-off period,
however, the reduced gentlewoman, unfitted by
birth, breeding, and tastes for poverty, unequal
to the task of facing a rough world, and

■^Anon, 'Female Labour' in Fraser's Magazine, LXI
The Times. 8 November 1859, 11 February 1857.

(1860), p.367.
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absolutely unqualified for earning her bread,
must, it may well be feared, remain as an item
of the population.
Therefore for her assistance
will charities be a continued necessity.^
The Governesses' Benevolent Institution had been
established in 1843 by champions of those thousands of working
ladies who required charitable assistance.

It gave annuities

to retired governesses without other means of support, offered
financial aid to those who were ill or out of work, and
assisted in finding situations.

A temporary residential home

and an Asylum for Decayed Governesses at Kentish Town were
added, and thrift and economy cultivated among those who could
afford to save by means of investments and a Provident Account. The
G.B.I. did valuable work but, as Miss Merritt's case showed, it
could not cope with the increasing problem.

The establishment

of Queen's College and Bedford (1848-9) went a long way towards
improving the conditions for the generation of teachers who
benefited from their instruction but ultimately spelt death
for the untrained multitude.
By 1851 there were 25,000 governesses in England.

Some of

these women broke down in health, all grew old, and there were
not enough jobs to go around.

The G.B.I.'s report of 1857

revealed that of 120 candidates who applied for three annuities
worth £20 each, 83 were utterly destitute.

No statistics could

have made it clearer that charity was not enough.

'There is

more bread in England for one sinner that repenteth, than for
ninety-nine innocent wom e n , ' one poor governess remarked
bitterly to Frances Power Cobbe.

Some larger reform was needed

to enable these 'exceptional' women, who were fast becoming the
rule, to earn their independence.“
Like educational reform, the movement for middle-class
women's employment grew out of the governesses' plight.

In

See Julia O'Faolain and Lauro Marlines, e d . , Not in God's
Image (N.Y., 1973), pp.270-5.
Charities' Record and
Philanthropic Messenger. 31 August 1867, p . l 3 u Churchwoman.
26 January 1900, p.264.
2
'The Profession of the Teacher' in the English Woman's Journal.
I (1858), p.5.
B.R. Parkes, Essays on Woman's Work (London,
1865), pp.97-8.
Governesses' Benevolent Institution Reports
from 1843.
J.A. Banks, Prosperity and Parenthood (London, 1954),
p.31. Anon, 'Hints on the Modern Governess System' in Fraser's
Magazine. XXX (1844), p.571.
F,P. Cobbe, Friendless Girls, and
How to Help Them (London, 1861), p.2.
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1858 Bessie Rayner Parkes, Anna Jameson and Barbara Leigh Smith
founded the English Woman's Journal as a forum for the
discussion of 'educated destitution'. Mrs Jameson had been
deserted by her husband, and wrote to support her family. She
had already produced two well-known books on the subject of
women's employment, Sisters of Charity (1855) and The Communion
of Labour (1856) . The others were ladies of independent means
who had been involved in collecting signatures for the
petitions associated with the Married Women's Property Act of
1857. Through their new periodical they publicised the need
to open new spheres of employment to middle-class women who had
no alternative means of support.
'It seems to be forgotten that whether women work or not,
they must exist, and if they are not allowed to labour with
their hands at the thing that is good, they must be burdensome
to society,' wrote Emily Davies, one of the earliest associates
of the Langham Place feminists. Her conclusion was supported
by J.D. Milne's recently-published research into the Industrial
and Social Position of Women (1857) and Mrs Craik's A Woman's
Thoughts about Women (1858). It was vain to talk of promoting
marriage. The number of unsupported spinsters was rising daily.
The feminists decided that the only feasible scheme would be
'to increase the demand by diminishing the supply', that is, by
making all women independent so that they did not have to
2
flood the marriage market.
To do this the field of female employment must be widened
so that middle-class women were not all obliged to compete for
the limited number of positions in traditional spheres. The

Bessie Rayner Parkes (1829-1925), poet and feminist, was the
daughter of a radical lawyer, and married M. Belloc in 1867.
She was widowed early. Barbara Leigh Smith (1827-91) was the
daughter and granddaughter of radical Unitarian M.P.s and
married Eugene Bodichon in 1857, living abroad much of the time
thereafter. She helped to organise suffrage petitions and to
found Girton College, of which she was the major benefactor.
Anna Jameson (1794-1860) was a writer on artistic and literary
subjects. The English Woman's Journal, merged with the
Alexandra Magazine in 1864 and was replaced by the Eng1ishwoman‘s
Review (edited by Jessie Boucherett) in 1866.
2

Emily Davies, Thoughts on Some Questions Relating to Women
1860-1908 (Cambridge, 1910), p.14. Englishwoman's Review. NS
90 (1859), p.211 (a different periodical from the later
Englishwoman's Review of Jessie Boucherett).
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English Woman1a Journal began an employment register to
advertise posts that the editors thought might be of use to
subscribers. It caught the eye of a Lincolnshire lady of
independent means, Miss Jessie Boucherett, who came down to
London to meet the organisers and, with their help, founded the
Society for Promoting the Employment of Women in 1859.
Emilia Jessie Boucherett (1825-1905) had been educated,
like Mrs Gaskell, at Avonbank in Stratford. An heiress in her
own right, she was anxious to devote her life to 'endeavouring
to improve the position of women in various ways' (as she wrote
in her Who's Who entry).

She subscribed to the orthodox

feminist view that the first prize in life was a happy marriage,
the second a life of independence, and the third and worst an
uncongenial marriage; and she advocated employment for middleclass women on the ground that the pursuit of the second prize
in no way prevented the winning of the first, while it
virtually secured against having to endure the third. She
herself never seems to have wished to exchange independence for
married life.^
The earliest schemes of the Society for Promoting the
Employment of Women were directed at the most immediate need.
In 1859 Maria Rye set up a law-copying office in Lincoln's Inn
employing women only. In 1860 Emily Faithfull opened her
Victoria Press, a printing business operated by women for women.
A hairdressing class commenced amid controversy as to whether
it was 'ladylike' work. Girls were trained as clerks and
book-keepers, in tracing, shorthand, shopwork, nursing, and
other occupations the Society thought ladies could perform
successfully. It even tried, with little success, to persuade
2
trade unions to take on female apprentices.
Through these projects the Society managed to place a
substantial number of middle-class women in respectable
positions, but it was still only the tip of the iceberg.
Moreover, most of the work was in skilled trades and appealed
chiefly to lower middle-class women.
class were a problem.

Ladies of the upper middle

Nursing and secretarial work had not yet

^Jessie Boucherett, Hints on Self-Help (London, 1863), p.53.
2

For the work of the Society for Promoting the Employment of
Women see the Englishwoman‘s Review. 15 July 1879, pp.289-97.

162

acquired their subsequent status and companions and untrained
governesses were in little demand. In another attempt to solve
the problems of these superfluous women Miss Rye and Miss Jane
Lewin set up the Female Middle-Class Emigration Society. Yet
in the 2,4years of its operation only 302. governesses
obtained 'honourable occupation' in the colonies and Miss Rye
found that domestic servants and pauper children were more
successful emigrees.^
In 1862 W.R. Greg proposed that superfluous women should
become a superior type of domestic servant. Although some
gentlewomen did become 'ladies' helps' the scheme never really
took on. They suffered the same status alienation as
governesses, being both ladies and servants and without the
professional training and backing which commanded respect.
Most employers were not anxious to pay any more than they could
afford for household assistance and proferred the cheaper, more
tractable working-class girl. Finally, the feminists opposed
the idea. They disliked the assumptions upon which Mr Greg
based his suggestion and they did not think it feasible to make
a lady a servant.
'If a lady could earn 60£ a year as a cook,'
opined Anne Thackeray, 'it seems to me more dignified to cook
than to starve on a pittance of 30£ or 20£, as so many must
do.' The feminists would not have disagreed with this
judgment, but they would have tried to find the lady employment
2
more suited to her station.
Emily Davies called servants 'one of the most precious
civilising influences which modern society affords' only
because they freed middle-class men and women like herself to
perform the major intellectual tasks of society, while they
themselves were provided with a secure and comfortable living.
The servants found an unex£>ected ally in Eliza Lynn Linton, the
anti-feminist journalist on the reactionary Saturday Review.
'There is nothing in the fact of work that degrades; it is only
the workers who are degraded.' Middle-class feminists, however,
were only concerned with their own kind.

'The simple fact is

that with all society changing above and around us,' stated

(W. Gilbert) Facta Non Verba (London, 1874), from p.22, esp.
p.25. Tx-r information concernino the. F. M »C-E..S. X an'» tradeFtod
2
ro Dr- A\>y. Homr'nerVor». °
Anne Thackeray, Toilers and Spinsters (London, 1874), p.22.
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Mrs Linton,

‘we want to keep the lower-lying classes - and

notably the servants - from changing too.'*^
The enormous publicity given to the problems of
superfluous women in the 1860s brought a significant change in
the character of the movement for women's employment. The
executive committee of the Governesses‘ Benevolent Institution
was composed entirely of men. Women were certainly interested
in the cause, but they did not control its operation. The
leading ladies at Langham Place were mostly either married like Mrs Jameson - or soon to be - like Miss Parkes (Mme Belloc)
and Miss Leigh Smith (Mme Bodichon). Half the first executive
of the Society for Promoting the Employment of Women were men
and of the other half, only Jessie Boucherett and Adelaide
Procter were spinsters. But Miss Rye and Miss Lewin were
prominent from the start and they were joined by associates who
were to emerge later as the feminists of the new order - women
like Emily Faithfull and Louisa Hubbard - both in their
twenties and neither destined to marry. These feminist
spinsters were not content to provide work for superfluous
women who needed it: they aimed to establish the single woman's
2
right to economic independence through work.
J.B. Mayor observed of the women's movement in 1869:
In some the protest against present custom is
unconscious; to themselves they would probably
seem to be merely suiting their own individual
conduct to the circumstances in which they are
placed by Providence; they have no definite
intention of altering the condition of women,
though much desire to elevate and improve their
characters and aims. There are others with whom
opposition is conscious and outspoken.
The examples he listed were all spinsters: the Misses Becker,
Cobbe, Faithfull and Davies.

The publicity accorded to

superfluous women in the early 1860s gave these ladies their

Emily Davies, 'Some Account of a Proposed New College for
Women' in the Contemporary Review. IX (1868), p.548.
(Eliza
Lynn Linton) 'On the side of the maids' in the Cornhill
Magazine. XXIX (1874), pp.305, 307.
2

For the members of the executive committee of the Governesses'
Benevolent Institution, see its Reports. For the committee of
S.P.E.W., see Helen Blackburn, Women's Suffrage, p.251. See
Appendix for details of spinsters.
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«opportunity. Independence not marriage was the answer to the
superfluous women's problem. Independence not marriage was the
feminists' personal goal.
'Oh, Alice, what a blessed thing is
independence!1 cried Gissing's Virginia Madden in The Odd Women
(1893); and thirty-five years later Virginia Woolf expressed
the same feeling: 'I need not hate any man: he cannot hurt me.
I need not flatter any man; he has nothing to give me.
One of the most colourful of the feminist spinsters, Emily
Paithfull (1835/6-95) grew up in a country rectory in Surrey.
She was interested in the Society for Promoting the Employment
of Women from its inception, and her Victoria Press, founded in
1860, proved to be one of its most successful ventures.
'The
very juxta-position of the words printing and women, reminds us
of MISS FAITHFULL and of her persevering efforts to open up
this trade to women,' wrote Louisa Hubbard by way of tribute.
Her pupils were continually harrassed by members of the
printers' union who opposed female labour, and their (male)
teachers had to assume false names for their own protection.
Nevertheless in 1862 Miss Faithfull was named 'publisher in
ordinary' to the Queen, and in 1888 was presented by that lady
with an engraving of herself and a signed inscription
commemorating thirty years of work in promoting the educational
2
and industrial interests of women.
In addition to the English Woman's Journal and other
feminist publications, the Victoria Press printed Miss
Faithfull's own monthly periodical, the Victoria Magazine, in
which for eighteen years from 1863 she advocated women's right

J.B. Mayor, 'The Cry of the Women' in the Contemporary Review.
XI (1869), p.204. George Gissing, The Odd Women (London, 1968),
p.15. Virginia Woolf, A Room of One's Own (Harmondsworth,
1945), p .39 (1928).
2

(Louisa Hubbard) The Year-Book of Women's Work (London, 1875),
p.112. Nursing Record. I (1888), p.357. Emily Faithfull won a
biographical mention in W.H. Davenport Adams's Woman's Work and
Worth (London, 1880), pp.105-6, and she has recently been
accepted by American feminists into the pioneer fold,
presumably on account of her connexion with the American women's
rights movement: see Kathryn Taylor, Generations of Denial
(Washington, 1971), p.15 (but they ought to note how she spelt
her name). She has been neglected by most historians of English
feminism and does not appear in Lee Holcombe's Victorian Ladies at Work.
Middle-Class Working Women in England and Wales 1850-1914
(Hamden, 197 3) , although she is quoted once and there is an
illustration of her Victoria Press.

165

to work and to be educated to work.
weekly, Women and Work
employment,

This was followed by a

(1874-6) which featured a guide to

an advertisement column and articles on feminine

achievement,

such as the triumphant ascent of Mont Blanc by

three English girls.

She also organised the Victoria

Discussion Society where women's issues were aired.

Three

times a visitor to the United States to study the conditions of
women's work,

she was a close associate of American feminists

including Mrs Stanton and Susan B. Anthony and on one occasion
was received by General Grant at the White House.

She shared

with Frances Power Cobbe the distinction of being an honorary
member of the Sorosis club, the first women's club in New York,
having been elected in the year of its foundation, 1869.
Journalist,

lecturer, philanthropist and member of the Ladies'

Sanitary Association, Emily Faithfull was also the author of
two indifferent novels of feminist tone.'*'
Both as Secretary to the Society for Promoting the
Employment of Women and later at the Industrial and Educational
Bureau which she set up in London, Miss Faithfull came into
contact with literally thousands of ladies who had been brought
up in comfort - some in luxury - and who had unexpectedly been
thrown upon their own resources.

In one year, she recalled, of

150 applicants to the Bureau 105 were completely penniless and
desperate to find work.

Their greatest problem was their

perception of their status.

She seldom received ladies

aspiring after remunerative employment without having to listen
to their apologies for being 'compelled to teach'

in

consequence of a bank failure, a father's death, or some
similar circumstance.

Some did not hesitate to admit that they

hated teaching but preferred to become governesses rather than
lose status by taking on industrial work.

Sometimes they

begged to be allowed to work under an assumed name, and would
undergo any privation 'to keep up appearances'.
Such a bugbear was this 'status,' that I remember
hearing a paper read at the Social Science Congress
in Dublin, which suggested that 'ladies should be
paid privately in such a way as not to wound their
sensibilities'; as if that which is a source of
honest pride in a man would involve degradation

'*'Emily Faithfull, Three Visits to America
106, 33, 18.

(N.Y., 1884), pp.26,
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for a woman, as if it were less dignified to
receive the fairly earned wages of industry than
the bounty of friends and relatives!
Miss Faithfull might have no patience with 'that miserable
paltry pride which teaches women to despise all paid w o r k ',
but she was sympathetic to the needs of those who wished their
work to correspond in some measure with their education and
social position.

Her aim was to open a number of new

'respectable' occupations to women, establishing not only the
principle that work was respectable in itself but the principle
that idleness was discreditable.

She confessed her indignation

every time she heard, as she did frequently, a handsome,
well-bred girl described as 'only the governess' when she knew
that her society would have been courted by everyone in the
house if she had possessed a good bank account.
A source of constant irritation too were those people who
openly deplored the fact that she was

'aiding a movement to

take women out of their spheres' but who eagerly sought her
assistance for individuals in whom they had a personal interest
in finding openings in 'the very work they not only refused to
help, but positively hindered by a general harrassing
opposition'.

Such people often supported the movement to

improve women's education but only to fit them to perform the
'duties which God and Nature have assigned them'.

'Better, more

useful education in what can be more practically useful,
without being unsexed,

is what they want, but are not likely to

get while such women as Emily Faithfull lead the v a n . '
Yet as she pointed out, Miss Faithfull's work was made
necessary simply because of the well-meant policy of these
people to keep their daughters from preparing for remunerative
employment 'in the futile hope that they would marry and never
need it.

Such people sink into recipients of charity,' stated

Miss Faithfull,

'and if the girls of the next generation are to

be saved from the evils the present are enduring they must be
educated to adapt themselves to life under its altered
conditions.'^

^"Faithfull, Three Visits to America, pp.43, 294-5, 297-9.
Mrs A.M. Hall, quoted Annie E. Ridley, Frances Mary Buss
(London, 1895), pp.98-9.
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The superfluous women issue of the 1860s brought the work
of feminists like Jessie Boucherett and Emily Faithfull into
the limelight of public scrutiny. As the educational reformers
had found, the controversy over the fate of single women brought
conservative critics now alerted to the activities and motives
of the employment reformers out in full cry against them.
became plain

It

that the Society for Promoting the Employment of

Women was not just a charity to aid a handful of misfits but a
well-organised attempt to subvert the principles upon which
Victorian society was based.

As one unsympathetic observer

wrote in Macmillan's Magazine in 1869:
This hunger for movement in the world - this
passionate craving to burst the bonds which hold
the pupa, woman, and to emerge in the likeness of
the worker, man, is no new thing. There has,
perhaps, seldom been in England a family of three
or four daughters among whom there was not at least
one whose imagination, at some period of her life,
revolted impotently against her womanhood, and
made her burn to be a man. But it is a
comparatively new thing that this dumb, spasmodic,
intermittent feeling should take articulate form,
and become a continuous, swelling, earnest, and
almost threatening cry.l
It was not genteel for ladies to work.
'There are of
course exceptions,' wrote Mary Taylor, 'but the code that
forbids a woman to earn money without absolute necessity, and
forbids her to learn how to do it until the necessity arises,
is ratified by the assent of the nation.'
True, we are continually making things straight
with our consciences, by repeating that there is
nothing objectionable in working; that a woman
who provides for herself is 'really' as
respectable as one who does not. But few men
teach their daughters any means of doing so.
Each one imagines that the necessity or fitness
for such a ste{:> begins in the class below his own.
The first symbol of a man's status was his ability to keep his
wife and daughters in a condition of leisure.

When women

earned their own living it was owing to an unfortunate state of
affairs which men strove to put an end to.

Whenever they could

they endeavoured to place women in their proper place: at the
head of a home of their own. Poverty overruled all nice
1

(D.R. Fearon) ‘The Ladies' Cry, Nothing to Doi' in Macmillan's
Magazine. XIX (1869), p.453.
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distinctions, of course, so some women were always obliged to
toil for their bread; but Victorian men were quick to discern
among respectable labourers the bourgeois desire to support
their wives at home.^
Jane Harrison's father would not permit her to earn money 'To do so was to bring disgrace on the men of the family' and Edward Carpenter's father, though quite advanced in his
views, felt the same way, and more than once drove himself ill
with worry over the future of his girls. When a character in
Gissing's Isabel Clarendon (1886) declared that she must earn
her own living, a gentleman friend protested: 'A living? Women
don't make a living; that's all done for them.' Elizabeth
Haldane, another Victorian spinster who was forbidden by her
family to study for a profession, reported her brother's reaction
to seeing Mrs Langtry on the stage: 'She was a lady and acted
like a lady, but what a sad thing it is that she should have to
do sol' Society's last weapon for the preservation of female
respectability was to point at the miseries endured by working
women - dressmakers, shop-girls, even 'the young daily
governess who takes her way in trembling along the street,
shrinking from the stare and the compliment that insult her
2
helplessness'.
Women's work was not only unladylike, it was also
unfeminine. The Victorian mind distinguished between the
qualities with which Nature had endowed the female of the
species and the position in which civilisation had placed her.
Nevertheless the apparently complementary qualities of men and
women could only be preserved in harmonious balance as long as
women confined themselves to properly 'feminine' duties.
in the opinion of the author of 'Female Labour'

Thus,

(1860), women

could not endure the 'ordeal' of public competition with men
'without losing much of the truest charms of womanhood - not of

Mary Taylor, The First Duty of Women (London, 1870), pp.197,
252. Anon, 'Female Labour' in Fraser's Magazine. LXI (1860),
p .366.
2

J.E. Harrison, Reminiscences of a Student's Life (London,
1925), p.38. Edward Carpenter, My Days and Dreams (London,
1916), p.31. Gissing, Isabel Clarendon (London, 1886), I,
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that charm merely that is consecrated by romance, but of that
which weaves the strongest spells of Home'. To abandon their
present position and enter into rivalry with men would be to
allow 'all that is most sordid in commercial interests, all that
is least refined in democratic institutions' to invade every
precious sanctuary of female influence.
'The world for men,
and home for women, has been the time-honoured theory of life
among us, and beautiful does that theory still seem to us, and
most valuable even when hard necessity forces it to be set
aside in practice.' It was a theory that depended heavily on
one's capacity for ignoring the exceptions. Even if that
minority of thousands of superfluous middle-class spinsters was
excluded, how could Victorians explain Queen Victoria's active
role, and why were millions of working-class women permitted
and expected to perform the heavy tasks of domestic service?
It was argued that there was no real necessity for women
to work. The hero of Geraldine Jewsbury's novel The Half
Sisters (1848) believed that there ought to be a law to prevent
women from earning their own living, since there were men
enough in the world to do it for them. Not everyone would wish
to go so far; but a solicitor who drew up the wills of wealthy
and well-to-do men commented in 1871 that his clients rarely
made provision for their daughters, presuming that they would
all be supported by husbands. More than one commentator pointed
out that female employment would not cure the problem of
superfluous women but intensify it. Any interference by women
in the labour market was bound to diminish the wages of men
'and thus renders them less able to marry if they remain in the
country, or forces them to emigrate, and so constantly increases
the present half-million excess of women in the population, with
2
all the necessary evils to women of such an excess'.
The final obstacle was a familiar one.

Women were

incapable of doing the work of men. 'A woman's work cannot be
judged on the basis of its real merit, like that of men,'

■*■'Female Labour' in Fraser's Magazine, LXI (1860), pp.365,
369-70.
^Geraldine Jewsbury, The Half Sisters (London, 1848), II, p.10.
Women's Suffrage Journal. II (1871), p.88. J.S. Stuart Glennie,
'The Proposed Subjection of Men' in the Fortnightly Review.
NS XLV (1889), p.570.
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remarked Geraldine Jewsbury's hero;

'consequently,

it never is;

there is always a gallant fiction which guides the judgment.
All that a professional woman achieves,

then,

at such a

grievous cost of all that is charming in her nature,
do what a man would have done much b e t t e r . '

is only to

No wonder that the

Brontes, George Eliot and Mrs Gaskell concealed their earliest
literary efforts behind male pennames until they had established
a reputation; Miss Jewsbury never did,

and reaped the

consequence of being damned with the faint praise reserved for
the female pen.^
Whenever women succeeded in a 'masculine'
immediately closed to them
failed,

(medicine was an e x a m p l e ) ; when they

the whole sex bore the stigma.

J. Baldwin Brown felt

he could safely exhort men to allow women
of study and vocation;

career it was

'the widest liberty

let them be doctors,

advocates, members of Parliament,

s a v a n s , professors,

if they please; not because

we desire to see them wrangling in horsehair wigs,
catch the shy eye of the speaker,

or trying to

but b e c a u s e , ' he predicted,

'a thorough trial will lay these and a hundred other dreamy
2
desires at rest forever'.
Writing in Mrs Butler's Woman's Work and Woman's Culture
(1869) Mr Boyd-Kinnear reminded such critics that Miss
Carpenter's and Miss Martineau's words were quoted with respect
in Parliament,

although women could send no representative

there; that Michael Faraday expressed his debt to Mrs Marcet
and Mrs Somerville, when women were excluded from the lowest
rewards of science; that Rosa B o n h e u r 's pictures attracted
crowds,

yet the Academy placed obstacles in the way of women

studying art.
It is a mean revenge that denies the name and
privileges of equality when the fact of superiority
is conceded.
It is a yet more humiliating avowal
that men maintain rules to save themselves from
such competition on a wider, though it would still
always necessarily be on a limited, scale.
It is

■^Jewsbury, The Half Sisters.
Subjection of Women (London,
2

II, p.23.
See J.S. Mill, The
3rd ed., 1870), p p . 9 2 - 3 0

J. Baldwin Brown, Young Men and Maidens

(London.

1871) , p.28.
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a confession that but for the rules they would
be beaten more often.^
Why had Victorian women not rebelled before against their
exclusion from professional training and public employment?
Because they had been told all their lives that society was
organised in their interests and that they would not find their
true happiness and success in aspiring after male pursuits.
And because most attempts to engage in the forms of employment
open to women brought misery, social opprobrium and, frequently,
economic hardship. The choice of marriage as a career, on the
other hand, brought all the rewards society could offer; and
the most important of them was status.
The Saturday Review continually asserted that working
ladies were proof of 'a barbarous and imperfect civilization* on
the grounds that 'Whenever women are self-supporters, marriage
is, ipso facto, discouraged.' This was the crux of the matter.
The Victorians decreed that woman's destiny lay in marriage.
That arrangement suited some men and women; it was unfortunate
for the rest. Maiden ladies, governesses and needlewomen were
permitted to exist for decades in a severely depressed state
simply in order to elevate married women and maintain the
2
marriage ideal.
When W.R. Greg threatened the female sex with redundancy
if they tried to perform the functions of men he reiterated the
'natural law' that where women excelled in men's work, it must
be at the expense of those qualities which made them attractive
to men, and therefore - in the Victorian view - successful.
Were society to open all fields of employment to women, to
allow them to earn a 'separate and ample' subsistence by
competing with men in occupations hitherto set apart for men
alone, working not only in appropriate philanthropic fields but
in definitely lucrative ones, 'to surround single life for them
with so smooth an entrance, and such a pleasant, ornamented,
comfortable path, that marriage shall almost come to be regarded,
not as their most honourable function and especial calling, but

John Boyd-Kinnear, 'The Social Position of Women in the
Present Age' in Josephine Butler, ed., Woman's Work and Woman's
Culture (London, 1869), p.347.
^Saturday Review, 12 November 1859, p.576.
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merely one of the many ways open to them, competing on equal
terms with other ways for their cold and philosophic choice1 in other words, were society to make women independent of men,
it would be making a most 'radical' and 'fatal error'.'*"
The desperation with which conservative men and women
fought to preserve their ideals revealed that they realised,
perhaps unconsciously, that it was not the independent working
women that were superfluous but the rules of society which
decreed an untenable ideal. Control over the lives of single
women and the fields of employment they were invading was
slipping from the hands of the men and the successful wives and
mothers in whom all the real and imagined power in Victorian
society had been vested. They feared that women who did not
have to marry would not do so. Who would be redundant then?
Florence Nightingale was a case in point. She had turned
down several offers of marriage, so she could hardly be called
a failure, and no Englishman would dare decry her achievements.
Yet had Florence Nightingale 'declined to go to the Crimea, on
the ground that a woman's true work was through the nursery,
and they must all wait for that,' T.W. Higginson pointed out,
'the consequence is that these things would have remained
undone'.23
Some men tried blackmail. Beatrice Potter recalled a
conversation with a male Professor who informed her seriously,
'if you compete with us we shan't marry you'. The author of
How to get married although a Woman (1892) told the story of
three sisters forced to go into business to support themselves
when their father died.

'They were never married.

It would

have been impossible for any man with any self-respect to have
loved either of them: they were so mannish, independent, and
self-reliant.'2
The feminist spinsters reacted swiftly to such propaganda.
Josephine Butler's Woman's Work and Woman's Culture was rushed

^W.R. Greg, 'Why are Women Redundant?' in Literary and Social
Judgments (London, 2nd ed., 1869), pp.307-9.
2
3

T.W. Higginson, Common-Sense about Women (London, 1891), p.120.

Beatrice Webb, My Apprenticeship (London, 1929), p.351.
'A
Young Widow', How to Get Married although a Woman (N.Y., 1892),
p.59.
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out in 1869 containing Jessie Boucherett's answer to Mr Greg's
proposals along with articles by Frances Power Cobbe on women's
mission, Elizabeth Wolstenholme

(Mrs Elmy)

on education,

Sophia Jex-Blake on medicine as a career for women and Julia
Wedgwood on female suffrage.

Mary Taylor's collected essays

The First Duty of Women appeared in 1870 and the following year
Lady Amberley added the voice of a married woman of rank to
the spinsters' attack.
The fact that fifteen thousand women are driven to
seek work for themselves is argument enough that
by opening more professions, more educational
advantages to them, we shall not be guilty, if guilt
it is, of alluring them away from their homes to the
deadly temptations of the outer world. These
benevolent institutions and parallel ones are of
use, no doubt, in their day, but those who support
them must see that their help, generous and useful
as it is to individuals here and there, is but a
palliation of an evil, whose root lies deeper and
must be cured from the foundation to be effectually
eradicated.1
Miss Boucherett's article called up the image of the Girl
of the Period, which was enjoying notoriety at the time, as an
illustration of the bad effects of an idle life.

Purposeful

employment was the obvious cure for the 'ennui' which had long
been the complaint of girls of the leisured classes.

In 1848

Geraldine Jewsbury had described it in The Half Sisters:
Look, for instance, at the great body of unmarried
women, in the middle classes - they spend their
days in the same kind of trifling that slaves in
the East amuse themselves with, till some one comes
to put them into a harem.
They want an object,
they want a strong purpose, they want an adequate
employment, - in exchange for a precious life.
Days, months, years of perfect leisure run by, and
leave nothing but a sediment of ennui: and at
length they have all vitality choked out of them.
This is the true evil of the condition of women.
In 1849 Charlotte Bronte's Caroline Helstone pondered the
problem of spinsterhood in Shirley and came to the conclusion
that ‘single women should have more to do - better chances of
interesting and profitable occupations than they possess now'.
Miss Bronte endorsed her plea.

'Lonely as I am - how should I

be if Providence had never given me courage to adopt a career?
...I wish every woman in England had also a hope and a motive:

■^K. Amber ley, 'The Claims of Women'
NS XLIX (1871), p.99.

in the Fortnightly Review.
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Alas there are many old maids who have neither.1 She believed
that daughters as well as sons should aim at making an
honourable profession, and counselled parents not to try to
keep them at home.
Believe me, teachers may be hard-worked, ill-paid,
and despised; but the girl who stays at home doing
nothing is worse off than the hardest-wrought and
worst-paid drudge of a school....It is doubtless
well - very well - if Fate decrees them a happy
marriage; but, if otherwise, give their existence
some object, their time some occupation, or the
peevishness of disappointment, and the listlessness
of idleness, will infallibly degrade their nature.^
The plainest proof that there was not enough work for
unmarried girls in the family circle was provided in the flood
of books and articles produced at this time not only by those
who ought to know best but also those who wished 'to relieve
or to silence the complaint'.
Those who were really occupied would not have
had the leisure to acquaint the world so fully
with the melancholy fact that they are tired of
having nothing to do or did one ever meet with an
essay written to prove that wives and mothers
really have plenty to do?
Mary Taylor stated that the only reasons women occupied
themselves to such an extent with what she called 'useless
employment' such as needlework, playing the piano and doing
watercolour sketches were that monotonous occupation had a
soothing effect, they provided a topic of common interest 'that
the silliest can understand', and, above all, they filled up
time. The feminist spinsters followed the political economist
John Macdonnell in advocating the removal of all legal and
social barriers to women's entry into the professions to

Jewsbury, The Half Sisters. II, pp.72-3.
(Charlotte Bronte)
Shirley (London, 1849), II, p.270. Charlotte Bronte quoted in
Inga-Stina Ewbank, Their Proper Sphere (London, 1966), p.156
and in Mrs William O'Brien, 'Charlotte Bronte at Home' in
Unseen Friends (London, 1912), p.122. When Mrs Jameson showed
Caroline Helstone's words on work for women in Shirley to two
men of her acquaintance, one said that such a girl ought to
emigrate, the other that she should marry. Sisters of Charity
(London, 1855), p.37.
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facilitate 'a better distribution of talents, those which are
1
now wasted upon sewing....'
They argued further that women should have other aims and
interests besides marriage. Not only would this guarantee
against their rushing into the first alliance which presented
itself, but it would fit them better for both married and single
life, and would remove the greatest source of anxiety for
themselves and their parents concerning their destiny.
'The
daughters of professional men, whose incomes average from £500
to £1,000 a year, cannot but feel themselves a burden and a
drag on the hard-won earnings of their fathers,' observed Miss
Downing in the Victoria Magazine in 1872, 'they must know - if
they allow themselves to think at all - that they are a
constant source of anxiety, and that should they not get
married, there is every probability of their being, sooner or
later, obliged to enter the battle of life utterly unprepared
and unfitted for the fight.'2
The Saturday Review, arguing that the 'end of education is
to fit its future subjects for the station and those duties in
which the chances are that their future life will be spent',
opposed women's work because its editors believed that all the
time girls employed 'in the counting-house' was so much time lost:
1it not only does not fit them, but positively unfits them for
their future duties'. The feminists disagreed.
'Would an
apprenticeship in
be more dangerous
apprenticeship in
Holland under the

the arts of teaching, nursing, and managing
to the character of a future wife than an
dancing and flirtation?' demanded Penelope
guise of 'A Delgravian Young Lady'. Emily

Faithfull suggested that more couples would be able to marry if
both members had been earning, and Emily Davies did not think

(L.F. M. Phillipps) My Life, and What Shall I do with it?
(London, 1860) , p.20. Mary Taylor, The First Duty of Women,
p.71. John Macdonnell, Survey of Political Economy« quoted by
Millicent Fawcett, 'The Education of Women' in Essays and
Lectures on Social and Political Subjects (London, 1872), p.219.
2

F.P. Cobbe, 'What shall we do with our Old Maids?' in Fraser1s
Magazine. LXIV (1862), p.598. Miss Downing, 'Work as a
necessity for Women' in the Victoria Magazine. XVIlI (1872),
p.221 (see Appendix).
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that marriage necessarily halted a woman's professional career.
This was a radical idea at the time.^
The chief aim of the feminists was to establish the
principle of female independence and the right of women to
choose, as the English Woman's Journal put it in the year of
its inception (1858), 'their own way of life - to earn their
living independently, and to marry or not to marry, as they may
deem it prudent'. The suggestion that women might prefer to
work was received with the same incredulous scorn as the
spinsters' declared preference for single rather than married
life, and it required the confirmation of ladies like Lady
Henry Somerset who left her husband to devote herself to
philanthropic endeavour to convince outsiders that for some
women, marriage was not enough.
'What a happiness work isi'
Lady Somerset had exclaimed, ' - there is nothing as
satisfactory as having an object in life.' From that point on
the success of women in their chosen trade did more to break
down social prejudice than all the words which had been wasted
on the subject.*
2

Superfluous women eventually turned into independent
working women. The process was a long one and not without

Review of the English Woman's Journal in the Saturday Review.
April 1858.
(Penelope Holland) 'Our Offence, Our Defence, and
our Petition' in Macmillan's Magazine. XIX (1869), p.330.
Emily Faithfull, 'On some of the drawbacks connected with the
present employment of women,' (London, 1862) throughout.
Emily Davies, The Higher Education of Women (London, 1866),
pp.109-10.
2The English Woman's Journal, I (1858), p.204. Georgiana Hill,
Women in English Life (London, 1896), II, p.177. R.N. Carey,
'Lady Henry Somerset' in Twelve Notable Good Women of the
XIXth Century (London, 1899), p.333. M.G. Fawcett, 'The
Education of Women' in Essays and Lectures on Social and
Political Subjects, p.216. Harriet Martineau wrote in her
Autobiography (London, 1877) that: 'The best friends of the
cause are the happy wives and the busy, cheerful, satisfied
single women, who have no injuries of their own to avenge, and
no painful vacuity or mortification to relieve. The best
advocates are yet to come, - in the persons of women who are
obtaining access to real social business, - the female
physicians and other professors in America, the women of
business and the female artists of France; and the hospital
administrators, the nurses, the educators and substantially
successful authors of our own country.' (p.401).
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casualties, but the feminist spinsters' efforts were
vindicated.

Thousands of middle-class ladies without training

or means had been flung into the world to try to earn a living.
For them it was a personal tragedy; but the feminists
predicted that 'like other unwelcome times of change, it may
reveal itself in its true light of a blessing in disguise - a
time of temporary anxiety and bewilderment, which may yet issue
into a condition of society preferable to that which we have
left behind'. And the staunchest champion of distressed
gentlewomen, Louisa Maria Hubbard, concluded that 'the special
gifts and graces developed by the single life among women'
would 'strengthen similar faculties in all women, whether
married or single'.^
Miss Hubbard (1836-1906) was the most radical of the
feminists of the new order. Born in St Petersburg, of English
parents, she was instrumental in re-establishing the Anglican
order of deaconesses in London in the 1860s. According to her
W h o 1s Who entry, about 1870 she was 'much struck by the
position of impoverished self-dependent ladies, and set herself
to overcome their old-fashioned prejudices, and alike to
impress them with the dignity of labour, and to show them the
various ways in which they could obtain remunerative
employment'.

2

In 1872 she published Work for Ladies in Elementary Schools
which led indirectly to the founding of Bishop Otter College,
Chichester, for the training of such ladies. Under her
initials 'L.M.H.' she wrote many articles on women's work and
from 1875 to 1898 produced the Englishwoman's Year-Book which
advertised occupations for middle-class ladies and promoted
women's societies. She also edited the periodicals the Woman1s
Gazette (from 1875) and Work and Leisure (from 1876).
The Woman's Gazette was the organ of the Working Ladies'
Guild which Miss Hubbard helped to form in 1876. This was a
co-operative to aid single women in temporary hardship; working
in conjunction with other employment societies, it offered
assistance in financial and medical matters, finding work and

Hfork and Leisure, V (1880), pp.l, 47.
Year-Book of Women's Work (1875), p.5.

(L. Hubbard) The
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accommodation, and arranging outings and social functions.
A Teachers1 Guild followed in 1884.^
There were few causes of working women in which Miss
Hubbard was not active: housing, clubs, friendly societies with
insurance and superannuation schemes, emigration, the
protection of female travellers, the Midwives' Institute, the
Church of England Help Society, the National Union of Women
Workers. She showed middle-class spinsters how to fill in
application forms, to insist on proper pay and conditions and a
written contract, to avoid unscrupulous agencies and misleading
advertisements. She warned them against seeking work in
foreign countries of which they knew nothing, reporting that a
Miss Leigh, who ran a reception centre in Paris for needy
English girls, received five thousand visits in eighteen months,
and claimed that most suicides in the Seine were English girls.
Dress reform was another hobby horse, necessitated by the
fact that fashions from the 1840s had reflected society's
conviction that ladies should not work. Tight lacing, great
skirts upon layers of petticoats, crinolines and then bustles,
full sleeves, gloves, bonnets or complex hats and shawls made
any sort of activity difficult for women, and contributed to
their poor circulation. Miss Hubbard had health and cost in
mind as well as freedom of movement to work when she advocated
simpler clothing, although she rejected the 'masculine style of
dress' which had crossed the Atlantic in the form of 'bloomers'
and caught on with the invention of the bicycle. The
beginnings of a clothing reformation had been effected by the
turn of the century, which greatly helped the emancipation of
women by proving (as Elizabeth Haldane remarked) that 'properly

See the 'Explanatory Report of the Working Ladies' Guild'
(London, 1877), and L.M.H., The Year-Book for Women's Work
(1875), pp.8-19. In 1864 some admirers of F.D. Maurice's
Working Men's College of 1854 founded a Working Women's College
in London. It gave assistance to women who had to work,
offered classes for further education and encouraged savings
schemes in the same manner as the organisations run by Miss
Boucherett, Miss Faithfull and Miss Hubbard. Miss Frances
Martin was its honorary secretary. See Frances Martin, 'A
College for Working Women' in Macmillan's Magazine. XL (1879),
p.483.
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apparelled they could do work hitherto held sacred to the
other sex'.''“
Opponents of dress reform saw the issue in a different
light. Skilfully uniting in one attack all the questions upon
which feminist spinsters took a stance, Frederick Harrison
wrote in 1891:
To make marriage a mere arrangement of two persons
at will would be to introduce a subtle source of
misery into every home. To leave women free to go
about in men's clothes and men free to adopt
women's clothes would be to introduce unimaginable
coarseness, vice, and brutalisation. To leave
everyone free to fill any public office, with or
without public guarantee or professional training,
would open the door to continual fraud, imposture,
disputes, uncertainty, and confusion.
In 1894 Miss Hubbard's health broke down and she spent her
last years abroad. She had devoted her life to showing her
countrymen that the age when all women could be expected to
become wives and mothers was past. The exceptions to that
former rule had become in her time so numerous that they
constituted a new rule of their own, and required provision
accordingly. In any case Miss Hubbard was never convinced that
the best and highest life considered ideally was necessarily,
or at all, the best for the individual. She had never been
inclined for marriage herself, and the fact that so many
Victorian women were appointed to this 'second-best' lot in
life suggested to her that in their case it was not always
second-best to them but quite the best.
Influenced, therefore, half-unconsciously, it may
be, by my own disinclination to 'step down' merely
because I might not feel disposed to marry, and
feeling, too, some righteous indignation on behalf
of others as well as myself, I gradually drifted

(L. Hubbard) The Year-Book of Women's Work (1875), p.17.
Edwin A. Pratt, A Woman's Work for Women. Aims. Efforts and
Aspirations of Louisa Hubbard (London, 1898)t p.120.
E.S. Haldane, From One Century to Another, p.23. See also
C.H. Gibbs-Smith, The Fashionable Lady in the 19th Century
(London, 1960); C.W. Cunningham, English Women's Clothing in the
19th Century (London, 1962); and F.W. Harberton, 'Rational
Dress Reform' in Macmillan's Magazine. XLV (1882), p.456.
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Frederic Harrison, 'The Emancipation of Women' in the
Fortnightly Review, NS L (1891), p.450.

180

into the position of wishing to champion the
cause of the unmarried woman, and from the first
I refused to apologize for her existence.
In 1893 George Gissing wrote a novel whose heroine was the
same sort of woman. Rhoda Nunn in The Odd Women was almost
certainly inspired by one or other of the feminist spinsters
discussed in this chapter. Gissing portrayed her operating a
business college for middle-class girls in conjunction with a
friend Mary Barfoot. While the latter aimed to provide girls
with occupations so that they would not be tempted to marry
solely for the sake of obtaining support, Miss Nunn's expressed
purpose was to show that an independent working life was
better than marriage.
'I maintain that the vast majority of
women lead a vain and miserable life because they do. marry.1
My work is to help those women who, by sheer
necessity, must live alone - women whom vulgar
opinion ridicules. How can I help them so
effectually as by living among them, one of them,
and showing that my life is anything but
weariness and lamentation?^
In the same novel Miss Barfoot observed that only the
exceptional woman would believe it her duty to remain single as
an example and support to the 'Odd Women'. Yet Rhoda Nunn did
this and it is not inconceivable that Jessie Boucherett, Emily
Faithfull, Louisa Hubbard and other feminist spinsters felt the
same, although their temptations might have been different.
'There's one advantage in being a woman,' Miss Nunn said.
'A
woman with brains and will may hope to distinguish herself in
the greatest movement of her time - that of emancipating her
,3
sex.
Although there were certainly more spinsters in England at
the end of the century than at the beginning it was probably not
so much because more women preferred the single life as that,
with an alternative career, they were less likely to rush into
marriage unconditionally.

H. Lawrenny noted in 1872 that the

opening up of female employment would only increase the number

^(L. Hubbard) The Year-Book of Women's Work (1875), p.5.
A Woman's Work for Women, p .3.
^Gissing, The Odd Women, pp.59, 183, 87, 147-8.
3
Gissing, The Odd Women, pp.60, 87.

Pratt,
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of 'old maids' if it happened that that class drew 'more than
a fair proportion of recruits 1 from among the women of
independent means.
'If this he the case, as is far from
unlikely, it follows that some of the marriages at present
contracted are based upon mercenary interest rather than free
inclination....'
In 1898 the editor of the Adult claimed that
advanced women were demanding to be comioletely independent of
men and of marriage as a career. He himself knew women who
refused to consider marriage.
'Let them remain unmarried by
all means, if they wish it,' he urged; 'throw open the
professions to them, and let them be doctors, lawyers,
architects, or what they please. There will then be more men
for the other women to choose from.' In 1902 Clara Collet, a
Victorian spinster who spent a large part of her life
investigating the conditions of women's work, agreed that from
her experience women who enjoyed their work were less likely
to marry. But 'If they have missed the best in life, they have
always been true to themselves'.^
By the end of the Victorian period the principle of work
for middle-class spinsters was firmly established. Old fields
of work had been reformed and expanded and new fields were
opening up. Society now operated on the understanding that
although to be a wife and mother was a vocation, and one which
usually precluded all others, merely to be a lady was not a
vocation, and it was perfectly respectable to engage in
suitable public employment, as 66.25 per cent of unmarried
women between the ages of 20 and 55 did in 1901.
'All these
ideas are so generally accepted to-day that they may now seem
to be the merest commonplace,' wrote Louisa Hubbard; but it was
thanks to Victorian spinsters like herself that it was so.
The situation had even arrived where the girl who proved

^H. Lawrenny, 'Custom and Sex' in the Fortnightly Review.
NS XI (1872), p.319. The Adult. II (1898), pp.176, 179.
Clara Collet, Educated Working Women (London, 1902), p.25.
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herself incapable of taking on any profession was advised in
desperation to get married: 'she'll be fit for that, if for
nothing else'.^
Exemplifying the English Woman's Journal's rallying cry
'Who would be free, herself must strike the blow', the single
women who had led a debased existence in the past in a society
where female status was determined by their married sisters now
set the standard for all women because of their greater
independence and experience.
'Every idler in the human hive
must add to the universal burden,' Louisa Hubbard wrote, 'while
every self-sufficing, independent worker bears not only her own
burden, but does much towards lifting the burdens off others.'
Her labour won women new respect from both sexes. Thus the
benefits of the admission of women to industry, though
directly confined to a few 'superfluous' women, extended to
all Victorian spinsters and ultimately to all women and men.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
PHILANTHROPY AND RELIGION
When a lady of independent means found that home duties
did not fill up her time, she was generally advised to take up
philanthropic work. The Industrial Revolution had created both
an obvious need for charity - by 1865 there were a million
people in slums in the East End alone - and the instruments to
perform it: a body of middle-class ladies with an increasing
amount of leisure. From the days of Hannah More charity had
been deemed a suitable activity for ladies, since it required
no special training and obliged no monetary reward. No wonder
that when Victorian ladies called for work to alleviate their
ennui and give purpose to their lives, they were directed to
philanthropic work: 'If the meaning of charity were properly
understood, and its scope properly appreciated, there would be
no more complaints about women having nothing to do - no more
complaints, that is, except from women who stand in need of
maintenance as well as of occupation."1'
Emily Davies submitted that all women were not designed to
be philanthropists.
'It would be considered unreasonable to
expect that all men should take Holy Orders,' she pointed out.
But to the Victorian mind charity was like motherhood, work that
women were by nature fitted to perform. Another writer drew an
analogy with the study of music.

'Men are not supposed to take

up either unless they feel specially drawn to do so; but women
play the pianoforte and visit the poor as a matter of course.'
They recognised that philanthropic gestures were but
palliatives,

'remedies applied to urgent symptoms, while we

cannot or dare not strike at the disease itself'. The
'violation of God's family' lay at the root of all social
evils:

Mrs John Sandford, Woman in her Social and Domestic Character
(London, 7th ed., 1858), pp.205, 211.
(D.C. Lathbury) 'Women
and Charitable Work' in the Cornhil1 Maaazine, XXX (1874),
p.426.
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Emily Davies, Thoughts on Some Questions relating to Women
1860-1908 (Cambridge, 1910), pp.4-5.
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Charitable Work' in the Cornhill Magazine. XXX (1874), p.418.
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there would be no need of day-nurseries or
infant-schools if mothers would do their duty no need of ragged-schools if parents in general
fulfilled theirs - no need of penitentiaries if
the holiness of marriage were understood - no
need of sisterhoods if men felt that they were
brethren....
Until such time as men could re-organise the whole of Victorian
society so that it conformed to the Victorian ideal, women were
the natural agents of succour and relief. Lord Shaftesbury
appealed to their special gifts and sensibilities:
Men may do what must be done on a large scale;
but the instant the work becomes individual, and
personal, the instant it requires tact and
feeling, from that instant it passes into the
hands of women. It is essentially their
province, in which may be exercised all their
moral powers, and all their intellectual faculties.
It will give them their full share in the vast
operations the world is yet to see.l
They had a mission. Women saw themselves as guardians of
morality, and were willing to undertake difficult and often
unpleasant labours as a religious duty, according to which
virtue consisted in self-sacrifice. The English Woman's Journal
had a yet grander design. It pointed out that while the need
of male and female elements was recognised in the government of
the family, in the government of the world it had been ignored.
'Man alone has organised and organised, and failed and failed.'
Elizabeth Fry, Caroline Chisholm and Florence Nightingale were
but an earnest of what the introduction of the female element
might achieve; what they had accomplished on a small scale,
and in the face of innumerable obstacles, would be multiplied
indefinitely as legitimate spheres of action opened to women in
the world's growing conviction of the need for the female
element in its highest organisation and administration.

2

The story of Victorian philanthropy is the story of this
proposition achieved. It is, as Lord Shaftesbury suggested, a
story of the labours of individual women: the time had not come
for women to work in concert like men, although Florence
Nightingale established nursing on a professional basis on this

(J.M. Ludlow) Review of Ruth in the North British Review. XIX
(1853), p.84. Lord Shaftesbury, quoted Colin Bingham, ed.,
The Affairs of Women (Sydney, 1969), p.129.
^English Woman's Journal. I (1858), p.76.
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premise.

But for the organisation of squads of trained social

workers England had to wait for the twentieth century, and
even today such employment is characterised by the personal and
feminine element.
Philanthropic ladies also worked a revolution in their
time.

When charity was sporadic,

was not much use.

inexpert and small-scale it

In their zeal to do something really

worthwhile the new female philanthropists were not content with
the mere village visiting prescribed for them: they tackled the
larger issues of humanity, relieving the masses instead of the
poor at the gate, overhauling social institutions wholesale,
attacking intemperance,

irreligion,

impurity.

These women

stepped out of their sphere and organised the kind of largescale schemes of moral and social regeneration previously
reserved for men like Lord Shaftesbury.
The greatest lady philanthropist of the Victorian era was
the Baroness Burdett-Coutts

(1814-1906), the richest heiress in

England and the 'second Lady in the Land', who devoted her
banking fortune to social reforms of every kind.

She remained

a spinster for 67 years of her life, having been resisted in her
youth by the Duke of Wellington; then she amazed the world by
marrying her secretary, a man forty years her junior.

The

twenty-six years left to her were, she declared, the happiest
of her life.

The first woman to be created a peeress in her

own right for her own work, she was buried in Westminster Abbey."*"
Though no Victorian spinster could claim these honours,
the list of those who won fame for their philanthropic work is
a long one.

It was a proof that many 'surplus' women were of

genteel birth that so many Victorian spinsters were celebrated
in connexion with philanthropy.
'British Lionesses'
were

Jane Harrison, writing of the

she knew in her youth, remarked that they

'all spinsters, well-born, well-bred, well-educated and

well o f f '.
If they lived in London they promoted Friendly
Girls and Workhouse Nursing....The ordinary man
was to them negligible, but they spoke of their
own male relatives with respect....They had no
unsatisfied longings, had never heard of 'suppressed
complexes', and lived happily their vigorous, if
somewhat angular lives.
•*"See Clara Burdett Patterson, Angela Burdett-Coutts and the
Victorians (London, 1953), pp.78, 188.
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Philanthropy was the great outlet for the moneyed unmarried
woman.
'Turn in whatever direction you will,' observed 'A
Belgravian Young Lady', 'you will see well-born women leaving
luxurious homes, and devoting their lives, their fortune, and
their energy to charitable and often laborious and repulsive
work.'^

Charity began at home. Mary Stanley (1813-79) set up
clubs and training institutions in her father's diocese and
later, following the fiasco of her Crimean call, founded a
large industrial laundry which gave employment to soldiers'
widows and a flower mission, lodging house and savings bank for
the poor. Daughter of a bishop, and sister of a Dean, Miss
Stanley was converted to Roman Catholicism in 1856 and
thereafter pursued an interest in nursing of the non
professional type that philanthropists encouraged and Miss
Nightingale deplored. The heroines of Victorian novels went no
further than Miss Stanley did. Charlotte Yonge's The Heir of
Redclvffe (1853), for instance, introduced the two Misses
Wellwood, shining lights of goodness, who shared everything they
had with the poor, and taught, and visited, and cared for
2
orphans, and nursed the sick.
Other ladies became interested in specific causes. Frances
Power Cobbe's efforts against vivisection won the sympathy of
many Victorian ladies and the wrath of the medical profession.
Elizabeth Gilbert (1826-85), blind herself, devoted her life to
helping others in the same position. Johanna Chandler's work
among paralytics, Rosa Bullar's 'Friends for the Friendless',
and the mission work of women like Mary Kingsley (1862-1900),
whose call took them abroad, were similar instances of complete
dedication to one branch of service.

As Miss Kingsley wrote:

J.E. Harrison, Reminiscences of a Student's Life (London,
1925), pp.51-2.
(Penelope Holland) 'Our Offence, Our Defence,
and Our Petition' in Macmillan1s Magazine. XIX (1869), p.330.
2

See (A.P . Stanley) 'Mary Stanley' Supplement to 2nd edition
of the Memoir of Edward and Catherine Stanley (London, 1922).
C.M. Yonge, The Heir of Redclvffe (London, 1888), pp.164-5.
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I have no individuality of my own whatsoever.
I have always lived in the lives of other people,
whose work was too heavy for them...my life has
been, and will be, one wholly without romance or
variety in the proper sense of the word, it has
just been one long grind of work, work worth
doing but never well done, never successful in
gaining the thing aimed at, a perpetual Waterloo
in a microscopic way.
In general, the work with the furthest reaching effects was
performed by Victorian spinsters in three main fields: in the
care and training of children and young people, in the
provision of housing and amenities for the poor, and in the
promotion of purity and temperance.^
To attend to the young was the recognised prerogative of
women. For spinsters this was a substitute for the care of a
family of their own. When Mary Carpenter (1807-77) formed a
working and visiting society in Bristol in 1835 it was still
unusual for ladies to take part in organised philanthropy; but
she had been well-educated by her father, a Unitarian clergyman
who took pupils, and upon his retirement she opened a school
with her mother and sisters.
'We have so long been accustomed
to have something to do,' she explained, 'that we should not be
happy without some regular employment.'
In 1846, following her father's death, she set up her
first Ragged School. Thus becoming interested in juvenile
delinquents, she advocated that they should be sent to
Reformatory Schools rather than to gaol for correction. She
founded Reformatories of her own to prove that young offenders
were not hardened criminals and that all children, however
apparently vicious and degraded, could become useful members of
society if placed in the right atmosphere.

In 1858 she adopted

a little girl of her own, 'ready-made to my hand, without the
trouble of marrying,' she wrote. An ardent supporter of the

Obituary of F.P. Cobbe in the British Medical Journal. I
(1904), p.854. Frances Martin, Elizabeth Gilbert and her Work
for the Blind (London, 1891).
(W. Gilbert) 'Johanna Chandler'
in Facta Non Verba (London, 1874), p.101. For Rosa Bullar and
others, see the Churchwoman. 27 May 1898, p.123. Margaret E.
Tabor, 'Mary Kingsley' in Pioneer Women. 3rd series (London,
1930) quoted p.74. It would be impossible to do justice to all
the Victorian spinsters celebrated for their philanthropic work
in these few pages. I have here presented a representative
selection; details of the lives of others will be found in the
Appendix.
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vote and degrees for women, Miss Carpenter travelled to India
when past sixty to improve the education of girls there.
'In relating the story of Mary Carpenter's life we do not
meet with those sweet episodes of love and marriage and
motherhood which fill such conspicuous places in the lives of
most women,' observed W.H. Davenport Adams in his biography.
'And this, not because she was wanting in the faculty of deep
and trusting affection, for upon her parents and her brothers
and her sisters she bestowed a wonderful wealth of tenderness,
but because she voluntarily devoted herself, her means, her
opportunities, her talents, and her time, to the welfare of
humanity. She lived for others, and not for herself.'^
The same could be said of Rosamond (1825-1902) and Florence
Davenport-Hill (1829-1919), the daughters of the Recorder of
Birmingham. Well-educated in London, they were acquainted with
many of the literary lights of the day including Thackeray,
Leigh Hunt, Joanna Baillie and Maria Edgeworth. In 1851 they
moved to Bristol, where Rosamond taught at Mary Carpenter's
Ragged School, visited Reformatories with her father and, in
1866, founded an Industrial School for girls. When their
parents died the sisters joined forces and travelled to
Australia, visiting schools and prisons. In 1878 Rosamond
attended the International Prison Congress in Stockholm, and
the following year she was elected to the London School Board,
remaining a member until 1897. Florence campaigned on behalf of
workhouse children and children's courts and was a guardian of
the poor. Both were active in the women's suffrage movement.
Rosamond Davenport-Hill decided when quite young that she
would never marry.
'No one would care for such an ugly girl
as I am, except for her money.' To judge from photographs, she
was not pretty; but she became 'such an aunt as few can boast,
and a rare friend to all who were dear to her'. Though childless
herself, her life was devoted to the welfare of children.
'Rose was what may be called a born mother.' a cousin wrote,

M.E. Tabor, 'Mary Carpenter' in P ioneer Women. 2nd series
(London, 1927), p.38. W.H. Davenport Adams, Celebrated
Englishwomen of the Victorian Era (London, 1884), II, pp.67-8.
M.G. Fawcett, Mary Carpenter (London, 1912), p.7.
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'that is to say, she loved and understood children as the
majority of women never do until they have children of their
own. ,1
Louisa Twining (1820-1911) is the name most closely
associated with Workhouse schools. Genteelly educated at home
and at Queen's College, she was horrified at her first visit
to a Workhouse school because of the absence of moral and
hygienic standards. She carried out reforms through her own
efforts and the influence of her writings on the subject, and
2
was twice a guardian of the poor.
There were literally dozens of women like her, celebrated
by the Victorians in biographies and collections with titles
like Noble Women of Our Time. Women of Renown, and Women who
have Worked and Won. Clara M.S. Lowe (1819-1904) worked among
East End girls; the Honourable Maude Stanley (1832-1915)
established the first clubs for London working girls.
Scottish-born Annie Macpherson (d. 1904) set up a Home of
Industry in the East End to provide education in the mornings
for boys and girls who worked in the match factories in the
afternoons. Educated in the methods of Froebel at the Home and
Colonial Training College in London, Miss Macpherson was
motivated by a professional interest as well as a call from
God; moreover her intended husband had died under peculiarly
tragic circumstances and she sought an outlet for 'the rich
spring of pent-up mother-love which had been so ruthlessly
3
checked at its source1.
Having visited American relations, Miss Macpherson hit
upon the idea of emigration for poor families and homeless
children, to be adopted out or sent to work in Canada. The
scheme proved a great success, and 14,000 children crossed the

Ethel C. Metcalfe, Memoir of Rosamond Davenport-Hill (London,
1904), pp.17-8, 86. Matilda Betham-Edwards, Mid-Victorian
Memories (London, 1919), p.146.
^Louisa Twining, Recollections of Life and Work (London, 1893).
"^Lilian M. Birt, The Children's Home-Finder (London, 1913) ,
pp.27-30, 240. Maude Stanley, 'Clubs for Working Girls' in
the Nineteenth Century. XXV (1889), p.73.
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Atlantic under her auspices.

Royalty visited and supported all

the charities with which she was involved.'*'
After children, the victims of industrialisation who won
most sympathy from the lady philanthropists were factory girls.
Mary Merryweather, whose Experience of Factory Life was
published by Emily Faithfull in 1862, went as a lecturer to
the girls in a silk factory in Halstead, Essex; shocked by
their drunkenness,

irreligion and lack of hygiene, she stayed

to set up an evening school to provide them with both a formal
education and training in health and morality.

A lending

library, reading room, kitchen, lodgings for unmarried women
and a creche for working mothers were included; an Amusement
Society and Sick Fund were begun, and the girls were encouraged
to visit and nurse the sick.

Later Miss Merryweather visited

the Nightingale School and the Institution of the Sisters of
St John, who ran Kings College Hospital, to learn how to
organise nursing at Halstead.
'Our countrywomen are every year becoming more and more
employed in factories',

she wrote,

and if their natural conservators and instructors,
the educated gentlewomen of England, do not stretch
out a hand towards the improvement of their moral
and social, as well as physical condition, we shall
see the greater proportion of English peasantry
gradually sinking in all that makes them or any
other class respectable, in all the treasured
habitudes of home life and family virtue.
Nevertheless this self-appointed tutor all too often found that
the advice of an unmarried gentlewoman met with a certain
response from married working women:

'that's all very fine to

listen to, and very good certainly - but she ain't had six or
seven hungry kids crying at her heels as you and I h a v e ! 1
Novelists eventually caught on to the originality of portraying
an idealistic heroine working among factory girls in
settlements as Mary Merryweather did; Rhoda Broughton's Dear
2
Faustina (1897) was an example.

■*"See Clara M.S. Lowe, God's Answers.
A Record of Miss Annie
Macpherson's Work (London, 1882).
2
Mary Merryweather, Experience of Factory Life (London, 1862),
pp.56, 77.
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Along with the factory problem, industrialisation brought
housing troubles and slums. When Octavia Hill 'undertook the
management of homes for the people in London' in 1864, her
friends and her tenants alike agreed that it was not work for a
lady. But Miss Hill (1838-1912) overcame their suspicions to
the extent of making friends with the 'dangerous' classes who
inhabited her model dwellings, and even wrote and addressed
meetings on their behalf, at a time when public speaking by a
woman was not genteel. She was the eighth daughter of a banker
who became an invalid in her youth, so that family
responsibilities fell on his children, and Octavia came to
'detest any sort of dependence. It is almost hard for me even
to imagine a person of whom I could, for myself, ask any
assistance.1
Without much regular education, Miss Hill studied art
under Ruskin and became friends with F.D. Maurice, through both
of whom she derived her interest in housing. She purchased her
first blocks for improvement in 1865, and in 1874 friends
provided her with sufficient funds to enable her to devote her
life to housing reform. She also worked on the Council of the
Charity Organization Society, supported Commons Preservation
and helped found the National Trust. Although she 'held aloof
from political measures for social reform', including the
suffrage movement, she not only encouraged women to come
forward as volunteer workers in her field but advocated
salaries for philanthropic ladies to give them greater freedom
of action.
Three of the Hill girls never married; one of them,
Miranda, is remembered today as the founder (in 1877) of the
Kyrie Society for the diffusion of beauty through art and music
in poor districts. Octavia herself was engaged to be married
once but broke it off when the gentleman appeared to vacillate
under the domination of his mother. Miss Hill's biographer
explained that a woman of her type could not endure losing her
independence to a man she did not respect.

Doubtless this was

so; but Miss Hill seems to have preferred ladies in any case.
As a child she cherished a passionate adoration for Mary
Harris; but that, we are told, was a peaceful love compared
with what she bore for Sophia Jex-Blake, subsequently the
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medical pioneer, all too soon truncated by family intervention.
Finally she settled down with Miss Harriot Yorke, described as
the Keeper of the Lion, who shared her home till her death.
'It was such a relationship as is supposed to be peculiarly
characteristic of English spinsters,1 commented her biographer.^
Miss Hill's work became a popular subject for the new
type of novel which combined an attempt at realism with a
social message. In Gissing's The Unclassed (1884) the heroine,
upon her father's death, took over his East End properties.
In many instances she found it difficult to get it
believed that she was really the 'landlord.' But
when this idea had been gradually mastered, and
when, moreover, it was discovered that she brought
no tracts, spoke not at all of religious matters,
was not impertinently curious, and showed indeed
that she knew a good deal of what she talked about,
something like respect for her began to spring up
here and there, and she was spoken of as 'the
right sort.'
L.T. Meade, always quick to jump on the latest bandwagon,
produced A Princess of the Gutter in 1895, sketched, the author
claimed, from real life. Its heroine, a Girton graduate and
well-to-do, was left a fortune by an uncle who derived it from
slum rents in the East End once again, on the condition that
she put right with his tenants all that he had omitted to do.
Joan took herself off to live with them, setting up model
homes and a girls' club. Her mission was constantly
interrupted by assaults, thefts and even a murder, but Joan
2

would not give up her life's work 'for the world'.
Despite the popularity of these tales, many ladies and
gentlemen were scandalised at the lengths to which female
philanthropists were prepared to go.
'The idea that a young,
handsome, and unmarried lady should think of benefiting her
poorer fellow-creatures was, to begin with, altogether shocking?
and how disgracefully immodest must any young lady be who could
visit the East End,' mocked Gissing in Workers in the Dawn
(1880), '...and there mix with people whose very aspect ought

E. Moberly Bell, Octavia Hill (London, 1942), pp.36, 157-8,
166. Octavia Hill, 'The Work of Volunteers in the
Organization of Charity' in Macmillan's Magazine. XXVI (1872),
p.441.
2

George Gissing, The Unclassed (London, 1930), p.280.
L.To Meade, A Princess of the Gutter (London, 1895), p.307.
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to be enough to create loathing,

if not still worse feelings,

in the mind of any properly trained young person.'

Work and

Leisure further explained the dilemma.
That the girls should read to the old woman at
the lodge, take the gardener's wife some dainty,
teach in the Sunday school, and dance at the
school feasts, seems perfectly right and natural
to the mother; but to be trained in a hospital,
to visit the East End or the slums of Drury Lane,
to sing with the Kyrie Society in the most
out-of-the-way neighbourhoods in the evening, to
help in entertaining costermongers and sweeps perhaps ballet-girls and supers - to superintend
women just released from prison; for her daughters children, as she feels them to be, just out of the
nursery - for them to undertake such work is more
than she can be a r .1
The ideals of Victorian propriety were designed to preserve
young ladies from the kind of experiences they might encounter
in slum-land.

Yet many did not stop there.

Some made

temperance and purity their mission and, not content to assist
their fallen sisters and prostitutes, went among working men
and soldiers and sailors of the roughest sort, preaching
against temptations of which they had no experience,
distributing tracts, and trying to influence their listeners by
their own example.

Victorian spinsters made a speciality of

this kind of work; and they were not abused but acclaimed for
it.

One of them - Agnes Weston - was made a Dame.
Catherine Marsh

(1818-1912) was the youngest daughter of an

Evangelical clergyman.

Although her father considered married

life the happiest, and married three times himself, he could
not persuade his girl to leave his side, she having dedicated
herself to his welfare during his first widowhood.

'I bless

God many times in the day that I have formed no sort of link
which can prevent me from living with y o u , ' she said.
was, however, a young man who died in the Crimea,
who was as my own soul'.

There

'the friend

Miss Marsh's great endeavour was to

bring religion into the lives of the navvies of her
neighbourhood, but she also visited factory workers, nursed

^George Gissing, Workers in the Dawn (Garden City, 1935) f I,
p.309. Work and Leisure. VI (1881), p.357.
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Cholera patients in an East End hospital, and established
convalescent cottages in the country and at the coast.
For their work among soldiers and sailors, three names are
chiefly remembered: Georgiana Daniell, Sarah Robinson and
Agnes Weston. Georgiana Fanny Shipley Daniell (1835-94) was
herself a soldier's daughter. Born on a military station in
India, she died at Aldershot, having spent all her life among
soldiers, and was carried to her grave on a gun-carriage - the
soldier's bier - covered with the Union Jack. Her father died
when she was small; her mother decided that her work was among
his friends, and founded the first Mission Hall and Soldiers'
Home at Aldershot in 1862. When she died in 1871, her daughter
set herself to consolidate this pioneer work. Though physically
delicate, she had enormous organisational capacity, and set up
similar establishments at other military centres, as well as
tent missions to follow the men on manoevres. When she died
after a long illness, 'though almost alone in the world, she
2
was surrounded by the most faithful love'.
Sarah Robinson (1834-cl913) came from a well-to-do country
family. She played at soldiers as a child and this, combined
with an intense religious experience in her youth, qualified
her for the work which was to fill her life. At the age of
twenty she was told by a doctor that she must never marry, on
account of a spinal complaint which eventually crippled her
completely. Though disappointed, she consoled herself with the
words of St Paul, and thereafter never wished for what could
not be. Her earliest efforts in the local Sunday school and
working in a London mission provided her with good experience
when she accompanied Mrs Daniell on her first visits to
Aldershot and eventually became housekeeper to the first
Soldiers' Institute. From then on she devoted herself to
providing amenities for servicemen, bringing religion to them,
and leading them from intemperance and impure ways.

In 1874

she built a Soldiers' Institute at Portsmouth, a town which had

L.E. O'Rorke, The Life and Friendships of Catherine Marsh
(London, 1917), pp.43, 119. Lizzie Alldridge, Florence
Nightingale, F.R. Havergal, Catherine Marsh, etc. (London, 1885),
pp.65-98.
2

(Anon) A Soldier's Daughter; A Short Memorial of Miss Daniell
of Aldershot (London, 1894), p.67. Frederick Douglas How,
Noble Women of Our Time (London, 1901), p.19.
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formerly borne the reputation of a den of vice.

By 1890 there

were 65 such Institutes.
Miss Robinson worked unceasingly. In 1872 she held 164
Military Temperance Meetings (31,830 attended and 1,435 signed
the pledge); she distributed 24,100 books, papers and tracts;
wrote 2,200 letters, and sent 685 parcels. In 1879 she built
the first Sailors' Welcome. All her work was performed in
constant pain; she was obliged to wear a steel support for her
back without which she could neither sit nor walk. She would
not be confined to bed,
for we had an awful old 'Aunt Anna,1 a spinster
aunt of the Pater's, who once took to her bed from
sheer laziness, lived on chops and porter and
other good things, gossiped, played cards,
scolded, and made her poor companion's life
burdensome. After fifteen years of this life she
got up again and lived like other folks....Now,
was it likely JE would consent to become another
'Aunt Anna'?
Miss Robinson proved the point of this remark when she undertook
a three-month tour in a specially-built invalid coach,
travelling a thousand miles to address meetings in fifty towns.
Before she retired, by preference to live alone, her friend
Ellice Hopkins wrote an account of her work in which she
attributed Miss Robinson's success to 'a certain masculine good
judgment which characterises her, an entire absence of feminine
weakness'. She has gone down in history as 'The Soldier's
Friend'.^
The third of the trio was Agnes Elizabeth Weston
(1840-1918), who, inspired by Catherine Marsh's autobiography
English Hearts and English Hands, formed working men's Bible
Classes, Prayer Meetings and Temperance Groups. From the 1860s
she began to correspond with soldiers and sailors, and later
set up temperance hotels in Portsmouth and Devonport. Pensions
for sailor's widows were another concern. Considering herself

(Ellice Hopkins) Active Service; or. Work Amongst our
Soldiers (London, 1901), p.49.
(W. Gilbert) 'Sarah Robinson'
in Facta Non Verba, p.243. Sarah Robinson, The Soldiers'
Friend. A Pioneer Record (London, 1913), pp.47, 52. The
Charity Record and Philanthropic Messenger, 3 October 1889,
p.315; 4 September 1890, pp.307-8.
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'married' to her work, she celebrated her 'Silver Wedding
Anniversary' after 25 years of activity collecting funds for
its furtherance.
It is a striking fact that philanthropic spinsters gave
their attention almost entirely to the moral condition of men
in the Victorian period and not to those of their own sex.
Although fallen women were not neglected by spinsters, there was
no Josephine Butler to be found among them. Florence Nightingale
and Elizabeth Blackwell wrote on their behalf; Annie Macpherson,
among others, set up reclamation homes; Louisa Twining worked
with them; but it was not a popular cause for unmarried women,
nor, indeed, as Mrs Butler's campaign was to show, for women at
all. Spinsters steered clear of contact with vice. The
association could damage their character and hinder their cause.
'You don't mean to say you go among those poor, wretched,
degraded creatures?' one lady said to Ellice Hopkins.
'Why, I
should shrink from the defilement of their mere presence. I
2
should feel polluted by going into such places.'
Louisa Twining understood this attitude.
'Much that I
learnt at the Home was a revelation to me, carefully guarded as
we had been in our home-life from the knowledge of evil,' she
wrote of her early experiences with fallen women. The bestknown novels about such people were written by men - Grant Allen,
William Black, Wilkie Collins, Charles Reade and Anthony
Trollope - or by married women - Mrs Craik, Mrs Gaskell.

George

Eliot lived in sin but never wrote about it. Miss Twining
noticed that in five of the principal reclamation societies in
London there was not one woman on the committee.

When she

suggested that women were surely 'the fittest and most natural
counsellors in questions of such delicacy pertaining to their

"^Jennie Chappell, 'Agnes Weston' in Four Noble Women and their
Work (London, 1898). Churchwoman. 19 May 1899, pp.107-8.
^(Ellice Hopkins) Work in Brighton (London, 1877), p.21.
Josephine Butler (1828-1906), daughter of John Grey of Dilston
and wife of George Butler, Canon of Winchester, led the
movement to repeal the Contagious Diseases Acts 1869-85,
and to end the white slave traffic (i.e. continental prostitute
trade).
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own sex', the men complained that the presence of women would
1
be embarrassing.
The desire of ladies to avoid all contact with immorality
was carried to extremes in the foundation of the Girls'
Friendly Society, which refused to accept any member who had
lost her character, no matter how long ago the offence or how
repentant the offender. Yet the Victorian spinsters who
proselytised among soldiers and working men were not afraid of
associating with potential vice. Their reason for avoiding
fallen women and concentrating on reforming the men was simply
a practical one, best explained by the life and philosophy of
the greatest of them all, Jane Ellice Hopkins (1836-1904) .^
Miss Hopkins was the daughter of a farming gentleman who
became a tutor in mathematics at Cambridge. Like Catherine
Marsh, she began her work among navvies; and she became a close
friend of Sarah Robinson. Yet although she wrote and lectured
on the most delicate topics, and mixed with men and women of
the most degraded character, she remained essentially
conservative. In caring for her invalid mother she 'carried
out in her own private life what she always maintained in
public, that home duties should take the first place in a
woman's life, and that no public work ought ever to destroy the
home life'. She even shared with Ruskin the traditional view
that woman, by her influence, could make man all that she
wished him to be: this principle she outlined in The Power of
Womanhood.or Mothers and Sons (1899), and tried to exemplify
in her own life.
She recognised, however, that in sexual matters men had
the upper hand.

So she attacked the problem of immorality by

encouraging purity in men, believing that if men observed the
standard of morality expected of women, vice would be eliminated
altogether.
League.

For this purpose she founded the White Cross

She also set up Associations for the Care of

Friendless Girls and promoted Trade Union activity among women.

"^Twining, Recollections of Life and Work, p.177. 'Twining,
Women's Work. Official and Unofficial (London, 1887), p.10.
2

Mrs Brooke Houston, 'Business Girls in London' (London, 1878);
'The Girls' Friendly Society: a Sketch of its Organization'
(London, 1879); and Edwin A. Pratt, A Woman's Work for Women
(London, 1898), p.95.
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Unlike most other philanthropic spinsters Ellice Hopkins
did actually work among fallen women in Brighton and Manchester,
but her experiences convinced her that rescue work was useless.
What chiefly strikes me is this, that on all sides
we are leaving regular manufactories of degraded
womanhood in full play, and then burdening
ourselves with penitentiaries, rescue societies,
hospitals, prisons, asylums, workhouses, etc., to
accommodate the .results... .Were it not better to
fence this terrible social precipice at the top,
rather than to content ourselves with providing
ambulances at the bottom?
Thus, while she joined Mrs Butler in campaigning for reforms
in the regulations concerning brothels, most of her work unlike that lady's - was preventive rather than remedial.’*'
With the activities of the nineteenth century
philanthropic spinsters the focus of charitable reform became
preventive rather than remedial.

No longer content to apply

palliatives to the urgent symptoms,

in company with the great

male social improvers of the Victorian period (like Chadwick)
they struck at the disease itself.

Victorian spinsters decided

to undertake the work, and were permitted to do so, because as
women they were seen to be the guardians of public morality,
and as single women they were free from the household
commitments and from the opposition of husbands to act as they
wished.

Rightly or wrongly, they held their personal chastity

to be essential and influential in the campaign, and they
played on the Victorian man's sense of shame in moral and
sexual matters - particularly in the presence of a lady, and an
unmarried one at that - to win many converts.
The key was to improve the milieu in which immorality had
taken hold - both physically, as Octavia Hill and Mary
Carpenter did, and spiritually,

like Ellice Hopkins and her

associates - and to educate its victims,
adulthood,

in childhood and

in values with which we may not agree today, but

which were essential to the Victorian notion of progress and

■*Rosa M. Barrett, Ellice Hopkins,
pp.124, 107.

A Memoir

(London, 1907) ,
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the fulfilment of its ideals. In the terms of those values,
the philanthropic movement was successful.^
The greatest success was felt by the philanthropists
themselves.
'There has been a time in the experience of many
when the greatest satisfaction of the individual lies in the
power of losing his or her individual life in the service of
some cause or project, and one perhaps quite remote from
private ties,' observed Mary Merryweather. She spoke for
herself and for all the philanthropic spinsters. Diverted from
the true destiny of women by a variety of causes, spurred by a
variety of motives, they took advantage of the change in the
social climate which permitted women for the first time 'to
enter into the practical expression of these emotions outside
of the strictly family circle'. For women without ties, but
with means, competence and a desire to work, it was the natural
outlet. They benefited from it as much as the recipients of
their services did. Within the accepted confines of propriety
they earned their independence - the freedom to work, to see at
first hand how the other half lived, and to do something about
2
it - and from this they derived a natural sense of fulfilment.
For most of them it was a new experience, quite divorced
from the ordinary gentlewoman's existence.
Joanna Traill.
Spinster (1894), inheriting a fortune which she dedicated to
philanthropic work, found that at first her 'liberty weighed on
her more heavily than her shackles had done'. But her
involvement in slum reform and helping fallen women turned her
into a better and happier person. In an age of missionary zeal
the achievements of philanthropic spinsters were feted above
those of women who made progress in other fields such as

Cf. the opinions of Elizabeth Blackwell and Florence
Nightingale on the Contagious Diseases Acts and prostitution.
The former wanted to improve the spiritual milieu by educating
children in sexual matters from an early age (Counsel to
Parents on the Moral Education of their Children. 1878); the
latter wanted to improve the physical milieu by providing
soldiers 'with every means of occupation and amusement to keep
them out of mischief: the only rational remedy for the evil'
(Note on the Supposed Protection afforded against Venereal
Disease by Recognizing Prostitution and putting it under
Police Regulation. 1863), p.8.
2

Merryweather, Experience of Factory Life, p.2. See Mary Taylor,
‘Feminine Work' in The First Duty of Women (London, 1870).
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education or industry. As a result they benefited women as a
sex, winning for them more respect and an acclaim which, more
than any other effort, helped to abolish the notion of women's
inferior abilities.^

When Queen Victoria came to the throne none of the offices
of the Church of England was open to women. This was
frustrating for ladies whose zeal for activity lay along
religious lines - and Victorian ladies were brought up very
religious. Florence Nightingale wanted to 'devote herself to
works of charity in hospitals and elsewhere as Catholic sisters
do', but she received no encouragement from her own church.
The church of England has for men bishoprics,
archbishoprics, and a little work....For women she
has - what?...I would have given her my head, my
hand, my heart. She would not have them. She did
not know what to do with them. She told me to go
back and do crochet in my mother's drawing-roomy
or, if I were tired of that, to marry and look well
at the head of my husband's table.
Miss Nightingale was forced to pursue her designs outside the
church, so nursing - long the province of religious
communities - assumed a secular form. But other Victorian
women became converts to Roman Catholicism because it provided
them with 'a sphere of definite utility' under rule and
direction.
'Happier far is a Sister of Charity or Mercy than
2

a young lady at home without a work or a lover.'
To absorb an uneconomic surplus of women had always been
a function of convents, and in the Latin countries of the
nineteenth century it was still supposed to be the custom to
dispose of excess daughters in this way. The Roman Church was
not popular among Englishmen, who thought this practice barbaric.
Moreover, because the Roman Catholics honoured the maiden who
was celibate for religious reasons above the wife and mother,

^Annie E. Holdsworth, Joanna Traill, Spinster (London, 1894),
p.34.
2

Cecil Woodham-Smith, Florence Nightingale (London, 1950),
pp.49, 98.
(J. Jones) Memorials of Acmes Elizabeth Jones
(London, 1871), p.313. Mrs Jameson, Sisters of Charity (London,
1855), p.94. Alexander Grant, Happiness and Utility as
Promoted by the Higher Education of Women fEdinburgh, 1872),
p.2 6 . Barbara Leigh Smith. Women and Work (London, 1857), p.9.
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convent life did not appeal to Victorians who held that
marriage was the chief reason for female existence.

But

attitudes changed when there was an embarrassing surplus of
maidens with nothing to do in the community.

The expansion of

Roman Catholic convents and the establishment and development
of Anglican sisterhoods and the institution of deaconesses in
the second half of the nineteenth century coincided with the
superfluous women problem in England, and there can be no doubt
that they were connected.

Not only did convents provide work

for ladies who wanted it but they absorbed part of the surplus.
By the turn of the century not only Roman Catholics and
Anglicans but even Dissenters had provided sisterhoods for
7,000 ladies who pursued a charitable calling to the benefit of
themselves and those to whom they ministered.'*'
They were not accepted by everybody.

Bitter controversy

arose over the principle as well as the practice of organised
religion; but many Victorians were able to rationalise to their
own satisfaction the contradiction between their family-based
social arrangements and those of the deliberate outsiders in
God's family.

For every person who poured scorn on 'the curate

in petticoats'

and insisted that there was plenty of work for

women to perform at home, in the parish,
literary studies and self-culture,

in the pursuit of

'without the need of

organizing a huge army of Sisters of Charity in order to give
our women careers', there was another who would point out that
'Marriage and all its duties are most holy, and ought to be
arbitrarily denied to none; yet still it is very evident either
that a large proportion of women were not intended to marry, or
that, in some way or other, outside of convents we are
contravening the order of Providence....And there are - we may
not deny it - holier affections than those even of a wife and
mother.'

Charlotte Mary Yonge was able to welcome

'this safe

and honourable refuge for the single daughters of families'
because, she said, it also enhanced the condition of their
secular sisters:

■^Census of 1901, BPP, 1903, vol.84, p.187.
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Motherhood was ennobled by the Birth that saves
the world; and Maidenhood acquired a glory it never
had before, and which taught the unmarried to
regard themselves, not as beings who had failed in
the purpose of their existence, but as pure
creatures, free to devote themselves to the service
of their Lord; for if His Birth had consecrated
maternity, it had also consecrated virginity
In 1851 there were 53 Roman Catholic convents in England,
eighteen of them in London, with a total of more than 1,500
nuns. They belonged to various orders, among them the Sisters
of Notre Dame, an educational community first arrived from
France in 1845, the Little Sisters of the Poor and the Poor
Sisters of Nazareth who nursed geriatrics, and the Sisters of
Charity and of Mercy on whom Florence Nightingale called to
provide nurses for the Crimea. Mother Mary Clare, head of the
first London house of the Sisters of Mercy in Bermondsey,
became one of her dearest friends. Many of the nuns came from
genteel English families. Sister Mary Gonzaga, for instance,
one of the Crimean volunteers, had been one Dorothea Barrie
(d.1873) who scandalised her wealthy guardian, an admiral, by
renouncing her comfortable home and baptismal faith to cut off
2
her hair and hide her beauty beneath the veil.
Mary Potter (1847-1913) had a different background. Born
into a broken home, of a mother who had turned to Roman
Catholicism as a relief from her husband's cruelty, she became
engaged to a Roman Catholic gentleman with whom she hoped to
work in partnership for God. But when the Bishop of Southwark,
Dr Grant, informed her that earthly love would not satisfy her,
she took it that he spoke from God, and entered a religious
order.

The convent discipline was not to her liking and broke

down her health, so she left and taught in a Roman Catholic
school. Eventually, against the wishes of a bureaucratic church
and a possessive mother, she set up her own religious community

Annie Holdsworth, Joanna Traill, Spinster (London, 1894), p.27.
(D.R. Fearon) 'The Ladies' Cry, Nothing to Do!' in Macmillan's
Magazine. XIX (1869), p.454.
'Nature and the Convent' in
Macmillan1s Magazine. XIX (1869), p.539. C.M. Yonge, Womankind
(London, 1876), p.5.
9

~(L.H.J. Tonna) Nuns and Nunneries (London, 1852), pp.8-9.
Leaves from the Annals of the Sisters of Mercy, by a member of
the Order of Mercy (New York, 1883), vol.2. Emmeline Garnett,
Florence Nightingale's Nuns (New York, 1961).
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in Nottingham in 1877, dedicated to nursing and praying for the
dying, as Mary did for Jesus on the Cross. Apart from the
usual routine of Mass and prayer, her sisters undertook some
teaching and mission work and nursing in the community, and
took it in turns at night to watch before the Blessed Sacrament
for the salvation of dying sinners. Mother Mary Potter
survived regular bodily penances, a mastectomy and a lifelong
heart condition, along with financial problems and quarrels over
the leadership of her community, to see her 'Little Company of
Mary' establish Houses, with training schools for nurses
attached, in Italy, Ireland, the United States, Australia,
Malta and South Africa.^
When Mrs Jameson wrote to persuade English women to become
Sisters of Charity and to form Communities of Labour on the
lines of Roman Catholic Sisterhoods, there were already at
least half a dozen Anglican Sisterhoods in England. Dr Pusey
opened the first in Park Village, North London, in Easter Week
1845. Here he lived and died, in a garden setting, while the
ladies he had gathered together devoted themselves to a
2
convalescent hospital and an orphanage.
Two years later Miss Priscilla Lydia Sellon founded the
Church of England Sisterhood of Mercy at Devonport in an effort
to provide women with a mission compatible with their Anglican
faith. Miss Sellon (d.1876) set her Sisters to educating and
assisting distressed children and women, providing shelter,
training, and employment. She was not only a great pioneer in
the revival of the religious life in England but a great
feminist, whose experiences and achievements on behalf of women
rivalled those of many of her secular sisters.

With little

regard for the proprieties of the time she sent her sisters
among the prostitutes of Plymouth and Devonport: established
schools: found employment for women (even setting up a printing
press) and helped them to emigrate.

There were orphanages,

hospitals, lodging homes, industrial schools, soup kitchens.
Like all religious pioneers, Lydia Sellon had trouble over her

■^Patrick Dougherty, Mother Mary Potter (London, 1961) .
2
Mrs Jameson, Sisters of Charity (1855); The Communion of
Labour (1856). Maria Trench, 'English Sisterhoods' in the
Nineteenth Century. XVI (1884), pp.338-40.
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Rule, which was said to smack of

'Popery'.

Some of her Sisters

1
w e n t to the Crimea with Florence Nightingale.
Other houses followed quickly - at Wantage,
Oxford, East Grinstead, Gloucester,

Clewer,

and further afield.

Harriet Brownlow Byron founded A ll Saint's in London in 1851.
A trained nurse,

she ran an orphanage,

a convalescent home,

a

hospital for incurables and a n u r s e s ' home as well as
performing the usual parish work.

From 1860 one wa r d of

University College Hospital was put in her sisters'

charge,

and

later the whole Hospital.

The order spread to all parts of the

British Isles and abroad.

Maria Francesca Rossetti,

sister of D.G., W.M.

and Christina,

author and

became a member of the

Society of All Saints in her last years and died in their
London home.

Her biographer says that,

wor l d to become a nun,

far from leaving the

she entered it for the first time,

finding in her scholarly and charitable duties a 'blessed life'
full of peace and love.^
Out of the Church Extension Association,

founded by Emily

A y c k b o w m in 1864, grew the Community of the Sisters of the
Church

(1870).

Miss Ayck b o w m was one of those women - 'much

more numerous in the religious life than is often s u p p o s e d , '
wrote her anonymous biographer, who prepared the account of her
life under the auspices of the church - w ho never fell in love
or contemplated marriage, having declared from childhood her
intention of becoming a nun.

Like St Paul she reasoned that

The consecrated virgin remains free to yield
herself up to God.
Nothing diverts her from
prayer and works of charity, nothing separates her
from the supreme love of Christ.
She enjoys a
communion with God such as is not possible for the
married woman with her earthly cares and
di s t r a c t i o n s .3
In 1861 the Anglican Order of Deaconesses was revived to
perform charitable duties in the parish under the direction of

■^Thomas Jay Williams, Priscilla Lydia Sellon (London, 1950) ;
(Mary Stanley) Hospitals and Sisterhoods (London, 1854), p.53.
^Georgiana Hill, Women in English Life (London, 1896), vol.2,
p p . 239-44.
The C h u r c h w o m a n , I (1895), pp.150, 210, 250.
Lona Mosk Packer, Christina Rossetti (California, 1963), p.305?
the Englishwoman's Review, 15 January 1877, p.33.
3

(Anon) A Valiant Victorian: the Life and Times of Mother Emily
A y c k b o w m (London, 1964), pp.8-9, 20-1, 48-9.
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the rector. Miss Catherine Ferard, who had studied at
Kaiserwerth wnere that ancient institution had already been
restored, became the first deaconess ordained in the Church of
England for at least a thousand years, and founded the first
Deaconess Institute in North London. She was described as
having no personal attractions, but was courageous, faithful,
strict, and just. Since sisterhoods were 'High Church', the
diaconate provided an Evangelical outlet for ladies who wished
for work.^
Confusion reigned over the respective status and duties of
sisters and deaconesses. While the former were permitted by
the church the latter had been instituted by it and so stood
higher in the hierarchy, requiring the laying-on of hands.
Sisters came from many ranks of society, lower, upper and middle,
but deaconesses had to be ladies, educated and refined, with
their own capital. They retained control over their property
and earnings, and were free to leave at any time, although they
were not expected to do so unless needed by their families or
'called for marriage'. Anglican deacons and priests were
encouraged to combine marriage and their ministry but deaconesses
were celibate: women could not serve two masters.
'Marriage
also is a holy calling,' wrote Deaconess Cecilia Robinson,
but the duties of the two are mutually exclusive.
It is impossible that the wife and mother should
be able to 'attend upon the Lord without
distraction.' If then the consecration received
by the Deaconess be life-long and indelible, it
must be felt that to forsake this vocation for
any other is, in some measure, to...prove
themselves unworthy of the sacred trust committed
to them.2
Although the deaconess movement spread to many parts of
England and abroad, publicised by the Churchwoman. Louisa
Hubbard, Elizabeth Sewell and others, it never had the success
of the Anglican sisterhoods.

As time went on the sisterhoods

became wealthier and more and more monastic in the Roman mould,
while deaconesses found themselves in an ambiguous position,
half-secular, half-religious, often obliged to use their own
judgment, yet never really independent.

To make matters worse,

Deaconess Cecilia Robinson, The Ministry of Deaconesses
(London, 1898), chap. VII and Appendix E. Woman, I (1872),
pp.451-2.
2

Robinson, The Ministry of Deaconesses, p.151.
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some deaconnesses became sisters, and the reverse.

Attempts

made in 1871, 1891 and 1897 by the convocation of Canterbury to
regulate both orders and place them in the church organisation
were never binding.'*'
A compromise was reached by Miss E.F.E. Yeatman, sister of
the Bishop of Southampton, who founded the College of Women
Workers for God - the 'Greyladies' - in South London in 1893.
Ladies who were not keen to become sisters or deaconesses but
who wished for a sphere of work recognised and directed by the
church could go out from a comfortable home in a simple uniform
of grey dress and cloak with a black bonnet, worn only on duty,
to perform parish work. They were bound by no vows or rules,
but attended prayers and short services, and paid £1 a week for
board and lodging. By 1900 there were 48 Greyladies at
Blackheath Hill and branches in other parts of England,
2
Scotland, Italy and South Africa.
This flight of women from the religious orders, and the
church's anxiety to regulate the position of women in its ranks,
were both reactions against long-standing opposition among a
group of English people to Roman-style institutions. For such
people the coercive rules of religious orders had no place in
the land of liberty. Charges of deception and force in luring
girls into convents and of harsh treatment and imprisonment
were brought against the Roman Catholic communities early in
Queen Victoria's reign, and later extended by analogy to
Anglican ones, in such works as the anonymous The Nunnery; or
Popery Exposed in her Tyranny (1851, published by the British
Society for Promoting the Religious Principles of the
Reformation), and Mrs Tonna's Nuns and Nunneries (1852).
Mrs Tonna's chief objection, beyond theological
considerations, was that convents turned girls against marriage.

Elizabeth M. Sewell, 'Anglican Deaconesses' in Macmillan's
Magazine. XXVIII (1873), p.463. Work and Leisure. V (1880),
pp.345-8. Edwin Pratt, A Woman's Work for Women (London, 1898),
pp.8-9 (on Louisa Hubbard). The Churchwoman. VI (London, 1898),
p.262; VII (1899), pp.204, 216; X (1900), p.54. Felix Mackower,
The Constitutional History and Constitution of the Church of
England (London, 1895), pp.343-5.
^The Churchwoman. I (London, 1895), pp.8, 56; VIII (1899), p.203;
X (1900), p.203.
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She quoted St Alphonsus Liguori's The Nun Sanctified, still in
use a century after it was written, with its declaration: 'O
how unhappy and miserable is the life of the generality of
married persons 1' Liguori had made, and the nuns had
propagated, the outrageous suggestion that
The bad treatment of husbands, the disaffection
of children, the wants of the family, the control
of relatives, the pains of childbirth, which are
always accompanied with danger of death,...and the
education of children, plunge your seculars into
endless trouble and agitation, and fill their souls
with continual regret for not having been called
to a happier and more holy state.
On the contrary, asserted Mrs Tonna, the 'constrained
celibacy' of nuns was the greatest cause of regret. There was
some confusion in her complaint, for she revealed that she had
heard that nuns and priests were sleeping together, and even
worse immoralities of some priests. Notwithstanding recent
unsuccessful attempts by Parliament to bring nunneries under
state control, with the power to inspect them when there were
reasonable grounds for believing that a woman might be confined
there against her will, Mrs Tonna would have every convent
licensed, a register of its inmates kept, and district officers
to call four times a year without notice.^
The Church of England sisterhoods were opposed on the same
grounds. One commentator had heard of abuses in those quarters
but for him, too, the worst was that the prospective nun was
'allured to quit the path marked out by Providence', that she
2
'abandoned her proper post in the warfare of life'.
In 1857 a nun called Catherine Selby escaped from a
Benedictine Priory in Staffordshire, jumping from a nine-foot
wall to her freedom. She was caught and taken back. This
incident added fuel to the anti-convent fire, and the case was
discussed in Parliament. A Miss Ryan was taken from a London
convent to a Belgian lunatic asylum, and no enquiries were made
as to whether she was genuinely insane. The affair that
unleashed the greatest debate was the 'Saurin v. Starr' trial in
1869.

Miss Saurin was a nun in a convent of the Sisters of

Mercy at Hull, and Mrs Starr was her Mother Superior, at whose

■^(L.H.J. Tonna) Nuns and Nunnerj.es, pp.72-3, 305-6, 312-5.
2

(Anon) Sisterhoods Considered (London, 1850), pp.5, 11.
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hands she had apparently suffered great cruelty.
'Any one who
has read accounts recently published of female life in prison
must be painfully alive to the similarity of language, terms,
rules, and grounds of accusation in the two systems,' remarked
the author of 'Convent Life' in Blackwood's Magazine in 1869.
'...We cannot but regard it as a little strange that the best
and the worst of women should need such a similarity of
discipline for their amelioration.'^
'Nothing sounds more beautiful to feminine ears than a
life composed of self-humiliation, of habitual meditation on
divine affairs, and occasional deeds of kindness to dependants
or paupers,' observed the author of 'Women's Education' in
Fraser's Magazine in the same year. But the reality, he warned,
was different.
The infinite pettiness of convent life, the wretched
squabbles protracted beyond all bearing, the trifles
treasured up in the memory for years, the
unutterable weariness and stupidity of the whole
concern, has been too forcibly depicted to need any
illustration.*
2
More effective than these admonitions were the works of
general fiction, intended for girls, which pretended no bias and
often claimed indeed to be based on real life. One such was
Edward Massey's Love's Strife with the Convent (1854), which
described the trials of some girls who had been lured into a
Roman Catholic convent and imprisoned there. One of them,
belatedly realising the falsehood of the doctrines which the
Church of Rome had planted in her youthful mind ('I was led to
believe the world one vast hospital of sin and misery, and that
the only safeguard for bliss hereafter was to shun and totally
withdraw from all domestic happiness and active usefulness'),
tried to escape. She was caught and walled up alive by the
abbess and a priest in front of all the other nuns, as a
deterrant to them.

Saved in the nick of time, she found herself

a husband and lived happily ever after.

Another of the girls

was rescued by another potential husband as her final vows were
being forced from her. The abbess and priest got off scot-free.
^ 'The Convents of the United Kingdom' in Fraser's Magazine.
NS IX (1874), p .14.
2

(Anne Mozley) 'Convent Life' in Blackwood's Magazine. CV (1869),
pp.611-2.
'Women's Education' in Fraser's Magazine. LXXX
(1869), p.543.
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Interspersed with narrative the author recorded his
unreserved opinions on the subject:
Here, in free, wide England,... it is outrageous
to reflect that scattered all over the kingdom
are places called convents, in which if a woman
or a girl be once placed, however she may
subsequently mourn and bewail her lot, she cannot
be rescued, simply because her friends are in
ignorance of her wishes.
How unjust,
upon a very
a convent's
duties, the

how wicked it is, to impose an oath
young girl, binding her for life to
walls, making her shirk the true
true aspirations of life.l

Another novel of this type was John Harwood's Miss Jane,
the Bishop's Daughter

(1867).

Miss Jane was a paragon of

virtue: she taught the children and tended the sick, even the
prostitutes in her father's diocese, and they called her 'the
A n g e l '.

Her father knew that she would never marry - 'She was

in the world - not of it' - and the man who loved her felt the
same:

'The sight of Miss Jane, exalted as it were, above her

sex, and radiant with innocence and guileless wisdom,

seemed to

exclude rash dreams of marrying and giving in marriage.'
Against her father's will, Jane joined 'one of those new
fangled Sisterhoods which ape those of Rome'.

The townspeople

had mixed feelings towards the Protestant nuns, as had the
author, who portrayed them as 'conceited, narrow-minded women,
absurdly vain of their supposed renunciation of the world, and
carrying their pet faults with them in their retirement', but
described the 'honest English prejudice against all quasipopish practices'

struggling with 'the memory of many an act of

bounty and kindness done by the members of the community'.

The

nuns went to great lengths to keep Jane in the convent as an
example and a financial asset until the police arrived to
arrest her, when they quickly washed their hands of her.
It seemed that a gentleman had found out a sordid secret
of her past and that when he offered to marry her and cover it
up, she refused him ('you know I am vowed to heaven, and such
things as love and earthly happiness are not for me')
pushed him over a cliff.

and

The tale concludes with Jane denying

the murder of her infant child, born of an affair with a French

■^Edward Massey, Love's Strife with the Convent (London, 1864) ,
II, p .233 f III, pp.215, 164.
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vicomte who failed to do his duty by her; convicted
nevertheless, she could only be brought to a full confession
when a burst blood vessel, an act of God, announced her
imminent death. The community of St Bride was so damaged by
the scandal that it disbursed, and a monster hotel soon
occupied the site of the convent.^'
In 1875 appeared Convent Experiences, which purported to be
an account a la Maria Monk of an anonymous lady's life in a
Roman Catholic convent which she eventually left. According to
'Miss A.F.B.' the practice rather than the principle of
religious houses was at fault.
Protestants cannot bear to be reminded that Christ
extolled the celibate and even the eunuch, whom
they consider so unutterably despicable - they
wish he had said: 'Let every one seek the conjugal
state betimes....'
The regime she outlined seemed suitably rigorous, and five
women died in the convent during her eighteen-month stay. She
noticed very few elderly nuns. Yet, as she observed,
dissatisfied nuns were no less common than dissatisfied wives:
I am quite sure that many of the Nuns regretted
having made their vows, and I am equally sure that
no power on earth would induce them to break
them....Courtship precedes matrimony, and the
Novitiate precedes the vows - both frequently turn
out failures - the bride and the Novice may make
a mistake - one becomes a wretched Nun, the other
a miserable wife, and yet neither is to blame. 2
There were two sides to the question. Novels were written
in favour of the convent life too. From one unlikely source,
in a book not without its author's characteristic scenes of
passion and drama, came a young recruit to a Protestant sister
hood following an unfortunate affair of the heart. Rhoda
Broughton's Kate Chester loved Not Wisely, but Too Well (1867).
When her sister protested at her plans - 'Why cannot women keep
to their right functions of marrying and being happy?' - Kate
replied,

'The word "marry" might be erased from the dictionary,

from existence, for all it will ever have to say to me.*
1
Seeking 'some work to do' she joined 'that band of holy devoted

^John Harwood, Miss Jane, the Bishop's Daughter (London, 1867) ,
I, pp.33, 134, 187, 234-5; II, p.107.
2

Miss A.F.B. Convent Experiences (London, 1875), pp.15, 42-3.
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women whom Evangelical clergymen condemn as acolytes and
handmaidens of the Scarlet Woman', and was called to the Lord
in middle age.'1'
If these pages have emphasised the religious vocation
disproportionately to its true importance in Victorian life,
that is because nuns were by definition spinsters
were widows)

(a very few

and because the convents were a recognised means of

absorbing superfluous middle-class women in the nineteenth
century and of providing them with work.

Indeed they were the

fourth biggest employer of Victorian spinsters by 1901, after
teaching, nursing and shopwork.

The fact that the

establishment of sisterhoods and the diaconate long preceded
the introduction of brotherhoods in the Church of England
indicates that their needs were different and that they were
felt sooner.^
Because the internal structure and world view of
religious communities were quite opposed to Victorian ideals
they had a stormy career on English soil and were never
completely accepted.

While characters become nuns with more or

less indifference on the author's part from Charlotte Bronte
and Geraldine Jewsbury to George Gissing - that is, throughout
the Victorian period - Matilda Betham-Edwards could still
deplore,

in 1898, an acquaintance's

'perversion from the

Protestant faith and withdrawal from a wholesome, rational
existence into the prison walls of mediaeval superstition'
Roman Catholic convent.

in a

Her friend, it seemed, had planned all

her life to settle in America with a brother, but he married
instead, and she, deprived of a purpose,

'committed a kind of

suicide which nineteenth century progress has neither abolished
nor succeeded in rendering generally preposterous'.

At the

same time a Roman Catholic order, the Sisters of Notre Dame, was
complaining about the difficulties placed in the way of a
Protestant nun from Plymouth who wished to leave her convent for

^ (Rhoda Broughton) Not Wisely, but Too Well
pp.228, 133, 289-90.

(London, 1867), III,

^Census of 1901: BPP, 1903, vol.84, p.187.
Despite the weight
of numbers, female participation has never been valued very
highly in the Church.
Sisterhoods and deaconesses are not
even mentioned, for instance, in Stephen Neill's Anglicanism
(Harmondsworth, 3rd ed., 1965).
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a Roman Catholic one; while away on the Welsh border at
Llanthony co-existed happily a 'Church of England Catholic'
monastery and convent which believed themselves to be the heirs
of the ancient (pre-Reformation) Church of England, whose
members had once dwelt in the abbey ruins on their site. These
radicals published the Church of England Catholic and Monastic
Times, containing Dame Mary Cecilia's marvellous 'Oh! How I
should like to be a nun' and some 'Chapters from a Nun's Life'
highly respectful of the incumbent Abbot, a hero figure.^
The convent question was most interesting because it
became inadvertently one of the strongest attacks on the
Victorian ideal of marriage, calling forth some of the
bitterest and most vigorous defences of it in return. But the
importance of this 'coming out', as Frances Power Cobbe called
it, of 'Mother Church's daughters' lay in its contribution to
the emancipation of Victorian women. It provided an outlet for
the energies of single women which were not being absorbed by
a domestic life. Hence the tribute of an Anglican Sister of
Mercy who worked in the London Diocesan Penitentiary at Highgate:
'I am advanced in life, and have seen much of the world; but
never did I experience such true heart-felt joy, such peace and
happiness, as I have felt within these walls. To feel that a
power is given one of leading these poor stray sinners to our
dear Lord; to know one's duty, and to be able cheerfully daily
to perform it...how great is our privilege!' This was a far
cry from the ennui of the superfluous women. These Victorian
2
spinsters had found an object in life.

See Charlotte Bronte, Jane Eyre (1847); Geraldine Jewsbury,
The Half Sisters (1848); George Gissing, The Unclassed (1884).
Matilda Betham-Edwards, Reminiscences (London, 1898), p.149.
The Foundations of the Sisters of Notre Dame in England and
Scotland from 1845 to 1895 (Liverpool, 1895), p.105. The
Church of England Catholic and Monastic Times 1-7 (1883-5)•
2

Frances Power Cobbe, 'What shall we do with our old maids?' in
Fraser's Magazine. LXVI (1862), p.594. The English Woman's
Journal. I (1858), p.15.

the go ve rne s s .

(above) Painting
reproduced in
V ic to r ia n P a in tin g s

(V & A Museum,
London 1963)
( r i ght ) Drawing by
Jer r y Bar ret t (1856)
of F lo re n ce N ig h tin 
g a le , in the National
P o r t r a i t Gal 1e r y ,
London.

Dated 1844. Richard Redgrave, C.B., R.A. (1X04-N8). 36 in. by ’X in

F.A.ifi
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CHAPTER EIGHT
EMPLOYMENT REFORMED
According to observers of the plight of superfluous women
the vast majority of women dependent on their own work for
subsistence were governesses, needlewomen and domestic servants.
In making this claim they made no effort to put the statistics
of female labour into perspective. In 1881 there were 123,995
female teachers in England and Wales, 616,425 dressmakers and
1,258,285 domestic servants. Domestic servants formed 37 per
cent of the total female workforce, dressmakers 18.1 per cent,
while those engaged in teaching were only 3.6 per cent.
Teachers and governesses therefore formed a very small part of
the female workforce, but their problems received the most
attention from philanthropists and feminists.^
This was because teaching was the largest, almost the sole
employment of women from the genteel middle classes: the classes
with whom the reformers felt most affinity, and from whose
ranks the superfluous women were drawn. With domestic servants
the general feeling was that there was plenty of work for them
to do and that even where they had to endure bad conditions,
their expectations were so different from those of middle-class
people there was no call for understanding or assistance. With
needlewomen there was more sympathy, for some of them were
themselves of middle-class origin. With teachers and
governesses the bond should have been complete. Everyone had
known governesses; there was one in most families; everyone,
probably, had known someone who had been obliged to become one.
Novels were full of them.

Yet in being employees they could

never be the equals of their employers, and inevitably a
barrier grew up between the middle-class lady of leisure and the
middle-class lady who had to work.

Considering their standing

in society it was a philanthropic act for novelists to make
them the heroines of their books, and this did as much to
awaken the public to the plight of superfluous women as all the
controversies in the press.

^See e.g. The British Almanac and Companion for 1855, pp.76-7.
Census of 1881, BPP, 1883, vol.80, p.30 (2nd numbering).
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In one sense teachers and governesses were worse off than
needlewomen and domestic servants.

They had less bargaining

power over pay and conditions than the latter, and in almost
every case they had grown up in the expectation of idleness,
taught to despise work, so that the transition and the
subsequent alienation from their previous life were very hard
to take.

No wonder that philanthropists and feminists

responded most to their plight: they were their sisters, and
every one of them must have felt, There, but for the grace of
God, go I.
Mrs Jameson once remarked that she never heard of a
governess who was one by choice.

She was not alone.

A writer

in the Saturday Review reported in IS59 that any young woman
would rather marry or stay in her father's home, but if driven
to choose a profession she had 'a mere Hobson's choice.
must either be a governess, aut id quod dicere n o l o '.
Eliot's Daniel Deronda

She
In George

(1876) Gwendolen would 'rather emigrate

than be a governess'; Mary Taylor actually did this.

But for

the great majority of middle-class girls a change in the family
fortunes meant governessing,

'because they think it a

"respectable" profession to get on in, and are fit for nothing
else'
As financial disasters were not uncommon in the Victorian
age, this meant fierce competition in the governess trade.

'A

number of people attempting to do what most of them can only
half do, and some cannot do at a l l , ' was how Mrs Craik described
it?

' - thereby "cutting one another's throats," as the saying

is, so long as their incapacity is concealed; when it is found
out, starving.'

Situations were especially hard to find when

one was past youth, or pretty, or well-to-do.
Thomas Hardy's Desperate Remedi.es

The heroine of

(1871) placed an advertisement

in the papers reading:
A Young Lady is desirous of meeting with an
engagement as governess or companion. She is
competent to teach English, French, and Music.
Satisfactory references.

Mrs Jameson quoted Alicia C. Percival,
The English Miss
To-dav and Yesterddiv (London, 1939), p.116.
Saturday Review.
8 September 1859, p.279.
George Eliot, Daniel Deronda
(Edinburgh, 1876), II, p.58.
(Mrs Craik) A Woman's Thoughts
about Women (London, 1858), p.43.
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Finding no response, she advertised a week later:
Nursery Governess or Useful Companion. A Young
person wishes to hear of a situation in either of
the above capacities. Salary very moderate. She
is a good needlewoman.
Again there was no response, so a week later she advertised:
'Lady's Maid. Age eighteen.' She got the job; but it was not
1
gentlewoman's work.
With so many applicants, salaries could be kept to a
minimum. Charlotte Bronte got £20 a year in a residential post,
with laundry costs to be deducted. The author of 'Hints to
Governesses' was once offered £6 a year. Holme Lee's Kathie
Brande (1856), after many repulses, found a family willing to
give her £15 to instruct two small girls in English and music.
'I accepted the post with thanks, and was taught to feel myself
extremely fortunate in having got it....' The Vicar's
Governess (Dora Russell, 1874) was engaged in 1870 to teach four
little girls music, French and English in Northumberland for
£40. She had been turned down five times before, and testified
to the difficulty of obtaining a situation 'or, indeed, in
making a livelihood at all*. Some salaries were higher, but
2
some positions carried no salaries at all.
The loneliness of the governess's life was probably the
hardest part to bear.
'Without going into sentimental
wailings over her unhappy lot, it must be confessed that her
position is particularly isolated,' admitted Emily Davies. She
missed the society of her equals in age and rank, and as a bird
of passage was less fortunate even than the servants who,
besides having the companionship of fellow servants, could look
forward to remaining in one family all their lives. Georgiana
Craik's Miss Moore (1873) was ostracised by her employers and
charges.
They never remembered once that, being a stranger
in the midst of unknown faces, she might be tired
and lonely, and that some kind word or act of
theirs might have had the power to cheer her.

^ (Mrs Craik) A Woman's Thoughts about: Women, p.48. Thomas
Hardy, Desperate Remedies (London, 1960), pp.41, 54.
2

Josephine Kamm, Hope Deferred (London, 1965), p.170.
‘Hints
to Governesses', by One of Themselves (London, 1856), p.32.
'Holme Lee'»Kathie Brande (London, 1856), II p.226. Dora
Russell, The Vicar's Governess (London, 1874), I, p.6.

216

They never asked themselves what home she might
have come from, what friends she might have
left, what interests she might have amongst
people of whom they knew nothing.
Mental solitude induced 'childishness, angularity and narrow
mindedness', and sometimes even insanity and hysteria. Harriet
Martineau suggested that philanthropists should enquire into
the number of governesses in lunatic asylums; Florence
Nightingale testified that they formed the majority of patients
in her Institution for the Care of Sick Gentlewomen. One of
Jane Harrison's governesses had to enter a mental hospital.^
But 'the real discomfort of a governess's position in a
private family arises from the fact that it is undefined,'
observed Elizabeth Sewell.
'She is not a relation, not a guest,
not a mistress, not a servant - but something made up of all.
No one knows how to treat her.' In Shirley (1849) Charlotte
Bronte described people's reactions to the family governess:
The gentlemen, I found, regarded me as 'a tabooed
woman,'... who 'annoyed them by frequently crossing
their path.' The ladies too made it plain that
they thought me 'a bore.' The servants, it was
signified, 'detested me:' why. I could never
clearly comprehend. My pupils, I was told,
'however much they might love me, and how deep
soever the interest I might take in them, could
not be my friends.' It was intimated, that I must
'live alone, and never transgress the invisible
but rigid line which established the difference
between me and my employers.' My life in this
house was sedentary, solitary, constrained, joyless,
toilsome.
In The Young Governess (1872) the lady of the house instructed
her daughter not to let the governess take liberties.
'Just let
her remember her place.' Even as late as 1891, in Gissing's
New Grub Street, the Milvain sisters were conscious of their
Emily Davies, The Higher Education of Women (London, 1866),
pp.159-60. Georgiana M. Craik, Miss Moore (London, 1873), p.64.
Wanda F. Neff, Victorian Working Women (London, 1966), p.173
(1929) . Cecil Woodham-Smith, Florence Nightingale (London,
1950), p.124. Jane Harrison, Reminiscences of a Student's Life
(London, 1925), p.27. The census revealed that in fact the
greatest number of female lunatics were domestic servants. Of
all women working as governesses .55 per cent were admitted to
mental institutions by 1861 and of all teachers .21 per cent.
But independent gentlewomen were even more inclined to mental
disease, for 2.3 per cent of them were admitted. See A.J.
Hammerton, 'A Study of Middle-Class Female Emigration from
Great Britain, 1830-1914'.
(Ph.D. thesis, British Columbia,
1969), p.27.
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'ambiguous' position; in In the Year of Jubilee (1894) Tarrant
treated Nancy as a 'social inferior' because she worked as a
teacher.
The governess's position vis-a-vis marriage was awkward.
Marriage prospects were so closely bound up with gentility that
the loss of the latter virtually meant relinquishing the former.
'The governess is to have every one of God's gifts; she is to
do that which the mother herself is incapable of doing; but our
son must not degrade himself by marrying the governess,' wrote
Florence Nightingale. Mrs Dean Greystock in Trollope's The
Eustace Diamonds (1873) was more circumspect in her advice to
her son.
She is as sweet a girl as ever lived, and a perfect
lady. But with a governess, unless you mean to
marry her you have to be more careful than with
another girl, because you may do her a world of
mischief....If Lady Fawn knew that she had an
admirer, Lady Fawn would not let her come into the
house.
Governesses in fiction came in two varieties. One was young and
attractive and married the hero in the end: like Jane Eyre and
The Young Governess, but they were probably far from common in
real life. The second type would never marry in a thousand
years: she was 'prim' and 'crabbed', truly an old maid. Even
Miss Moore, at thirty-five, was plain and grey-haired; while
Miss Merry in Daniel Deronda was elderly and, belying her name,
'preserved her serviceable neutrality towards the pleasures and
glories of the world as things made for those who were not "in
a situation"'.^
The governess was nonetheless more to be envied than those
of her own rank who had married early and been blessed with a
large family to rear on a clerk's income. She was better off

Elizabeth M. Sewell, Principles of Education, quoted M. Jeanne
Peterson, 'The Victorian Governess: Status Incongruence in
Family and Society' in Victorian Studies. XIV (1970), p.13.
(Charlotte Bronte) Shirley (London, 1849), II, pp.246-7, 254.
The Young Governess (London, 1872), pp.50, 166. George Gissing,
New Grub Street (London, 1891), I, pp.67-8. Gissing, In the
Year of Jubilee (London, 1894), I, p.86.
2

Florence Nightingale quoted Peterson, 'The Victorian Governess'
etc. in Victorian Studies. XIV (1970), p.20. Anthony Trollope,
The Eustace Diamonds (Harmondsworth, 1969), p.60 (1873). The
Young Governess, p.2. Georgiana Craik, Miss Moore. George
Eliot, Daniel Deronda. vol.IV, p.171.
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than the sweated needlewoman; she was rarely forced on to the
streets to supplement her income; she was even happier than
many who never married but chose to live in aimless independence
on a shoestring. But as the Reports of the Governesses'
Benevolent Institution showed, things were sometimes very bad
indeed for her, particularly if she was old or ill or forced to
support dependent relations. Mr Butler believed that there was
scarcely a female teacher in England who was not working for
another or others besides herself.
'Instead of such just and
pleasant results of their industry as a small independence at a
time of life when some power of gratuitous usefulness and of
enjoyment of ease is left,' wrote Harriet Martineau in 1859,
'we read, till sheer pain of heart stops us, of the cases which
come before the Governesses' Institution....'^
The GBI established four annuities for retired governesses
of £15 each in 1847, for which they had ninety applicants. By
1862 they offered one hundred of £25 each, but still there
were not enough. In 1892 one successful recipient acknowledged
her good fortune when she wrote, 'I am nearing my eightieth
year and in very feeble health, and I often think what a sad
2
condition mine would be were I not so mercifully provided for.'
Raising the standard of teaching was recognised as another
way of improving the condition of governesses. Between 1847
and 1850 almost 200 women received certificates from Queen's
College, which set up a registry office to help them find posts.
Special classes for governesses were offered by the Home and
Colonial Society and some private and high schools. This was
well for those who could attend them but not so fortunate for
others such as Gissing's Alice Madden (in The Odd Women. 1893),
who took a situation at £16 a year - 'a shameless proposal,'
her sister called it.

'But there is so little choice for people

like myself,' Alice explained.

'Certificates, and even degrees,

(Harriet Martineau) 'Female Industry' in the Edinburgh Review.
CIX (1859), p.331. Charles Kingsley, 'Women and Politics' in
Macmillan's Magazine. XX (1869), p.557.
2

Neff, Victorian Working Women, pp.176-7. Report of the
Governesses' Benevolent Institution for 1892, p.ll.
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are asked for on every hand.

With nothing but references to
1
past employers, what can one expect?'
The situation was the same for schoolmistresses.

An

article in Fraser's Magazine in 1874 commented that people were
almost universally awake to the need of a better class of
mental training for women.
The daily papers are filled with advertisements
of schools in whose prospectuses Latin and
mathematics hold the place of honour; governesses
holding university certificates are promised the
preference.
The newly founded ladies' colleges
are drawing such crowds of students that the
old-fashioned academies and seminaries to hold
their ground at all are forced to follow their
example, and add some solid attractions to their
formerly meagre bill of fare.
In fact it is now
pretty generally conceded that to follow the
profession of teaching, some special qualifications
are needed.
Two years later Charlotte Mary Yonge insisted that no
professional teacher under the age of twenty-five ought to be
engaged for girls over fourteen unless she could produce a
certificate from a university.

Yet it was not long since

teaching had been 'almost the only occupation open to the class
above shop assistants, and even in becoming a teacher a lady
was held to have lost cast.

The opening of university

education to w omen,' stated Amy Bulley and Margaret Whitley,
'has given the death blow to such false sentiment, and women
are now free to adopt any calling they like without loss of
2
social position.'
Like governessing, teaching had usually been a last resort.
'I would rather do anything than be a teacher at school,'
remarked one of Jane Austen's heroines.

Nearly a century later

Isabel Madden, one of Gissing's fated Odd W o m e n , taught in a
Board School at Bridgewater and committed suicide in her bath
at the age of twenty-two.

Teaching in elementary schools was

less genteel than governessing.

At one time the teachers were

usually recruited from the lower classes, but as conditions in

^Gissing, The Odd Women (London, 1968), p.14.
2
(May L. Hartley) 'Convent Boarding-Schools for Young Ladies'
in Fraser's Magazine. NS IX (1874), p.778.
C.M. Yonge,
Womankind, quoted R.G. Grylls, Queen's College (London, 1948),
p.49. A. Amy Bulley and Margaret Whitley, W o m e n 1s Work
(London, 1894), pp.7-8.
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the schools improved, and the need for ladies to find suitable
work increased, Louisa Hubbard and her friends appealed to
girls who would normally have become governesses to take on the
much-needed work in the schools, especially after elementary
education became compulsory in 1870. As school-mistresses they
would be assured of better pay and conditions, and there was
none of the hated dependence. There was an additional motive
attributable to the missionary zeal of the age.
'Public schools
will do little good till the mothers of the lower classes are
better fitted for their position; and it is by single women of
the upper classes, that they may be best instructed, and made
to feel the responsibilities of their station.'^
The first women's training college for elementary teaching
was Whitelands in Chelsea, established in 1842. By 1890 there
were 49 such colleges, including Louisa Hubbard's Bishop Otter
College at Chichester, catering for 3,700 students. The number
was increasing. Two of Hardy's heroines attended teacher's
colleges - Sue Bridehead in Jude the Obscure (1895) and Fancy
Day in Under the Greenwood Tree (1896). The latter, who had
been first among the Queen's scholars of her year, and took the
highest first-class certificate, had been forced by her father
to earn her own living so that she would be equally wealthy as
any prospective husband. it was a far cry from the father's
attitude in Harriet Martineau's story 'The Convert' of forty
years before, where the daughter's decision to set up a school
was greeted by the response: 'How should his three other
daughters marry if he was known to be the father of a poor
2
school-mistress?'

Jane Austen, 'The Watsons' quoted (William Hamley) 'Old Maids'
in Blackwood's Magazine. CXII (1872), pp.106-7. Gissing, The
Odd Women, pp.11-2. Edwin A. Pratt, A Woman's Work for Women
(London, 1898), p.16. See Louisa Hubbard, Work for Ladies in
Elementary Schools (London, 1872). Review of Maria Grey and
Emily Shirreff's Thoughts on Self-Culture and Margaret Fuller's
Woman in the Nineteenth Century in the North British Review.
XIV (1850), p.287. Lee Holcombe, Victorian Ladies at Work
(Hamden, 1973), pp.34-5.
2

Kamm, Hope Petorred, pp.271-81. Holcombe, Ladies at Work.
p.37. Thomas Hardy, Under the Greenwood Tree (London, 1966),
p.159 (1896). Harriet Martineau, 'The Convert' in Sketches
from Life (London, 1856), p.121.
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The author of the article, ‘Ladies as Elementary
Schoolmistresses*
1, which appeared in the Cornhill Magazine in
1873, felt it necessary to allude to this subject, one of great
importance at the time.
'It may be asked whether an elementary
schoolmistress is likely ever to marry. The answer is that she
is quite as likely to marry as a governess is. Of course, her
position as regards marriage is not as good as that of the
young lady who has no occasion to earn her own living. But to
say this is merely to say that poverty has not the same
advantages of wealth.
Nevertheless schoolmistresses were assumed, and preferred,
to be spinsters without dependent relations, and were paid
accordingly. The salaries of male teachers were supposed to
take account of wives and children but many women like Gissing's
Miss Wheatley in The Odd Women, had to support parents or
siblings on incomes like the £30 or £40 a year, with
accommodation, which the Schoolmistress was advertising for
certificated teachers in village schools in 1881. Miss Wheatley
wore herself out 'in hopeless longing and in hard struggle for
daily bread' waiting seventeen years for her fiance to save
enough for them to marry - 'And all this for want of a little
money ,.2
Although better off than most governesses, schoolmistresses
suffered from the low expectations of all women workers. When
the London School Board tried to prevent married women from
teaching, it was the spinsters who protested most loudly.
'Like the rest of our sex, mistresses naturally look to
matrimony as the goal of life, and school-teaching will be then,
much more generally than at present, looked upon as a mere
temporary stop-gap, or a stepping-stone.' Only when women
became accustomed to combining in professional associations
would their protest be registered against the assumption upon
which the inequities were based.

The National Teachers' Union,

organised in 1870, soon absorbed the majority of elementary

(D.C . Lathbury) ‘Ladies as Elementary Schoolmistresses' in the
Cornhill Magazine, XXVIII (1873), p.698.
2

Women's Sul trage Journal, II (1871), p.95. Schoolmistress.
1 December 1881, p.9. See Clara Collet, Salaries of Women
Teachers (London, 1890) . Gissing, The Odd Women, pp.92-3, 124.
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teachers, male and female, and pressed for fairer salaries,
class limitation, and a superannuation scheme which came into
operation in 1898. By that time a certificated mistress in an
elementary school commanded a salary of at least £70 a year.^
Though the majority of NTU members were women, it was led
by men. But in secondary teaching the position was reversed.
In 1866 Emily Davies founded the London Schoolmistresses'
Association and in Liverpool, Anne Jemima Clough followed suit.
Others started up elsewhere. The Association of Headmistresses
was established in 1874 with Miss Buss as President; upon her
death, Miss Beale succeeded her.

In 1883 Miss Clough founded

the Association of University Women Teachers, and became its
first President. In 1884 came the Association of Assistant
Mistresses, led by Miss E.P. Hughes of Cambridge. Only then
did the men teachers, who had never before felt the need to
organise, begin their own Associations of Headmasters and
Assistant Masters, the Headmasters' Conference and other groups
in imitation of the women. From the start they cooperated with
the ladies who had led the movement on schemes of professional
2
training for teachers.
One of the aims of the feminists was the
professionalisation of women's work. This was particularly
important in the teaching profession which had long been
considered 'women's rightful position of the world, by
prerogative of nature', performed, by implication, as if by
instinct, training being unnecessary for girls.
'It's because
they have no calling that, when need comes, they all offer
themselves as teachers,' observed Miss Barfoot in The Odd Women.
They undertake one of the most difficult and
arduous pursuits as if it were as simple as
washing up dishes. We can't earn money in any
other way, but we can teach children. A man only
becomes a schoolmaster or a tutor when he has
gone through laborious preparation...and only a
very few men, comparatively, choose that line of
work. Women must have just as wide a choice.
Her friend Rhoda Nunn had been a schoolmistress.

'Half my

teaching was a sham - a pretence of knowing what I neither knew

^Schoolmistress, 1 December 1881, p.16. Holcombe, Ladies at
Work, pp.38-43. Bulley and Whitley, Women's Work, pp.14-5.
2

Holcombe, Ladies at Work, pp.49-52.
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nor cared to know,1 she confessed frankly.
'I had gone into it
like most girls, as a dreary matter of course.' For Miss
Barfoot and Miss Nunn, teaching must be reserved for women who
were thoroughly trained for the work and took a pleasure in it.
They thought of Miss Wheatley, spending a lifetime in
uncongenial toil, longing miserably for the day when her fiance
could offer her a home.

'That's the ordinary teacher-woman,

and we must abolish her altogether.'^
The same idea was uppermost in the minds of the spinster
educators. When Miss Buss became the first female member of
the Council of the College of Preceptors in 1869, she
suggested that it set up a training course for teachers. This
was achieved in 1873, and catered for a proportion of ten
women to every man. In 1876 the Women's Education Union
organised a Teachers' Training and Registration Society which
opened, two years later, the Maria Grey Training College in
London for teachers in middle and higher schools for girls.
A 'student-teacher' system approved by Miss Buss, Miss Beale
and the Girls' Public Day Schools Company was installed at most
High schools and many private schools by the end of the century.
In 1885 Miss Hughes opened the Cambridge Training College for
Women to give one year of teacher-training to Girton and
Newnham graduates. This was the scheme, bringing teacher
training at last into the realm of 'higher education', which was
ultimately endorsed by the combined professional associations,
2
and adopted by sixteen other universities and colleges by 1900.
The Teachers' Guild, a provident society for all teachers
and governesses in the United Kingdom and Ireland, was founded
in 1884 by the Misses Buss, Beale, Clough and Shirreff and
Mrs Grey. The Bryce Commission at the end of the century
recommended salary increases for all teachers but preserved the
disparity between the pay of masters and mistresses, long a
sore point among the latter.

'Why should one person earn £121

and another only £72, for doing precisely the same work in the
same time, the only difference being that one is a master, the

Alexander Grant, Happiness and Utility as Promoted by the
Hierher Education of Women (Edinburgh, 1872), p.24. Gissing,
The Odd Women, pp.98, 22.
2

Kamm, Hope Deferred, pp.281-2.
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other a mistress'? ‘ demanded one of a flood of letters to the
Schoolmistress in 1881.
'...We are, you see, notwithstanding
their protestations, each only three-fifths of a man.' By 1901
the London School Board offered Assistant Mistresses £80-140
while Assistant Masters got, on average, £90-175.^
Infant Teaching received special attention throughout the
Victorian period. In 1836 the Home and Colonial Infant School
Society established an institution in London to train teachers
in the methods of Pestalozzi. The Education Department ran
special courses for infant teaching in its Elementary School
Training Colleges from 1854. The first Jewish infant school in
London was presided over by Miss Miriam Harris, daughter of a
Jewish merchant who had died leaving his family unprovided for.
In 1874 Mrs Grey and Miss Shirreff set up the London Froebel
Society, and in 1887 a National Froebel Society, recognised by
the Education Department, began to disseminate the new
2
principles of child training throughout the country.
At about this time a young Victorian spinster, Margaret
McMillan (1860-1931) returned to England after some years
abroad training to be a governess and lady's companion. With
her sister Rachel (1859-1917) she lived in London and studied
music and acting, but soon became involved in trade unionism
and the women's suffrage movement, supporting the Dock strikers
in 1892 to the extent of speaking on their behalf in Hyde Park.
She told her wealthy patroness she could not remain as her
heir, and joined the Independent Labour Party in Bradford in
1893. Her real work lay in the field of education. Although
her story properly belongs to the twentieth century, she may be
remembered here as the person who obtained the first medical
inspections in elementary schools in 1899 and as the founder of
a children's clinic, nursery school and training college. She
went on to establish the Nursery School. Association and become
its first President.

'Had Margaret McMillan lived five hundred

years ago, she had lived as the saint of poor children for ever

Holcombe, Ladies at Work, pp.51, 56. Letter to the
Schoolmistress, 15 December 1881, p.47. Schoolmistress.
3 January 1901, supplement.
2

Kamm, Hope Deferred, pp.271ff. Holcombe, Ladies at Work, p .59
(W- Gilbert) Facta Non VerLa (London, 1874), p.283.
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wrote Dr J.J. Mallon in 1908. J.B. Priestley also paid
tribute.
'Such persons, single-minded, pure in heart, blazing
with selfless love, are the jewels of our species.'^
Specialist teaching also received some attention in the
Victorian age. Gym was introduced into girls' schools in 1878,
prompting the establishment from 1885 of private colleges to
train female physical training teachers. By 1901 there were
four professional examining bodies. The Royal College of Art
was open to women equally with men for training and
certificates, and the Art Teachers' Guild was founded in 1900.
The National School of Cookery (1874) was one of many similar
organisations which affiliated with the National Union for the
Technical Education of Women in the Domestic Sciences, giving
training and certificates to prospective domestic science
teachers.^
Although the feminist reformers were bent on establishing
the dignity of work for women, they retained the social
hierarchy: teachers remained more ladylike than needlewomen
(becoming
increasingly so with the intervention of new
professions), while domestic servants were distinctly always
'lower class'. Teaching therefore continued to attract far and
away the greatest number of working ladies. Throughout the
period 1861-1901 women teachers formed slightly less than 75
per cent of the total teaching force, as they do today. But
although other occupations were being opened to them the
proportion of teachers in the female population increased over
this period, from 83.5 in every million women of twenty and
over in 1861 to 94.4 in every million in 1901. In absolute
numbers the increase was more striking.

The profession of

teaching expanded enormously: in 1861 there were 64,900 female
teachers and governesses of twenty and over in England and
Wales; in 1901 there were 124,500.
A study of women's employment in the Women1s Industrial
News in 1915 traced the same upward trend in all professions in
which women were employed. But in the trades, factory and
domestic work, the proportion of female participation was
^G.A.N. Lowndes, Margaret Macmillan (London, I960), p.27.
D'Arcy Cresswell, Margaret Macmillan (London, 1948), p.10.
2

Holcombe, Ladies at Work, pp.61-2.
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decreasing.
'Middle-class' work for women was expanding;
'lower-class' work was contracting. To take some examples, five
women in every million were engaged in Government work in 1861,
and 20 in 1901; 154 in the combined professions in 1861, and
223 in 1901; two in commerce in 1861, and 45 in 1901. But in
the dress trades, the 697 of 1861 had dwindled to 540 in 1901;
in textiles, from 716 in 1861 to 503 in 1901; and in domestic
service, from 1,618 in 1861 to 1,320 in 1901. The absolute
numbers were increasing in all cases, and certainly the trades,
industry and domestic service still absorbed the vast majority
of working women; but clearly, more and more middle-class women
were working too.'*'
It is also likely that more women had become middle-class.
Ladies born to gentility no longer had to step down to
dressmaking or factory work, while lesser-born individuals
could step up from the lowlier trades into the professions or
even into the 'unoccupied' class. With a greater proportion of
middle-class women working we should expect a drop in the
proportion of 'unoccupied' women but this was not the case.
6,284 out of each million women were 'unoccupied' in 1861, and
6,837 in 1901. It was not a large increase, but it came at a
time when there were more unmarried women than ever before, so
wives and widows cannot account for it; in fact, in 1901, about
2
50 per cent of 'unoccupied' women were unmarried.
There is literary evidence of this upward social mobility.
In 1858 the English Woman's Journal described teaching as 'the
platform on which middle and upper classes meet, the one
struggling up, the other drifting down'. When Louisa Hubbard
urged ladies to take up teaching in elementary schools, she was
significantly 'not pleading to the daughters of tradespeople or
farmers who wish to rise, but only for those of gentle birth
who desire not to sink'. By the end of the century the influx
had taken over. Hardy's Sue Bridehead attended a Teacher
Training School at 'Melchester' along with the daughters of

Dorothy Haynes, 'A Comparative Study of the Occupations of Men
and Women' in the Women's Industrial News. NS XIX (1915),
pp.376, 370-1. Holcombe, Ladies at Work, p.203. See tables at
end of Chapter Nine. Note that men's employment followed more
or less the same trend.
^Census of 1901, BPP, 1903, vol.84, p.201.
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mechanics, curates, surgeons, shop-keepers, farmers, dairymen,
soldiers, sailors, and villagers.

That such students could be

absorbed into the most genteel of women's occupations testified
to the benefits reaped by the professionalisation of education
in the Victorian era. The formation of teacher-training
courses and of professional associations, together with the
fact that it was no longer the only career open to indigent
gentlewomen, caused the status of the work and the workers to
rise in the public view.^
Yet the 'woman teacher' stereotype remained. Even today,
along with the maiden aunt, the schoolmistress who is past her
youth best calls up the image of the 'Victorian spinster' as
she is commonly conceived. In fact in 1901 26,915 teachers
were single women of 35 or older (suggesting that they were
confirmed spinsters), that is, 15.7 per cent of all female
teachers. The occupational tables in the census did not take
marital status into account before 1901, so the earlier
proportions of spinsters in the teaching force cannot be
ascertained; but they were always high. In 1901 these spinster
teachers of 35 and more made up 6 per cent of all working
spinsters of the same age, and 3.2 per cent of all spinsters
of this age. In the same year 117,666 spinsters of 35 and over,
or 14.6 per cent, lived on their own means. A Punch cartoon of
1909 made it clear why so many unmarried women still did not
work. The teacher is addressing her pupil: 'I wonder what your
mother would say if she knew how backward you are in geography?*
1
The girl replies: 'Oh, my mother says she never learnt jogfry
and she's married, and Aunt Sally says she never learnt jogfry
2
and she's married; and you did and you ain't.'

'The Profession of the Teacher' in the English Woman's Journal.
I (1858), p.l. Pratt, A Woman's Work for Women, p.16. Hardy,
Jude the Obscure (London, 1966), p.146 (1895).
^Census of 1901, BPP, 1903, vol.84, pp.187, 201. Cartoon from
Punch reproduced in Holcombe, Ladies at Work, p.41.
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'There are many openings and a splendid variety of choice
for a girl who insists on her independence and, therefore,
refuses to go behind counters or bars, or into offices, or some
other people's houses,' observed Walter Besant in his novel
Children of Gibeon (1886).
She may become a dressmaker, a milliner, or a
seamstress, she may make shirts, cuffs, collars,
or button-holes: she may enter any of the various
branches of the great Sewing Mystery: she may go
into a Factory - there are quantities of
Factories to choose from - but whatever she does
and wherever she goes she may quite confidently
reckon on short pay and long hours...and she may
be certain beforehand that her poverty and
helplessness will be exoloites to the utmost by
her employer....
In 1861 there were 542,000 women of twenty and over employed in
the various branches of the needlework trade, which included
seamstresses, dressmakers, milliners, tailoresses, and those
engaged in the manufacture of accessories like shoes and gloves.
There were many under-aged girls as well.

By 1881 sewing

occupied forty out of every 100 English and Irish working women,
and there was one dressmaker to every 37 females of all ages.^
They came from all ranks of society, middle-class and
working-class.

Most were not qualified by birth or education

to be governesses, but were in their own estimation above
domestic service and factory work.
the daughters of poor clergy,

Lord Ashley spoke also of

like Mrs Gaskell's Ruth, and of

semi-prosperous country families, officers and tradesmen.
Mary Barton's father was a millowner; and the Institution for
the Employment of Needlewomen was founded in 1860 specifically
to give employment to distressed gentlewomen.
had five hundred ladies on the register.

Within a year it

Their happy conditions

proved a striking contrast to those of the needlewomen of other
classes who did not benefit - indeed probably suffered - from
2
the competition.

^Walter Besant, Children of Gibeon (London, 1886), I, pp.143-4.
Haynes, 'A Comparative Study of the Occupations of Men and
Women' in the Women's Industrial N e w s , NS XIX (1915), p.371.
F. Mabel Brown, 'Our Working Women and their Earnings' in the
Fortnightly Review. NS XLII (1887), p.57.
2
See Neff, Victorian Working W o m e n , pp.116, 142.
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Traditionally these were sweated trades.
on the

Mayhew commented

'miseries of this shamefully under-paid and cruelly

over-worked class of white slaves' and 'the impossibility of
supporting life on the wretched pittance accorded to their
labours'.

The Association for the Aid and Benefit of

Dressmakers and Milliners

(founded in 1844) attempted with small

success to enforce a minimum wage of 9s. for a six-day week
(12-hour day); and as late as 1886 the Wage Census reported that
the average earnings of needlewomen were somewhere between 13s.
and 15s. a week.

Conditions were notoriously bad, long hours

combined with poor ventilation and lighting frequently leading
to consumption, blindness, deformity and worse.

The

Englishwoman's Review reported that of the 77 deaths from
starvation in London in 1878 the majority were needlewomen.'*'
The notion that the majority of prostitutes were
needlewomen was current in Victorian England although surveys
disproved this.

'The needle has swallowed up the hearth,'

wrote William Acton.
We seem, as a nation, to assume, that stitching is
a woman's normal calling, and the duties of wife
and helper, which are her real inherent rights, to
be but secondary or alternative.
We seem to
consider that if we enable her perchance to crawl
alone, independently of her destined staff, we have
done our duty by her, whereas we have but evaded a
parental responsibility.
This responsibility would
be fulfilled, first, by fitting her to be a wife
in fact as well as in name - encouraging, by all
means, the demand for her as such - helping her to
the scene of that demand.
But now, alas! society
does much to qualify the poor girl who comes to
seek its care in forma pauperis, for slavery and
prostitution, to encourage the demand for her in
both these capacities, and to rivet her fetters when
she has fallen.
Certainly dressmakers of all working girls were most tempted
to become prostitutes to supplement their poor pay and escape
from the dreary life of unrelieved toil.

Their superior air of

Henry Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor (London, 1862) ,
vol.IV, p.xxix.
Ray Strachey, The Cause (London, 1928),
pp.50-1.
For the wage census of 1886 see B.L. Hutchins and
B.A. Harrison, A History of Factory Legislation (London, 1903),
pp.261-2.
The Englishwoman‘s Review. 15 August 1879, p.378.
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refinement, when compared with factory girls, appealed to the
tastes of middle-class men.'*'
Not only social observers and reformers, but novelists and
poets took up the needlewoman's cause. Thomas Hood, Mrs
Gaskell, George Gissing and Walter Besant found a popular
market for their books because the class of whom they wrote was
a familiar one to most middle-class readers. Ladies were at
home with the type of work and the type of girl, especially if
she was portrayed as young and pretty and genteel in manners if
not necessarily by birth. Identification ensured a good
reception of the philanthropic message, particularly when it
touched on that tricky ground of temptation and redemption.
Mrs Gaskell gave Ruth every excuse for her fall, but there were
still some people for whom no excuse would suffice.
The novelists advertised the needlewoman's plight;
philanthropic societies and laws attempted to alleviate it by
practical means. The Assocation for the Relief and Protection
of Young Persons Employed in the Dressmaking and Millinery
Departments in London (1843); the Cooperative Workrooms
established by the Christian Socialists; the Workshops Acts of
1867 and the Factory and Workshops Act of 1895; the Association
for the Aid and Benefit of Dressmakers and Milliners; the
Needlewomen's Institute and the YWCA all contributed to
improvement in the conditions of work and life of needlewomen.
The formation of trade unions of dressmakers, tailoresses and
milliners paved the way to direct action for reform. But the
associations were chiefly charitable and the Factory Acts more
honoured in the breach than the observance.
'We envied the
cotton workers, who streamed out of the mill gates as soon as
the "buzzer" went off at half past five,' recalled Hannah
Mitchell.

'At least they knew when their working day would end.

We never did.' Because the greater part of the workforce only
stayed three or four years in the trade, leaving to marry, to
go on to the streets, or to die, the ready flow of out-of-work

Neff, Victorian Working Women, pp.125-6. William Acton,
Prostitution, considered in its moral, social and sanitary
aspects (London, 1857), p.182. See F.B. Smith, 'Sexuality in
Britain 1800-1900' in the University of Newcastle Historical
Journal. vol.2, no.3 (1974), p.22.
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and new talent enabled employers to keep going without much
concession to humanitarianism.
Above the efforts of philanthropists and legislators, two
things improved the position of needlewomen in the nineteenth
century. The first was the sewing machine. Invented by Elias
Howe in 1846, by 1863 it had compelled thousands of women to
seek other employment. Needlework ceased to be a skilled trade;
the workroom became a factory. For some women the conditions
of mass production were no better than handwork. Gissing's
Sally in The Unclassed (1884) made ulsters, for each of which
she received 4d. But she could only make two or three a day;
unable to live on those earnings, she went out on to the
streets at night. Her employers knew but seemed not to care:
'All us girls are the same; we have to keep on the two jobs at
the same time. But,' she declared, 'I'll give up the day work
before long s'nough.' In the same year a reporter from the
Hosier and Glover's Gazette and Outfitter's Chronicle noted a
different result at the factory he visited, which made shirts,
collars and ties.
The hum, and whiz of the numerous sewing machines
that greet our ear may be, perhaps, a little
deafening, but the bright cheery faces of the
women and girls, assure us that shirts are made in
this factory, certainly, under very different
conditions to what they were a few years ago, when
in the columns of Punch, Tom Hood, wrung the heart
of humanity by his pathetic poem, the 'Song of the
Shirt.' Instead of a wretched garret, the
sempstress we now behold, has a large airy room.
She knows nothing of the slow, monotonous 'stitch,
stitch, stitch, seam, gusset and band.' The
sewing machine, has done much to improve the
condition of the sempstress....
He admitted that wages were not yet fair: women in the sewing
trades had to wait until 1909 for their first minimum wage
2
settlement.

Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor. vol.IV, p.xxix.
Bulley and Whitley, Women's Work, Ch.III. Jessie Boucherett,
Helen Blackburn, et al., The Condition of Working Women and the
Factory Acts (London, 1896), pp.40, 64ff. Hannah Mitchell, The
Hard Wav Up (London, 1968), p.76.
o

Neff, Victorian Working Women, p.146. Gissing, The Unclassed
(London, 1930), pp.105-6. The Hosier and Glover's Gazette and
Outfitter‘s Chronicle, 1 August 1884, p.8.
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The other cause of improvement was the opening of other
fields of employment to women. Hence, while there were 170,000
more women engaged in 'dress' industries in 1901 than in 1861,
they formed a greatly reduced proportion of the female
workforce. As the professions showed considerable growth over
this period, it can be assumed that they were draining off the
middle-class women who would formerly have made up part of the
needlework trade. Sewing had never been genteel, but it
probably ceased to attract even indigent ladies once there were
other outlets for them in clerical or shop work. Emily
Faithfull's attempt to assist sewing ladies in the 1870s was a
failure, and other schemes had to be abandoned for lack of
demand.

By the end of the century the dress trades had assumed

the same status as factory work; they were, in fact, no longer
'middle-class'.^

Before Florence Nightingale nursing was not a profession
for ladies. Its recruits came chiefly from the domestic
servant class, hospital conditions being so degraded that it
was preferred that nurses should be women who had lost their
characters - that is, should have had at least one child.
Drunkenness and immorality were not infrequent, and one nurse
of Miss Nightingale's acquaintance alternated her work in the
wards with work on the streets. When Florence Nightingale
informed her parents that she wished to become a nurse they
reacted as if she had wanted to be a kitchen-maid. What
worried them was 'not the physically revolting parts of a
hospital but things about the surgeons and nurses which you may
2
guess,' Miss Nightingale told her cousin.
The first step towards moral reform in nursing was the
establishment at Kaiserwerth in Germany of a Deaconesses'
Institute in 1833. The sisters were peasant girls, untrained
in the modern sense, but Miss Nightingale, visiting them in
1850, was impressed with their sense of dedication.

In London

"^Haynes, 'A Comparative Study of the Occupations of Men and
Women' in the Women's Industrial News. NS XIX (London, 1915),
p.371.
2

See Cecil Woodham-Smith, Florence Nightingale (London, 1950),
pp.56, 58.
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Mrs Elizabeth Fry set up a non-sectarian Institution of Nursing
sisters in imitation of Kaiserwerth in 1840 and from 1848 some
Anglican Sisterhoods devoted themselves to nursing. Yet in
establishing the principle that nursing was Christian work for
ladies, they perpetuated the notion that it required no
special training. Florence Nightingale had no patience with
this idea.
'Nursing is an art,' she was wont to say; 'and, if
it is to be made an art, requires as exclusive a devotion, as
hard a preparation,as any painter's or sculptor's work....'^
She asked her American friend Dr Ward Howe if it would be
wrong for an English lady to go to work in hospitals like the
Sisters of Mercy and Charity. He replied: 'My dear Miss
Florence, it would be unusual, and in England whatever is
unusual is thought to be unsuitable; but,' he added by way of
encouragement, 'I say to you "go forward," if you have a
vocation for that way of life, act up to your inspiration and
you will find there is never anything unbecoming or unladylike
2
in doing your duty for the good of others.'
Florence Nightingale (1820-1910), the founder of modern
nursing, was the greatest of all Victorian spinsters and one of
the great human beings of all time.
'Few names are better
known and more highly honoured than that of Florence
Nightingale, the Lady of the Lamp: it is enshrined in the
hearts of the people of England.' With the aim - common to so
many of the feminist spinsters - of aiding first her unmarried
sisters, she ended by giving a new dignity to women as a sex.
As Laurence Housman wrote:
For to the Queen must be conceded that ponderous
marking of time which bears her name; for fifty
years she, more than any other woman, moulded the
social history of this country. But while she
gave to the age a static expression by becoming
the embodiment of its conventions, Florence
Nightingale, by her own more forceful example,

See Lucy R. Seymer, A General History of Nursing (London, 4th
ed., 1957), chaps 5-7; Brian Abel-Smith, A History of the
Nursing Profession (London, I960), pp.4-14. Quotation from
'Una and the Lions' (a life of Agnes Jones) in Lizzie
Alldridge, Florence Nightingale, etc. (London, 1885), p.30.
2

Woodham-Smith, Florence Nightingale, p.49.
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sowed those seeds of revolutionary change which
have made Victorian woman a thing of the past.l
As a girl she had read Miss Sarah Stephens's A n n a , or
Passages from the Life of a Daughter at H o m e , a novel which
purported to show that it was possible to lead a satisfying
life within the confines of one's home.
not convinced.

Her own daily routine,

riding, visiting,
distraction,

singing,

Miss Nightingale was
reading, writing letters,

'And that is all', bored her to

as the frantic entries in her diary up to the age

of thirty make plain.
a social success,

She was rich,

she was beautiful;

she was

and would, her mother and friends considered,

make a wonderful wife

'for a man worthy of her!'

Yet she

refused proposals from at least two men, one of w h o m she found
attractive.

'What a choice it is before a w o m a n ! '

'It is the hardest slavery,

she groaned.

either to take the chance of a man

one knows so l i t t l e , or to vegetate at home, her life consumed
by ennui as by a c a n c e r . '

In the end Florence Nightingale

rejected the concept of marriage as it existed in her time.
As she wrote after refusing to marry Richard Monckton M i l n e s :
I have an intellectual nature which requires
satisfaction and that would find it in him.
I have a passionate nature which requires
satisfaction and that would find it in him.
I have a moral, an active, nature which requires
satisfaction and that would not find it in his
life....I could be satisfied to spend a life with
him in combining our different powers in some
great object.
I could not satisfy this nature by
spending a life with h im in making society and
arranging domestic t h i n g s ....Voluntarily to put it
out of my power ever to be able to seize the
chance of forming for myself a true and rich life
would seem to me like suicide.^
This was not an easy decision for Miss Nightingale to make.
She had not yet charted the alternative course of her life, and
on her thirtieth birthday - 'the age at which Christ began his
m i s s i o n ! ' - she prayed for direction.

'Now no more childish

^Margaret E. Tabor, Pioneer Women (London, 1925), p.95.
Laurence Housman, 'Florence Nightingale' in H.J. and Hugh
Massingham, ed., The Great Victorians (Harmondsworth, 1938),
II, p.354.

2
Woodham-Smith, Florence N i g h t i n g a l e , pp.60,77.
Edward Cook,
The Life of Florence Nightingale (London, 1913), I, pp.94, 96.
(Florence Nightingale) Suggestions for thought to searchers
after religious truth (London, 1860), II, pp.58-9.
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things, no more vain things, no more love, no more marriage.
Now, Lord, let me think only of Thy will.' In 1853 the first
opportunity presented itself. She was asked to become
Superintendant of the Institution for the Care of Sick
Gentlewomen in Distressed Circumstances. Then came Crimea.
The Secretary at War decided that Miss Nightingale was the only
person who could be trusted to organise a nursing team; Miss
Nightingale, with the same thought in mind, wrote to offer her
services. In 1854 she led a party of nurses and sisters to the
Crimea.^
She performed a heroic task, and the adulation she received
on her return was fully justified. She had proved that
dedicated women, properly trained and disciplined, could
perform an invaluable service in time of need. Fifty years
remained to her to prove that what they had done on the
battlefield they could do at home to the community's benefit.
A subscription collected in her honour was dedicated to the
organisation of the Nightingale School for the training of
professional nurses. Attached to St Thomas's Hospital in
Southwark, it received its first fifteen entrants in 1860. A
2
School of Midwifery followed at Kings College Hospital in 1862.
Thus from the very beginning, as her biographer wrote,
Florence Nightingale 'stamped the profession of nurse with her
own image'. This image has persisted, so that a career which
was radical in its time has become a byword for 'Victorian'
prudery, and nurses of today are strongly critical of the
Nightingale influence. Yet for decades nursing was Florence
Nightingale. Everything depended for its success upon the
conduct of her trainees. They had to establish a new standard;
they had to be above suspicion; flirting meant instant
dismissal.
'It seems a commonly received idea among men, and
even among women themselves,' wrote Miss Nightingale in Notes
on Nursing, 'that it requires nothing but a disappointment in
love, or incapacity in other things, to turn a woman into a
good nurse.' She changed all that.

She founded nursing as a

"Htfoodham-Smith, Florence Nightingale, pp.79, 110-44.
2

See Woman, 16 March 1872, p.174. Lucy Seymer, Florence
Nightingale's Nurses (London, I960) , throughout.
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career for ladies and other women, dedicated, non-sectarian,
1
trained and salaried.
The Nightingale nurses came from all classes: 'in the
hospitals a housemaid may be found sitting next to a baronet's
daughter,' observed Matron Isla Stewart, 'and all the
gradations of rank between these two may be found at the same
table'. The greatest problems were the middle-class women.
Although she had early come into contact with the plight of
distressed gentlewomen in her first hospital, Miss Nightingale
was understandably impatient with the slow infiltration of the
new ideas about women's work.
The more chattering and noise there is about
Woman's Mission the less of efficient women can
we find. It makes me mad to hear people talk
about unemployed women. If they are unemployed
it is because they won't work. The highest
salaries given to women at all we can secure to
women trained by us. But we can't find the
women. They won't come.
Even when recruited they clung to their pedestal of
respectability. Miss Nightingale, never one to mince words,
complained that it was far harder to induce a middle-class woman
to perform the 'incidental drudgery' of a nurse's business than
an 'upper class' one. When told that it was not genteel to
offer women salaries for carrying out a vocation she declared:
I WOULD FAR RATHER THAN ESTABLISH A RELIGIOUS
ORDER, OPEN A CAREER HIGHLY PAID. My principle
has always been - that we should give the best
training we could to any woman, of any class, of
any sect, 'paid* or unpaid, who had the requisite
qualifications, moral, intellectual and physical,
for the vocation of a Nurse. Unquestionably the
educated will be more likely to rise to the post
of Superintendant, but not because they are ladies
but because they are educated.2
Though she never returned to active nursing, Miss
Nightingale continued to write and publicise and campaign from
her invalid's bed.

She probably had more influence on the

British government than any other unofficial person in the
nineteenth century.

Her hospital reforms at home saved as many

^Woodham-Smith, Florence Nightingale, pp.257, 340. See
Elizabeth Haldane, From One Century to Another (London, 1937),
p.197.
2

Isla Stewart quoted Lee Holcombe, Victorian Ladies at Work.
p.78. Woodham-Smith, Florence Nightingale. pp.477, 482-3.
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lives as her work in the military hospitals abroad. But it is
for Crimea that she is remembered/ and in recognition of that
her monument was raised in Waterloo Place, annotated with
Longfellow's bathetic but unforgettable lines:
A lady with a lamp shall stand
In the great history of the land,
A noble type of good
Heroic womanhood.
But what kind of lady was England's 'greatest national
heroine'? She was no representative of the Victorian ideal.
She had adopted a profession when she should have lived in
genteel idleness: she had exposed herself to unspeakable
horrors and sights unfit for gentlewomen's eyes; she had
revealed and reformed abuses in the medical system and she had
promoted middle-class female employment. Though at first
opposed to both women doctors and the suffrage movement - on the
grounds that there were more important goals to be won first she soon came to support these causes and women's entry into the
universities and even Mrs Butler's campaign against the
Contagious Diseases Acts. And she repudiated marriage.
'I had
three paths among which to choose,' she wrote.
'I might have
been a married woman, or a literary woman, or a hospital sister.'
By choosing the last she added a new dimension to woman's
sphere.^
'We must all take Sappho's leap, one way or other, before
we attain to her repose - though some take it to death and some
to marriage and some again to a new life even in this world.
Which of them is the better part, God only knows.

Popular

prejudice gives it in favour of marriage.' Miss Nightingale
did not. She believed that God had marked out some women to
remain single, and had organised them for their vocation.
These women had every reason for not marrying, and she herself
provided the soundest possible example. She objected to the
Victorian 'fetich' of marriage: 'Has Heaven bestowed
everlasting souls on men, and sent them upon earth for no
2

better purpose than to marry and be given in marriage?'
Marriage, she remarked, 'is often an initiation into the
meaning of that inexorable word Never...which brings in reality
Hjoodham-Smith, Florence Nightingale. p.82.
^Ditto, p.65.
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the end of our lives, and the chill of death with it.‘
Monckton Milnes was charitable enough to admit that had she
married him, 'there would have been a heroine less in the
world, and certainly not a hero the more'.^
'The humble tribute of a nameless pen can add no lustre to
the halo that surrounds the name of Florence Nightingale,'
wrote an admirer in 1863; 'but we are English, we hope, to the
backbone, and we cannot choose but cheer with the cheering
crowd when bravery, devotion, patriotism, and thorough
abnegation of self come before our eyes. Here was a strongminded woman if you will!' In Florence Nightingale all the
active impulses, normally deplored in women, were turned to
laudable effect. She could have been called a spinster crank
who meddled in men's affairs; she was hailed instead as the
embodiment of feminine virtue. This extraordinary achievement
for an unmarried woman was reflected for generations afterwards
in the popular acceptance of nursing as a career for ladies.
The Victorians interpreted Florence Nightingale's work in the
Crimea as feminine philanthropy, albeit on a large scale; later
they came naturally to regard nursing as a feminine service for
mankind. Thus Miss Nightingale managed to remain within the
bounds of feminine propriety to the extent that neither she nor
2
her nurses competed with men in sphere or standing.
There was a great difference between the work of one
heroic woman and that of a dedicated, but trained and paid,
band of nurses, which the Victorians did not immediately grasp.
It marked the development of the concept of women's work from
individual acts of ladylike charity to large-scale employment
in an organised profession.
'I must strive after a better life
for women,' Florence Nightingale had once declared.
Notwithstanding her criticisms of contemporary marriage, she
did not mean a better life than marriage, but a life which
would make conditions better for women, whether married or
1
v
Cook, Life of Florence Nightingale, I, pp.100-1. Monckton
Milnes quoted Cyril Pearl, The Girl with the Swansdown Seat
(London, 1955), p.269.
2
(George Whyte-Melville) 'Strong-Minded Women' in Fraser 12
s
Magazine, LXVIII (1863), p.667.
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single.

By her work no less than her example she was the

feminist spinster par excellence.^
Following the success of Miss Nightingale's training
school, Army nursing, Workhouse nursing and District nursing
underwent similar reform.

The pioneer of Workhouse nursing was

Florence Nightingale's most beloved student, Agnes Elizabeth
Jones

(1832-68) .

Daughter of an Irish colonel, and educated at

Avonbank, Miss Jones was
and intensely devout.

'pretty and young and rich and witty',

She taught in a Ragged School before

visiting Kaiserwerth, which convinced her that although she had
no desire to join a Sisterhood she still wished to dedicate
herself to God.

Her mother opposed hospital work for her, so

she took on a Bible Mission for girls in London; but the call to
nurse came more strongly, and after consulting Florence
Nightingale, she entered St Thomas's as a probationer.
'I never was happier,'

she wrote,

'and all who see me says

"You have found your vocation."'
Her first appointment as Superintendant of the Great
Northern Hospital in Liverpool was followed by a much more
difficult assignment in the Liverpool Workhouse Infirmary.

The

physical conditions in which she worked; the difficulty of
managing her fifty nurses and 150 pauper aides, together with
over 1,300 patients, many of them victims of the cotton famine
and cholera epidemic; battles with hospital officials, all wore
her down:

'as I know painfully, no one can tell what a woman

exposes herself to who acts independently. I never would advise
any one to do as I have d o n e ....'
at the age of 36.

She caught typhus and died

Her loss shattered Florence Nightingale, who

wrote an account of her life in memorium and protest.

The

Metropolitan Poor Act of 1867 had provided for medical relief
in the London Workhouses but not elsewhere.

After Miss Jones's

death Miss Nightingale began to train nurses for infirmaries in
2
other parts of the country.

■^Cook, Life of Florence Nightingale. I, p.102.
2
Woodham-Smith, Florence Nightingale, pp.464-5.
(J. Jones)
Memorials of Agnes Elizabeth Jones (London, 1871), pp.265, 311,
and throughout.
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Two other favourite pupils of Florence Nightingale were
Angelique Lucille Pringle and Rachel Williams. Both were
excellent nurses, both became matrons of important hospitals,
and both were very beautiful. Miss Nightingale, despite a
professed preference for the company of men, had a long history
of emotional attachments to women: to Mary Clarke of Paris, to
her cousin Marianne Nicholson ('I never loved but one person
with passion in my life and that was her'), to Agnes Jones and
now to Miss Pringle ('The Pearl') and Miss Williams ('Goddess
Baby'), friends and rivals, alternately in Florence Nightingale's
eyes 'my darling...dear child', 'dearest ever dearest' and
'extraordinary villainess'. After years of declaring that she
was 'so glad to be your child, and to go where you want me,'
Miss Pringle exchanged Miss Nightingale's guidance and support
for those of the Roman Catholic Church and was obliged to resign
her hospital post. Miss Nightingale was understandably
distressed at the defection of an able disciple but, just as
she kept up with students whose marriages she deplored, she
remained on amiable terms with Miss Pringle.^
William Rathbone, the Liverpool merchant and
philanthropist, organised with Florence Nightingale a scheme
of District nursing which supplemented the efforts of voluntary
bodies like the Metropolitan and National Association for
Providing Trained Nurses for the Sick Poor (formed in 1874).
Funds collected from Englishwomen as a gift to their queen went
towards the establishment of the Jubilee Institute for Nurses
in 1889. Directed by Miss (later Dame) Rosalind Paget (18551948), it provided women with two years' hospital training and
six months' district nursing, sending them to country towns all
over Britain.

They enjoyed more independence than ordinary

nurses, and were often pictured making their round of calls on
bicycles. Private nursing, being the most free and lucrative
of all, continued to attract most recruits. Maria Firth's
London Nurses' Association (1893) was the first of what we call

Htfoodham-Smith, Florence Nightingale, pp.33, 538-9. Zachary
Cope, Six Disciples of Florence Nightingale (London, 1961) ,
chap.4, esp. p.36.
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nursing agencies, a co-operative of fully-trained ladies in
the profession.
The religious communities did not loose their hold on
nursing at this time. Miss Mary Rachel Jacques, a Yorkshire
lady of mature years and ample means, went to Kaiserwerth to
train as a nurse in imitation of Florence Nightingale. A
boiler explosion in Middlesborough in 1858 brought Miss Jacques
to the scene to treat the victims; finding no hospital nearby,
she set up the first cottage hospital in England in the
following year. Subscriptions from the townspeople enabled
extensions, and finally a large institution rose on the site.
Miss Jacques's Christian principles led her to found a
Sisterhood with hospitals, orphanages, mission halls, training
colleges and branch hospitals at Walsall and elsewhere. In
1874 she went to London and established a Home for Incurables
2
at Stoke Newington, where she died in 1877.
One of her early associates was a much more famous woman,
Dorothy Wyndlow Pattison (1832-78).
‘Sister Dora' was a model
of that dying ideal, the untrained nurse, devoted to her work
as a religious calling rather than a paid profession.
Miss Pattison was not encouraged by her clergyman father in her
aspirations after an active life, who did his best to prevent
his ten daughters from even marrying. She went her own way and
in 1864 joined the Sisterhood of the Good Samaritans, which ran
a hospital near her home, only to leave it ten years later in
rebellion against the harsh and inhuman Rule. She took over the
hospital at Walsall, and died there within the year of cancer.
Her last words were: 'I have lived alone, let me die alone, oh
3
let me die alone!'
Popular tradition said that Sister Dora decided in child
hood that nursing rather than marriage was to be her destiny,
and in fact she refused three offers on the ground that wedded
life was incompatible with her mission. But she recanted on
her deathbed.
'I was very wilful; I did very wrong; let no one

■^Holcombe, Ladies at Work, pp.91-5.
p. 30.
2

Churchwoman, 30 March 1900,

Churchwoman. 6 July 1900, pp.200-1.
3
Jo Manton, Sister Dora. The Life of Dorothy Pattison (London,
1971), p .21.
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take me for an example,' she said.
‘If I had to begin life
all over again, I would marry, because a woman ought to live
with a man and be in subjection.' In spite of this apparent
change of heart, Sister Dora was described by a clergyman
friend as 'one who possessed, at all times, a fulness of joyous
life beyond all we had ever known'. As an inspiration to
English womanhood and the ideal of service she was second only
to Florence Nightingale. The statue erected to her memory at
Walsall, near the hospital named for her, was the first to be
carved from white marble of any woman not of royal birth.^
Unfortunately it was the Sister“Dora image that held back
the professional advance of nursing. The British Nurses'
Association, formed in 1887 under the presidency of Princess
Christian, did not content itself with providing philanthropic
services, but initiated a campaign for the registration of
qualified nurses which was opposed by medical men and ladies
alike, including Florence Nightingale, who did not hold with
organised labour. From then on English nurses emancipated
themselves from the influence of men and worked independently
for their aims, even after the General Medical Council and the
British Medical Association came out in their support. Miss
Isla Stewart, who had trained at St Thomas's and became Matron
of St Bartholomew's, organised the Matrons' Council in 1894,
and was its President until her death in 1910. In 1899 she
formed a 'nurses' league' at Bart's, the forerunner of a
National League. In the same year the International Council of
Women, meeting in London, included a session on nursing; and
the following year the International Council of Nurses elected
Miss Stewart's predecessor as Matron at Bart's, Mrs Fenwick,
as its President.
But registration was not won before the twentieth century,
nor did salaries (still based on the assumption that a career
of dedication was its own reward) rise much. In 1894
probationers were receiving £12 in their first year (at Bart's
it was only £8), staff nurses between £25 and £30, and Sisters

Millicent Price, "Inasmuch as..." The Story of Sister Dora of
Walsall (London, 1952), pp.14, 16, 24, 50. Rosa N. Carey,
12 Notable Good Women of the XIXth Century (London, 1899),
p.220. Margaret Lonsdale, Sister Dora (London, 1880), p.258.
The Churchwoman. 23 December 1898, p.183.
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about £40.

Matrons could earn from £50 to £100 or more.

Board, lodging and uniform were provided; but nurses worked a
70 or 80-hour week, with few days off, and only two weeks'
annual vacation.

Henry Burdett1s Royal National Pension Fund

for Nurses, organised in 1887, though expensive for many had
9,000 names on its Roll in 1901.^"
In the census of 1861 27,600 women were listed as nurses
and midwives.

The great majority were untrained.

When Agnes

Jones wished to train as a nurse there were only two hospitals
open to her, King's College and St Thomas's.

By 1901 68,600

women were earning their living in this profession.

Many of

them must have been trained, and many were 'ladies'.

Although

it was not Florence Nightingale's main aim, the feminists
promoted nursing as a career for superfluous gentlewomen.

Only

single women were allowed into the training schools, so they
faced no competition from men or married women.
for trained nurses always exceeded the supply.

Yet the demand
The Churchwoman

remarked in 1900:
Why such should be the case is a matter hard to
decide when the cry of so many women is that for
remunerative labour, especially remunerative labour
which affords scope also for kindly heart and
gentle hand....And yet, whilst the market is flooded
with would-be governesses, aspiring 'companions,'
incompetent secretaries, clerks earning but a
pittance, yet here, where the need of labourers is
great, the volunteers are few.^
The answer was surely not far to seek.
glamorous profession.

Nursing was not a

It was arduous, physically and

emotionally exhausting, often disgusting.

Nurses had little

privacy and little freedom, and they were not particularly
well-paid.

And nursing had never quite lost its non-genteel

character.

It took recruits from the lower classes as well as

from the well-to-do.

'The example set by Florence Nightingale

Holcombe, Ladies at W o r k , pp.100, 80. A.M. Carr-Saunders and
P.A. Wilson, The Professions (London, 1953), p.119.
The L a d y .
2 April 1885, p.213.
A. Amy Bulley and Margaret Whitley,
W o m e n 1s Work (London, 1894), pp.28-30.
The Nursing Record.
5 April 1888, p.2; 20 September 1888, p.344; 29 December 1900,
pp.i-ii (supplement). H. Blackburn, Women's Suffrage (Lond., 1902),
p .222.
2 (Jones) Memorials of Agnes Elizabeth Jones, p.251.
Dorothy
Haynes, 'A Comparative Study of the Occupations of Men and
Women' in the Women's Industrial News, NS XIX (1915), p.376.
Churchwoman, 30 May 1900, p .30.
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was still regarded as one to be admired rather than followed,'
observed Edwin Pratt in 1898, 'and gentlewomen had yet to be
generally convinced that there was nothing derogatory to
themselves in the position of a professional nurse.' The
notable absence of novels with nurses as heroines in the
Victorian age was a striking indication that the career had
not attained its present popularity among middle-class girls.^
Nevertheless, although Louisa Hubbard's campaign to get
ladies to become workhouse matrons and Louisa Twining's efforts
to attract them into prison hospitals both failed, nursing was
already beginning to draw the kind of educated girl who wished
for an outlet for a missionary spirit, romantic or religious,
or who hoped to escape from the parental home into a life of
relative independence. In Gissing's Thyrza (1887) Mr Tyrrell
commented on the numbers of educated girls who, no longer
content with a life of leisure, had taken it upon themselves to
reform the world.
'I shouldn't wonder if Paula gets an idea
that she'll be a hospital nurse, or go district-visiting in
Bethnal Green.' The authors of 'Hospital Nursing' in Lady
Jeune's symposium of 1893, Ladies at Work, admitted that they
knew one girl who took up nursing because she found her dress
allowance inadequate for the demands of a London season.
2
Another came with the boasted purpose of finding a husband.
The reformed profession of nursing became an acceptable
career for ladies because it was feminine work. Its success
was no guarantee that other fields would quickly be opened to
needy gentlewomen. Elizabeth Barrett Browning admired Florence
Nightingale but did not think that her principles would assist
the struggle of feminists to enter male-dominated professions.

■''Edwin
2

Pratt, A Woman's Work for Women (London, 1898), p.38.

Pratt, A Woman's Work for Women, p.116. Louisa Twining,
Women's Work. Official and Unofficial (London, 1887), p.9.
George Gissing, Thyrza (London, 1927), p.139. H. Mary Wilson
and R. Wilson, 'Hospital Nursing' in Lady Jeune et al, Ladies
At Work (London, 1893), pp.94-5.
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Every man is on his knees before ladies carrying
lint, calling them 'angelic she's', whereas, if
they stir an inch as thinkers or artists from the
beaten line (involving more good to general
humanity than is involved in lint), the very same
men would curse the impudence of the very same
women and stop there.
The truth of this statement was most strikingly borne out in
women's battle to become doctors.^"

^E.B. Browning quoted Hazel Mews, Women's Role in Women's
Novels (London, 1969), p.188.
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CHAPTER NINE
EMPLOYMENT CREATED
To reform and expand existing 'female' professions like
teaching and nursing was one thing. To try to open maledominated careers like medicine to women was another. The
feminists found that the idea of competition between the sexes
aroused the greatest opposition to women's work on the part of
both men and women.
'Why not be a nurse?' people continually
asked Elizabeth Blackwell and Elizabeth Garrett; and Eliza Lynn
Linton complained that women had so far degraded the more
'fitting' female occupations that a woman doctor held a higher
social position than a governess. That women should understand
the intricacies of their own bodies - let alone anyone else's was considered immoral. When Elizabeth Blackwell first came
to London as a qualified doctor, she was permitted to visit
every department at Bart's except the gynaecological one. The
pioneers were told that no one would take her ailments to a
woman for treatment. Yet the dying woman who encouraged
Elizabeth Blackwell to take up medicine said that her worst
sufferings would have been spared her if she had been treated
by a lady doctor. When the New Hospital for Women opened in
London it was mobbed by female patients who, in an age of
reticence, could only speak frankly of their problems to
physicians of their own sex."*Medicine had always been feminine work. Her family's
health was the natural concern of the mother. Frances Power
Cobbe pointed out that it was ridiculous to stop women from
becoming M.D.s, since 'men and women will go continually to
women for medical advice in all those thousand contingencies and
minor maladies out of which three-fourths of the mortal diseases

Mary Fancourt, They Dared to be Doctors (India, 1965), pp.21,
100. Elizabeth Garrett told people who asked her why she didn't
become a nurse that she preferred to earn £1,000 rather than
£20 a year. Eliza Lynn Linton, 'The Higher Education of Women'
in the Fortnightly Review. NS XL (London, 1886), p.499. Eliza
Lynn Linton, Ourselves (London, 2nd ed., 1870), p.55.
Elizabeth Blackwell, Pioneer Work for Women (London, 1914?),
p.134 (1895).
'Women physicians' in Macmillan's Magazine.
XVIII (1868), p.369. Women and Work, 1 August 1874, p.3.
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of humanity arise'.

Historical records bore witness to the

prominence of women in medicine in the past, as doctors as well
as midwives and nurses.

Sophia Jex-Blake related that women

doctors had even occupied university chairs in Italy, and in her
own time girls were qualifying in Zurich, St Petersburg, Paris
and Vienna.'*'
Emily Davies was one of the first feminists to see medical
studies as an outlet for superfluous women.

A close friend of

Elizabeth Garrett, she spoke from the latter's experience when
she declared that unlike other professional women, a lady
doctor need not devote herself to celibacy.

Attempting both to

calm fear about the effect of work on the marriage rate and to
push forward the feminist campaign for marriage reform, Miss
Davies explained:

'She might indeed exercise a more independent

choice, because she would not be driven into marriage by the
mere longing for some satisfying occupation; but if suitable
marriage came in her way, her profession need be no hindrance.'
There was not universal agreement on this point.

Elizabeth

Garrett's proposed marriage to James Anderson was deplored at
first by friends and foes alike.
interfere with her crusade.

The feminists feared it would

Her opponents thought her crusade

would interfere with the proper performance of her marital
duties.

The evidence of three healthy Anderson children proved

no bar to Mrs Lynn Linton's insistence in 1886 that educated
women produced sickly, premature babies which they could not
feed, and themselves suffered from uterine diseases.

Mrs

Garrett Anderson enjoyed thirty-six years of married life with
no signs of this trouble and lived to see her daughter, also a
doctor, mobilise the first women's medical unit abroad in
World War I.^
The three great pioneer women doctors in Britain were
Elizabeth Blackwell, the first woman to be placed on the

Frances Power Cobbe, 'What shall we do with our old maids?' in
Fraser's Magazine. LXVI (London, 1862), p.608.
Sophia JexBlake, 'Medicine as a Profession for Women' in Josephine Butler,
ed., Woman's Work and Woman's Culture (London, 1869), pp.83-97,

112 .
2
Emily Davies, Thoughts on Some Questions Relating to Women
1860-1908
(Cambridge, 1910), p.24. Eliza Lynn Linton, 'The
Higher Education of W o m e n ' in the Fortnightly Review. NS XL
(1886), p.504.
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British Medical Register; Elizabeth Garrett Anderson, the
first woman to qualify as a doctor in Britain; and Sophia
Jex-Blake, who founded the first medical school for women.
The first and the last were spinsters, both by deliberate
choice.

Others followed their example,

so that by 1901, when

the census revealed only 212 female physicians in England and
Wales,

just 45 were married, and 63 of the remainder were

'confirmed' spinsters of 35-65.
Elizabeth Blackwell

(1821-1910) was born in Bristol but

emigrated to the United States at an early age with her
family.

Fortunately well educated, she was able to make her

living teaching with her sisters when her father died.
Florence Nightingale,
take up medicine.

Like

she felt herself called by God to try to

'The idea of winning a doctor's degree

gradually assumed for me the aspect of a great moral struggle,
and the moral fight possessed an immense attraction for m e . '
It proved to be a real fight.

Rejecting the suggestion

that she should disguise herself as a man to get into lectures,
she met with opposition from every institution she approached,
and it was something of a fluke that Geneva College in New
York eventually agreed to take her.

Even then she was obliged

to suffer indignities from her fellow students and the ostracism
of lady acquaintances who disapproved of her aims.

She

graduated in 1849 and enjoyed brief acclaim, Punch even going
so far as to print some verses in her honour titled 'An M.D.in
a G o w n ':
Young ladies all, of every clime,
Especially of Britain,
Who wholly occupy your time
In novels or in knitting,
Whose highest skill is but to play,
Sing, dance, or French to clack well,
Reflect on the example, pray,
Of excellent Miss Blackwell!
etc.
She went to Europe for further study and in Paris, contracting
opthalmia from a baby she was treating,

she lost an eye.

This

put an end to her dream of becoming the first female surgeon,
but she perceived that as a female physician she had plenty of

■'‘Census of 1901, BPP, 1903, vol.84, p.187.
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work to do, so, leaving behind her a last inconclusive love
affair, she came back to England.
Her biographers assure us that she liked men and had
plenty of suitors; but even before she became a doctor she
resisted her mother's efforts to see her safely settled. From
one teaching post she wrote, 'I cannot find my better-half here,
only about a sixth.' Once she had embarked on her mission it
was not only her own independence she was reluctant to concede
but the opportunity to work for her sex.
'I am not acting for
myself alone, but for the sake of all other women,' the English
Woman1s Journal reported her as saying; 'and what I wish to do
I must do as a woman, or not at all.' She found she had to
prove herself all over again in London.
'I shall have to
encounter much more prejudice from ladies than from gentlemen
in my course. Prejudice is much more violent the blinder it
is,' she observed, 'and I think that English women seem
wonderfully shut up in their habitual views. But a work of
the ages cannot be hindered by individual feeling....A hundred
years hence women will not be what they are now.'
The story of Dr Blackwell's career has often been told.
Returned to New York in 1850, she opened a dispensary there in
1853 and in 1857, the New York Infirmary for Women and Children,
with her sister Dr Emily Blackwell. As a tribute to her friend
Florence Nightingale, it was opened on her birthday. In 1859
she came back to give a series of lectures in London at Mme
Bodichon's request: in that year her name was placed on the
British Medical Register, and she met and inspired Elizabeth
Garrett to follow in her footsteps. In 1868 a training-school
was opened in connexion with her New York Infirmary, at which
Dr Blackwell took the Chair of Hygiene, itself a new concept.
From 1869 she practised in England. She founded the Ladies'
National Health Association in 1871, and in 1874 assisted in
the establishment of the London School of Medicine for Women,
becoming its first Professor of Gynaecology.
Deteriorating health forced her to retire in 1879 to a
house by the sea at Hastings, to devote the remaining thirty
years of her life to writing. Her most famous books were her
Counsel to Parents on the Moral Education of their Children
(1878), a remarkable treatise on a subject hitherto
unmentionable, and her autobiography, Pioneer Work for Women
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(1895).

She was an ardent supporter of work for women and lent

her name to the cause of female suffrage.

'No one who was not

alive sixty years ago can realize the iron wall hemming in on
every side any young woman who wished to earn her living, or do
anything outside the narrowest conventional groove,' she wrote
at the end of her life.

'...Those who were of a character not

to be crushed without resistance had to fight for their lives,
and their fight broke the way through for others to follow.'
Elizabeth Blackwell was one of those.
She died in 1910, the same year as her friend Florence
Nightingale.

Four of her sisters remained single and each of

them, following her example,
orphanage.

adopted a little girl from a pauper

Kitty Barry remained with Elizabeth Blackwell as

secretary and companion all her life.

Dr Blackwell was friendly

not only with the leading feminists but with members of the
literary world including George Eliot and D.G. Rossetti.

"While

she supported Josephine Butler's work with prostitutes, in the
same spirit of moral regeneration she opposed the spread of
contraception because it encouraged 'free love'.

Yet she

suffered all her life from the opposition of those who thought
her very purpose immoral.
high purpose,
she wrote.

'It is hard, with no support but a

to live against every form of social opposition,'

In the occupational tables of the 1901 census

Elizabeth Blackwell figured as the lonely '1' in the column for
medical ladies of '75 and upwards': the first qualified woman
doctor in the world.^
While it might seem absurd to skip over the story of
Elizabeth Garrett Anderson's work in medicine simply because
she was not a Victorian spinster,

it must be acknowledged that

she did not feel called upon to make the kind of sacrifice
Elizabeth Blackwell and Florence Nightingale and Sophia
Jex-Blake did, nor was she so wholeheartedly dedicated to her work
that she made it the central purpose of her life.

On the other

hand, by showing the world that a woman could combine successfully
the twin careers of family and profession, she benefited the
cause in a way denied to her unmarried sisters.

^For Elizabeth Blackwell, see Fancourt, They Dared to be
Doctors, pp.21, 31, 38-9, 53, 19, 56. Margaret E. Tabor,
Pioneer Women (London, 1925), pp.58, 65, 60. English Woman's
Journal. I (1858), p.92.
Blackwell, Pioneer Work for Women.
and other biographies (see Appendix).
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Elizabeth Garrett (1836-1917) came from a familyoutstanding in the women's rights movement: Dame Millicent
Garrett Fawcett was her sister, and Emily Davies one of her
closest friends. Encouraged by Elizabeth Blackwell to take up
medicine, she met opposition even tougher than her mentor's.
By the Medical Registration Act of 1858, no person could
legally practise in the United Kingdom without being registered,
and no one could be registered unless he qualified in the
United Kingdom. Doctors with foreign diplomas who were already
in practice could claim recognition, as Elizabeth Blackwell did;
but Elizabeth Garrett would have to study in Britain, and she
soon found that no medical school there would admit a female
student. London let her attend lectures for a while, and then
excluded her. Eventually she found that she could qualify by
taking out an Apothecaries' License, which she did, and her
name was placed on the Medical Register in 1865. Immediately
afterwards Apothecaries' Hall changed its constitution to
exclude women, and the medical authorities forbade anyone to
study privately as she had done. No tale could tell more
plainly that men could not accept successful competition from
women. As a sympathetic surgeon remarked,
It appears that it is most becoming and proper
for a woman to discharge all those duties which
are incidental to our profession for 30s a week,
but if she is to have three or four guineas a
day for discharging the same duties, then they
are immoral and immodest and unsuited to the soft
nature that should characterize a lady.
It was not the Victorian ideal of feminine inferiority but
masculine pride which was being injured. This was particularly
scandalous in view of the fact that Mrs Garrett Anderson went
on to demonstrate that the qualifications she possessed were in
no way exceptional or incompatible with the performance of the
'true' duties of women.
In 1866 Mrs Garrett Anderson founded St Mary's Dispensary
for Women in London, which became the New Hospital and, upon
her death, the Elizabeth Garrett Anderson Hospital.
she took out an M.D. at the Sorbonne.

In 1870

But in Britain the doors

remained closed against further prospective women doctors until
one day in 1869 when five girls, who had hopefully applied to
the Medical Faculty of Edinburgh University, after a long delay
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were accepted, on the condition that they were instructed in
separate classes.'*'
The ring-leader of the applicants was Sophia Louisa
Jex-Blake
family.
Wells.

(1840-1912), a striking young lady of well-to-do
Her brother became headmaster of Rugby and Dean of

In her youth discreetly removed from two or three

schools because she was too troublesome for the authorities,
she persuaded her parents to enter her for Queen's College
where she found her milieu.
declared.

'I am as happy as a queen,' she

'Work and independencei

What can be more charming?'

When her schooldays were over she was offered a tutorship in
mathematics at the college, but her father would not allow her
to accept a salary.

'You would be considered mean and

illiberal,... accepting wages that belong to a class beneath you
in social rank....'
In 1860 she met Octavia Hill, the pioneer in housing for
the poor.

It was love at first sight, and they set up house

together; but family circumstances broke up their menage, and
Miss Jex-Blake, perhaps inspired by her friend, began a search
for new worlds to conquer.

During a visit to America in 1865

to study educational methods she called on Elizabeth and Emily
Blackwell at their New York Infirmary, and in Boston met one of
their disciples, Lucy Sewell, then Resident Physician to the
New England Hospital for Women and Children.

Much attracted to

Dr Sewell, Miss Jex-Blake soon became attracted to the idea of
becoming a doctor.

She returned to the United States in 1868

and had embarked on a medical course at Boston when her father
died, and she rushed home to be with her mother.

At this point

she made up her mind to try to enter a British university.
She had been acquainted with Mrs Garrett Anderson from her
student days, though they could hardly be called friends, and
she knew from the latter's experience that London University
was unlikely to consider her application.

Edinburgh, when

approached, was reluctant to make special provision for one
person, but when a handful of other girls offered themselves in

For Elizabeth Garrett Anderson, see Ray Strachey, The Cause
(London, 1928), chaps IX and XIII.
E. Moberly Bell, Storming
the Citadel (London, 1953), p.98.
Englishwoman's Review (1877),
pp.145-52.
Fancourt, They Dared to be Doctors. throughout.
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support of Miss Jex-Blake the University capitulated, and the
first female students entered its doors. Unfortunately they
were not welcomed by the majority of students and staff. When
Edith Pechey won a place in the Chemistry prize list which
should have entitled her to a scholarship, but was passed over
in favour of the next man, a controversy arose in the press.
The girls' leading champion, Dr James Simpson, had died, and
some of the other professors refused to hold
ladies. The climax came with a student riot
students, and in 1871 the university decided
proceed further in their studies. The girls

classes for the
against the female
not to let them
took them to

court, and won; but an appeal by the university senate was
upheld in 1873.^
Female students were now debarred from all British medical
schools once again and even those girls who had taken their
Final examinations at Edinburgh were not permitted to take out
degrees. Miss Jex-Blake, unfortunately, failed in these exams
and in view of the active part she had played in the battle
this fact did not go unnoticed in the press. Bitterly wounded,
Miss Jex-Blake lashed out in a letter to The Times accusing
the examiners of injustice. In the circumstances it did not
advance her cause; and most prospective female doctors went
abroad to study, some returning to practise illegally. In 1873
the committee of Bristol Children's Hospital, in spite of the
threatened resignation of the entire medical staff, appointed
Dr Eliza Walker-Dunbar as house-surgeon, the subscribers having
voted 72 to 17 to admit female candidates to hospital
appointments.^
In 1874 Sophia Jex-Blake founded the London Medical School
for Women, her answer to the opposition of all existing
institutions. She enlisted the aid of both Dr Blackwell and
Mrs Garrett Anderson in her venture. Then after vigorous
campaigning a bill was pushed through Parliament in 1876 by

For Sophia Jex-Blake, see Margaret Todd, The Life of Sophia
Jex-Blake (London, 1918), pp.64, 68. Rosalie Glynn Grylls,
Queen's College (London, 1948), p.35. Bell, Storming the
Citadel, pp.65-6. Edythe Lutzker, Women Gain a Place in
Medicine (N.Y., 1969), and her own articles (see Bibliography).
^Women's Suffrage Journal. IV (1873), p.114.
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Russell Gurney and Lord Shaftesbury enabling all medical bodies
to admit women to their examinations. The Royal College of
Physicians in Dublin was the first to do so, and in 1877
Sophia Jex-Blake and Edith Pechey, both of whom had taken out
M.D.s previously in Bern, obtained the Irish qualification and
had their names placed on the British Medical Register at last.
The Royal Free Hospital opened its wards to female students
for clinical training; and London agreed to grant degrees to
1
women.
For Sophia Jex-Blake the battle did not end there. Passed
over for reasons of temperament as Secretary to her own London
School of Medicine for Women, she retired to Edinburgh where
she set up a Dispensary for Women and Children, a Cottage
Hospital and, in 1886, the second medical school for women.
It closed after a few years, its failure being due again to
Miss Jex-Blake's temperament. But by 1899, when she retired
to Sussex, there were women's dispensaries all over England.
Although by her manner and methods she alienated as many
people as she won to her cause, Sophia Jex-Blake must take most
of the credit for this achievement, more even than her two
predecessors,whose moderation led them into compromises that
she would not make. Even back in 1869 someone reviewing
Josephine Butler's Women 1s Work and Women 1s Culture commented
that it was impossible to read Miss Jex-Blake's essay on women
in medicine 'without feeling that the triumph of "women's
rights" in this point is absolutely certain. When it comes, we
believe it will be generally recognized as the greatest step
2
taken by English civilization in our time.'
Even at the age of eighteen Sophia Jex-Blake predicted she
would never marry, which announcement caused her more
conventional mother to expostulate, 'When I was young, it was
not a question of whether we should marry, but simply of whom
we should marry.' But Sophia Jex-Blake was one of the new
breed of Victorian spinsters.

She preferred to work than to

marry, more especially because she knew she need never do

^"Sophia Jex-Blake, 'Medical Women' in the Nineteenth Century.
XXII (1887), pp.694-9.
2

(J.B. Mayor), Review of Mrs Butler's Woman's Work and Woman's
Culture in the Contemporary Review. XII (London, 1869), p.146.
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either: in such circumstances work was more exciting, and in
the long run more rewarding. In her struggle for female
recognition she had watched many of her associates fall by the
wayside in marriage and she knew how important single-minded
dedication was to her cause. Because she was not forced to
earn her own living, she was not forced to accept half-measures.
She set out to prove the equality of men and women in all
matters, and supported movements for education and the vote.
'My own belief is that in the highest sense the interests of
the two sexes are identical,' she wrote in 1879, 'and that the
noblest and most intellectual men and women will always feel
them to be so.
In her final Edinburgh venture Sophia Jex-Blake was
assisted by a like-minded pioneer, Elsie Maud Inglis (1864-1917).
Born in India, Miss Inglis was a medical student at Edinburgh
from 1885 to 1892, and helped to form the second medical college
for women there. As House Surgeon at the New Hospital in
Euston Road, London, she left on record the antagonism faced by
women doctors from medical associations that would not accept
their membership and patients who told her, 'You aren't a
doctor, you're just a woman'. She endeavoured to enable women
to have operations without their husbands' consent and, after
some years of study abroad, set up a maternity hospital in
Edinburgh staffed only by women.
Like all the feminist spinsters, a firm believer in votes
for women, Dr Inglis founded the Scottish Women's Suffrage
Federation in 1906. She shared her home with the lady doctor
who shared her practice, an arrangement which, she said, had
'all the advantages of marriage without any of its
disabilities'. During World War I she organised women's medical
units whose services, many times refused on the grounds that
women and war should not mix, eventually won for her the kind
of glory which sixty years before had covered Florence
Nightingale.

But Elsie Inglis did not live to enjoy it.

^Todd, Life of Sophia Jex-Blake, pp.51, 56.
College, p.36.
2
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Grylls, Queen's

For Elsie Inglis, see Lady Frances Balfour, Dr Elsie Inglis
(London, 1918), pp.73, 76, 113. Margaret Stuart Lane, et al,
Noble Lives (London, 1940).
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In 1859 the first woman's name was placed on the British
Medical Register. In 1881 there were 25 women doctors, and by
1901, 212. A similar movement had taken place in other parts
of the Western world. In England there were also small numbers
of lady dentists and pharmacists, and even three veterinary
surgeons by the end of the century. A lady had become Head
Anaesthetist at the Royal Free Hospital (Dr Aldrich-Blake).
The British public had been won over to the suitability of
medicine as a career for ladies. It has been remarked that
there were no lady doctors in Victorian fiction. This is not
altogether true; but their paucity was not due to the
unpopularity of the profession, as with nurses, but simply
because women doctors were so rare they had no chance of
becoming a recognised type in fiction. In any case, the woman
of independent action had never been a popular heroine in books.
Even today very few novels are written about woman doctors in
comparison with those about nurses. But in Born in Exile
(1892) Gissing actually portrayed one of the former and, as if
to underline the point about independent action, married her
off to a husband who insisted that she cease her professional
work immediately. So much for the ideal of the emancipated
woman and the dreams of Doctors Blackwell and Jex-Blake.^"

The great expansion of industrialisation in the Victorian
era, together with the development of trade, transport, mass
production and new inventions, led to a similar expansion in
the retail business. A greater quantity and variety of goods
were being marketed for a wealthier population gathered in
convenient urban pockets. Large multi-purpose stores replaced
local family concerns, though never entirely, and forces of
unskilled shop assistants took over from the specialised
shopkeepers and their apprentices.

The feminists saw the

retailer's demand for people to man his counters as an
opportunity for ladies who needed work.

From 1870, when

Dorothy Haynes, 'A Comparative Study of the Occupations of
Men and Women' in Women's Industrial News. NS XIX (1915), p.375.
See Theodore Stanton, ed., The Woman Question in Europe (New
York, 1884). Census of 1901, BPP, 1903, vol.84, p.187.
George Gissing, Born in Exile (London, 1892), III, p.217.
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compulsory elementary education ensured that women could at
least add a hill correctly,
the retail trade.

female employment spread throughout

It was estimated that about 17,500 women

were employed as shop assistants in 1861, the majority
unmarried.

By 1901 62,800 unmarried women were employed in

shops which dealt in textiles and another 20,000 sold hardware,
jewellery, toys, furniture and books.^
Employers were able to draw on a vast pool of potential
shop workers in the unskilled superfluous women of their time.
When Monica Madden in Gissing's The Odd Women (1893) left her
job to take up clerical work,

'No questions were asked; she

was of no particular importance; fifty, or, for the matter of
that, five score, young women equally capable could be found to
fill her place.'

Believed to be more conscientious and a

'better class' of employee than men who went into shop work,
female assistants were appreciated by women shoppers.

These

factors combined to make shop-assisting largely a 'female'
occupation by the end of the century.

For men to stand behind

a counter came to be looked on as rather effeminate, a
connotation which the job has not lost today, and shares with
other 'female' occupations like teaching and, especially,
2
nursing.
Female shopkeepers were by no means unknown in the earlier
Victorian period, nor were they treated without respect.

In

Mrs Gaskell's Cranford (1853) Miss Betty Barker and her sisters,
daughters of a clerk, set up a milliner's shop; and even Miss
Matty, upon a change of fortune, turned to selling tea.
narrator of Cousin Phillis

(1865)

The

lodged with two spinsters

who kept a pastry cook's shop at Eltham.

Flora Thompson's

autobiographical Laura worked for Miss Lane, the postmistress
and blacksmith at Candleford Green.
She had been thought queer and rather improper
when, her father having died and left his business
to her, his only child, instead of selling out and
retiring to live in ladylike leisure at Leamington

■^Ray Strachey, The Cause (London, 1928) , p.226.
Census of 1901,
B P P , 1903, vol.84, pp.191, 193, 195, 197, 199.
See Lee
Holcombe, Victorian Ladies at Work (Hamden, 1973), pp.101-7.
2
George Gissing, The Odd Women (London, 1968), p.63.
(J . D . Milne) Industrial and Social Position of Women (London,
1857), p.179.
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Spa or Weston-super-Mare, as her friends
expected, she had simply substituted her
for his on the bill-heads and carried on
business.
In Gissing's Born in Exile (1892) Peak's aunt

had
own name
the
had a business of

her own, although her superior education led her to believe
that 'she was not as other tradespeople1 and enabled her 'in
spite of her shop' to keep up friendship with certain ladies who
had been her schoolfellows.'*'
The retail trade became more respectable as the century
progressed, and Gissing's Beatrice French in In the Year of
Jubilee (1894) gave up her job in the Postal Service when she
came into her father's inheritance to establish a 'South London
Fashionable Dress Supply Association'. By skilful advertisement,
she managed to persuade women that membership of her
association would enable them to buy superior goods at a
reduced price; in fact they were neither fashionable nor wellmade, but her customers were not the kind of people to know
that. Her scheme proved a most successful fraud. But being a
member of the upstart middle classes, vulgar in talk and
manner - she even smoked - Miss French was the kind of woman
who gave the business world its bad name and reputation for not
being genteel. Gissing made this clear when he had one of his
lady characters damn her with the comment: 'Miss French, I
believe you reside in a part of London called Camberwell. And
I believe you are engaged in some kind of millinery business.
2
This excuses you for ill-manners.'
Nevertheless the popularity of shop-assisting in the late
nineteenth century as work for women was chiefly due to the
fact that it carried a certain air of 'middle-class
respectability'. Shop workers wore formal clothes, and never
soiled their hands. But not all recruits were middle-class.
Employers were happy to take in anyone from labourer's
daughters up, although it was plainly an asset to speak and

^Mrs Gaskell, Cranford (London, 1906), pp.91, 199. Mrs Gaskell,
Cousin Phillis (London, 1908), pp.3-4. Flora Thompson, Lark
Rise to Candleford (London, 1948), p.347. Gissing, Born in
Exile (London, 1892), I, pp.49-50.
2

Gissing, In the Year of Jubilee (London, 1894), I, pp.164-5,
II, p .217, III, p .74.
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dress well.

In The Odd Women Gissing portrayed Gertrude and

Monica Madden, doctor's daughters, going to work in a
fancy-goods shop; the first died there of consumption, while
the influences the other came up against 'made her half a lady
and half a shop-girl'. Most of her colleagues were the
daughters of farmers. As soon as she left and commenced her
course in typing and office work, she experienced 'a growth of
self-respect. It was much to have risen above the status of
shop-girl, and the change of moral atmosphere had a very
beneficial effect on her.' But In the Year of Jubilee
(published the following year) had Luckworth Crewe remarking on
the altered status of women in business.
'Even within my
recollection - how quickly things change! - no lady would have
dreamt of permitting her daughter to take an engagement in a
shop or any such place. Now we have women of title starting as
milliners and modistes, and soon it will be quite a common
thing to see one's friends behind the counter.'
Working conditions belied the gentility of the occupation.
For excessively long hours (seventy-five to ninety a week),
constantly on their feet, and often in insanitary conditions,
shop assistants could earn perhaps £10-25 a year, subject to
fines. The Madden sisters, who lodged and boarded on the
premises, earned nothing at all as apprentices. Ill-health
obliged a fifth of all employees to leave, and they found it
difficult to get another job. Gissing described how one girl,
desperately trying to make up her earnings to the required
level, was fired after fainting twice for being 'too weak'.
'Too old at twenty-one' was the plaint of dismissed shop-girls;
and certainly by thirty there was not much chance of competing
2

with the crowd of youthful aspirants.
Shop girls existed in the expectation of marriage.
a significant fact,' Clara Collet observed,

'It is

'that whereas large

numbers of factory girls cannot be prevailed upon to give up
their factory work after marriage, the majority of shop

^Gissing, The Odd Women, pp.ll, 35, 107, 70.
Year of Jubilee. Ill, p.107.

Gissing, In the

^Holcombe, Ladies at Work, pp.109-17. Emilia F.S. Dilke, 'The
Industrial Position of Women' in the Fortnightly Review, NS
LIV (1893), p.499. Gissing, The Odd Women, pp.34-5.
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assistants look upon marriage as their one hope of relief, and
would, as one girl expressed it, "marry anybody to get out of
the drapery business."' Monica Madden was 'lucky' and found
someone; but for most girls, the prospects were not rosy.
Limited leisure time combined with a prohibition on the mixing
of the sexes on the job tended to preclude any opportunity for
love affairs. Indeed their low wages and lack of social
activity often tempted shop girls into immorality. Margaret
Bondfield reported that in some cases they were virtually led
into it by employers who refused to give them higher wages but
gave them a latchkey to their lodgings, so that they could go
out and earn extra money on the streets.
A profession marked by its middle-class respectability was
reluctant to follow the example of navvies and bricklayers in
forming Trade Unions. Men who hoped one day to rise to be
employers felt that they would be cutting their own throats to
join an employees' organisation, and women who assumed that
their association with the trade would be temporary lacked the
motivation to combine to achieve better conditions. They were
not experienced in practising solidarity, and there was an
ever-present fear of fines or dismissal. Nevertheless in 1891
eleven local organisations of shop assistants sent
representatives to Birmingham to found the National Amalgamated
Union of Shop Assistants, Warehousemen and Clerks. From the
beginning women were admitted on equal terms, as they formed
such a large part of the profession. Benefits included free
legal advice and pension rights, and women who left to marry
received a dowry in the form of a refund of half their
contributions.
The Amalgamated Union of Co-operative Employees (1895) and
other associations joined them in seeking shorter hours, higher
wages and seats for shop assistants. But despite the publicity
given to their cause by the series of articles 'Life in the
Shop' which the Daily Chronicle carried in 1898, based on
research gathered in London shops by one of their representatives

Clara Collet quoted A. Amy Bulley and Margaret Whitley,
Women1s Work (London, 1894), p.65. Margaret Bondfield quoted
Holcombe, Ladies at Work, p.135.
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who was to become one of the greatest women of the twentieth
century, Margaret Bondfield, very little was achieved before the
end of the Victorian age.^

Clerical work represented the largest numerical increase
in any field of female employment in the latter part of the
nineteenth century.

When the ladies of Langham Place began to

promote Maria Rye's law stationer's office and Jessie
Boucherett's classes to train girls for commercial careers,
female clerks were still rare, with only about 2,000 employed
in the Central Government and a similar number in Local
Government.

As with shop work, the expansion of industry and

commerce altered the whole concept of clerical work, giving
women opportunities that had not existed in the days when a
clerk worked in a small general office with an apprentice or
two.

Improved female education,

together with increased

rationalisation and specialisation of office work, gave women
an equal chance with men; but since women were cheaper to
employ and had lower expectations,

they tended to replace men
2
in the lowest grades only, performing the most routine work.
The Civil Service was initially the biggest employer of
female clerks.

When the Post Office took over telegraph

services in 1870 they retained the women who had operated them
since their inception, working alongside men in the same room.
When telephones were introduced in 1879 women were immediately
taken on to control them.

By 1901 9,260 women were employed as

telegraphists and telephonists.

The Post Office employed women

clerks from 1871, and from 1875 placed them behind the counter
in its savings banks.

The daughters of professional men, they

had to be nominated for the posts.
departments.

They soon spread to other

By 1901 16,070 women were employed in the Civil

Service (excluding telegraph and telephone), and 10,430 in local
government.^

■^See Holcombe, Ladies at W o r k , pp. 118-9, 128, 135.
Bondfield, see the next chapter of this thesis.
2
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Holcombe, Ladies at W o r k , pp.141-3.
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Haynes, 'A Comparative Study of the Occupations of Men and
Women' in the Women's Industrial News, NS XIX (1915), pp.383,
375. Dorothy Evans, Women and the Civil Service (London, 1934),
p p .1-4.
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From 1881 - the first year in which they figured
separately in the census - the overwhelming majority of female
clerks worked outside government service, in commerce or
business: 5,580 by 1901, along with a handful in insurance and
law offices, the railways, and banks. Their rise corresponded
with the widespread introduction of the typewriter which,
patented in about 1870, made no significant impact upon England
until the 1880s. In 1880 there were no women in the City of
London; today, because the typewriter was designated as a tool
for women almost from the start, women outnumber men there.^
Clerical work addressed itself to gentlewomen of limited
means. Gissing's heroines in The Odd Women (1893) trained only
ladies in their business college: they held that the educated
and the lower classes did not mix well, and that the former
needed most industrial help. The editor of To-Day, albeit he
declared himself 'old-fashioned enough to think that the
highest profession a woman can adopt is that of mother', still
recognised the need for alternative careers.
My observation tells me that an unhappy wife is
happier than a happy spinster. The one is
fulfilling her nature; the other at war with it.
But, alas! all nice women cannot meet with nice
men; and there faces such the problem: 'How am I
to live?'
Clerical duties and typing were the solutions which sprang
to his mind. The work was light and easy: the hours were not
long: and the requirement of a certain level of education
(although scarcely called for in mechanical tasks like typing)
created an image of middle-class respectability well above that
of shop work. Although the pay was not particularly good, it
was sufficient to attract women of superior accomplishment to
the men who applied.
'For women's work,' wrote Sidney Webb,
'the "gentility" of the occupation is still accepted as part
payment.'

^Egon Larsen, A History of Invention (London rev. ed., 1969),
p.255. Holcombe, Ladies at Work, pp.211, 143.
o

George Gissing, The Odd Women, p.53 (1893). Editor of To-Day
quoted Typists' Gazette. I (1896), pp.116-7. Holcombe, Ladies
at Work. pp.l48-dl. Sidney Webb, 'The Alleged Differences in
the wages paid to men and to women for similar work' in the
Economic Journal. I (1891), p.653.
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Certainly clerks and typists enjoyed an independence and
leisure beyond those of most teachers and all dressmakers,
nurses and shop assistants. Best proof of the profession's
'genteel' status was the overwhelming number of aspirants to it.
There were always more applicants than positions available,
despite the great expansion, even after 1881 when entry into
the Civil Service was determined by competitive examination.
When eleven vacancies for junior counter-women in the Telegraph
department were advertised in 1873, over a thousand women
appeared for interviews, and at least the same number turned
away when they saw the crowds in Cannon Row. Upon this
evidence the Women's Suffrage Journal pointed out that it was
fast becoming impossible for middle-class women to remain in
that 'peaceful and happy condition of shelter from the storms
of life' which opponents of work for women declared to be their
place.
'The struggle for existence must indeed be intense when
there are 2,000 candidates for eleven vacancies.' The situation
did not improve. Late in 1881 there were 920 applicants for
forty appointments in the Post Office."^
Women did not enter the clerical profession unopposed.
There was great indignation among other employees and the
public when they made their appearance in the Post Office and
banks, and even the mechanical and routine drudgery of typing
was not initially seen to be particularly appropriate to female
minds and fingers.
'The office is not the place for anyone but
men, and if a woman goes out of her own sphere, namely, "the
home," she cannot expect but that, if she marries, her husband
may some day be thrown out of employment by lady-clerks,' wrote
one outraged correspondent to the Daily Telegraph in the 1880s.
In Gissing's The Odd Women Miss Barfoot, proprietor of a
business college, received angry anonymous letters of abuse from
such out-of-work clerks.

'They will tell you that, in entering

the commercial world, you not only unsex yourselves, but do a
grievous wrong to the numberless men struggling hard for a bare

^Women's Suffrage Journal. II (1871), p.77; IV (1873), p.51.
Adelaide Ross, 'Emigration for Women' in Macmillan's Magazine.
XLV (1882), p.314. See also the advertisements of persons
wanting work, sometimes inserted for weeks or months
repeatedly, in the Metropolitan Employment Agency's Advertising
Register (London, 1887).
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sustenance,' she told her students.

'You reduce salaries, you

press into an already overcrowded field, you injure even your
own sex by making it impossible for men to marry, who, if they
earned enough, would be supporting a wife.'^
The typist came in for the same sort of attack.
'She has
been regarded as a husband-hunter, fired with a stern and
lasting ambition to soar above what critics call her position,'
noted the editor of the Typists' Gazette. 'The female typist
has broken up more of the homes of City men than any woman
living,' stated a male journalist.
'The old story,' commented
'Portia' of the Whitehall Review.

'It is always the woman's

fault, no matter what extenuating circumstances there be in the
real case to excuse heri For, to my knowledge, many a woman thus
placed has given way simply because she was afraid of losing
the paltry weekly pittance with which the City man often
2
requites his typist.'
'The greatest difficulty that seems to handicap parents
with regard to their daughters is the subject of matrimony,'
observed the prize-winning essay on work for women in the
Glasgow Weekly Herald in 1897.
If women would make up their minds to be married
to their profession and stick to it, many parents
would be willing to educate them as doctors,
senior wranglers, first class public school
teachers, artists, musicians, or whatever they had
a taste for; but no sooner has a girl finished an
expensive education than she throws her profession
to the winds and devotes herself to housework and
needlework. This is why so many girls are only
half-educated. Their mother says, - 'If they are
going to marry let them learn housework.' She
teaches them, keeps them at home and they do not
marry, and at thirty are left to choose what they
ought to have chosen fifteen years before.
This writer, a lady, saw typing as the solution to the dilemma.
Training was quick and inexpensive, and hours were short, so
3
that time remained for the acquisition of household skills.

Letter to the Daily Telegraph, quoted Harry Quilter, ed., Is
Marriage a Failure?
(London, 1888), p.225. Gissing, The Odd
Women, p.134.
2

Typists' Gazette. I (1896), pp.51-2 (includes quote
Whitehall Review).
^Typists' Gazette. II (1897), pp.348-9.
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But the problem of matrimony continued to dog the progress
of working women in this field. In the Civil Service women
were obliged to leave when they married; in other jobs it was
assumed that they would do so. As long as women expected one
day to marry and leave they never cared enough about their work
to attempt to improve its conditions, especially when such
action threatened their own precarious foothold in an
overcrowded labour market. In 1894 the Civil Service granted
gratuities to typists, and from 1895 to all female employees,
who resigned to marry. This incentive only made things worse.
Never expecting to make a career of their 'occupation', women
who did not marry found themselves stuck for life in a position
of underpaid, unalleviated, boring toil. Clara Collet observed
the effect that this had upon the morale of female clerks in
the Bank of England:
up to thirty it is 'When I get married,' and that
keeps them pretty cheerful. Then from thirty to
thirty-five it's 'If I get married'; but after
that - well they settle down to dullness and
deterioration.1
Professionalisation came slowly to women in clerical work
through improved training and Trade Union activity. When
Sidney Webb surveyed the relative earnings of females and males
in the Post Office in 1883, he found that women earned
consistently less than men for the same work, their upper limit
in each grade being less than half that of men's. In the
lowest clerical division, for instance, women started at £65
p.a. and could earn up to £80; but the salary range for men was
£70-250. Women were simply not trained for the highest duties,
and few took them on. In 1876 Miss Maria Constance Smith
(18527-1930), daughter of an Oxford professor, became the first
lady Superintendant in the Post Office (carrying a salary of
£150-80), while in 1894 Adelaide Anderson (1863-1936), a
graduate of Girton and later a Dame, became the first female

^Clara Collet quoted Janet E. Courtney, The Women of my Time
(London, 1934), p.127.
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factory inspector employed by the government.

Plainly a woman

had to be very exceptional to rise in the Civil Service.^"
The first Civil Service unions

(formed among Postal Workers

from 1881, and among clerks later) did not admit women members,
so women eventually combined separately.

The Association of

Post Office Women was the first women's union, formed in 1897.
Outside the Civil Service, the National Union of Clerks

(1889)

and the National Clerks' Association (1894) united in 1897 and
eventually accepted female membership.

None of them had
2
significant achievements before the twentieth century.
A Society of Typists formed in 1889 to press for better

training and conditions of work became a National Union in
1892, with
Gazette.

(briefly from 1896)

its own organ, the Typists12
3

Contrary to popular misconception,

its readers were

both male and female at least up to the turn of the century.
In 1898 the Women's Industrial Council carried out an
investigation into typists' conditions, and reported that the
average day's work lasted from 9.30 a.m. to 6 p.m., although
overtime was common, and sometimes excessive; wages ranged from
10s to 50s a week,

20-30s being the average.

Seven of the

offices visited (out of 51) had no sanitary accommodation.

3

The investigators identified three grades of typist.
The first was the superior, educated, trained girl who expected
good conditions and was assured of good pay and short hours.
The second was the intelligent, but not necessarily welleducated girl who worked the average hours and earned an
average wage, and was generally not interested in improving her
position, either because she expected to marry, or because she
was only working for pocket money.

The third was the inferior,

uneducated girl, not too bright, who produced poor work in
return for a poor wage, and ought, the reporters said, to be in

Sidney Webb, 'The alleged differences in the wages paid to
men and to women for similar work' in the Economic Journal. I
(London, 1891), p.650.
'A Government Official' 'Ladies as
Clerks' in Fraser's Magazine. NS XII (London, 1875), pp.337-8.
See Hilda Martindale, Women Servants of the State 1870-1938
(London, 1938), pp.176-86.
2
Holcombe, Ladies at Work, pp.154-80.
3
Typists' Gazette, II (1897), p.9. Women's Industrial News.
NS IV (1898), pp.45-8.
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domestic service, but had chosen typing because it was more
'genteel'.

Because she was willing to put up with bad

conditions, especially in the matter of overtime, she pulled
the others down to her level.
Better training was the answer, and in this area rather
than in trade unionism progress was substantial in the
nineteenth century.

From the time that shorthand and typing

were first introduced business colleges sprang up to teach
these skills, at first privately run, and after 1889 under
local government auspices.

In 1896 the Typists' Gazette ran a

series of biographies of ladies who operated such schools.
Miss Mary R. Day employed a staff of twenty-five, and
vouchsafed that she had no trouble in placing all her pupils.
Miss Johnson, a graduate with triple honours, who had been a
journalist and writer, gave up the headmistress-ship of a
school to undertake the business training of girls.

Miss

Leoline Hartley had taught shorthand and typing in all sorts of
institutions from the People's Palace to Battersea Polytechnic
before setting up her own office in the City.

A lady of

decided views on the female destiny, she counselled that
'Independence is noble, and to eat the bread of idleness is
most reprehensible.'
It is no use lamenting that England is over
populated, that there is a superabundance of
women, and that employment is difficult to obtain.
Such assumptions are all exploded and never enter
the mind of any woman of true courage.
She knows
that three-fourths of the women of the world have ^
no occasion, or never make the effort to 'get on.'
In fiction it comes as no surprise to find L.T. Meade
espousing the cause of the female clerk and secretary.
to be Married (1890)

Engaged

introduced Helen Channing, instantly

recognisable as the modern London working girl, educated and
independent, and sharing a flat with her sister, an art student.
Helen was secretary to an established editor, who even
entrusted her with an assignment in the United States; and she
believed firmly in the idea of work for women, and in her own
importance as an example to lead others to emancipation.
'Openings for women are arising on all hands; the days when
women were regarded as idle drones, or as simply pieces of

^Typists Gazette. I (1896), pp.216,

249-50, 104-5, 125-7.
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ornament, are gone by.' Such a purpose demanded all a
pioneer's energies, to the extent of denying herself the chance
of love: Helen realised and accepted this: 'it seems to me that
a woman who has a mission, and means to put herself forward in
the band of workers, and be a kind of beacon for other women
to follow in the noble paths of independence, is better off
without this all-absorbing affection; in short, she is better
off unmarried.'"^
The same philosophy was expressed by the heroines of
Gissing's The Odd Women, champions of untrained gentlewomen
forced to earn their own living. Rhoda Nunn gave up teaching
to study shorthand, book-keeping and commercial practice; she
worked first as a cashier, and then in an office where she
learnt to type. Eventually she became assistant to the lady
who taught her, Miss Mary Barfoot, who devoted her small means
to the training of girls of the educated classes for office
work.^
Miss Barfoot could not have foreseen that business
training, far from advancing the cause of women, was ultimately
to hold it back, as the skills which she taught became
identified as ‘women's work': subordinate, mechanical,
non-creative, and mass-produced. Women in business have never
recovered from the decision to reserve typing and secretarial
work in all but the highest grades for women. Without
competition there could be no equality. Equal pay has come at
last to clerks (in 1961) but typists and secretaries continue
to suffer the degradation which characterises a 'female'
occupation. Nevertheless, insofar as it provided work for
women who needed it, the development of typing and clerical

L.T. Meade, Engaged to be Married (London, 1890) , pp.80, 85,
114. L.T. Meade (Mrs Toulmin Smith) was the author of (among
other novels) A Sweet Girl Graduate (1891) and A Princess of
the Gutter (1895).
o

Gissing, The Odd Women, pp.22, 51, 54.
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work was as important and beneficial in the nineteenth century
as that of any other middle-class profession.^

Women's employment expanded at an unprecedented rate in
the second half of the nineteenth century/ chiefly in the
existing or new middle-class professions. It was a response to
economic need, of both employers and employees. Middle-class
professions were expanding, and superfluous women needed to
earn a living. By 1901 there were nearly 54,000 spinsters of
35+ in the various professions, another 4,000 in government
service and 5,000 in commerce: forming about 15 per cent of the
female workforce of that age-group. 14.6 per cent of spinsters
of 35+ lived on their own means and another 31.1 per cent were
unoccupied. Middle-class working women were still very much
in the minority, but the concept had gained acceptance. 2
Certain occupations remained more respectable than others.
Booth and Miss Collet reported that the majority of working
girls of the 'lower middle classes' went into shopwork and
elementary school teaching, but in becoming secondary teachers
and Civil Service clerks they joined the upper middle classes,
'including under that term the professional, manufacturing, and
trading classes'.
Eliza Lynn Linton observed that the
telegraph girl might be a lady, but not the shop girl; and
Gissing was evidently of the same opinion. By the end of the
century needlework had dropped out of the middle-class category
entirely.^
At the top, and in a class of its own, stood medicine as
a career for women.

KioSt recent w r i t e o n middle-class women's

work left medicine out of their studies because it was not a

Egon Larsen, with less excuse, made the same mistake in his
History of Invention (London, 1969), where he claimed that the
typewriter, by offering Victorian middle-class women
independence through paid work, 'did more for their
emancipation than all the movements, organizations, and
publications which demanded equality for women in society'.
(p.255) If it did, it has not lasted; but as it never did
achieve 'equality'for women, I am inclined to think it did not
help their emancipation either.
2
3

See the tables at the end of this chapter.

Clara Collet, Educated Working Women (London, 1902), p.53.
Eliza Lynn Linton, 'The Higher Education of Women' in the
Fortnightly Review. NS XL (London, 1886), p.499.
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mass employer of superfluous women. Requiring abilities,
training and dedication above other female professions, it
tended to attract only the exceptional women for whom a
livelihood was not the first purpose in going to work.
(But
Elizabeth Blackwell and many of her successors were, in fact,
obliged to earn their own living.) And medicine, apart from
some branches of clerical work, was the only one of these
occupations which is still regarded primarily as a 'male*
profession and which, along with those clerical jobs, offers
its female employees virtual equality in status, pay and
conditions with men. Hence the status, pay and conditions of
female doctors and civil servants in the upper echelons remain
higher than those of teachers, nurses, shop girls and typists:
who are in occupations identified as 'female'.
was set by the end of the nineteenth century.^

This pattern

In 1894 Karl Pearson wrote that there were two, 'and we
might say only two', great problems of contemporary social life:
women and labour. The women's cause was led by 'exceptional
women, but they were women of one class and with one outlook in
life; they fought against what they felt cramped their own
individuality, and they did not realise the solidarity of their
sex. Behind them they had practically women of a single type cultured women of the middle class, who were restless at the
old restrictions, eager for seif-development, and a more
intellectually active life.' Their desire to take part in work
of social value was fortunately accompanied by economic
conditions and a social climate which converted the desire into
a command.
For a time it seemed as if the chief result of the
movement would be to produce, and to some extent
find work for, an intellectual proletariat among
middle-class women - numerous as compared to the
posts which could be found for it, insignificantly
small as compared with the outlook of womanhood.
For such picked women - much above the average of
their class, not to say of their sex - the average
male was not a subject of overwhelming interest,
and matrimony was not a prominent factor of their
thoughts.

Lee Holcombe,Victorian Ladies at Work(197 3) discusses women in
teaching, nursing, shop-work and clerical work (including the
Civil Service) but not needlewomen or female doctors.
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Had this movement continued, he recognised, 'the premium on
spinsterdom' would have increased immensely, as the principle
of work had been established for single women only, and 'the
present scarcely recognized opposition of single to married
women' would have become more marked. But what emerged in fact
was that women confined to 'female' occupations were speedily
reduced to a condition similar to that of their working-class
sisters. The romance of work wore off quickly when it was not
only accepted but expected and necessary, and the sacrifice
valued small. For the first time in history, Pearson claimed,
there appeared 'a strong feeling among women of the solidarity
of their sex,...a strong desire to organize themselves for the
protection of their common interests'.^
Hence the twentieth century, spurred by the Great War,
witnessed the removal of the spinster's virtual monopoly upon
public employment as women's new demand for the protection of
their interests was recognised and allowed. This was the
achievement of an alliance between the women's movement and
the labour movement forged at the end of the nineteenth century
which, though again mainly directed by 'the picked women of...a
picked class' (middle-class feminist spinsters), looked far
beyond the immediate problems of 'superfluous women' across all
2
working women of the time, to the future.

Karl Pearson, 'Woman and Labour' in the Fortnightly Review.
LV (London, 1894), pp.561, 567, 569, 573-4. Collet, Educated
Working Women, p.142.
2

Pearson, 'Woman and Labour' in the Fortnightly Review, LV
(London, 1894), p.575. For feminist spinsters in the labour
movement, see the next chapter in this thesis.
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CHAPTERS EIGHT AND NINE
TABLES1
5.

Number of Males and Females acred 10+ Employed in Various
Types of Work. Per Million of all Males and Females Acred
10+.
1861-19012

Government

Professions

Commerce

Dress

Textiles

Domestic Service

Unoccupied

1861

1871

1881

1891

1901

M

114

122

104

122

141

F

5

7

7

13

20

M

226

222

248

250

257

F

154

162

188

212

223

M

154

224

331

373

437

F

2

4

8

18

45

M

515

437

372

369

342

F

697

645

607

598

540

M

712

599

518

490

406

F

716

671

613

575

503

M

129

137

125

141

153

F

1,618

1,724

1,547

1,536

1,320

M

1,215

1,148

1,669

1,686

1,630

F

6,284

6,235

6,595

6,558

6,837

Note:
Information about the number and proportion of men and women in
various types of work indicates that during the Victorian period
government service, the professions and commerce were absorbing
more and more of both sexes, while the dress and textile
industries and domestic service were contracting for both
(except for men employed in the last, a very small proportion
of the total).
Yet although the number and proportion of men in the expanding
occupations (which were middle-class in character) continued to
exceed those of women, the rate of expansion was much greater
for women.
Middle-class women were forming an ever-increasing
(though still relatively small) part of the workforce throughout
the Victorian period.

^TJntil 1901 the occupational tables of the census did not take
account of marital status, so the number and proportion of
spinsters in various types of work is not available before that
date.
2
Adapted from the tables in Dorothy Haynes, 'A Comparative
Study of the Occupations of Men and Women' in the W o m e n 1s
Industrial News. NS XIX (1915), pp.370-1.
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i

Number of Females Aged 10+ Employed in Teaching, Nursing,
Medicine and Clerical Work, and the Number Per Million of
all Females Aged 10+ . 1861

Teaching (20+)
per M.
Nursing
per M.

1861

1871

1881

64,900

75,100

85,200

83.5

85.8

85.2

89.9

94.4

27,600

28,400

37,900

53,900

68,600

35.5

32.4

37.9

47.1

52.0

Medicine
per M.

VD
O
H
1-

6.

2

1

1901

1891
103,000

124,500

25

101

212

.03

.09

.16

-

-

3,910

6,390

7,370

15,050

26,500

5.03

7.29

7.38

13.12

20.09

6,000

17,900

55,800

6.0

15.6

42.3

Clerical Work:
Government
per M.
Commerce or
Business
per M.
Telegraph and
Telephone
per M.

210

220

2,230

4,360

9,260

.3

.3

2.2

3.8

7.0

and small numbers of clerks in banks, law offices, and
brokers and insurance firms.
Note:
Teaching occupied 49,000 males of 20+ in 1901, or 40.3 in the
million, i.e. a much smaller proportion of men than women.
Nursing occupied 4,500 men in 1901 or 3.7 per million, i.e. a
very small proportion indeed in what was basically a female
profession.
On the other hand, the number of woman doctors in 1901 was
negligible compared with the number of men.
There were more male clerks than female in all branches of the
profession, especially in business, and even in telegraph and
telephone service.

■^Adapted from the same, pp. 375-83.
assistants are not available.

Statistics for shop
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7.

Number of Single Women Acred 35+ Employed in Various Types
of Work, and the Percentage of all Occupied Single Women
Aged 35+,
1901^
A.

Government

B.

Professions*

C.

3,713
53,716

0.9%
12.3%

Commerce

5,104

1.2%

D.

Industry

61,323

14.0%

E.

Dress

72,406

16.6%

F.

Domestic Service

228,341

52.3%

G.

Other

12,089

2.7%

436,692

100.0%

+Spinsters of 35+ were distributed in the professions as
follows:
Teachers

26,915

6.0%

Nurses

13,079

3.0%

4,378

1.0%

Nuns and sisters of charity

3,920

.9%

Missionaries

1,701

.4%

Artists

1,138

.3%

Authors and journalists

392

.1%

Photographers

303

,i%

Midwives

203

Actresses

163

Musicians

Doctors
Other

(including music
teachers)

64
1,460
53,716

12.3%

Calculated from the Occupational Tables of the Census of 1901.
In 1901 54.3 per cent of all single women of 35 years and over
were occupied in some form of paid employment; 14.6 per cent
were living on their own means, and 31.1 per cent were listed
as 'other'.

From the Gentlewoman25 Dec 1900, p. 13.
■V
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CHAPTER TEN
SUFFRAGE AND LABOUR
Throughout the nineteenth century women,

like children,

criminals, and madmen, could not vote in national elections.
William Thompson called attention to this subject in his Appeal
of one half of the human race, Women,
the other half. Men

acrainst the pretensions of

(1825), but his assumption that women

deserved equal and the same rights as men was not shared by
many others of his time.

The Chartists included a plea for

female suffrage in their initial program, but took it out when
its adoption seemed to threaten the extension of male suffrage.
The Reform Act of 1832 applied only to men, but it prompted one
wealthy Yorkshire spinster to present, through Henry Hunt, a
petition to Parliament requesting that 'every unmarried female,
possessing the necessary pecuniary qualification,
allowed to vote'.

should be

Miss Mary Smith represented a class of

unmarried and widowed female property owners which was
increasing in number and influence as the great mills and
factories expanded in the north of England.

Nothing came of her

request, however, and it was left to another spinster, Miss Anne
Knight, a Quaker of Chelmsford, to publish in 1847 the first
pamphlet calling for women's suffrage.

Following Harriet

Taylor's enthusiastic reporting in the Westminster Review of
the Women's Rights Convention at Worcester, Massachusetts,

in

1850, Miss Knight called the first meeting of the Sheffield
Association for Female Franchise, which sent a petition to the
House of Lords in 1852.^
The philosophy behind the exclusion of women from the
franchise was set down fairly representatively by the unnamed
gentleman who reviewed two feminist books in the North British
Review in 1850.

He began with the premise that men and women

were not equal.

'So indelible is the law of nature, which

places woman in a subordinate position, that it seems surprising
that a party can be found who affirm that social equality is

^See Roger Fulford, Votes for Women (London, 1957), pp.28-33;
Ray Strachey, 'The C a u s e 1 (London, 1928) from p.28; and William
Thompson, Appeal of one half of the human race, Women, against
the pretensions of the other half. MerT (London, 1825ji
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the law of the Creator. '

Aware, however,

that such a party-

had arrived on the scene, the writer promptly discredited it on
moral grounds.
It was among the fetid and gaudy poppies which
dyed the harvest of the first French Revolution,
that the doctrine of the 'equality' of man and
woman first, in modern times, arose....Let the
reader determine for himself, whether we are
wrong in affirming that, in a country where men
like Fourier pass for 'pure-minded' and
philosophic, it is impossible that anything true
can be said concerning the relationship of man
and woman.
On account of their superior mental and physical strength,
the duty of making laws inevitably fell to men.
their

This was

'ennobling responsibility as chief', while women enjoyed

the 'excellent privilege of subordination'; but if as a result
of this arrangement women suffered from the caprice and tyranny
of the men who made the laws they were themselves to blame,
since they themselves taught and trained the tyrants.
Lawmakers perceived and acted upon the 'plain and
unalterable fact' that women's interests were inseparable from
the interests of men and required no different consideration.
'An unmarried woman,

in ninety-nine cases of a hundred,

is

necessarily and voluntarily under the guardianship of father,
uncle, or brother.

A married woman entirely identifies her

interests with those of her husband....'

Women,

in short, had

no need of the vote.^
The first organised movement for women's suffrage came
fifteen years after Miss Knight's petition, and was a direct
response to the issue of superfluous women.

As Charles

Kingsley explained in 1869;
Thus a demand for employment has led naturally to
a demand for improved education, fitting women for
employment; and that again has led, naturally
also, to a demand on the part of many thoughtful
women for a share in making those laws and those
social regulations which have, while made
exclusively by men, resulted in leaving women at
a disadvantage at every turn.

Review of Maria Grey and Emily Shirreff's Thoughts on
Self-Culture and Margaret Fuller's Woman in the Nineteenth
Century in the North British Review. XIV (1850), pp.286, 276,
275, 284, 200.
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In her introduction to Theodore Stanton's The Woman Question
in Europe (1884) Frances Power Cobbe described the women's
movement as an advancing tide, carrying all before it: higher
education, entry into medicine and other professions, Married
Women's property acts, the chance to vote for and sit on School
Boards, to become Poor Law Guardians, and vote in municipal
elections. But the 'crown and completion' of the process would
be the suffrage; and once that was won, all privileges, she
believed, would follow. Miss Cobbe's view, which was the
feminist one, was supported by the evidence of similar
movements in other countries throughout the western world.^
The opportunity to organise a national movement for female
suffrage presented itself when the feminist sympathiser John
Stuart Mill was elected to Parliament in 1865. Madame Bodichon,
Miss Boucherett and Miss Rosamond Davenport-Hill quickly drew
up a petition which Miss Elizabeth Garrett and Miss Emily
Davies conveyed to Mill on 7 June 1866. Many Victorian spinsters
signed the petition, including the Misses Cobbe, Edwards,
Betham-Edwards, Keary, Martineau, Swanwick, Winkworth,
Davenport-Hill and Shirreff. Among married supporters were
Mrs Grey, Mrs Butler and Lady Amberley. Florence Nightingale
refused to sign, although she was won to the cause soon after,
and Charlotte Mary Yonge, Octavia Hill and Mrs Henry Wood also
2
withheld their support.
For many feminists who signed the petition the vote was not
of paramount importance. Like Grant Allen's Woman Who Did they
joined the franchise leagues as a matter of course because the
latter needed all the support they could get; 'but the vote is

Fulford, Votes for Women, p.35. Rev. Charles Kingsley, 'Women
and Politics' in Macmillan's Magazine. XX (1869), p.555.
F.P. Cobbe, quoted in Review of Theodore Stanton's The Woman
Question in Europe in the Westminster Review. NS LXVI (1884),
p.187; and see the book itself (New York, 1884).
2

The arguments used by the advocates and the opponents of
women's suffrage, and the progress of the amendment in and out
of Parliament for fifty years have been told adequately
elsewhere. The chapter concerns only the relation of the
suffrage movement to Victorian spinsters. Fulford, Votes for
Women. pp.42-5. For background reading see the bibliography;
but note the pro-suffrage arguments in the Women's Suffrage
Journal. II (1871), p.8; and in F.P. Cobbe's pamphlet, 'Why
women desire the franchise' (London, 1877?).
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a matter that troubles me little in itself; what I want is to
see women made fit to use it'. These ladies concentrated their
efforts upon women's education and employment in the hope of
achieving this result.
Since universal male suffrage did not exist, the feminists
did not seek universal female suffrage. They wanted the vote
for independent women who owned property of the value required
for male suffrage. Before 1882 this meant, with a few
exceptions, that only spinsters and widows of means would be
enfranchised. Even after that date, when the last Married
Women's Property Act was passed, the leaders of the movement
were careful not to threaten the unity of the marriage relation.
Husband and wife, one in every way, were to have only one vote
between them. To enfranchise married women, wrote Mrs Fawcett,
would be tantamount to giving two votes to husbands, since wives
2
were bound in common law to obey them.
Lydia Becker opposed a move to have wives statutorily
excluded from the franchise, but did nothing to enable their
inclusion, feeling that the suffragists had enough to tackle in
the achievement of the principle alone. The general feeling
was that once a limited franchise were obtained, extensions
would follow gradually as had happened with male suffrage
throughout the nineteenth century. Woman reported a suffrage
meeting in 1872 where Emily Faithfull expressed herself in
favour of enfranchising all women, but thought it best to
campaign first for widows and spinsters for whom the vote was
3
indispensable.
The argument for giving the vote to single women was a
strong one. Opponents might argue that women were sufficiently
represented by their male relations but widows and spinsters
frequently had none.

'They are independent and self-supporting

units of the State....They are in fact in exactly the same

^Grant Allen, The Woman Who Did (London, 1896) , p.8.
2

M.G. Fawcett, 'The Appeal Against Female Suffrage: A Reply' in
the Nineteenth Century. XXVI (1889), p.95.
3
Lydia Becker will be discussed later in this chapter. For the
conflict over giving the vote to unmarried or married women
see Constance Rover, Women's Suffrage and Party Politics
(London, 1967), pp.21-2. Woman. 17 February 1872, p.81.
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relation to the State as men,' observed Charles Kingsley.
'Why
are similar relations, similar powers, and similar duties not
to carry with them similar rights?' The 'special relations of
men and women in marriage', so often assumed to apply to all
women, had no validity in the case of spinsters.
'Women are
women before they are wives, and have rights independent of and
antecedent to the latter relation....We say,' declared Miss
Becker, 'that the personal and political rights of unmarried
women ought to be equal and similar to those of unmarried
men.... ,1
In a debate on the franchise in 1872 Dr Lyon Playfair
reminded members that with 487,000 widows and 1,110,000 spinsters
in the country, it was absurd to try to limit all women to the
domestic hearth. Yet when John Bright, long a supporter of
female suffrage, suddenly turned against it, he did so on the
belief (as he expressed it in 1882) that 'to introduce women
into the strife of political life would be a great evil to them,
and that to our sex no possible good could arrive. If women are
not safe under the charge and care of fathers, husbands,
brothers and sons, it is the fault of our non-civilization and
2
not of our laws.'
Suffragists felt that women's grievances were not properly
represented in Parliament, not only with regard to issues like
the Married Women's Property Act and Marriage with Deceased
Wife's Sister, but with regard to the need to provide for the
two and a half million women who maintained themselves without
male support.
'The great mistake seems to have been that in
all our legislation it is taken for granted that the woman is
always protected, always under tutelage, always within the
precincts of a home, finding there her work, her interests, her
duties and her happiness; but is this true?' demanded Helen
Blackburn.

'We know that it is altogether false.' As long as

a male-dominated Parliament acted upon this assumption it

Kingsley, 'Women and Politics' in Macmillan's Magazine. XX
(1869), p.561. Lydia Becker, editorial in the Women's Suffrage
Journal, IV (1873), p.167.
2

Playfair quoted in the Englishwoman's Review, April 1872,
p.150. Letter from John Bright to Theodore Stanton, quoted in
Review of Stanton's book in the Westminster Review. LXVI
(1884), p.189.
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obstructed any improvement in the condition of 'this increasing
multitude of "spinsters," or women who are either selfsupporting or desirous of so being'.
There was also the greater argument that while men of
greater or lesser ability might vote, not even those women who
had proved themselves outstanding in public life and devotion
to social duty could do so, women like Florence Nightingale,
Mary Carpenter or Elizabeth Blackwell. To give the vote even to
a limited group of women would raise the whole sex in the
public and their own esteem.
'Every woman in the land would
have an immediate accession of personal dignity,' wrote Miss
Becker, 'for she would belong to a class no longer denied the
2

logical right to hold political opinions.'
Part of the reason why the women's suffrage movement failed
to achieve its aim in the nineteenth century was because it
demanded the vote only for unmarried and widowed ladies of
means. Both Liberals and Conservatives considered the suffrage
an 'open', that is non-party, issue, but the Liberals, whose
philosophy was ostensibly more favourable to radical movements,
would have been happier about supporting votes for women if
they had been enfranchising a group less drawn by property and
age (most independent fatherless spinsters and widows were
elderly) towards conservatism. They guessed that only the
leaders would be truly radical. Miss Becker expressed the
disgust of the suffragists when the bill passed in and out of
the house year after year in the 1870s and after: 'I have never
doubted which was the party of progress, but I certainly think
that on our question the Tory and Liberal have been...so
helplessly in the rear that there was not much to choose
between them, and I do not believe that the Liberal party as a
party care a straw for the interests and wishes of women, or
3
will stir a step to do them justice.'
^K. Amber ley, 'The Claims of Women' in the Fortnightly Review.
NS XLIX (1871) , p.100. Helen Blackburn, Women's Suffrage
(London, 1902) , p.45.
2

L. Becker, 'Female Suffrage' in the Contemporary Review. IV
(1867), pp.308-11, 316. See also M.M. Dilke, 'The Appeal
against Female Suffrage: A Reply' in the Nineteenth Century.
XXVI (1889), pp.97-8.
3
Rover, Women's Suffrage and Party Politics, p.102. Fulford,
Votes for Women, p.79. Lydia Becker quoted in Blackburn,
Women's Suffrage, p .40.
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But more important than the party issue was the
opportunity which limiting the franchise to single women
presented for ridicule and criticism on the part of those
opposed to female suffrage. The Times remarked in 1867 that it
was not easy to 'speak with perfect gravity of a scheme which
perpetuating the disenfranchisement of married ladies who are
not separated from their husbands, and of young ladies who are
not orphans, admits to the polling booth a mixed multitude of
widows and those whom, for want of a more respectful term, we
must needs call old maids'.
'Think of our imperial policy
directly influenced by the local genteel spinsters and small
shop-keepers whose mental range reaches as high as the curate
and as far as the school feast,' sneered Eliza Lynn Linton in
the National Review. The 'Appeal against Female Suffrage',
organised in 1889 by Mrs Humphrey Ward and Mrs Louise Creighton,
pointed out that 1If votes be given to unmarried women on the
same terms as they are given to men, large numbers of women
leading immoral lives will be enfranchised on the one hand,
while married women, who, as a rule, have passed through more
of the practical experiences of life than the unmarried, will
be excluded.'^
When Millicent Fawcett and M.M. Dilke responded to the
Appeal in terms so convincing that they converted Beatrice
Potter, at least, Mrs Creighton wrote a rejoinder which laid
bare the fear which was at the heart of the anti-suffrage
movement. To enfranchise single women would lead to the
creation of a 'new sex', she said, 'the sex of unmarried women'.
They are to play the active part in life, they are
to do the real work; those who consent to give up
a great opportunity and marry must content
themselves with an obscure life of domestic
drudgery and servile obedience, which will not
allow them even the materials of forming an opinion
of their own.
Mrs Creighton did not, as might be supposed, want the vote for
herself and other married women.
single women did not get it.

She wished to make sure that

She conceived women's role as

purely domestic and believed that their peculiar function placed
them in the position of moral guardians to the nation.

Britain

■^Ditto, p.82.
'An Appeal Against Female Suffrage' in the
Nineteenth Century. XXV (1889), p.784.
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would be doomed if the possession of the vote made it
attractive for women to step outside the home. Plainly the
leaders of the anti- suffrage campaign were jealous of a reform
which would give single women an independence and status which
married women did not enjoy.^
As society was presently organised, wives enjoyed a higher
status and in effect, through social approval, greater
independence than spinsters. A critic in the North British
Review referred in 1850 to the married woman's 'freedom and high
place at the head of the small, but unspeakably important
domestic realm'. It was this rather old-fashioned ideal that
the anti-suffragists wished to maintain.

To open all spheres

of political and social activity to women - the franchise
symbolising this, on the assumption that once it was gained
other reforms would follow quickly - while not substantially
altering the position of married women, would revolutionise
that of single women. The tables would be turned, and those who
formerly held the higher place in public esteem would be
obliged to yield it to those who had formerly been depressed.
It is not insignificant that of the 104 ladies who signed the
'Appeal against Female Suffrage', at least 87 were or had been
married. Of those who signed the replies, spinsters were
2
easily in the majority.
Most of the officers in the suffrage societies were
married women and men, but this was mainly because the great
number of spinsters who signed the suffrage petitions were busy
in other occupations. Many of them, unlike the married women,
had to earn a living for themselves.
schemes of feminist philanthropy.

Others were engaged in

The E ng 1ishwoman's Review of

15 March 1879 reviewed a pamphlet 'Women's Opinion on Women's
Suffrage' whose list of names was almost entirely composed of
spinsters well-known in various spheres. The Fortnightly Review

^Louise Creighton, 'The Appeal Against Female Suffrage:
A Rejoinder' in the Nineteenth Century. XXVI (1889), p.352.
2

Review of Maria Grey and Emily Shirreff's Thoughts on SelfCulture and Margaret Fuller's Woman in the Nineteenth Century
in the North British Review. XIV (1850), p.279. In the
Appendix to this thesis those spinsters who signed any of the
suffrage petitions are designated 'WR' (i.e. Women's Rights
supporters).
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reply to the anti-suffrage campaign arranged the signators by
occupation and thus made it clear that although some of noble
and leisured birth lent their support, most declared
suffragists were professional and working women.^
Moreover the unmarried members of the suffrage committees
were as a rule more active than the married ones, travelling
and lecturing throughout the country. No doubt it was easier
for those without family ties. Between 1880 and 1884, for
instance, demonstrations were held at nine centres: Miss Becker
spoke at seven of them, and Miss Craigen and Miss Downing at
eight. Mrs Scatcherd only managed six, and the other married
2
ladies were well down.
Most prominent married suffragists were women whose
personal standing was secure, either because they were of
well-to-do stock like Lady Amberley and Lady Frances Balfour,
or because they had won respect in their own right like
Millicent Fawcett and her sister Elizabeth Garrett Anderson.
Similarly the unmarried women who opposed the suffrage were
immune from society's usual scorn for spinsters through birth
(the Hon. Emily Lawless) or personal achievement (Charlotte
Yonge).
The Saturday Review opposed female suffrage on two grounds
first, because it would be 'a revolution of the gravest kind',
and the Saturday Review opposed change of any kind; and second,
most women, the Review claimed, did not want it.

One

journalist on the staff claimed that the suffrage was almost
exclusively supported by 'a small band of silly unmarried
women' who 'however deserving they may be of sympathy, do not
happen to be all the women in the world, nor even by any means
the most important part of womankind'.
(T)he scarcely disguised design of the Women's
Suffrage people is to use their political power to
persuade all women that they are deeply injured,
and that they will never be free or happy until
they have emancipated themselves from the degrading
yoke of legal marriage.3
^Englishwoman‘s Review. 15 March 1879, pp.116-8.
'Women's
Suffrage: A Reply' in the Fortnightly Review. NS XLVI (1889),
p.123. See Blackburn, Women's Suffrage, pp.20, 58-9, 63, 96-100,
and facing p.298.
2
3

Blackburn, Women's Suffrage, p.154.
Saturday Review. 11 April 1874, p.455.
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It was implied - often stated outright - that the
suffragists were spinsters who had thrown themselves into the
cause of women's rights because they had not won them in
marriage.

'Women's Rights are Men's Lefts'

saying; and Punch published

ran the popular

'A Song on Female Suffrage' which

contained the l i n e s :
The rights of women who demand,
Those women are but few:
The greater part had rather stand
Exactly as they do.
Beauty has claims, for which she fights
A t ease, with winning arms;
The women who want Women's rights
Want, mostly, Woman's charms.
Mrs Oliphant noted that

'it is sometimes asked, with the

graceful courtesy which characterises the whole discussion, why
such a privilege should be bestowed upon these rejected of all
men....'

In 1875 Sir Henry James referred to the agitation as

'the crotchet'

of a few 'social failures'; while the following

year Mr Smollett, himself a bachelor,

drew attention to the

names of some of the suffragists - Miss Becker, Miss Babb,
Miss Biggs and Miss Beedy - and said he had expected
greater social eminence'

to lead the movement.

drew the scorn it deserved,
while Lady Amberley,

This comment

even from conservative sources,

Florence Nightingale and others were

pointed out as supporters of women's suffrage.
persisted.

'ladies of

But the image

Even in the twentieth century suffragettes were told

to go and get husbands.'*'
A further objection - 'the most formidable of all to some
m i n d s ' - was that all female aspirants to the suffrage were
'strong-minded women',

and that

'strong-minded women are very

disagreeable'.
Strong-minded women!
It makes one shudder to
reflect on all such a title indicates and implies!
The epithet which should have expressed admiration,
if not endearment, has come to signify everything
that is most terrible to the superficial and hasty
judgment of man.

Fulford, Votes for W o m e n , pp.60, 77.
Poem (mid-1870s) quoted
in Alison Adburgham, A Punch History of Manners and Modes
1841-1940 (London, 1961), p.100.
(Margaret Oliphant) 'The
Grievances of Women' in Fraser's M a g a z i n e , NS XXI (1880), p.709.
Since in the long run the suffrage was not granted to women on
the basis of marital status, this conflict has been generally
forgotten.
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The author sketched the vision conjured up: 'She is not
young, rather the contrary; and unmarried, of course. Ahi
perhaps she was weak-minded enough once, and that may be the
very reason of her present celibacy; perhaps within that
unseductive bosom there is a heart that beat so hard long ago,
it will never beat with a healthy pulsation again; perhaps - but
no matter, there she is, cold, cautious, and confirmed, a
spinster to the very ends of her fingers.'^
Annie Ridley's description of the strong-minded woman thirty
years later showed a change, or development, in these
unattractive traits; she was now 'masculine' rather than simply
plain; but she was still decidedly a spinster, and that was
still an insult to a woman:
...loud and harsh in voice, arrogant in temper,
dogmatic, self-willed, unconventional, undomestic,
impatient of the matrimonial yoke as a badge of
slavery, and with, perhaps, a leaning to
waistcoats, and collars turned down, cigars, and
hair parted on the side....
Most people realised that this extreme view fitted most of the
suffragists no more than it fitted Mrs Ward or Mrs Linton, and
Charlotte Mary Yonge, although she never signed the suffrage
memorials, observed that although the popular idea of the
strong-minded woman's appearance was that she was 'tall, grim,
gaunt, and harshly strange in attire', she was much more apt to
be 'in the height of fashion, and young and pretty....To men
these strong-minded women, or those approaching to them, are a
laughing-stock and a terror.' So were they also to married
anti-suffragists.
'She does not want to cease to be a woman,'
Miss Yonge pointed out, 'but she wants to make out that the
woman is physically as well as mentally the superior creature,
and that she should therefore be on an equality and perhaps
take the lead.' She visualised a world organised like a beehive,
'all the male drones and their single sisters doing all the
work'. Even if Miss Yonge was not in agreement with these aims,
as a spinster herself she was above calling their advocates
names in order to discredit them.

2

^'The Emancipation of Women' in the Westminster Review. NS
XLVI (1871), p.149.
(George Whyte-Melville) 'Strong-Minded
Women' in Fraser's Magazine. LXVIII (1863), pp.668-70.
2

Annie E. Ridley, Frances Mary Buss (London, 1895), p.16.
C.M. Yonge, Womankind (London, 1876), pp.232-3, 239.
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John Bright was one of many who came to the conclusion
that as civilisation advanced, women would gain all their
rights without having to meddle in politics.
'In my experience
I have observed evil results to many women who have entered
hotly into political conflict and discussion,' he said? and
certainly he had come into contact with plenty of them, not only
through his earlier association with the women's suffrage
societies but also in his own family, where his sisters,
daughters and nieces were all ardent suffragists. One of the
evil results, joked the 'Young Widow' who wrote How to Get
Married although a Woman, was that any supporter of women's
rights was 'doomed to unattractive spinsterhood, dress reform,
and the lecture platform, and to feed on husks. That sweet
little wife yonder, who hardly knows who is being voted for,
and whose horizon is bounded by her husband, is feeding on corn.
She believes that her rights are wifehood and motherhood, and
she has them.'^
Following the advice of St Paul, Margaret Lonsdale deplored
the public exhibitionism of feminist agitators in an article on
'Platform Women' in the Nineteenth Century in 1884. Such women,
she said, 'although they may perhaps be doing a certain amount
of immediate good in their own line, are unconsciously helping
to lower the standard of womanhood in the eyes of the world at
large'. But what then was that standard? According to the
Saturday Review, writing apropos women's suffrage, 'The
contribution of a healthy, right-minded, intelligent child to
the human species is worth infinitely more to the world than all
the books ever written or ever likely to be written by women. '
Bound to defend the suffragists, Frances Power Cobbe protested
that she would rather women remained without political rights
'to the end of time' than that they should lose 'those
qualities which we comprise in the word "womanliness"; and I

John Bright, letter to Theodore Stanton, quoted in the Review
of his book in the Westminster Review. NS LXVI (1884), p.189.
'A Young Widow', How to get Married, although a Woman (New
York, 1892), p.61.
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think nearly every one of the leaders of our party in America
and in England agrees with me in this feeling'.^
It was unfortunate that the pioneer of the female suffrage
movement in the nineteenth century was the very epitome of the
strong-minded woman. Not one account of Miss Lydia Ernestine
Becker that I have seen, while paying tribute to an inner
sweetness and heart of gold, fails to mention her forbidding
looks and 'strong, dauntless manner', and certainly photographs
bear this out. She could have been the model for Punch's
cartoons on the subject - and probably was.
'Those who knew
her speak most affectionately of her,' reported the Pall Mall
Gazette after her death.
'For others, it was easy to ridicule
2
and impossible not to respect.'
Miss Becker (1827-90) was the oldest of the fifteen
children of a German chemist and his Lancashire wife.
Interested in both scientific and literary pursuits, she early
published papers on the first and established a society for the
second. In 1866 the National Association for the Advancement
of Social Science met in Manchester. Miss Becker went along to
hear Madame Bodichon speak on women's suffrage and came away
inspired. At Manchester in 1867 she set up the first women's
suffrage society in the United Kingdom, and as secretary of
this society became the moving force behind all the suffrage
organisations in the country and the National Society, founded
in London later in the same year.
It was Lydia Becker who saw to subsequent petitions to
Parliament; who arranged for Mrs Lily Maxwell (mistakenly placed
on the electoral roll) to place her vote for Jacob Bright, the
supporter of women's rights; who organised 5,000 women

St Paul wrote in I Corinthians 14: 34-5, 'As in all
congregations of God's people, women should not address the
meeting. They have no licence to speak, but should keep their
place as the law directs. If there is something they want to
know, they can ask their own husbands at home. It is a
shocking thing that a woman should address the congregation.'
(New English Bible.) Margaret Lonsdale, 'Platform Women' in the
Nineteenth Century, XV (1884), p.414. Saturday Review. 11 April
1874, p.455. F.P. Cobbe, Life, as told by herself (London,
1904), p.590.
2

Sarah Lewin's description quoted in Blackburn, Women's
Suffrage, p.187. Miss Blackburn gives a biography of Miss
Becker, with a photograph, pp.23-43. The Pall Mall Gazette is
quoted in Marian Ramelson, The Petticoat Rebellion (London,
1967), p.79.
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householders in the Manchester area to apply for inclusion on
the Parliamentary Register in 1868, and who wrote to all the
candidates in the General Election of the same year to request
their support for female suffrage. At the first meeting ever
convened in support of female suffrage, in the Manchester Free
Trade Hall, also in 1868, she moved that the exclusion of women
from the vote was 'unjust in principle and inexpedient in
practice'.
She received a hysterical response.
'From the very
beginning men and women have acted under the idea of a
difference between them,' declared the Rev. F.O. Morris in his
pamphlet, 'The Rights and Wrongs of Women'.

'Has it been

reserved till now for Miss Becker to discover the truth?'
People joked that human beings now came in three sexes: male,
female, and Miss Becker. When Words of a Leader was published
posthumously in 1897 it revealed the 'sense of degradation' and
'deep and exquisite pain' felt by Miss Becker on behalf of all
women denied the rights enjoyed by men 'by virtue of assumed
superiority'.
'It is a kind of pain which could not be felt by
an ignoble nature, which cannot be expressed in that coarse and
clamorous manner which seems necessary before the average
masculine intelligence can compass the notion that suffering
exists.'^
When other causes took the limelight in the women's
movement, Lydia Becker continued to write, lecture, organise
and demonstrate in favour of women's suffrage. Her major
contribution was the Women's Suffrage Journal which she founded
in 1870 and edited till her death. She said it was 'like a
child' to her, and when she died, it died with her. She was a
member of the Manchester School Board from 1870, when women were
permitted to vote and stand for the first time, and was returned
at every election until her death.

'The history of the decades

from 1860 to 1890 - so far as women's suffrage is concerned - is
the history of Miss Becker,' wrote Roger Fulford; and if today
she is neglected in favour of her successors Millicent Fawcett
and the Pankhursts who lived to see their aim realised, that

See Fulford, Votes for Women, pp.46-59; the Gentlewoman.
26 July 1890, p.102. Rev. F.O. Morris, 'The rights and wrongs
of women' (London, 1870), p.19. Lydia Becker, Words of a
Leader (Bristol, 1897), p.22.

289

should not diminish her contribution.

'The woman's cause owes

everything to her,' wrote Miss Arabella Shore after her death;
and Frances Power Cobbe counted her loss 'immeasurable'.^
Miss Becker was one of those unfortunate Victorian
spinsters whose plain appearance and forthright manner - the
latter a necessary tool in the struggle - exemplified to the
public opinion the most exaggerated form of 'strong-mindedness'.
But it was her ideas which were the real evidence of her
strong-mindedness, for in advocating female suffrage and its
associated cause of work for women she went completely against
the bourgeois ideal of home and family.
'A great lady or a
factory woman are independent persons - personages - the women
of the middle class are nobodies, and if they act for themselves
they lose caste!' she declared; and she even dared to comment on
marriage arrangements, she who having missed out had no right
to an opinion: 'I think that the notion that the husband ought
to have headship or authority over his wife, is the root of all
social evils....Husband and wife should be co-ordinate and
co-equal....'^
In Born in Exile (1892) George Gissing observed that the
'emancipated woman' had fewer opportunities of relieving her
mind than a man of corresponding position; 'if her temper be
aggressive she must renounce general society, and, if not
content to live alone, ally herself with some group of declared
militants'. We have no record of Miss Becker's personal life,
of her loves or opportunities to marry, if any. She was
evidently, for all her strong-mindedness, not opposed to
marriage in principle. Perhaps she was wedded to her cause.
'Let not the cry of the degraded and heartbroken go forth in
vain to the ear of those whose lot is happier,' she wrote. She
was a Victorian spinster who devoted her life to the cause of
Victorian spinsters. Gissing's 'emancipated' heroine may have
been modelled on a woman like Miss Becker.

'When I think of

Marcella it helps me to picture the Russian girls who propagate
Nihilism,' commented one character in the novel; and another
declared, after her death: 'She was the one woman in ten

^Blackburn, Women's Suffrage, pp.101, 187 (quoting Becker,
Shore and Cobbe). Fulford, Votes for Women, p.67.
2

Becker quoted in Blackburn, Women's Suffrage, p.42.
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thousand - at once strong and gentle; a fine intellect, and a
heart of rare tenderness. But because she had not the kind of
face that
And here Gissing made him break off.^
Space does not allow a discussion of any of Miss Becker's
suffragist associates, those Victorian spinsters whom
historians have likewise forgotten or misrepresented. Helen
Blackburn (1842-1903), secretary to the London Central
Association for Women's Suffrage, chronicled the movement and
Miss Becker's life in Women's Suffrage (1902). Caroline
Ashurst Biggs (1840-88/9) edited the Englishwoman1s Review for
twenty years and lectured and wrote on votes for women. In
Edinburgh the Stevensons (Louisa, 1835-1908, and Flora, 18391905) spread themselves over many causes, while in Bristol
Emily Sturge (d.1908) and in Belfast Isabella Tod (d.1896),
and others elsewhere, worked for a cause which most of them did
not live to see won. Perhaps it was fortunate for them, for the
character of the movement changed dramatically in the twentieth
century, before the shrewd prophecy of J.B. Bury (writing on
'The Insurrection of Women' in the Fortnightly Review in 1892)
was fulfilled: 'When women's suffrage comes to be granted, as it
assuredly will, it will be granted for some utterly trivial
reason. ,2
Single women won the right to vote in municipal elections
in 1869; married women had to wait until 1894. In 1870 women
were allowed to elect and be elected to school boards. At the
first election Elizabeth Garrett and Emily Davies were returned
in London, Lydia Becker in Manchester (to be returned for
twenty years until her death) and Flora Stevenson in Edinburgh
(to be returned for thirty-three years until her death, as
Chairman from 1900). County suffrage was granted in 1888.

Women

could be Poor Law Guardians from 1875; and many Victorian
spinsters were, including Emily Faithfull.
parish and district Councils from 1894.

They could sit on

They formed political

^"George Gissing, Born in Exile (London, 1892), II, pp.106, 180;
III, p.214. Becker quoted in Blackburn, Women's Suffrage, p.41.
2

See Blackburn, Women's Suffrage, for some details of these
ladies and others. Also, Recollections of the Public Work and
Home Life of Louisa and Flora Stevenson (Edinburgh, n.d.) and
the DNB. J.B« Bury, 'The Insurrection of Women' in the
Fortnightly Review. NS LII (London, 1892) , p.666.
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groups: the Women's Liberal Federation (1886) and the Women's
Liberal-Unionist Association (1886); and belonged to the
Primrose League

(1885).

The national franchise was granted to

Englishwomen of thirty and over in 1918, in the wake of their
sisters in New Zealand, Australia, some of the Scandinavian
countries and Russia.

In 1928 Englishwomen received the right

to vote on the same terms as men.
In his autobiography Bertrand Russell, who was closely
involved with the women's suffrage movement before World War I,
remarked that the 'savagery of the males who were threatened
with loss of supremacy' was understandable, but he could not
fathom 'the determination of large numbers of women to prolong
the contempt of the female sex'.

He could not recall, he said,

similar violent agitation by negroes or Russian serfs against
their emancipation.
Perhaps the answer to his dilemma lies in the peculiar
reaction of women who considered themselves socially successful
(and hence were mostly married)
a group of 'strong-minded'

to a movement necessarily led by

(hence mostly unmarried) women who

threatened their secure supremacy.

It was Lord Russell's own

mother Lady Amberley, writing the year before his birth and
three years before her own tragically early death, who observed
that when women oppose or are apathetic to female reform,

'they

are only asserting their own happiness, or their own comfort,
and are entirely forgetting the thousands, I might say millions,
of women who are alone in the world, who have neither parents,
nor home, nor friends, nor fortune of their own, and who are
driven to seek these for themselves or to die'.

That these

women, these social failures, should seek to put themselves on
an equal footing not simply with men but with successful
married women, spelt death to the Victorian ideal of womanhood.
The achievement of the vote was truly the final goal of the
women's cause.

Because it implied the triumph of a new social

order, it must naturally be resisted by those who had no status
2
but that granted them by the departing order.

■^Bertrand Russell, Autobiography 187 2-1914 (London, 1967) , p.155.
2
K. Amberley, 'The Claims of Women' in the Fortnightly Review.
NS XLIX (1871), p.98.
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‘The preaching of female s u f f r a g e , ' observed Karl Pearson,
'has not been a thing of the street corners; it has not been,
like the spread of trades-unionism,
and factories.'

a product of the workshops

The leaders of the women's employment and

suffrage movements promoted equal opportunities for both sexes
in place of the ostensible protection of women by men.

Towards

the end of the nineteenth century some feminists came to the
conclusion that although this might suffice to emancipate the
elite of middle-class women from whose ranks they themselves
came,

economic competition without protection often had the very

opposite effect upon working-class women.

'To the comparatively

educated and prosperous it has brought independence and
freedom,'

explained Clementina Black;

brought increased poverty,

and,

'to the poor it has

in some instances,

a slavery

which I believe to be worse than any of which record exists in
the world. '^
Except in fields like writing, women generally earned less
than their male counterparts; but in industry thousands of
women subsisted on less than half what men received for the
same work.

They were unlikely to obtain justice until they

could put themselves in a position of bargaining equality with
their employers by organising themselves into trade unions.
For women this was especially difficult; and yet the feminists
kn e w that the weaker the participants,

the greater the necessity

of organisation.
Industrial women had combined as early as 1788 when a
'sisterhood'

of hand-spinners in Leicester rebelled against the

introduction of machinery.
women from their inception.
demonstrations and then,

The cotton weavers'

unions included

Women assisted in the Chartist

under pressure from the combined forces

of opposition to unions and opposition to women,

they

disappeared from the scene of organised labour.

The 1870s

brought a revival of unrest in both labour and feminist circles.
Skilled tradesmen assisted unskilled workers to combine,

and

Karl Pearson, 'Women and Labour' in the Fortnightly R e v i e w .
NS LV (1894), pp.567, 565.
He derived his ideas largely from
August Bebel (1840-1913), the author of Woman and S o c i a l i s m .
Clementina Black (of whom details later in the chap t e r ) , 'The
Organization of Working Women' in the Fortnightly R e v i e w . NS
XLVI (1889), p.695.
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middle-class women helped their working-class sisters.

Between

1872 and 1875 the number of organised workers in Britain almost
doubled.^
The leaders of the women's labour movement were both the
heirs of the female philanthropists of the nineteenth century
and the forerunners of today's feminists whose efforts at
'consciousness-raising' among their less-aware sisters savour
of the same condescension. When Edith Simcox called on middleclass ladies to assist with the industrial organisation of
working women, she pointed out that 'the disorganised,
starvation-haunted industries' were almost all 'the descendants
or representatives of the domestic industries which it was the
natural function of well-to-do women to superintend'. But she
added the strikingly modern comment that 'While the condition
of working women is one to which it is a sin to be resigned, the
condition of women who do not work is one with which it is near
2
upon a sin to be content'.
The labour leaders were pragmatists. Less idealistic than
the pioneer feminists, they realised that simply giving women
the opportunity to work was no guarantee of their right to do
so on fair terms.
'Once women are brought within the rules of
the callings which they seek to pursue, the just objection to
and fear of their labour felt by men will disappear,' observed
Emilia Dilke.

Not only their economic condition 'but the whole

■^Barbara Drake, Women in Trade Unions (London, 1921), pp.3-9.
2

Edith Simcox (details later), 'The Industrial Employment of
Women' in Fraser's Magazine. NS XIX (1879), p.255. Henry
Pelling's A History of British Trade Unionism (Harmondsworth,
1963) mentions women's unionism only once or twice in the text
and the index and does not name a single female unionist or
union. W. Hamish Fraser's Trade Unions and Society. The
Struggle for Acceptance (London, 1974) leaves women out
altogether. Sheila Rowbotham in Hidden from History (London,
1973) writes in detail of the labour movement, mentioning
Mrs Paterson, Edith Simcox (not Mrs but Miss), Beatrice Potter,
Annie Besant, Clementina Black, Clara Collet and Margaret
McMillan. She remarks: 'There are many questions about the
relationship of middle-class women to the trade-union
organisation of the working class which remain completely
unstudied. It is not clear whether they simply imposed their
own concerns for the unfortunate upon working class women, or
whether they broke with "rescue" work.' She also wonders how
the working-class women felt about it.
(p.63.) This section of
the thesis attempts to answer these questions. It is my opinion
that Sheila Rowbotham did not give the middle-class feminists
enough credit for their motives and their achievements.
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social position of women themselves will be advanced.'
Learning to act with others and for the good of
others is in itself an education; self-respect is
evoked by a sense of responsibility; the
intelligence is aroused and cultivated by the
effort which must be made more or less by every
member of a Trades Union to understand the
economies of the particular trade.
The goals of the labour movement were grafted on to the women's
movement by middle-class feminists who realised,

for the first

time, that the needs of working women were their own.

'I would

urge the claims of this work on all those women who feel the
sacredness of the tie of our common womanhood,1 wrote Lady
Dilke.

Mrs Paterson called the trade unions she helped to form

a 'New Sisterhood'.

This last stage of Victorian feminism saw

the rise of the first working-class leaders of the women's
labour movement up through the union ranks to take over from
the ladies: best proof of the sincerity of their aims.^
Few trade unions were open to women in 1874 when Mrs Emma
Paterson founded the Women's Protective and Provident League.
An ex-governess, and daughter of a schoolmaster, Mrs Paterson
had once served a short apprenticeship as a book-binder,
assisted Emily Faithfull with her printing press, and acted as
secretary to the Working Men's Club until her marriage to a
cabinet-maker in 1873.

She faced great difficulties in trying

to organise working women.

She found them inexperienced in

such matters, short of money and time to devote to the cause
and more attached to their traditional loyalties - their homes
and families - than to their companions in labour.

It was

significant that female employees were first welcomed into the
Post Office because they were less disposed to combine
purpose of 'extorting' higher wages.

for the

The belief that men ought

ideally to earn enough to keep their wives and children was
deeply rooted in wives with bourgeois aspirations and girls
looking forward to marriage, whatever temporary expedient might
force them to work at the time.

Finally, as Miss Ford of the

Leeds Society of Workwomen explained,

^"Emilia F.S. Dilke, 'Trades Unionism among Women' in the
Fortnightly Review. NS XLIX (1891), p.744. Women's Protective
and Provident League, Third Annual Report (London, 1877), p.10.
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Trade unionism means rebellion, and the orthodox
teaching for women is submission. The political
world preaches to women submission, so long as it
refuses them the Parliamentary franchise, and
therefore ignores them as human beings. Society
encourages selfish indifference amongst women,
in that it considers a woman's home must make her
sacrifice to it everyone else's home and all
public honour.
In occupations like domestic service, the needlework trades
and even governessing women were too isolated and widespread to
enable combination, but increasingly as the century progressed
large forces began to congregate in factories, shops and
schools. Mrs Paterson established her league to assist these
groups of working women to form their own unions. The
Bookbinders combined first, followed by the Shirt and Collar
Makers, Upholsterers, Tailoresses, Dressmakers, Milliners and
Mantlemakers. In 1876 Mrs Paterson and Miss Edith Simcox were
the first accredited female delegates to the Trade Union
Congress; and women attended every subsequent congress, although
they were not always allowed to take part.
The League was 'protective' in the sense that it tried to
obtain fair wages and conditions and promoted arbitration and
registration. It was 'provident' because it furnished sickness
and unemployment benefits, banking facilities, a library and a
co-operative store. At first it was opposed to strikes and
protective legislation, but after Mrs Paterson's death in 1886,
when the league was renamed the Women's Trades' Union League
and dropped most of its own protective activities, strikes
became a successful feature of the program with protective
legislation as their aim.

The matchgirls' strike of 1888 and

the chocolate-makers' strike of 1890 won support and new
members, while the laundresses' demonstration in Hyde Park in
1891 led to their inclusion in the new Factory and Workshop
Bill.2
Many of the women's unions were short-lived, and nearly
all of them in financial straits most of the time.

Yet the

female membership of trade unions increased from 37,000 in 1886

Drake, Women in Trade Unions, p.10. Hilda Martindale, Women
Servants of the State (London, 1938), p.17. Miss Ford quoted
Drake, p.41.
o

See Drake, Women in Trade Unions, pp.11-3, 24-7.
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to 118,000 in 1893. The National Federal Council for Women's
Trades had 93,000 members but, as Jessie Boucherett and Helen
Blackburn pointed out, most of them were men. The Women's
Trades' Union League presented reports to parliament and
established its own organ in 1891, the Women's Trades' Union
Review, which publicised workers' grievances, supported union
action, reported all labour business and trade union meetings,
and sent its correspondents round all members and congresses.
The Women's Industrial Council, established to examine and
reform the conditions of women's work, founded its journal the
Women's Industrial News in 1895. Through these efforts the
women's labour movement won increased respect and support.^"
For a long time male unionists opposed female labour.
They had the future of their country to consider,
and it was their duty as men and husbands to use
their utmost efforts to bring about a condition
of things, where their wives should be in their
proper sphere at home, instead of being dragged
into competition for livelihood against the great
and strong men of the world.
In practical terms, women formed a pool of casual unskilled
labour who menaced men's jobs and standards by working in poor
2
conditions for less pay.
Middle-class ladies were excluded from participating in
Trade Union Congresses because of the likelihood that 'under
the influence of emotion they might vote for things they would
regret in cooler moments'. Although they were not themselves
workers they faced hostility and ridicule for promoting the
notion of women workers. Eventually, however, their persistence
took effect. Men began to see that industrially independent
women would prove no threat but rather an asset to men, and
might even 'be more useful to their husbands, if they will
take them, in after life,' as Chairman George Shipton remarked

See A. Amy Bulley and Margaret Whitley, Women's Work (London,
1894), chapter 3. Florence Routledge, 'Trades Unionism among
Women' in the Fortnightly Review. NS XLIX (1891), pp.747-8.
Jessie Boucherett, Helen Blackburn, et al., The Condition of
Working Women and the Factory Acts (London, 1896), p.32.
Drake, Women in Trade Unions, p.30.
o

Drake, Women in Trade Unions. p.16.
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at the Annual Meeting of the Women's Trades1 Union League in
1891.1
Mrs Paterson was one of the relatively unusual band of
married feminists. Although she originated trade unionism
among women, the labour movement owed as much to the ranks of
Victorian spinsters who assisted her from the start and took
over after her death. Emily Faithfull was one of her original
committee; Jessie Boucherett was among the members elected
during the League's first year; Helen Blackburn and Frances
Power Cobbe took part in meetings, and Harriet Martineau and
Anna Swanwick sent their approval. Florence Nightingale
subscribed to the Memorial Fund for Mrs Paterson to purchase
an office for the League in Shaftesbury Avenue. But alongside
the feminist spinsters whose real work lay elsewhere appeared
a little band who dedicated all their energies to the labour
movement. In 1891 the newly-established Labour Commission
appointed four lady assistant commissioners, the Misses Orme,
Collet, Abraham and Irwin, to look into the conditions of
women's work. Lilian Orme, the chief among them, had won
prizes at University College, London in political economy and
jurisprudence, and read law at Lincoln's Inn. She set up the
first women's law office in 1875 but as women were not admitted
to the bar until 1918, she could not practise. She was
instrumental in exposing the unpaid overtime work of Dublin
2
dressmakers. Miss Abraham and Miss Irwin married.
Clara Elizabeth Collet (1860-1948) was educated at Miss
Buss's North London Collegiate School, and taught, from 1878
to 1885, at Wyggeston Girls' School in Leicester. At University
College, London, she pursued an independent course of study and
became a prizewinner in political economy, the first female M.A.
of the university and the first female fellow of the college.

*4lenry Broadhurst quoted Pelling, A History of British Trade
Unionism, p.86. Women's Trades Union Review, January 1892, p.4.
2

Women's Protective and Provident League, First Annual Report
(London, 1875), p.15. Letter from Frederick Verney to the
Editor of the Fortnightly Review, NS LXII (1887), p.155.
A. Amy Bulley, 'The Employment of Women. The Lady Assistant
Commissioners' Report' in the Fortnightly Review. NS LV (1894),
p.39. Evelyn March Phillipps, 'Factory Legislation for Women'
in the Fortnightly Review. NS LVII (1895), pp.733, 736, 737.
For Miss Orme see Women and Work. 11 July 1874, p.5, and
20 November 1875, p.5.
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In 1886 she joined Charles Booth in carrying out the research
which was to form the basis of his Life and Labour of the People
in London.

Miss Collet's chief contribution was the section

on women's work, which stood her in good stead for her work
later with the Royal Labour Commission and the newly-established
Labour Department in the Board of Trade.

She also worked on

the census and wrote a number of independent studies of female
employment, and some fiction.
She helped to found the Economics Club at London
University in 1890 and what became the Royal Economic Society
in 1893.

In 1893 she was President of the Association of

Assistant Mistresses

in Public Secondary Schools; and she

became a governor of Bedford College.
Gissing,

As the friend of George

she supplied the documentation which made his novels

such accurate pictures of the working women of all classes.
The truth of his evidence can hardly be denied since Miss
Collet was simply the best authority on the subject and herself
a single woman, conversant with the feelings of the 'unclassed1
woman in the new condition of society which Gissing was so fond
of describing.^
It has been suggested that Miss Collet never married
because she loved George Gissing, who felt only friendship for
her.

Certainly he does not seem to have been attracted to

intellectual women in that way, and it is possible that
Miss Collet, described as short, plump, strong and sensible,
did not possess the charm that inspires men to love.
equally

It is

possible that her contacts with Gissing's wives, both

of whom she befriended and helped, turned her away from the
idea of marriage.

Her association with the problems of working

women probably reinforced this.

She was justifiably annoyed

when her first four assistants on the Labour Commission,
educated, capable women, all left to get married before
finishing the job; thus there was a basis of personal ideology
in her advice to Margaret Bondfield to 'concentrate on the
subject chosen and stick to it'.
as she was told) explained:

As Miss Bondfield (who did

'That "Marriage Mortality", as Hilda

Martindale has named it, dogged the efforts of all heads of

■*"Ruth M. Adams, 'George Gissing and Clara Collet'
Century Fiction. II (1956), p.72 and throughout.

in Nineteenth
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women's departments to secure recruits who would qualify for
the higher posts.' Until marriage and a career were found to
be compatible women who pursued the latter, as these ladies did,
had to forego the former, just as the other way round.
Victorian spinsters took over the leadership of the labour
movement.^
Edith Simcox (1844-1901), a journalist and feminist
philanthropist, has already been mentioned. Along with literary
reviews she wrote articles on the women's labour movement for
the Fortnightly Review and other periodicals and was one of the
'energetic and able pioneers of the movement' who attended the
first Trades Union Congress in Glasgow in 1876, where she read
a paper on the organisation of female labour. Some time
secretary of the Women's Trades Union League, she also attended
the International Workers' Congress in Paris in 1889. From
1879 she was a member of the School Board of Westminster, and
she was a keen suffragist. She never married, and never wished
to do so. While she deplored the 'emotional inanition of
spinsterhood', and recognised that 'for some people marriage
may be the best, and for some the only alternative or remedy',
she was firm in her belief that 'for most it is not the only and
for some few not even the best....' It certainly would not have
been the solution for Edith Simcox, who was not attracted to
men, and loved only one person in her life - her greater
2
literary contemporary, George Eliot.
Evelyn March Phillipps was another journalist who used her
talents in the interests of the women's labour movement; and
Clementina Black was another. Miss Black was the eldest of the
eight children of a solicitor. Her mother died early, leaving
her with household responsibilities which she combined with
journalism and philanthropic work among factory girls in the
East End. Later, living a bohemian life in a London flat with
her sisters, one of whom was an artist who had exhibited at the
Academy, she publicised the activities of the labour movement

^Margaret Bondfield, A Life1s Work (London, 1949), p.47.
Hilda Martindale, see Appendix.
2

For

K.A. Mackenzie, Edith Simcox and George Eliot (London, 1961),
esp. p.7. Florence Routledge, 'Trades Unionism among Women' in
the Fortnightly Review. NS XLIX (1891), p.747.
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and, as Secretary of the Women's Trades Council, assisted in
them.
Her description of the chocolate-makers' strike of 1890,
published in the Fortnightly Review which appears to have been
the most sympathetic forum for these events, made clear the
relationship between the working girls and the middle-class
trade union officials who helped them. The decision to strike
was made by the employees alone, who then came to the ladies of
the Trades' Union League for moral and financial support. Not
being permitted to use League funds to finance strikes, the
latter raised subscriptions among sympathisers which, in the
circumstances, they did not regard as charity, but as a short
term measure to tide over the infant unions till they grew to
strength. On this occasion the employer would only negotiate
through a gentleman trade union official, but the women won
2
their demands by their action alone.
By policy the officials never organised working women to
strike or demonstrate or even to form unions. They encouraged:
they gave advice, and some secretarial and legal aid at the
beginning: and they were always there in time of need. By
standing back thus, they were able to realise the potential of
the women they were helping, unlike the philanthropists of old,
welcoming the leaders who appeared out of the ranks of the
working women themselves.
One such was Claire James, who assisted Clementina Black
on the Trades' Union League, and took a special interest in the
chocolate-makers' strike, having herself worked for a time in
the confectionary trade. A fatherless girl, she began work with
a firm of rope-makers who dismissed her when she represented
her fellows against the employers. Coming into contact with
the labour movement, she campaigned for practical reforms such
as better ventilation in factories and the abolition of illegal
overwork, and set up clubs and gym classes for factory girls,
and a holiday home on Canvey Island.

In the twentieth century

Evelyn March Phillipps, 'Factory Legislation for Women' in the
Fortnightly Review. NS LVII (1895), p.733. Woman's Signal.
31 January 1895, p.66.
2

Clementina Black, 'The Chocolate-Makers' Strike' in the
Fortnightly Review.NS X L V I U (1890),p.305 and throughout.

301

she became a Justice of the Peace, School Manager, District
Councillor, Magistrate, and the founder of the Women's
Institute.^
Elizabeth Mears (1841-95) was the daughter of upholsterers
and worked in that trade all her life. As a member of the
Upholsterers' Union from its inception she gave evidence before
the Royal Commission on Labour and worked all her life to
promote trade union principles and factory legislation. For
working-class women an outspoken and active manner was fraught
with disadvantages, and it cost Miss Mears her job more than
once. Her last public speech exposed a candidate for the
London County Council as a 'sweater'. Julia Varley, who went
to work in a textile mill at the age of ten, became a union
leader and worked to reform workhouses and lodging houses. In
2
the twentieth century she was a leading suffragette.
But more spectacular than these was the rise to fame of
Margaret Bondfield (1873-1953), one of the eleven children of a
factory worker, who began her working life as a draper's
apprentice in Brighton at the age of fourteen, and became in
time Chairman of the General Council of the Trades' Union
Congress, the first woman M.P., the first woman Minister, and
the first woman Cabinet Minister and Privy Councillor in the
British government. Although these were perforce achievements
of the twentieth century and, as one commentator put it, 'Her
later career is all her own', her early years were devoted to
the Shop Assistants' Union which she joined when she came up to
London at the age of nineteen and only gave up in 1908 in order
to devote herself to the Labour Party. Indeed it was her
connexion with the labour movement which qualified her to be a
Victorian spinster for, as she wrote, 'I had no vocation for
wifehood or motherhood, but an urge to serve the Union'.
Her early career was not auspicious, for she was months
unable to find work upon her arrival and close to starvation
when at last she landed a job where she worked 65 hours a week
for an annual salary of £15-25. When the Women's Industrial
Council decided to investigate the conditions of shop-girls,

^"Bondf ield, A Life 's Work. pp.32-4.
2

Women's Trades Union Review, April 1895, pp.22-3.
A Life 1s Work. pp.43-4.
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Miss Bondfield volunteered to obtain engagements in various
shops,

staying long enough to judge the conditions.

She was to

begin in a high-class shop and, as her references grew shorter,
to descend the scale of the retail world, thus ruining her
future in that profession for the sake of her exploited sisters.
What she learnt on that assignment turned her thoughts from
marriage forever.
I had seen too much - too early - to have the least
desire to join in the pitiful scramble of my
workmates.
The very surroundings of shop life
accentuated the desire of most shop girls to get
married.
Long hours of work and the living-in
system deprived them of the normal companionship
of men in the leisure hours.... Some women, much
older than myself, would look forward to marriage
with hope and dread - hope of economic security, and
dread of the unknown ordeal of childbirth.1
Much has been written about working wives, but women's
labour and the labour movement in Victorian England were largely
the concerns of unmarried women.

The number of married women

who worked was so small in comparison to those who remained at
home that the factory system had little effect on the majority
of family homes.

The argument that it was destroying home life

suggested that every working woman over eighteen was married?
but even in the early years of the Queen's reign it was plain
that most women gave up work soon after marriage.

In 1851

three-quarters of all female cotton operatives were single and
the proportion was about the same in 1901, having dropped 10
per cent around 1871.

Cotton, however, was an industry which

had one of the highest proportions of married employees, and
Clara Collet's Report on Female Employment revealed that in
1894 the percentages of spinsterhood were even higher for
woollen and worsted mills.

Edward Cadbury's later survey

showed that 77 per cent of female workers in Birmingham were

'Bondfield, A L i f e 's W o r k , esp. pp.32

36-7.
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unmarried, including 79 per cent of factory workers and over
half the shop assistants.^
According to the census of 1901, which differentiated
between married and unmarried employees for the first time,
518,252 women in the textile industries were single, compared
with 144,970 wives and widows; while of the total female
workforce, over three million were single, and fewer than one
million married or widowed. Marriage, as Miss B.L. Hutchins
pointed out to the Fabian Society in 1911, was more common in
the working classes than in the middle classes, yet it would be
'a mistake to suppose that the mature single woman in industry
is so rare as to be a negligible quantity'.
There are, for instance, nearly a quarter of a
million single occupied women between thirty-five
and forty-four. They include 88,000 domestic
servants, 32,500 professional women (teachers,
doctors, etc.), 30,000 textile workers, and 40,000
workers in making clothes and dress. These figures
show that self-dependence is a necessity for many
even at the age when, and in the class where
marriage is most frequent.
The contrasting argument that the Industrial Revolution
meant progress for women because men's wages were raised to a
point that they could afford to support their wives and families
also fell down on the question of unmarried women, who often had
no men to support them. It was natural that Victorian spinsters
should take a greater interest in their single sisters at work
and, indeed, often wished all married women safe at home away
from industry. Clara Collet could see no reason for supposing
that husband, wife or children would be anything but worse off
if the wife went outside the home to work, and she did not know
of any work for women, requiring assiduous daily attention for
See Ivy Pinchbeck, Women Workers and the Industrial Revolution
(London, 1930), pp.197-9, 312; Michael Anderson, Family
Structure in Nineteenth Century Lancashire (Cambridge. 1971),
p.74; and Margaret Hewitt, Wives and Mothers in Victorian
Industry (London, 1958), throughout. S.G. Checkland, Review of
Margaret Hewitt's book in Victorian Studies, 3 (1959), p.211.
Board of Trade, Labour Dept, Report by Miss Collet on the
Statistics of Employment of Women and Girls (London, 1894),
pp.106-19. Edward Cadbury, M. Cecile Matheson and George Shann,
Women's Work and Wages (Chicago, 1907), p.128.
^Census of 1901, BPP, 1903, vol.84, pp.197, 187. Miss B.L.
Hutchins, 'The Working Life of Women'. Fabian Tract no.157
(London, 1911), p.8.

304
the whole day, in which maternity, or the possibility of
maternity, would not be a drawback in the eyes of the employer.
Some people believed that working wives reduced the level
of women's pay. W.C. Steadman, addressing the annual meeting
of the Women's Trades Union League in 1892, had 'no hesitation
in saying that it is the married women who cause wages to be
lowered: they work to get something to help their husbands, and
the result is that a single woman is put on a par with a
married woman who has some other income coming in besides her
earnings'. The Fabian Society dodged the marriage issue, but
Ramsay Macdonald observed that what little influence married
women had upon wages seemed to raise and not to lower them, and
the enquiries of Edward Cadbury and his associates in
Birmingham showed that married women earned more than single
2
women in nearly every trade.
In fact the census confirmed what most employers probably
believed, that the typical working woman was a single girl, and
her low rate of pay was based on the assumption that she was
less skilled and had no dependants. But there was often an
additional rationalisation that most single women, like wives,
had other sources of support besides their earnings. Even
Clara Collet said that the number of single women who worked for
their living was so small relatively that their standard had no
effect on the rate of wages. Certainly many women, particularly
in the lower middle classes, were content to supplement their
allowance from a family in which they might have been expected
to be dead weights with the poor wages offered for their
labours. A gentleman who spoke at the annual meeting of the
Women's Trades Union League in 1891 stated that the young women
who lived at home with their parents helped to bring wages
down.
'I have no hesitation in asserting,' wrote Clara Collet,
'that if these girls worked for their living instead of working
only for pocket-money, their wages would rise considerably;

■^Clara Collet, Educated Working Women (London, 1902) , p.126.
2

Women's Trades Union Review. January 1893, p 016. G. Bernard
Shaw, 'The Fabian Society: its Early History'. Fabian Tract
no.41 (London, 1892), p.ll. J. Ramsay Macdonald, ed., Women in
the Printing Trades (London, 1904), p.106. Cadbury, et al,
Women's Work and Wages, p.128.
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early marriages would be much less common and the greatest
temptation to immorality would be removed.'
Nevertheless, as the Cadbury team found in their
investigations, the argument for giving a woman only a third or
a half the pay of a man 'because her wage is an auxiliary one,
because she is subsidised by the other members of a family, is
not borne out by facts'.

Many of the women they interviewed

were obliged to maintain the minimum standard of living, or
even less, which their wage allowed, and some had to provide for
family dependants too out of it. They were usually in no
position to complain.
'This is the hopelessness of women,1
wrote Walter Besant in Children of Gibeon (1886), 'that there
2

are so many who seek for work and will take it on any terms.'
Others put up with it simply because they never regarded
their work as a career, and never expected to have to endure
its conditions for long. Thus, as Clara Collet observed, 'it is
not marriage that is such a disturbing element in the women's
wages question so much as the expectation of or desire for
marriage'. Florence Routledge explained:
A woman seldom starts her industrial career with
the fixed idea of working at her trade till life
draws to a close. The chance, however remote, of
matrimonial good fortune, or of help from male
relatives, tends to weaken her interest in the
welfare of a trade which she visits only for a
season and may quit as a bird of passage.
'It is so natural to think that the girl will surely marry
young and well,' Mabel Brown agreed, 'that her trade is looked
on as a makeshift on which it would be waste to expend much
money, time, or thought.' Anticipating a quick release from
the drudgery of work, women scorned apprenticeships and training
and took the least skilled, and usually least rewarding jobs on
the market. Not unnaturally employers came to look upon them
as 'cheap' labour enabling a rapid turnover as more and more
young girls flooded the market vacated by newly-weds.

Yet

marriage, as middle-class feminists knew all too well from

^Clara Collet, 'Women's Work' in Charles Booth, Life and Labour
of the People in London (London, 1902), 1st series, IV, pp.319,
321. Women's Trades' Union Review. January 1892, p.9.
2

Cadbury, et al, Women's Work and Wages. p.128.
Children of Gibeon (London, 1886), III, p.85.
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their own experience, did not necessarily bring wealth or even
a sufficiency; sometimes marriage came late, and sometimes not
at all. Nor was widowhood unknown.
'This view of marriage as
the one certainty and the conclusion of their working days does
inestimable mischief to our girls,' declared Miss Brown; and on
this ground the feminist spinsters were guilty of forcing their
own ideas and experiences upon their working-class protegees."^
The latter, however, proved alarmingly resistant, and
continued to seek the most routine jobs, while acknowledging
that men had the right to higher wages and the higher status
that better-paid work conferred. On the same reasoning girls
refused to go into domestic service because of the poor chance
of marrying in such a job. Expectation of marriage proved to
be the greatest cause of indifference towards the feminists'
efforts to organise unmarried working women, the great majority
of all working women. Indeed one forewoman reported that
married employees were 'more independent than single workers,
2
and teach the others to stand out'.
The demand for equal pay was rarely heard, even from
feminists. Equal pay did exist in some textile industries like
the Lancashire cotton mills where women had long worked with
men and participated in strong trade unions. The principle
generally assumed was that a single woman ought to be able to
support herself on considerably less than a man who might have
a wife and children; while a married woman's income was
supplemented by her husband's. In any case it was thought that
women could live very much more cheaply than men. Sidney Webb,
investigating the relative earnings of men and women in 1883,
found that women in manual work earned on average 41 per cent of
the male wage. The difference was usually explained by the fact
that men did different work, either harder or better according
to a subtle scale.

Giffen's report on the wages of the manual

labour classes in the following decade revealed that a quarter
of the adult females earned less than ten shillings a week,

Collet, Educated Working Women, p.41. Florence Routledge,
'Trades Unionism among Women' in the Fortnightly Review, NS
XLIX (1891), p.749. F. Mabel Brown, 'Our Working Women and
their Earnings' in the Fortnightly Review, NS XLII (1887), p.63.
2

Macdonald, ed., Women in the Printing Trades, p.106.
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which was below 'comfort level' if they had no other means of
support; about a half earned between ten and fifteen shillings
a week; and the remaining quarter were 'well off1.'*'
In their study Women under the Factory Act (1903) two
feminist spinsters Nora Vynne and Helen Blackburn reported that
a witness under examination before the labour commission
complained that women's labour reduced men's wages.
'But,'
asked the examiner, ‘haven't the women a right to live?'
'Yes,'
was the answer, 'if they don't interfere with us!' Lady Jeune
expressed the common opinion when she wrote in 1893, 'the fact
must be faced and will always remain, that women can never earn
the same wages as men'.^
There were some dissidents among the feminist spinsters.
Even as far back as 1859 Harriet Martineau had written:
We go on talking as if it were still true that
every woman is, or ought to be, supported by father,
brother, or husband: we are only beginning to think
of the claim of all workers, - that their work
should be paid for by its quality, and its place
in the market, irrespective of the status of the
worker....
Emily Faithfull confessed that she was 'heretic enough to
maintain that if a woman does the same work as a man, as well,
and as quickly, she ought to have a man's wages for doing it'.
But it would never be paid as well as long as women were
prepared to do it for less. In 1888 the Trade Union Congress
supported almost unanimously the principle of equal pay for
equal work, but ways were usually found to avoid putting it
into practice. The Industrial Socialist Workers and Trade Union
Congress of 1896 reaffirmed the principle and urged its

Sidney Webb, ‘The Alleged Differences in the Wages Paid to Men
and to Women for Similar Work' in the Economic Journal. 1
(1891), pp.645, 657. Giffen's report quoted in Boucherett,
Blackburn, et al, The Condition of Working Women and the
Factory Acts. pp.11-2.
2

Nora Vynne and Helen Blackburn, Women under the Factory Acts
(London, 1903), p.8. See also B.L. Hutchins and B.A. Harrison,
A History of Factory Legislation (London, 1903), pp.260-3.
Lady Jeune, et al, Ladies at Work (London, 1893), p.10.
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immediate implementation, along with equal opportunities for
educational and technical training.^
The question of legislative interference in hours of work
also hinged on the marital status of those who performed it.
The Queen had no doubt that, whatever was decided about the
working hours of married women, unmarried women should have the
power to regulate their own hours.
'There can be nothing more
demoralising than an enforced idleness during hours which might
be actively and profitably employed; and while it is to be
imagined that the married women may use the hours of rest
allowed to them to attend more to the details of family life,
how are the unmarried women to employ theirs?' Nevertheless
Victorian policy was to protect women by regulating their hours,
and from 1844 they were placed under the same rules as young
persons. In 1847 a ten-hour day was decreed, which was made
uniform in 1850 and consolidated in the Factory and Workshop
Acts of 1878, 1895 and 1901.*
23
Women's labour was valued low because it was regarded as
temporary, chiefly on account of their expectation and wish for
marriage, followed by resignation. The feminist spinsters who
led the women's labour movement naturally tried to dispel this
illusion. They had seen the terrible effect it had on women
of their own class (although a working-class girl had,
statistically speaking, a better chance of marriage than one of
the middle classes), and they saw that it held back the progress
of reform in the conditions of women's labour. The trade
unions which they fostered did succeed in some cases in
obtaining improvements for many women, especially unmarried
women. As the labour movement ceased to be dependent on
'persons of wealth and leisure', the feminists spinsters ceased
to be required to organise working women, but they retained an
important function in 'promoting discussion and forming opinion
on women's questions'.2
^(Harriet Martineau) 'Female Industry' in the Edinburgh Review.
CIX (1859), p.298. Emily Faithfull in Women and Work. 6 June
1874, p.2. Drake, Women in Trade Unions, p.227.
'Report on
Fabian Policy and Resolutions', Fabian Tract no.70 (London,
1896), p.10.
2

Queen. 20 June 1874, p.505. Helen Blackburn, Women's Suffrage.
p .208.
3
Drake, Women in Trade Unions, p.208.
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An essentially conservative view of marriage,
with their personal circumstances,

combined

led the feminist spinsters

to stop at that point when other reformers, whom the twentieth
century has proved were more foresighted, realised the error of
confining their efforts to the protection of unmarried women.
Marriage has proved much more popular this century than last,
and married women have followed their unmarried sisters in
demanding the right to self-fulfilment in spheres outside the
home, to the extent that there are now more wives than spinsters
in the workforce.

Today we are beginning to see the fulfilment

of Karl Pearson's prediction of 1894 that 'the woman of the
future will demand such conditions for her labour as shall
practically handicap the competition of the unmarried with the
married woman, and of man with woman'

^"Karl Pearson, 'Woman and Labour'
NS LV (1894), p . 575.

in the Fortnightly Review

Reproduced in Eileen Big I and, Ouida. The P a ssio n a te V ic to r ia n
(London I960) facing p. 49.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
SPINSTERS IN THE ARTS
Why have there been no great women artists? This
question, still resurrected from time to time in our own day,
was much discussed by the Victorians, for many of whom it was
the clinching rebuttal to feminist claims for equal rights.
The creative powers of women, it was said, were subsumed in the
production of offspring. Matthew Browne for one was struck
by 'the one startling peculiarity of woman': her 'want of
originative or inventive power'. By way of illustration he
compared Beethoven's Mass in C with Mrs Jordan's justly popular
composition The Blue Bells of Scotland.^
In the performing arts, on the other hand, women were
admitted to be the equals of men. If there was no female
Beethoven, there were plenty of female pianists and singers; if
no female Shakespeare, many actresses of high repute.
'Where
there is a need there is a way, institutionally speaking,' a
modern critic has explained; 'once the public, authors and
composers demanded more realism and range than boys in drag or
piping castrati could offer, a way was found to include women
in the performing arts....' Ballet became almost a female
monopoly; and as in any other 'female' profession (like nursing
or shop-assisting) men who participated were branded
2
effeminate.

Matthew Browne, 'The Subjection of Women' in the Contemporary
Review. XIV (1870), p.280. Mr Browne doubtless intended to
represent the peak of artistic achievement of each sex, but the
works of Beethoven were hardly relevant when England was the
country under discussion, especially in the Victorian age.
Compared with other western European countries England was not
renowned for a musical heritage nor, indeed, had it much of a
reputation in the fine arts. In the eyes of some critics today
The Blue Bells of Scotland compares very favourable with the
works of Parry, Stainer, Sterndale Bennett and other male
Victorian composers. There has never been a female Michelangelo
or Rembrandt: but there has never been an English one either.
Literature has always been the Britons' forte, so it comes as
no surprise to find that it was in this field that Victorian
women made a name for themselves.
2

Linda Nochlin, 'Why have there been no great women artists?'
in Thomas B. Hess and Elizabeth C. Baker, ed., Art and Sexual
Politics (N.Y., 1973), p.6.
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The idea of female inferiority provided adequate
explanation for many Victorians of women's lack of genius in
the arts. But others felt strongly that it was due to
disabilities suffered peculiarly by women. The worst obstacle
to women's success was the belief that women could not and
should not be creative artists.
'Let us suppose that a father
from the highest motives did not wish his daughter to leave home
and become writer, painter, or scholar,' suggested Virginia
Woolf, looking back in 1928.
'See what Mr Oscar Browning says,' he would say;
and there was not only Mr Oscar Browning; there
was the Saturday Review; there was Mr Greg...
there was an enormous body of masculine opinion
to the effect that nothing could be expected of
women intellectually.
Girls could read the same information for themselves; it could
not fail to affect their enthusiasm for their work.
There would always have been that assertion you cannot do this, you are incapable of doing
that - to protest against, to overcome. Probably
for a novelist this germ is no longer of much
effect; for there have been women novelists of
merit. But for painters it must still have some
sting in it; and for musicians, I imagine, it is
even now active and poisonous in the extreme.1
In 1846 Charlotte Williams-Wynn opined that women were
born wives just as men were born artists, musicians and poets.
Mrs Sandford thought women incapable of 'the originality and
strength requisite for the sublime', and fit only to be 'the
encouragers and the imitators of genius'.
'The chefs-d1oeuvre
of the sculptress need the polish of the master chisel; and the
female pencil has never yet limned the immortal forms of
beauty....Even St Cecilia exists only in an elegant legend....'
Elizabeth Barrett Browning's hero mocked Aurora Leigh:
...Women as you are,
Mere women, personal and passionate,
You give us doating mothers, and perfect wives,
Sublime Madonnas, and enduring saints!
We get no Christ from you, - and verily
We shall not get a poet, in my mind.
'The great majority of women have not mind enough to make money
by any thing that is not purely mechanical,' wrote a Victorian
mother; 'and to turn them into even penny-a-liners, or third-rate

^Virginia Woolf, A Room of One's Own (Harmondsworth, 1945),
pp.55-6 (1928).
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painters in oil or water-colours, the real domestic training
must be sacrificed.

Marriage is a woman's natural profession,

and any other life is, or should be, exceptional'.^
When Charlotte Bronte wrote to the poet Southey for advice
on her work he told her that literature not only could not be
the business of a woman's life but 'it ought not to be.

The

more she is engaged in her proper duties, the less leisure will
she have for it, even as an accomplishment and recreation.'
Adding insult to injury, he went on:

'To those duties you have

not yet been called, and when you are you will be less eager
2
for celebrity.'
An even more powerful deterrent was the unfavourable
public image of the literary or artistic lady.

The concept had

been synonymous with that of the bluestocking; it carried
connotations of strong-mindedness and masculinity, and the
person thus labelled was by implication an old maid.

The very

fact of being a writer, observed Woman's Opinion in 1874,
reduced a lady's chances of matrimony.

An eminent English

statesman, himself a man of letters, after reading with
admiration a poem written by his daughter,

impored her not to

write again,

'his fear was so great lest she be thought a
3
literary woman'.
In The Subjection of Women

(1869) John Stuart Mill averred

that women had never excelled in the creative arts because they
lacked the technical education.

Indeed it seemed to him

remarkable that any woman had achieved anything at all in this
field considering 'how sedulously they are all trained away
from, instead of being trained towards, any of the occupations
or objects reserved for me n ' .

This was the view of the feminist

ladies who campaigned to improve and extend female education;
but it failed to convince many Victorians.

'Woman says that

C. Williams-Wynn quoted in Colin Bingham, ed., The Affairs of
Women (Sydney, 1969), p.231.
Mrs John Sandford, Woman in her
Social and Domestic Character (London, 7th ed., 1858), p.12.
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Aurora Leigh (Leipzig, 1872) , p.49.
'A Mother', 'The Moral Training of Girls' in Orby Shipley, ed.,
The Church and the World (London, 1868), p.101.
2
Quoted in Inga-Stina Ewbank, Their Proper Sphere (London,
1966), p .5.
3
Woman's Opinion. 28 March 1874, p.60.
Millicent Fawcett, Some
Eminent Women of Our Times (London, 1889), p.139.
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she has never been taught to accomplish these things like man,'
scoffed one in 1873.
'We answer that no great genius was ever
coerced into study.' George Romanes, writing in 1887 on the
Mental Differences between Men and Women, pointed out that
'Women by tens of thousands have enjoyed better educational as
well as better social advantages than a Burns, a Keats, or a
Faraday; and yet we have neither heard their voices nor seen
their work,1
The truth was that educational and social advantages were
of little use unless accompanied by the kind of intellectual
freedom that permitted and encouraged the single-minded
expression of one's learning. Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch
demonstrated that nearly all Victorian writers were well-to-do
and well-educated: 'a poor child in England has little more
hope than had the son of an Athenian slave to be emancipated
into that intellectual freedom of which great writings are
born'. The same applied to women. As Virginia Woolf put it:
Intellectual freedom depends upon material things.
Poetry depends upon intellectual freedom. And
women have always been poor, not for two hundred
years merely, but from the beginning of time.
She believed that genius existed among women as among working
people.
'Now and again an Emily Bronte or a Robert Burns
blazes out and proves its existence.' This opinion was shared
by women of earlier generations. A correspondent to the Daily
Telegraph attacked the notion that marriage was woman's sole
purpose in life: 'There are born authors, poets, statesmen,
musicians, artists, teachers, scientists, &c., amongst women, as
well as housekeepers and gentle domestic creatures whose only
thoughts are baby, cook, and dinner.' Matilda Betham-Edwards
held up George Eliot's Middlemarch as 'an unanswerable argument
2

against the asserters of unisexual intellectuality'.

John Stuart Mill, The Subjection of Women (London, 1929) ,
p.270 (1869)„ 'Life in St Thomas's Hospital' in Cassell1s
Magazine, NS VII (1873), p.214. George J. Romanes, 'Mental
Differences Between Men and Women' in the Nineteenth Century.
XXI (1887), p.665.
2

Woolf, A Room of One's Own, pp.106, 50. Letter to the Daily
Telegraph, quoted in Harry Quilter, ed., Is Marriage a Failure?
(London, 1888), p.178. Matilda Betham-Edwards, Reminiscences
(London, 1898), p.235.
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Middlemarch (1872) was evidence of a changing climate in
Victorian society in which women, granted more and more
equality of rights and opportunities, were beginning to approach
closer to the ideal of intellectual independence. The Brontes'
social isolation had made them free to write their powerful
novels; more conventionally situated female artists aspired to
command a man's view of the world they wrote about.
'Art,
literature, philosophy, are attempts to found the world anew on
a human liberty: that of the individual creator,' explained
Simone de Beavoir; 'to entertain such a pretension, one must
first unequivocally assume the status of a being who has
liberty.' For Victorian women this was a slow process.
'Let
us remember in what manner, up to a very recent time, the
expression, even by a male writer, of uncustomary opinions, or
what are deemed to be eccentric feelings, usually was, and in
some degree still is, received,' Mill reminded his readers.
How much harder it was for women! Early in the nineteenth
century the Old World had been contemptuous of the paucity of
artists and writers in America, and Jefferson had protested:
'Let us come into existence before being asked to justify our
existence.' Victorian women had to come into existence as
independent human beings before they could do justice to their
new artistic opportunities.
If the poor and the poor in spirit rarely produced works
of art, neither did members of the British aristocracy; and
their experience parallelled that of women. The nobleman had to
give his attention to a million affairs of business; as Chester
Kirby wrote, 'he must be everywhere, slight nobody, encourage
everybody, which is to say he must scatter his efforts and live
the life of a Jack-of-all-trades'.
also dilettante by compulsion.

Middle-class women were

Household and social duties took

up much of their time, and they were expected to be perpetually
on call (particularly if they were maiden aunts) to answer the
needs of others.

'Women never have half an hour in all their

lives (excepting before or after anybody is up in the house)
that they can call their own, without fear of offending or of
hurting some one,' Florence Nightingale complained.

Novel

l's imone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (Harmondsworth, 1972),
pp.720-1, 723 (1949). Mill, The Subjection of Women, p.242.
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writing was probably the most favoured art-form among women
because it required the least concentration of effort and could
be laid aside and taken up according to exigency. Such
conditions, when combined with the lack of a properly-equipped
studio away from the rest of the family, rendered virtually
impossible the composition of poetry, music or art.
'Can we
fancy Michael Angelo running up and putting on a touch to his
Sistine ceiling at "odd moments"?' demanded Miss Nightingale.^
Women suffered from their narrow knowledge of life. Jane
Austen wrote brilliantly of what she knew, but most women's
work was considered marred, at least in the stakes for
greatness, by an excessive dependence upon personal experience.
There could be no female Tolstoy or Van Gogh in Victorian
England: the circumscribed existence of women denied them the
varied experience of human life which served to inspire great
men in their creations. But things were changing, and Frances
Power Cobbe foresaw an improvement in the standard of women's
art:
Female artists have hitherto always started on a
wrong track; being persuaded beforehand that they
ought to compose sweet verses and soft pictures,
they set themselves to make them accordingly, and
left us Mrs. Hemans' Works and Angelica's
paintings. Now, women who have any real genius,
apply it to the creation of what they (and not
society for them) really admire.
Yet there was still a feeling, she admitted, that 'it is very
2

clever, but somehow it is not quite feminine'.
For all these reasons the Victorian world agreed with
Florence Nightingale when she remarked that women had never
'produced any original work, any, with a very few exceptions,
which the world would not be as well without'. Handicapped by
this reputation, serious women writers used masculine pennames.
Charlotte Bronte explained that she and her sisters 'did not
like to declare ourselves women because - without at the time
suspecting that our mode of writing was not what is called

See Leonore Davidoff, The Best Circles (London, 1973), pp.98-9.
(Florence Nightingale) Suggestions for Thought to Searchers
after Religious Truth (London, 1860), vol.II, pp.384, 66.
o

Frances Power Cobbe, 'What shall we do with our old maids?' in
Fraser's Magazine, LXVI (1862), p.605.
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"feminine" - we had a vague impression that authoresses are
liable to be looked on with prejudice; we noticed how critics
sometimes used for chastisement the weapon of personality and
for their reward a flattery which is not true praise'. George
Eliot remained incognito for some time, during which her work,
judged by the standard of men, succeeded in winning an
embarrassing amount of critical acclaim. When her sex was
finally revealed her artistry was explained as 'essentially a
masculine genius, in no respect characteristically feminine'.^
When Victorian critics judged women artists and writers by
their own standards they were struck by the 'vast superiority
of the married, as a class, over the single'. This attitude
reflected a general social approval of marriage and an
appreciation of women who fulfilled the true purpose of female
life. Objections to the neglect of household duties were as
rare as sympathy for the spinster who wrote because she had no
such duties to occupy her. The limited, imperfect vision of
the unmarried woman was felt to spoil her artistry. One
reviewer preferred Mrs Gaskell's novels to Charlotte Bronte's
because he found the latter's 'somewhat harsh, rough,
unsatisfying, some say all but unwomanly, as compared with the
full, and wholesome, and most womanly perfection of the other'.
He advised spinsters to find some other employment instead of
2
writing for their talents.
The second half of the nineteenth century marked the
appearance of the first professional women in the arts. Most
of them were spinsters: women who desired, or were obliged, to
earn their own living.

Mrs Oliphant, it is true, wrote to

support her family; and aristocratic spinsters like the Hon.
Emily Lawless wrote for their own amusement. But even when
spinsters were not absolutely dependent on their work to live
they began increasingly to adopt professional standards of
training and achievement. This applied to painters and
musicians as well as to writers and poets. When Victorians
posed the question, Why have there been no great women artists?,
they set the standard for any ensuing discussion.

But a

Nightingale, Suggestions for Thought.... II, p.67. C. Bronte
quoted in Mrs William O'Brien, 'Charlotte Bronte at Home' in
Unseen Friends (London, 1912), p.113. W.L. Courtney, The
Feminine Note in Fiction (London, 1904), p.xii.
2
(J.M. Ludlow) Review of Ruth in the North British Review. XIX
(1853), pp.91-2.
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perceptible change was creeping over female artistry; and if no
works of genius made their appearance, many professional women
artists did. Answering George Romanes's assertions about the
creative inferiority of women, which were based on his
observation that there were no great female artists, Edith
Simcox pointed out that 'the omission is perfectly intelligible
if we are right in supposing that all intellectual movements,
and especially such as culminate in the production of a worldfamed genius, originate when a whole class of persons are
engaged together in occupations which suggest and stimulate
fresh thought and action....' The changes in the female
condition which were effected in the second half of the
nineteenth century made possible for the first time the
training and professional employment of unmarried middle-class
women in the arts.’*'

'Of all departments of literature,' wrote George Henry
Lewes, 'Fiction is the one to which, by nature and by
circumstances, women are best adapted....The domestic experiences
which form the bulk of woman's knowledge find an appropriate
form in novels: while the very nature of fiction calls for that
predominance of Sentiment which we have already attributed to
the feminine mind. Love is the very staple of fiction, for it
2
"forms the story of a woman's life".'
Love did not form the story of all women's lives, and most
novels from female pens in the nineteenth century were the work
of spinsters who wrote for quite practical purposes. Since the
bluestocking age the female novel had come to be associated
with single women: 'Elies sont nombreuses, les spinstres
lettrees du royaume uni,' observed a French critic of 1860.
Sometimes they wrote to fill in their spare time, since they had
none of the married women's duties of motherhood and household

^Edith Simcox, 'The Capacity of Women' in the Nineteenth
Century. XXII (1887), p.395.
2

(G.H. Lewes) 'The Lady Novelists' in the Westminster Review.
NS II (1852), p.133.

318

organisation. Novel-writing required no special training or
materials; it was almost the only outlet for the expression of
such women's creative powers. It provided a means of
sublimating the spinster's instincts for love and family life.
As one wrote; 'Far ofner (sic) than people think, it is the
craving for a little sympathy and brightness in her life, which
impels a woman who has no other career open to her, to create
a world of her own, where her active mind can find full
employment.' George Henry Lewes shared this view.
'If the
accidents of her position make her solitary and inactive, or if
her thwarted affections shut her somewhat from that sweet
domestic and maternal sphere to which her whole being
spontaneously moves, she turns to literature as to another
sphere.'
In the 1860s the plight of the superfluous woman awoke
Victorian people to the fact that many women wrote from
economic necessity - widows as well as spinsters, and sometimes
wives too - but chiefly the unmarried daughters of the middle
classes who had been forced, untrained, into a world in which
they must earn their own living.
'There are vast numbers of
lady novelists, for much the same reason that there are vast
numbers of sempstresses,' observed W.R. Greg with misleading
exaggeration.
'Thousands of women have nothing to do, and yet
are under the necessity of doing something.' George Eliot had
no patience with this explanation. According to her the
majority of women who wrote were neither destitute nor debarred
from other careers, but were merely possessed of a desire for
'busy idleness'.
'Where there is one woman who writes from
necessity, we believe there are three women who write from
vanity.' So fashionable had literary pursuits become for ladies
in the later years of the Victorian era that a Punch cartoon of
1875 depicted 'Miss Pynke' surrounded by a horde of admiring

Margaret M. Maison, Search your Soul. Eustace. A Survey of
the Religious Novel in the Victorian Age (London, 1961), p.31.
Woman's Opinion. 28 March 1874, p.60.
(G.H. Lewes) 'The Lady
Novelists', p.132.
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men: her claim to fame being that she had never written a book
nor contributed to a magazine.^
Wealthy aristocratic ladies like Emily Eden (1797-1869) and
Emily Lawless (1845-1913) wrote for their own eccentric
amusement. The former, who lived with her bachelor brother,
refused a proposal of marriage from Lord Melbourne at the ripe
age of 35, her not unnatural repugnance for the process of
pregnancy and childbirth having confirmed her in the belief
2
that single blessedness was the wisest life.
But George Eliot notwithstanding, the Victorian era saw
the rise of the professional lady writer. For her novel The
White House by the Sea, published when she was twenty, Matilda
Betham-Edwards received 25 copies as payment and no profits,
although the book was still in print at the time of her death.
Yet George Eliot got £8,000 for Middlemarch (1872) and even
more substantial profits were made by popular writers like
Ouida and Marie Corelli.
'Edna Lyall', the anagrammatic penname
of Ada Ellen Bayly (1857-1903), wrote that writing was so much
a part of her life she could not envisage what life would be
like without a career. Israel Zangwill described a situation
in his novel The Old Maids' Club (1892) where a well-known lady
writer refused to marry a well-known male writer because she was
reluctant to relinquish the literary sphere she had chosen for
herself.
The moment I marry you, and my rushlight is hidden
in your bushel, out it goes. I become absorbed
simply in you, a little satellite circling round
your planetary glory. I shall have no independent
existence - the fame I have toiled and struggled
for will be eclipsed in yours. 'Mrs. Addiper - the
wife of the celebrated writer, scribbles a little

w.R. Greg, 'The False Morality of Lady Novelists' in Literary
and Social Judcrments (London, 2nd ed., 1869), p.86. George
Eliot, 'Silly Novels by Lady Authors' in Essays (London, 1963),
p.323. Punch. 23 January 1875, p.40. See Hazel Mews, Women1s
Role in Women's Novels (London, 1969), chapter 2.
2

Lucy Poate Stebbins, A Victorian Album (London, 1946), pp.41-3.
Katharine Moore, 'Emily Eden' in Cordial Relations (New York,
1967), p.102.
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herself, don't you know!...' Come, now, would
you give up your genius, your reputation, just to
marry me?-*Of Victorian spinsters who wrote for a living, one
earliest was Mary Russell Mitford (1786-1855), the only
a spendthrift gentleman. The proceeds from her stories
plays supported the family and paid its debts. Yet she

of the
child of
and
remained

devoted to her father and nursed him at the end, winning for
herself a reputation as 'so bright an example of the sweet
domestic virtues' that people forgot she had worked for a living
all her life.

Julia Kavanagh (1824-77) suffered from a

crippling spinal disease which made her unfit for marriage.
Painting and poetry were her preferred crafts, but novels paid,
and she had her mother to support as well as herself. Amelia
Ann Blandford Edwards (1831-92) trained in music and drawing,
but when family circumstances committed her to earn a living
she settled down to a career of journalism and writing
sensational novels. Only when she had established herself by
these labours could she indulge her real interest in archeology.
She became one of the most distinguished Egyptologists of her
,
2
day.
Adeline Sergeant (1851-1904) lost her only sister and both
parents while a student at Queen's College. She became a
governess, but literary success enabled her to take up writing
for a living, together with some charitable teaching and reading
for the publishers Bentley and Son. She was active in the
women's movement and the Fabian society. The cousin for whom
she cherished a passionate love for four years married someone
else and, anxious not to repeat the experience, she turned to
God 'that He may be as father, mother, lover, friend, to me'.
From 1891 she lived in the Ladies' Residential Chambers in

Matilda Betham-Edwards, Mid-Victorian Memories (London, 1919),
pp.xlix-li. Bulley and Whitley, Women's Work (London, 1894),
p.4. G.A. Payne, Edna Lyall. An Appreciation (Manchester,
1903), p.72. Israel Zangwill, The Old Maids' Club (London,
1892), pp.114-7.
2

W.H. Davenport Adams, 'Miss Mary Russell Mitford' in Celebrated
Englishwomen of the Victorian Era (London, 1884), II, pp.189,
191. For Julia Kavanagh, see Charles W. Wood, Memorials of Mrs
Henry Wood (London, 1894), pp.39-42. Mrs Macquoid, 'Amelia
Blandford Edwards' in Margaret Oliphant, et al., Women Novelists
of Queen Victoria's Reign (London, 1897), p.262.
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Bloomsbury, the first London flats for independent women, and
died, after a long illness, in the arms of the Roman Catholic
church.^
Geraldine Jewsbury (1812-80) was the daughter of a
Manchester textile merchant. Early orphaned, she kept house
for a brother. In 1841 she met the Carlyles and formed a
passionate friendship for Jane Welsh Carlyle, who encouraged her
to take up writing as a career: for ‘what is to become of her
when she is old - without ties, without purposes, unless she
apply herself to this trade? and how is she ever to have a
subsistence otherwise, should her Brother take it into his head
to marry?'

The brother did marry in 1853, and Miss Jewsbury

came to live in Chelsea to be near Mrs Carlyle. She wrote six
novels, preaching a radical feminism for their time and a
belief in the usefulness of the single life. They enjoyed good
runs in the circulating libraries but eventually she gave up
writing them in favour of journalism, a more consistently
lucrative profession.
Although she claimed to wish for 'a good husband and a
dozen children', Miss Jewsbury refused at least one offer of
marriage, while the two men she fancied never asked her. Years
later a former lover confessed that he wished he had married
her.
'You would have been a happier woman, and I should have
been a better man.' Miss Jewsbury had doubts about the matter:
'God knows! We never can tell about these things. It is best
as it is.' Never well after Mrs Carlyle's death in 1866, she
herself died of cancer (she was a life-long smoker) in 1880.
The peculiar two-sidedness of her character was summed up by
the editor of her correspondence, a close friend.
'Intellectually she was a man, but the heart within her was as
2
womanly as ever daughter of Eve could boast.'

H/inifred Stephen, The Life of Adeline Sergeant (London, 1905),
p.73.
2
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Victorian spinsters were associated in the critical mind
with domestic novels of love and marriage: the wishful
antithesis of their own lives. For economic as well as social
reasons novelists felt constrained to reproduce the standard
virtues in character and plot: Mudie's circulating library
would not promote a novel thought unsuitable for the daughters
of the middle class. Yet the writers of domestic novels
insisted upon the verisimilitude of their creations.
Represented as 'romances of true life', 'founded upon fact',
they moulded the reality that the reader knew to their own
idealism. People read novels to escape from the dullness of
their own lives.
'Again and again work-girls have said to me:
"Oh, I don't like that book; it's nothing but real life,"'
reported one of Gissing's characters. Flora Thompson's
companions at Lark Rise read romantic novelettes in which the
poor governess always married the duke.
What is more vulgar than the ideal of novelists?
They won't represent the actual world; it would be
too dull for their readers. In real life how many
men and women fall in love? Not one in every
10,000, I am convinced.1
As her special province the Victorian spinster took the
domestic novel and invested it with moral and didactic
overtones. As Richard Brimley Johnson observed, 'Most women
are born preachers', and the religious revival in Victorian
England together with the philanthropic fervour encouraged
among those who had no recognised sphere in life, provided the
ideal climate for the production of novels with a message. So
widespread was the fashion among women writers that Charlotte
Bronte apologised for not taking up a philanthropic scheme in
Villette (1853) and subsequent lady novelists with other
intentions suffered by comparison with the womanly qualities of
the 'moral' school.

2

One of the earliest exemplars was Maria Edgeworth (17671849), who lived in Ireland assisting her father to bring up

George Gissing, New Grub Street (London, 1891), III, p.83.
Flora Thompson, Lark Rise to Candleford (London, 1948), p.101.
George Gissing, The Odd Women (London, 1968), p.58 (1893).
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R. Brimley Johnson, The Women Novelists (London, 1910), p.287.
Wanda Neff, Victorian Working Women (London, 1966), p.255
(1929) .
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fifteen brothers and sisters and writing popular children's
stories. A close friend of Walter Scott, she turned down at
least one proposal in order to remain with her father. A later
generation produced Annie Keary (1825-79), a clergyman's
daughter, early called upon to replace the mother in her
brother's home. A lover was incompatible with the duties of
maiden aunt, and by the time the children grew up and she
ceased to be required, the connexion she had formed in her
youth was inexplicably severed. This tragedy did not embitter
her life, however; she found relief in religion, in nursing an
invalid mother, assisting at a charity home, and writing
domestic novels and children's stories.'*'
Felicia Skene (1821-99) was a social worker.
'She was one
of those persons who are sometimes described as having a natural
genius for religion,' we are told; but she refused to take the
habit of an Anglican nun.
'She was a worker to whom a free hand
must be given, to do justice to her powers....' Out of this
spirit of independence she rejected several proposals including
one extended annually by a suitor of eighteen years' standing.
Constant ill-health did not prevent Miss Skene from living a
long and useful life, in the course of which she produced
religious novels, accounts of her travels and volumes of verse,
2

and edited the Churchman's Companion for twenty years.
Famous for her allegories was 'A.L.O.E.' - A Lady of
England, Miss Charlotte Tucker (1821-93). One of the ten
children of a well-to-do man who became Chairman of the East
India Company, Miss Tucker was advised by her parents to reject
the one proposal which came her way, and thereafter allowed
religion to take the place of family responsibilities in her
life.

She spent the last eighteen years of her life as a

missionary in India.

One of her nieces described her character

as having 'an atmosphere, as it were, of influence and example'.
The same was true of Elizabeth Sewell (1815-1906), after Miss
Yonge the best-selling Victorian novelist for girls.

'Whether

See Emily Lawless, Maria Edgeworth (London, 1904) (a title in
a series called English Men of Letters); and (Eliza Keary)
Memoir of Annie Keary (London, 1883).
^See E.C. Rickards, Felicia Skene of Oxford (London, 1902),
quoted pp.27, 94.
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we like it or not,' she declared, 'we all by our lives preach
a sermon, either of warning or of example.' Upon the death of
her father, a solicitor, Miss Sewell taught with her sisters in
a school on the Isle of Wight. None of her sisters married, and
to Miss Sewell fell the duty of raising her widowed brother's
family. She wrote at first from pleasure, then from economic
necessity. Her novels depicted the Christian faith in action
in a domestic setting.
'A thousand and one moral precepts,
admirably put and beautifully illustrated, might be culled from
Miss Sewell's pages,' commented one critic.
'...To keep young
people unspotted from the world is the absorbing purpose of her
work.'^
A survey conducted in the 1880s among one thousand
schoolgirls revealed that although Miss Sewell was a best
seller, she was not a favourite among the readership. Dickens
headed the list of best-loved authors, followed by Scott. Of
women writers, Charlotte Mary Yonge came fourth; Mrs Henry Wood
was seventh, George Eliot eighth, A.L.O.E. eleventh, Hesba
Stretton (a non-conformist spinster) thirteenth. Charlotte
Bronte and Mrs Gaskell were way down at forty-third and
forty-fourth respectively. What was the secret of Charlotte
Mary Yonge's popularity, since she wrote the same sort of
didactic stories for girls as Elizabeth Sewell did? At a
presentation to the lady in 1899 Miss Eleanor Price provided an
explanation:
What would Englishwomen have been without her?
She has taught us history, she has taught us
religion, she has taught us to use our eyes and
our minds; it was she, indeed, who laid the
foundation of those ideas which have led the
women of these days into so many paths of
activity and self-sacrifice.*
2
Charlotte Mary Yonge (1823-1901) started teaching Sunday
school when she was seven and kept it up for 71 years.

Her

family consented to her publishing her books only if she used

See Agnes Giberne, A Lady of England (London, 1895), quoted
p.171; and Eleanor L u Sewell, ed., The Autobiography of
Elizabeth M. Sewell (London, 1907). Miss Sewell quoted in
Maison, Search your Soul. Eustace, p.14. Edward G. Salmon,
'What Girls Read' in the Nineteenth Century. XX (1886), p.517.
2
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the proceeds for charitable works, which she did.
married; never,

it seems, even fell in love.

She never

Family claims had

first call upon her, and even after she had become famous she
was obliged to take in and care for an invalid connexion.
Religion came second.

'There is perhaps no Churchwoman of our

age who has devoted her talents, life, and earnings more
unselfishly and entirely to the work of the Church than Miss
Yonge.'

Visualising herself as an instrument for popularising

the teachings of her church,

she wrote religious books, a

history of Christian names, a biography of Bishop Patteson,
historical novels and contemporary domestic tales for girls.
From 1851 she edited the Monthly Packet, designed to educate
girls in the right principles of life.
she was fairly progressive,

On women's questions

interested in the movements to

extend their educational opportunities and to open up new,
though proper, spheres of activity.^

In 1886 Edward Salmon noted that neither Miss Yonge nor
Miss Sewell was as much read as she had been.

'The maiden of

fifteen a quarter of a century since was a very different
person from the maiden of fifteen to-day in many important
particulars.

Mothers who, as girls, read Miss Sewell or Miss

Yonge, now consent to their daughters studying "Ouida" and
Miss Braddon.'

This was a change which distressed many people.

Ouida and Miss Braddon wrote novels of the sensational type,
verging on immorality.

It was to such as these that Miss Yonge

referred when she wrote in Womankind (1876) that 'A good novel
is a wholesome thing,

full of useful experience, and extending

the sympathies; but of nothing more truly may it be said than
of novels, that their exclusive use drives the seared taste to
slake its fire at foulest w e l l s . '

Punch called them patribus

detestata. the terror of fathers.

Another critic wrote of one

of Rhoda Broughton's books:
sort of polluted atmosphere,

'There is about the whole novel a
an air of immodesty, a deliberate

dirtiness, a perpetual suggestion of ideas which any virtuous

Churchwoman, 13 December 1895, p.234.
See Christabel
Coleridge, Charlotte Mary Yonge: her Life and Letters (London,
1903) and later biographies.
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man, much more any modest woman, would blush to recognize,
even in their thoughts.' The works of Ouida came in for the
same condemnation.
Yet parents who would shrink from exposing their
daughters to pollution, by contact with the very
hem of the garment of a fallen woman, will have
these books lying on their drawing-room tables,
will let their children read them freely....Is it
possible that such studies can prepare their
daughters to be true-hearted English wives and
English mothers?1
Miss Braddon became Mrs Maxwell; but the combined efforts
of Miss Broughton, Ouida and Marie Corelli put the 'sensational'
novel pretty much in the hands of Victorian spinsters. Punch
evidently thought so. A cartoon of the 1890s titled 'Sexomania'
parodied the publisher's blurb for a novel by 'Miss Fitzmorse':
'We think Lips That Have Gone Astray the foulest novel that ever
yet defiled the English tongue; and that in absolute filth the
Author can give any modern French writer six and beat him
hollow.' Yet Rhoda Broughton (1840-1920) was a clergyman's
daughter whose flirtations with passion were as brief in her
novels as they had been in her life. A 'plain, strikinglydressed' woman with a 'strong-minded' manner, she was amazed at
the public's reaction to her work. As time went on more daring
writers stole her limelight and by the time her most outspoken,
and probably autobiographical, A Fool in her Folly appeared
(1920), it was received with little comment.
'I began life as
Zola, I finish it as Miss Charlotte Yonge,' Miss Broughton
2
observed philosophically.
Ouida (Louise de la Ramee, 1839-1908) was one of the first
English writers to appeal to the romantic imagination of a
suburban middle-class female market. In her lifetime she
became the most successful living novelist in the country,
although critics were unanimous in their condemnation of her

Salmon, 'What Girls Read', p.517. C.M. Yonge, Womankind
(London, 1876), p.126. J.B. Mayor, 'The Cry of the Women' in
the Contemporary Review, XI (1869), p.202. Anon. 'Immoral
Literature' m Shipley, ed., The Church and the World, pp.226,
279.
2

Alison Adburgham, A Punch History of Manners and Modes 18411940 (London, 1961), p.165. See Michael Sadleir, 'Rhoda
Broughton' in Things Past (London, 1944), pp.84, 91. Miss
Broughton quoted Amy Cruse, The Victorians and their Books
(London, 1935), p.58.
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books.

Of Strathmore (1865), with its cardboard characters,

impossible plot and setting, and misquoted platitudes from
French and Latin, one reviewer wrote: 'It bears about the same
relation to the works of any of the great masters of fiction George Eliot, say, or De Balzac - as the drop-scene of a
transpontine theatre to a cartoon of Raphael.1 But for the
moralists the dissemination of her vulgar tendencies was the
greater crime.
Perhaps the reluctance to matrimony which is
complained of among the higher classes may have
some excuse, if young men imagine that these are
the pictures upon which English maidens love to
dwell, the models upon which they love to form
themselves...if they could contemplate the
possibility of the bride, at the Altar, uttering
the most solemn vows - with her eye turned on a
'cool captain' in the background. ^
Her father deserted the family when she was small, and
Madame de la Ramee (as she called herself) was forced to take up
writing to support herself and her mother. Wealth and fame
followed almost immediately, but her pretension and conceit
alienated all her friends and her extravagance dispersed her
fortune. For ten years she was passionately attached to the
Marchese della Stufa, whom she used to pick up each day in her
carriage from his Florentine club; but he gave her up for a
former mistress and she was left, at the age of forty-two,
unloved and alone. She turned to animals for affection, as
2
Rhoda Broughton had done; and died in poverty in Italy.
In her steps followed Marie Corelli (1855-1924), with Hall
Caine the best-selling writer in England at the turn of the
century. Like Ouida, she came from a suburban background, and
some mystery surrounded her parentage: she was either the
illegitimate or the adopted daughter of Dr Charles Mackay and
grew up as Mary or Minnie Mackay. Like Ouida, she saw herself
as the exponent of a divine personal inspiration. Like Ouida,
she made heavy weather of her personal relations, and had an
unfortunate passion for a married man when she was fifty.

For

(George Stott) Review of Strathmore in the Contemporary Review.
XII (1869), p.305. Anon, 'Immoral Literature' in Shipley, The
Church and the World, p .271.
2

See Monica Stirling, The Fine and the Wicked.
Times of Ouida (London, 1957).
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most of her life she lived with a companion, Miss Bertha
Vyver. Religious, righteous and reactionary, opposing 'women
bicyclists and he-females generally', she preached a creed so
popular it was sold out, reprinted, translated, and brought in
an average of £10,000 a novel. Yet, like Ouida, she squandered
most of her fortune, and Miss Vyver, who had put up with her
for so many years, inherited less than £20,000 on her death.^

Victorian spinsters wrote domestic, moral, and sensational
novels; they also wrote what we might anachronistically call
feminist novels. Charlotte Bronte's passionate, troubled
heroines were accorded the reception later given to the
'immoral' ladies of the sensational school. As Lady Stanley
wrote of Shirley soon after its appearance in 1849, 'Tho' there
is nothing improper in one sense of the word, I cannot think it
is just the book to put into the hand of young ladies.' A later
critic put the objection more clearly when he compared the works
of Jane Austen and Mary Russell Mitford with those of later
spinster writers:
In the face of the popular notion that love is the
chief occupation of a woman's life...an idea which,
no doubt, both of these women over and over again
promulgated - stands this curious fact. Miss
Austen and Miss Mitford were surrounded with other
affections and occupations - their lives were full
and showed no lack; and it would be hard to find
any trace of that (let our readers pardon us the
horrible word) sexual unrest and discontent which,
at a later period, found a startling revelation in
the works of Charlotte Bronte, and have since been
repeated ad nauseam in many inferior pages - in the
productions of either.
A fellow-writer Mrs Oliphant called Miss Bronte the founder
of the school of fiction which made the 'sex-problem' its chief
preoccupation throughout the Victorian age.

Jane Eyre and

Shirley were the first discussions of the role of the new
Victorian spinster in fiction.

Caroline Helstone in Shirley

came to realise that the 'ordinary destiny' of wifely and

^"See Eileen Bigland,
(London, 1953).
2

Marie Corelli.

The Woman and the Legend

Letter to Lady Eddisbury in Nancy Mitford, ed., The Ladies of
Alderlev (London, 1938), pp.262-3.
'Miss Austen and Miss
Mitford' in Blackwood 1s Magazine. CVII (1870), pp.297-8.
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motherly duties might not come her way, and that half a century
of existence might lie before her which she knew not how to
occupy. She was struck by the 'terrible hollowness' of the
spinster's life, as prescribed by society, and the fact that
'the sole aim of every one of them is to be married, but the
majority will never marry: they will die as they now live.
They scheme, they plot, they dress to ensnare husbands. The
gentlemen...don't want them;...they say - I have heard them say
it with sneering laughs many a time - the matrimonial market is
overstocked.' And Caroline Helstone came to the conclusion
that 'single women should have more to do - better chances of
interesting and profitable occupation than they possess now' .
This was a disturbing suggestion for its time, especially coming
as it did from the pen of 'a perfectly modest and pure-minded
woman', and society was divided in its reception to the novel.
Though not finally a spinster, Charlotte Bronte knew well the
'long silence of life without an adventure or a change' before
she consented to marry
her father's curate in her fortieth
year, and was lost to the world a year later in childbirth.^"
'It was not education nor a trade that her women wanted.
It was not a living but their share in life.' So Mrs Oliphant
was quick to comprehend; but she realised also that in Miss
Bronte's time marriage was still the only state which procured
this independence. So Jane Eyre and Caroline Helstone married,
and Charlotte Bronte herself. Their successors were little by
little released from these constraints. Novels began to appear
whose heroines did not marry.
'Take up a book of a hundred
years ago, and where do you find the women struggling alone,'
demanded Bessie Rayner Parkes in 1865.

'Here and there a "young

gentlewoman" is companion or maid to a great lady and ends by
making a splendid match. But take up a novel of the present
day, and you are pretty sure to find traces of the new feature
in our society, even if the heroine be not fox-like Becky
Sharpe, or a passionate and yet austere Jane Eyre.'

2

Mrs Oliphant, 'The Sisters Bronte' in Women Novelists of Queen
Victoria's Reign, pp.24, 26, 45.
(Charlotte Bronte) Shirley
(London, 1849), I, pp.253-5, II, pp.270-1.
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The new heroines did not all come from the pens of
spinsters. It was a tribute to the new perception of women
that not only those with a vested interest took up the cause.
Frederick W. Robinson's Anne Judge, Spinster (1869) depicted a
happy spinster aunt (though Anne Judge herself married). Mrs
Molesworth's Miss Bouverie (1880) believed that 'half the
troubles in the world come from marryings', although she too
succumbed in the end. Gissing, Grant Allen, Butler, George
Eliot and Mrs Gaskell all stood up for single women. But the
Misses Broughton, Buckland, Jewsbury, Keary, and Yonge all wrote
novels with spinsters for heroines and some pointed propaganda
on their behalf.

Even gentle Miss Sewell 'always tried to show

that life could be happy, and its events of importance apart
from marriage'.^
By the end of the Victorian age women no longer figured in
novels simply in relation to the man.
'The heroine is no longer.,
merely the destined bride of the principal male personage, but
a separate character, to be analysed and explained in and for
herself....Self-reliance begins to take the place of the old
dependence upon man. The "old maid" ceases to be contemptible,
and Miss Wardle and Miss Letitia Tox are the last of that
2
melancholy race, the elderly spinsters of the English novel.'

When Wordsworth died in 1850 the speculation about his
successor as Poet Laureate prompted a half-serious suggestion
from Punch that a woman might get the job, since a woman sat on
the throne. In the event it went to Tennyson; and upon his
death in 1892 some American writers actually proposed a lady
poet to succeed him: Jean Ingelow. In the absence of a
3
precedent she was passed over.
Jean Ingelow (1820-97) is remembered as a writer of
children's tales (‘Mopsa the Fairy') as well as poems and

■^Mrs Molesworth, Miss Bouverie (London, 1880), I, p.24.
Autobiography of Elizabeth M. Sewell, p .145.

The
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novels. Born into a gentry family in Lincolnshire, she lived
most of her life in London with her mother and brothers.
Despite a Queen's College education, her interests were chiefly
domestic, and she claimed that if she had married she would
never have written. But as she refused all offers, the question
never arose. Like her friend Christina Rossetti she sought no
publicity on her own behalf or in the interests of the women's
movement. As the writer of one of her obituaries put it:
They worried over no problems, preached no
doctrines of despair or discontent, claimed no
'rights,' stirred up the muddy depths of no
turbulent passions and emotions, struck no
keynotes, sounded no discords, avoided all forms
of advertisement, and withal will be numbered
among the most distinguished, the strongestminded, and the most admirable women of their
century.
Miss Ingelow's 1863 volume of Poems had gone into 23 editions
by 1880.1
Christina Rossetti (1830-94) did not publish her first
volume until 1862, when it proved to be the first literary
success for the Pre-Raphaelite brotherhood. She sat for her
brother's painting of the Girlhood of Mary Virgin and for
Holman Hunt's Light of the World, her thin face revealing an
intense religious devotion combined with a gravity which had its
roots in her intentional renunciation of earthly happiness.
She had loved, and had been loved by, the artist James Collinson,
and later the scholar Charles Cayley; but both relationships
broke down over religious differences. There may have been a
third affair, with the poet and painter William Bell Scott, to
whom she addressed some of her most passionate lines.
never married.

But she

I must pull down my palace that I built,
Dig up the pleasure-gardens of my soul;
Must change my laughter to sad tears for
guilt,
My freedom to control.
Now all the cherished secrets of my heart, Now all the hidden hopes are turned to sin.
Part of my life is dead, part sick, and part
Is all on fire within.

^(Anon) Some Recollections of Jean Ingelow (London, 1901):
Obituary by 'Vera', quoted p.121.
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The chief source of Christina Rossetti's poetry was her
life. She may never have realised that it was not quite
respectable for a woman to write as explicitly and subjectively
as she often did; but she managed to strike a common chord in
her readers' experience which made her very popular. Although
she was not involved in the feminist movement she had the
religious conscience about fallen women which was fashionable
in intellectual circles, and not only wrote of them in her
verse but also performed charitable work of a
at the Mary Magdalen Home for Fallen Women on
Her sister, who also did not marry, became an
The younger Miss Rossetti's withdrawal was no

practical nature
Highgate Hill.
Anglican nun.
less deliberate

and complete. She believed that love and suffering alike were
necessary for life and for salvation; and so
I would not if I could undo my past,
Tho' for its sake my future is a blank;
My past for which I have myself to thank,
For all its faults and follies first and last.
I would not cast anew the lot once cast,
Or launch a second ship for one that sank,
Or drug with sweets the bitterness I drank,
Or break by feasting my perpetual fast.l
Dora Greenwell (1821-82) was a friend of both Jean Ingelow
and Christina Rossetti, and also of Josephine Butler. She took
part in many philanthropic crusades among children, criminals,
the poor and those starving in the Irish and Lancashire famines,
and in Mrs Butler's own campaign against the Contagious
Diseases Acts. She wrote about the plight of superfluous women;
opposed vivisection; and supported the cause of women's
suffrage. The daughter of a country squire from County Durham,
who was ruined by a lawsuit and forced to sell the ancestral
home, she was (a fellow writer acknowledged)

'one of the most

lovable women I ever knew, unworldly, unassuming, humble-minded,
and trust-worthy'.

She was also beautiful, but stricken young

by a mortal disease, spent most of her life a semi-invalid.
Several volumes of poems, chiefly religious, together with some
devotional prose works, a biography and some essays, formed the

Lona Mosk Packer, Christina Rossetti (California, 1963), pp.54,
153. Churchwoman, 4 March 1898, p.321. Marjory A. Bald,
Women-Writers of the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, 1923) from
p.233.
'They Desire a Better Country' in Christina Rossetti,
Poems (London, 1896), p.95.
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bulk of her literary work, which was marked by an ascetic
evangelicism common in some women's writing at the time.^
Short-lived was Adelaide Ann Procter (1825-64), Queen
Victoria's favourite poet, who was said to rival Tennyson. Her
verses, frequently set to music, became household words in her
time; one of the best known was 'A Lost Chord'. Educated at
Queen's, she had a life-long interest in the women's movement,
and played an active part in the organisation of both the
English Woman's Journal and the Society for Promoting the
Employment of Women. In the introduction to the Complete Works
published after her death, Charles Dickens paid tribute to
Miss Procter's charity.
'Always impelled by an intense
conviction that her life must not be dreamed away, and that her
indulgence in her favourite pursuits must be balanced by action
in the real world around her, she was indefatigable in her
endeavours to do good.' She died of tuberculosis. Her poems
were marked by a cheerful optimism and encouragement very
2
different from the Christian resignation of Miss Greenwell.
In an article on 'Religious Poetry and Scientific
Criticism' in the Contemporary Review in 1869 H.A. Page made the
unremarkable observation that all the well-known religious poets
of his age were women. Frances Ridley Havergal, one of those
he named, is remembered for her hymns, some of which ('Take my
life, and let it b e ') are still sung in Anglican churches. The
youngest child of a clergyman, she dedicated her life from
childhood to God. She loved music, but gave up singing in
Philharmonic concerts because the pleasure she felt at the
applause hindered her spiritual progress. She sold her
jewellery and ornaments and gave the proceeds to the Church
Missionary Society.

In the same spirit of renunciation she

refused to contemplate marriage.

Her writing career came to an

end when a doctor told her she must choose between that

^Henrietta Keddie, Three Generations (London, 1911), p.327.
Henry Bett, Dora Greenwell (London, 1950).
2

See W.H. Davenport Adams, Celebrated Englishwomen of the
Victorian Era (London, 1884), II, pp.75-85. Introduction by
Charles Dickens to the Complete Works of Adelaide A. Procter
(London, 1905), p.xxii.
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exertion and life.

She chose the latter, but still lived only

43 years, dying in 1879.^*
Isa Blagden, whose verse was highly esteemed by Alfred
Austin, believed that the road of life branched in adulthood
into two paths,

'one of which tempts with its cynical

simulations of real happiness, and the other of which is plainly
marked "sorrow and duty," but which holds out the promise of a
celestial bourne of eternal calm.

It is narrow and long, this

last; and few there are that find it'.

But Isa Blagden thought

she had found it, and wrote poems on the subject.

Settling in

Florence in 1849, she dwelt like many another English spinster
with an Italian maid and a houseful of rescued dogs, returning
from time to time for a visit to her homeland.

She lived

virtually by her pen, but found time for charitable works, and
nursed Elizabeth Barrett Browning on her deathbed.

'She was a

universal favourite, and no firmer band of friends ever
surrounded man or woman.

Though she had all the gifts which we

usually associate with a recluse, she was entirely without the
moroseness or exclusiveness which often accompanies that
character.'

Yet there were indications even outside her poetry

that she was not altogether satisfied with her existence.
2
is one long disappointment,1 she wrote.

'Life

After so many lugubrious tales of suffering and discontent
palliated only by faith, the spinster's standby when all else
failed,

it is a relief to come to a Victorian spinster poet who

wrote with a healthy joy in her work and life.
Coleridge

(1861-1907), niece of the great poet.

Such was Mary
In her youth

she naturally associated with literary people and she studied at
King's College, London.

Philanthropy left her cold: she had no

use for 'mob' charity, but taught at the Working Women's College
from 1895.

She never took writing seriously, which was perhaps

H.A. Page, 'Religious Poetry and Scientific Criticism' in the
Contemporary Review, XII (1869), p.115.
See Lizzie Alldridge,
Florence Nightingale, F.R. Havergal, Catherine Marsh, et c .
(London, 1885); Rosa N. Carey, 12 Notable Good Women of the
XIXth Century (London, 1899) ; Charles Bullock, 1Near the Throne',
Frances Ridley Havergal (London, 1902?) ; Jennie Chappell, Women
who have worked and won (London, 1904?); P. Anton, 'Frances
Ridley Havergal' in Fraser's Magazine. NS XXII
(1880), p.479.
2
Alfred Austin, Memoir in Isa Blagden, Poems (Edinburgh, 1873),
pp.xvii, xxi, xxiv.

335

just as well, as her first novel (1893) was a failure. But her
Poems, published three years later, were well received and were
followed by more poems, novels, essays, stories, and a
biography of Holman Hunt. Her friend Edith Sichel informs us
that she was a lady of advanced tastes, welcoming the
Pre-Raphaelites, impressionism, and Ibsen. She also had
radical views on marriage.
Everybody must have noticed that celebrated people
nowadays, especially celebrated ladies, have nearly
as many lives as a Kilkenny cat. They are born,
they are married, they die over and over again, in
the columns of newspapers and in the pages of
biographers....What befalls celebrated people
invariably after their death, and frequently during
their life, befalls commonplace people only at rare
intervals and at certain crises....(M)arriage can
always make a heroine out of the least heroic of
women. She is the centre of attraction, for the
time being. Everything is forgiven her, on
account of the ordeal through which she has to pass.
'I have never yet been a hero in my own person,' she joked, 'but
I comfort myself with the old saying, "While there is life,
there is hope."' In fact Mary Coleridge never married, yet she
did not die unrecognised.
Many there be who may not live again,
Because they lose their souls and live in vain;
But those earn life more rich than that of men
Who their one talent multiply to ten....
It is impossible to generalise about Victorian spinster
poets. Some wrote for a living, some for themselves, some for
others. Some suffered devoutly, and found relief from a
troubled life often of their own choosing through the public
expression of their faith. Some were philanthropic, some selfcentred, some feminist.

Some were conservative in temperament,

others progressive. Not all of them wrote religious verse.
These characteristics were found in combination in one
interesting poet who appeared on the Victorian scene under the
patronage of Robert Browning.
'Michael Field''s first
publication 'Callirrhoö - Fair Rosamund' enjoyed popular fame
until it was discovered that Browning's protege was not a

Edith Sichel, ed., Gathered Leaves from the Prose of Mary E.
Coleridge (London, 1910), quoted p.15. Mary E. Coleridge, 'The
Making of Heroines' in the above pp.179-80. Bernard Holland,
'Mary Coleridge' in the above p.338.
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promising young man but two maiden ladies working in
partnership. None of their subsequent efforts had the same
celebrity.
Katharine Harris Bradley (1846-1914) and her fourteenyears-younger niece Edith Emma Cooper (1862-1913) discovered
their common destiny one morning as they shared the household
duties.

From then on they never left each other's side.
The world was on us, pressing sore;
My Love and I took hands and swore
Against the world, to be
Poets and Lovers evermore....
Miss Bradley, described as 'masculine', sturdy, and abrupt in
manner, carefully watched over her delicate niece, who affected
flowing garments of pale blue and flowers and ornamental dogs.
Together they welcomed Impressionist and aesthetic movements in
art but opposed trade unions and female suffrage. They brooked
no competition from literary friends. Hardy they called 'a
waste pansy of a man'. Miss Browning, Meredith, Oscar Wilde and
Ruskin broke off all relations with them. This singular pair,
parted neither in life nor in death, were both converted to
Roman Catholicism, and both died of cancer within a few months
of each other. Miss Bradley wrote as, already dying herself,
she nursed Miss Cooper through her last days:
My darling! Nay, our very breath
Nor light nor darkness shall divide;
Queen Dawn shall find us on one bed,
Nor must thou flutter from my side
An instant, lest I feel the dread
At this, the imminence of death.
It might not have been great poetry, but it testified to the
fulfilment of some Victorian spinsters' lives.^

The anonymous reviewer of Ruth, obviously a man, observed
in 1853 that 'one of the most unpleasant recollections of our
visits in old days to the reading room of the British Museum,
is that of certain creatures of the female sex, with ink
half-way up their fingers, and dirty shawls, and frowsy hair,
whom we used to see there....'

The English Woman's Journal's

representative naturally had a more favourable impression of
these literary ladies.
'In the reading-room of the British
^"Moore, Cordial Relations, pp.63-70.
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Museum, that magnificent abode of learning, the roving eye
may any day detect the bowed heads and black silk dresses of
ladies who come there for references on almost every subject
under heaven... . ' These ladies were unlikely to be poets and
authors, nor even always scholars. The literary callings
regarded as 'very suitable to women' included translating,
copying, reading for publishers, editing, reporting and general
journalism. Gissing's heroine Marian Yule (in New Grub Street.
1891), described as 'a good example of the modern literary
girl', worked as amanuensis in the British Museum to her
father, a 'man of letters', and contributed to several
periodicals in her own right.^
Among these miscellaneous writers Lucy Aikin (1781-1864)
published her first article at the age of seventeen and went on
to research a number of biographies and memoirs. Agnes
Strickland (1796-1874), with her sister Elizabeth whose name
never appeared on the title page, enjoyed renown for her Lives
of the Queens of England and other historical biographies.
Both Miss Aiken and Miss Strickland had received an uncommonly
good education; the latter's father encouraged his six
daughters to become writers, and five of them did. Miss
Strickland did most of her research in the British Museum and
the Bodleian. Her Victoria from Birth to Bridal greatly
displeased the Queen, who denied its veracity. Her Lives of
the Bachelor Kings of England caused speculation that she was
anxious to get married. Miss Strickland, however, believed that
'the pursuit of literature was unfavourable to a purely
domestic life, and that if she had married, that pursuit must of
necessity be given up...the name of old maid had no terrors for
her.'*
2
Although she never needed to earn her own living, Anna
Swanwick (1813-99) had studied German and Greek abroad and

(J.M. Ludlow) Review of Ruth in the North British Review.
XIX (1853), p.90. Englishwoman's Journal, I (1858), p.8.
L.M.H., The Year-Book of Women's Work (London, 1875), p.75.
Gissing, New Grub Street. I, p.23.
2

See Philip Hemery Le Breton, ed., Memoirs. Miscellanies and
Letters of the Late Lucy Aikin (London, 1864); and Jane
Margaret Strickland, Life of Agnes Strickland (Edinburgh, 1887),
quoted p.271.
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published translations of Goethe, Schiller and Aeschylus as
well as critical studies which won her election to the Royal
Institution and an Honorary LL.D. from Aberdeen. She was
actively interested in the women's movement, particularly in
education.^
Maurice Baring called Violet Paget (1856-1935) 'by far the
cleverest person I have ever met in my life, and the person
possessed with the widest range of the widest culture'. Born
near Boulogne, daughter of a neurotic Welsh widow and her son's
tutor, Miss Paget under the name of 'Vernon Lee' became a
distinguished critic of art and music and writer on historical
and aesthetic subjects. She also wrote some fairy stories and
novels, one of which (Miss Brown. 1884) purported to expose the
hypocrisy of the English social round. Her friends included
Sargent, the Rossettis, Oscar Wilde, Henry James, Lady Ponsonby,
the Bloomsbury set and Ethel Smyth. She had a series of cultes
for women: among them, Mary Robinson (sister of the writer
F. Mabel Robinson) and Clementina ('Kit') Ansthruther-Thomson.
When the former announced her engagement Vernon Lee collapsed
and never regained her health. Miss Anstruther-Thomson (d.1921)
nursed her through the breakdown and from then on kept her
company in Florence for part of each year. A colourful artist
and philanthropist, who later became a commissioner for the
Girl Guides in London, Miss Anstruther-Thomson cycled tandem
round Italy with Miss Lee in her tailor-mades, visiting ruins
and villas, and collaborated with her on books and lectures.
She left her in 1898 to nurse another friend. Of Vernon Lee
Ethel Smyth once wrote:
the tragedy of her life was that without knowing
it she loved the cultes humanly and with passion;
but being the stateliest, chastest of beings she
refused to face the fact, or indulge in the most
innocent demonstrations of affection, preferring
to create a fiction that these friends were merely
intellectual necessities....2
Agnes Mary Clerke (1842-1907) and her sister Ellen Mary
Clerke (1840-1906) spent several years studying in Italy and
were friends of Vernon Lee.

Ellen became a journalist and

^See Mary L. Bruce, Anna Swanwick.
(London, 1903).
2

A Memoir and Recollections

See Peter Gunn, Vernon Lee (London, 1964), pp.2, 102, 118-20,
166-7. Also Vineta Colby, 'The Puritan Aesthete: Vernon Lee'
in The Singular Anomaly (N.Y., 1970), p.235.

339

translator of Italian verse. Agnes won fame as the author of
The History of Astronomy in the Nineteenth Century (1885) and
received prizes and honours for her research. She also wrote a
biography of her predecessor Miss Herschel, the eighteenth
century spinster who assisted her brother in his astronomical
studies.
Another scientist was Eleanor Ormerod (1828-1901), who grew
up in the Wye valley with an antiquarian father and artist
mother and nine brothers and sisters, only three of whom
married. In 1852 Miss Ormerod took up the study of entomology
and published her first paper in 1873. In 1882 she was
appointed Consulting Entomologist to the Royal Agricultural
Society. She published a Guide to Methods of Insect Life and
other books and lectured widely. In 1900 she became the first
woman to receive the degree of Honorary LL.D from Edinburgh
University; she was the first lady fellow of the Royal
Meteorological Society and belonged to entomological societies
all over the world. Although one of her obituaries claimed
that her research into insect pests did more than anything else
to further the interests of British farmers and gardeners,
Miss Ormerod never received any remuneration for her work.
Nevertheless to Lydia Becker and other feminists she was 'a
2
proof of how much a woman could do without the help of a man'.
Female journalists wrote for four main types of publication:
newspapers; 'serious' reviews and journals; feminist periodicals
like the Englishwoman's Review and Women and Work; and women's
magazines like the Queen and the Lady. From the 1850s and
1860s Harriet Martineau did the political leaders for the Daily
News. By the 1890s ladies had become foreign and war
correspondents and one, Miss Flora Shaw, wrote on colonial
topics for The Times. Miss Cobbe wrote leaders for the Echo.
Miss Orme for the Weekly Despatch.

Miss Drew became the first

woman to work regularly on a daily paper.

3

^See Margaret L. Huggins, Agnes Mary Clerke and Ellen Mary
Clerke (London, 1907).
2

See Robert Wallace, ed., Eleanor Ormerod LL.D. Economic
Entomologist. Autobiography and Correspondence (London, 1904),
quoted p.86.
3
Bulley and Whitley, Women's Work, pp.6-7. Fanny L. Green,
'Journalism' in Lady Jeune, et al, Ladies at Work (London, 1893),
throughout.
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Even before the middle of the nineteenth century journals
like the Edinburgh and Westminster Reviews whose articles
appeared unsigned opened their columns to women.

The English

W o m a n 1s Journal revealed that one of the 'oldest and best' owed
two-thirds of its contents to the female pen.

In the later

part of the century women were regular contributors to all the
well-known reviews, usually in their own names.
assisted the editor of the Westminster Review.

George Eliot
Others wrote

stories, reviews and essays on various subjects, especially on
women.

Women's issues occupied more space in Victorian

periodicals than they do even in our own age.
employment,

Education,

charity, labour movements, the suffrage and

superfluous women all found an outlet in their pages.

Such

topics must have had a wide appeal among the readership of the
day and feminists probably preferred to air their arguments
where they would carry most weight and reach most people.^"
Most of the radical feminist journals had a short life
because their market was too small and specialised.

They could

not pay the high rates the leading reviews offered female
contributors.

Yet being managed by women they offered

virtually the only chance for female journalists to rise to an
administrative level in their profession.

The women who edited

them almost all did it in a spirit of feminist philanthropy,
relying on their private incomes to keep the enterprise solvent:
women like Jessie Boucherett, Lydia Becker, Emily Faithfull and
2
Louisa Hubbard.
The non-feminist women's magazines were mostly edited by
men:

'a deplorable fact,' Evelyn March Phillipps declared in

her article on the subject in the Fortnightly Review.

And this

even though 'the ultimate object of the great majority is dress
and fashion'.
One would think women should know best what will
please women, but as editors we are told they are
deficient in the capacity which grasps a business

^Wanda F. Neff, Victorian Working Women (London, 1966), p.14
(1929). English Woman's Journal. I (1858), p.8.
See
bibliography for evidence.
^Cynthia L. White, Women's Magazines 1693-1968 (London, 1970) .
Sidney Webb, 'The Alleged Differences in the Wages Paid to Men
and to Women for Similar Work' in the Economic Journal. I
(1891), p.656.
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Situation and comes to a quick and definite
judgment on financial matters, while they seem
wholly unable to master the intricacies of the law
of libel. Many are sub-editors, and manage
special departments, and on every paper, I think
I may say, the bulk of the work is done by women.
The woman journalist, to whom, cry her down as it
may, the press of to-day owes much of its
brightness and life, has been, in great measure,
created by writing on subjects she understands,
in journals for her own sex.
Some women made it to the top. Attending the Women-Writers'
Dinner of 1900 in London were Miss Bateson of the Queen and the
editors of Ladies' Field, the Churchwoman. Girls1 Realm and
Woman at Home.^
Harriet Martineau was probably the best-known female
journalist of the Victorian era. Born into a well-to-do
Unitarian family, Miss Martineau (1802-76) received a good
education but was not a happy child. She took solace in
writing, and her first published article so impressed her
brother that he advised her to 'leave it to other women to make
shirts and darn stockings, and do you devote yourself to this'.
When her father died, her mother and sisters were left without
means. It was a misfortune, but Miss Martineau was glad:
'In
a very short time my two sisters at home and I began to feel
the blessings of a wholly new freedom. I, who had been obliged
to write before breakfast, or in some private way, had
henceforth liberty to do my own work in my own way; for we had
lost our gentility.' She wrote first under a masculine
pseudonym, then as an anonymous 'Lady', but quickly won
recognition in her own right, establishing a strong influence
on British political and economic thought.

Her fame was made

with the publication of Illustrations of Political Economy
(1832-4); then followed works of history, travel, two novels, a
translation of Comte's Positive Philosophy, and the
2
Autobiography.
She was engaged to be married at one time: but doubtful
then of her fitness for wifely duties, she was perhaps relieved

Evelyn March-Phillipps, 'Women's Newspapers in the
Fortnightly Review, NS LVI (1894) pp.661-2, 665, 670.
Churchwoman. X (1900), p.198.
2

Millicent Fawcett, Some Eminent Women of Our Times (London,
1889), quoted pp.61-2.
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when her fiance went mad and died before the wedding.
'I am,
in fact, very thankful for not having married at all,1 she
declared.
'I have never since been tempted, nor have suffered
anything at all in relation to that matter which is held to be
all-important to a woman - love and marriage.1 She admitted
that conjugal love, in the rare cases when it reached perfection,
was an attraction which she might have envied; but 'the older
I have grown, the more serious and irremediable have seemed to
me the evils and disadvantages of married life, as it exists
among us at this time....' Being provided with the one thing
that Victorian spinsters lamentably lacked - 'substantial,
laborious, and serious occupation' - she came to the conclusion
that 'without meddling with the case of wives and mothers, I am
probably the happiest single woman in England'.^
As well as providing 1,642 leading articles for the Daily
News. Harriet Martineau championed causes as diverse as
abolition, Mesmerism, the rights of animals, and the rights of
women. Her advocacy of Malthusian principles in times of
hardship was greeted with horror because it was unthinkable for
a woman, especially a single woman, to express an opinion on
such a subject.
'A woman who thinks child-bearing a crime
against society ! An unmarried woman who declaims against
marriage!1' She was also immodest enough to support the
agitation against the Contagious Diseases Acts. Yet James Payn
declared that he never knew a woman whose nature was more
essentially womanly than Harriet Martineau. Refusing the Civil
List pension which the Queen herself offered, she proudly
asserted that her own labours had enabled her - while supporting
herself and her mother - to provide adequately for her
retirement. In later years she was known as 'Mrs' Martineau,

Janet E. Courtney, Free-thinkers of the Nineteenth Century
(London, 1920), quoted p.211. R.K. Webb, Harriet Martineau.
A Radical Victorian (London, I960), quoted p.52.
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the eighteenth century title given to those single women whose
achievements won for them the respect due to married women. ^
Among the less renowned professional writers of the
Victorian era was Eliza Mary Ann Savage, remembered as the poor
lame ex-governess who was Samuel Butler's most devoted critic.
They met at Art School in 1869. Her influence was felt most
strongly in his masterpiece The Wav of All Flesh (written 1884,
published 1903), in which she figured as Alethea, the maiden
aunt beloved of the narrator. Shortly after it was written
Miss Savage died of blood poisoning following a cancer
operation. Butler, the 'Incarnate Bachelor', would never have
married her, but he felt guilty about his behaviour towards her
and never returned to the manuscript which was then not
2
published until after his own death.
'Marianne Farningham' was the pseudonym of Mary Anne Hearn,
who wrote for religious periodicals such as the Christian World
and the Sunday School Times, the second of which she later
edited. At one time engaged to be married, she soon discovered
that 'the sheltered life of a married woman was not God's will
concerning me'. In her autobiography Miss Hearn recorded that
her life was nevertheless a very happy one, and she was glad to
have lived in the Victorian age. A contemporary, Charlotte
0 'Conor-Eccles (d.1911) wrote under the pseudonym 'Hal Godfrey'.
Educated in Birkenhead and abroad, she lectured in Ireland for
the Board of Agriculture and Technical Instruction and concerned
herself with housing schemes for the poor. Novels, translations
and contributions to many well-known magazines made up her
literary output which won for her membership of the Writers 12
3
3
Club and a Fellowship of the Institute of Journalists.
^Englishwoman *s Review. 15 September 1877, p.409, quoting
Florence Fenwick Miller. See also F.F. Miller, The lessons of
a life: Harriet Martineau (London, 1877). Theodora Bosanquet,
Harriet Martineau (London, 1927), quoted p.67. Courtney,
Free-Thinkers of the 19th century, p.234. Matilda BethamEdwards, Mid-Victorian Memories (London, 1919), p.147.
Cf Elizabeth Blackwell, who also retired on her own earnings.
2

See Philip Henderson, Samuel Butler. The Incarnate Bachelor
(London, 1953), chapter 5; Lee E. Holt, Samuel Butler (N.Y.,
1964), pp.36, 60; and Samuel Butler, The Wav of All Flesh
(1903).
3
Marianne Farningham, A Working Woman's Life (London, 1907),
esp. pp.92, 241, 278. Who1s Who.
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Frances Julia Wedgwood (1833-1913), a member of an
illustrious family, was also the niece of Charles Darwin, who
admired her review work. She was a friend of many poets,
including Wordsworth, Coleridge and Clough, and especially of
the widowed Robert Browning. This last friendship was broken
off in unexplained circumstances, and there was never anyone
else. Miss Wedgwood wrote novels, biographies, moral philosophy
and articles for periodicals. Like Harriet Martineau, she was
deaf. Like many other Victorian spinsters, she opposed
vivisection and supported female suffrage. Duty always came
before pleasure for her, and she rose each morning at four a.m.
to get her writing over by breakfast time.
One of the friends of George Gissing and Clara Collet was
Edith Sichel (1862-1914). Educated privately, she nursed her
father through a terminal illness and, after his death in 1884,
went into the East End to perform charitable work with her
friend Emily Marion Ritchie. After her health broke down in
1891 she turned to writing, in which she had always been
interested, having published her first magazine contribution at
the age of eighteen. Some stories and novels, together with
more successful ventures into historical memoir augmented the
reviews of art, literature and French social history in The
Times Literary Supplement and elsewhere. She kept up some
social work, visiting women prisoners in Holloway Gaol, and
giving away half her income to charity. Travel was her great
delight, and she recalled a conversation she once had with an
old valet in a Paris hotel:
He asked about my relations. I replied that I had
a good many.
'Ah-h-hi un mari et tout ga? ' I
thought this rather rude, so I glided over it and
told him I had four sisters and a brother....'Alors,
madame n'est pas mariee?' I answered, 'Que non, I
wasn't.' Then he gazed for a moment at my
imperturbable mask and murmured: 'Ah! c'est plus
tranquille comme 9 aI '2

^Richard Curie, Robert Browning and Julia Wedgwood (London,
1937), throughout.
2

Jacob Korg, George Gissing: a Critical Biography (Seattle,
1963), p.144. Emily Marion Ritchie, Edith Sichel. Letters.
Verses, and Other Writings (London, 1918), p.41 and throughout.
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In Gissing's The Odd Women (1893) Winifred Haven, one of
Miss Barfoot's pupils, obtained a position in the publishing
department of a weekly paper. She hoped one day to set up a
paper of her own. It was no longer an inconceivable goal for
a woman without private means. By the turn of the century
women journalists were paid as well as men for equal work. As
sub-editors or editors they received from 25s to £5 a week; in
special posts anything from £200 to £1,000 a year. Many worked
freelance, for which 15-21s for every 1,000 words was the
average rate. The Writers' Club admitted women authors and
journalists from its inception, and in 1895 there were 60 female
members of the Institute of Journalists. The 'fashion arts'
were almost entirely the province of women journalists, but
they were to be found in all departments, editing, reporting,
corresponding, and writing leading articles. Journalism had
become a fashionable profession and a lucrative career for
single women.^

Most Victorian gentlewomen studied music at some time in
their life. Many became proficient amateurs at piano and
singing; the laborious efforts of the others to acquire these
feminine accomplishments were probably to a large degree
responsible for the Englishman's 'unmusical' reputation and his
apparent lack of taste. The music critic Edward Dent, deploring
the hackneyed style of the great choral favourites and the
drawing-room ballads of the Victorian age, attributed their
banality to the middle-class emphasis on the moral content of
the music and the charm and virtuosity of the performer rather
than the quality of the work itself. Eric Blom recalled 'how
our hearts used to sink when Jessie was encouraged to take her
turn or Mabel was asked if she had brought her music'.
For the genuinely musical there were openings as

2

accompanists and organists or singers with church choirs.

If

^Gissing, The Odd Women (London, 1968), p.141. Churchwoman.
VII (1899), p.328. Ray Strachey, The Cause, p.230.
2

See Asa Briggs, The Making of Modern England (N.Y., 1965),
p.471 (1959). Eric Blom, Music in England (Harmondsworth,
1942), p.167.
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Agnes Weston had not been occupied with her philanthropic work
she could well have become a church musician, for she had
studied under the organist at Bath Abbey and then with
S.S. Wesley at Gloucester Cathedral. Yet ladies were
discouraged from becoming professional musicians, and this was
not only because any profession was unladylike, and the
performing arts rather more so. It was also because a musical
career required not only talent but strenuous, dedicated
application; and it was unremunerative. Good performers were
paid well, but they were not salaried. When Gwendolen in
George Eliot's Daniel Deronda (1876) proposed to become a
professional singer to support herself, her music master firmly
crushed her aspirations.
'You are a beautiful young lady,' he
said,
- you have been brought up in ease - you have done
what you would - you have not said to yourself,
'I must know this exactly,' 'I must understand
this exactly,' 'I must do this exactly.'...Well,
then, with that preparation, you wish to try the
life of the artist; you wish to try a life of
arduous, unceasing work, and - uncertain praise.
Your praise would have to be earned, like your
bread; and both would come slowly, scantily - what
do I say? - they might hardly come at all.
Nevertheless ladies started to become professional
performers as the century progressed. Female singers were in
demand for mixed choirs and as soloists, especially in oratorio;
and if Ellen Creathorne Clayton's two-volume Queens of Song
(1863) contained no spinsters, by 1872 the music critic of
Woman was noting that the principal honours of the week had
been gained by women, 'an undeniable proof of the advancement
of the age'. She listed singers currently appearing in operas
both tragic and comic, vocal recitalists, and pianists,
including one Miss Maclean, a pupil of Sterndale Bennett, who
had played the demanding piano part in his Chamber trio, a
Beethoven sonata, and two Chopin pieces at a recent performance.
The Royal Academy of Music opened its doors to women, as did
the schools of music at the Universities of Manchester and
London, and women began to take out diplomas and degrees in

"''Rosa N. Carey, 12 Notable Good Women of the XIXth Century
(London, 1899), p.258. George Eliot, Daniel Deronda (Edinburgh,
1876), II, p .96.
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piano and singing, and later in other instruments. In the
face of male opposition lady instrumentalists made their
appearance among the upper strings of some orchestras. The
cello was not considered feminine. A cartoon in Punch in 1875
pictured 'The Fair Sex-tett' playing two violins, a viola, a
cello, a double bass - and a tuba. The Lady reported a concert
in 1885 given by the St Cecilia Society, which comprised a
string band with harmonium and percussion, played entirely by
ladies, and a choir of mixed female voices.'*'
In 1877 Miss Miranda Hill, a sister of the philanthropist
Octavia Hill, founded the Kyrie Society to bring 'beauty home
to the people'. Together with art exhibitions, social
gatherings and excursions into the country its members arranged
musical evenings for the poor. Another Victorian spinster, Miss
Maria Hackett (d.1874) campaigned to reform the conditions
under which church music was performed; she also restored
Crosby Hall. Miss Mary Wakefield (1853-1910) organised the
first competitive music festival on the eisteddfod principle in
her Lake District home in 1885. The daughter of wealthy
parents, Miss Wakefield played and composed herself and had
many friends in the musical world. After five years her Kendal
festival was attracting 600 amateur performers from all parts
of the country. Miss Wakefield not only established the choral
festival tradition in the North of England,she was also
instrumental in the movement to revive old folk songs and
dances.^
In 1894 Amy Bulley and Margaret Whitley expressed the hope
that improved training would remedy the lack of feminine
achievement in the musical sphere. Who's Who listed only one
spinster 'musician', one Constance Bache. The vast majority of
the seemingly large force who were listed in the census of 1901

See Ellen C. Clayton, Queens of Song (London, 1863). Bulley
and Whitley, Women's Work, p.31. Woman. 8 June 1872, Literary
Supplement, p.8. Women and Work, 20 June 1874, p.5; 1 August
1874, p.2. Punch. 3 April 1875, p.150. Lady, 18 June 1885,
p.519. Women are still excluded (except as harpists, for want
of men playing this instrument) from some of the major London
orchestras.
2

See E.D. Mackerness, A Social History of Music (London, 1974),
pp.192, 201, 203-5. Women and Work. 25 (21 November 1874),
p.6.
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as 'musicians' (22,000, of whom over 4,000 were spinsters of
35 and over)revealed themselves to be, in fact, only teachers
of music perpetuating the amateur feminine skill. Yet the
feminists' hope did not go unfulfilled, for the Victorian age
produced one or two female composers.^
In 1856 Elizabeth Stirling (1819-95), pianist and organist,
found that a psalm setting for five voices and orchestra
submitted to Oxford for consideration for a Mus.B, though highly
approved by the examiners, still could not alter the rule about
giving degrees to the disabled sex. Ethel Smyth (1858-1944)
was luckier: she grew up in a later generation, and Oxford
eventually gave her a Mus.D. More than that, she was able to
assume the non-conformist role which was the natural
prerogative of those of gentle birth, thus overcoming all
obstacles in the path of her goal by the simple expedient of
refusing to see them. Most middle-class girls faced a hard
2
battle against the social and parental pressures of convention.
Born in Sidcup, Surrey, the fourth in a family of eight
(mainly daughters) of an ex-General in the Indian Army and his
half-French wife, Ethel Smyth announced at the age
of twelve that she intended to become a professional musician.
Her father was not happy about the plan but eventually, when
she was nineteen, allowed her to go off to Leipzig to study.
She remained abroad for twelve years, during which time she
made the acquaintance of Frau Schumann, Joachim, Rubinstein,
Brahms and Tchaikovsky. In 1890 she made her debut in England
when her 'Serenade' was played, and well received, at a concert
at the Crystal Palace. Three years later the Royal Choral
Society sang her Mass in the Albert Hall in the presence of the
Queen. In the early part of the twentieth century she combined
a new interest in writing opera with an active role in the
suffrage movement, for which she was gaoled. She also wrote
many books.^
^Bulley and Whitley, Women's Work, p.30.
1903, vol.84, p.187.
2

Census of 1901, BPP,

Blom, Music in England, p.155. Miss Florence Higgins received
a B.Mus. from the University of London in 1895. Woman's Signal
(28 February 1895), p.135.
3
On Ethel Smyth, see Christopher St John, Ethel Smyth (London,
1959); Margaret Cole, 'Ethel Smyth' in Women of To-Day (London,
1938); and Blom, Music in England, pp.177-8.
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Ethel Smyth never married, although she was once engaged,
briefly, to Oscar Wilde's brother Wilfred. She conducted an
extended affair with Harry Brewster, but refused to marry him
when his wife died in 1895, ostensibly upon a principle of
independence: 'A woman whose life is based on the denial of one
fundamental instinct of womanhood, the tendril-like instinct,
who has to say to herself: "Let me stand alone" has already
enough work on hand.1 For this reason she condemned George
Eliot as 'a woman who, being too timorous to stand alone,
married and spoiled her work by this renunciation of freedom'.^
Basically, however, Ethel Smyth was lesbian in her
inclinations. As a schoolgirl she kept a 'Book of Passions' in
which she noted the names of girls and women to whom, had she
been a man, she would have proposed. Photographs of her in
later life showed a woman with cropped hair, a man's hat, and a
suit and tie such as Radclyffe Hall used to wear. The list of
ladies with whom she had relationships of greater or lesser
intensity included Mrs Juliana Ewing, the novelist whose
husband (composer of the hymn Jerusalem the Golden) encouraged
Miss Smyth to become a musician; Frau Elisabeth von Herzogenburg,
friend of Brahms, whose husband taught her in Leipzig; Rhoda
Garrett, cousin of Mrs Garrett Anderson and Millicent Fawcett,
who first brought her into contact with the feminist movement;
Pauline Trevelyan, whose devout Roman Catholic faith held Miss
Smyth in its thrall for a time; then, with a change of
religious climate, Mrs Benson, wife of the Archbishop of
Canterbury; Lady Ponsonby, one of the Queen's Ladies-in-Waiting;
the Empress Eugenie, who patronised her music; Lilian Baylis,
Manager of the Old Vic; the Irish writer Edith Somerville, who
had lost her other half Violet Martin; and Virginia Woolf.

2

Without knowing why it was 'so much easier for me to love
my own sex passionately,' Miss Smyth was nevertheless 'quite
sure that if I were differently made, my music would not have
the exact flavour it has'.

The music critic Kathleen Dale,

noting that many of her works were inspired by and written for
the ladies in her life, suggested that 'passionate and

^"St John, Ethel Smyth, p.72.
2

St John, Ethel Smyth, p.8, and elsewhere.
facing pp.208-9.

See photographs
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intellectual friendships were the breath of life to her and
indispensable to her creative faculty'. Her Opus 1, the String
Quartet of 1883, was an In Memoriam to Rhoda Garrett who died
young of tuberculosis. Her Mass was dedicated to Pauline
Trevelyan. When she became friendly with Edith Somerville and
Virginia Woolf in the twentieth century she turned her attention
increasingly to writing.'*'
That her music is rarely heard nowadays indicates simply
a general reaction against the late Victorian style. Miss
Smyth's compositions were old-fashioned even for her time, and
though she grew up in an age which has come to be regarded as a
trough in English musical history, her later years coincided
with a sort of renascence and the rise of greater composers
like Elgar and Vaughan Williams whose fame quickly eclipsed
hers. But since the works of her contemporaries like Frank
Bridge and Delius have recently been revived, the day is no
doubt imminent when English audiences will be able to appreciate
her achievements once again. The fashion of sexual
discrimination is much more pervasive than the fashion of
musical taste, and it is still widely held that women have
never composed good and popular music: hence, that they cannot
do so. Ethel Smyth's works were played by English orchestras
and accepted by English audiences who judged them by
contemporary standards regardless of sex. But time passed, and
for want of an army of female composers to take her place,
people forgot that musical creativity had ever been other than
a masculine endowment. Once after hearing one of Miss Smyth's
choral works the conductor Hermann Levi exclaimed: 'I could
never have believed that a woman wrote that.'

'No,' Ethel

Smyth agreed, 'and what is more, in a week's time you won't
2
believe it.'
Few people lived a fuller, more productive, more
satisfying existence than a spinster like Ethel Smyth who,
instead of confining her creative instinct to one sphere in
marriage, spread it over many, and thus possessed, besides her
many friends and lovers, the personal joy and public recognition

^St John, Ethel Smyth, pp.9, 22, 126.
2

Cole,

Ethel Smyth' in Women of To-Day, pp.28-9.
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which her life's work brought her.
Of the other performing arts, ballet employed thousands
of women in London by the end of the century but it is doubtful
if many of them were of middle-class origin. The principals
were mainly imported from abroad (Taglioni, Cerrito and Grisi
for instance), but it was an English dancer, Miss Clara
Webster, who had the misfortune to be burnt to death one
fateful evening when her dress caught fire on the stage at
Drury Lane. At the beginning of her reign Queen Victoria used
to attend the ballet at Her Majesty's when it was in its heyday
under the great choreographer Jules Perrot. After the 'Swedish
Nightingale', Jenny Lind, appeared there, opera displaced it in
fashion and the ballet removed to the music halls in Leicester
Square. Such entertainments attracted crowds of well-to-do
men but, owing to the practice of prostitutes to promenade
outside, ladies rarely attended. Not until ballet was taken
over in the twentieth century and maintained as a statesponsored institution did it assume its present-day character
of high culture and respectability.
Acting was not a 'respectable' profession for women either.
In Geraldine Jewsbury's The Half Sisters (1848) Bianca's sister
refused to acknowledge her in public, and her lover left her
because she persisted in her chosen career. An aristocratic
friend encouraged her: 'Gifts like yours were bestowed for
something better than to make the possessor desirable in the
eyes of any individual, no matter how exalted, or fascinating,
or excellent he may be.' Yet despite the subsequent fame of
Miss Jenny Hill (c.1850-96) and Mrs Langtry, the public
appearances of ladies were deplored.

When Gissing's Rhoda

Mears desired to go on to the stage (in Isabel Clarendon. 1886)
her friend told her firmly that 'ladies don't do such things'.
Rhoda demurred.
'It used to be so, no doubt, but things have
been changing.

I'm sure I've heard that both ladies and

gentlemen are beginning to take to acting nowadays.
see why they shouldn't.

And I can't

It seems to be better than -'

broke off in embarrassment.

She

'Better than doing nothing at all,

Bulley and Whitley, Women's Work. p.35. See Ivor Guest, The
Dancer's Heritage (Harmondsworth, 1962), pp.49-51, 61; Arnold
L. Haskell, Ballet (Harmondsworth, 1938), p.26.
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you were going to say,' Isabel supplied.
'But I fancy that
the ladies who go on to the stage are generally those who, for
some reason or other, have lost their places in society.'^
As though to bear out this point, a novel by 'John Le
Breton' called Miss Tudor (1897) suggested that acting was a
profession to which some superfluous women turned for a living.
Bessie, the heroine, needed to support her widowed mother and
herself when her father died. She was too proud to go to her
relations as an unpaid family 'help', and governessing was
unremunerative. So she went on to the stage against her
family's wishes and was soon earning £70 a week in music halls.
Differences of background made rapport difficult with the other
performers for a while but she enjoyed the change from her
former 'purposeless, meaningless' existence, the 'dreary
monotony endured by suburban girls whose parents are in
comfortable circumstances'. When her contract ran out, she was
unable to find more work, and applied to an agent who refused
to help her unless she became his mistress. Starving, helpless,
and with nowhere else to turn, she consented. From that point
her life went from bad to worse and she eventually committed
2
suicide by drowning.
The novel indicated that acting was not respectable not
only because it was not genteel, but because it was believed
to be connected with prostitution. Bessie came to realise that
it was impossible to earn a living honestly in show business.
Certainly the money, when it came, was good. Sidney Webb showed
that women almost always earned as much as men on the stage and
often more, because of their sex appeal.

And as training was

not required, it might have attracted some women who could not
face the thought of becoming governesses. Miss Tudor contained
a grotesque scene where two stout, elderly, single 'young
ladies' performed a song and dance act before a mocking audience
because they desperately needed the money.

But they were

plainly not typical, for the census of 1901 listed 6,440
actresses of whom well over half were single girls under 35;

Geraldine Jewsbury, The Half Sisters (London, 1848), II, p.39.
Gissing, Isabel Clarendon (London, 1886), I, p.45. See Leonore
Davidoff, The Best Circles (London, 1973), p.81.
2

John Le Breton', Miss Tudor (London, 1897), pp.56, 221.
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only 163 were spinsters over that age. From the 1890s there
was an Actors' Association, a union of male and female players,
working for fairer conditions. Margaret Bateson interviewed
their representative Miss Fanny Brough when she was preparing
her book Professional Women upon their Professions, published
in 1895.1
In connexion with the theatre there was one Victorian
spinster who, though not an actress, played a vital role: Emma
Cons, the founder of the Old Vic, whom Beatrice Webb called
'one of the most saintly as well as the most far-sighted of
Victorian woman philanthropists'. Miss Cons (1838-1912) was
the daughter of a piano-maker. As an art student in London she
became friendly with Octavia Hill and interested in her work.
Forced by her father's illness to find a job, she helped Miss
Hill's mother on the Ladies' Art Guild and, with her sisters,
did some part-time philanthropic work among refugees and Ragged
School children. Then she became an illuminator, a watchengraver (until men in that trade forced the women out), and
eventually the first woman designer of stained glass windows in
Powell's factory. After some time assisting Octavia Hill with
her housing scheme, she commenced work as a professional rentcollector. Observing that her tenants' sole recreation seemed
to be drinking, she decided to open some coffee taverns to
encourage temperance among them. In 1880 she took over the
management of the ill-reputed Victoria Theatre in Waterloo Road
and instituted popular music-hall entertainment there, serving
coffee for refreshment. Concerts and lectures were also given;
and when financial problems threatened closure, friends stepped
2
in and bought the theatre for her.
Miss Cons was a firm supporter of the women's suffrage
movement, and became one of the three female members of the
first London County Council.

She was also instrumental in

founding the Swanley Horticultural College.

Beautiful, gentle

Sidney Webb, 'The Alleged Differences in the Wages Paid to Men
and to Women for Similar Work' in the Economic Journal, I
(1891), p.656. Le Breton, Miss Tudor, pp.64-5. Census of 1901,
BPP, 1903, vol.84, p.187. Bateson, Professional Women upon
their Profession, p .1.
2

See Margaret S. Tabor, Pioneer Women. 2nd series (London, 1927),
pp.86-7.
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and 'womanly', she nevertheless always carried a knife and a
piece of string in her pocket, even when attired in evening
dress, which won her the reputation of being a 'tomboy'. She
had to be tough to deal with some of her rowdier tenants. One
biographer described her as like a 'strong husband' to her
favourite sister, Ellen, who looked after Miss Cons's domestic
comfort in a wifely manner. Later her niece came to perform
the same function in her life. This niece, Lilian Baylis
(1874-1937), took over the management of the Old vie from Miss
Cons and turned it into the home of Sadlers Wells and the
National Theatre, maintaining the tradition her aunt had set
of presenting entertainment for the people at popular prices.^

In 1861 a young English artist, Laura Herford, organised a
campaign to publicise the fact that the Royal Academy schools
were not open to women. Representation to the Academy revealed
that there was no rule against their admission; so Miss Herford
sent in some of her work, and was accepted as a student. Ten
years later she died tragically young. In that decade forty
2
women had passed through the Academy's seven-year course.
Like music, art had always been an acceptable feminine
accomplishment. Hence no one raised much objection to letting
women study in art schools provided moral standards were
observed. But that little concession brought professional
attainment within the reach of women for the first time, and led
to the appearance of the first professional female artists. In
1862 the London School of Art and Design had 863 women students.
University College, London, offered art classes to both sexes,
and the Slade School admitted women from 1872. The Art School
of South Kensington and its provincial branches were part of a
government-sponsored endeavour to promote art education among
women.

At South Kensington the Principal in 1872 was a lady, a

Miss Trulock, and so were two members of staff.

There was even

a London Female School of Art, of whose Principal, Miss Louise
Gann, it was said: 'Combining energy, perseverence, and
^See Lilian Baylis, 'Emma Cons, The Founder of the Vic' in
Cicely Hamilton and Lilian Baylis, The Old Vic (London, 1926),
throughout.
2

The Englishwoman1s Review. April 1871, p.101.
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educational capacity, with feminine tact and singleness of
purpose, she offers a striking example to women who desire to
see their own sex raised above the prevailing condition of
incompetence for the duties they undertake....'^
From the 1870s women were taught the same things as men
(apart from life drawing from nude models) by the same teachers,
and were equally eligible for scholarships and prizes. The
public was sympathetic to their work. There was a Society of
Lady Artists. Ladies regularly exhibited at the Royal Academy,
occasionally taking out prizes; every so often they had a
special exhibition of their own, always widely reported in the
press, though apt to be judged by a standard peculiar to
female executants. The Exhibition of Lady Artists of 1874
showed 600 paintings by 300 artists, priced at a total of
£6,000. At the Academy Exhibition the following year Elizabeth
Thompson's military masterpiece created a stir. Even John
Ruskin, who admitted that he approached it with prejudice
'partly because I have always said that no woman could paint,
and secondly, because I thought what the public made such a
fuss about, must be good for nothing,' came away enthusiastic:
’it is Amazon's work, this....' Miss Thompson's fame faded as
quickly as it rose; she married, and though she went on
2

painting, no more was said of her genius.
Indeed very little was said of women painters at all in
this time.
'Every art school in the world is thronged with
women in the proportion of two-thirds women to one-third men,'
Margaret Bateson ascertained in an interview in 1895.
'The
women take all the prizes in the preliminary stages, and one
hears nothing of them afterwards.'

Women suffered from a

psychological handicap: the old story.

In becoming artists men

had to consider their career, their reputation, often their
livelihood.
'With a woman it is different. She says to herself,

^Woman, 27 January 1872, p.15; 3 February 1872, p.35; 2 March
1872, p.139. Women and Work. 7 November 1874, p.2.
Ray Strachey, The Cause, p.230.
2

Woman's Opinion. 18 April 1874, p.68.
1875, p.6.

Women and Work, 19 June
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"If I fail, there is always the possibility of marriage."'^
In England most female art students, if they wished to
earn a living, were destined to teach. The security of a
salary of £100-200 was naturally preferable to the uncertainty
of free-lance work. Those who wished to remain within the
creative sphere went into the decorative and illustrative arts,
such as industrial and fabric design; the manufacture of
jewellery and pottery; and engraving, although some firms were
reluctant to take female apprentices. Women were usually
obliged to occupy the least-skilled and worst-paid sections.
A school for art needlework, established in Sloane Street, gave
employment to needy gentlewomen. Miss M. Downing, sister of the
suffragist, set up a photographic studio which employed women
only. The Misses MacHutchin, daughters of a Cheshire clergyman,
opened an antique shop in London after one of them had trained
for three years with a dealer in old furniture. Agnes and Rhoda
Garrett apprenticed themselves to an architect and, ignoring
all ridicule, set up in partnership as interior decorators.
Magazines and books were full of female art work. One of the
best-known illustrators of the Victorian age, Miss Christina
('Chris') Demain Hammond (d.1900) enhanced the pages of novels
by Jane Austen, Blackmore, Bulwer, Maria Edgeworth, George
Eliot, Mrs Gaskell and Thackeray, as well as Cassell1s and other
magazines. Educated at the Lambeth School of Art and the Royal
Academy Schools, she also exhibited regularly at the Royal
2

Academy and the Royal Institute of Painters in Water Colours.
Many of the Victorian women mentioned in Ellen Creathorne
Clayton's two-volume study of English Female Artists (1876) seem
not to have married. They had the time to devote to their work
but they must also have had some means, for it was notoriously
difficult for an artist to support himself on his earnings
alone. If they did not have means, it was only sensible to
■^Interview with Mrs Ernest Normand in Bateson, Professional
Women Upon their Professions, pp.12, 16. See Nochlin, 'Why have
there been no great women artists?' in Hess and Baker, ed.,
Art and Sexual Politics, p .5.
2

Anne Thackeray, Toilers and Spinsters (London, 1874), p.12.
Bulley and Whitley, Women's Work, pp.36-7. Women and Work.
31 October 1874, p.2; 5 June 1875, p.6. Churchwoman. XI (1900),
p.124. For Chris Hammond, see Who Was Who and Bateson,
Professional Women Upon Their Professions, p.18.
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become commercial artists, although this often meant
prostituting their art for financial gain.
Tennant sold her immensely popular picture

Miss Dorothy
'Street Arabs at

Play' to Lever brothers to use in an advertisement for Sunlight
soap.

Miss Clayton herself, besides writing biographies of

Notable Women,

combined her literary and artistic skills

(she

had studied at the National Gallery and the British Museum)

in

designing the covers of greeting cards and writing the verses
inside.

She also produced stories and novels and was house

artist for the periodical Judy .

Miss Georgina Bowers, who had

studied at the Manchester Art School, became a cartoonist for
Punch, specialising in hunting scenes.^
Other lady artists were well-known in their time but have
become disreputable in an age which condemns Landseer's
paintings as

'mawkish sentimentality'.

Tending away from

academic specialisation, Victorian art was characterised by a
desire to be

'pleasing' to as many people as possible.

The

Queen, who was a fair arbiter of this taste, had her own
miniature done by one Victorian spinster, Miss Annie Dixon,
while another, Miss Susan Durant

(d.1873) made busts and

medallions of the Royal Family, and taught Princess Louise for
a time.

She also helped her old master, the Baron de Triqueti,

to execute the monument to Leopold, King of the Belgians, which
stood in St George's Chapel, Windsor.

Ladies excelled

particularly in the smaller domestic styles of art: miniatures,
water-colours and still-lives were their forte.

Elizabeth

Thompson's Roll Call probably seemed 'great' because a largescale work of action was so rare from a female hand.

In turning

them out by the dozen Victorian spinsters like Marian Chase,
R.I.

(d.1905), Emily Farmer, R.I.

(d.1905) and Edith Martineau

(1842-1901, daughter of James Martineau)

showed that they had a
2
keen eye for the domestic tastes of their market.

■^Ellen C. Clayton, English Female Artists (London, 1876), esp.
vol.II, pp.324-9, 319-29.
Gentlewoman. I (1890), p.4.
^G.R., Victorian Paintings (V & A, London, 1963), p . (2).
Clayton, English Female Artists. vol.II, pp.254-5.
Rupert
Gunnis, Dictionary of British Sculptors (1660-1851) (London,
2nd ed., 1968), p.135.
See Briggs, The Making of Modern
England, pp.468, 471.
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A later generation of Victorian spinsters took part in a
more modern school of art. Represented today in the Tate
Gallery in London are Gwen John (1876-1936), sister of Augustus
John, who studied at the Slade and in Paris under Whistler;
Louise Pickard (1856-1928), who studied under Herkomer's sister,
at the Slade, and in Paris, and exhibited with Dame Ethel
Walker (1861-1951) , who studied at the Westminster and Slade
Schools and, again, in Paris. Yet England had no female artist
of the stature even of America and France's Harriet Hosmer,
Mary Cassatt and Rosa Bonheur, nor any, evidently, who shared
their feminist independence to the same degree. None of these
three ever married, and Miss Bonheur (1822-99) laughed in the
face of the reporter from the Englishwoman1s Review when she
asked her (in 1859) why not.
'Have I not said that I married
Art?' demanded Miss Bonheur, who had cropped hair, always wore
trousers, and lived with a fellow woman artist.
'What could I
do with any other husband? I am not fit to be a wife, in the
common acceptation of that term. Men must marry women who
have no absorbent, no idol.1^
The census of 1901 noted 3,700 female artists (painters,
sculptors and engravers), of whom about one-third were unmarried
women of 35 and over. They tended to stick to the traditional
and commercial spheres, for obvious reasons representing
nonetheless a remarkable change from the old view of art as a
feminine pastime. By the later decades of the century most
female artists were professionally trained and commercially
minded. They were not afraid of exhibiting themselves or asking
for reward. It was because so many of them were unmarried that
2
they regarded art as a career and a vocation.

See Mary Chamot, Dennis Farr and Martin Butlin, The Modern
British Paintings. Drawings and Sculpture in the Tate Gallery,
2 w (London, 1964): other Victorian spinsters are also
represented there. Englishwoman's Review. NS 87 (1859), p.166.
See Nochlin, 'Why have there been no great women artists?' in
Hess and Baker, ed., Art and Sexual Politics, pp.30-6.
2Census of 1901, BPP, 1903, vol.84, p.187.

Ethel Smyth singing
Drawing by John Sargent

Reproduced in Christopher St John, Ethel Smyth (London 1959)
facing p. 96.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
SEX AND THE VICTORIAN SPINSTER
The Victorian code of morality marked off its middle-class
perpetrators from the disreputable lower orders and an
apparently barbaric past. The aristocracy, with gentility
assured, were free to act more or less as they wished; but the
middle classes, having perforce to purchase their
respectability at a price, then had to struggle to defend it
with strict regulations. On the reasoning that to acknowledge
the existence of a vice was to encourage it, they suppressed
all discussion of, and even allusion to, sexual matters. They
contended that
vice is progressive, like every other agency which
acts on human nature; that it goes from worse to
worse with an infallible certainty; that suffering
accompanies it as an equally infallible consequence;
that it carries with it misery, squalor, sickness,
death, and destruction...and that none escape....!
By enforcing a 'double standard' of morality for the sexes
and a dual concept of women's role, they put the responsibility
for the maintenance of a moral order upon women, and especially
unmarried women. For while middle-class men were permitted to
indulge their sexual tastes both within and without marriage,
and married women within it, spinsters were not supposed to
indulge theirs at all. As mothers and potential mothers, women
were required to observe chastity and fidelity in the interests
of the maintenance of the family ideal. Theoretically men
should do so too, for the same reason, but a physiological
difference freed them from the exacting standards required of
women.

It was argued that men were to some extent the victims

of their bodies, while women were as near to being sexless as
possible.

2

^'The Painter' in Blackwood's Magazine. CVI (1869), p.141.
W.E.H. Lecky, A History of European Morals (London, 2nd ed.,
1869), II, p.294.
2

See Keith Thomas, 'The Double Standard' in the Journal of the
History of Ideas. XX (1959), p.195; and Peter T. Cominos,
'Late-Victorian Sexual Responsibility and the Social System' in
the International Review of Social History. VIII (1963), pp.18,
216.
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Yet the middle-class woman of the time functioned mainly
as a sex object, depending upon her sexuality for her
livelihood.
'She could dispose of it to one man for life, and
have in return the respect of society and the caged existence
of the lady or the drudge, or she could sell it by night and be
a "free woman," scorned of the world and portioned to die in
the gutter.' If she did neither of these - if she moulded
herself to the old maid's role - she was a sexual failure as
well as a social one, and society let her know it. Although
girls were brought up protected from all knowledge and
experience of sexuality, at marriage 'the same mystery, the same
sin but purified and sanctified' became 'the crown of her
education, the hope of her relations, the goal of all her
efforts, almost a social duty. Accomplishments, learning,
education, intelligence, beauty, wealth, grace, all are devoted
to her sanctioned fall....' The woman who failed to be chosen
in marriage was evidently sexually undesirable. Much of the
scorn, ridicule and pity reserved for spinsters was directed at
their celibacy.^
They were children of a larger growth, never having crossed
the dividing line of marriage when all was revealed. They had
been educated to perform all the duties of marriage but one.
Shame and secrecy shrouded the physiological aspects of adult
life: extending even beyond actual sexuality to related
functions and objects. Flora Thompson revealed that toilets
were regarded with such embarrassment that she was taught that
no one must ever see her approach the door. Margaret Bondfield
recalled how when she reached puberty and 'began the usual
phenomena connected with maturity', she was terrified: 'I
thought I had burst a blood vessel and was doomed to death....
Neither at school nor at home, nor by the church, was a word
2

said about its purpose in the scheme of creation.'

So many women embarked upon marriage 'in a condition of
absolute black ignorance of practically every fact of life that

Edward Carpenter, Love's Coming-of-Age (London, 1930) , p.71.
Alexander Herzen, Mv Past and Thoughts (London, 1924-7), vol.3,
p .243.
2

Flora Thompson, Lark Rise to Candleford (London, 1948), p.21.
Margaret Bondfield, A Life's Work (London, 1949), pp.25-6.
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would be almost unbelievable to girls of that age today happily for them....The fact that I had not the faintest idea
of what I was doing was a matter of legitimate selfcongratulation to my parents as a proof of the upbringing they
had bestowed on their child,1 wrote another woman. Even
towards the end of the Victorian era when girls were necessarily
becoming more independent as they left the shelter of their
family homes to work in the community, many parents preferred
that they should be as little versed in the facts of life as
their mothers and grandmothers had been.
'No doubt we shall
lose something of the robust intellectual self-reliance of
emancipated girls, but we shall always have with us the
daughters of our hearts, ignorant, wilful, perhaps not always
prudent, but with the better armour that innocence, romance,
and a belief in the illusions of life must always ensure.
With such an education the spinster was supposed to live
on in contented innocence. The only instincts she might have
to sublimate were motherly ones.
'An unmarried woman, if a
good woman, can always make herself happy; find innumerable
duties, interests, amusements; live a pure, cheerful, and useful
life. So can some men - but very, very few.' No doubt many
women did this. Some overcame their needs by substituting
fulfilment of a different kind. Others subscribed to the
philosophy explained by George Gissing in one of his novels;
'A woman who belongs to the old education readily believes that
it is not to experiences of joy, but of sorrow, that she must
look for her true blessedness; her ideal is one of renunciation;
religious motive is in her enforced by what she deems the
obligation of her sex.' She must strive not only to be an
example of virtuous living but to exercise an uplifting moral
influence upon all those around her. Women were innately pure;
not so men. That was why fallen women deserved condemnation
while erring men did not.

Victorian spinsters, though

'A Woman of No Importance' (Amy C. Menzies) Memories Discreet
and Indiscreet (London, 1917), p.45. Annie Besant's experience
was similar. May Jeune, 'The Revolt of the Daughters' in the
Fortnightly Review. NS LV (1894), p.276.

362

apparently untroubled by sexual desires and quite inexperienced
in sexual matters, nevertheless had to conform to a role of
superior morality.'*'
The studies of female sexuality by medical men like
William Acton were mostly prescriptive rather than descriptive:
that is, they set down what they wanted ladies to feel rather
than what ladies actually did feel.

Other evidence as well as

common sense indicates that Victorian spinsters were far from
sexless.

As one of them - Edith Simcox - perceived, the

superior morality of civilised women was the product of
'sustained, deliberate pressure, legal, social, and religious,
and in itself, so far as it exists, a proof of the extent to
which the human race has power to realise its own ideals'.
This was in 1887, yet there were signs that many of her
predecessors had experienced similar difficulty in conforming
to the role of virtuous sexlessness.

As early as 1851

Geraldine Jewsbury allowed a character in one of her novels to
declare that

'no man, with the freedom and outgoing activity

which is his birth right, can know or imagine what is endured
by a woman shut up within herself, with no outlet for her
feelings,

- nobody to whom she

may, or indeed ought, to utter

the thoughts that are perplexing h e r '.

In The Story

of an

African Farm (1883) Olive Schreiner protested at the enforced
celibacy of single women.
'The majority of men
needed,

And Edward Carpenter observed that

(for whom the physical side of sex, if

is easily accessible)

do not for a moment realize the

griefs endured by thousands of girls and women - in the drying
up of the wellsprings of affection as well as the crucifixion
of their physical needs.'

In his autobiography, published in

1916, he revealed how visiting
his unmarried sisters

his home in his youth

he found

'wearing out their lives and their

affectional capacities with nothing to do, and nothing to care

"*"(Mrs Craik) A W o m a n 's Thoughts About Women (London, 1858),
p.239.
George Gissing, The Emancipated (London, 1890), III,
p.179.
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for: a little music, a little painting, a walk up and down the
Promenade; but the primal needs of life unspoken and unallowed
,1

Not only feminist spinsters and enlightened men realised
that single women had sexual interests. The reactions of the
sternest upholders of the Victorian ideal to conditions which
they regarded as threats to it - such as prostitution, the
spread of information about contraception, and the 'immoral'
novels of Ouida and her kind - revealed acute anxiety about the
female potential for sexual feeling. The prostitute was the
virtuous wife's alter ego: she had all the qualities the other
lacked, including sensuality. But for having that, and
indulging it, she was socially unacceptable. She was even to
blame for luring young men away from the society of modest
women.
From these bought women, come those enemies of
social progress, who enslave our young men of the
higher classes, our future statesmen, those who
should be the leaders of the nation. From Skittles
to Cora Pearl, our generation has witnessed the
enslaving power of these tyrants of lust.^
The Contagious Diseases Acts placed the onus for the
spread of venereal disease solely upon the prostitutes and not
their clients. The age of consent was fixed at twelve and then
thirteen for girls, after which age they were expected to bear
the full consequences of their actions. Legislation to permit
marriage with a deceased wife's sister was blocked again and
again on the ground that removing the sexual taboo would
encourage immorality within the lifetime of the wife: the
sister-in-law might prove too great a temptation to the husband.

See Carl N. Degler, 'What Ought to Be and What Was: Women's
Sexuality in the Nineteenth Century' in the American Historical
Review. 79 (1974), p.1477. Edith Simcox, 'The Capacity of
Women' in the Nineteenth Century. XXII (1887), p.400.
Geraldine Jewsbury, Marian Withers (London, 1851), III, p.34.
Edward Carpenter, My Days and Dreams (London, 1916), pp.94, 98.
o

Dr Elizabeth Blackwell, Purchase of Women; the Great Economic
Blunder (London, 1887?), p.35. Skittles and Cora Pearl were
two famous Victorian courtesans: see Henry Blyth, Skittles
(London, 1970) and Cyril Pearl, The Girl with the Swansdown
Seat (London, 1955). On prostitution see Eric Trudgill,
'Prostitution and Paterfamilias' in H.J. Dyos and Michael Wolff,
ed., The Victorian City (London, 1973), II, p.693.
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In all these instances Victorian men were unwittingly endowing
women - spinsters - with sexual impulses they were not supposed
to have.
The same underlying suspicion was plain from their
surveillance of the behaviour of young girls. Mrs Gaskell's
innocent Molly (in Wives and Daughters, 1866), surprised at a
meeting with a man, 'lost her character' through being 'talked
of': the whole town, indeed, was 'crying shame, and saying they
ought to be married'. When Hardy's Sue (in Jude the Obscure,
1895) missed her train and stayed the night at her cousin's
house, the authorities at her training college expelled her with
the advice that they ought to marry at once for the sake of her
reputation. As Sue complained bitterly, it was impossible for
a girl to have male friends when society recognised only
'relations based on animal desire'. At university colleges
girls were obliged to take chaperons with them when they visited
men's rooms and attended mixed lectures. Brothers could only
call on their sisters if no other students were present.
Gissing's heroes and heroines baulked at this moral policing.
The world is so very slow to believe that
connections other than of a certain sort can
possibly exist between young people of different
sex who see each other in private; it is so easy
for corrupt imaginations to picture situations

The Contagious Diseases Acts were passed in the 1860s in
order to prevent the spread of venereal disease at certain
naval and military stations. They required prostitutes to be
examined periodically, by force if necessary, to determine if
they had the disease, in which case they had to undergo
treatment. If they refused they could be imprisoned. Mrs
Butler and her associates in the Ladies' National Association
for the Repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts argued that the
state was recognising (and therefore condoning) vice, tampering
with the civil liberty of the prostitutes, and penalising
women for acts for which men were mainly to blame. For taking
up matters viewed as disgusting and unsuitable for women, and
discussing them in public, the campaigners were heavily
criticised; but the Acts were eventually repealed. See E.M.
Sigsworth and T.J. Wyke, 'A Study of Victorian Prostitution and
Venereal Disease' in Martha Vicinus, ed., Suffer and Be Still
(Bloomington, 1972), p.77; and F.B. Smith, 'Ethics and Disease
in the later Nineteenth Century: the Contagious Diseases Acts'
in Historical Studies. 15 (1971), p.118. On the Deceased
Wife's Sister issue, see J.F.C. Harrison, The Early Victorians
(St Albans, 1973), p.145.
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completely familiar to themselves, so extremely
difficult for them to conceive the existence of
virtue and self-respect.1
The spread of information about contraception met with
opposition partly because it was thought that it might
encourage women 'to gratify their passion'. Indeed many of its
advocates intended it for this use. Francis Place believed
that sexual activity was necessary for health: spinsters who
lived chastely to the age of twenty-six were, he said, 'seldom
free from disorders of the Uterus'. Richard Carlile was certain
that 'the great preservative of chastity is the dread young
girls and unmarried women have of conception. No one shall
persuade me but that healthy girls, after they pass the period
of puberty, have an almost constant desire for copulation.'
Less extravagant in his claims was George Drysdale, author of
Physical, Sexual, and Natural Religion (1854), which had sold
88,000 copies by 1905.
'Women, if they had not the fear of
becoming pregnant before their eyes, would indulge their sexual
desires, just as men do. Hence our vehement prejudices in
favour of our present code of sexual morality, and of the
institution of marriage....' Contraception destroyed marriages,
made women a menace to young men, and encouraged 'sodomy' and
'lesbism'.~
The same attitude appeared in the respectable public's
reception of the new 'immoral' novels. Hitherto writers, if
they wished for popularity, had eschewed such matters, placing
their characters on a more spiritual plane. Although many were
anxious to enforce the ideal, others chafed at the restrictions
it placed on their art.
We are condemned to avoid half the life that passes
us by. What books Dickens would have written had
he been permitted! Think of Thackeray as unfettered
as Flaubert or Balzac. What books I might have
written myself. But they give us a little box of
toys and say to us, 'You mustn't play with anything
but these'1
Mrs Gaskell, Wives and Daughters (London, 1907), pp.459-62.
Thomas Hardy, Jude the Obscure (London, 1966), pp.16, 175.
Eva Knatchbull-Hugesson, 'Newnham College from Within' in the
Nineteenth Century. XXI (1887), p.853. George Gissing, Workers
in the Dawn (Garden City, 1938), II, p.89.
2

The Solicitor-General in the Bradlaugh-Besant trial, quoted in
Sheila Rowbotham, Hidden from History (London, 1973), p.75.
Peter Fryer, The Birth Controllers (London, 1967), pp.82-3, 123,
125, 294.
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Hippolyte Taine, a visitor from France, could hardly fail to
note the reserve practised by English writers in the interests
of their English readers.
'If a novelist does introduce a
woman who behaves immorally, it is only to remove her as quickly
as possible, with a motion of contempt or disgust; and he will
have the air of walking on hot coals....' Jane Eyre (1847)
raised a 'prudish scream...and genteel virtue affected to be
horrified with the authoress who drew women and girls endowed
with human passion'. Novels about fallen women were attacked
for attempting to prove sexual sinners to be morally pure.
Though many applauded Mrs Gaskell's Ruth (1853), others declared
it unfit for the eyes of their wives, daughters, even their
mothers.
'Vice is continually represented by certain novelists
in the most glowing colours; or, rather, if the vice itself is
not absolutely so treated, the utmost attractiveness is accorded
to the vicious.' The novels of Rhoda Broughton and Ouida, who
portrayed heroines with sexual feelings as a matter of course,
roused a storm of protest even from fellow-spinsters.
'It is
disgusting for a woman to play with such subjects as are
treated of - or to speak of them with familiarity and flippant
complacency,' wrote Geraldine Jewsbury wrathfully. Mrs Oliphant
was appalled to notice that in the books of the younger men,
such as Hardy and Grant Allen, it was no longer the man who
seduced the woman, but the other way round.^
Reading novels of this type, Victorian girls could not
grow up in ignorance of all the facts of life. Even if these
were forbidden them the newspapers reported sensational events
in lurid detail. Already in 1848 Lady Stanley was admonishing
her daughter-in-law for maintaining relations with a lady of

Robert Louis Stevenson, quoted Duncan Crow, The Victorian
Woman (London, 1971), p.211. Hippolyte Taine, Notes on England
(London, 1957), p.95.
(G.H. Lewes) 'Novels with a Purpose' in
the Westminster Review. NS XXVI (1864), pp.48-9. On Ruth see
Zobaida Mirza, 'The Theme of Mrs Gaskell's Ruth and the
Reception of the Novel'. Unpubl. M.Phil thesis, University of
London, 1966; and Patricia Thomson, The Victorian Heroine
(London, 1956), pp.132-5. W.R. Greg, 'The False Morality of
Lady Novelists' in his Literary and Social Judgments (London,
1869), pp.108-10.
(G.B. Smith) 'Mrs Gaskell and her Novels' in
the Cornhill Magazine. XXIX (1874),p.203. Jeanne Rosenmayer,
'Geraldine Jewsbury: Novelist and Publisher's Reader'. Unpubl.
Ph.D. thesis, University of London, p.567. Margaret Oliphant,
'The Anti-Marriage League' in Blackwood's Magazine. CLIX (1896),
p.141.

367

doubtful character when there were grown-up daughters in the
family; but she admitted that 'they must be pretty well
acquainted with the fashionable world & what it is composed of'.
The Lancet reported in 1857 that girls might be taken to see
La Traviata and drive home through the Haymarket, 'yet we are
expected to credit that they lay their heads upon their pillows
without considering what it all means'. At the end of the
century Gissing condemned the 'imbecile convention which
supposes a young girl sexless in her understanding'.^

Clearly the Victorians knew that the ideal and the reality
were at variance so far as the sexual feelings and the sexual
behaviour of women were concerned.
'There are women who call
themselves "emancipated" now, who are leading lives if not
absolutely vicious, yet loose, unseemly, trespassing always on
the borders of vice; women who treat lightly, and as if of
small account, the heinous and abominable sins of unchastity
and adultery.1 George Eliot came under this heading, though not
of her own volition.
'She refused, absolutely and entirely, to
be the woman the world would have had her be,' wrote Adeline
Sergeant in appreciation.
'"If you are unsound on that one
point - the sanctity of marriage - you are unsound on all,"
says the world. She might have replied that "being unsound" on
that, knowingly and deliberately, she chose to be all the
sounder on more vital points - Strenuous goodness - she shows
it everywhere.' Many Victorians, as earlier pages have told,
placed themselves outside conventional morality. Ethel Smyth,
for instance, made no secret of her loves, male or female.
Emily Faithfull, one of the busiest workers for middle-class
female employment, was said to have been cited in Lady
Codrington's divorce case.

2

Nancy Mitford, ed., The Ladies of Alderley (London, 1938),
p.192. Pearl, The Girl with the Swansdown Seat, p.50. Gissing,
The Emancipated (London, 1890), I, p.174.
2

Frances Power Cobbe, quoted J.A. and Olive Banks, Feminism
and Family Planning in Victorian England (Liverpool, 1964),
p.104. Winifred Stephen, The Life of Adeline Sergeant (London,
1905), p.234. Crow, The Victorian Woman, p.160.
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There were even some advocates of free love, following a
tradition begun by Mary Wollstonecraft and the Utopian
Socialists. Richard Carlile, who campaigned for women's rights
and birth control, separated from his wife and lived with his
co-worker Miss Eliza Sharpies, who bore him a family. W.J. Fox
and Eliza Flower also practised what they preached. In
Gissing's The Odd Women (1893) one character was of the opinion
that 'if a few men and women in prominent position would
contract marriage of the free kind, without priest or lawyer,
openly and defiantly, they would do more benefit to their kind
than in any other possible way'. And Grant Allen's Woman Who
Did (1896) did it, not very happily. These were simultaneously
attacks on the legal institution of marriage and assertions of
women's right to enjoy their sexuality. As Annie Besant said
from bitter experience:
Looking at a woman's position both as wife and
mother, it is impossible not to recognise the fact
that marriage is a direct disadvantage to her.
In an unlegalised union the woman retains
possession of all her natural rights; she is
mistress of her own actions, of her body, of her
property; she is able to legally defend herself
against attack; all the Courts are open to protect
her; she forfeits none of her rights as an
Englishwoman; she keeps intact her liberty and her
independence; she has no master; she owes obedience
to the laws alone.^
It is not known how freely contraception was used by
Victorian people, but knowledge of it was widespread.

Pamphlets

and books on the subject were circulating among the middle
classes throughout the period. H.A. Allbutt's The Wife's
Handbook (1886) sold 390,000 copies in the twenty years after
its publication. The trial of Annie Besant and Charles
Bradlaugh in 1877 for distributing birth control literature
aroused much publicity and led to the revival of the Malthusian
League, which from 1877 issued a monthly journal. By 1897 it
was receiving 2,000 letters a month enquiring about birth
control techniques. Simultaneously anti-contraception
propaganda was put round by the authorities.

Bertrand Russell

was solemnly assured by his family doctor that the use of

Constance Rover, Love, Morals and the Feminists (London, 1970),
pp.20-3. Gissing, The Odd Women (London, 1968), p.285. Annie
Besant, Marriage, as it was, as it is, and as it should be
(New York, 1880) t p.28.
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contraceptives was almost invariably injurious to health. His
relations even hinted that it was the use of contraceptives
which had made his father epileptic. In 1878 the Obstetrical
section of the British Medical Association was informed that
many well-to-do women wore inter-uterine devices.
Contraceptives were on sale in London from 1885, and in other
towns; they were advertised in papers and in public lectures.^
Abortion was also practised widely.

In 1863 doctors

estimated that between one in seven and one in three pregnant
women miscarried; they did not believe all to be from natural
causes. Illegitimate births were equally common: between 1851
and 1871 about 42,000 births out of wedlock were registered
annually. Acton reckoned that one in every twelve unmarried
women in England and Wales must have strayed from the path of
virtue. The census report of 1861 suggested that there were
nearly 200,000 unmarried mothers. Not all of them were
working-class women: the Women's Suffrage Journal reported in
1871 that a Hereford clergyman's sister, one Miss Fanny Goss,
had murdered her new-born child by flushing it down the toilet.
No one had suspected her condition. The body was discovered in
a drain by the gardener; and on being accused, Miss Goss
committed suicide by slitting her wrists. Mrs Gaskell's Ruth
2

was also of middle-class origin.
Best proof of the use of contraceptives was the fall in
the birthrate from the 1870s on, though no doubt other causes
also contributed. The proportion of illegitimate births to all
births also declined, which suggests that unmarried people were
taking precautions.

Birth control was of the utmost importance

to the emancipation of women, since it gave them a fair measure
of control over their reproductive capacity without denying them
sexual enjoyment. It brought them close to equality with men.
The limitation of fertility brought about better conditions for
married women in all sorts of ways; what it did for spinsters

^Fryer, The Birth Controllers, pp.191-5, 199, 203, 207-9.
Bertrand Russell, Autobiography 1872-1914 (London, 1967), p.84.
2

J.A. Banks, Prosperity and Parenthood (London, 1954), p.143.
William Farr, Vital Statistics (London, 1885), p.90. Census
of 1861, Report, BPP, 1863, vol.53, pt.l, p.21. Roberts, in
Vicinus, ed., Suffer and Be Still, p.63. Women's Suffrage
Journal, II (1871), p.105.
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is unknown.

Presumably some used it.

Methods were not

foolproof, but the example of the many able married women who
managed to keep their families conveniently small augured well.’*'

Feminists were careful not to associate their names with
the birth control movement.

The Victoria Magazine and the

Englishwoman's Review ignored the Bradlaugh-Besant trial, and
the Fawcetts and Elizabeth Blackwell openly opposed
contraception.

It may have been that the editors of these

periodicals, who were spinsters like Dr Blackwell, and the

Fawcetts who had only one child, believed that everyone should
show the self-restraint they had evidently exercised themselves.
But it is also possible that they were reluctant to formulate a
positive policy on birth control for fear they would lose
respectable support for the women's movement as a whole.

Such

a move would have been political disaster for a group whose
membership was predominantly female and single.

The two

revolutions had to be attempted and won separately.

But even

while they concentrated on the major issues, some Victorian

spinsters refused to be martyrs to the old regime.
did not talk about it.
her youth,

They just

As Margot Tennant's mother told her in

’you can do what you like in life if you can hold

your tongue, but the world is relentless to people who are
2
found o u t '.
There were probably between 10,000 and 80,000 prostitutes
in London during the Victorian era; it is impossible to get
precise figures.

According to Bracebridge Hemyng, who surveyed

the scene for Mayhew's book, there were three types: those kept
by men of independent means, those who lived in apartments and
maintained themselves, and those who operated from brothels.
He did not believe many of the first two groups to be women of
the educated classes.

'The fallacies about clergymen's

daughters and girls from the middle classes forming the majority
of such women are long ago exploded; there may be some amongst
them, but they are few and far between.1

As far as the common

prostitutes were concerned, records of the previous occupation

^■John Innes, Class Fertility Trends in England and Wales
1876-1934 (Princeton, 1938), p.3.
2
Banks, Feminism and Family Planning, pp.92-3.
Margot Asquith,
Autobiography (London, 1920), p.12.
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and education of those taken into custody between 1850 and 1860
revealed that the great majority were barely literate and had
been domestic servants, needlewomen, or without other employment.
Some of the needlewomen might have been of middle-class origin,
possibly farmers' daughters. Gissing sent one of Monica's
workmates at the drapery shop on to the streets: 'a not
unimportant type of the odd woman'. Seventy-five of the 41,914
arrested were of 'superior instruction', and 784 could read and
write well.^
Some Victorian spinsters, therefore, turned to
prostitution, though not as many as feminists and philanthropists
implied when they blamed the influx on the superfluous women
problem. Economic hardship was responsible for driving many
women on to the streets but not so much because of lower
marriage rates, almost exclusively a middle-class problem, as
because of the depressed condition of working women in general.
Nevertheless the feminists used this conjunction of related
circumstances to generalise across the classes and drive their
point home to a middle-class audience. Josephine Butler, for
instance, wrote that
There are more than two million and a half of
unmarried women in England, working for their own
bread. It is not their choice for the most part.
They would marry, but they cannot; there are many
more women than men in the country. Men do not
marry invariably, and women cannot ask them or
force them to marry them. According to your
theory of shutting them out of trades, and not
suffering them to work at all for subsistence, you
have two millions and a half of women for whom
there is no alternative but starvation or
prostitution. Thousands are now actually starving:
I do not mean of the lower classes, but of the
middle class. Thousands are driven to prostitution,
a profession which theories such as yours do more
to encourage than any amount of actual profligacy.
The 'White Slave Trade' apparently carried off some middle-class
girls, attracted by advertisements for governesses and

See Trudgill, 'Prostitution and Paterfamilias' in Dyos and
Wolff, The Victorian City, p.693. Bracebridge Hemyng,
'Prostitution in London' in Henry Mayhew, London Labour and
the London Poor (London, 1862), IV, pp.216, 268. Gissing,
The Odd Women, p.299; cf. Fanny French in Gissing's In the Year
of Jubilee (1894).

372

companions,

to Continental brothels where there was a great

demand for refined Englishwomen, and little chance of escape.'*'

'We hear much of the evils of licentiousness,' observed
Oswald Brown,

'but little or nothing of the miseries of sexual

starvation; yet the latter cause far the more suffering of the
two.1

Despite contraception, prostitution,

emancipated thinking,

immoral novels and

it is probably in this context that the

sex life of most Victorian spinsters should be studied.

In the

absence of evidence to the contrary,

it must be assumed that

most spinsters went without lovers.

Pornographic literature in

which well-born ladies figure in all sorts of exploits in
brothels and convents, with gentlemen, other ladies, and
instruments of pleasure, were not to be taken at face value.
But Miss Matty's innocent fear about finding a man under her
bed in Mrs Gaskell's Cranford (1853), and the erotic delusions
of old maids who believed they had been ravished, reported by
Geoffrey Mortimer in 1900, were not unexpected reactions to the
unfulfilled existence of some Victorian spinsters.
through religion was very common.

Sublimation

The lives of spinsters who

became nuns, charitable workers and moral writers bore ample
testimony to this: earthly passion in their lives became
religious fervour,

love of man was exchanged for love of God.

2

To judge by the frequent admonitions by medical men,
masturbation

('self-abuse') was all too common among young

women as well as men.

Indulgence in it was said to 'ruin the

health, cause nervous disease, and destroy all taste for healthy
matrimonial intercourse, by blunting the finer sexual feelings'.
Dr Foote believed that girls were more addicted to the

Josephine Butler to F. Harrison, quoted in Glen Petrie,
A Singular Iniquity: the Campaigns of Josephine Butler (London,
1971), p.67.
Charles Terrot, The Maiden Tribute (London, 1959)p.3
2

Oswald Brown, Essays, quoted by 'Oxoniensis', Early Marriage
and Late Parentage (Melbourne, n.d.), p.78.
See for instance
'Margaret Anson', The Order of the Rod (London, 1868, reprint
1970?). Cominos, 'Innocent Femina Sensualis in Unconscious
Conflict' in Vicinus, ed., Suffer and Be Still, p.164.
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'pernicious habit' than boys, and that it was more dangerous
to the health than consorting with prostitutes.1
The conflict between their sexual desire and their
knowledge of its sinfulness produced evident frigidity in some
Victorian women. Hardy's Sue Bridehead in Jude the Obscure was
a victim of this. When she married she discovered that ‘though
I like Mr. Phillotson as a friend, I don't like him - it is a
torture to me to - live with him as a husband!...And it is said
that what a woman shrinks from - in the early days of her
marriage - she shakes down to with comfortable indifference in
half-a-dozen years. But that is much like saying that the
amputation of a limb is no affliction, since a person gets
comfortably accustomed to the use of a wooden leg or arm in the
course of time!' In the case of Lucinda in Trollope's Eustace
Diamonds (1873) this feeling made marriage impossible. Forced
into an unwanted engagement, Lucinda told her aunt that she
could not bear to be touched by her fiance.
'How I shall escape
from him - by dying, or going mad - or by destroying him, God
only knows....Do you know, Aunt Jane, I don't think I could
feel to any man as though I loved him.' On the day of her
wedding she refused to leave her room. Eventually she went
mad. ^
That this condition was not simply a figment of the
novelist's imagination was suggested by a letter to the Daily
Telegraph in the correspondence on the subject 'Is Marriage a
Failure?' Signed by a woman who described herself as a 'born
celibate', it explained how the writer, coming from a poor
family with several younger sisters, had felt herself obliged
to marry, and loving no man had chosen the nicest of the suitors
who presented themselves.
'I had not been married a week before
I discovered that I was quite unfit for marriage. I had
insuperable objections to it. In the years that have gone by
I have heard of many similar cases amongst girls.

Surely in

these civilised times escape should be possible in such cases.'

H. Arthur Allbutt, The Wife's Handbook (London, 1878), p.54.
Dr E’oote's Home Cyclopedia of Popular Medical. Social and
Sexual Science (N.Y., new ed., 1904), p.550.
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374
There is evidence that a temperament of this type did deter
some Victorian spinsters from marrying. Elizabeth Blackwell,
strangely enough for a doctor, hated things of the body and
was repelled by the idea of the intimate association of married
people. She chose her unusual career partly in order to place
a barrier between herself and the world of human relationships.
Far from being the cause of her spinsterhood, her work was the
product of a deliberate choice not to marry - as was Florence
Nightingale's .^
Her natural affections blocked and thwarted on all sides,
it was not surprising that the Victorian spinster often turned
to other women for sympathy and love.
'It is the unmarried, the
solitary, who are most prone to that sort of "sentimental"
friendship,' Mrs Craik remarked. An emotional diet of romantic
novels combined with severe limitations upon contact with the
opposite sex encouraged passionate relationships between women
and girls which were not necessarily Sapphic in intent. At
musical evenings women sang love songs to each other: Adelaide
Procter's 'Message', for instance, was set for the female voice.
'Even schoolgirls conceive almost a passion one for another,
until "deep calls unto deep," and they learn life's truest
need,' commented Mrs Ireland, editor of Miss Jewsbury's
correspondence with Mrs Carlyle. Single women often lived
together for company, particularly as they grew older. Nothing
irritated Ethel Smyth more than to have this sort of behaviour
explained away by men as the result of female celibacy.
Men who want what is described as 'de petites
distractions‘ have little difficulty in procuring
them. But what women need is emotion of another
sort....What they want is not amorous excitement,
though that element comes in sometimes too, but
an outlet for something tender, permanent and
possessive, which men would have difficulty in
understanding perhaps, but which is particularly
feminine.2
Letter quoted in Harry Quilter, ed., Is Marriage a Failure?
(London, 1888?), p.177. On Elizabeth Blackwell, see Alice S.
Rossi, The Feminist Papers (New York, 1974), pp.325-33.
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Yet lesbianism was by no means uncommon among Victorian
spinsters, as must be plain from many of the life-stories
sketched in the preceding chapters. Without attempting a
psychological explanation, one might note a common inability
among Victorian lesbians to come to terms with a social system
that decreed submission to men in marriage to be women's chief
and essential role in life. Seen thus, the fact that many
prominent Victorian spinsters had lesbian tendencies is not
surprising. But it was true also of many women who were not
ambitious and had no reason to abjure marriage as a career.
With them the unhappy experiences of their parents were often
influential. A case in point was the family of E.W. Benson,
Archbishop of Canterbury from 1882 to 1896. Mrs Benson never
loved her husband and never enjoyed the physical side of
married life. During his lifetime she turned to women for
friendship, and after his death had a lesbian relationship with
Miss Lucy Tait, the daughter of the previous Archbishop of
Canterbury. All five of the Benson children, three sons and
two daughters, were homosexual, and none of them married.^
A misleading stereotype frequently encountered in
Victorian literature was the 'masculine' woman. This image was
generally employed to discredit the person so described, but
rarely to denote any genuine androgyny. Often it meant simply
that a woman had 'unsexed' herself by stepping off the path
which nature, tradition, and Victorian custom had marked out
for her and on to one which had hitherto been the prerogative
of men. Occasionally this happened in fact: the first English
woman doctor was actually Dr James (Miranda) Berry, who was
discovered to be a woman only after her death in 1865. She had
lived her entire working life disguised as a man, rising to the
2
position of Inspector General of Hospitals for the British Army.
But she was a unique phenomenon.

Certainly the epithet

'masculine' carried sexual overtones: an 'unfeminine' woman
was somehow not quite 'female'.

The moderate feminists knew

that they must retain their femininity when poaching on male
reserves in order to avoid being labelled thus.

Josephine Butler

^Betty Askwith, Two Victorian Families (London, 1971), p.207.
2

Carol Lopate, Women in Medicine (Baltimore, 1968), p.3.
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meant no slight to her friend's sexuality when she commented
of Emily Davies:
These masculine-aiming women will fail, but I dread
the failure because it clogs the wheels and blocks
up the path of us who are driving towards a
different and higher goal....I believe it is
difficult for men to think gently of women like
Miss Davies.
From the unassailable stance of their own experience, married
feminists and anti-feminists branded the 'strong-minded'
spinsters as thwarted women who wished to be men. Eliza Lynn
Linton, for instance, described them as
a small number of epicene-looking women, with
cropped hair mostly parted at the side; turneddown linen collars and small black ties; cloth
jackets cut like a man's ....They were all unmarried
women, with decided views on most social subjects,
and on almost all moral ones....They all wished they
had been born men, and yet they thought men great
brutes....And they one and all laughed at the oldfashioned notion that woman's highest mission is
^
best fulfilled by way of marriage and maternity....
What lent a jarring note to these assertions was the personality
of the woman who made them. Eliza Lynn was the youngest of the
twelve children of a Cumberland clergyman. She never knew her
mother, who died shortly after she was born. The first
salaried female journalist in England, she married W.J. Linton
after nursing his previous wife on her deathbed. In her youth
she had suffered from an excessive adoration for an anonymous
woman that led to brain fever. In adulthood she had a close
relationship with a succession of 'adopted daughters', of whom
the novelist Beatrice Harraden (1864-1936, and never married)
was one.

She and her husband had no children (for 'reasons

that cannot be discussed;, 1 he said) , and they separated after
only a few years. In her autobiography she used a man's name
2
for herself.
~

Since lesbianism was the apotheosis of female independence,
people antagonistic to the feminist cause were quick to apply
the qualities associated with it to all unmarried feminists,

^Eliza Lynn Linton, quoted in Petrie, A Singular Iniquity, p.63.
E.L. Linton, Ourselves (London, 1870), pp.42-3*
2

See Vineta Colby, 'Eliza Lynn Linton' in The Singular Anomaly
(New York, 1970); F.B. Smith, Radical Artisan: William James
Linton (Manchester, 1973), pp.127-65; Crow, The Victorian
Woman, pp.191-3.
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even if they did not recognise a sexual significance. They
reviled the feminist spinsters with the two images that came to
be associated with the lesbian threat: man-hating, man-imitating.
But as the case of Eliza Lynn Linton showed, such images tell
us more about those who bestowed them than about those on whom
they were bestowed.
Lesbianism was rarely mentioned publicly before the end of
the nineteenth century when Edward Carpenter and Havelock Ellis
began to write. Unlike male homosexuality, it was never
illegal. Doubtless this was because of a general state of
ignorance as to its existence, since Church and society alike
condemned any sexual behaviour which did not have procreation
as its aim. The sexual behaviour of females (except
prostitutes) was not thought worthy of investigation in
Victorian England. There is probably no truth in the
suggestion that Labouchere's amendment to the Criminal Law
Amendment Bill of 1885, which decreed imprisonment for private
sexual acts between men, did not apply to women because the
Queen denied the possibility of female homosexuality. But it
was true that an attempt to extend the legislation to women in
1921 failed largely on the ground that it would do less harm to
society to let lesbians be than to 'tell the whole world that
there is such an offence, to bring it to the notice of women who
have never heard of it, never thought of it, never dreamed of
it*. The Lord Chancellor probably summed up the state of
awareness during the whole of the preceding century when he
declared that 'of every thousand women, taken as a whole, 999
have never even heard a whisper of these practices'.^
The proportion of homosexuals has probably not changed
much with each generation. Nowadays figures of one in 10 or
one in 20 are generally quoted.

Edward Carpenter, writing at

the end of the Victorian period in an endeavour to make
homosexuality aesthetically acceptable to the public, implied
that it was rather more common than was supposed. He mentioned
estimates from one in 22 to one in 500. Havelock Ellis
suggested one in 10. The trial of Oscar Wilde, which brought

For background see Vera Brittain, Radclyffe Hall; a Case of
Obscenity? (London, 1968). Lords Desart and Birkenhead quoted
H. Montgomery Hyde, The Other Love (London, 1972), p.204.
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under public scrutiny previously hidden details of the
behaviour of some well-known men, revealed some information
about women too. Lord Alfred Douglas declared indignantly:
Perhaps you are not aware that 'Lesbianism' exists
to any extent in London, but I can assure you
that it does, and though of course I cannot
mention names, I could point out to you half a
dozen women in society or among actresses who would
be considered as 'dangerous' to young girls as
Oscar Wilde will I suppose henceforth be considered
to boys.1
Havelock Ellis revealed in 1901 that 'Passionate friendships
among girls, from the most innocent to the most elaborate
excursions in the direction of Lesbos, are extremely common in
theatres, both among actresses, and even more among chorus and
ballet-girls'. He also noted the frequency of lesbianism among
prostitutes, explaining that their line of business made it
difficult for them to love the opposite sex, and pointed out
that many 'inverted' women 'married' each other and lived
happily together. He even mentioned a case where a clergyman
actually performed a form of marriage service between his wife
and her lover, described as an 'intellectual woman'.
A pornographic novel about homosexuality, Telenv, or the Reverse
of the Medal (1893), described physical love between two
'tribades', concluding that 'The quintessence of bliss can,
2
therefore, only be enjoyed by beings of the same sex'.
The people who were talking and writing about female
homosexuality at this time were homosexuals themselves or people
closely connected with homosexuals. Edward Carpenter (18441929), a former clergyman and lecturer, began to write a series
of pamphlets on hitherto-unmentioned sex questions in 1894. In
the following year he produced the first about homosexuality,
followed in 1896 by the book Love's Coming-of-Age. which no
respectable publisher would touch.

Yet his 'Intermediate Sex'

was of necessity described in veiled terms and exemplified only
by typically effeminate males and 'butch' females in whose

Edward Carpenter, Love's Coming-of-Age (13th ed., 1930),
pp.134-5 (1896). Carpenter, The Intermediate Sex (London, 1908),
p.134. Lord Alfred Douglas quoted in Hyde, The Other Love, p.170.
2

Havelock Ellis quoted in Carpenter, The Intermediate Sex.
pp.155-6. Anon, Telenv, or the Reverse of the Medal (1893),
excerpt in Brian Reade, Sexual Heretics (London, 1970), p.243.
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relationships the emotional rather than the physical aspect
predominated. Nevertheless Carpenter attributed the decreasing
marriage rate in his life-time to an increase in the number of
aware homosexuals. As he observed in his autobiography:
There have of course been, in all ages, thousands
and thousands of women who have not felt that
particular sort of romance and attraction towards
men, but only to their own kind; and in all ages
there have been thousands and thousands of men
similarly constituted in the reverse way: but they
have been, by the majority, little understood and
recognized.■*Edith Simcox, journalist and Trade Union organiser, was an
example. All her life she was aware that she was not like other
women; she hated 'to be told again and again that the
association called up by my name is always that of a woman who
might find a husband if she would take a little more pains with
her dress and drawing-room conversation'.
'I only want to love
you,' she told George Eliot, who submitted to her kisses and
endearments but could not return the devotion. George Eliot
did not care much for women. For her 'the love of men and
women for each other must always be more and better than the
other'. So Edith Simcox, who could not marry, and could not
find satisfaction in the direction her heart led her, cried out
against the injustice of Fate which had made her both a woman
and a homosexual:
...is it my fault that every wholesome, natural,
reasonable passion I have felt from the young
ambitions of the tomboy to the fierce worship of
Her lover - is it my fault that all without
exception have been choked off by a churlish fate
and I hurled back upon the one inexhaustible gospel
of Renunciation?2

In his autobiography Edward Carpenter observed that 'The
whole structure of civilized morality is being rapidly
undermined.

The moral aspects of Property, Commerce, Class-

relations, Sex-relations, Marriage, Patriotism, and so forth,

Edward Carpenter, My Days and Dreams, pp.195-7, 96.
2

K.A. McKenzie, Edith Simcox and George Eliot (London, 1961),
pp.134, 100, 91, 97.
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are shifting like dissolving views.1 There was no sexual
revolution in the Victorian era, but people were enquiring into
the accepted sexual norms, and some were rejecting them. The
controversy over marriage, leading to changes in the laws - the
new immorality in novels and papers - the campaign to help
fallen women, and the agitation against the Contagious Diseases
Acts - the spread of information about birth control - the
publicity surrounding the trial of Oscar Wilde: all these
issues brought sexual matters before the public view, and
forced people to reconsider ideals and assumptions they had
formerly held unquestioningly.^
The 'sex question' drew two main responses from the
feminist camp, and these were directly opposed to each other.
The first came to be summed up in the suffragettes' slogan
before the war: 'Votes for Women and Purity for Men'.

The

Victorian double standard placed women in a position of sexual
inferiority but moral superiority to men. Unwilling to
relinquish the one prize they already possessed, and bitter,
perhaps, that men were catered for according to what they were
rather than what they ought to be, they campaigned for male
continence rather than female licence. Their education had
taught them to value the ideals of chastity and fidelity in a
society based upon the monogamous family unit. Christianity
stressed that these were intrinsically virtuous states. And
the feminists had seen the degradation of prostitutes and
fallen women, the victims of the animal nature of men. Finally,
they were never allowed to forget that the feminist movement
had to remain 'respectable' to win and keep public support.
Their morals and their precepts had to be alike perfectly
virtuous.^
This was especially important for unmarried women, and
most Victorian feminists were spinsters.

It is true that

Mrs Butler was probably the most influential advocate of

Carpenter, My Days and Dreams. p.205. Parallel with the new
literary trend was an artistic movement to portray prostitutes
and fallen women. Millais, Holman Hunt and D.G. Rossetti
painted didactic pictures; Thomas Hood, Elizabeth Barrett
Browning and others wrote didactic poems on the subject.
2

See Rowbotham, Hidden from History, p.84. Constance Rover,
Love, Morals and the Feminists, throughout.
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continence for both sexes. As leader and chief spokesman of
the movement opposing the Contagious Diseases Acts, she refused
to see why the sexual activity allowed for by prostitution was
necessary for men but vilified in women: 'nothing which is
compulsory for the one can be imputed as a sin in the other*.
But Mrs Butler's own morals were impeccable, though often
assailed; she merely extended the sinfulness of the prostitutes
to the men who consorted with them.

Victorian spinsters were

mostly silent on the subject. Many of them supported Mrs
Butler's campaign, and many worked among fallen women. But
they were unmarried women, who could not betray an understanding
of sexual affairs. Dr Blackwell, whose profession acknowledged
a certain interest, for reasons of her own openly laid the
blame on men and expected them to live up to her own standards
of chastity. Florence Nightingale also permitted herself to
pronounce on the subject. But one and all, when they did speak
up, they reiterated the importance of female purity and the
ideal of women's moral influence on men. Here is Mary
Carpenter, for instance:
Not only mothers, but those women who are not so,
exercise the most baneful and polluting influence on
society, when they have perverted the high and holy
gifts bestowed on them by heaven. It has been often
said that one woman who is depraved can do more harm
to society than a dozen men; and this is probably
true.1
Yet we know that some Victorian spinsters did not live up to
these high ideals. They kept their affairs private, and seem
never to have used their own experience as a basis for
generalising about the experience or possibilities for others.
Their overt respectability and high moral standards were
necessary to the achievement of many of the rights and
privileges they won in the nineteenth century - higher
education, for instance, and the opportunity to pursue nursing
or medicine as a career.

But they could only go so far.

In

the generations that followed the expectation of sexual virtue
came to cripple the further advance of women. The new feminist
movement tried to dispense with it altogether, and brought
about the sexual revolution at last.
^Josephine Butler, The Voice of One Crying in the Wilderness
(Bristol, 1913), p.44 (1874-5). Mary Carpenter, 'On the
Treatment of Female Convicts' in Fraser's Magazine. LXVII
(1863), p.33.
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The spinster stamped Victorian feminism with another
image: that of the embittered personality who regarded man as
the enemy and who seemed to hate the very notion of sex. Such
women had often been forced to choose between marriage and a
career: in adopting the latter for reasons of personal
fulfilment, they lost all chance of having a satisfying
relationship with a beloved person. Men were not obliged to
make such a choice. And men had placed women in subjection in
the first place and continued to put obstacles in the way of
their emancipation. Norton wrote that ‘The man-hating woman,
like the cold woman, is largely imaginary. She is simply a
woman who has done her best to snare a man and has failed.' He
was wrong. These women did not wish to be wives and mothers.
They chose the single life in order to be free:
Whatever may be said by narrow-minded biologists,
who apparently cannot regard a woman except as a
female animal, we maintain that facts reveal to
us the existence of a certain number of women who,
in their own estimation at least, are happier and
better as spinsters than wives.1
But no woman could be as free as a man. The way these
feminist spinsters saw of redressing the balance was to shackle
men with the same chains women had always worn. Miss Barfoot,
the more reasonable of the feminist spinsters in Gissing's
The Odd Women (1893), pointed out to her militant colleague
Miss Nunn that by taking up the proud position that a woman must
be altogether independent of sexual things, she was damaging
her cause.
'Let us be glad if we put a few of them in the way
of living single with no more discontent than an unmarried man
experiences.'
'Surely that's an unfortunate comparison,' Miss
Nunn responded coldly.
'What man lives in celibacy?...I am
seriously convinced that before the female sex can be raised
from its low level there will have to be a widespread revolt
2

against sexual instinct.'

This was Victorian woman's response to

her

moral dilemma;

it was not her fault, in the circumstances, that her feminist

Quoted in Anon., ed., Women, pro and con (Mt Vernon, 1958),
p.14.
'Normal or Abnormal', Englishwoman's Review (1889),
quoted in Banks, Feminism and Family Planning, p.112. See also
pp.107-21.
2

Gissing, The Odd Women, pp.60-1.
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successors came to view it as the wrong one. But there was
another solution, proposed hy a small group of men and women
with feminist sympathies, who began with the premise which
'Victorianism' had forgotten: namely, that sexual activity was
good and healthy and ought to be enjoyed by all men and women.
'Our public opinion, our literature, our customs, our laws, are
saturated with the notion of the uncleanness of Sex, and so are
making the conditions of its cleanness more and more difficult,'
wrote Edward Carpenter.
'Sexual asceticism, carried to the
extreme of a perpetual celibacy,' added 'Oxoniensis', 'so far
from being a beneficial virtue, as erroneously taught by the
Church of Rome, is in reality, a sin against Nature, which like
all such sins, carries with it its invariable penalties.'
They contended that the puritanical notion that sexual
intercourse outside marriage was, for women, the one
unpardonable sin, was the main cause of their social
degradation: 'it is fed by the oppression and the ignorance of
women, by their poverty and denied means of livelihood, and by
the hypocritical puritanism which forbids them by millions not
only to gratify but even to speak of their natural desires 1.
Dora F. Kerr, writing in the Adult in 1898, pointed out that
enforced celibacy was equally disastrous for women as for men,
leading frequently to lunacy, hysteria and early death. Even
when it did not affect the health, 'we have no right to shut
out numbers of fellow-creatures' (half the women of the refined
classes, she noted) 'from any joy, least of all from a joy
which all have agreed to place highest of all'.
In effect they were arguing for free love, if marriage for
all was not feasible. They predicted a hopeful future, when
the stigma attached to voluntary celibacy would be lost, while
the state of enforced celibacy in which vast numbers of women
lived would be looked upon as a 'national wrong, almost as
grievous as that of prostitution - of which latter evil indeed
it is in some degree the counterpart or necessary accompaniment'.
And Dora Kerr declared that the reforms would be accomplished
by 'the class which has most suffered from the old system.
mean the unmarried women.'
They have everything to gain, and nothing to lose.
They are not stupid; they have fought and won a
victory over prejudice when demanding education;
they have the best blood of the race; they have a

I
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great deal of social power, in spite of being
often trampled on, a power which often a too
sensitive conscience has prevented their using;
they are beginning to resent, and rightly to
resent, the insult added to injury by which
society has branded them as a separate and
inferior caste.
In concentrating on material gains in education and
employment, economically more pressing, and easier to discuss,
Victorian feminists were forced to make sacrifices to Victorian
morality which the feminists of the twentieth century attempted
to redress. Some Victorian spinsters bore the scars of their
sacrifice; others achieved sexual or emotional fulfilment
privately, and prudently without advertisement.
'If there were
not an immense power of discretion latent in the world,'
observed Geraldine Jewsbury, 'the revelations of private life
that would ensue from the unlocking of all the "perilous stuff"
which most people possess, in their knowledge of the secret
passages in the history of the men and women amongst whom they
move, would make dreadful confusion in the "hearts and homes"
of the public in general.'
We all of us live in a world of inedited romance;
but as every man is concealed behind a veil of
flesh, which is impenetrable even whilst it serves
to make him visible, nothing can be absolutely known
that is not declared - and absorbed as each one is in
his own personal interests, half the dramas that are
transacted before our very eyes remain unseen and
unsuspected.2
Already the world was changing. The spinster novelist
Rhoda Broughton, looking back on her youth in the 1850s, when
there was no alternative to marriage as a career for girls,
wrote enviously:
That a couple of girls should find an affinity in
each other which their own family circle did not
provide, and 'forsaking all other,' betake
themselves to a joint flat, to maintain which their
own industries should furnish the means, was an
idea which would have consigned the holder of it
to Bedlam. For one thing, there were no flats; and
if there had been, for any female thing under fifty
to occupy one without a chaperon would have
condemned her to utter social ostracism.

•^-Edward Carpenter, Love 's Coming-of-Age. pp.26, 82, 12.
Oxoniensis, Early Marriage and Late Parentage, pp.90, 92. Dora
Kerr, 'The Conversion of Mrs Grundy' in the Adult. II (1898) ,
pp.98-101.
2

Geraldine Jewsbury, Marian Withers (London, 1851), I, p.2.
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By 1892 a fellow--writer Evelyn March Phillipps was able to
report that she had a friend, 'a handsome, high-spirited girl1,
who received visits in her bed-sitting room in London from a
man whose acquaintance she had made on the underground railway.
'So much depends on the standard of conventionality adopted by
different people that I will not say there was necessarily harm
in this... . '^
In the following year one of Gissing's characters asserted
the right of women to 'sow their wild oats' as men did, while
another announced that there was a need to get rid of a lot of
sham propriety. Girls had to learn to trust themselves and
look out for dangers. Experience must be substituted for
precept. Grant Allen's Woman Who Did (1895) formed a free union
and was critical of the compromise made by George Eliot who, as
soon as her lover of a lifetime died, showed that she stood
upon no principle by marrying another man. Hermione Barton
2
stood upon principle and formed a free union.
In 1905 the spinster who wrote The Truth about Man
cheerfully contrasted her tempestuous existence with that of the
old-fashioned 'pure' old maid.
'She can no more conceive what
a succession of lovers makes of life, for the woman, than I can
imagine life without such a succession; but that is not saying
she is a less happy woman than I,' she admitted.
'The look of
calm content upon her face belies such a conclusion, for it is
certainly not to be found on mine.' Even though spinsters
openly professed the sexual mores decreed for Victorian women,
they did not always deprive themselves in their private lives;
and by their substantial achievements in improving the status
and condition of women, particularly single women, they prepared
3
the way for the sexual revolution of our own time.

^Rhoda Broughton, A Fool in her Folly (London, 1920), pp.8-9.
Evelyn March Phillipps, 'The Working Lady in London' in the
Fortnightly Review, NS LII (1892), p.200.
"“Gissing, The Odd Women, pp.331, 203.
Who Did, p.45.

Grant Allen, The Woman

^'A Spinster', The Truth about Man (London, 1905), p.320. See
F.B. Smith, 'Sexuality in Britain 1800-1900' in the University
of Newcastle Historical Review. 2 (February 1974), p.25.
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CONCLUSION

To most Victorians marriage was the true destiny of women.
Women who did not marry were penalised for not conforming. The
lives of middle-class single men were not very different from
the lives of married men; if anything the former were more
comfortably situated. The lives of middle-class single women 'fettered and surrounded with all the safeguards and prejudices
of a narrow society' - were often dull and monotonous, usually
burdened by poverty and dependence. Victorian spinsters were
denied the education and opportunities for employment which
would have given them a higher standard of living and a wider
sphere of interest. Ultimately they were denied a means of
subsistence should their male kin be unable to support them.'*'
Had the sexes been equally distributed; had every man
desired to take one woman to wife, and every woman consented to
this arrangement, the great changes in women's position which
took place in the nineteenth century would not have occurred or not so soon. But the sexes were not equally distributed,
and some Victorian men and women had no inclination for
Victorian marriage. The number of spinsters in England became
so inflated that in hundreds of thousands of cases their male
kin were quite unable to support them, and they had to make
their own way in the world. Society changed, slowly, to make
this progress possible, prompted in large measure by a band of
2
independent feminist spinsters with goals of their own.
Commenting on the fact that a quarter of all women could
expect not to marry, Miss Clara Collet failed to see why this
revelation should be either startling or alarming.
'If all
these spinsters had to be shut up in convents the outlook would
be gloomy,' she agreed.
But as things are, if only we can secure good pay
and decent conditions of life, the lot of all
women may be immensely improved by this compact
band of single women. It would be difficult to
overrate the industrial effect of a number of wellinstructed, healthy-minded, vigorous permanent
spinsters.
^Lady Jeune, Ladies at Work (London, 1893), p.2.
2

Lady Jeune in Marie Corelli, et al, The Modern Marriage Market
(London, 1898), pp.70-1.
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The main effect these spinsters made was that, with the
exception of a few legal concessions granted to married women,
all the major changes in the status of women in the nineteenth
q
century were designed to improve the position of spinsters.
In all fields which touched women the 'great work of
social welfare' fell heavily upon the shoulders of single women.
In education, medicine, philanthropy and elsewhere there were
'names which will always be household words to English women':
the Misses Beale, Buss, Cobbe and Davies, Doctors Blackwell and
Jex-Blake, Miss Carpenter, Miss Twining, and greatest of all,
Miss Nightingale. There were also thousands of nameless women
'to whom the cause owes a debt which it can never acknowledge,
because they have fought unknown and unheard of...thousands of
women are now living proofs of the advantages of a change that
has given them an aim in life which they can pursue
2
successfully'.
The feminist spinsters had three main objectives when they
sought to open new fields of employment to women. They wanted
society to recognise women as full and equal citizens; they
wanted to give women an effective choice between marriage and a
career; and they wanted to provide opportunities for the full
self-development of the 25 per cent of women who would never
marry.
'That those struggles may not always have been guided
by infallible taste and wisdom, and that they have often been
met - for lack of sensible argument - with silly derision,12
3
wrote Frances Power Cobbe, 'need not blind us to the fact that
they constitute one of the bravest battles, one of the most
3
pathetic movements, the world has ever seen.'
Their greatest success was in the rehabilitation of the
single lady. By 1901 she was a far cry from the scorned and
pitied old maid of an earlier generation.
'It seems to me that
there does not exist on this earth a more respectable character
than a woman who can stand alone and make her way in this big,
dreary world,' wrote a correspondent to the Daily Telegraph in

^Clara Collet, Educated Working Women (London, 1902) , p.40.
2

Francis Swiney, The Awakening of Women (London, 3rd ed., 1908),
p.150. Jeune, Ladies at Work, p.4.
3
F.P. Cobbe, quoted in 'The Woman Question in Europe' in the
Westminster Review. LXVI (1884), p.187.
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the 1880s. She might be denied the whole-hearted respect of a
society still dedicated to the marriage ideal; but the
brilliance of that ideal had been somewhat tarnished in the
intervening years, and there were women - prominent, successful,
satisfied women - who testified publicly that they preferred to
remain single than to marry in the circumstances of the time.'*'
The single woman has never again stood so high in public
esteem as she did in the closing decades of Queen Victoria's
reign. She alone of women could work in a profession; she was
a free agent in law; she was to be given the vote. As long as
marriage was viewed as a career in itself for women, all the
hopes for female emancipation rested with spinsters. They were
to lead women, as they had led them so far, into 'the promised
land where sex barriers should be removed and sex prejudices
die away'. Yet somewhere along the line they lost that function
and that honour.
'We are constantly congratulating ourselves
that our middle-aged spinsters have nothing in common with the
old maid of the past,' observed Clara Collet in 1902, 'while we
assume that the next half-century will see a still greater
exaltation of the maiden lady. I doubt it very much....'
2
Clara Collet, a maiden lady herself, saw clearly into the future.
What has happened to the single woman in the twentieth
century? Irene F. Hilton summed it up pretty succinctly when
she reported to the British Federation of University Women in
1959 that 'spinsters are rapidly becoming extinct'. Where in
1901 25 per cent of all women never married, today less than
5 per cent remain single. The proportion of women who are
married by the age of 19 has increased by 650 per cent between
1911 and 1967, and of those in the age group 20-24 by 233 per
cent. Marriage has become both more popular and more
accessible.*
3
2

Letter from 'A Glorified Spinster' in Harry Quilter, ed., Is
Marriage a Failure? (London, 1888), p.54.
2

‘'Collet, Educated Working Women, p.142.
3
Irene Hilton quoted Vera Brittain, The Women at Oxford
(London, I960), p.233. Professor Lady Williams, 'The Changing
Pattern of Women's Employment*. Eleanor Rathbone Memorial
Lecture (Liverpool, 1965), p.7. Alan Wells, Social
Institutions (London, 1970), p.187.
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Although the first world war increased the disparity in
the ratio of women to men - in 1921 there were 109.6 females to
every 100 males - that gap has been closing ever since. Higher
medical standards, post-war baby booms and the more uniform
participation of women in the hazards of modern life have
created a situation where the number of men of marriageable age
now exceeds the number of women. The freer forms of social
intercourse adopted in this century, together with the greater
degree of common ground which men and women of all classes
enjoy in education, work and leisure, have facilitated their
association and encouraged their union. The qualifications
required for marriage have become less stringent, while
uncertain economic and social conditions have led many people
to seek security in family relationships. Finally, the
development of reliable contraceptive techniques has removed
the necessity for women to choose between marriage and a
professional career.^
One might have thought that the advent of contraception,
which has made it easier than at any other time for women to
'secure the advantages of sexual outlets without accepting the
obligations of marriage', would have led to a striking increase
in the number of single women in the community. This has not
happened. For the married women the advantages of
contraception are even greater. With the possibility of small
families, spread over a short period early in a long life,
motherhood has ceased to be the married woman's whole eixstence.
She can have her cake and eat it too. She can have a husband
and family, and the security and social triumph which these
achievements bring; and she can have a professional career if
she wishes or must.

The marriage bar has been removed in

practically all branches of female employment, and equal pay is
being instituted. Except during the few years of child-bearing
and infant nurture married women possess theoretical equality
with men, for they do not have to choose (as Victorian women
had to choose) between a personal and a public life.

2

^Janet McCalman, 'Women's Work 1911-1921'. Unpublished B.A.
hons thesis, Melbourne University, 1970, pp.7-11, 25, 30, 45.
2

O.R. McGregor, 'Equality, Sexual values and permissive
legislation: the English experience' in the Journal of Social
Policy, I (1972), p.57.

Married women now constitute nearly two-thirds of the
female labour force in Britain. A third of all married women
work. Spinsters, who were never at any time representative of
women as a whole, have therefore lost the political and
economic advantages they possessed at the end of the Victorian
era. As early as 1889 Grant Allen predicted that the path the
feminists had taken towards emancipation would prove to be a
blind alley:
Almost all the Women's Rights women have constantly
spoken, thought, and written as though it were
possible and desirable for the mass of women to
support themselves, and to remain unmarried for
ever. The point of view they all tacitly take is
the point of view of the self-supporting spinster.
Yet most women were not spinsters: they were wives and mothers.
They reaped less benefit from the feminist reforms - when they
reaped any at all. Marriage was not necessarily an adequate
substitute for the vote or the chance to work in a chosen
profession. Now all women are free to vote and to work: for
the married feminists of the twentieth century, seeing their
position in society eclipsed by their single sisters, made a
determined effort to catch up, and have done so.^
The loss of the spinsters has proved a set-back to modern
feminism. In the Victorian Golden Age there was a significant
body of single women in responsible posts busy proving to the
world that women could work as well and as single-mindedly as
men. Nowadays marriage removes most able women during the
years of important experience and promotion prospects; if they
return, it is usually to a junior or part-time position. Often
the expectation of marriage and family responsibilities decides
a girl - just as it did in the nineteenth century - to choose a
less demanding or more practical profession rather than an
ambitious one.

There are many women, and many men, who have no

wish to reach the top of the employment bidder.
oneself to one's family is not necessarily wrong.

To sacrifice
But because

so many women have chosen to do this, those who do aspire after
positions of seniority in demanding careers find it difficult,
sometimes impossible, to get accepted at that level.

2

^Ditto, p.55. Williams, 'The Changing Pattern of Women's
Employment', p.6. Grant Allen, 'Plain Words on the Woman
Question' in the Fortnightly Review. NS XLVI (1889), p.455.
2

Williams,

'The Changing Pattern of Women's Employment', pp.9-13.
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The reasons given for thwarting them are reminiscent of
the rebuffs which met the feminist spinsters of a century ago.
Women are not capable of good management; they are reluctant
to accept responsibility; men cannot work under them. The
feeling has been resurrected that because it is unusual to find
women in senior posts, there must be something unsuitable or
unnatural about the idea. Perhaps, like the Victorians, we
need a band of unmarried career women to prove women's
capabilities anew to the world.

With the decline in their numbers the status of unmarried
women has declined correspondingly. The superfluous woman did
not disappear with the end of the Victorian era. Reviewing
Gissing's novel The Odd Women in 1900 a writer in the Churchwoman
commented that it portrayed a situation 'perhaps not so common
now as it was twenty years ago, but it is still too common....'
Mary Spencer wrote in the Queen ten years later that it was
quite a mistake 'to suppose that the "poor lady" has faded away
and been replaced by the well-educated, well-trained professional
or industrial worker....The education of girls is still too
much directed towards the matrimonial market....' This
tendency has continued up to the present. Two wars, in cutting
back the field of potential husbands, impressed upon the new
generations of adolescent girls the necessity of competition in
the marriage game and the notions of success or failure. There
is still a surplus of well over a million women in England and
Wales today; the superfluity is gone at last, for all our
spinsters are self-supporting, but society continues to regard
marriage as the 'natural' state of womanhood. Women who remain
single are still stigmatised with failure; yet even if they
wished to, not all of them could be married at the same time.'*'
The Victorian books of advice for single women have had a
spate of worthy successors in the twentieth century.

Apart from

recognising the plain fact that single women are disadvantaged
in our society, each of them expressly aims to advise the
unfortunate reader on the way to make the most of a lifestyle

^Churchwoman. IX (1900), p.304. Mary Spencer quoted Cynthia L.
White, Women's Magazines 1693-1968 (London, 1970) , p.81.

she would not have adopted by choice.

Few expect that the

modern spinster might deliberately resist marriage, and many
devote several pages to certain means of attracting a
prospective husband.

The very titles of these books reveal the

assumptions of the authors: from Dame Mary Scharlieb's The
Bachelor Woman and her Problems

(1929) to Leonora E y l e s 's

Unmarried but Happy (1947 - as though happiness were thought to
be the prerogative of the married)
reproachful VJhy are you single?

and Hilda Holland's

(1950) .

In 1936 Marjorie Hillis

produced her challenging Live Alone and Like It. subtitled
A Guide to the Extra W o m a n , which happy nomenclature enables
one to realise how Victorian spinsters must have felt when they
were called 'superfluous'.

Janice Glover's Sense and

Sensibility for Single Women came out in 1963 and there has been
a run of volumes called simply The Single W o m a n , from Margery
Fry's in 1953

(which was less patronising than most of the

others because the writer was a spinster herself)
Mitting's of a decade ago.

to Elizabeth

Can one imagine a similar series

directed at single men?'*'
As in the Victorian era, the married life has not gone
without prescription too in our time.

In The Art of Marriage

(1952) Mary Macaulay even stood up for spinsterhood when she
remarked that 'Single men and women have many compensations, and
would not always willingly change the advantages they possess
for the unfamiliar and possibly uncertain delights of marriage.'
Clarice McNamara and Jean Newcomb's Common Sense about Marriage
(1961) contained no such qualification; while an essay 'The
Pleasures and Pain of the Single Life', reprinted from Time in
Marcia and Thomas Laswell's Love, Marriage, Family (1973)

If one looks up the heading Man in a library classified
according to the Library of Congress system, which was drawn
up early in this century, one is referred to Anthropology,
Creation, Heredity, Men, Men in literature and so on. But
under Woman one is advised to see Charm, Family, Girls, Mothers,
Postage stamps, Single women, Teachers' wives and Young Women.
Thus, among other anomalies, there is no entry for books about
single men.
Of course it is possible that this reflects the
bias and assumptions of the compilers more than the actual
state of writing on the subject, since the subject heading
Single People carried a cross reference to Chastity and
Virginity.
See Sanford Berman, Prejudices and Antipathies.
A Tract on the LC Subject Heads Concerning People (Metuchen,
N.J., 1971).
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lingered on the painful aspects almost to the exclusion of the
pleasures. It did admit that:
Because of her increased economic competence and
society's more permissive moral standards, today's
swinging single is free in a myriad of ways her
mother never dreamed of - freer morally from the
restraints of home and the strictures of religion,
freer economically from dependence on family
allowance, freer geographically from the confines
of the home town, and freer sexually through her
increased security against unwanted pregnancy.
In short, 'Today's plain Janes' (are all unmarried women 'plain
Janes'?) 'have opportunities their spinster aunts never did',
concluded the anonymous writer, but 'many of them end up
living lives of quiet desperation, punctuated by pathetic
sorties to dating clubs, or organized dances, or singles
weekends'. The purpose and appeal of these 'singles weekends'
is best summed up in the words of one organiser's brochure
which advertised: 'This may be your last "singles party."'^
The 'swinging single' has plainly much in common with the
unwilling old maid of yesteryear. There inevitably comes a
watershed in her life when she ceases to say 'Not yet' and
cries, panic-stricken, 'Is it too late?'
'Ultimately, the
2
singles devoutly wish that they weren't.'
It may be that few women choose to remain single. It may
be that many are obliged to make the most of a second-best lot.
But the example of so many Victorian spinsters is ample proof
of the possibilities of the single life, while (as they and
their successors realised) marriage is not always the ideal it
is set up to be. Beryl Conway Cross pointed out in her Living
Alone. published in 1956, that
There are well over 1,000,000 women living on
their own these days....Other people are in the
habit of asking them, 'But aren't you lonely?' so
that the solitary person begins to feel almost as
if she ought to be lonely. Why, there is no
loneliness like that of living with people who
are incompatible!

Mary Macaulay, The Art of Marriage (London, 4th ed., 1961),
p.24. Time. 'The Pleasures and Pain of the Single Life' in
Marcia E. and Thomas E. Laswell, ed., Love, Marriage. Family
(Glenview, 111., 1973), pp.210, 213.
‘"'Ditto, p.214.
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Feminists are now leaving their husbands because they prefer a
life of independence. Lesbians insist on their right to make
public a lifestyle which, though not necessarily that of the
single woman (indeed many seek to imitate the tried
institutions), is at least an alternative to the 'natural'
forms. Women are insisting on their right to self-development
before all other obligations, and books and articles like Lee
Comer's Wedlocked Women (1974), Shirley Radi's The Motherhood
Myth (1973) and Betty Rollin's 'Motherhood: Who needs it?'
(1973) are appearing in increasing volume.^
These are by no means received opinions.

The popularity

of marriage has been enhanced by the greater ease of divorce.
In Victorian times marriage was a social duty, offering women
respectability, status and protection. Today its object is the
mutual happiness of the partners; if that is lost, the marriage
can and in the eyes of many should be dissolved. Official
sanction is given to traditional social approval of the
institution in the form of home loans, rent subsidies, medical
and welfare benefits and other bounties which are not offered
to single people, or not at the same rate. In an age where
population growth is not desired and de facto relationships are
recognised on a par with conventional arrangements, marriage is
still regarded as the essential basis of society. 2
As the virtues and rewards of marriage are stressed, the
single life is consequently downrated. Indeed so highly is
marriage esteemed in our otherwise immoral age that a man who
does not marry now finds himself at a disadvantage. Vance
Packard reported that in applications for a job or promotion a
single man is viewed with suspicion by his employers. Why is
he not married? Is it because he isn't virile?
3
old-maidish? Can't he get along with people?

Is he

Beryl Conway Cross, Living Alone (London, 1956), p.9. Betty
Rollin's article appears in the aforementioned Laswell, ed.,
Love, Marriage. Family, p.322. Lee Comer's study is English,
Shirley Radi's American.
2

See Wells, Social Institutions, pp.187-90.
3
Vance Packard quoted in Time. ‘The Pleasures and Pain of the
Single Life', p.213.
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Conservative Victorians feared for the future of marriage.
Some progressive people,
predicted its demise.

including many spinsters, hoped for and

Instead the old ideal still flourishes,

and the single person, belonging to a much smaller and less
influential portion of the population,
than ever.

is more of an anomaly

To Victorian spinsters women of today owe many of

their established rights in law, education, employment, and
social standing.

But despite their happy and successful

examples, Victorian spinsters failed to make the single life
lastingly popular among women.
In the parish church at High Wycombe, the biggest in
Buckinghamshire and seven hundred years old, the most
magnificent stained glass window is one which dates only from
this century.

It is in memory of famous women, and portrays

seventeen of them, including - in company with five saints and
Queen Victoria - four Victorian spinsters: Emily Bronte, Emily
Davies, Florence Nightingale and Christina Rossetti.

Each of

them in her own sphere represented the contribution of an
independent single-minded woman to improving the condition of
her sex and her society.

Jane Harrison wrote that 'The

unmarried and childless cut themselves loose from racial
immortality, and are dedicate to individual life - a side track,
a blind alley, yet surely a supreme end in itself.'
spinsters demonstrated the truth of her words.

Victorian

Let them be an

example to us.^

^J.E. Harrison, Reminiscences of a Student's Life
1925), p .88.

(London,
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APPENDIX
BIOGRAPHICAL NOTES FOR SOME IMPORTANT VICTORIAN SPINSTERS
B. = born.
d. = daughter.
WR = expressed support for women's rights.

educ. = educated.

Biographers are indicated in brackets after relevant entries.
Where none is listed, the chief authorities consulted were:
Blackburn, Helen. Women's Suffrage. Williams and Norgate,
London, 1902.
Brittain, Vera.

The Women at Oxford. Harrap, London, 1960.

Concise Dictionary of National Biography.

2 vols, Oxford U.P.

Fulford, Roger. Votes for Women. Faber, London, 1957 (not
always reliable).
Wellesley Index to Victorian Periodicals 1824-1900 (ed. Walter
E. Houghton). 2 vols, Toronto U.P., 1966-72.
Who Was Who. vol.I, 1897-1915; vol.II, 1916-1928.
Black, London, 1935, 1962.

A. and C.

AIKIN, Lucy (1781-1864). Writer of historical memoirs.
doctor and writer.
(Le Breton )
A.L.O.E.

(A Lady of England).

D. of

See Tucker, Charlotte.

ANDERSON, Adelaide Mary, Dame (1863-4-1936). First Lady
Inspector of Factories from 1894. B. Australia, d. of
Scots shipowner, educ. governesses, school in Dresden,
Queen's, Girton. WR (Martindale)
ANSTRUTHER-THOMSON, Clementina ('Kit') (1857-1921). Artist and
writer on aesthetics. Friend of Vernon Lee q.v.
AYCKBOWM, Emily Harriet Elizabeth (1836-1900). Founder of the
Church Extension Society (1864) and the Community of the
Sisters of the Church (1870).
(Anon)
BAKER, Anne Elizabeth (1786-1861).
and archeologist.

Philologist, topographer

BATESON, Mary (1865-1906). Historian, writer and lecturer at
Newnham. D. of clergyman who became Master of St John's
Cambridge, educ. Newnham. WR
BAYLIS, Lilian Mary (1874-1937). Theatrical manager at the
Old Vic, founder of Sadlers Wells. Niece of Emma Cons, q.v.
BAYLY, Ada Ellen.
WR (Payne)

Novelist 'Edna Lyall'.

D. of Barrister0
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BEALE, Dorothea (1831-1906). Principal of Cheltenham Ladies'
College from 1858, founder of St Hilda's College,
Cheltenham (first training school for secondary teachers,
1885) and St Hilda's Hall, Oxford (1893). B. London, d.
of doctor, educ. governesses, Paris and Queen's. WR
(Kamm, Raikes)
BECKER, Lydia Ernestine (1827-90). Founder of first women's
suffrage society (Manchester, 1867), leader of suffrage
movement and editor of the Women's Suffrage Journal.
1870-90. D. of German chemist. WR (Becker, Blackburn,
Holmes)
BELL, Gertrude Margaret Lowthian (1868-1926). Traveller,
archeologist and writer. B. Co. Durham, d. of
industrialist, educ. Queen's and Lady Margaret Hall.
(Bell, Tabor)
BENSON, Margaret (1865-1916). Archeologist and writer. D. of
Archbishop of Canterbury, educ. Cambridge.
(Askwith)
BETHAM-EDWARDS, Matilda.

See EDWARDS, Matilda Betham-.

BIGGS, Caroline Ashurst (1840-88/9). Suffrage organiser and
editor of the Englishwoman's Review. 1870-89. B. Leicester.
WR
BISHOP, Matilda Ellen (1844-1913). Headmistress of Oxford and
Chelsea High Schools, first Principal Royal Holloway
College, 1887-97, Principal St Gabriel's Training College
for Elementary Teachers from 1899. D. of clergyman,
educ. home and Queen's.
BLACK, Clementina (1853/4-1922). Labour leader and journalist,
Secretary of Women's Protective and Provident League.
D. of solicitor. WR
BLACKBURN, Helen (1842-1903). Secretary of National Society
for Women's Suffrage 1874-95, and editor of the
Englishwoman's Review. 1881-95; writer on women's political
and economic position. WR (Blackburn)
BLACKWELL, Elizabeth (1821-1910). First woman doctor of
medicine; chair of Gynaecology at London School of Medicine
for Women 1875. B. Bristol, d. of sugar manufacturer,
educ. Geneva (U.S.), and Paris Medical schools. WR
(Bell, Blackwell, Fancourt, Lopate, Tabor, etc.)
BLAGDEN, Isa Jane (1816/8-73).
(Blagden)

Poet, lived in Florence.

BONDFIELD, Margaret, Rt. Hon. (1873-1953). Trade Union official
1898-1908; first woman M.P., first woman Minister, first
woman Cabinet Minister. D. of Brighton factory worker.
WR (Bondfield)
BOUCHERETT, (Emilia) Jessie (1825-1905). Founder of the Society
for Promoting the Employment of Women (1859) and of the
Englishwoman's Review
which she edited 1866-71.
B. Lincolnshire, heiress to a gentry family, educ. home
and Avonbank. WR
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BRADLEY, Katherine Harris (1846-1913). Poet 'Michael Field'
(with niece Edith Cooper). (Moore)
BRONTE, Emily Jane (1818-48). Novelist. B. Haworth, d. of
clergyman, sister of Charlotte, educ. Roe Head.
(Many
biographies)
BROUGHTON, Rhoda (1840-1920) .
clergyman.
(Sadleir)

Novelist.

B. Denbigh, d. of

BROWN, Meredith (
-1908). Philanthropist among factory
girls and poor, with whom she lived and about whom she
wrote. D. of clergyman.
BUCKLAND, Anne Walbank (
WR

-

).

Novelist and anthropologist.

BUSS, Frances Mary (1827-94). Founder of the North London
Collegiate School for Ladies. B. London, d. of artist,
educ. Queen's. WR (Holmes, Kamm, Ridley)
CANNING, Emmeline Rosabelle, Hon. (
-1898).
organiser. D. of first Lord Garvagh. WR

Suffrage

CAREY, Rosa Nouchette (1840-1909). Novelist. D. of High
Church family, educ. Ladies' Institute, London.
CARPENTER, Mary (1807-77). Philanthropist, especially in
reformatory schools. B. Exeter, d. of Unitarian clergyman
and schoolmaster, educ. by father. WR (Adams, Fawcett,
Tabor)
CHANDLER, Joanna (1820-75). Philanthropist, founder of the
London Hospital for Paralytics.
(Gilbert)
CHASE, Marian Emma (1844-1905). Painter in water-colours.
D. of an artist, studied under Margaret Gillies, q.v.
CLARKE, Harriet Ludlow (

-1866).

Artist in stained glass.

CLAYTON, Ellen Creathorne (
). Writer, artist, and
historian of the arts. D. of an editor and artist,
studied at the National Gallery and the British Museum.
(Clayton)
CLERKE, Agnes Mary (1842-1907). Historian of astronomy.
Studied in Italy.
(Huggins)
CLERKE, Ellen Mary (1840-1906). Translator and novelist.
Sister of Agnes Clerke.
(Huggins)
CLOUGH, Anne Jemima (1820-92). Secretary of the North of
England Council for Promoting the Higher Education of
Women, 1867-70, and President, 1873-4; founder of Newnham
College, Cambridge (1871), and first Principal.
B. Liverpool, sister of Arthur Hugh Clough. WR (Clough)
COBBE, Frances Power (1822-1904). Philanthropist, writer, and
promoter of women's education. B. Ireland, of gentry
family, educ. at private school. WR (Chappell, Cobbe)
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COLERIDGE, Mary Elizabeth (1861-1907). Poet, novelist and
essayist 'Anodos'. Niece of Samuel Taylor Coleridge,
educ. King's College, London.
(Sichel)
COLLET, Clara Elizabeth (1860-1948). Economist and writer,
especially on women's work; Labour Commissioner. Educ.
North London Collegiate School, and University College,
London. WR (Adams)
CONS, Emma (1838-1912). Philanthropist; founder of the Old
Vic. D. of piano-maker, studied at an art school in
London. WR (Baylis)
COOPER, Edith Emma (1862-1914). Poet 'Michael Field' with her
aunt, Katherine Bradley (Moore) q.v.
CORELLI, Marie.

See MACKAY, Mary.

COSTELLO, Louisa Stuart (1799-1870). Artist, writer and poet.
Sister of Dudley Costello, journalist.
(Clayton)
DANIELL,Georgiana Fanny Shipley (1835-94). Philanthropist
among soldiers. B. India, d. of soldier.
(Anon, How)
DAVENPORT-HILL, Florence (1829P-1919?). Suffragist and
philanthropist. B. London, d. of Matthew Davenport-Hill,
Recorder of Birmingham and law reformer. WR (Metcalfe)
DAVENPORT-HILL, Rosamond (1825-1902). Prison reformer and
educational administrator. B. London, sister of Florence
Davenport-Hill q.v. WR (Metcalfe)
DAVIES, (Sarah) Emily (1830-1921). Editor of the English
Woman's Journal; founder of Girton College, Cambridge
(1869), and of the London Schoolmistresses' Association.
B. Southampton, d. of clergyman, educ. home. WR
(Kamm, Stephen)
DE LA RAMEE, (Marie) Louise (1839-1908). Novelist 'Ouida'.
B. Bury St Edmunds, d. of French father who deserted
family, lived in Italy. Anti-WR (Stirling)
DENMAN, Maria (1776-1861). Sculptor.
d. of John Flaxman the sculptor.
DOVE,

B. Whitechapel, adopted

(Jane) Frances, Dame (1847-1942). Headmistress of St
Leonard's, St Andrew's 1882-96; founder of Wycombe Abbey
(1896). Educ. Queen's and Girton. WR

DOWNING, Helen Pauline (
-1885). Journalist and suffragist
Niece of Irish M.P., sister of Miss M. Downing, manager
of a women's photographic studio. WR
DURANT, Susan (
-1873). Sculptor, exhibited at the Royal
Academy from 1847, teacher of Princess Louise. Studied
in France.
EDEN, Emily (1797-1869).
(Moore, Stebbins)

Novelist. D. of first Baron Auckland
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EDGEWORTH, Maria (1767-1849). Novelist. D. of Irish
gentleman author and M.P.
(Lawless)
EDWARDS, Amelia Ann Blandford (1831-92). Novelist and
Egyptologist. D. of army officer of country gentry
family. WR (Betham-Edwards, Macquoid in Oliphant)
EDWARDS, Matilda Betham- (1836-1919). Novelist and
miscellaneous writer. B. Suffolk, cousin of Amelia B.
Edwards q.v. Self-educated. WR (Betham-Edwards)
ELLIOT, Margaret (
Bristol.

-1901).

Philanthropist.

D. of Dean of

FAITHFULL, Emily (1835/6-95). Promoter and organiser of women's
employment, philanthropist and journalist. B. Surrey,
d. of clergyman. WR (Adams, Faithfull)
FAITHFULL, Lilian Mary (18657-1952). Lecturer at Royal
Holloway College 1889-94, Vice-Principal of Women's
Department at King's College, London, first president
All England Women's Hockey Association, later Principal
of Cheltenham Ladies' College. D. of Clerk to the
Merchant Taylors' Co., educ. Somerville.
FALCONER, Lanoe.

See HAWKER, Mary Elizabeth.

FARMER, Emily (1826-1905). Painter in water-colours.
man in the East India Co.
FARNINGHAM, Marianne.
FERARD, Catherine (
Church (1861).

See HEARN, Mary Anne.
). First Deaconess in the Anglican
Studied at Kaiserwerth.

FERRIER, Susan Edmonstone (1782-1854).
FIELD, Michael.

D. of a

Novelist.

See BRADLEY, Katherine, and COOPER, Edith.

GAHAGAN, Sarah (
-1866).
in Bath and Bristol.

Sculptor.

D. of sculptor, lived

GILBERT, Elizabeth Margaretta Maria (1826-85). Philanthropist,
worked for the blind. Blind herself, d. of Bishop of
Chichester, later Principal of Brasenose. Educ. home.
(Fawcett, How, Martin)
GILLIES, Margaret (1803-87). Painter. B. Scotland, studied with
uncle (Lord Gillies) and in Paris.
(Clayton)
GORDON-CUMMING, Constance (1837-1924). Traveller. B. Altyre,
Scotland, d. of baronet, educ. home and school in Fulham.
GORE-BOOTH, Eva Selina (c.1875-1926). Poet and suffragist.
B. Co. Sligo, d. of Sir Henry Gore-Booth. WR
GREENWELL, Dora (1821-82).
Durham, d. of squire.

Poet and philanthropist.
WR (Bett)

B. Co.

GURNEY, Mary (1836). Promoter of women's education,
translator. WR (Kamm)
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HACKETT, Maria (
-1874) . Classical scholar, reformer of
choir schools, restorer of Crosby Hall.
HALDANE, Elizabeth Sanderson (1862-1937). Philanthropist and
civil servant, first female J.P. in Scotland. Sister of
Viscount Haldane. WR (Haldane)
HAMMOND, Christina Demain ('Chris') (
-1900). Painter and
illustrator. Studied at Lambeth School of Art and the
Royal Academy Schools.
HARRADEN, Beatrice (1864-1936). Novelist. Educ. Cheltenham,
Queen's and Bedford (London University). WR
HARRISON, Jane Ellen (1850-1928). Classical scholar,
archaeologist and writer. B. Yorkshire, educ. home,
Cheltenham and Newnham.
(Harrison)
HAVERGAL, Frances Ridley (1836-79). Religious poet and hymn
writer. B. Worcestershire, d. of clergyman who composed
hymns.
(Alldridge, Anton, Bullock, Carey, Chappell)
HAWKER, Mary Elizabeth (1848-1908). Novelist 'Lanoe Falconer'.
D. of Major, educ. home.
(March-Phillipps)
HEARN, Mary Anne (1834-1909). Hymn writer and journalist
'Marianne Farningham'. (Farningham)
HERFORD, Laura (
-1871). Painter, opened Royal Academy
Schools to women. Studied there.
HILL, Florence and Rosamond Davenport- .
F . and R .
HILL, Jenny.

(c.1850-96).

See DAVENPORT-HILL,

Actress and comedienne.

HILL, Miranda (1836-1910). Founder of the Kyrie Society and
assistant to sister, Octavia.
HILL, Octavia (1838-1912). Philanthropist, housing reformer,
co-founder of the National Trust. D. of banker, sister
of Miranda, studied art with Ruskin.
(Bell, Hill, Tabor)
HOPKINS, (Jane) Ellice (1836-1904). Philanthropist and writer,
led campaign for purity. D. of farmer who became a
Maths Tutor at Cambridge. WR (Barrett, Hopkins)
HORNIMAN, Annie Elizabeth Fredericka (1860-1937). Pioneer of
repertory, built the Abbey Theatre in Dublin (1903) .
D. of the founder of the Horniman Museum, of independent
means, studied at the Slade.
HUBBARD, Louisa Maria (1836-1906). Promoter of women's
employment, editor of journals and year books.
B. St Petersburg, of English parents. WR (Pratt)
HUGHES, Elizabeth Phillipps (1851-1925). Promoter of women's
education: founder of the Association of Assistant
Mistresses and the Cambridge Training College for Women.
B. Carmarthen, d. of doctor, educ. Cheltenham, and Newnham.
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HUNT, Agnes Gwendoline, Dame (1866-1948). Nurse: reformed
treatment of crippled children. Herself crippled from
the age of ten.
INGELOW, Jean (1820-97). Poet and children's writer.
B. Lincolnshire, d. of gentry family, educ. Queen's.
(Anon, Stedman)
INGLIS, Elsie Maud (1867-1917). Pioneer woman doctor. B.
India, studied in Edinburgh, Glasgow and Dublin. WR
(Balfour, Lane)
IRBY, (Adelaide) Paulina (1831-1911). Philanthropist,
traveller, 'liberator of Bosnia'. D. of admiral,
grand-daughter of a Peer. Studied at Kaiserwerth.
(Anderson)

WR

JACQUES, Mary Rachel (
-1874). Founder of first Cottage
Hospital in England (1859). A Yorkshire lady of
independent means, studied at Kaiserwerth.
JAMES, Claire (
). Labour leader, later J.P.,
Magistrate, Founder of the Women's Institute. Fatherless
of working-class background, worked from childhood.
JEWSBURY, Geraldine Endsor (1812-80). Novelist and journalist
B. Measham, Derbyshire, d. of merchant. WR (Howe,
Ireland, Rosenmayer)
JEX-BLAKE, Sophia Louisa (1840-1912). Pioneer woman doctor,
founder of the first school of medicine for women (London
1874). D. of Proctor of Doctors Commons, sister of
headmaster of Rugby and Dean of Wells, educ. Queen's,
Edinburgh, Bern and Boston. WR (Bell, Lopate, Todd)
JOHN, Gwen (1876-1939). Painter. B. Pembrokeshire, sister of
Augustus John, studied at the Slade and in Paris.
JONES, Agnes Elizabeth (1832-68). Nursing pioneer. Head of
Liverpool Workhouse Infirmary. D. of Irish colonel,
studied at Kaiserwerth and the Nightingale School at
St Thomas's.
(Jones, Tabor)
JOURDAIN, Eleanor Frances (
-1924). Headmistress of a
girls' school, Watford, from 1892, later Principal of
St Hugh's College, Oxford. D. of the Vicar of Ashburne,
Derbyshire, educ. home and Lady Margaret Hall.
KAVANAGH, Julia (1824-77).
died abroad.

Novelist. D. of poet, lived and

KEARY, Annie (1825-79). Novelist. D. of clergyman, sister of
Miss Eliza Keary. WR (Keary, Lane-Poole)
KEDDIE, Henrietta (1827-1914). Novelist and miscellaneous
writer 'Sarah Tytler'. B. Cupar-Fife, d. of lawyer and
coalmaster, educ. by older sister. WR (Keddie)
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KINGSLEY, Mary Henrietta (1862-1900). Traveller, anthropologist
and writer. D. of George Henry Kingsley (brother of
Charles and Henry), educ. at home. (Middleton, Tabor)
KIRBY, Elizabeth (1823-73).
children's stories.

Writer (with sister, Mrs Gregg) of

KNATCHBULL-HUGESSON, Eva Mary (
-1895). Writer. D. of
first Baron Brabourne, a statesman, educ. Newnham.
KNIGHT, Anne (
). Pioneer suffragist.
of Cobden and Brougham. WR

Quaker, friend

LAWLESS, Emily, Hon. (1845-1913). Novelist, D. of Lord
Cloncurry, an Irish baron. Anti-WR (Stebbins)
LAWRENCE, Penelope (c.1855-19 ). Founder, with sisters Miss
Dorothy Lawrence and Miss Millicent Lawrence, of Roedean
School (1885). D. of barrister, educ. Newnham.
LEE, Holme.
LEE, Vernon.

See PARR, Harriet.
See PAGET, Violet.

LEWIN, Jane (
). Assistant secretary to the Society
for Promoting the Employment of Women, Secretary to the
Female Middle-Class Emigration Society. WR
LLEWELLYN-DAVIES, Margaret (
-1944). General secretary of
the Women's Co-operative Guild from 1889. D. of Christian
Socialist clergyman, educ. Queen's and Girton.
LODGE, Eleanor Constance (1869-1936). Librarian at Lady
Margaret Hall, Oxford, from 1895, later Vice-Principal;
then Principal of Westfield College, London. B. Stafford
shire, of famous family (two brothers knighted), educ.
Lady Margaret Hall.
LOWE, Clara M.S. (18197-1904). Philanthropist and missionary.
D. of governor of St Helena, educ. London and Paris.
(Birt, Lowe)
LUMSDEN, Louisa, Dame (
). Founder of first girls'
Public School in Britain, St Leonard's at St Andrew's
(1877). Educ. Queen's and Hitchin.
LYALL, Edna.

See BAYLY, Ada Ellen.

McMILLAN, Margaret (1860-1931). Founder of the Nursery School
Association. B. U.S.A., d. of a Scot, educ. Inverness
High School and abroad. WR (Cresswell, Lowndes)
McMILLAN, Rachel (1859-1917). Assisted her sister Margaret in
nursery school work. B. U.S.A. WR
MACKAY, Mary (1855-1924). Novelist 'Marie Corelli'. D. of
poet and journalist, educ. French convent.
(Bigland)
MacPHERSON, Annie (
-1904). Philanthropist and promoter of
emigration for pauper children. B. Scotland, educ. Home
and Colonial Training College, London.
(Birt, Gilbert,
Lowe)
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MAITLAND, Agnes Catherine (1850-1906). Principal of Somerville
College, Oxford, 1889-1906. Educ. at home.
MANNING, Adelaide (
-1905). Honorary secretary to the
National Indian Association and editor of the Indian
Magazine and Review. WR
MANNING, Anne (1807-79),

Writer of historical tales.

WR

MARSDEN, Kate (1859-1931) . Nurse, founder of hospital for
lepers. B. Edmonton, Middx, d. of solicitor.
(Middleton)
MARSH, Catherine (1818-1912). Philanthropist, worked among
navvies. D. of Evangelical clergyman.
(Alldridge, Marsh,
0'Rorke)
MARTIN, Frances (
). Writer, philanthropist,
superintendant of schools (attached Bedford), honorary
secretary of the College of Working Women. Educ. Queen's.
MARTIN, Violet Florence (1862-1915). Novelist 'Martin Ross'
with cousin Edith Somerville. D. of ancient Galway
family.
MARTINDALE, Hilda (
). Civil servant, from 1901
Principal Lady Inspector of Factories. Grew up in Sussex
and abroad, educ. Royal Holloway and Bedford Colleges.
(Martindale)
MARTINEAU, Edith (1842-1909). Painter in water-colours. D. of
Dr James Martineau, niece of Harriet, educ. Liverpool and
Royal Academy Schools.
MARTINEAU, Harriet (1802-76). Political economist, writer and
philanthropist. B. Norwich, d. of manufacturer
(Unitarian), well-educ. WR (Adams, Bosanquet, Courtney,
Fawcett, Martineau, Miller, Morley, Stebbins, Webb, etc.)
MASON, M.H. (1845-1932). Inspector of Boarded-Out children
1885-1910. B. Nottinghamshire, d. of country gentleman.
(Martindale)
MEADOWS, Alice Maud (
-1913). Novelist.
educ. home and private schools.

D. of solicitor,

MEARS, Elizabeth (1841-95).
upholsterer. WR

Trade Union leader.

MERRYWEATHER, Mary (
(Merryweather)

).

-

METEYARD, Eliza (1816-79).
miscellaneous writer.

D. of

Philanthropist and nurse.

Historical novelist, biographer and
WR

MITFORD, Mary Russell (1787-1855). Novelist and playwright.
B. Hampshire, d. of country doctor.
(Adams, Mitford)
MOBERLY, Charlotte Anne Elizabeth (1846-1937). First Principal
of St Hugh's, Oxford, from 1886. D. of the headmaster of
Winchester, later Bishop of Salisbury.
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MOZLEY, Anne (1809-91). Journalist and miscellaneous writer.
Sister of a Professor of Divinity at Oxford.
NELIGAN, Annie (1833). Nurse with the Red Cross in the
Franco-Prussian War, headmistress of Croydon High School
1874-1901. B. Ireland.
NIGHTINGALE, Florence (1820-1910) . Nursing pioneer, served
in the Crimea 1854, organised nursing as trained
profession. B. Florence, d. of country gentleman, studied
at Kaiserwerth. WR (Alldridge, Cook, Holmes, Housman,
Strachey, Tabor, etc. and esp. Woodham-Smith)
NORTH, Marianne (1830-90). Flower painter and recorder of
species. B. Hastings, d. of Liberal M.P., educ. by
Valentine Bartholomew, travelled widely. Paintings now
at Kew.
(Middleton)
NUSSEY, Ellen (1817-97). Family companion.
of cloth manufacturer, educ. Roe Head.
Charlotte Bronte and Mary Taylor.

B. Yorkshire, d.
Friend of

O 'CONOR-ECCLES, Charlotte (
-1911). Novelist and journalist.
B. Ireland, educ. Birkenhead and abroad.
ORME, Lilian (
1894. WR

-

).

Lawyer and Labour Commissioner from

ORMEROD, Eleanor Anne (1828-1901). Entomologist and first
woman Fellow of the Meteorological Society (1878) . B. in
the Wye Valley, d. of archaeologist and FRS. (Wallace)
OSBURN, Lucy (1835-91). Nurse, Lady Superintendant in Sydney
1868-84, district nurse in London. B. Leeds, d. of
Egyptologist, educ. St Thomas's and King's College.
OUIDA.

See DE LA RAMEE, Marie Louise.

PAGET, (Mary) Rosalind, Dame. (1855-1948). Nurse and social
reformer, Director of the Jubilee Institute of Nurses
(1874), co-founder of the Midwives' Institute (later the
Royal College of Midwives, 1881). D. of magistrate,
cousin of Eleanor Rathbone.
PAGET, Violet (1856-1935). Writer on aesthetics, art and
history 'Vernon Lee'. B. near Boulogne, d. of tutor,
educ. abroad.
(Colby, Gunn)
PARDOE, Julia (1806-62).
PARR, Harriet (1828-1900).

Historical novelist and story-writer.
Novelist 'Holme Lee'.

PATER, Clara (
). First tutor at Somerville College,
Oxford, and later Vice-Principal. Sister of Walter Pater,
no university education.
PATTISON, Dorothy Wyndlow (1832-78). Philanthropist and nurse
'Sister Dora'. D. of clergyman, sister of Mark Pattison,
educ. home.
(Carey, Chappell, Lonsdale, Manton, Price)
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PENROSE, Emily, Dame (1858-1942). Principal of Bedford College,
London, 1893-8, and Professor of ancient history 1894-8,
Principal of Royal Holloway College 1898-9, and of
Somerville College thereafter. B. London, d. of
architect, educ. abroad and Somerville.
PHILLIPS, Evelyn March (
and literary family.

-1915).
WR

Journalist.

D. of legal

PICKARD, Louise (1856-1928). Painter. B. Hull, studied with
Herkomer's sister, at the Slade, and in Paris.
POPE, Mildred Katharine (1872-1956) . Academic at Somerville
College, Oxford, later Professor of French at Manchester
University. D. of parson, educ. Somerville.
POTTER, Mary (1847-1913). Roman Catholic nun, founder of the
Little Company of Mary (1877). Educ. R.C. schools.
(Dougherty)
PRINGLE, Angelique (
). Nurse, later matron, later
R.C. nun. Studied at St Thomas's.
PROCTER, Adelaide Ann (1825-64). Queen Victoria's favourite
poet, said to rival Tennyson, and promoter of women's
employment. D. of poet 'Barry Cornwall', educ. Queen's,
died of T.B.
(Adams, Dickens in Procter)
ROBINSON, Sarah (1834-c.1913). Philanthropist among soldiers
and sailors. D. of country family.
(Chappell, Gilbert,
Hopkins, Robinson)
ROGERS, Annie Mary Anne Henley (1856-1937). Promoter of
higher education for women, tutor at St Hugh's, Oxford.
B. Oxford, d. of Oxford Professor, educ. Oxford.
(Rogers)
ROSSETTI, Christina Georgina (1830-94). Poet. B. London, d.
of Professor of Italian at King's College, London, sister
of D.G. and W.M. Rossetti, educ. home.
(Bald, O'Brien,
Packer)
ROSSETTI, Maria Francesca (1827-76). Writer, became Anglican
sister 1874. Sister of Christina.
RYE, Maria Susan (1829-1903). Social reformer, founder of a
law-stationer's for women, secretary of the Female
Middle-Class Emigration Society, later promoted emigration
of poor children. Anti-suffrage.
SAVAGE, Eliza (
-1885?). Governess and literary critic.
Friend of Samuel Butlerg studied at Art School.
SELLON, (Priscilla) Lydia (1821-76). Founder of the Church of
England Sisterhood of Mercy (1847). D. of naval officer.
(Williams)
SERGEANT, (Emily Frances) Adeline (1851-1904). Novelist. D. of
Wesleyan clergyman, mother a writer, educ. private schools
and Queen's. WR (Stephen)
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SEWELL, Elizabeth Missing (1815-1906). Writer of girls' novels
and devotional books, educationist. Grew up on the Isle
of Wight, d. of solicitor, sister of the warden of New
College, Oxford, educ. at private schools.
(Moore, Sewell)
SHAW LEFEVRE, Madeleine Septimia (1835-1914). First Principal
of Somerville College, Oxford, 1879-89. D. of the
Under-secretary to the Colonies, later Vice-Chancellor
of London University, sister of the Speaker of the House
of Commons.
SHIRREFF, Emily Anne Eliza (1814-97). Pioneer of women's
education, mistress of Girton College, Cambridge, 1870.
D. of Admiral, educ. home. WR
SICHEL, Edith (1862-1914). Journalist and philanthropist.
B. London, d. of a German, educ. home.
(Ritchie)
SIMCOX, Edith Jemima (1844-1901).
organiser. WR (Mackenzie)
SINCLAIR, Catherine (1800-64).
sister of an archdeacon.

Journalist and labour

Novelist.

D. of a baronet,

SKENE, Felicia Mary Frances (1821-99) . Novelist and
philanthropist. B. Aix, d. of lawyer and writer.
(Rickards)
SMITH, Eleanor (
). Promoter of higher education for
women. Sister of a Professor at Balliol.
SMITH, Maria Constance (18527-1930). Civil servant,
Superintendant of Post Office Women from 1876. D. of the
Professor of Classics and Ecclesiastical History at New
College, Oxford, educ. by governesses and father.
(Martindale)
SMITH, Sarah (1832-1911). Novelist 'Hesba Stretton', and
co-founder of the London Society for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Children (1884). D. of a bookseller.
SMYTH, Ethel Mary, Dame (1858-1944). Composer, writer and
feminist. B. Sidcup, d. of country gentleman (retired
General), studied at Leipzig Conservatorium. WR (Cole,
St John)
SOMERVILLE, Edith Anne OEnone (1858-1949)• Novelist, often in
collaboration with cousin Violet Martin ('Somerville and
Ross'); painter, farmer, and Master of the Foxhounds.
B. Ireland, educ. Paris. WR
SPICER, Charlotte (1852-1932?). Social Worker. B. Woodford
Green, d. of prosperous middle-class family, aunt of
Hilda Martindale q.v., educ. at boarding school. WR
(Martindale)
SPICER-JAY, Edith Katharine (
-1901). Philanthropist and
novelist 'E. Livingstone Prescott'. D. of barrister with
military and aristocratic connexions, educ. privately.
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STANLEY, Mary (1813-79). Promoter of nursing and religious
sisterhoods. D. of a bishop, and sister of a Dean.
(Stanley)
STANLEY, Maude Alethea, Hon. (1833-1915) . Philanthropist,
founder of first girls' clubs in London. D. of the second
Baron Stanley of Alderley, cousin of Mary Stanley q.v.
STEVENSON, Flora Clift (1839-1905). Educational administrator.
B. Edinburgh, d. of chemical manufacturer, educ. private
school and Edinburgh Association for the University
Education of Women. WR (Anon)
STEVENSON, Louisa Clift (1835-1908). Promoter of women's
education and nursing. Sister of Flora C. Stevenson q.v.
WR (Anon)
STEWART, Isla (1855-1910). Matron of St Bartholomew's and
founder of the League of Nurses and the Matrons' Council.
Educ. St Thomas's. WR
STIRLING, Elizabeth (1819-95).
Oxford University.
STRETTON, Hesba.

Musician and composer.

Educ.

See SMITH, Sarah.

STRICKLAND, Agnes (1796-1874). Popular historian, collaborated
with sister Miss Elizabeth Strickland. B. London, d. of
country gentry, educ. by father.
(Pope-Hennessy,
Strickland)
STURGE, Emily (

-1898).

Suffrage organiser at Bristol.

WR

SWANWICK, Anna (1813-99). Writer and translator, promoter of
women's education. B. Liverpool, d. of merchant, of
independent means, educ. home, schools in England and
Berlin. WR (Bruce)
TAIT, Lucy (
of Canterbury.

).

Philanthropist.

D. of the Archbishop

TAYLOR, Helen (1831-1907). Radical feminist.
and step-daughter of J.S. Mill. WR

D. of a druggist

TAYLOR, Mary (1817-93). Writer and feminist. B. Yorkshire, d.
of banker, educ. Roe Head, emigrated to N.Z. for 15 years.
WR (Stevens)
TOD, Isabella S.M. (
WR

-1896).

Suffrage organiser at Belfast.

TUCKER, Charlotte Maria (1821-93). Novelist A.L.O.E. (A Lady
Of England) and missionary in India. D. of a financier
in the East India Company.
(Giberne)
TWINING, Louisa (1820-1911). Philanthropist, especially with
workhouse children. Educ. home and Queen's. WR (Twining)
TYTLER, Sarah.

See KEDDIE, Henrietta.
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VYNNE, Nora (
-1914). Journalist and political worker.
D. of old Norfolk family, educ. at home. WR
WAKEFIELD, Mary (1853-1910). Promoter of music festivals in
the north of England. B. Westmorland, d. of wealthy
parents.
WALKER, Ethel, Dame (1861-1951). Painter. B. Edinburgh,
studied at Ridley and Putney Schools of Art, Westminster,
the Slade, and abroad.
WEDGWOOD, (Frances) Julia (1833-1913). Writer 'Florence
Dawson' and educationist. Great-granddaughter of Josiah
Wedgwood and niece of Charles Darwin, educ. Queen's.
WR (Curie)
WESTON, Agnes Elizabeth, Dame (1840-1918). Philanthropist
among soldiers and sailors. D. of Bath barrister.
(Chappell)
WILLIAMS, Sarah ('Sadie')
(Williams)

(

-

).

Poet, died young.

WINKWORTH, Catherine (1827-78). Writer, translator and
promoter of higher education for women. D. of silk
merchant, educ. privately and at Dresden. WR
WINKWORTH, Susanna (1820-78). Philanthropist and translator.
Sister of Catherine Winkworth q.v. WR
WORDSWORTH, Elizabeth, Dame (1840-1932). First Principal of
Lady Margaret Hall, Oxford, 1878-1909, founder of St
Hugh's Hall, Oxford (1886). B. Harrow, d. of Bishop of
Lincoln and sister of Bishop of Salisbury, great-niece
of poet Wordsworth, educ. home. WR
YEATMAN, E.F.E. (
). Founder of the College of Women
Workers for God ('Greyladies'). Sister of the bishop of
Southampton.
YONGE, Charlotte Mary (1823-1901). Novelist and editor.
B. near Winchester, d. of retired army officer, educ. by
father. Opposed suffrage.
(Coleridge, Mare and Percival,
Romanes)
ZIMMERN, Alice (1855-1939). Historian, translator, lecturer
and writer. B. Nottingham, educ. private school,
Bedford and Girton. WR
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