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PREFACE 

This is my graduation thesis for a B.A. degree in English Language 

and Literature. It is about the situation of the 19th century British 

women in society. Before writing about the experience of the women, I 

have mentioned political, social, economical, cultral situation in 

England of the time. I like history and it gives pleasure to me when I 

read and investigate something about it, my thesis belongs to history 

and that is why I prepared my thesis on "The Experience of the 19th ~· century British women. 

I would like to thank my teachers for all the valuable teaching that I 

have taken during my four year-education. I would like to give my 

special thanks to my supervisor and head of the department Associate 

Professor Dr. GiU Celkan for giving advice for my graduation thesis. 

Basak Ozkan, 

1997. 
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II) INTRODUCTION 

II a) HISTORY OF BRITAIN 

Britain is an island only in so far as it' is separated by sea from the 

adjacent continent of Europe. There has never\~t?en a period when 

the nations of the British Isles have' been culturallyisolated from other 

national groups. The formation of British ways of life, government, 
' 

arts, architecture and history are all products of the relationships 

between people who live in the island and those who do not. British 

History has been a quiet story of progress towards the united group of 

nations. 

The period of French Revolution and other revolts and the rebellions in 

l 790s had a great impact on Britain. As a literary person William 

Wordsworth witnessed revolutionary at first hand and expressed the 

beauty of a person's relationship with nature. 

Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive, 

But to be young was very heaven. 

PRELUDE II 

Societies sprang up all over the country and communicated with the 

French and spread ideas of reform to the common people. The change 

was even disputed within Parliament. The Whigs who· had been in 
I 

opposition since 1783 were caIJing for the abolition of 'rotten 

boroughs'. Outside Parliament there were pressure groups like the 

Yorkshire Movement. They wanted disfranchise rotten boroughs and 
gave the spare seats to Yorkshire. 
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The government of William Pitt tried to pass reform bills in Parliament 

'bur he was not successful. As the French Revolution developed and 

then destroyed the powers of monarchy, attitudes in Britain changed. 

Edmund Burke, an erstwhile Whig, rallied Tories in his work named 
I ;• 

'Reflections on the Revolution in France'. The extension of 

democracy could have only one end anarchy. 

However, Mary Wollstonecraft attacked Burke's antiliberalism in her 

work 'Vindication of the Rights of Man'. Thomas Paine, who 

had worked with the American revolutionaries, produced 'The 

Rights of Man' which was against Burke's attitude about the British 

constitutions. He proposed that woman should be equal members of 

ciety. M. Wollstonecraft helped him to spread out this idea to the 

ociety. In her book she argued that woman should be close to political 

life because they have equal potentiaJ with men. It was society which 

was denying women their rights, they were not a weaker sex. 

In 1793 Britain went to war with France. The Frenchhad condemned 

their king to death, promised to help European nations to overthrow 

their monarchies. Many radical men were arraigned, imprisoned or 

transported because of treasuring. The war had a terrible effect on the 

ordinary society prices, taxes went up during the war. Income tax was 
I ' 

\ 

introduced for the first time. During 'this time, . Jife standard was 
I I 

terrible, pay was low and food vile. Since the 1780s there had been 

vocal demands for change. The Anglican Church ruled the country, 

political rights denied, Presbyterians and Catholics did not vote. By the 

1790s United Irish men came together in order to the.radical changes. 
They had coordinated a rebellion with France. The result of the 

-2- 



• 

rebellion was that 30.000 people died. 

l 

As the new century approached, Britain was in a state of flux. Ireland 
,1 

joined to Britain as Scotland had been in the early years of the century. 

Britain became an industrial nation. Wordsworth wrote that it was 

bliss to be alive but for the young, the poor, the radicals, Catholics, 

women it was a dark time. 

War With France 

The war with France had a drastic effect on the country. At first 

Britain was protecting the seas and the colonies from French naval 

forces. In 1804 Napoleon planned an invasion of England's south coast 
.' 

in order to construct Martello Towers around the south and east coast 
I 

of England and the south coast of Ireland. But that invasion never 

came. Napoleon used to massive army against continental enemies. On 

the continent Napoleon was victorious. Austria was defeated, Prnssia 

was annihilated at Jean. Finally, Russia was defeated at Friedland. The 

peace of TiJsit was made, 1807. Napoleon was the master of continent 

He extended to cross the whole of Europe, including Russia. But 
I 

Trafalgar ensured that Britain maintained control of the seas. Nelson 

mined the French and Spanish fleets in 1805. Meanwhile, Napoleon 
\ .\ 

had begun a new policy to destroy Britain' wea1't11'.1 He contro11ed the 

major ports of the continent and so could control continental trade. If 

the British fleet blockaded France, he would blockade British trade 

from the land. This is what is meant by the 'continental system. The 

svstern was launched by the Berlin Decree in 1806, which closed alJ 
I' I, 

Europe ports to British shipping. 
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The Peninsular War 1808 & 1814 

In order to enforce the continental system Napoleon had sent an 

ultimatum to Portugal demanding to close her ports to British goods. 

He also sent Marshal Junot with a French army to seize the Portuguese 

fleet. In order to invade Portugal, he had to cross Spain. Napoleon 

imposed his own brother, Joseph Bonapart as Kfog' of Spain. Many 

Spanish nobles and royal army joined the rebeJiion. In 1808 the 
I • 

surprising victory was achieved. This was the first major reverse of 

French army. 

The 1812 War With America 1• 

America was neutral during the wars between France and Britain. But 

French ships and English deserters took refuge in the United States 

and American competition in trade was seen to hcitm' Britain's war 

effort. There was a conflict between the two nations. It fasted two and 

a half years with the peace of Ghent in December 1814. But it did not 

solve the problem. The battle of New Orleans took place three weeks 

later on 9 January I 815. In the end there was a lesson for Britain. 

From now on her colonies was not under British tutelage and they 

were free to formulate their own foreign policy. 

Foreign Policy 1815 & 1830 

Britain was one of the leading European powers during the Napoleonic 

Wars and recognized as the equal of Austria and of Russia. Foreign 

Secretary, Castlereagh, was wen informed and had power expert on 
I 'I 

foreign affairs. He had shown his skills with the Fourth Coalition with 
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the Treaty of Chaumont in 1814. This treatywas about to protect the 

- peace. Castlereagh obtained a declaration against the slave trade at 

the Congress of Vienna in 1814 and 1815.:His policy toward Europe 

was to prevent dominant power. He wanted to avoid interference in the 
\, ii 

internal affairs of nations. 

Industrial Unrest 

The Continental System had drastic consequences in Britain. Napoleon 

did not achieve his aim because Prince Regent took over the reins of 

monarchy. In 1807 the Whigs were succeeded by a Tory government. 

The Tories had stayed in power for more than twenty years, only 

changing the leader. Meanwhile, European countries closed their ports. 
'.' 

By J 812 there were three areas where new technology undermined the 

workhorse. In Lancashire the looms threatened the skiJled weavers. In 

west Yorkshire the mechanical wool croppers trimmed the nap faster. 

In the east midlands the skilled hose makers , were replaced by 

machines, produced sheets of stocking material which could be cut up 
. I,, ' 

and sewn to shape. 

I 

The breaking of the machines prompted the government to make it a 

capital offense. In the agricultural sector, the \JahdJords opened their 
\ \ 

acres to cultivation. When the war ended and the com flooded at a 
I, 

cheap price, the landlords were forced into cutting profit margins. 

Agriculture still dominated Parliament in .1order to support farmers 

against au influx of cheap foreign com in 1816. An Act alJowed 

foreign corn to be imported. 

-5- 



It went against the desires of those who wanted a system of free tade 

in Europe and it was seen as means of keeping the price of food high 

to enrich the farmers. The burden on the Poor Law increased and 
I 

among the workers discontent grew, too. 

A Growing Realm 
I I 

In 1798 Celtic nation was incorporated into the British Crown and 
I 

government. This was the final confirmation of Pitt's belief in the 
• •I 

weakness of Ireland. He feared that the Irish Parliament might have a 

majority of CathoJics and Dissenters. Pitt and the British Government 

planned to buy the compJiance of the Dublin Parliament. Pitt promised 

to the 300 members of the Dublin Parliament giving money and office. 

It was expensive but it was achievable. However, the Parliament 

rejected the proposition and Pitt had to replace the executive with a 

triumvirate of union supporters. To gain further support, the Irish 

Parliament was suspended. The leaders of the Catholic population 

"ere tempted by the promise of seats in the British Parliament which 

had thirty-two Irish peers. By January 1801 when the Trish Parliament 

reconvened, the British government had raised forty eight supporters, 

and spent 1.260.000 on buying the support of many members of the 

Commons. There were hundred Irish members in the House of 

Commons and the thirty two peers. 

George I If refused to allow the Irish Catholics in to Parliament. Pitt 

had promised emancipation and seats in Parliament and the regulation 
I 

of the Catholic Clergy by the British government. All these would 

happen to secure Catholic acceptance of the Union. 
, I'· 

' \ 
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George thought that keeping Catholics out of government would break 

his corn nation oath. The king said that the emancipation of the 

Catholics had to be dropped. It happened in 1829. 

Roman Catholic Emancipation, 1829. 
I 

The end of the decay was a time of crises for the Tories. In 1827 Lord 
Liverpool, who held the ministry together, had a stroke and retired. 

George IV refused Canning as prime minister. But he had to accept 
I 

him because he was well supported in the House of Commons, Several 

Tories did not want to be under him, as he favored Roman Catholic 

Emancipation. 

Both Peel and Wellington resigned Canning did not. But suddenly he 

died of a chill and then Wellington became th~ 1:~rime Minister. His 
-, I 

two years (1828-30) were stormy. The government was not always in 
I 

control. Roman Catholic Emancipation had disturbed English politics. 

In the Commons every year, motion for emancipation were presented, 

but rejected by the Lords. Until 1918 aIJ ministers wanted re-election. 

So there was to be a by-election in country clare. It was won by Daniel 

O'Connell, a Roman Catholic. The crises had come. THE ANNUAL 

REGISTER put the Emancipation case, 1828. 

'Above all, it is absolutely necessary to grant the demands of the 

Catholics because otherwise the Catholics would not allow Ireland 

to enjoy a moment's repose and exposing us every moment to the 

danger of rebellion, would render that part of the United 

Kingdom ... the source of alarm, of discord .. / of positive weakness. 

It was added that the concession was due, as being the 
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consummator in the hope of which alone the ~ebple of Ireland had 
'I been brought to consent to the Union," 

Poverty of the people, the harsh land Jaws, religious .differences cause 

Ireland disorder. Crime, arson, torture, beatings and murder were 

happened in the countryside. There were also many secret societies, 

such as the Catholic Defenders, Whiteboys in! the south, the 

Moonlighters or the Treshers. Daniel O'Cannell made a national 

iovernent out of these local disorders. First he wanted Roman 

Catholic Emancipation, thus, he formed the Catholic Association 

11823). He was fast becoming the national leader. He knew that cicil 

war threatened in Ireland so he decided to press for Roman Catholic 

mancipation. Peel was told it was his duty to save Ireland from this 

disorder. With great courage, he piloted Emancipation through the 

Commons in 1829. He had an old-fashioned . J 8th century view of 

government. Now Roman Catholics could hold public office. He Jost 

his seat at Oxford University at the 1830 election. 

I' 

,\ lien George IV died in 1830, a general election had to be made. 

'ellmgton was the Prime Minister for the King, William IV. But there 

vere demands for Parliamentary Reform. 1,,, 

Pressure For Reform 

The Tory Government of Lord Liverpool lasted' itl\. 1,827 because of 
\ \ 

\ 

ressure for social and political change. The working classes were 
I' 

eginning to act but it was a slow process. The lower middle 
1 ' i 

classessupport these act buts. When the workers became active it was 
,! 

generally under the leadership of the artisans. For instance, in 1816 in 

London, a meeting to support Henry Hunt turned into riot. There was 
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no police force to break up the meeting. Protest was driven 

underground and into violence. 

But the following decade was quiet due to the government suppression 

of public debate. The House of Commons was growing and the Tory 

Party could not restrain it for much longer. The wealthier middle 

classes demanded power in economy and in the government. 

The agricultural workers of the southern cmmtp~,s opened the decade 
I I' 

of the reform. Wages in the rural. sector were still low and the corn 

lows kept food prices high. Because of the depression in agriculture 

.many men and women urnepmloyed. In 1'830 workers destroyed the 

machines and burned hay-ricks in the south east. Four years later, a 

union of men was organized in secret as the Friendly Society of 
\, !I 

Agricultural Laborers at Tolpuddle in Dourest by Geotge Loveless. It 

was connected with the General and National Consolidate Trade 

Union formed by socialist Robert Owen. The men became heroes of 

their class. 

Pressure for political reform continued. There was always the 

implication that if reform did not come, more violence would happen. 

Reform did came, but the rights to vote was still given to all three 

mainland countries. New boroughs were created. The government 
I 

estimated that working class would have a vote. But women would be 

excluded. The Reform Act became as the great betrayal. Working 

class men and women realized that they had been left out. 
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The Poor Law '1 

I 

The government began to examine the problems of the Poor Law. The 

dreadful economic in the post-war period increased in the demand on 
,, 

the Poor Law. This was fe1t by the middle classes and a Royal 

Commission reported to tidy up the Poor Law. Such principles of 

efficiency were appJied to the Poor Law. The people on the Royal 

Commission who created the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 were 

concerned to cut the numbers of poor. They insisted that relief could 

be given only in the workhouse. Children were separated from parents 

and husbands from wives. Workhouses coped with the reality of the 

system in the agricultural south. But the Act seems to have been 

effective. The real trouble was in the north. In the north of England and 

industrial Wales, they were incapable of working, 

Chartism 

The 1830s and 1840s were not peaceful times in Britain. Wea1thy 

industrialists supported the Anti-Com Law League and wanted to 

break the political power of the landed classes. They did not succeed. 

They had a Parliamentary vote. But the working class had no vote, 
I 

believing that if they could elect working class. Mps, then government 
I 

would understand working class problems. One \~arse of Chartism was 
I ,, 

the hope of improving the Jiving and working conditions. 

J. R. Stephens declared 'Chartism is no political movement, where 

the main question is getting the ballot. .. t'his question of universal 

suffrage is a knife and fork question,' after all... a bread and 

cheese question, not withstanding all that has been said against it'. 
\. 1• 
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. The movement gained support in the slump between 1837 & 1842 

when unemployment was extremely wide-spread. Chartism actually 

began in London when Wi11iam Lovett formed the London Working 

Men's Association (1836). But Chartism collapsed because the fuU 

weight of the governing classes was thrown against it. The movement 

was divided in leadership and was not concentrated as a national 

movement with a single political aim. 

Towards Parliamentary Reform 

In 1846 the government was a coalition of the Whigs and their radical 

allies. It was seen as a liberal government instead of the older Whig 

Party. But the Whig members were the majority of the government. ln 

the Commons the leader of the Tory Party was Benjamin Disraeli, yet 

there was a large anti-Jewish in the party. They did not accept DisraeJi 

and the Earl of Derby became the official leader. On the opposite side 
' ., 

Disraeli and Derby worked hard to win back Peelites and began to 
I 

build an effective opposition party by 1860. The Conservative Party of 

Lord Derby took office and committed itself to a new Reform Bill. 
I,, 

After Derby resigned as Prime Minister and was succeeded by 

Disreali. The Second Reform Act increased th.e:\pumber of working 
. \ 

class Mps. But women were still excluded. Wbe'n Disreali took his 
I 

party hoping to capitalise as a reformer, the .new electorate rejected it. 

William Gladstone and his Liberal Party became the first Reform 

Government. 
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TIME CHART 

J 789 The French Revolution 

1790 'Reflections on the Revolution inFrance' by Edmund 
,, 

Burke 'Vindication of the Rights of Man' by Mary 
\' ',\ 

Wollstonecraft are published. 1 · \ 
' ' 

1793 Britain at war with France. I I 

_1795 Speenhamland System of poorrelief is introduced. 

1798 Publication of 'Essay on Population' by T.R.Malthus. 

First 'Lyrical Ballads' published by Wordsworth and 
Ir i, Coleridge. 

1801 Union with Ireland 

1802 Peace of Amines, ending war with France. 

Despard' s Plot. Peel introduces factory legislation. 

1803 War with France 

1805 Battle of Trafalgar: French and Spanish fleets are 

defeated by Nelson. 

1806 

1804-14 

1811 

1812-16 

1815 

Continental System began. 

Peninsular War 

George, Prince of Wales, is made Regent. 

Luddite risings. 

Battle of Waterloo: Napolem is defeated. 

Corn Laws passed. 

l 81 7 Pentrich Rebellion 

18 I 9 Peterloo Massacre: 11 killed and 400 W01:1Jlded by troops 
and reform meeting. 

I, 

1820 Bonnymuir Rising and Cato Street Plot. 
\' ',\ 

Death of George III: accession ofGe1otge'1V. 
\ I 
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1829 Catholic Emancipation where by most Catholic civil 

rights are granted. 

1830 Death of George IV: accession of William IV. 

1830-32 

1831 

Cholera epidemic 

Merthyr Rising. 

1832 Reform Act 

1834 Poor Law Amendment Act. 

Slavery abolished in the British Empire. 

Tolpuddle Martyr's are transported. 

1837 Death of William IV: accession of Victory. 

1839 Chartist Petition presented, Newport and Rebecca Riots. 

1842 Second Chartist Petition and Plug Riots. 

1848 Final Chartist Petition 

1851 The Great Exhibition, 

Harriet Taylor publishes 'The Enfranchisement of 

Women'. 

1854-6 

1857 

1857-8 

1859 

1861 

1867 

1868 

1868-74 

1869 

1870 

Crirnian War 

Indian Mutiny 

Second Opium War opens China to EUf?pean trade. 

C.Darwin publishes 'Originof the Species'. 

Death of Prince Albert. 

Second Reform Bill 

First Trade Union Congress, 

\ ,I 

I l l' ,\ 

I' 

Disraeli's first Conservative Government 

Gladstone's first Liberal Government 

Opening of the Suez Canal 

Education Act allows all children to attendelementary 

schools. 
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