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INTRODUCTION.

— OO

TuE object aimed at in the following pages is to
show the place that women have held in our national
life, from the days when what we call the Saxon
race was dominant in England, down to the present
time. For this purpose those- phases of our social
history have been dwelt upon which display most
clearly the changes that have taken place in the
position of women, and the influence of great forces
like the Church and Feudalism. Names have been
used as illustrations, and not with any intention of
adding to biographical literature. Instances that
are the most striking individually do not always
serve best as examples. For this reason many
familiar historical scenes and figures have been
omitted. The continuity of a general record would
be broken by divergence into episodes interesting
on account of their exceptional character, Pro-
minence has been given to domestic life, as that
5
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concerns the larger number, and to those aspects of
the case which have not been summed up in the
numerous accounts of noteworthy women.

In literature and art, which have their own -
special histories, where the part that women have
played is recounted at length, only a few general
points have been noted in order to show how women
have stood in relation to letters and art in successive
periods. The subjects themselves are treated as
stages marking social advance, not discussed in the
light of their intrinsic interest and attractiveness.

A consideration of the position of women in
England leads, naturally, to the subject of their
position in Europe generally, for the main influences
which have affected women in this country are the
same as those that have operated on the Continent,
although the result has taken different forms in
accordance with the idiosyncracies of each nation.
It is unnecessary to discuss the condition of women
in the Eastern parts, for while Western Europe has
been changing and progressing with ever-increas-
ing rapidity during the last ten centuries, Eastern
Europe—as far as social life is concerned—remained
for a long period in an almost station'ary state. In
character it was Asiatic, though during the last
three hundred years it has succumbed more to the
influences of its geographical position.
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In the Middle Ages the conditions of life in
Western Europe were pretty uniform. There was
hardly any education in the sense of book-learning,
except among religious communities. Locomotion
was difficult and dangerous, so that there was but
scanty intercourse between the inhabitants of dif-
ferent parts of the same country. Fighting was the
chief business of men, and manual work, skilled
and unskilled, occupied women of all ranks.

In an age when war was so frequent, the civil
duties of life were left to women, who fulfilled obliga-
tions thatin more peaceful times fell to the lot of men.
They not only had entire charge of the household,
but shared largely in the operations of the field and
the farm ; they were the spinners, the weavers, the
brewsters, and the bakers. They frequently con-
trolled the management of estates, and occasionally
held public offices of trust and importance. There
were no laws to prevent women from filling such
positions, and the fittest came to the front unham-
pered by conventionality or arbitrary restrictions.
But although women appear to have had a wider
field of activity than they afterwards enjoyed, when
social life became more complex, there was a counter-
acting influence which told against the development
and free exercise of their energies. This was the
influence of the Church.
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It was the policy of the Church to keep women
in a subordinate position. As long as they re-
mained thoroughly convinced of their natural in-
feriority, and of the duty of subservience, they
«could be reckoned upon as valuable aids to the
building up of the ecclesiastical power. The
immense force of the religious and devotional spirit
in woman was at the absolute disposal of her
spiritual directors. At a time when there was no
science, no art, and, for the majority, no literature,
the power of the Church was incomparably greater
than anything we can conceive of now,

The Church did not find it difficult to persuade
women to accept the limits marked out for -them.
There was no public sentiment to set off against
the power of the priest. Society was ruled by
physical force; the law was weak, and the Church
was women'’s shelter from the rudeness of an age
when those who should have protected the defence-
less were themselves the greatest offenders.

In order to enforce the doctrine of inferiority,
the Church went further, and proclaimed that there
was in woman a wickedness additional to the sin
common to humanity. The “eternal feminine ” was
held before men’s eyes as a temptation to be warred
against. To fly from the presence of woman was
to resist evil, Celibacy was a saintly virtue, and
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family life a thing to be tolerated rather than ap-
proved. In the words of St. Chrysostom, woman
was “a necessary evil, a natural temptation, a’
desirable calamity, a domestic peril, a deadly fasci-
nation, and a painted ill.” The influence of the
Fathers was not confined to their own age; their
writings continued to affect the whole teaching of
the Church, Anglican as well as Roman, which has
always been in favour of the subordination of
woman. She has been assigned a lower place in
religious exercises, and has been excluded from the
priestly office.

In successive periods of history the Church was
largely responsible for the terrible persecutions:
inflicted upon women—and chiefly upon the poorest
and most helpless—on the ground of witchcraft.
Once having disseminated the theory of woman’s
inherent vice, it was only a natural corollary to
impute to her both the desire and the power of
working extraordinary mischief. The doctrine
suited ages which believed not only in an embodied
and omnipresent Power of Evil, but also in countless
and multiform expressions of that power through
natural objects and phenomena.

The Feudal System, which prevailed in England
up to the middle of the fifteenth century, and in
France up to a much later period, had a repressive
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effect on women of the lower classes, though for
women in the upper ranks it presented certain
advantages. The women of the families of tenants
on a feudal estate were regarded as chattels which
went with the land. They were bound to the soil,
and were fined if they either accepted work or
married outside the lord’s domain. "

The age of chivalry had a twofold effect on the
position of women. It created an ideal of woman-
hood which stirred the imagination and the poetic
fancy. Chivalry had its sublime side. It was a
protest against tyranny and vice; it inspired men to
heroic deeds; it gave them a loftier conception of
duty. It was the revulsion of noble minds from the
coarseness, the unpitying indifference to wrong, and
contempt for weakness, which characterized the
Middle Ages. Like a new gospel, chivalry dawned
upon a world in which the virtues of Paganism had
declined, while its vices still triumphed.

But chivalry had another side. The pure reve-
rence for woman passed into romantic admiration,
into a worship of physical beauty, into mere passion.
Woman, from being little less than a saint, became a
toy. The teaching of the Church and the spirit
of chivalry both acted adversely on the position of
woman. By the one she was lowered below the
level of humanity, by the other she was raised to
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an ideal pinnacle, where it was impossible she could

remain. The fault was the same in both cases.

The priest and the knight removed woman from

her natural place into a false position, endowing

her with sub-human wickedness and superhuman
“excellencies,

With the Renaissance and the spread of educa-
tion, social life underwent great changes. The
Church was no longer the dominant influence.
Great secular forces came into play; the tide of
learning swept over Europe; commerce, travel,
discoveries, inventions, caused old habits to be
unlearnt. Thought, which had been stagnant, was
freshened into a moving stream. In the intellectual
re-birth, in the conflict of faiths, in the deadly
political struggles which occupied the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries in England, we see how
women were passing from the narrow life of the
home into the wide life of the nation.

The great industrial revolution, which began in
the last century, and has progressed with such rapid
strides, has had its special bearing on the position of
women. The material improvements brought about
by machinery and developing trade, have lifted the
middle-class woman out of the purely domestic
sphere by lessening her household duties, and so
leaving her free for other occupations. She has
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ceased to be a producer.  But the working woman
has been simply drawn more and more from family
life, to be absorbed into the ranks of outside workers.
She is, in many cases, as much detached from the
home as the man, by the necessity of wage-earning.

The educational revolution of modern times has
also worked great changes in the position of women
in England. It has specially affected the middle
classes, who have been thereby enabled to enter
with perfect freedom into the world of letters, to
follow professional and business.careers—in a word,
to carve out for themselves an independent course.
A new conception has arisen of what is woman’s
place in society. - She now bears an active part in
all the great movements—political, religious, philan-
thropic ; her co-operation is sought in public work,
and her presence welcomed, rather than resented,
in all new social enterprises.

In the lighter side of life—in its recreations,
which are now more in the nature of work than play
—women have a much wider field than formerly, and
take their pleasure as best suits them, without let or
hindrance. They are free to act according to their
necessities and tastes, wherever common sense and
fitness lead them, without finding the barrier of sex
laid across the path. Those who are afraid lest the
world should suffer by women adopting modes of life



INTRODUCTION. xiit

unsanctioned by tradition, may console themselves
by remembering that Nature is stronger than fashion
or opinion, and will at once make her voice heard
whenever the lightest of her laws is transgressed.

The position of women in England cannot be
regarded as an orderly evolution. It does not show
unvarying progress from age to age. In one
direction there has been improvement, in another
deterioration, There have been breaks and gaps
in the general advance, so that certain periods
appear at a disadvantage in comparison with their
predecessors. The last half-century shows very
rapid and momentous changes. Never were such
advantages placed within the reach of women;
never were so many opportunities—social, literary,
educational, commercial—open to them. But these
advantages and opportunities would have been
useless if women had not been ready, and shown
their fitness for the new trusts. They have them-
selves largely created the public sentiment which
now so strongly impels them towards wider action,
and imposes on them greater responsibilities.



CONTENTS OF VOL. L

PERIOD I
WOMEN IN THE DAYS OF FEUDALISM,

CHAPTER L
A MEDLEVAL MANOR-HOUSE.

Domestic life in the Middle Ages—Interior of a manor-house—
Position and duties of the mistress—Household arrangements
~—Dame Paston and her daughters—Lady Joan Berkeley—
The lady of the castle in time of war—Lady Pelham’s defence
of Pevensey Castle—Her letter to her husband . .

CHAPTER II.
LEARNING BEFORE THE DAYS OF THE PRINTING PRESS.

Learned ladies in Saxon times—Education of women in the

Middle Ages—The rise of Grammar Schools—Want of -

. provision for girls—Convent schools—Improvement of edu-
cation in the fifteenth century—Margaret Beaufort, Countess
of Ricimond, and her patronage of learning .. . L

CHAPTER IIL
THE RISE OF THE MIDDLE CLASSES.

The Feudal System unfavourable to the development of the middle
classes—Subjection of women under Feudalism—Tyranny
of feudal lords—Power of the Church—Rise of Commerce—
Material progress—End of the Feudal System . .

PAGE

17

26



xvi CONTENTS.

CHAPTER 1V.
WOMEN AND THE ANCIENT GILDS.

The industrial equality of former days—Women as members of
Gilds—Restrictions on trade—Fitness of girls for industrial
occupations—Women as watchmakers : Sir John Bennett’s
opinion—The brewsters and ale-wives—Trade unions com-
pared with the ancient Gilds—Influence of the Gilds—
Equality of the sisteren and bretheren—Married women
trading alone—Labour regulations applicable to men and
women alike . . . . . - .

CHAPTER V.
THE MEDIEVAL NUN.

Dominance of the Church in the Middle Ages—The Conventual
System—Occupations of the Nuns—Power of the Abbesses
—Disputes between Religious Houses and the Laity—Lati-
tude allowed to Nuns—Convents Educational Centres—
Effects of the Suppression of Convents—Complaints of the
Laity . . .. . . . . -

CHAPTER VL
THE CHURCH AS A SOCIAL FACTOR.

Influence of the Church on women in social life—The twofold
conception of womanhood—Canon and Civil Law—Effect of
ecclesiastical celibacy .. . . - - .

\

CHAPTER VIIL
ALMSGIVING IN OLDEN TIMES.

Almsgiving at the monasteries—Charity dispensed by private
families—Bequests of ladies for the relief of the poor—Action
of the Church—Change in the conception of the duty ot
almsgiving — Needlework for the poor — Modern gilds—
Charity at the present day . . . . .-

PAGE.

39

56

8s

100



CONTENTS. xvii

PERIOD II.
ENGLAND AFTER THE RENAISSANCE.

CHAPTER L

FAMILY LIFE AFTER THE FALL OF FEUDALISM.
PAGE
Effect on women of the fall of Feudalism—Characteristics of

Tudor England—Observations of foreigners on English-
women—Greater liberty allowed to women in England than
on the Continent—Social habits and amusements—Women’s
education—English family life—Parents and children .. 113

CHAPTER II.
THE SCHOLARS OF THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY.

Revival of learning in the sixteenth century—Attitude of the
nobility towards Letters and Arts—No age so productive of
learned ladies—The Tudor princesses and Lady Jane Grey—

Sir Anthony Coke’s daughters—Mary Sidney—Learned
women held in esteem—Learning confined to the upper
classes—A sixteenth-century schoolmaster on women’s edu-
cation . . . . - . - .. 126

CHAPTER IIIL
A LADY'S EDUCATION IN THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY.

Retrogression in the seventeenth century—Tone of women’s
education—Mrs. Hutchinson—Lady Ann Halkett—Mrs.
Alice Thornton— Mrs, Makins—The Duchess of Newcastle
—General estimation of learning—Changes in social life—
Some patronesses of learning .. .. . . . 143

CHAPTER 1V.
GLIMPSES AT GREAT LADIES.

Changes in domestic life—Lady Elizabeth Howard’s household
at Naworth Castle—The Countess of Sunderland—The
Belvoir Castle family—The Countess of Salisbury’s suit—
The Countess of Pembroke and the “boon hen”—Bess of
Hardwicke—Court ladies—Lady Brilliana Harley—Lady
Lucas—Match-making—Seizure of an heiress - . 155



xviii CONTENTS.

' CHAPTER V.

EVERY-DAY LIFE IN THE STUART PERIOD,

Puritan influence—Neglect of women’s education—The boarding- s
out system for, girls—Sir Matthew Hale on the education of
girls—Manners and customs—Diversions of great ladies—
Rules for behaviour—John Evelyn on manners—Effects of
the Civil War—Simplicity of home life—Lady Anne Halkett
—Position of wives—A contemporary writer on husbands .. 173

CHAPTER VI. *
PETITIONERS TO PARLIAMENT.

The city dames during the Civil War—They petition Parliament
for peace—Reception of the petition—The military called out
—Petition from tradesmen’s wives for redress of grievances
—Pym’s reply—Women’s memorial to Cromwell against
imprisoriment for debt—Sufferers during the Monmouth
Rebellion—Petition against Judge Jefireys—Hannah Hewling -
petitions the king .. . . . - . .. 193

CHAPTER VIIL
HEROINES OF THE CIVIL WAR.

Nature of the struggle—Position of Queen Henrietta Maria—
Activity of women on both sides—Mrs. Hutchinson at
Nottingham—Defence of Lathom House by the Countess of
Derby—Lady Arundel at Wardour Castle—Lady Bankes
besieged in Corfe Castle— Lady Lettice Digby defends
Greashill Castle—Lady Fanshawe’s visits to her husband in
prison — Experiences of a gentlewoman in the West of
England — Lady Musgrave and the Parliament— Lady
Halkett assists the Duke of York to escape—Lady Rochester
and the elections—The Jacobite rising—Flora McDonald .. 205



CONTENTS. Xix

CHAPTER VIII.

THE MARTYR PERIODS : RELIGIOUS ZEAL AND RELIGIOUS APATHY.
PAGE

Religious life in the sixteenth century—Religion the great motive-
power—The Lollard persecutions—Protestant martyrs of the
sixteenth century—Anne Askew—Women martyrs in the
seventeenth century — Persecution of the Quakeresses—
Quaker doctrines—Seventeenth-century Anglicanism—In-
difference of the Church to social work—Condition of the
clergy —Mary Astell and her Protestant nunnery——The
Countess of Warwick .. . . 235

CHAPTER IX.
WITCHCRAFT.

Universality of the belief in witchcraft—Persecution of witches
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries—Attitude of the
Puritans—Origin of the witch—First use of the term—Enact-
ments against witchcraft—The Essex persecutions—The last
judicial execution .. .- . . . . .. 261

CHAPTER X.
WOMEN AND THE ARTS,

Development of thearts in the seventeenth century—Introduction
of women on the stage—Corruption of the period—Character
of the drama—Wearing masks by spectators—The French
company at Blackfriars Theatre—The first English company
with women players—Famous actresses—English female
artists in the Stuart period — Foundation of the Royal
Academy of Arts—Angelica Kaufmann and Mary Moser
elected members— Their career —Fanny Reynolds—Sir
Joshua’s opinion of his sister’s work—Mrs. Cosway—DMrs.
Carpenter—Character of eighteenth-century work—Women’s
place in musical art—Musical education in early times—
Love of music in the sixteenth century—Instruments played
by women—Music abolished by the Puritans—Musical maid-
servants in the seventeenth century—The first English opera
—Purcell’s early work—Performance at a ladies’ school .. 275



XX

CONTENTS.

PERIOD III.
LIFE IN THE LAST CENTURY.

CHAPTER 1.

MATRONS AND MAIDS.

Artificiality of eighteenth-century life—The 74/ of the middle-

class woman—Scotch domestic life—~The old maid—Admira-
tion of foreigners for English women—English dress—Public
morals—Contrast between town and country life—A. country
lady in London—Racquets, routs, and drums—Education of
girls—The boarding-school—Habits and manners of the
middle class—Le Blanc’s opinion of the English .. .-

CHAPTER IL
THE GREAT LADY OF THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY.

London society in the last century—ZLord Chesterfield on taste—

Coarse language of great ladies—The speculation mania
among ladies—Narrowness of fashionable life—Manners and
amusements—Difficulties of social intercourse—The founders
of Almack’s Club—The passion for politics—Lady Mary
Wortley Montagu on women’s training—Some traits of
eighteenth-century life .. - . - .- e

PAGE

307

333



