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Introduction: The Politics of
Domestic Authority in Britain
Since 1800

Ben Griffin, Lucy Delap and Abigail Wills

Beatrice Webb, born in 1858 to a servant-keeping family, recalled her devel-
opment of consciousness of social station through observing her mother’s
exercise of domestic authority. Webb wrote, ‘As life unfolded I became aware
that I belonged to a class of persons who habitually gave orders, but who
seldom, if ever, executed the orders of other people. My mother sat in her
boudoir and gave orders — orders that brooked neither delay nor evasion.”!
The power to give voice to one’s will and compel obedience over others has
long been a central part of personal and social identity, and consequently
domestic authority has been a powerful and controversial theme in the
political, social and cultural history of the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies. Whether deployed by husbands, by public bodies such as Poor Law
Guardians, Members of Parliament and judges, by masters and mistresses,
by servants or by parents, claims to exercise domestic authority have been
of central importance to the history of modern Britain.

As the influential work of Catharine Hall and Leonore Davidoff has shown,
domestic authority played a vital role in the formation of social class in
the nineteenth century, serving as a means through which social station
might be established, enacted and contested.? Moreover, domestic author-
ity formed an emotional resource and was implicated in the formation of
individual subjectivities, as the work of Carolyn Steedman and Alison Light
has shown.® It was central to the relatively restricted social positions open
to women that they could construct themselves as authorities in the home,
though to do so sometimes brought them into conflict with others who also
laid claim to such authority. The home has been a key location for strug-
gles around these issues, through negotiation and advice, manipulation and
outright physical force, but the power-play of the home was also central
to public political discourse, serving both as a metaphor and as a material
constraint on who could be associated with political agency.* This aspect of
domestic authority continued to mark British society and political culture.
Writing of interwar Britain, Alison Light has pointed out the paradox that
the most personal and intimate spaces should also be capable of being read
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2 Introduction

as the most national and public territories, sites at which gender norms and
narratives of class and nation were acted out.’> The chapters of this book
take up the challenge of thinking about domestic authority in all its myriad
forms. In the process, they add important insights to our understanding of
‘domestic authority’, both in terms of how it has played out historically in
Britain over the past 200 years and as a theoretical construct.

The first aspect of this involves thinking in new ways about the mean-
ings of familial authority, and in particular how it relates to other defining
aspects of domestic relations, such as love, reciprocity, and consanguinity.
Szreter and Fisher’s chapter on the growth of ‘companionate’ marriage in
mid-twentieth-century Britain suggests ways in which relations of equality
and of authority were not mutually exclusive, but rather existed in creative
tension. ‘Love’ was acknowledged to have complex meanings within rela-
tionships, and a commitment to mutuality could coexist with a continued
gendered division of labour within the family. This suggests that subjective
understandings of ‘authority’ within the family did not necessarily corre-
spond to what one might expect, given the unequal distribution of power or
resources.

Margaret Beetham expands on this link between authority and subjec-
tivity in her chapter on reading and domestic service in the Victorian era.
Beetham’s discussion focuses our attention on the cultural and symbolic
dimensions of the ‘servant problem’. The management of servants took on
a deeper significance than simply the ordering of individual households,
illustrated through her account of the profound challenge that the ‘reading
servant’ offered to the social and gendered order. Beetham’s findings suggest
that the control of the reading matter of domestic servants can be under-
stood as an attempt to minimise opportunities for interiority as a strategy
of asserting domestic authority. Reading, as she notes, was ‘a place for the
production of...the self’, and was thus seen as a threat to the established
hierarchies of the household. By reading to the children of the household
and helping themselves to their employers’ books, servants could disrupt the
link between knowledge and power in a similarly threatening way. Domes-
tic authority, then, did not just play out in material culture, but involved a
complex interaction between culturally sanctioned hierarchies of power.

Related to this point is the question of how domestic authority extended
beyond the family, most particularly in the context of growing state inter-
vention into the family from the mid-nineteenth century onwards. Anna
Clark and Megan Doolittle, for example, look at the role of the state as ‘sub-
stitute parent’. Doolittle makes the point that state recognition of domestic
authority was contingent on the financial autonomy of the head of the
household. Where this was absent, domestic authority could be practically
and symbolically withdrawn: state welfare, as she puts it, was ‘formulated
as...a form of substitute fatherhood’. In this argument, the burgeoning
welfare state did as much to undermine the working-class family as it did
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to bolster it, forcing families into defensive positions. Ginger Frost, in her
chapter on illegitimacy in Victorian England, makes a similar point about
the ambiguity of public definitions of authority, and the difficulties this
created for fathers — leading some to extreme violence in defence of their
position as heads of family.

Yet at another level, as Sian Pooley notes in her chapter on parental
authority in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Auckland and
Burnley, the nascent welfare state provided an arena within which parental
power was actively solicited. She argues that ideas of ‘professional parent-
hood’ developing in the early twentieth century meant that parents were
expected to assert their authority vis-a-vis the welfare state. Moreover, as
Deborah Thom suggests, the family also continued to be understood as
essentially ‘private’ in significant ways well into the second half of the
twentieth century. Her study of corporal punishment in twentieth-century
Britain notes that despite a developing consensus against the practice within
domestic advice literature, children continued to be punished physically
in a majority of homes. Here, relations of authority and autonomy within
families functioned as a force for continuity in socio-cultural norms. The
idea of parental authority as independent of and ultimately superior to the
state had powerful political and public support throughout the period under
study.

The origins and meanings of such prevailing cultural models of domes-
tic authority are a further important theme. Alana Harris, in her chapter on
Catholic understandings of domesticity in post-war England, looks at the
changing intellectual underpinnings of different models of family authority.
She argues that the relationship between religious and ‘official’ understand-
ings of family was far from unproblematic, and shows how Catholic model
of family provided a resource for both reinforcing and challenging offi-
cial norms. Valerie Sanders thinks in similar terms about family rituals,
notably baptism, and explores their role in both bolstering and undermin-
ing established lines of authority. Christening ceremonies, she argues, were
used by male heads of household as an occasion for ‘secular networking’,
undermining the church and women’s domestic authority.

Cultural norms could be quite distinct from legal precept when it came
to domestic life. Gail Savage makes the point that in the second half of the
nineteenth century, the legal authority of a man over his wife was in prac-
tice conditional on the extent to which his behaviour was seen as culturally
acceptable. Thus while the law did not recognise that a husband could rape
his wife, divorce could be granted to wives based on claims of cruelty by
‘husbands who attempted to enforce their marital rights violently’. Judges’
interpretations of legal doctrine were thus informed by wider cultural norms
of appropriate husbandly behaviour. The construction of ‘hegemonic’ norms
of domestic authority was a complex process, in which law, custom and
evolving familial practices interacted.
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Finally, several chapters call attention to the need to think about space —
both within the home and within different localities — in understanding
the lived experience of domestic authority. The nineteenth- and twentieth-
century ‘servant question’, for example, made continual reference to the
difficulties of managing the circulation of servants, guests and children
within domestic space. ‘Domestic space’ is a construction that, as Davidoff
and Hall suggested, and numerous other historians have elaborated, is partic-
ularly charged and changeable over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.®
Sian Pooley draws attention to the local dimensions of familial relations,
noting that ‘national’ prescriptive models of childrearing were taken up in
very different ways in different parts of the country. In Burnley, for example,
ideas of ‘professional parenting’ had purchase as early as the 1860s, whereas
in the coal-mining district of Auckland, these had little influence even by
1900. Jane Hamlett explores the spatial dimensions of familial life within
the confines of the home, showing how ‘parents controlled and constructed
their relationship with their children by permitting or restricting their access
to adult spaces in the home’. This study of space usefully brings to light ‘hid-
den’ or transgressive aspects of the network of family relationships, such as
sibling rivalry, the arithmetic of parental attention, and the undermining
of parental and class authority by servants. The mobility of different actors
within these spaces, and how this shaped their interaction within them, is
central to an account of authority and power within the home. As Hamlett’s
chapter suggests, children proved to be particularly adept at crossing bound-
aries, while also being prone to attempts to segregate them from other areas
of the home, or from associating with servants. The chapter by Judy Giles
points to the powers of servants to pervade many or all areas of domestic
space, though mistresses often sought to limit their powers of circulation, or
to render them invisible through manipulation of names and clothes.

The aim of this collection is thus both to acknowledge the flourishing
nature of the study of authority practices and to enable a broad historical
review of the household as a site of the ‘micropolitics’ of the negotiation of
authority — the power to speak, to spend, to consume, to name, to command,
to trespass and cross boundaries. The concept of domestic authority helps
us to reconceive the home as an arena of active negotiation, agency and
remembering. It should be seen as a site of flux for some central social iden-
tities, rather than a realm of constraint and timeless domestic labour. The
contributions also point beyond the boundaries of the home to explore the
way in which domestic authority was also being negotiated and contested in
wider realms such as the courts, Parliament, the workhouse or the church.

The transformation of domestic authority?

A crucial part of this enterprise is to chart the changing contexts in which
contests over domestic authority took place. The meanings of concepts like
‘home’, ‘family’, ‘public’ and ‘private’ are not historical constants, while
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both prescriptive ideals and the practice of domestic authority have changed
considerably since the late eighteenth century. This second half of this intro-
duction will therefore chart some of the major transformations in the history
of domesticity in the early nineteenth century in order to provide both a his-
torical and a historiographical context for the chapters that follow, most of
which deal with the period after 1850.

The agenda for historical research on domestic authority was set by
Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall’s pioneering book Family Fortunes: Men
and Women of the English Middle Class, 1780-1850. Davidoff and Hall argued
that the period between 1780 and 1850 saw the formation of a middle
class in Britain which distinguished itself from the working class and the
aristocracy by its claims to moral and religious authority, much of which
derived from the evangelical revival of the late eighteenth century. Because
evangelicals saw the world as full of temptation and sin they valued the
home as a refuge from the sinfulness of the public sphere and increasingly
sought to separate the public sphere of work and politics from the private
sphere of the home. This separation of spheres was profoundly gendered:
men were seen as better able to cope with the trials of the public sphere,
while women were supposed to maintain their purity by remaining in the
private sphere, where they could create a domestic environment in which
family religion could prosper. By the 1840s they argued, these ideas ‘which
had originally been particularly linked to Evangelicalism had become the
common sense of the English middle class’.” Since the publication of Family
Fortunes all writing about the history of gender politics has taken place in
the shadow of the debate about whether or not gender relations can be said
to have been characterised by ‘separate spheres’, and this conceptual frame-
work has informed nearly all studies of domestic authority in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries.®

Regrettably, ‘separate spheres’ has become a straw man, a reductive car-
icature of an argument that presents an easy target for historiographical
potshots.” A more constructive approach than attacking this straw man is
to develop the agenda for further research set by Davidoff and Hall’s book.
Their argument about the development of ‘separate spheres’ referred to
a number of distinct developments, each of which had its own chronol-
ogy: an ideology of domesticity, the practice of a sexual division of labour,
changes in patterns of women’s work, the association of a conceptual divi-
sion between public and private with male and female, and the separation
of home and work. Some of these areas remain relatively unexplored even
20 years after the publication of Family Fortunes, while much confusion has
been caused by the conflation of these separate features, as arguments about
any one of these developments have been assumed to rebut theories about
‘separate spheres’ tout court.’® There is a need for more detailed research on
each of these areas, but it is possible to venture some suggestions based on
the most recent research which support Davidoff and Hall’s view that gen-
der relations underwent significant changes in the late eighteenth and early
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nineteenth centuries while at the same time qualifying some of its argu-
ments. We will suggest that despite arguments in favour of a ‘long eighteenth
century’ there are good reasons to treat the period since 1780 separately,
and suggest that the meaning of domesticity and family life underwent
major changes that raised difficult questions about how households should
be ordered.

The recent surge of research on the eighteenth century has had an impor-
tant effect on our understanding of developments which until recently
nineteenth-century specialists called their own. Amanda Vickery’s famous
review article posited two fundamental challenges to Davidoff and Hall’s
chronology.'! First, she argued that the rhetoric of ‘separate spheres’ was
nothing new. This is incontestable, though it leaves open questions of
whether or not there were changes in how these traditional ideas were
understood, propagated and received — the purchase of separate spheres ide-
ology on particular groups.!? Second, Vickery pointed out that Davidoff
and Hall’s picture of class formation was incompatible with the growing
scepticism about an ‘industrial revolution’ taking place in the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries.!* Although some have attempted to
rehabilitate the idea of an industrial revolution, the latest research has pow-
erfully reinforced the basic picture that the British economy grew slowly
but steadily in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries from a relatively
high base, and only entered a ‘take-off’ phase in the 1820s."* The implica-
tions of this work promise a profound transformation of our understanding
of the political and social history of Britain, but for our purposes it is suf-
ficient merely to note that arguments about long-term continuities have
prompted Davidoff and Hall to retreat from their earlier claims about class
formation.'®

And yet despite these arguments in favour of long-term continuities, the
more that we learn about gender in the eighteenth century, the more dif-
ferent it seems from the nineteenth century. The codes of ‘politeness’ and
‘sensibility’ that had regulated eighteenth-century masculinity did not sur-
vive the political and cultural upheavals of the fin de siécle and by the
middle of the nineteenth century ‘refinement’ had given way to ‘charac-
ter’ as the crucial component of respectable manliness (though the legacy of
‘politeness’ and ‘sensibility’ on ideals of femininity perhaps lasted longer).'¢
Philip Carter has noted that one aspect of this transformation was ‘a desire
to move...to more exclusive and intimate forms of sociability’; the assem-
bly or public walk now gave way to the home as a site for sociability and
‘the dining- and drawing-room became key locations for genteel contact’.!”
This retreat to the domestic arena was encouraged by the evangelical revival,
which increasingly came to see the public sphere as a source of moral danger.
While it is difficult to support claims that as a result of these developments
women were increasingly confined to the home in practice, it is certainly
true that in the period after 1780 public space was differentiated from the
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home with increasing sharpness and this process can be traced through two
significant semantic transformations.

The first change concerns that most basic of concepts, ‘the family’, which
underwent a significant change some time after 1800. As Naomi Tadmor has
demonstrated, when people in the eighteenth century spoke about ‘families’
they could have intended to refer to groups of kin, but more often ‘what they
had in mind was a household unit, which could comprise related and non-
related dependants living under the authority of a householder: it might
include a spouse, children, other relations, servants, apprentices, boarders,
sojourners, or only some of these.”'® At some point after 1800 this clearly
changed as the word became more closely associated with the nuclear fam-
ily. The second semantic transformation has been suggested by Lawrence
Klein, who has argued that ‘generally in the eighteenth century, the distinc-
tion between the private and the public did not correspond to the distinction
between home and not-home.” Consequently, privacy was ascribed to forms
of behaviour that we would consider public and time spent at home was
not necessarily time spent in private, while the gendering of the various
meanings of ‘public’ that Klein identifies was far more complicated than the
existing literature has allowed.' That is to say that during the period cov-
ered by this book, distinctively modern ideas about a distinction between
public and private developed. The years after 1800 saw significant changes
in the way that key terms like ‘family’, ‘public’ and ‘private’ were conceptu-
alised, even if the practice of work and family life remained much the same
for large parts of the population. This process was fundamentally gendered,
as Davidoff and Hall demonstrated: the home was increasingly seen as not
only ‘private’ but also as a ‘feminine’ space. John Tosh'’s pioneering work has
demonstrated that an essential feature of middle-class masculinities was the
need to negotiate this shifting boundary, as men tried to find a domestic role
within this feminised sphere alongside their responsibilities as breadwinners
in the public sphere.?

Further research on the development of the concepts of ‘the private’ or
‘the domestic’ is needed, especially for the twentieth century: work that
should be mindful of the fact that economic, political and social transfor-
mations were all changing the meanings attached to work, civil society and
the state, creating multiple and shifting ‘publics’ against which to define the
domestic.?! The fierce controversies over the state in its relations with the
Church throughout the nineteenth century clearly indicate the problems
of defining the boundaries of ‘the state’, civil society and the private indi-
vidual.?? This complicates any attempt to claim that women were engaged
in more ‘public’ activities in the nineteenth century than the eighteenth
century, because we cannot assume that the meanings of either ‘public’ or
‘private’ activities were stable. Rather, the new activities and agencies that
developed after 1800 were not self-evidently ‘public’ or ‘private’ to contem-
poraries, and at the heart of nineteenth-century gender politics were battles
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over the public or private character of, say, the voluntary societies of the
1830s and 1840s, the anti-slavery campaigns, or new agencies of local gov-
ernment like school boards.? Was sitting on a school board an extension
of women'’s domestic maternal role or an intrusion into the public sphere?
At what point did participation in philanthropic societies become a pub-
lic role? The creation of ‘separate spheres’ was not a dramatic change in
lifestyles so much as a dynamic and never-completed process of labelling
that shaped the terms in which men and women understood their social
world. The struggle for domestic authority therefore took place in a domes-
tic sphere whose boundaries were uncertain, changing, and constantly
contested, but in a context after the 1770s when it was thought increas-
ingly important to make the attempt to distinguish between ‘public’ and
‘private’.

The case for seeing the 1780s as a point of departure has been made most
forcibly by Dror Wahrman, who has argued that in the final two decades of
the eighteenth century there was a revolution in the way that people con-
ceived of personal identity. Across a range of discourses he identifies a shift
from ‘gender play’ to ‘gender panic’: a mentalité ‘which allowed eighteenth-
century categories of gender to be imagined as occasionally mutable, poten-
tially unfixed, and even as a matter of choice, disappeared with remarkable
speed’. As part of this process, ‘long-standing forms and practices that had
formerly capitalized on (and sometimes wallowed in) the acknowledged
limitations of gender boundaries now became socially unacceptable and cul-
turally unintelligible.’””* The explanation for this sudden change, he suggests,
was the American War of Independence, a conflict which contemporaries
found difficult to explain in terms of prevalent notions of identity, and con-
sequently an event that prompted an effort to place categories of identity —
especially race, class and gender — on more stable foundations. One aspect of
this was an effort to reassert clear distinctions between gender roles and root
them in essential biological differences between the sexes.?® The belief that
the conflict was an unnatural civil war ‘was frequently expressed through
images of an unnatural family affair or domestic strife’, and the restoration
of household harmony through the reassertion of clear gender roles and
female submission therefore became a pressing concern.? In this respect
‘gender panic’ forms just one part of that broader movement for the ref-
ormation of manners that followed defeat in America — that national effort
to set Britain’s house in order and re-establish the nation’s virtue by enforc-
ing stricter adherence to particular moral codes.”’” The domestic values that
were propagated were by no means new — the need for patriarchal authority
and female submission — what was new was the urgency with which they
were pressed on the attention of the public and the perceived risks of ignor-
ing the increasingly strident warnings. This is reflected in the sheer scale of
the production of literature urging the benefits of domesticity between 1780
and 1850.%
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The evangelical revival lay at the heart of the movement for the refor-
mation of manners and it was evangelicalism that raised the moral stakes
so high in the rhetoric of domesticity, driving the relentless urge to cate-
gorise activities as either ‘public’ or ‘private’ and promoting the idea that
women were innately morally purer than men. The evangelical belief that
the home should be a refuge from the sinfulness of the public sphere
exerted a powerful hold on the nineteenth-century imagination and made
nineteenth-century conduct literature qualitatively different from what had
gone before.?? A conduct manual from 1850 was typical in insisting that
‘It is home...to which we must retreat from the bustle of life, if we would
find enjoyment. It is in the serene employments of that blessed sanctuary,
that we must fortify our spirits against temptation, and prepare for a bet-
ter world on high.”?® It was at home that a man could find ‘the strength by
which he is able successfully to combat life’s temptations’.?! In this context
it is possible to understand the obsessive concern that nineteenth-century
men and women displayed about household discord. Given the centrality
of the home to the moral and religious health of the nation, it was obvious
that ‘few arguments will be needed to enforce the common obligation to
guard its sanctity with trembling care, and to watch against everything that
threatens its harmony.’*?

The pressing question was then how to preserve household harmony. The
most basic answer was that harmony should be obtained through submis-
sion to the will of the male head of the household. Women were allowed to
exercise ‘influence’, but decision-making was to be left to their husbands.??
The core of nineteenth-century domestic ideology was the internal logic
which reconciled male authority with the ideal of marital unity and house-
hold harmony by assuming that women would happily surrender their own
opinions.3* Elizabeth Sandford, for instance, wrote in the 1830s that ‘Where
want of congeniality impairs domestic comfort...it is for woman, not for
man, to make the sacrifice’.*> In response women like Sarah Stickney Ellis
tried to manipulate separate spheres ideology to carve out a space for female
autonomy in the home. She thought that a husband ought to leave domestic
arrangements alone ‘simply because the operations necessary to be carried
on in that department of his household, are alike foreign to his understand-
ing and his tastes’. “Thus, unless a husband can feel sufficient confidence in
his wife, to allow her to rule with undisputed authority in this little sphere,
her case must be a pitiable one indeed.’”*® If women’s natural role was the care
of others and if women were naturally sources of beneficent moral influence
then it became difficult to deny them authority in the home and possibly
beyond.*” This female subversion of separate spheres can be seen at one
level as an alternative answer to the problem of maintaining household har-
mony: establishing a rigid sexual division of labour would minimise conflict
between spouses, but it was not a position which challenged male authority
head-on.
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This is small wonder when we consider the powerful religious ideas
legitimating male authority: in a deeply religious age these cannot be under-
estimated. Not only did wives normally make a religious vow to obey their
husbands as part of the marriage service, but such submission was enjoined
by scripture. In the book of Genesis wives were told that ‘thy desire shall
be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee’, while St. Paul’s letter to the
Colossians unequivocally instructed, “Wives, submit to your husbands, as is
fitting in the Lord.”® It is little surprise that the most radical alternatives to
patriarchal marriage were developed by groups far removed from the reli-
gious mainstream. Robert Owen’s vision of communal childcare and easy
divorce was made easier by his militant atheism.* Similarly, it is no sur-
prise that the egalitarian vision of marriage that found its fullest expression
in John Stuart Mill’s essay on The subjection of women was developed in the
1830s by the circle of liberal Anglicans and Unitarians who clustered around
W. J. Fox's chapel at South Place in London - precisely those groups who
felt least bound by literal interpretations of scripture.’ In this light it seems
plausible to suggest that changing attitudes towards domesticity and domes-
tic authority followed changing patterns of religious belief, although the lack
of research on this is striking, given the importance that the secondary lit-
erature attaches to evangelicalism in the creation of domestic ideology. The
transition from a primarily religious to a primarily secular understanding of
gender roles is arguably one of the most significant changes in modern gen-
der history. Even so, we should not get carried away by arguments about
secularisation; as Alana Harris’s chapter reminds us, religious language con-
tinued to inform ideas about domesticity long after the Victorian age. A more
nuanced approach is needed that acknowledges variety and change within
religious discourse. For instance, the transformation that Boyd Hilton has
identified between the evangelical emphasis on the Atonement that dom-
inated early nineteenth-century culture and the greater emphasis on the
Incarnation that came to dominate after mid-century seems fundamental,
not least because it brought in its wake new attitudes to ‘manliness’.*!

If domesticity rested in part on religious foundations then we should
expect some differences in domestic ideology and practice between denom-
inational groups. Linda Wilson’s study of non-conformist women between
1825 and 1875 supports this contention, though further research is required
to explore the differences between pre-millenialist and post-millenialist vari-
eties of evangelicalism and the range of positions within the Church of
England.*> Wilson has found that women who were Congregationalists
(like Sarah Stickney Ellis) or Baptists seem to have internalised the clas-
sic Victorian ideal of submissive, religious, domestic womanhood more
than Wesleyans or Primitive Methodists.** Sandra Stanley Holton'’s study
of Quaker women complements this by drawing attention to the unusual
prominence of single women within the strong Quaker commitment to
domesticity and family.** This raises the question of the purchase of the
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domestic ideal described above — how many people were affected by ‘sep-
arate spheres’ ideology and the accompanying concerns about domestic
authority?

Class has formed the basis of most answers to this problem, with Davidoff
and Hall famously arguing that ‘separate spheres’ was characteristic of the
emerging middle class. Subsequent research has shown that domestic ideol-
ogy, separation of spheres and evangelicalism were by no means restricted
to one sociological group, but this does not mean that class is not a useful
concept. If we treat class as one category of identity that contemporaries
used to interpret the social order rather than as a heuristic retrospective
sociological category then class can still be productively brought to bear
on the history of domesticity.* Historians of the early modern period have
suggested that during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries behaviour
that had characterised certain types of masculinity became increasingly
associated with emerging class identities. Over time certain models of
early modern manhood ‘rooted in values ranging across prodigality, excess,
bravado, brawn, transience, and collectivism, were positively claimed by,
and became increasingly associated (often pejoratively) with the “meaner”
sorts of men’. Similarly, ‘some of the attributes of patriarchal manhood in
terms of orderly, rational self-control...were realigned with distinctions of
social status, and became exclusively associated with the “better” or “mid-
dling” sorts’.*® Domesticity should be seen in this light: as Dror Wahrman
has convincingly argued, it was only after the debates on the 1832 Reform
Act that the domestic ideal came to be seen as distinctively middle-class,
part of the process by which the category of ‘middle-class’ became firmly
entrenched in political discourse.*’” Since the meaning of ‘domesticity’ was
no more fixed than the meaning of ‘middle-class’ the rhetoric of domesticity
interacted in complex ways with fluid categories of social identity, as actors
sought to locate themselves and others in schemes of social categorisation
and hierarchy. The outcomes of these struggles were not simply political
in their own right but also shaped a range of practices. For instance, Anna
Clark’s work has shown how working-class radicals abandoned older under-
standings of domesticity and tried to appropriate the evangelical ideal during
the Chartist campaigns of the 1830s and 1840s. Similarly, Elizabeth Foyster
has shown how in the nineteenth century domestic violence became seen
as primarily a working-class phenomenon, while Ben Griffin has argued that
these perceptions of the abuse of male authority shaped parliament’s reac-
tions to demands for women’s rights in the final third of the nineteenth
century.®

It therefore makes no sense to set up ‘separate spheres’ as a straw man — a
theory whose only utility lies in the insights we can develop by disproving it.
The task of historians is to examine how the rhetoric of domesticity operated
and was made meaningful in particular contexts, how contemporaries used
it to make sense of their experiences, how it shaped the actions of particular
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individuals or groups, and how it changed over time. What is needed then
is a more sophisticated approach to the relationship between social identi-
ties, domestic ideology understood as a set of prescriptive norms, and the
range of behaviours involved in the practice of everyday life. In this context
Simon Szreter’s model of changing patterns of fertility provides a helpful
way of thinking about patterns of domestic practice. Szreter has argued
that ‘roles, norms and social identities...are constructed by and embed-
ded in the shared social practices and values of social groups or what might
more accurately be termed “communication communities” ’.>° Local neigh-
bourhood or street communities, churches or chapels, schools, workplaces
and the national media have all been sites where individuals participate
in communication communities and where individuals are socialised into
different sets of expectations, norms and values. At its most basic we can
see this in the differences between the hard-drinking manual labourers and
the self-improving artisans who populate Anna Clark’s study of the early
nineteenth-century working class: each had distinctive patterns of social-
isation which were reflected in different models of masculinity.®® Seen in
this way it is clear that the middle classes participated in national com-
munication communities, through national printed media and particular
educational institutions for example, whereas working-class communication
communities were predominantly rooted in shared localities, often with
their own dialects, and face to face contact.>? That is to say that the mid-
dle classes were exposed to a nationally standardised set of ideas about
domestic practices through the vast outpourings of pamphlets and books
on household management and marriage, while working-class domesticity
was governed by local norms enforced by ‘rough music’.*® The intersection
of these two cultures among the lower-middle-classes could produce seri-
ous strains as couples struggled to rework middle-class ideals, prompting the
kind of ridicule visited upon Mr Pooter by George and Weedon Grossmith
in The Diary of a Nobody.>* Szreter has demonstrated that there were substan-
tial variations in the norms and practices associated with fertility between
different regional and occupational communities; for instance, between the
Potteries, with its widespread domestic industry performed by household
units, and mining areas like South Wales, where men earned high wages and
there were few employment opportunities for women.>® There is every rea-
son to suspect that there were also different approaches to the exercise of
domestic authority that can only be explored through the kind of regional
case studies presented by Sian Pooley and Simon Szreter and Kate Fisher in
this volume.

This focus on multiple domestic ideals and practices should not however
obscure large-scale trends. The evangelical-influenced model of domestic
authority described above was culturally dominant among the educated
classes in the first half of the nineteenth century but came under increasing
pressure in the second half. Growing concerns about negligent and violent
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husbands, abusive and irresponsible parents, not to mention the dangers
of unbridled male sexuality, prompted serious re-evaluation of the limits of
male domestic authority.*® The chapters that follow by Ginger Frost and Gail
Savage pay eloquent testimony to this point. In a quieter way men were
becoming dissatisfied with the emotional rewards of patriarchy as it had
been practised by their fathers in the final decades of the nineteenth century,
leading John Tosh to identify a ‘flight from domesticity’ for middle-class men
in his major study of Victorian masculinity.>” Other men experimented with
new forms of emotional and sexual intimacy, leading some historians to pro-
pose ‘companionate marriage’ as a large-scale trend characterising the close
of the nineteenth century.

Claims to novelty must be treated with caution. It is troubling that the
move towards a more nuclear, socially isolated family and towards ‘com-
panionship’ between couples in the home has been heralded and yet later
‘rediscovered’ on numerous occasions. Companionate marriage seems to be
such a slippery and capacious concept that it offers little purchase for his-
torians trying to map change over time. Ambitious accounts of courtship
and marriage such as that offered by John Gillis have ended up posing con-
tinuity between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, failing to find a
shift towards intimacy and understanding between spouses.*® As suggested
above, part of this problem is due to the failure to distinguish between
various aspects of the social history of domesticity, which need to be care-
fully disaggregated, and their relationship to complicated and constantly
changing ideologies of marriage and domesticity. The uncertain purchase
of ‘companionate marriage’ points to some serious gaps in the historiogra-
phy of domestic authority in the twentieth century, which lacks ambitious
overarching texts such as Family Fortunes or explanatory frameworks such as
‘separate spheres’. While there is a wealth of detailed empirical work, there
are fewer more general concepts which attempt to capture social change
on a broad scale. If our understanding of the development of Victorian
domestic ideology is well developed, our understanding of its decline is still
remarkably sketchy and the contributions to this book aim to fill some of
the gaps.

‘Companionate marriage’ (or variants of this concept such as Marcus
Collins’ idea of ‘mutualism’>®) was clearly conceived of in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, but it has been seen by many as becoming broadly
accepted and practised in the twentieth century. The tone of advice manuals
became much more insistently dogmatic concerning the need to establish
a marital complementarity that would enable deeper forms of intimacy,
including sexual intimacy. In the nineteenth century the authors of advice
literature had been predominantly clergymen or women writers like Sarah
Ellis, but in the twentieth century new kinds of ‘expert’ emerged claiming
new forms of knowledge and authority to pronounce on marriage: psychol-
ogists, sociologists and agony aunts, for example. The pronouncements of
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such experts need to be carefully located in their social context. It may be
that the twentieth century saw the decline of distinctive local patterns of
domestic authority such as those described by Sian Pooley, in favour of a
nationally more standardised set of norms and practices. Certainly, compan-
ionate marriage can be linked to some of the major changes in domestic
living arrangements and fertility norms which do seem to make the twen-
tieth century different. As couples began to produce smaller families earlier
in their marriages, and as mortality rates fell, there were extended periods
when adult companionship became the central mode of marital interac-
tion. Some historians have argued that this created a more demanding
emotional profile for marriage, and opened the door to more egalitarian
family dynamics.®® But demographic changes alone cannot account for the
complexity of subjectivities and experiences that were encountered and pro-
duced through the discourse of companionate marriage. Relations of power,
authority and intimacy between couples shifted with the new availability
of sexual knowledge in the interwar decades, with women'’s changed citizen
status in 1918 and 1928 and the feminist politicisation of domestic organi-
sation that accompanied it. New patterns of paid employment taken up by
women in manufacturing industries and the expanding service sector were
also significant in refiguring marriages.® And the recent historical attention
to masculinity suggests that it was not only women'’s work, but also the jobs
taken up by men in new industries had the power to change profoundly rela-
tionships of domestic authority, as Pat Ayer’s work on the balance between
familial and personal consumption by men in different sectors of employ-
ment suggests.®? Finally, the twentieth-century state came to interact with
individuals in the domestic realm through new avenues — health visitors,
midwives, teachers, nurses — which again reshaped the idea of authority in
the home.®

One of the most profound transformations of domestic authority in the
twentieth century was the changing institution of domestic service. Service
formed a key realm in which middle-class women, and occasionally men,
attempted to shape themselves as authorities within the home, and engaged
with ‘domesticity’. It was also an institution through which working-class
women frequently subverted that authority and asserted their own. In the
literature on domestic service, a similarly slippery concept to that of com-
panionate marriage has been the idea of a shift from ‘status’ to ‘contract’, or
from personalised service and its intense authority relations to a more pro-
fessional or ‘modern’ relationship in which personal authority was, ideally,
left out of play. Like companionate marriage, this ‘shift’ has been posited
as a key symbolic moment, characterising the move to ‘modernity’, or a
shift from ‘community’ to ‘civil society’, as a basis for social interaction.
The changing legal norms of employment in domestic service, however, tell
us little about how such a process of professionalisation might have been
achieved.® The idea of contract is used by historians to indicate a far deeper
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change, in realms beyond that of service employment. It has been used, for
example, to shed light on the changes in twentieth-century marriage, from
a realm of, ideally, material support and companionship, to romantic love,
and finally to what Anthony Giddens has termed the ‘confluent love’ of the
late twentieth century ‘separating and divorcing society’.®> But this shift to
‘contract’ in all its guises is variously located between the late eighteenth
and the late twentieth centuries, and cannot easily be tied down to any par-
ticular evidential basis. It is clear that there has been a transformation of
intimacy and authority within the home during the twentieth century, but
that the basis of this is multifaceted and needs to be thoroughly historicised.

Historians of domestic service have tended to see the two World Wars
as marking watersheds, in creating conditions allowing for a diminution of
deference and personalised authority in the home, and with this, a grow-
ing refusal to serve in private residential service.®® But we should be wary
of overstating the nature of the change; there was no ‘inevitable’ decline of
domestic service, understood as linked to the creation of a ‘modern’ nuclear
family that no longer included the wide variety of kin, dependents and
workers who had been found in households of earlier centuries. Indeed,
households continued to be complex affairs, comprising lodgers, kin and
domestic workers in the twentieth century, and domestic authority thus con-
tinued to be a contested and locally diverse set of prescriptions and practices.
There was, however, a transfer of domestic labour from live-in service to
more casual and marginalised domestic help — chars, cleaners and au pairs —
that went with the transformation of middle-class feminine identity from
‘mistress’ to ‘housewife’.

With this shift went a change in the symbolic value of the domestic inte-
rior and the practices of housekeeping. Becky Conekin has argued that in
post-war Britain, the household and its material artefacts became a signifi-
cant site of ‘modernity’, through discourses of design, taste and efficiency.*’
The workers who continued to ‘help’ housewives have tended to be histori-
cally invisible, eclipsed by the new importance attributed to the refrigerator
or the ‘hoover’. There has been little attempt to chart their experiences with
the same fascination and attention that has been given to the maids, nan-
nies and cooks that characterised the sector before the First World War. The
contribution by Judy Giles to this volume examines such workers along-
side more traditional ‘servants’, and provides a sense of the evolution of
the ‘servant problem’ beyond the Second World War and into the second
half of the twentieth century. While service was prominent in the first half
of the twentieth century, the sharp fall in households employing servants
after the Second World War has led historians to neglect this later period.
However, both the persistence of casual cleaners and the continuing cultural
prominence of servants lead us to look afresh at this later period, and to ask
why the idea of domestic service has continued to have such salience and
visibility in post-war British society.
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Amongst the non-servant keeping classes, varieties of domestic author-
ity were tempered and supported in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries by the power of neighbours and relatives to enforce and regulate
communal norms, and to police any ‘irregularities’, particularly in poorer
communities where housing conditions allowed for more intrusion.®® The
power of wives and mothers within households has been argued by Melanie
Tebbutt to have depended on the degree to which they were able to tap into
the networks of gossip and ‘wary mutuality’ that characterised working-class
communities.®® Access to these kinds of resources was strongly determined
by ethnicity, gender and class. Neighbourliness was a major source of sup-
port to some working-class women, but, Tebbutt argues, was found intrusive
by many working-class men, and increasingly, was avoided by families with
aspirations for social mobility.”” The experiences of immigrant families were
varied, with neighbourly support being denied within some hostile neigh-
bourhoods, and being a resource developed within immigrant communities
themselves, to enable discrimination to be parried.”! As the twentieth cen-
tury brought technical and sanitary advances, and changes in the spatial
layout and location of working-class housing, the ways in which neigh-
bours and communities might intervene in or influence domestic authority
became less marked. The increasing availability of council housing in
new estates in the interwar decades, and of mass owner-occupation after
the Second World War, created new domestic spaces that allowed for the
reframing of social relationships and the undermining of the localised com-
munication communities that had characterised working-class sociability.
With the decline of multiple occupancy houses, there was a new isola-
tion from the extended family and community in the domestic realm from
the 1930s.

But this story is not one of a simple shift to a more intense and private
version of ‘domesticity’, despite the common assertion of more domes-
tic versions of both masculinity and femininity becoming popular in the
interwar years. As Martin Francis has suggested, both men and women
felt ambivalent about the idealised versions of domesticity presented to
them in the interwar decades, and in revised form in the 1940s and 1950s.
Companionate marriage provided no easy blueprint explaining how to
construct intimate relationships, as men indulged in homosocial fantasies
of ‘flight from commitment’, and women increasingly experimented with
combinations of paid work and motherhood.”” At the same time as some
experienced more freedom to transform their domestic norms, some family
forms became pathologised — the working mother in the 1950s, the single
mother in the 1980s — and these marginalised households found it periodi-
cally hard to assert their authority vis-a-vis the state, kinship networks and
communities.”

These tensions over authority played out in relation to neighbourhood,
space and domesticity were perhaps most pronounced when it came to the
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exercise of authority between generations. Recent work by Selina Todd has
suggested that as younger women became more likely to take paid employ-
ment outside of the home in the interwar decades, their wages became a
resource in determining their ability to marshal authority within the home.”*
Shifts in the nature of resources used to construct domestic authority from
the mid-twentieth century led to strong generational divides, with tensions
emerging between the divergent expectations and aspirations of parents and
children. Such shifts were particularly marked in the south-east, where sub-
urbanisation and changes in retail were widespread and greater mobility
made for a more privatised family life. These changes reproduced similar ten-
sions to those found between husbands and wives as married women had
achieved greater economic independence in the course of the nineteenth
century.”s

We can also see a change in the authority exercised by older generations
towards younger ones in the twentieth century, as pensions and decreased
mortality allowed grandparents to be present and to marshal resources for
longer in twentieth-century households. The small pensions available to
the elderly poor from 1908 sometimes made them the sole breadwinners
in households experiencing unemployment or ill-health, and until other
welfare benefits became more widely available, pensions gave older gen-
erations new avenues of authority. The new role that grandparents took
in caring for their grandchildren as more women worked in the early to
mid-twentieth century also created new interdependencies, intimacies and
points of conflict in households. These care relationships declined towards
the middle to end of the twentieth century, as geographical mobility made
grandparents less likely to live near their wider families, and as grandmoth-
ers became more likely to be working themselves when their grandchildren
arrived.

Despite the appearance of such patterns of generational change and divi-
sion, the historiography of intergenerational relations in nineteenth- and
twentieth-century Britain is still lacking in grand narrative frameworks. Two
key transitions have emerged, and are held to have taken place first at the
turn of the twentieth century and second in the 1960s. Viviana Zelizer’s
pioneering work, first published in 1985, established the notion of the
new ‘sacralisation’ of childhood in early twentieth-century America, argu-
ing that as the economic worth of children waned with the decline in
child employment, so the emotional worth of the child within the family
grew exponentially.’® And with this shift went an intensification of parental
authority over children, as ‘care’ of children intensified.”” The second key
transformation in parent—child relations is located during the 1960s, with
the notion of the ‘permissive shift’. The increasing consumer power of chil-
dren and young people led to the growth of ‘youth culture’, which - it is
assumed - led to the overthrow of traditional relations of authority between
parents and their children.
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Yet both these shifts need further elaboration. Their precise chronology
is hazy. The focus of work on the 1960s in particular has been primar-
ily ‘public’, with intergenerational relations studied through the lens of
national or metropolitan cultural movements such as rock’'n’roll and the
beat poets, and through the activities of obviously ‘rebellious’ groups such
as students and hippies.”® This focus has ignored the importance of the
domestic setting in coming to an understanding of ‘public’ generational
conflicts. Historians such as Frank Mort and Peter Bailey have begun to
explore the private dimensions of what they see as the radical intergener-
ational shifts of the post-Second World War period, looking in particular at
the role of grammar schools in forging new class identities.”” The contri-
butions of this book highlight the importance of further detailed empirical
work on this subject. Deborah Thom, for example, suggests that changing
professional discourses on family — which are the focus of most histori-
cal research in this field — bear no straightforward relationship to practices
within families. This in turn forces a reconsideration of the established
chronologies of intergenerational relations in the later half of the twentieth
century, and particularly the notion of a 1960s ‘revolution’ in parent—child
authority.

More generally, we have encouraged contributions to this collection which
look at some of the neglected actors and relationships of the domestic realm.
Leonore Davidoff has suggested that historians should pay more attention
to the domestic relationships that depart from the imagined ideal of the
‘nuclear’ family - the role of lodgers and landladies for example — or to
those relationships that have escaped historical attention, such as sibling
relationships.®® Jane Hamlett’s discussion of middle-class childhood takes up
Davidoff’s challenge to think about the relationships between siblings, and
in her discussion of godparenting, Valerie Sanders sheds light on a histori-
cally neglected identity. It is notable, however, that certain groups still lack a
presence in the historiography; most notably, the elderly represent an obvi-
ous gap in this collection. There is a pressing need to build on the work of
Pat Thane in locating the elderly in the complex and reciprocal realm of
the domestic.?! Attention to issues of domestic authority that arise in house-
holds affected by migration would also seem a promising area of further
research.®?

However, while these neglected areas call for further attention, this should
not be at the expense of a more holistic account of homes and households.
Jane Hamlett points to the limitations of historical investigations which
take certain relationships in isolation rather than situating them as part of a
‘structural whole’ — in other words, to focus on the elderly, parenting or mar-
riage, at the expense of a wider landscape of the multiple relationships which
go to make up ‘the domestic’. This collection aims to remedy this gap in the
literature both by offering accounts inspired by a broadly defined sense of
domestic authority and by juxtaposing the chapters collected here so that an
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account of corporal punishment is set alongside one of godparenting or the
‘domestic’ authority of school teachers. We hope to create a fruitful space
for exploring the inter-relations of these different areas of research, and in
doing so to think in broader terms about the historiographical framework
we can use to make sense of issues of domestic authority.
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Violence and the Law
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‘I am master here’: [llegitimacy,
Masculinity, and Violence in
Victorian England

Ginger Frost

Recent work on fatherhood in the Victorian period has emphasised its
centrality to the concept of masculinity. Being a ‘good man’ meant provid-
ing for a family; even more, at least in the respectable classes, a father should
help rear his children. Fathers nursed children when they were ill, played
with them during holidays, and disciplined them when necessary. Mothers,
of course, were central to the home, but fathers remained the ultimate
authorities, legally and socially.! Naturally, this picture is idealised and was
more common in the middle classes than those above or below. In particu-
lar, working-class fathers were more problematic, for their ability to provide
was always contingent, and their time with their children was limited. In
addition, physical chastisement for children was ubiquitous in this class;
‘correcting’ children was an essential part of working-class men’s authority
in their households. Men who were breadwinners demanded respect; if they
did not get it, they might enforce their wishes with violence, against both
women and children.?

More specifically, historians have shown that poor men had a vexed
relationship with fatherhood and masculinity. For one thing, providing for
a family meant multiple things. It was a duty and legal responsibility, but as
Julie-Marie Strange has argued, ‘the act of providing for one’s family could,
in itself, be interpreted as an expression of love and affection’. Sometimes,
in fact, it was the only outward show of love from a father to his children.
Yet poor fathers also had more difficulty in succeeding as providers. Megan
Doolittle, in her chapter in this volume, shows that many could not rely
solely on that function as the basis for their authority, due to low wages
and spells of un- or underemployment. They, then, might have to find other
ways to assert control. On the other hand, at the same time, authoritarian
fatherhood was under attack from feminist pressure and radical ideas at the
end of the century. As a result, some poor men tried to use ‘experiments’ in
parenting to break away from old models of family life. In short, by 1900,
the definition of a ‘good’ father was in transition.?
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Because of their peculiar circumstances, illegitimate children offer one way
to complicate the picture of fathers and masculinity. According to English
law, illegitimates were literally parentless at law; they had neither father nor
mother. If intestate, they could not inherit from their parents, nor could
their parents inherit from them. Even the subsequent marriage of the par-
ents did not erase the illegitimacy, which remained with the child for life.
Mothers did have the responsibility to support illegitimate children, since
they could be prosecuted for neglect if they failed to do so. Although tech-
nically fathers had no responsibility for such children after the New Poor
Law of 1834, the bastardy clause was revised as early as 1844 (mothers could
sue for support through the petty courts) and more substantially in 1872
(magistrates themselves could demand payment from putative fathers).*
Thus, by the end of the century, women commonly sued for support from
the fathers of their illegitimate children in a process called affiliation. Men
found, sometimes to their surprise, that magistrates did expect them to help
support children they had fathered, in or out of wedlock. Still, unlike a legal
father, the father of an illegitimate child had no custody rights or enforce-
able authority. This anomalous position pushed some men to violent acts in
an effort to assert themselves, both over their ‘unlawful’ children and the
mothers of those children.

In order to examine men’s views of fatherhood and illegitimacy, I have
assembled 51 cases of violence/neglect of men against their illegitimate chil-
dren between 1850 and 190S. Of course, this barely scratches the surface of
crimes against children; according to Carolyn Conley, though illegitimate
children made up only 4-6 per cent of births in the late Victorian period
(1867-92), they were victims in over a third of child homicides in England
(excluding murders of newborns).® Nevertheless, these cases provide impor-
tant insights into men’s domestic authority, masculinity, and violence
against children. The bulk of these cases comes from Lancaster, York, and
London and are from both the magistrates’ and assize levels (34 high court
cases, 16 police court, and 1 inquest). The vast majority concerned the work-
ing class (43 of 51, or 84.3 per cent), so the chapter will primarily focus on
working-class masculinity and fatherhood, but the five lower-middle-class
and two middle-class cases do offer intriguing comparisons.®

The motives for violence/neglect fell into five broad categories. Out of
51 men, 21 killed because they could not or they did not want to pay affili-
ation or to support the children in general (41 per cent). Another nine men
harmed the children through a combination of neglect and violence (often
because of alcohol consumption), but without strong motives for murder
(17.6 per cent). Seven of the men killed or assaulted the children because
they ‘corrected’ or ‘chastised’ them with excessive force, but not with any
real desire to kill; they simply overdid their disciplinary role (13.7 per cent).
The final two categories were the most interesting. In six cases, the men
wanted to cover up the illicit connections; these usually involved adulterous
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or incestuous relationships with the mothers, and the men wanted to avoid
public exposure (11.7 per cent). And in the last eight cases, the fathers pun-
ished the mothers through their children; in other words, these were revenge
killings (15.6 per cent). These final cases were the most informative about
men’s views of fatherhood and masculinity.

Because of space restrictions, I will focus on the three groups of cases that
reveal the most about masculinity and fatherhood: those who did not want
to support the children, those who wanted to avoid public exposure, and
those who wanted revenge. The first group of 21 men either could not or
would not support these children. Despite the fact that manhood meant
providing, many fathers of illegitimate children deeply resented having to
pay for their care, and they were sometimes brutal in their attempts to rid
themselves of the obligation. James Flint was a painter in Birmingham who
had an 11-month-old illegitimate son. James hired Sarah Barnbrook to care
for the child for 3 shillings a week. Sarah could not make ends meet on that
amount, and so told James she would need 4 shillings. The extra shilling
was too much for James, and he offered Sarah a sovereign to ‘make away’
with the boy, which she indignantly refused. On the night of 20 February
1888, the two met in a pub in Denbigh, and James tried to get Sarah to
sign a paper to take the child permanently for 15 shillings. When Sarah
refused, James grabbed the baby and hurled him towards the fire. When that
failed, he tried to stomp him to death. The pub customers stopped him and
then went for the police. Despite his violence, James had done little damage.
He was, thus, tried before the magistrates for assault, going to prison for
three months.” Though he was ineffectual in his attempts, James’s reaction
showed his resentment of his financial obligations. Pressed by Sarah’s request
for more money, James struck out at the child whose existence pointed up
his inadequacies as a provider.

Not surprisingly, the men in this group also disliked supporting the illegit-
imate children of other men. Cecil Chapman, who was a magistrate at the
Southwark police court in London for 25 years, claimed that every case of
deliberate cruelty that came before him ‘had to do with a step-child or an
illegitimate child’, and certainly my sources provide plenty of support for
his view.® For example, in the 1860s in York, Mary Ann Lee had cohabited
with Thomas Stoughton and had three children with him when she ran off
with the lodger, a man named Lee. Lee married her, but he did not want to
accept her children. His violence and neglect led to the death of her 2-year-
old son, Frederick. According to the landlady, Lee complained that the boy
‘was not a child, but a rotten corpse like its rotten father, “Black Tom.” ... He
said he was not going to keep any of Black Tom’s bastards.” Since the boy
died of neglect rather than violence, Lee got only three months at hard
labour. Nevertheless, Lee’s definition of his responsibilities clearly differed
from that of his neighbours, who testified against him, and of the court,
which convicted him.
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The law stated clearly that when a man married a woman with children, he
took on responsibility for the entire family. Despite this, many men disputed
the strict interpretation of their providing role. Richard Hale, an Oxford pud-
dler, killed Eliza Sillitoe, the illegitimate daughter of his deceased wife. He
appeared annoyed that he had to keep the girl after her mother’s death,
complaining that ‘if the child were dead he could leave the country’. He and
his new cohabitee, Cecilia Baker, suffocated the girl in 1864. In the 1850s,
George Vickers, similarly, abused his step-daughter Harriet Herbert, after he
married her mother, Ann. Harriet was illegitimate, and both of her parents
begrudged caring for her. By the age of six, Harriet did a great deal of the
housework (including cooking), but this did not spare her constant beatings.
At the trial for assault, George justified his behaviour by insisting that ‘the
child was dirty, lazy, [and] inclined to tell lies’, but, as in the case of Mary
Ann Lee, the neighbours were appalled at the child’s treatment and several
testified against him and Ann. Unsurprisingly, men were even less enthu-
siastic about supporting children they suspected were the products of their
wives’ infidelity. William Young of Dorchester poisoned and then strangled
his wife’s child in 1887 because he was convinced the boy was the product
of his wife’s affair.!

These cases indicate that the connection between fatherhood, manliness,
and providing was contingent on circumstances. Working-class men would
not always accept responsibility for illegitimate children or for step-children,
however acquired. Since the Victorian law courts also made distinctions, par-
ticularly between legitimate and illegitimate children, men may well have
felt justified in drawing these lines. After all, a state that called children par-
entless at law, but then demanded the parents support those same children,
contradicted itself. Men did not dispute their roles as providers, but they
narrowed the list of dependents for whom they should have responsibility.
When their self-definition conflicted with that of the state, or with that of
the mothers of the children, men’s frustration sometimes boiled over into
violence. In other words, these cases show that though providing was one
way a father showed love, the converse was also true; lack of providing was
a way of disowning unwanted children and rejecting some forms of father-
hood. These cases also complicate the view that the Victorian authorities
had few sanctions against men who did not live up to paternal ideals. In
fact, the Poor Law authorities, police courts, and assize courts called fathers
to account for any dereliction in providing for and protecting dependents.

The second group of cases were those in which men killed because they
wanted to hide the results of illicit sexual relations. Though most works on
child-killing have emphasised the unmarried mother’s fear of having her
‘shame’ exposed, men too wanted to avoid being associated with illegit-
imate children, either because they were already married or because they
feared for their social positions. As many historians have noted, the courts
sympathised with infanticidal women, rarely convicting them of murder,
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but instead sending them to prison for one or two years for ‘concealment
of birth’."" Men who killed their illegitimate offspring were a minority, and
thus have received far less historical attention. My limited sample indicates
that such men got far less leniency when they resorted to violence to con-
ceal their shame. Partly, this was because of the Victorian assumption that
men were sexual aggressors who ‘seduced’” women into ‘falling’; they, then,
had no right to refuse responsibility for any children born of such connec-
tions. And men could not plead postpartum nervous instability, nor could
they claim to be poverty-stricken as effectively as women could. Already
immoral, these men became irredeemable once they added murderous vio-
lence to their list of sins. As Roger Chadwick noted, ‘in cases of the murder
of children by men ... we see the Victorian law at its most severe and uncom-
promising’, especially when a man killed his own child, ‘since the paternal
duty to protect his family was a central tenet’ of Victorian domesticity.!?

A good example of this was the case of William Bartlett, the foreman at a
quarry in Cornwall. William was 45, married, and the father of several chil-
dren when he began an affair with a local widow, Elizabeth Wherry. When
Elizabeth became pregnant, William arranged for her to have the baby in
Newquay. Afterwards, he persuaded Elizabeth to let him get their daughter,
Emma, adopted, so the nurse, a Mrs Knight, brought the child to him on
22 June 1882. After Emma passed through a few more hands (apparently to
confuse identification), William took her out on a buggy ride from which
she never returned. In July, workers found the baby’s body in a disused mine
shaft near William’s office, and some of her things were concealed nearby.
The prosecutor in the subsequent trial pointed out that William’s motive
was not just the maintenance he had to pay, but also ‘that the fact of the
child’s birth might be kept secret from his wife and family’. At the first trial,
in Bodmin, the jurors could not agree, but at the second trial in Exeter, the
jury convicted him, and William hanged. An editorial in the Times expressed
the difficulty for fathers in asking for mercy:

It is usual to recognize, formally or informally, some claim to mercy in the
case of a woman who has given birth to an illegitimate child, and who is
driven out of her better self by the misery and shame of her position. For
Bartlett no such palliation can be alleged. He went to work in the most
deliberate way.

The editorial concluded, ‘If there is a tendency among libertines to regard
infanticide with leniency as the most simple means of screening their
immorality, the fate of Bartlett will, perhaps, provide such with a wholesome
warning.’"?

Similarly, John Dilley, a postman and picture-frame maker, was married
and had a family when he had an affair with Mary Rainbow, a servant. He
had seduced her in 1869, when she was 17, and she gave birth to a son;
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that boy lived with Mary’s natal family while she continued to work as a
servant. For ten years, Mary avoided John, but he at last succeeded in get-
ting her to see him, and she again got pregnant. When she gave birth to a
baby girl, she took care of the child for three weeks in lodgings. John came
and fetched the two of them on 10 May 1879, and they went to the train
station together. At some point on that journey, the baby died, apparently
from a skull fracture, though she had also taken a fatal dose of laudanum.
At their trial, the jury found both John and Mary guilty of murder, but rec-
ommended Mary to mercy, since they believed her to be acting under John's
direction. John hanged for the crime, while Mary served seven years. Again,
the need for concealment was paramount. John had a position in his village;
in addition, his wife might tolerate one illegitimate child, since its birth was
well in the past, but a second, more recent one was different. Moreover, the
state’s treatment of the woman and man differed. Mary served seven years,
but John went to the scaffold. John’s fear of exposure was reasonable, but
Justice Hawkins insisted that there were ‘no extenuating circumstances in
the case’ for him." Indeed, men killing children had much higher rates of
conviction and execution than women throughout the Victorian period.™

As these previous examples have made clear, such cases depended on
the respectability and class of the man involved. The higher the standing,
the bigger the fall if an illegitimate child came to light. In consequence, the
few lower-middle-class and middle-class men cluster in this type of case. For
instance, a Manchester cotton manufacturer, named Ashworth Read, was
tried for the murder of his illegitimate son with Elizabeth Remington, his
servant, in 1893. According to Elizabeth, Ashworth paid for her confinement
and lodgings, but then tried to suffocate the child and hide the body when
he visited. He explained to her ‘it would disgrace him, and that he would
never hold up his head in Burnley’ if anyone found out about their relation-
ship.'® Ashworth feared for his reputation, just as John Dilley and William
Bartlett had done, though Ashworth was not, apparently, married. Clearly,
men worried about their social standing, too; an illegitimate child with a ser-
vant was not the kind of fatherhood that conferred a high standing. Thus,
these cases show the ambivalent relationship of men and fatherhood, and,
especially, conflicting notions of masculine responsibility between the courts
and the men themselves. Some types of fatherhood gave both responsibil-
ities and prestige, but others were shameful and, in some men’s opinion,
should not require more money out of their pockets.

These tensions came out most clearly in those cases in which the men
seemed to revenge themselves on disobedient or ‘unfaithful’ women by
killing their children.'” In these instances, the men agreed that they had
authority over and responsibility for women and illegitimate children, but
because of their ambiguous legal standing, they could not enforce their
claims. They were not husbands and so could not command obedience from
the women, and they had no custody of the children or even visitation
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rights. Despite these legal disabilities, courts were not sympathetic to the
men’s frustrations, since judges and magistrates, as well as most juries,
assumed the men themselves were responsible for their liminal position in
these families. They had, after all, only to marry the mothers of their chil-
dren to correct the difficulties. If the men chose not to do so, they had only
themselves to blame for any problems. Indeed, even in less serious cases,
judges were unimpressed with moral laxity; Justice Cave told Sidney Clay,
a shopkeeper on trial for solicitation of murder, that he ‘should have been
disposed to have dealt more leniently with him if he had taken advantage
of the opportunity he had had of making an honest woman’ of the mother
of his son.!® Thus, punishments for revenge crimes were harsh; of the eight
cases in this group, six of the men hanged, one was found insane, and only
one was convicted of the lesser offence of manslaughter.!” Men who wanted
to remain free of domestic ties, then, learned that such freedom came at a
price. If not married, a man forfeited his authority and control of the family,
and any attempts to regain it through violence led to the gallows.

I will centre on four examples which show various facets to this type of
violence. The first example is the case of Thomas Day. Thomas was a soldier
when he met Caroline Meek, a servant, in November 1877. The two were
engaged when Caroline gave birth to their daughter on 18 July 1879, but
Thomas did not marry her because, he claimed, he could not support her.
He visited her and the child once or twice over the next five years, but his
entire contribution to Caroline’s income was six stamps at Lily’s birth and
then 5 shillings later on. In 1882, Caroline gave up on Thomas and married
William Woodgate, a railway labourer. Thomas was incensed, considering
the marriage a betrayal of him. He wrote her several angry letters, reproach-
ing her faithlessness and insisted that he would have married her eventually.
Interestingly, Thomas was especially upset that Caroline had wronged Lily:
‘you have wilfully deceived that poor innocent child...You have cut the
link between yourself, child, and me without any cause.” In another letter,
Thomas demanded a photograph of his daughter, and when Caroline did not
reply, he accused her of ‘contracting’ Lily away from her real father, adding,
‘She is my blood and bone.. . the day will come when I shall see the one that
is mine in spite of all’.?

In August 1883, Thomas Day arrived in Ipswich to see Lily. He met
Caroline Meek in the road, and complained ‘that she had robbed the child
of its parent’. He asked Lily her name, and when the girl replied ‘Lilian
Woodgate’, he corrected her and said, ‘No, your name is Meek.” Caroline
arranged for him to see Lily that evening when both she and her husband
would be present. When Thomas arrived that night, he was calm at first
and took Lily on his knee. He again asked her what her name was, and she
said both Lily Meek and Lilian Woodgate, clearly confused. ‘Then he asked
her, “Who is your father.” The child at once pointed to William Woodgate.
Prisoner said, “Oh! No; I am your father, he’s not.”” When Lily seemed to
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choke on Thomas’s tobacco smoke, he told her she would have to put up
with ‘a lot’, and Caroline immediately said that she would not have to put
up with much from her or her husband. This led to an argument, during
which Thomas called Caroline ‘a deceitful whore’. William then told Thomas
he would throw him out if he said any more such things. At that point,
Thomas said, ‘T have got her and I shall do as I like with her.” Then, as both
Woodgates watched in horror, Thomas put one hand on Lily’s forehead and
drew a knife across her throat with the other. In the melée that followed, the
neighbours were able to subdue Thomas, but Lily died of loss of blood on
the way to the hospital.

At the trial, Thomas Day insisted in his defence that he had accidentally
cut Lily with the knife he had out for cutting his tobacco. He also claimed
not to have a motive, since if he wanted revenge, he would have killed one
or both of the Woodgates. However, he smoked shag tobacco, which did not
need to be cut, and he could just as easily revenge himself on Caroline Meek
by killing her daughter, as the Justice Fry pointed out. The jury found him
guilty after 15 minutes’ deliberation, and he hanged, protesting his inno-
cence and his love for his child to the end. Thomas’s distress at having
no control over either Caroline or Lily was evident throughout this story.
He particularly resented having his child ‘stolen’ from him by Caroline’s
marriage to another man, and insisted that Lily know her true legal name
was Meek rather than Woodgate and that he was her father. Thomas had
made almost no financial provision for Lily and had not married Caroline
in five years, yet he still thought Lily ‘belonged’ to him because she was his
‘blood and bone’. When William threatened to throw him out of his house,
Thomas retaliated the only way he could — with violence. Rather than see
William Woodgate as Lily’s father, he killed her. He thus was able to defy
William’s legal authority, and he also got revenge on Caroline. She had taken
his daughter from him, so he took that same daughter from her. But the cost
was his daughter’s, and his own, life.

The second example was the case of Felix Spicer in Chester in 1890. Felix
was a rigger on ships and also a small businessman. He met Mary Ann Palin
in 1874 when she was only 16. The two cohabited for 16 years and had
7 children, passing as a married couple. By 1890, Mary ran their refreshment
rooms and boarding house; in fact, because Felix was often at sea, he put
the businesses in her name in 1889. In Easter 1890, Mary discovered that
Felix had told their landlord that they were not actually married, and she
threw him out of the house. Felix was then in a difficult position, because all
the businesses were in Mary’s name. He wrote to her twice, begging her to
forgive him: ‘do consider my broken heart, and have mercy and pity on me’.
Mary, however, replied:

You must be mad to think I shall ever speak to you again, much less make
it up. You told Mr. Wright I was not your wife. You mean, contemptible
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scrub, did you think of my tears, when, before Felix was born, I asked you
to marry me out of my shame. You laughed at me, but I have waited and
the day has come

Mary Ann Palin now had the means to maintain her children herself, and
she meant to do so without Felix Spicer.?!

Felix Spicer now had no businesses and no access to his family, and his
pleas for forgiveness had met with harsh rebuff. Yet, legally, he had no
recourse, precisely because he was not married to the mother of his children.
Further, Mary Ann Palin made him even angrier when she called herself
Mary Spicer in the business, to take advantage of the good will of the name.
If she went by Mary Palin, he later said, he would not have been as angry,
‘but as he was founder of the business...she had no right to trade on his
name’. He argued with her about this, insisting to her ‘There is no Marry
[sic] Spicer’, to which she replied ‘so much the better for me’. Mary contin-
ued to send some money to him, which was also humiliating, since he was
living on her handouts. After several days of tension, Felix began sharpen-
ing a wood frame to make it into a battering ram, muttering, ‘They will not
have it all their own way. I am Master here.’ That night, he broke into Mary’s
house and tried to cut her throat with his clasp knife, but she fought him off
and ran for help. Thwarted yet again, Felix went back into the house and slit
the throats of their two sons, though, curiously, he did not hurt their two
daughters, also sleeping in the house.

Felix Spicer denied killing his sons, and certainly witnesses claimed he
was an affectionate father to all his children, putting them to bed and caring
for them if they cried. Alfred Short, a clerk, even testified, ‘He was like a
mother to them.” Yet all the evidences pointed to him battering down the
door with the wood frame and then murdering the two boys as they slept.
As Justice Stephen put it in his summation, ‘A point had been made out
of the prisoner’s fondness for his children, but a man’s desire to play with
engaging children was not the kindness of heart that made a man control
his own passions.’?> Despite his frantic denials, Felix went to the gallows
in August 1890. One must conclude that he asserted his ‘mastery’ in the
only way left to him, since he had no legal recourse and had not even been
able to subdue Mary physically. He could not stop her running his business;
he could not get custody of their children; and he could not beat her into
submission. Thus, he took the lives of their two sons, in an effort to remove
his impotence in his domestic affairs.

The third and fourth examples both concern men who reacted violently
to women using the law courts to demand support. Both examples were
of extreme violence, showing the high emotionalism that came when a
man combined anger over providing with that of a love affair gone wrong.
Alfred Waddington was an 18-year-old grinder in Sheffield when he met
Sarah Slater, who worked for an edge-tool manufacturer. The two courted,
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and Sarah had their child in 1850. She affiliated the baby girl, Elizabeth, on
Alfred a month after the birth, and Alfred contributed 2 shillings a week for
its maintenance. Sarah continued to work, and the child lived with its mater-
nal grandmother. Alfred and Sarah remained close for a time, but, according
to the prosecutor in the subsequent trial, Sarah ‘had refused to marry the
prisoner unless he would provide her with a home and be steady’. As a result
of her hesitation, Alfred ‘laboured under the mistaken impression that she
had become some rich man’s mistress’. Thus, when Elizabeth was approxi-
mately 20 months old, Alfred stopped paying his 2 shillings a week. Sarah
almost immediately summoned him to the magistrate’s court for failure to
maintain.?®

This action infuriated Alfred Waddington even further. He met Sarah on
the street of Sheffield two days after the issue of the summons, ‘and swore he
would never pay another farthing towards the support of the child’. Sarah
ignored him and went about her business. That night she went to a class
at the Mechanics Institute, leaving Elizabeth with a friend named Barlow.
Knowing Sarah would be busy, Alfred found Barlow when she had taken the
baby out for a walk on the street, grabbed the infant, and fled. A few hours
passed, and Alfred then showed up at the Mechanics Institute and induced
Sarah to come with him by claiming that Elizabeth had broken her neck.
Once he had her away from the centre of town, however, he confessed to
murdering their child and then tried to cut Sarah’s throat. She was able to
fend him off until a newspaper boy came to her aid, and Alfred ran away.
Later, one of her friends also confronted Alfred, and he attacked her as well.
Eventually, he turned himself in, confessing to the murder. When the police
found the child’s corpse, they tried to lift up the body, and the head rolled
down the embankment. Alfred had decapitated the baby with a shoemaker’s
knife.

Alfred Waddington justified the murder by blaming Sarah Slater. He
insisted that she had jilted him to be ‘a rich man’s whore’, and complained,
‘T was very much attached to her, and I loved my child. I can’t think what
could possess me to murder the child. I wish it had been Sarah.’ Sarah tes-
tified that she had gone to London on a trip with her aunt and uncle, but
had not found a rich lover, so Alfred’s jealousy was badly misplaced. And, of
course, he had attacked three people, injuring two adult women, including
a friend who had done nothing to him, and killing his daughter. Indeed,
even if the accusations against Sarah had been true, they would still not
have justified violence against a helpless baby. Justice Talfourd, in particular,
was not impressed with Alfred’s self-justification. His summation dismissed
the defence’s attempts to plead insanity, and he also refuted the idea that
strong emotion made the crime manslaughter. He insisted to the jury that
passionate jealousy was not enough to lessen the charge: ‘there could be no
question whatever that the crime of murder was committed’. The jury took
an hour, but still found Alfred guilty of the capital charge.
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Alfred Waddington was furious with Sarah Slater in part because he
believed she had betrayed him yet still insisted that he pay for his child.
Alfred apparently believed that he only had to support his offspring if the
mother intended to marry him (or at least was not in a relationship with
anyone else). Again, his definition of his responsibility differed from both
the law’s and his former fiancée’s. He did not attack Sarah immediately after
the affiliation; he accepted responsibility for his daughter for over a year and
a half. He stopped paying, though, as soon as he became convinced Sarah
was seeing another man — and, even worse, a rich man. Alfred felt humil-
iated and struck out at Sarah by Kkilling the person she loved the most. He
may also have intended to make sure his daughter never had anything to
do with Sarah’s alleged rich lover; in one confession, he incoherently raged:
‘Before I will let it [the baby] be a slave to anybody, I will murder it.” Alfred
could not make Sarah marry him, nor could he stop her from demanding
support for their child. In his rage, he killed Elizabeth and also attempted
to Kkill Sarah. Tragically, his irrational approach led only to the death of his
child and himself.

The fourth revenge murder, that of George Place in 1902, was similar to
Alfred Waddington’s, in that it involved both a dispute over financial sup-
port and also a courtship gone wrong. Apparently, the passage of 50 years
had not diminished working-class men’s insistence on defining their pro-
viding responsibilities more narrowly than their neighbours or the state.
George Place was a miner who had courted Eliza Chetwynd since his arrival
at Baddesly Ensor in January 1901. He eventually became a lodger in her
mother’s house, leading to an even closer intimacy. On 14 August 1902,
when George was 28 and Eliza 20, Eliza had a baby boy. At this point, things
went seriously wrong. Eliza’s mother, also called Eliza Chetwynd, insisted
that her daughter affiliate the child on George. Thus, on 20 August, P. C. Sloss
arrived at the house and issued the summons. George was extremely angry;
he threw the order into the fire and said, ‘I'll show you who is b—y well Boss
now’. Joseph Chetwynd, Eliza’s brother, replied, ‘You won’t be boss here’,
and George responded, ‘I'll show you who's boss’. Early in the morning of
23 August, George got up early, loaded his pistol, and then shot Eliza, her
mother, and his child in the head. Afterwards, he went into the Kitchen
where Joseph was sleeping and handed him the gun. The police eventually
apprehended him, and he never denied the crime. Instead, he explained,
‘They kept asking me to pay and pay, and I have paid them now.” The police
concluded that he wanted to ‘get rid of the annoyance that the woman and
child were to him’.**

George Place’s case is a good illustration of the fury men could express
when asked to support illegitimate offspring. Though he was a miner, and
not of a high social standing, he resented the publicity of the affiliation
order and the elder Eliza Chetwynd’s insistence that he pay for the expenses
of the confinement. Clearly, he had a limited income, so the requests for
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money were troublesome. In fact, he had earlier asked a friend for a loan
of six pounds to help defray the costs. In addition, as a lodger, he did not
have standing in the house; Eliza’s brother Joseph Chetwynd challenged him
on who would be ‘boss’ there. He did not, apparently, want to marry Eliza,
but he could not stop her from demanding that he live up to his paternal
responsibilities. Interestingly, even after several decades of women affiliating
the fathers of their illegitimate children, some men found the procedure
humiliating and infuriating. Unable to stop Eliza legally, George resorted
to shooting her, their child, and her meddlesome mother. Since he made
basically no defence, the conclusion of his trial was not in doubt. George
hanged for the triple murder on 30 December 1902.

What do these examples tell us about masculinity, fatherhood, and illegiti-
macy in the late Victorian period? First, competing definitions of fatherhood
existed within the Victorian state, and these contradictions made for deep
frustrations for men. The father of an illegitimate child had no legal stand-
ing and no custody rights, but the mother could nevertheless affiliate him
and force him to support the child. As he was not a husband, he could not
control his lover’s actions, nor did he have the legal right to ‘correct’ her, or,
for that matter, the children. Women could refuse to share resources, to live
with the men, or to allow access to children, and the state would do nothing.
Men who did not marry the mothers of their children, then, lost that inher-
ent domestic authority that fathers and husbands assumed. Men connected
their masculinity to providing, controlling women and children, and being
masters in their homes. Many of these fathers failed on all the three counts,
and their response was to try to regain mastery through violence.

This point goes along with much recent work on men, violence, and mas-
culinity. J. Carter Wood has argued, for example, that working-class men had
a different view of violence that tolerated far more domestic violence than
the idealised middle-class home allowed. This more ‘customary’ idea died
out very slowly, and poor men were particularly likely to consider violent
responses to any ‘slights’. Strikingly, the four examples of revenge murders
centred either on a public humiliation or on a confrontation with another
man, as well as with the mothers of the children. Thomas Day argued with
William Woodgate, who threatened to throw him out of the house. Felix
Spicer’s businesses were under his pseudo-wife’s name, placarded across the
town. Alfred Waddington had been summoned for a failure to maintain, as
well as having his former lover refuse to marry him, because, he thought,
she had found a better-off man. And George Place not only had to endure a
public summons for bastardy, but argued with Joseph Chetwynd about who
was ‘boss’ in the house. Men who thought their honour was impugned were
all the more likely to take drastic steps to regain it.?

Second, men themselves remained contradictory about fatherhood. One
of the main reasons for violence against illegitimates (and their mothers)
was that men objected to paying any support for illegal children, despite
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the close connection between masculinity and providing. Men defined this
requirement narrowly, referring largely to legitimate family and those of
their own blood. This was particularly the case when a man had another
family to support or limited resources. As Megan Doolittle points out in
her chapter in this volume, poor families often shared providing duties and
authority in practice, since low wages made complete dependence on one
breadwinner impossible. Men’s prestige, then, was always fragile. Without
enough money to meet his obligations, a man'’s frustrations might result in
violence, since his inability to provide emphasised his failures as a father.
This was especially true when the problems became public. Men guarded
their reputations and disliked the publicity of affiliation orders, even if they
were not married to someone else. Though women’s reputations were hurt
more from sexual irregularities, men, too, feared a connection to a scan-
dal and the subsequent loss of prestige. Certainly, middle-class men were
horrified at their sexual ‘falls’ becoming public knowledge, but both Alfred
Waddington and George Place, a grinder and a miner, also felt belittled by
the actions of Sarah Slater and Eliza Chetwynd.

Third, the Victorian courts were far less sympathetic to men who killed
illegitimate children than to women who did so. Even when both partners
were convicted of murder, the man hanged while the woman was reprieved.
A woman could excuse her actions as postpartum ‘mania’ or fear of her
shame becoming known. A man had no such excuses, as William Bartlett
discovered. He did not give birth, so could not plead physical problems, and
the courts assumed that men were less emotionally fraught in any case. Fur-
ther, a man should protect his dependents, not attack them. Thus, the courts
held men strictly accountable for their actions, and did not regard the fear
of exposure and ‘ruin’ as a mitigating circumstance. With regard to violence,
the courts assumed that men could exercise self-control and had little sym-
pathy with men who fathered children they then could not support. If a man
did not marry the mother of his child, he had only himself to blame when
things went wrong. These findings supplement Martin Wiener’s work on the
Victorian courts’ reaction to working-class male violence against women.
There, too, judges demanded self-control and ‘respectable’ manliness and
punished harshly when they did not get it. These cases also somewhat mod-
ify arguments that the state rarely exerted itself to punish men who failed
to live up to the paternal ideal. Clearly, the courts had strong and consistent
views on the duties of fathers to provide and protect children and used the
power of the bench to punish those who failed to meet those expectations.?®

In short, fatherhood provoked complicated and sometimes contradictory
responses from men and from the Victorian courts. Men’s desire to be inde-
pendent of all controls conflicted with domestic ties. In addition, men’s
determination to be ‘masters’ and to uphold their honour against other
men, as well as women, influenced their attitude to fatherhood, particularly
of illegitimate children. Many men were unwilling to support other men’s
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children, but they could also rage at ‘strangers’ raising their children as their
own. Further, they did not take well to other men insisting they were not
‘boss’ of their homes. In asserting their rights to provide and act as fathers
only as they wished, they came up against social and legal norms that made
such control impossible. The results of these collisions were unfortunate for
all concerned, most especially the children, but also for their mothers and
for the fathers themselves.
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‘...the instrument of an animal
function’: Marital Rape and Sexual
Cruelty in the Divorce Court,
1858-19081

Gail Savage

J. S. Mill, in his foundational essay The Subjection of Women, identified the
authority of the husband to enforce his sexual demands upon his unwilling
wife as central to the inequities and horrors of married life. Mill’s was not
the only expression of protest about this element of the Victorian marital
regime. A marital regime that required a wife to submit to sexual advances
repugnant to her generated considerable outrage on the part of feminist
leaders such as William Thompson and Elizabeth Cady Stanton. Nineteenth-
century fiction also vividly portrayed the horror of wives in sexual thrall to
their husbands. Helen'’s plight in The Tenant of Wildfell Hall and Gwendolyn's
realization about the nature of the marital bargain that she has struck with
Grandcourt in Daniel Deronda stand out as especially stark examples. Helen
Huntingdon resolutely denied her dissolute husband his marital rights and
then fled their home taking their son with her.> Gwendolyn Grandcourt,
who lacked that kind of courage and resolution, had to endure her husband’s
demands and restrictions until his accidental death by drowning before her
eyes released her. More explicitly, John Galsworthy, in The Man of Property,
confronted the issue of marital rape when he depicted the human destruc-
tion that flowed from Soames’ assertion of his marital rights over Irene.?
Soames, reflecting on his victory the night before, reassures himself:

The incident was really not of great moment; women made a fuss about
it in books; but in the cool judgment of right-thinking men, of men of
the world, of such as he recollected often received praise in the Divorce
Court, he had but done his best to sustain the sanctity of marriage.*

John Galsworthy here depicted Soames as engaged in self-justifying rational-
ization. But by the early twentieth century the views of many ‘right-thinking
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men’ would not have necessarily endorsed his behaviour, and the Divorce
Court did not provide a sure refuge for husbands who asserted their sexual
rights over their wives without regard to their health, their well-being, or
even their consent.

The explicit legal grounds for the sexual privileges attributed to husbands
dated back to the seventeenth century when Matthew Hale (1609-1676)
enunciated the famous and influential dictum about the impossibility of
marital rape — the so-called marital rape exemption. He argued that ‘the
husband cannot be guilty of rape committed by himself upon his lawful
wife, for by their mutual matrimonial consent and contract the wife hath
given up herself in this kind unto her husband, which she cannot contract’.®
This created a long-standing precedent that remained stubbornly intact until
the very end of the twentieth century. Carole Pateman’s The Sexual Con-
tract sets out the intellectual context for this understanding of the marriage
relationship.® Not until a series of cases challenging the traditional view, fol-
lowed by legislation in the 1990s, was the rape of a wife by her husband
explicitly defined as a criminal act.” The scholarly literature on this topic,
both by historians and by legal scholars, celebrates these late twentieth-
century developments as a long over-due triumph, as indeed it was. But this
triumphalism seems to assume that in the years before the enactment of such
reforms husbands could behave with impunity in requiring sexual services
from their wives.®

An exclusive focus on the criminal law overlooks other avenues of resis-
tance to a husband’s authority over marital sexuality. In seeking divorces and
separations, wives could and did charge their husbands with making illegit-
imate sexual demands upon their bodies. And Divorce Court judges took
those claims seriously. Indeed, in assessing acts of sexuality that might be
understood as bodily cruelty, the Divorce Court construed acceptable mar-
ital sexual practices very narrowly, and the Divorce Court had the power
to restrict a husband’s sexual demands by depriving him of his status as
husband. Drawing upon a systematic sample of divorce petitions filed with
the Divorce Court between 1858 and 1908, this chapter will examine those
cases in which sexual cruelty figured as an element of the litigation.” Divorce
cases that involved charges of excessive and unreasonable sexual demands,
sodomy, the imposition of birth control, or the transmission of venereal
disease show the Divorce Court placing limits on a husband’s authority
over marital sexuality at the behest of wives’ demands for intercession and
protection. An analysis of these cases reveals the influential role of prescrip-
tive notions of sexual normality and restraint in disciplining and limiting a
husband’s power over his wife’s body.

Approximately 30 petitions selected from the sample show Divorce Court
judges hearing a variety of cases that raised questions about aspects of
a husband’s sexual behaviour in the marital bedroom. These cases, most
of which were initiated by wives, included divorces, judicial separations,
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and actions for the restitution for conjugal rights. In many of these, wives
claimed that their husbands had forced them to have sex. For instance, Eliza
Mackle’s 1870 petition for divorce explicitly cited her husband’s insistence
on his sexual rights as the cruelty that formed the basis for her petition.
Eliza, the daughter of a merchant and already a widow at the age of 21, had
married James O’Neill Mackle, a merchant and the son of a gentleman, in
Liverpool in 1866. As Eliza explained in her petition, only three weeks after
giving birth to a child and ‘in a state of health which rendered it injurious to
her health to resume cohabitation’, her husband ‘did by force and violence
have sexual intercourse with your petitioner and thereby seriously injured
your petitioner’. Eliza cited other instances of violence, which ultimately
caused a miscarriage, and she also charged her husband with adultery. Inside
a year, a lapse of time typical for nineteenth-century divorce litigation, the
Divorce Court awarded Eliza her divorce.'

If a wife could point to her husband’s illegitimate sexual demands as a
basis for her claim to a divorce, a wife could also utilize such accusations to
resist her husband’s assertion of his demands that she remain in the mar-
ital home. The Divorce Court enforced the requirement that spouses live
together through the legal action of restitution of conjugal rights, notori-
ously at the centre of the 1891 Jackson case.!' But 20 years earlier, in 1871,
Edward Ferris, a clerk employed by the Great Western Railway Company liv-
ing on the Harrow Road in Middlesex, presented a petition to the Divorce
Court for restitution of conjugal rights, claiming that his wife had refused
his conjugal rights. Her reply revealed that she did indeed deny him sexual
access, but, she explained, her husband insisted on sleeping with her ‘con-
trary to the advice of the medical men then attending her’ and so impaired
her health. Martha then filed her own petition for divorce later that same
year, claiming that her husband was guilty of cruelty and had also, in 1868,
committed adultery with one Sarah Alice Letto ‘in a railway carriage on the
Great Western Railway between the stations of Leamington and Didcot’. Nei-
ther spouse pursued this litigation to a conclusion, so the Divorce Court
never came to a decision about this ill-sorted couple.!? A railway carriage
also figured in the 1876 divorce case brought by Mary Oppenheimer against
her husband George. This case, heard in camera according to the report that
appeared in the Times, came only two years after the marriage and the couple
had no children.'® Mary’s petition claimed that her husband had ‘degraded’
her by ‘enforcing his marital rights at unreasonable and improper times and
places’. When asked by the Divorce Court to provide more particular details,
Mary explained that her husband wished to have sexual relations in railway
carriages. The Divorce Court granted the wished-for divorce.'*

Since a charge of cruelty necessitated that a wife establish some threat to
her physical health, a wife might refuse to have intercourse with a husband
suffering from venereal disease. For instance, when Charlotte Holland peti-
tioned for a divorce in 1877, she claimed that her husband tried to force
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her to have sex even though he suffered from venereal disease. Charlotte,
the daughter of a farmer, had married William Holland, who worked as a
carpenter, in 1865, and they had four children. William’s venereal disease
helped to establish his adultery, and his abusive and threatening behaviour,
which culminated in his attempts to enforce his marital rights despite the
threat to his wife’s health, established his cruelty. The Divorce Court read-
ily granted the wife both a divorce and custody of the children. In two
additional cases of petitions for judicial separation, wives accused their hus-
bands of insisting upon sexual relations even though the husband suffered
from venereal disease.’ And in 1898, Elizabeth Solder of London success-
fully won a divorce from her husband, Frank, a shoemaker, after she charged
that he made her ‘wait and attend to him whereby your Petition contracted
gonorrheal opthalima’.'®

By the end of the nineteenth century, wives began to claim cruelty in the
face of husbands who attempted to enforce their marital rights violently or
by force. The 1886 divorce petition of Margaret Jackson against her husband,
Colonel George Jackson of the Bengal Cavalry, did not elaborate any extenu-
ating circumstances for her refusal to have sex with her husband but simply
cited his attempt to have intercourse by force and against her will.'” Sim-
ilarly, the unfinished divorce action brought in 1902 by Florence Hackett,
the daughter of a storekeeper, against her husband Horace, a commercial
traveller, listed his attempt to rape her along with other claims of cruel
behaviour.'8

Sometimes, a wife had to defend herself not just against her husband’s
unwanted sexual attentions, but also against his pressure to engage in sex-
ual practices with others he wished to introduce into the conjugal bed. Jane
Singleton, in her successful 1873 petition for a divorce, claimed that her
husband offered the sexual favours of both her and her daughter to another
man.'” Mary Parker, in her 1867 petition for divorce, described how her hus-
band brought a young man and a prostitute to their house, suggesting that
he sleep with the prostitute while she slept with the man. She promptly left
and then found herself locked out of the house. Mary could make use of
that same incident to establish her husband’s adultery with the prostitute.>®
In an 1876 case, Julia Morrison defended herself against her husband’s peti-
tion for restitution of conjugal rights by claiming that his threat to make
her drunk and sleep with another man gave her reasonable cause to separate
herself from him.?! Marion Goldhill’s 1897 successful petition for a judicial
separation cited her husband’s insistence that other men sleep in the same
room with them.?? In John Kilby’s 1899 divorce case, his wife May defended
herself against his charges that she engaged in prostitution by describing an
incident in which

the Petitioner requested the Respondent to get into bed with a male per-
son of the name of Speedy while the Petitioner should do the like with
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a female person of the name of Fraser and that upon the Respondent’s
refusal so to do the Petitioner got into bed with the said Fraser in the
Respondent’s presence.*

The successful 1901 bid by Edith Laycock to divorce her husband Alfred
rested on several claims, including the accusation that the husband had
‘compelled your Petitioner by threats to permit a woman named Bevans with
whom he has admitted that he committed adultery to sleep in the same bed
with your Petitioner’. Alfred also forced his wife to permit a servant girl in
her bed.?* Similarly, the successful 1902 divorce petition of Helena Fletcher
against her husband Ernest featured her claim that he ‘was in the habit of
making love to a married woman named Mrs. Quickie in your Petitioner’s
presence’.?

Other divorce petitions similarly made claims based on a variety of non-
normative sexual behaviours. Nudity, for instance, appeared to be one
marker of problematic sexual demands. Alice Duncan’s 1902 petition for
divorce provides a particularly good example of what appears to the modern
sensibility to be the extreme narrowness of acceptable conventional mari-
tal sexuality during the nineteenth century. Alice accused her husband of
numerous cruelties: coming home in a drunken state and infecting her with
a venereal disease. She also indignantly recorded her husband’s cruelty in
‘insisting on several occasions sleeping naked’. Although this probably was
not the charge that weighed most heavily with the court, Alice won her
divorce.?® Similarly, Ann Ayres alleged that her husband ‘on several occa-
sions came into the room in a state of nudity where your Petitioner and
her children were the eldest of whom being a daughter was 14 to 15 years
of age’. From her account, the petition outlined the career of a man with
a significant drinking problem, but not even establishing his period as an
inmate in the Insane Ward of St. Pancras Union Workhouse and the Culney
Hatch Lunatic Asylum would gain Ann legal protection from her husband.
Ann abandoned her suit after obtaining an order for her husband to pay her
alimony of 5 shillings per week.?” In defending herself against her husband’s
charges in his 1861 suit for restitution for conjugal rights, Emily Westrup
described a situation in which her husband prevented her maid from coming
to her assistance by undressing himself ‘then and there’.?® Such behaviour
wavered on the line between nudity and indecent exposure and sometimes
went over that line. For instance, in 1906, Ethel Annie Goldsmith of Tiverton
in Devon, the daughter of a land agent, sued her husband William, a farmer,
for a judicial separation, making various claims about his cruel and abu-
sive behaviour, including one incident that occurred during her pregnancy
when William ‘cruelly shocked and insulted your Petitioner by indecently
exposing himself in ... the presence of a female nurse’.”

Other sexual practices, often described as unnatural in petitions pre-
sented to the Divorce Court, also elicited disapproval. The use of condoms,
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demands for sex during the wife’s menstrual cycle, masturbation, oral sex,
bestiality, and sodomy all came within the purview of stern judges. Ethelwyn
Leveaux, the wife of a theatrical manager, Montagu Vivian Ellis Leveaux,
indignantly claimed to the Divorce Court that her husband had ‘against
your Petitioner’s wish and despite her protests insisted upon having inter-
course with her in an unnatural manner and thereby seriously affected
her health’. When pressed by the Court to define these unnatural prac-
tices more explicitly, Ethelwyn revealed that her husband always insisted
upon using a ‘french letter’ whenever they had intercourse, and (not sur-
prisingly perhaps) this couple had no children after four years of marriage.
The husband also insisted upon oral sex, thus ‘causing her great distress and
disgust’. As a consequence of the ‘grief and distress’ this conduct caused,
her health broke down and ‘she suffered from intense mental and physical
depression’. Such allegations about her physical health were crucial for the
success of the petition because she had no other cruelties to offer to com-
bine with her husband’s adultery in order to qualify for a divorce.** Mary
Esther Oppenheimer, whose husband, as we have already seen, demanded
sex in railway carriages, also alleged that her husband ‘compelled her to
submit to disgusting and unnatural practices’. Her husband behaved cru-
elly towards his wife when ‘on divers occasions...the Respondent, by force
placed the Petitioner’s head and face close to and touching his private
parts and attempted to force and occasionally did force his private parts
into her mouth’. The Divorce Court accepted Mary’s account of her hus-
band’s behaviour and her claim that it amounted to cruelty, granting her a
divorce.*!

Wives could also use such allegations to defend themselves against a hus-
band’s suit for divorce. Husbands had not only to prove their wife’s adultery
to divorce her, but they also had to be able to show themselves innocent
of any marital transgression or any conduct which might have conduced
to the adultery. When Daniel Barker, a Norwich boot manufacturer, sued
his wife for divorce she admitted her adultery but defended herself on the
grounds of her husband’s desertion and failure to support her as well as
his cruelty, which consisted of demanding his conjugal rights within two
weeks of her having given birth and of compelling her ‘to submit to the
injury to her health to marital intercourse with him, although she was
menstruating and wholly unfit for sexual relations’. The Barkers abandoned
their litigation so the court did not get a chance to rule on the respec-
tive merits of these charges and counter-charges.*? Emily Hunt, in resisting
her husband’s 1861 suit for restitution of conjugal rights, claimed that her
husband had

insisted on having conjugal intercourse with the Respondent who was
then unwell from the recurrence of a monthly period on which ground
the Respondent expressly declined to yield to the wishes of the petitioner
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who thereupon became very angry, abused her violently, assaulted her,
pushed and pinched her, and finally gave her a blow as a child is smacked
for correction.®®

Marion Tatam'’s suit against her husband, a civil engineer, alleged that he
had ‘habitually insisted on subjecting your Petitioner to most offensive and
indecent and disgusting treatment...". This consisted of the abuse, threats,
and insults routinely detailed in divorce petitions. The Court asked Marion
to be more explicit about her husband’s ‘indecent and disgusting’ treatment
of her, and she revealed that her husband had ‘attempted and very often
succeeded notwithstanding the resistance of the Petitioner in passing his
hands under her clothes and inserting his fingers into her private parts’. Not
only did her husband’s proclivities result in her injury, but he also insisted
on fondling his daughters in the same way. Marion won her freedom and
alimony of £80 per year.**

In 1868, Caroline Eliza Hartry of Southampton petitioned for a separa-
tion from her husband Thomas, a dentist, listing several grievances that
evidenced cruelty. She described her husband as a ‘confirmed drunkard’ who
refused to wash or change clothes. When she tried to sleep separately, he
would break into her room, or, alternatively, he would lock her out of their
bedroom. He also committed ‘acts of gross indecency’, and these included
bringing a dog to bed, as well as a brood of chickens.*® After the court empan-
elled a special jury to hear the case, Caroline failed to press forward with
her case.3¢

The 1900 divorce case of Margaret Dent reveals a husband attempting to
use marriage to get around the law on age of consent. Margaret had married
William Dent, a merchant’s son and a man of independent means, in 1893.
Although she was only 14 at the time, Margaret, the daughter of a railway
porter, performed in the ballet in London theatres, and she had the permis-
sion of her father to marry. Margaret had a child in 1894, and then, in 1897,
William persuaded Margaret to allow another young girl, Mabel Quantrell,
to join their household. William was subsequently charged and convicted of
violating the 1885 Criminal Law Amendment Act for his sexual relationship
with Mabel. William, in his defence against the divorce petition, unusually
filed by his wife’s mother rather than by his wife although Margaret was by
that time at least 20 years old, claimed that Margaret had engaged in sexual
acts with Mabel, but Margaret denied these charges during the Court hear-
ing. These counter-charges failed to have any effect, and the Court readily
granted Margaret a divorce from her husband.?”

Upon occasion, descriptions of assaults by husbands upon their wives
make clear the sexual overtones of this violence. Helen Parr, the daughter
of an oil importer, married John Parr, an engineer who was the son of a
clergyman, in 1899. In 1904, Helen filed for divorce citing her husband’s
frequent adultery, threats, and assaults, including one she described in some
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detail, when her husband ‘seized your Petitioner violently by the hairs of her
private parts and dragged her round the bedroom causing her much pain’.
Nine months after she filed her petition, the Divorce Court had granted the
divorce.*® Similarly, Beatrice Tomlinson, the daughter of the manager of a
cutlery works, petitioned for a divorce from her husband, Reginald, the son
of a draper who had become a bookkeeper, charging him with multiple adul-
teries and various threats and violent assaults, including one occasion when
her husband ‘struck your Petitioner in her private parts with the stock of
a gun causing her great agony’. Beatrice’s petition, like Helen’s, received a
favourable hearing from the Divorce Court.* Although Emma McLellan did
not press her 1872 petition for a judicial separation to a conclusion, she
accused her husband of indecent assault in public that caused her ‘internal
injuries, causing a displacement of her womb’.*0

In five cases wives alleged that they had been the victim of their hus-
bands’ forcible commission of sodomy. In the nineteenth century and
earlier the term ‘sodomy’ often was used very generally, encompassing a
variety of non-procreative sexual practices.*! The incidence and the legal
status of homosexual sodomy have recently received scholarly attention.*?
These divorce petitions, however, clearly use the word much more precisely
to mean heterosexual anal intercourse. For instance, Emma Blakeley com-
plained in her petition for a judicial separation that her husband, a Yorkshire
manufacturer, had treated her ‘in a bestial manner’. Pressed by the Court
to explain her meaning, she elaborated, ‘the Respondent under the cover
or pretence of having marital intercourse with the Petitioner violently, cru-
elly and wilfully abused the Petitioner by thrusting or inserting his person
into the anus or fundament of the Petitioner, thereby causing her con-
siderable pain and distress’.** In a 1901 petition for divorce, Ethel Bishop
claimed that her husband committed sodomy on her.** In an 1887 petition
for divorce, Mary Ann Beardwell also claimed her husband forcibly commit-
ted sodomy on her.* In her 1895 petition for a judicial separation, Sophia
James employed somewhat ambiguous language in her accusations against
her husband that nonetheless strongly suggested sodomy. Sophia described
William James as a man of ‘violent temper’, who, since their marriage in
1887, was ‘habitually guilty of outrages abominable and unnatural practices
upon and against your petitioner and that he thereby caused your petitioner
excruciating pain and agony’.*® None of these cases actually proceeded to a
conclusion. But the 1886 Otway case received a full hearing, and newspaper
coverage of the case reveals the attitude of the judge towards such allegations
and claims.

The Otway divorce case concerned a couple apparently comfortably fixed
in life. The couple had married in 1879 and had four children. Their marriage
certificate described Adelaide Otway as the daughter of a gentleman and
Harold Otway as a gentleman and the son of a gentleman. The couple lived
in the London area. In June 1886 Adelaide sued her husband for divorce,
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claiming that her husband had repeatedly attempted to commit sodomy on
her and in 1886 had forcibly succeeded in doing so. She also claimed that he
had made indecent assaults on one of their children. Harold not only denied
all these accusations, he filed his own petition for divorce in September 1886,
accusing his wife of adultery. She countered by denying the adultery and
accusing her husband of conniving at her adultery by his behaviour. As it
often did in the case of counter-suits, the Divorce Court consolidated the
two cases and heard them over the course of three days of testimony in
open court on 30 November, 1 December, and 2 December, 1887.%” The sen-
sational nature of the accusations attracted extensive newspaper coverage,
which reported the judge’s lengthy statement about the case.

Justice Sir Charles Butt presided over the trial.*® The observations he made
about the Otways as he delivered judgement expressed his deep moral out-
rage at the behaviour of both parties, although he reserved his strongest
condemnation for Harold. Butt had held the proceedings in open court,
despite the nature of the accusations made against Harold, because ‘he had
a strong objection to allowing parties in cases where their conduct had
been particularly flagitious to screen themselves from publicity by the very
heinousness of the offences they committed’. Nevertheless, Butt did close
the court during the testimony pertaining to the charges of the husband’s
indecent assault on a child. In his final judgement, Butt concluded that both
the Otways had committed adultery. He also found that Adelaide had proved
her charges of ‘ordinary cruelty’ and ‘personal violence’. Butt was not so con-
vinced by the charges that Harold had connived at the adultery of his wife
or the claims about Harold’s ‘indecent conduct’ towards one of his children.
Although Butt did not find the direct evidence for these charges fully com-
pelling, he pointed to two letters entered into evidence by Adelaide that
revealed Harold’s character as so immoral that he would have been capable
of such behaviour. Butt described the tenor of these letters as:

indescribably filthy and abominable. To say that they showed the writer
to be unfit for the society of decent people would be to convey an alto-
gether inadequate notion of their contents. He did not hesitate to say
that if the writer were turned into any convict prison in the country with
those two letters pinned on his back, the inmates, however degraded they
might be, would shrink from him with loathing and with horror.

Butt found himself in something of a quandary, as such proven counter-
charges of adultery usually meant that neither petition could succeed, as
divorce was reserved to an injured but innocent spouse. He decided to grant
Adelaide a judicial separation, although it was unusual to do so for a wife
guilty of adultery. In defence of this decision, Butt asked, ‘was there not
a refinement of cruelty in wounding the feelings of the wife through the
children?’ He also worried that if he refused Adelaide any relief from her
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marriage then the cruel behaviour of her husband would continue. In addi-
tion, granting a judicial separation gave the court control over the custody
of the children, who he thought must be kept out of their father’s reach.
Butt was not entirely happy with leaving the children with their mother,
who had also exhibited a weak moral character, but he expressed the hope
that ‘respectable relations and connexions’ of the couple would step forward
to apply for custody, saying that he would ‘gladly listen to any application
for placing those children in the hands of a trustworthy relative’.*

In all five of these cases, wives made their charges about sodomy in
explicit detail. Although the James, Beardwell, Blakeley, and Bishop cases
ended inconclusively, the richer documentation and decisive conclusion of
the Otway case shows the revulsion with which the Divorce Court judges
reacted to proven charges of deviant sexual behaviour. Sodomy, of course,
could also mean homosexual anal intercourse. In only one case in my sam-
ple of petitions presented to the Divorce Court does a wife go so far as even
to imply that her husband had a sexual relationship with another man. In
her 1890 petition for a judicial separation, Mabel Edith, Countess Russell,
complained that her husband, John Francis, Earl Russell (Bertrand Russell’s
older brother), brought a male friend into the house with whom he spent
many hours late at night in his guest’s room.*° Russell successfully defended
himself against this charge, but his success in this respect meant that his
wife’s divorce suit failed, and the irreconcilable couple remained married to
one another, a personal disaster for them both.!

The threat of venereal disease forms a recurrent thread in these cases.
A husband suffering from venereal disease obviously represented a mate-
rial threat to his wife’s health and so formed a recognized basis for her to
reject his sexual advances. Indeed, an attempt to raise the issue of mari-
tal rape as a criminal matter during the nineteenth century featured a wife
who had engaged in sexual intercourse with her husband while ignorant of
his diseased state. This case, R. v. Clarence, which failed, could be taken to
express the legal system’s support of the husband’s sexual rights.>® That con-
clusion, however, neglects the way a husband’s venereal disease figured in
divorce cases.

Given their legal handicaps, only wives placed in the direst circumstances
could divorce their husbands. The transmission of venereal disease to the
wife by the husband represented one of those circumstances the Divorce
Court might find an acceptable basis for a petition for divorce.>* English law
recognized such an offence as an exception to the usual requirement during
the eighteenth century that cruelty be violent.% Decisions in Boardman v.
Boardman (1866) and Brown v. Brown (1865) laid down the precedents that
guided the Divorce Court during the Victorian period. The judgement in
the case of Boardman v. Boardman explicitly defined the knowing and reck-
less communication of disease by the husband to the wife as cruelty, while
in the case of Brown v. Brown the court established the premise that ‘the
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husband’s state of health is to be presumed to be within his own knowl-
edge’.’® These decisions provided wives with the opportunity to claim the
court’s protection against this particular variety of marital cruelty.

Throughout the Victorian period, petitions filed before the Divorce Court
invariably included some in which one spouse accused the other of bring-
ing venereal disease into the home. Although never very numerous, these
cases constituted a distinct and recognizable aspect of the court’s business
throughout the period and an important tactic employed by wives against
their husbands. In the early years of the twentieth century, both the Royal
Commission on Divorce and the witnesses before it felt the need to address
this particular problem explicitly. After a half century of this litigation, the
Lancet, prompted by yet another such case in 1907, warned its readers to
take great care in the diagnosis of gonorrhoea in a married person. Doctors
had to be prepared for the likelihood that legal action might follow and
that the attending physician would be called upon to give expert testimony
in court.’” These cases formed an important proportion of the court’s busi-
ness — more than 10 per cent of the sample or about 20 per cent of wives’
petitions.*®

In conclusion, the cases reviewed here complicate our understanding of
the cultural standing of the sexual rights of husbands and the legal power
of the marital rape exemption. Although the marital rape exemption did
indeed hold in criminal law until comparatively recently, that did not neces-
sarily mean that wives had no legal recourse at all against the untrammelled
sexuality of their husbands. Of course, such recourse was limited by social
norms that generally enjoined the sexual submission of wives to husbands
and stigmatized those wives who tried to challenge their husbands or bring
their grievances to court in seeking divorces or separations or protection
from their husbands. But the judges who served the English Divorce Court
upheld a strict morality that did not exempt husbands, and some wives
could and did turn to the divorce law to defend themselves against their hus-
bands’ illegitimate sexual demands. Furthermore, the social norms employed
by Divorce Court judges defined sexuality in such limited terms that almost
any sexual behaviour out of the ordinary could feature in a wife's peti-
tion. Through the second half of the nineteenth century, the increasing
strength of domestic ideology enjoining companionate affection and respect
on married couples found expression in judges holding husbands much
more strictly accountable for their behaviour towards their wives.*

These cases, like those featuring male violence against illegitimate chil-
dren examined by Ginger Frost, show husbands asserting a physical power
that did not recognize any limits. If drawn into divorce litigation by their
wives, however, husbands had to face Divorce Court judges, a small and
elite group of jurists who had the power and authority to define and enforce
limits. Their decisions express a remarkable consensus about restraining the
uncontrolled husband. But the Divorce Court bench was very small, limited
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to two judges at any one time until after the First World War. Such a con-
certed consensus would break down when these questions moved to larger
groups, such as the men who staffed the magistrates’ courts.

The broad social range of litigants suggests that the recourse to physical
force by a husband to assert his self-perceived right to gratify his sexual
desires was not limited to the working class and the poor. Those groups
largely lacked the means to bring their marital grievances to the Divorce
Court. The contestation of sexual power often entailed physical violence,
even if it did not reach the level of lethality that the judges considering
cases of murder and grievous bodily harm committed by husbands against
their wives and children had to weigh. These cases also suggest the practice
of a broader range of sexual behaviours than that prescribed by Victorian
social norms. After all, we would not find a married couple of like mind
about enjoying a sexual interlude in a railway car among these couples at
odds with one another about what form their sexual life together ought
to take.

From the perspective of the twenty-first century, the civil law of divorce,
even if it did sometimes free wives from violent and abusive husbands, does
not appear to us a sufficiently punitive response to the horror of marital
rape. But since the nineteenth century the civil law of divorce has changed
in counter-point to the changes in the way the criminal law treats violent
abuse in marriage. Today divorce has been reduced to virtually an admin-
istrative procedure where the courts mainly concern themselves with the
equitable arrangement of matters of property and custody rather than reach-
ing a judgement about the behaviours of the spouses. In contrast, during the
nineteenth century in England divorce was an adversarial procedure that
sought to establish guilt and innocence. And, although the Divorce Court
could not order a punishment that included incarceration (except for fail-
ure to pay court-ordered alimony), divorce actions extracted a high cost
of litigants, particularly the transgressing party. Public humiliation, loss of
family life, and the punitive aspect of paying costs and alimony formed the
weapons the Divorce Court could deploy in their duty to uphold the sanctity
of marriage and to discipline the unruly sexuality of men and husbands.
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Irish Orphans and the Politics
of Domestic Authority

Anna Clark

The plight of poor English orphans is familiar to us from Dickens, with
Oliver Twist pitifully bleating, ‘Please sir, can I have some more?’ But the
plight of poor Irish orphans is less well known and even more pitiable. For
instance, in the Cork workhouse, 18 per cent of the child inmates, many
of whom were orphans, died each year. This was not surprising since they
were fed watery, bug-ridden vegetable soup and inedible bread. They were
forced to labour for many hours a day, clothed in rags and shod in heavy
clogs, and when they were let out to exercise, they had to splash in sewage,
which pooled in the courtyards where they were confined. Scrofula afflicted
many of them, eating away their skin as it infected their necks with tubercu-
losis. Ophthalmia almost blinded others.! Clearly, Irish workhouse children,
especially orphans, had little chance of growing up to be healthy adults.

Orphans are a particularly interesting topic for the consideration of
domestic authority, because they were deprived of the seemingly natural
authority of their fathers and mothers. So who would have domestic author-
ity over them? In nineteenth-century Ireland, several groups used the figure
of the orphan to claim authority over children and families. First, the British
government over Ireland, in the form of the Poor Law, asserted legal author-
ity over orphans. Second, the Catholic Church challenged the British state
for moral authority by asserting the rights of the family over the state,
using orphans as a cause celebre. Third, female philanthropists claimed their
domestic authority as ‘ladies.’

All of these groups are quite interesting because since they were not the
parents, they did not have ‘natural’ authority. The British government in
Ireland, of course, was a quasi-colonial power, and as such faced many chal-
lenges. The Catholic Church was still building and consolidating its power
and did not control education and welfare as it did in twentieth-century
Ireland. And women were identified with the domestic world: as ladies, they
exerted influence over their localities, and authority over their servants, but
women were not associated with public authority. How could they translate
this private influence and authority into the public realm?

61
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And then there was the question of how authority should be exercised,
and for what purpose. Victorian reformers believed that children must be
brought up to become self-governing individuals, who would internalize
authority, learn how to behave according to the rules, and above all, become
independent. But as we shall see, Victorian reformers debated what was
the best setting in which to create such independent individuals: large insti-
tutions or the family? In the case of orphans, the question was whether
they should be raised in the poor law workhouses or schools, or boarded
out within foster families. This debate represented a contest between two
philosophies of individualization.

The first stemmed from Bentham’s behaviourism, but also boarding
schools, the Lancaster method of regimented classes and rote learning, as
well as prisons and workhouses. In this method, an orderly building, a rigid
schedule, classification of inmates, and a system of rewards and punishments
would create individuals who would internalize discipline.” In mid-Victorian
Britain, however, the Benthamite idea of discipline was challenged on sev-
eral fronts. As Lauren Goodlad observes, John Stuart Mill was one of those
who began to challenge the Benthamite model of discipline to emphasize
‘the sense in which the exercise of the will against the force of habit was
central to the development of the self.”* Other groups, such as the Catholic
Church and lady philanthropists, interpreted individualism in their own
way to argue that institutions brought up children as if they were machines;
the family, they believed, was the only way in which children could develop
autonomy and discipline. The boarding out of pauper orphans was a central
issue in this debate.

The problem of pauper children relates to the larger question of who
qualified to be the liberal individual who must be left alone to pursue
his or her autonomous ends. Debates raged over whether the poor man
could be considered to be an individual with political rights and/or eco-
nomic responsibilities. Similarly, would the Irish Catholics ever be able
to govern themselves? It is sometimes argued that certain populations,
such as colonized people, were subjected to the ‘rule of difference,” to be
disciplined through classification, categorization, and regulation, but not
regarded as liberal individuals. However, early nineteenth-century mission-
aries believed that Jamaican slaves, if freed, could learn to govern themselves
and become liberal individuals, that is, disciplined wage-earners.* These
arguments revolved around the extent to which citizenship and individu-
ality were attainable only by those who were independent of the state. They
were also tied to laissez-faire individualism, the idea that the state ought not
interfere in the freedom of the individual — and that to earn this freedom the
individual ought not be dependent on the state.

Children, and especially Irish pauper children, raised special questions in
this philosophy. In On Liberty John Stuart Mill argued that both children and
‘backwards’ peoples could not exercise autonomy. Significantly, he noted



Anna Clark 63

that like children ‘barbarians’ were in the ‘nonage’ of the race.> While he
saw ‘barbarians’ as needing ‘despotic’ rule, children needed protection. By
the 1840s, even political economists conceded that the state could regulate
the working hours of children, since they were not free agents. Women, too,
raised similar problems; in the 1840s, they were lumped together with chil-
dren as needing the protective hand of the state in the workforce.® However,
in other ways some Victorians saw both women and children as exercising
potential autonomy as individuals. Mill did stress that children were future
adults who must be prepared for freedom by being trained to exercise
their spontaneity and their self-will. The Victorian bourgeois woman, as
Nancy Armstrong observes, was the ‘very model of the auto-inspecting, self-
regulating forms of individuality required by liberal forms of government.”’
Mill pointed out the contradictions in nineteenth-century domesticity, and
argued very forcefully (unlike the dominant trend in Victorian society) that
women should have autonomy. Feminists in the classical liberal tradition
felt strongly that women must be able to exert self-will, be responsible for
their own actions, and exercise authority over appropriate dependents. To
the chagrin of many working-women trade unionists, they opposed pro-
tective legislation and some even supported the bastardy clauses, which
made unmarried mothers totally responsible for their illegitimate offspring.
Lady philanthropists insisted that girls could not be reared in large, insti-
tutional poor law schools, but must be individualized in a family through
being subject to the authority of parent substitutes. Of course, the idea that
individuality and self-will must be nurtured was in itself another form of
discipline.

Orphans and the Poor Law

The plight of the orphaned or deserted child was a central problem in poor
law philosophy. In the eighteenth century, for kind-hearted philanthropists,
poor children were pitiful, helpless creatures needed to be rescued; to reform-
ers, they were potential soldiers and labourers who could strengthen the
state. They established foundling hospitals to take in these poor children.
But institutions were no place for very young children, who died in droves,
only surviving if they were ‘boarded out,” sent out to nurse with families
in the country. Workhouses, too, fostered out children informally to local
families.®

But for Thomas Malthus, the foundling hospitals and poor laws just
encouraged people to have children they could not support, in the knowl-
edge they would be taken care of if anything happened. Malthus believed
that the poor laws should be totally abolished. Even orphans should be
told there was no place for them at nature’s banquet. Abolishing the poor
laws was not politically feasible, but England’s 1834 New Poor Law was very
harsh, forcing parents to go into the workhouse to receive relief for their
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children. There, they would be deprived of domestic authority, as husbands
were separated from wives and parents from children.

Before 1838, Ireland had had no formal provision for the poor at all,
and much more extreme population pressure. The adult poor depended
on charity and begging; unmarried mothers, shamed by the Church, often
abandoned their illegitimate infants. Up to 1 per cent of all Irish infants were
deserted after birth.” Orphaned and deserted children were the responsibility
of local parishes, which sent them to nurses or foundling institutions, with
the usual problems of high mortality. When the establishment of the Irish
poor law was debated in the 1830s, some commentators wanted no relief
for either adult or child paupers. One even declared that foundling hospitals
and provisions for deserted children encouraged women to have illegitimate
children, and should be abolished, even if this drove women to infanticide.'®
The Irish poor were often described in racial terms, as primitive and undis-
ciplined, like the ‘wild Indians.”'! But others advocated the establishment
of a poor law and greater industrial development for Ireland. The first Irish
poor law commissioners had suggested that orphans and deserted children
be boarded outside of the workhouse (to avoid infant mortality) and then
sent to the colonies.'?

Ultimately, the British government imposed a poor law on Ireland that
was much like the English New Poor Law of 1834, only more rigid. The
British poor law commissioners denied that the Irish poor had any right to
relief, and instructed that able-bodied men were to be denied admission to
the workhouse. While the 1838 commissioners did not go so far as to abol-
ish relief for children, they refused to allow boarding out, that is, sending
out children to be nursed and fostered in families. They believed it would
violate the principle that relief should only be given in the workhouse, and
encourage Irish women to bear illegitimate children and desert them, instead
of facing the consequences of their own ‘immorality.’”® Poor law officials
believed that the workhouse would ‘elevate [the Irish pauper] in the scale of
human existence, and teach him the self-respect to feel the degradation of
his position; and make him forbear to propagate his species like the beasts
of the field without any thought of provision for his offspring.’!*

The poor law in both England and Ireland was based on three principles:
less eligibility, economy, and institutional discipline. ‘Less eligibility’ meant
that conditions in the workhouse had to be worse than the conditions of
the poorest labourer, so that people would only seek help there if they had
no alternative. So harsh conditions were mandated even for abandoned chil-
dren and orphans; otherwise, parents might abandon their children to the
workhouse if their lives would be better there. Poor law ideologues also
believed that working-class people should not have children unless they
could provide for them after their death. And the principle of less eligibility
went along nicely with the drive to cut the burgeoning costs of the poor law
in the harsh years of the 1830s and 1840s.
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But Edwin Chadwick and others influenced by Bentham also thought that
the discipline of the workhouse itself would reform the poor and make them
independent. Edwin Chadwick argued that if children were boarded out in
poor families, they would be exposed to bad influences, and that a well-run
workhouse could redeem children from the ‘hereditary taint’ of pauperism.'
The model of domestic authority in the workhouse was that of an insti-
tution, a Benthamite, depersonalized model of authority. The authority in
the workhouse itself derived as much from the physical structure of the
building and the schedules of life as it did from the officials. Children, in
particular, would learn structured habits by living their lives according to
the workhouse bell. A visitor to a strictly run English workhouse gained
an overwhelming sense of the institution’s ‘Power’ over the helpless chil-
dren, enforced by ‘endless rules, endless iron-barred windows and padlocked
gates.’!® But it was hard to run a disciplined, efficient workhouse, when offi-
cials constantly wanted to cut costs, and when the principle of less eligibility
mandated that workhouse conditions had to be worse than the miserable
conditions in which the Irish poor lived.

The problem of cost-cutting was particularly acute in Ireland because of
the sectarian divide, encouraged by the British state. English Protestant com-
missioners tightly regulated the Irish poor law with constant surveillance.
Local Protestant elites dominated local boards of guardians, and tried to
keep expenditure to a minimum, since most of the poor were Catholic, seen
as alien and other. However, some Catholics were also elected as guardians;
although they tended to be in a minority, they could draw upon popular sup-
port and sometimes challenge the English-dominated state.!”” Workhouses
tended to be riven by sectarian conflict, with patronage, contracts and
appointments allocated on religious lines. This meant that local officials
could often evade discipline for incompetence, abusive violence and cor-
ruption if they could exert their sectarian clout; the commissioners would
rebuke them in private, but support them in public. Both Catholic and
Protestant guardians tended to pinch pennies, reducing the allocation of
food and clothing even further than the commissioners mandated.

As a result of this frugality, as well as the inherent problems of
institutionalization, children died in droves in Irish workhouses. In 1842,
35.33 per cent of all the children admitted to the North Dublin Union
died; few infants survived. Mothers, pauper wet nurses, and children were
crammed into a damp, ill-ventilated, low-ceilinged room with almost no
light. Mothers had to breast-feed their infants while picking oakum (heavy,
tarry ropes), which filled the air with flecks of fibre. Wet nurses and nursing
mothers went without food from five in the evening to ten in the morn-
ing. Not surprisingly, the surviving children were ‘generally pale, with a soft
flaccid state of the limbs.” Even the guardians were outraged. But the poor
law commissioners sent in their own doctors, who tried to claim (without
much credibility) that these living conditions, and this high mortality, were
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no worse, and indeed somewhat better, than the conditions of the young
children of the poor in the Irish slums. The principle of ‘less eligibility,’
therefore, mandated this squalor and disease.'®

During the famine, the rigid policy of limiting relief in the workhouse
crumbled, as these institutions filled with starving and sick people. But
afterwards, the Irish poor law system still gave much less outdoor relief
than the English equivalent. Women, the aged and infirm, and especially,
famine orphans, inhabited the workhouses. Infant mortality continued to be
a terrible problem. As a result, in the 1840s and 1850s some Irish guardians
began to petition the poor law commissioners to allow children to be
raised outside the workhouses. They looked to Scotland for a precedent.
The Scottish poor law minimized the use of the workhouse as too expen-
sive. Instead, it continued the practice of boarding out, because it was much
cheaper than keeping children in workhouses or schools. The Scottish advo-
cates of boarding out tended to idealize the rural family, where independent
cottagers would welcome children into their homes with rough affection,
and train them into habits of labour.’ However, the Irish commissioners
obdurately refused to follow the Scottish example, in part because they were
so wedded to the deterrence of the workhouse, perhaps for Malthusian rea-
sons, and perhaps because they rightly feared that children sent out to nurse
would die.*

In the larger British context, however, officials also feared that contrary
to Chadwick’s hopes, the workhouse would not reform pauper children, but
instead, contaminate them with the company of adult paupers, especially
mothers of illegitimate children and other ‘profligate’ characters; they would
become ‘a separate caste, in some respect unfitted for mixing hereafter in the
world.”?! So they advocated industrial or district schools instead, which were
large institutions in the country for pauper children, separate and distant
from the workhouse.?”> Their advocate, James Kay Shuttleworth, had argued
that the orphaned or deserted boy educated in the workhouse was ‘generally
unfitted for earning his livelihood by labour’; having ‘acquired no skill. .. he
would be effeminate’ because he lacked a ‘frugal and industrious father’ to
teach him. To substitute for the domestic authority of the father, he wanted a
centralized system; pauper children would be taught industry in regimented
schools which would be inspected by experts.”® While the schools would be
quite different than the horrors of the Benthamite workhouse, they were
based on a similar notion of individuals disciplined by structure and by
schedule. Early nineteenth-century education relied on rote learning and
the monitorial system which meant that few teachers were needed for a
large number of children.?* In such schools, ragged children were cleaned
up and socialized to march in single file and instantly obey the schoolmas-
ter: as one observer approvingly noted, ‘the whole machinery moves, as it
were, of itself — no noise, — no bustle, — no disorder of any kind.”>® These
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schools were perfectly suited to prepare boys for life in the factory or the
military.

But a coalition of reformers - the Catholic Church, Protestant political
economists, and philanthropic ladies — objected to the operation of this
system in Ireland. In part, they were trying to assert their own author-
ity over Irish children, but they also objected to the institutionalization
of children, calling the poor law a ‘cold, hard cruel machine.’?® While the
district schools and reformatories treated children as a mass, reformers advo-
cated ‘individuation.” This is a very interesting concept which may seem
somewhat anachronistic, but it is actually related to Victorian concepts of
the self-reliant individual. Reformers believed that the authority children
were subject to must help them gain autonomy and self-will, rather than
function as cogs in a machine. This idea had several sources, including the
Romantic idea of childhood, and continental reformers; Mary Carpenter,
who founded ‘ragged schools’ for street boys in England, was an influential
advocate of this view.? In this light, the workhouse system seemed to be
the worst example of regimentation undermining children’s individuality.
Arthur P. Moore, an Irish MP, claimed that the workhouse system ‘destroyed
the self reliance and self respect of the children.” He complained that the
children wore coarse uniforms, shared beds, ate off a common plate, or off
the table, and drank out of cans chained to the table.?® They literally had
nothing to claim as their own.

The focus on individuality united religious and non-religious thinkers
alike. Evangelicals, of course, stressed individual self-examination and sal-
vation. But those who rejected their faith retained a high moral seriousness
which required a belief in individual agency and judgement. For instance,
poor law activist Frances Power Cobbe, who lost her Anglican faith and
became a theist, declared, ‘God has made all rational free agents for virtue.’?
This stress upon the individuation of children was also found in the Irish
Catholic Church.*

It may seem strange to think of the Catholic Church as criticizing the
institutional upbringing of children, because when we think of the Irish
Catholic Church, what comes to mind are its great institutions, its own
orphanages, and schools. However, in mid-nineteenth-century Ireland, the
Church was just beginning to rebuild itself after the years of the penal laws,
when it had not been able to control property, so it did not have the funds
to establish institutions right away. The Church worried that state or pri-
vately controlled institutions would force children to be Protestants. Indeed,
by law, all deserted children whose religion was unknown had to be raised
in the religion of the state, that is, Protestantism, although statistically,
an Irish deserted baby was likely to belong to the majority religion. Even
before the New Poor Law, the Protestant orphan society had been founded
to ensure that orphans did not end up with Catholic nurses or in Catholic
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homes. It boarded out the children to Protestant families, which apparently
worked very well.®! Emulating the enemy, Catholics wanted to board out
the children to save their souls from Protestantism and place them under
the appropriate authority of Catholic foster parents.

Because the Catholic Church needed resources, it allowed women, often
heiresses, to begin new Catholic charitable and educational institutions
which could compete with Protestant organizations.*? These women insisted
on treating children in a family setting. For instance, Margaret Aylward
founded the St. Brigid’s orphanage in 1857 in order to rescue 37 orphaned
children, born Protestant but raised as Catholic by their nurses, from being
returned to the workhouse and Protestantism. However, she was deter-
mined to avoid institutionalizing these children, and instead, boarded
them out in country Catholic homes. When the Protestant mother of
one of her charges tried to reclaim her child, one of her officials appar-
ently arranged for the child to be abducted and hidden away. Margaret
Aylward was actually imprisoned for refusing to reveal who had abducted the
child.*®

The Catholic Church argued that the individual soul had to be regarded
as innate and irreducible in order to ensure salvation.?* Hence, the Catholic
institutions, such as reformatories for young boys or girls, tried to ‘indi-
viduate’ their charges, and they believed that government institutions did
not. A letter to the nationalist Freeman newspaper opposed the establish-
ment of reformatory schools in Irish poor law workhouses on the grounds
that in these institutions ‘the family principle is ignored; individualization
is ignored; the separation of religions is ignored.”* Of course, the Catholic
Church also objected to district schools because they would be controlled by
the Protestant state, not the Catholic Church.?®

The Catholic Church and its advocates also began to use the poor law
in general, and the call for boarding out in particular, as a weapon in its
struggle against the British state — and in its competition with Irish nation-
alists for political leadership. The Dublin Evening Post denounced the poor
law as an ‘utter disgrace to civilization, and an outrage against Christianity.’
The Catholic bishops had circulated a petition throughout the churches
calling for poor law reform, an extension of outdoor relief, protection of
Catholic rights, and the boarding out of orphaned and deserted children.?
Archbishop Cullen upheld the sanctity of the family over the power of the
state.®® While the workhouse was generally accepted as a test for the able-
bodied male, critics of the workhouse argued that it was an improper place
to rear children, because it treated children as criminals when their poverty
was no fault of their own.** A newspaper editorial opined, ‘It is unnatural
that children should be crowded together without mothers to care for them,
without anyone to love them. It is like breeding birds in thousands by heat-
ing the eggs in the oven.”*® Jeremiah Dowling lamented, ‘It is impossible to
look upon an orphan infant in a workhouse without thinking what a hard
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stepmother the workhouse must be to the little creature.” He went on, ‘It
would be just as humane to think of rearing these infants by machinery, as
to commit them to the hands of the female paupers who were compelled to
take care of them.”*!

Mainstream Protestant opinion, however, feared placing orphan children
in Catholic hands. In 1861, one author opposed taking children from the
workhouse, where they were ‘under the direct control of officials responsi-
ble to the State and to the ratepayers.” He feared that they would be more
subject to Catholic control by being placed in the hands of Catholic peas-
ants or in convents, or under the hands of Catholic ladies such as Margaret
Woodlock. While boarding out may work in Scotland, ‘our peasantry, unfor-
tunately, are of a much lower class than the Scotch.”*? Sir Richard O’Donnell,
chairman of the Newport board of guardians, claimed that children entered
the workhouse with ‘ringworm, perhaps itch, every frightful skin disease,’
but in the institution ‘they become cleanly, nice, orderly little children, so
that you would feel it quite a pleasure to have them running about you.’
Outside the workhouse, in the cabins, ‘they would learn everything that civ-
ilized people would desire them not to learn, while everything you could
desire for poor people’s children to learn, they do receive and have in the
workhouse.’*?

The largely Protestant reformers of the Dublin Statistical Society, however,
did advocate boarding out. Many of them were academics at the Protestant
Anglo-Irish bastion of Trinity College, but they believed that Ireland’s crime
and unrest could be traced back to bad education and an inadequate poor
law system.* They belonged to the larger social science movement which
wished to ‘humanize political economy and the state,” stressing the fam-
ily as the ‘source of social virtue.” These reformers based their authority to
pronounce on families to the logic of political economy and the validity of
statistics. Orphans could be helped without dramatically interfering in the
laws of political economy.**

These political economists advocated the patriarchal family as the ideal.
For W. Neilson Hancock, the poor law deprived children of a mother’s care,
and even more, a father’s control.*® Hancock, a professor at Trinity College,
began his career as a strict laissez-faire advocate but soon began to argue
for more mercy and flexibility in the Irish poor law to prevent national-
ist unrest and protect children. Another member of the Dublin Statistical
Society admitted that ‘we are a conquered and an alienated people,” but
believed the Irish must become a ‘mighty confederation of rational free
agents’ following the principles of political economy and rejecting sectar-
ianism.*” John Kells Ingram argued that ‘the regulations of a poor law ought
to be founded either on the facts of individual human nature, or on the rela-
tions and mutual duties of the members of a human family.”*® The society’s
support of boarding out, with its focus on the need for individual attention
in the family, enabled the political economists of the Statistical Society to
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join together on this issue with the Catholic Church, Irish nationalists and
middle-class female social reformers.

Many of the female reformers advocating boarding out were members of
the Social Science Association, which provided a link to the Dublin Statistical
Society. Protestant women like Louisa Twining, part of the Twining tea for-
tune, and Frances Power Cobbe, an Anglo-Irish philosopher who was close
to educational reformer Mary Carpenter, had ties to elites in both Ireland
and England, and went back and forth between the two. They had political
clout due to these family connections, and some testified in Parliamentary
enquiries in the poor law.* They wanted to visit the poor in workhouses,
but the guardians often blocked them, fearing the interference of ‘ladies.’>
These women became interested in boarding out in part as a reaction to a
scandal concerning refractory girls in the South Dublin workhouse, whose
riotous behaviour they blamed on an institutional upbringing.’! Many
female philanthropists had tried to create their own institutions to ‘reform’
girls and women, such as orphanages and Magdalen homes, which could be
as regimented as any district schools. But philanthropists often found that
these institutions were difficult to sustain financially, and did not succeed in
reforming the girls.>? As a result, they advocated boarding out.

Although these particular ‘lady reformers’ did not overtly challenge the
conventional family, they believed that women must exercise autonomy as
free individuals, and this trait must be cultivated in girls. Perhaps moti-
vated by their own search for meaning and autonomy, they believed that
girls must be allowed to make moral choices and be responsible for their
actions.>® The ladies were especially concerned that girls should learn how
to be good servants, which required the inculcation of domestic skills in a
home, rather than an institution. They also believed that female authority in
the workhouse needed careful exercise. Ordinary matrons, who were from a
working-class or lower-middle-class background, were held to be inadequate
to supervise children. Instead, they argued for the need to have a ‘woman
of education and refinement - in other words, a lady.” They vigorously cam-
paigned for the extension of boarding out, and volunteered to help supervise
the children.**

By 1860, the Irish Poor Law Commissioners had actually allowed the
boarding out of pauper orphans but only up to age five, justifying this
change of policy out of concern for infant mortality; they refused to admit
the inadequacies of workhouse schools for education and training of chil-
dren.> In 1871, the commissioners allowed the boarding out of children
up to the age of ten, but with reluctance, for they believed that the Irish
workhouse school advantaged pauper children by providing them with
education, food and medical care, and isolating them from contaminating
slums. In fact, they compared it to a boarding school to which ‘parents in a
better class of life send their children from home for the purpose of a more
systematic course of education and discipline.” For gentlemen of the upper
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class, it was common for boy children to be taken away from their mothers
and sent away to boarding schools at the age of seven or eight; so they found
it hard to understand why widows would not want to give up their children
to district schools, or why it would not be acceptable for orphans to be sent
there.>® For these gentlemen, the institution could substitute for the father
as the most appropriate form of domestic authority.

And it was true that problems could arise with boarding out, especially
concerning the need to supervise children and their foster parents closely. In
Cork, the Board of Guardians tried boarding out because one quarter of the
babies admitted to the workhouse died in a year. But their relieving officer
was supposed to inspect 73 boarded out children each month, often lodged
with far flung rural families, which he could not and did not do. Given
the low rates of pay for boarding out, only the poorest women would take
on the children, and as a result, several died.’” Nonetheless, by 1873, only
14 per cent of the boarded out children died. In contrast, in Tralee, where
guardians refused to put boarded out children to nurse, 46 out of 47 orphan
and deserted children admitted to workhouse in 1862-1872 died.®

Boarding out also raised interesting questions about maternal love: was
it just a matter of providing food?** Did nurses become attached to their
foster children as to their biological children? Was it better to have love in
meagre conditions, or to be fed and clothed in an institution with no love?
A baby-farming scandal in England in 1871 had brought these issues to pub-
lic attention, when a number of children died with a wet nurse.®® These
issues came to Sligo, a town in the northwest of Ireland, in 1873.%! There, the
guardians tried to board children with nurses to keep them out of the work-
house. But the nurses were paid badly, and chosen from reason of patronage
or connections from the poor of Sligo’s back alleys. While the overall mor-
tality of children sent out to nurse was under 10 per cent, one case of death
from neglect horrified Sligo public opinion. Dr Roughan, the inspector from
the central board, found an emaciated baby named Mary Feeney lying on the
bare boards of a cradle with no bedding, not even straw, and an empty bot-
tle. Three other children huddled under a thin blanket on a bedstead, which
was the only furniture in the filthy house. Although Dr Roughan warned
the relieving officer that the child needed help, nothing was done, and she
was found dead, starved, a few days later. The other children were taken
from the nurse, Ann Harte, and put back in the workhouse.®> When she
later visited the workhouse, one of her former fosterlings ‘began to cry, and
hid away from her.’® Outraged, the guardians demanded that all the nurses
bring the boarded out children to the workhouse and give them up. But
many of the children and nurses were very attached to each other.

The children and their nurses commenced to cry frantically, and the
master entered the room with a troop of little children screaming in
a most discordant style. It was with difficulty the women could be
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prevented from rushing in and carrying off the children by force, as they
seemed under the impression, that a dreadful fate was in store for the
innocents.®*

Mary McKendrick wrote to the guardians begging to have her fosterling
restored to her,

I cared for him with as much caution as if he were my own, as I got
dotingly fond of him and [he] slept with myself and husband since I got
possession of him....If the board be kind enough to restore him to me
I will support him myself, as I feel much distressed at parting with him as
I have no family of my own.®

As guardian Simpson declared, ‘Dicken’s stories are nothing to this.” For
some, the Sligo scandal undermined the cause of boarding out, but for oth-
ers, it was an example of the heartlessness of the poor law and the need for
reform.%

The 1870s also witnessed a tremendous controversy over women's author-
ity in the poor law. When the Irish Poor Law Commissioners had finally
extended boarding out in 1871, they indignantly refuted the notion that
they might be responding to ‘female writers’ who denounced the work-
house.®” The controversy had begun in 1870 when poor law officials such
as Alexander Doyle stymied Miss Adelaide Preusser’s efforts to board out
London pauper children in her Lake District neighbourhood.®® In response,
Preusser gathered signatures from over three thousand ladies, petitioning
the Poor Law Board that ladies be legally empowered to cooperate with poor
law authorities and made responsible for pauper children ‘in the same way
as a Guardian or Trustee is for his ward.”® The ladies, therefore, wanted
both legal recognition for the kinship relation they wished to establish
with the children, as overseers of boarding out, and also a legal recog-
nition of their relationship with the Poor Law Board. This initiative also
represented an important step in women’s political life, as a deputation of
the ladies — the first to be received by government officials — met with the
Poor Law Board to present their petition. They were received favourably by
George Goschen, the President of the Board, and the Board officially allowed
pauper children to be boarded out in country districts away from their home
unions.”

However, in 1871 poor law officials and reformers campaigned against out-
door relief, trying to make the poor law stricter.”! As a result, more pauper
children ended up in the workhouse, leading to medical concerns over the
excessive mortality of pauper children in workhouses.”> Poor law officials
and their supporters, however, insisted that children would be better off in
well-run workhouses than in dirty homes, as inspector R. Basil Cane insisted
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when he found boarded out children clothed in rags, with skin diseases, and
in homes with illegitimate children.”

Mrs Jane Senior, the first woman to be appointed as a British poor law
inspector, was charged by the Poor Law Board to assess whether boarding
out or pauper schools were better for children. She found that girls turned
out badly in district schools, and that boarding out was the only answer.
Mrs Senior found also many allies such as John Kells Ingram of the Dublin
Statistical Society. He argued that the Irish poor law must be placed in the
same relation to the state as the English poor law. The English commission-
ers had allowed boarding out, and many boards of guardians had accepted
it; this practice did not require Parliamentary approval. Ingram complained
that Irish children were unfairly disadvantaged because the commissioners
still resisted the boarding out of older children, and left less initiative to local
guardians.”

In response, a poor law inspector, Edward Tufnell, sarcastically dismissed
the authority of ladies, denouncing Mrs Senior as the author of ‘several
sensational letters to the newspapers’ and asked, ‘of what use is a lady’s
inspection’ of the medical condition of the children. Like many who wrote
about the poor at the time, Tufnell both argued that poor children were
tainted by ‘hereditary pauperism’ which explained their bad physical con-
dition and that district schools could remove the pauper taint (according to
a Lamarckian philosophy). Boarding out was not a satisfactory alternative,
because it violated the poor law principles that children must be kept sep-
arate from adults, that they must not receive outdoor relief, and that they
must be trained in a combination of academics and industry. He idealistically
believed that only large institutions could provide an excellent education for
pauper boys and girls. Although small schools were family-like, one bad indi-
vidual master or mistress could corrupt them, and the standard and variety
of education would be limited — the boys were trained in the already over-
stocked trades of shoemakers and tailors. He believed that a loose, voluntary,
impermanent association of ladies could not properly oversee boarded out
children. Boarded out children were vulnerable to sexual abuse, and ladies
should not be concerned with such matters. Ladies simply did not have
the proper authority.”® Instead, children should be raised in institutions and
inspected by male experts.

But the ladies believed that district schools destroyed children’s individ-
uality. As Florence Hill observed, visitors to district schools were pleased by
the neatness and order of

many hundreds of children, dressed alike, acting in unison, and rendering
instant obedience to the word of command; but...we are constrained to
ask how will individuality of character develop itself from this complete
subject to the will of others, which leaves open no temptation to wrong
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and annihilates the choice of right? Yet, without such individuality, how
can moral beauty or strength exist?7¢

The philanthropic ladies believed that this system turned children, especially
girls, into automatons who could not function outside the institution.

Anti-Catholicism also lay behind some of the antagonism to the district
schools and workhouses. Mary Carpenter acknowledged that if she instituted
‘a system of steady repression and order,” as in Catholic reformatories, her
ragged school students would be better scholars, but she had ‘no confidence
in the slavish obedience they produce and the hypocrisy which I have gen-
erally found inseparable from Catholic influence.””” Hannah Archer found it
‘strange that Englishmen of the present day, who are, many of them, intent
on resisting all approaches to Romanism, should have hit upon a scheme for
the education of pauper children [that is, district schools], which so nearly
resembles the monastic system in its unnatural influences.””® Of course, they
were not acknowledging the work of Catholic reformers such as Margaret
Aylward and Ellen Woodlock, who tried to individuate their charges, and
who also denounced the poor law as a cold machine.”

Part of the difference between the Senior and Tufnell camps also lay in
their approach to the role of surveillance in social welfare. A baby-farming
scandal had just erupted, exposing the perils of commercial boarding out,
when several infants had died in the home of a foster mother. As Behlmer
notes, poor law officials believed that the solution was inspection by
experts.?’ But the reign of the Benthamite experts had eroded in mid-century
Britain, when civil service reformers shunted aside visionary middle-class
reformers such as Edwin Chadwick in favour of generally educated gentle-
men who might take a more measured approach and cooperate with local
elites.®! Given the elevated social connections of Mrs Jane Senior and her
cohort (after all, she was the daughter-in-law of Nassau Senior, pioneer of
the New Poor Law), she could be a formidable adversary to the Benthamite
experts.

In response to Tufnell, boarding out advocates asserted that only ladies
could provide the proper surveillance over boarded out children. This idea
originated in Thomas Chalmers’ notion that voluntary philanthropists and
church workers could solve the problems of the poor with precisely admin-
istered charity. The home, not the institution, was to be the basis of society.
Ladies were supposed to have special qualities which enabled them to
oversee boarding out correctly, from picking the nurses to inspecting the
children. As Joanna Hill asserted at a meeting of boarding out advocates, the
poor law

Union chills, numbs, unbeautifies the work of charity. We have to restore
the bloom which rates brush off; and of course, as all tenderness and
delicacy finds its truest development in the English gentlewoman, she,
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preeminently she, is to be the bond that is to knit hearts together outside
and inside the Union, and her work begins with taking the oversight of
this pauper orphan.®

As Belfast feminist Isabella Tod argued,

The State was composed of men and women, and had both masculine
and feminine duties. The masculine guardians represented the State in the
function of providing the money - the raw material, as it were, of shel-
ter, food, clothing and teaching. The ladies, now occupying a recognised
place as feminine guardians, must represent the State in the function of
seeing that money properly used, and in doing so seeing also that the
wants of the heart and the soul are supplied likewise.®?

As time passed, there was increasing recognition that for boarding out to
succeed, voluntary committees of ladies would not suffice; a more formal
governmental role must be established. Because they were voluntary, ladies’
committees could be ephemeral; ladies might go off and travel, neglecting
their duties; they might simply tire of the job and abandon the children.?
Furthermore, they were not accountable if they failed in their jobs. In 1877,
the Local Government Board (which now had responsibility for the poor
law) transferred the duties of inspecting boarded out children, formerly
carried out by voluntary committees, to parochial, medical, and relieving
officers.®> However, eventually a lady inspector of boarded out children was
appointed.

In Ireland, advocates of boarding out continued to believe that only ladies’
committees could make the system work, since the scandals showed that
relieving officers could not be trusted to ensure the health and welfare of
orphaned and deserted children.®® Irish women followed the English lead
and established ladies’ committees to help supervise boarding out in the
1870s, and were often welcomed by guardians because they lifted the bur-
den of inspection outside the workhouse, but did not interfere with its inner
workings. Irish women were not able to be poor law guardians, however,
until 1896, much later than the first English female poor law guardian who
was elected in 1875. By 1898, ladies committees acquired official legal recog-
nition, and lady inspectors of boarded out children were hired as well.” The
1916 novel The Amazing Philanthropists, by Susanne Day, gives some insight
into the politics of domestic authority exercised by such ladies in Ireland.
Mrs Blake was

one of those tireless, energetic, capable, practical women...who has
brought the Boarding-Out of Children to a fine art, she can rule a Com-
mittee with a rod of iron, check a babbler into silence, coax speech
from stuttering nerves, and explode in a blaze of righteous anger when
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meanness, or stupidity, or selfishness, or jobbery sneak into the room.
She is not good at debate, and rarely speaks in the Board Room, but she
is a tower of strength.5®

This novel also elucidates the conflicts between ladies such as Mrs Blake —
whose authority derived from their Protestant, Anglo-Irish status — and the
local authorities of Catholic guardians, who now dominated the poor law.

Although advocates of boarding out often emphasized that it would allow
children to be raised as individuals, with affection, rather than submerged
in the mass of the workhouse, later advocates of boarding out in Ireland also
had more practical reasons. Aside from its cheapness — it cost less to board
a child out than raise it in an institution - children raised in homes might
solve the problem of agricultural labour in Ireland. They would also be raised
just like the children of the peasantry, and not get ideas above their station.
In particular, the ladies had always advocated that girls be boarded out, so
they could learn how to run a home and be better servants. But apparently
people often applied to adopt older children merely because they wanted
to hire out a young servant or farm labourer they would not have to pay;
and the guardians liked this system because they did not have to give an
allowance.®

Boarding out could also be a means of undermining the domestic author-
ity of natural parents. Officials and lady visitors often wanted to remove
children from unsuitable families with their bad influences. In one example
from the North Dublin Union, ‘the nurse, an excellent woman, had to
return the little girl to the Union, on account of the mother, a most disrep-
utable woman, following the children to the National School she attended,
and to the nurse’s house.” As a result, the St. Brigid’s Association did not
allow mothers of boarded out children to know where their children were.
They could visit them at the office under supervision, but not go to their
homes.” The Vice-Regal Commission of 1906 also recommended that the
children of unmarried mothers be taken away from them a year and after
and boarded out.”!

Advocates continually called for the extension of the system, but the
institutional inertia was too great. S. Shannon Milin called for the creation of
a Children’s Bureau in the government largely to be in the hands of women,
with full powers to board out children and to approve or disapprove sending
children to industrial schools.?* But this was not to be. By 1909, 72 per cent
of poor children remained in workhouses instead of being boarded out.
Repeated scandals about boarding out, and the seeming impossibility of
adequate inspection, led Bishop Gilloolly of Sligo to turn away from his
earlier advocacy of boarding out to assert that, instead, children should be
placed in district or industrial schools.”® On independence, of course, the
Catholic Church acquired much of authority over children, and preferred
large institutions over which it had greater control. By the twentieth century,
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many Irish children were institutionalized in large, sometimes abusive
institutions.

Conclusion

The plight of poor Irish orphans raises complicated questions about domes-
tic authority. Boarding out reveals the tensions in the phrase, ‘domestic
authority’ — the domestic connotes home, warmth, and affection but author-
ity implies institutions and laws. Poor law officials envisioned authority
over children which was accountable and disciplined, structured through
schedules and buildings, which would turn them into self-reliant individ-
uals. In Ireland, they believed this authority was properly vested in the
state. The ladies, Protestant political economists, and the Catholic Church
believed that this system treated children like cogs in the machine. They
wanted to increase the autonomy and individuality of children, but they
were also claiming authority in the state. For Irish political economists, the
plight of the orphan child justified their claims for greater Irish autonomy
in the running of the poor law, as a way of preserving the empire by gain-
ing the consent of free agents to it. For the Catholic Church, the orphan
child enabled it to defend the family against the state, but also assert its
own role as defender and eventually supervisor of children and families;
and of course, to eventually rebuild its own powerful regimented institu-
tions even before Ireland became independent. For philanthropic ladies,
protecting poor children gave them a way into the workhouse, and justified
establishing power structures, such as local committees overseeing boarding
out, both within and outside of the poor law system. Philanthropic ladies
had domestic influence as ladies, but they also had authority as mistresses
of servants, and great clout when they were Catholic heiresses or members
of well-connected Protestant Anglo-Irish families. Such women eventually
moved from the unpaid philanthropic to a professional role in the poor law
system, aiding in the institutionalization of children as they did so.

Finally, the debate over Irish orphans and boarding out contributed to
a larger debate over the relationship of the family and the state. English
boarding out advocate Florence Hill influentially redefined orphaned and
deserted pauper children as ‘Children of the State.” By doing so, she estab-
lished the precedent that the state was responsible for their maintenance,
but that institutional solutions were not the answer. She argued that for
pauper children, ‘Food, clothing, and shelter, may be paid for by the State;
but the love, watchfulness and sympathy which are equally essential to a
child’s welfare should be the far more precious contribution of the foster par-
ent.””* Boarding out enabled these social reformers to advocate an increased
state role without the mass institutions which often accompanied it. How-
ever, in the long run, the institutional authority of the poor law overrode
the domestic influence of philanthropic ladies and the domestic authority
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of poor parents, and only a few children were rescued from poor law
institutions.
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Fatherhood and Family Shame:
Masculinity, Welfare and the
Workhouse in Late
Nineteenth-Century England!

Megan Doolittle

...1 got a pocketful of horse beans...I put them on a shovel and
toasted them over the fire. They weren’t all that ripe, but the kiddies
scrambled for them. In the rush one was shoved up the babby’s nose
instead of her mouth. She started to blather, she wouldn't stop, so
in the end I carried her to the doctor. ... The horse bean had started
to chit! That cost a shilling. The missus was hopping mad when she
heard: ‘You let those kiddies do what they likes! You'll "ave us in the
workhus yet!?

This story was told by George Hewins, a building labourer from Stratford on
Avon, about looking after his four young children circa 1910, during a period
when he was unemployed and his wife was out working. The children were
often hungry, so this was a good opportunity for a snack of broad beans,
which he had filched from a bag outside a shop selling them for pig food.
In their very small home, things easily got out of hand but he was never the
strict disciplinarian, using his storytelling gifts to keep them in order:

I'd tell them anything to keep them quiet. We had a houseful! They got a
bit out of hand sometimes, but not one of the knowed the weight o’'mine.
I never tapped them. The missus did that — with the slipper. She let them
know who was boss.?

In this case, things went very wrong not only for the baby, but for the house-
hold economy where every shilling was precious and every financial crisis
threatened the destruction of family life by entering the dreaded workhouse.

In this anecdote, we can trace the themes that will be explored in this
chapter about authority, masculinity, shame and the shaping of welfare sub-
jects. The chapter begins by looking at ways that masculinity and domestic

84



Megan Doolittle 85

authority were negotiated in the context of interdependent family relation-
ships. It then turns to the relationships between domestic masculinities and
welfare interactions between families and welfare providers. The particu-
lar effects on masculinity and domestic authority of the institution of the
workhouse and of the shame associated with pauperism are then examined.
It concludes with a discussion of working-class strategies of engagement
and resistance to forms of welfare which undermined men’s sense of being
recognised and respected as full, adult male citizens.

It is important to acknowledge that welfare and families were (and are)
both complex sets of relations and each has extensive histories as well as
very diverse sets of practices and meanings. Welfare is used here in its broad-
est sense as including policies, practices and structures of feeling which
were designed to ameliorate or improve social life. Welfare in this period
had widely varied origins, scope and implementations with often contradic-
tory as well as reinforcing effects on those defined as its subjects. Families
are understood in this context as a set of processes and practices which
involved identifiable but flexible and porous relationships which can be
traced through social structures such as the household and kinship networks.
In this period, families deployed a very wide range of strategies and responses
to welfare in diverse circumstances.*

At the heart of social debates about welfare we can find questions of
gendered domestic authority and its fluid nature within the economies
of poor families. Keeping clear of the harsh and shaming regimes of the
workhouse was a significant struggle for working-class men in sustaining a
robust gendered identity as the provider and head of a household. Provid-
ing for a dependent wife and children and exercising authority over them
had long been a significant marker of adult masculinity and continued to
be so during this period despite the many changes in nineteenth-century
labour markets and family strategies.” However, this identity sat uneasily
with the interdependent nature of family life for the poor, who relied on
resources from every available source when poverty struck. There was thus a
profound disjunction between these fluid and interdependent relationships
and the more bounded model of the household headed by a male bread-
winner that was not only a goal for the respectable working class, but was
deeply engrained in the thinking of policy makers and philanthropists. The
poor law system acknowledged both the interdependencies of the poor and
this dominant ideal, seeking to discipline husbands and fathers through the
threat of the workhouse and the loss of autonomy and authority it entailed.
Resistance and demands for changes to the Poor Laws were rooted in these
experiences.

The particular period and location chosen for discussion is England® in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries because, in this period, new
ideas about welfare and its place in the social order were emerging while
older regimes were also being questioned. In particular, the Poor Law was
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increasingly seen as problematic and fragmented as its basic premise of less
eligibility (that poor relief should always be less than what those on the low-
est incomes could obtain elsewhere, and therefore was only available to the
completely destitute) was impossible to sustain across all its provisions.” At
a wider level, relationships between the state, the nation and families were
being reshaped around questions of ‘national efficiency’® which focused on
how to improve the physical health and strength of the poor, as demon-
strated by the 1904 Report of the Interdepartmental Committee on Physical
Deterioration.” Poverty itself was being actively examined and redefined in
the great surveys of Booth (1902-3) and Rowntree (1901).'° Working-class
political demands for change were also making themselves felt through the
extensions to the franchise, burgeoning working-class organisations includ-
ing unions and socialist groups, and also, from 1894, through representation
in local government and poor law boards.!! Citizenship itself was being
reimagined in terms of the need for a healthy and educated population,
able to exercise democratic rights and responsibilities.'> This required more
extensive forms of welfare to be provided, whether by the state or through
voluntary impulses.™

This chapter focuses on a small number of autobiographical examples to
tease out the meanings of welfare encounters through the lens of father-
hood and masculinity. These sources provide us with some of the very few
direct articulations of working-class experiences of poverty, although they
do require careful interpretation.'* Of particular importance were the diffi-
culties that autobiographers experienced in exposing what was shameful in
their past, and thus times when they were in their worst straits were not
easy to narrate.” Many male writers resolved this by omitting most aspects
of their family lives altogether particularly in adulthood, being far more
likely to write about poverty experienced when they were children.'® The
shameful aspects of being poor were keenly felt, as we shall see, but these
could be more easily expressed when related to the writer’s parents rather
than themselves. Oral history accounts have been more fruitful in includ-
ing accounts of family life in adulthood, such as George Hewins’ above who
told stories of his childhood and young adulthood to his family when he
was a very old man."” This method gives opportunities for listeners to ask
about the low points in their subject’s life, and for the speaker to con-
struct stories about painful emotions in ways which make it possible to
admit stigma and shame, often through the use of empathy and humour,
as Hewins demonstrated.'®

As often noted, the time of writing or telling a life story is significant
in shaping what is included (and absent) and how the story is told."” The
examples used in this chapter were all narrated after the First World War
and were very much coloured by the social changes and political impulses
of the period when they were written. In particular, the higher standard of
living for many working-class families meant that by the time of creating
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their narratives, many working-class men had achieved the respectability of
the breadwinner model with its more bounded gender roles. On the other
hand, many autobiographers had been personally affected by the traumas
of the Great War as soldiers or as the fathers of soldiers, and some were
to face the threat of inter-war unemployment and the hated means test.
Looking back at the ‘bad old days’ gave writers like Hewins the space to
express difficult and conflicting feelings about their younger lives. Memories
were thus necessarily coloured by a writer’s social, political and emotional
context at the time of telling; when Hewins was interviewed as a very old
man in the 1970s, his stories of his younger years were so radically different
from his contemporary experience that their sting had largely faded except,
tellingly, the shame of his grandmother’s pauper funeral which he admitted
he had never before revealed.*®

Writers and storytellers also found ways of revealing the shame of poverty
through a commitment to reforms in welfare policy, in the tradition of the
‘condition of England’ novel. By exposing their own experiences, writers
hoped to draw attention to social inequality and its iniquities in order to
bring about change.?! This agenda necessarily structured and coloured their
accounts, but also enabled them to find a way to articulate hidden aspects
of their lives, providing political explanations for the ways that masculine
identities relating to domestic authority were difficult to sustain. Many writ-
ers expressed an overtly political agenda relating to poverty as we shall see
below. Many also deliberately and frequently included anecdotes about sub-
verting authority - treading a fine line between illegality and survival, as
exemplified by Hewins’ theft of a handful of beans for his hungry children.
As August argues, this low-level, day-to-day resistance can also be seen as
a political stance, particularly in constructing a narrative which gave the
writer a sense of agency in potentially shameful circumstances.?

The theme of shame and anger dominates these accounts of poverty and
pauperism. Scheff argued that shame is the paramount social emotion. It
has the effect of dividing people from each other and breaking social bonds,
with the normal response to social shame being an increase in social alien-
ation which turns inwards on the individual, or outward resentment and
conflict.” On the other hand, Scheff argues that the acknowledgement of
shame strengthens social bonds, as ‘the glue that holds relationships and
societies together, [while] unacknowledged shame [is] the force that tears
them apart’.>* He also identifies Sennett and Cobb’s research in The Hidden
Injuries of Class as showing that shame and social-economic dependence are
intertwined with shame used as a central tool in disciplining workers in the
modern American context.>> Workers saw themselves as individually respon-
sible for their lower class position, not least because of their experience of
schooling when they were consistently shamed and silenced. It is not diffi-
cult to see that pauperism, a deeply shaming identity, was overtly designed
to discipline the poor in similar ways. Writers who experienced it found it
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easier to write about it in the context of class oppression rather than individ-
ual failure, but ambivalences about personal responsibility could be difficult
to avoid. Carolyn Steedman has also explored the more uncomfortable ways
that autobiographers can use their narratives to ‘hurt’ others by telling their
stories of bitterness and envy.?® In the following narratives of poverty and
survival we can find these various effects of social shame in the context of
poverty and masculinity.

Interdependence and masculinity

The deeply ambiguous nature of relations of authority between men, women
and children in working-class families can only be understood in the con-
text of the interdependent relationships which poor families relied upon for
survival in this period. The necessity to pool all resources of a household,
whether material, financial or social, was a characteristic of many working-
class families, where the earnings of children and wives, income from
lodgers, help from brothers, sisters, aunts and uncles, neighbours and work-
place friends were all drawn upon at times of difficulty.?” The assertion of an
independent adult manhood by a husband and father was not always easy
to maintain in these circumstances, and the tensions particularly between
husbands and wives were often acute. The many family secrets and silences
which needed to be maintained to support viable masculinities were a
significant sign of these tensions, which could and did erupt into violence.?®

There were two central aspects of adult masculinity which underpinned
men’s authority in domestic life which were difficult to sustain: the bread-
winner or provider role, and the position as the head of the household.
Being the breadwinner for a family of dependents was a central aspect of
adult masculine identities, but in poor families breadwinning was rarely the
sole province of the man of the family.? The decline of craft-based employ-
ment for men, which was well advanced by the late nineteenth century,
also undermined masculine identities rooted in craft traditions.*® The highly
variable and changing labour markets for women and young people meant
that earnings from other family members could be the norm, such as in
textile areas. Where there was little waged work for married women, less
visible occupations were found to supplement family incomes, such as tak-
ing in lodgers, laundry and other work which could be done at home. The
growing earning power of young women outside domestic service in offices,
shops and light industrial sectors and the concerns about the greater avail-
ability of casual work for ‘juvenile’ workers, young men working outside the
apprenticeship system brought opportunities for earning for young people
without former levels of adult control.?’ While men’s earnings were signifi-
cantly higher than women'’s and young people’s, and those in regular skilled
employment might be able to ‘keep’ a wife and children, for most men this
was difficult to achieve and even harder to sustain over the whole life course.
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If breadwinning was a difficult basis from which to assert authority, there
were further tensions around who controlled the day-to-day use of family
resources, very often the province of wives. Men, boys and girls were often
called upon to help with domestic work, including caring for babies, as
George Hewins demonstrated above, but it was widely acknowledged that
women had the crucial role of managing of the household, and they could
exercise considerable control over the behaviour and life-chances of every-
one within it.3> As we saw in the Hewins family, it was his wife who kept
everyone in order, at least within their home. Men’s dependence on others
would extend beyond the ties of wife and children as families drew upon
kin relationships for resources of all kinds, frequently negotiated through
women’s social networks. A small inheritance from an uncle, the labour of
nieces, nephews or grandchildren, exchanges of food or clothing, having a
relative to ‘speak for you’ to get a job - these could make a world of dif-
ference.® But they could also complicate and disrupt authority relations by
undermining the position of the husband and father as provider, protector
and breadwinner.

Such complex arrangements of care and survival were thus characterised
by a fluidity of authority, unlike the dominant family paradigm for the
respectable working class, which also underpinned the standpoint of most
welfare providers and policy makers. This was based on a fairly rigid set of
hierarchical divisions between a father and husband as provider, a mother
and wife who managed household resources and children who respected
and obeyed their parents. This model placed a husband and father at its
apex, and was predicated on a masculinity which looked back to the early
modern idea that marriage and children announced a man’s entry into full
adulthood and an adult masculine identity which included the exercise of
authority over others through the establishment of a separate household.?*
As its head, he also gained a set of public duties and identities as the only
independent individual who could fully engage with civil society and the
public world. It could be argued that it was the authority he commanded
over all other members of the household which gave men this status and
without a household of some kind to rule over, a man could not be a pub-
lic person.®> As McCormack has pointed out, citizenship in the polity was
reliant on successfully establishing domestic responsibilities in ways which
were explicitly defined as masculine throughout the process of reforms to
the franchise in the nineteenth century.*® This was recognised in legal terms;
husbands and fathers had long-established common law and legislated rights
to represent and determine family life with few formal restrictions.?” A sub-
text of authority based on Christian teaching can also be traced, with the
language of God the father permeating social discourse.*

The position of the head of the household had always been particularly
difficult for labouring men to establish or sustain, and claims to citizenship
rights had been closely tied to ownership or control over land and property
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for centuries. Working-class men’s political campaigns for the vote had
been premised on ‘the respectable working man’, someone who successfully
demonstrated his capacity for citizenship through his role as the provider
and protector of dependents. Thus widespread social values of self-help,
thrift and independence were reworked as political tools by working-class
activists, looking back to the Chartists and forwards to the Labour Party.
This argument for an extension of the franchise based on manhood defined
in these terms resonated at many social levels, and had been largely accepted
by the end of the nineteenth century.?* At the same time, there were growing
political and social demands by women across all classes for recognition as
independent adults who exercised authority within families, thus requiring
political rights to fulfil the demands of motherhood and household man-
agement. These arguments were difficult to reconcile, and debates raged
within the labour movement between those fighting for manhood suffrage
and those embracing women'’s demands for the vote.*

This model of adult masculinity based on providing for and heading a
household was very much current throughout the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, although for families of all classes, the realities and
uncertainties of life meant that many would not easily fit into such ide-
als. Relationships between genders and generations were thus never equal
in these families, but for the poorest, authority and power were particularly
fluid and contestable.

Welfare and masculinity

In the field of welfare, tensions of authority and masculinity could be par-
ticularly acute. When times were hard and working-class families turned to
welfare and charity for assistance, the interactions and relationships between
families and welfare providers were necessarily inflected by questions of age
and gender. Questions of domestic authority and masculinity within families
were thus brought to the surface in these encounters. The one form of assis-
tance which was modelled on the provider and head of the household ideal
was the friendly society, a collective association with many social and polit-
ical functions as well as being a source of welfare benefits. Friendly societies
were often modelled on male solidarities symbolically linked to ties of blood
reflected in rituals of belonging and loyalty, such as parades and initiation
ceremonies. They drew on languages of family as well as class solidarities
and local bonds.*' They were a central marker of self-help and indepen-
dence for labouring men, and as such, they were called upon as models
of working-class self-help and respectability in the fight for widening the
franchise.*> Membership of friendly societies was overwhelmingly male and
directly related to paid labour, reinforcing masculine roles of protecting and
providing for dependents.** The small amounts saved through these soci-
eties were seen as the first call on a man’s wage packet before handing over
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housekeeping money to his wife. Most families insured the male breadwin-
ner against their own illness, injury or disability, not other members of the
family. This indicated, and helped to reinforce, the place of husbands and
fathers as providers and the rest of the family as dependents on his labour,
rather than welfare subjects in their own right.* Benefits were explicitly con-
nected with the paid employment of an individual man (although a small
number of employed women were also contributors), in marked contrast to
the Poor Law and many forms of charity which rigorously examined the fam-
ily as a whole.*® In practice, friendly societies had complex and variable ways
of assessing family need, but the channel for assistance remained the work-
ing man.*® Claiming benefits was not seen as shameful, but as a right earned
through foresight and thrift. In the friendly society model, the welfare sub-
ject was the respectable husband and father, the provider and protector of
his dependent wife, children and his parents in their old age.

Other forms of welfare were much less likely to engage with a male head
of household. Charity of various kinds was often directly targeted at women,
children or the elderly, and thus family survival strategies called for partic-
ular gender or age positions to be deployed in encounters with charitable
donors. For example, children would often be sent to collect donated food
because they were seen by the philanthropic as more deserving. We can see
how a desperately poor family negotiated these opportunities in the auto-
biographical example of Arthur Harding, who was interviewed by Raphael
Samuel in the 1970s. His father had always bullied him, but by the time
Arthur was old enough to be useful to the family his father had become a
violent alcoholic and was losing his sight.

The people in charge of the Mission gave him a ticket to go round the
restaurants to see what they would give him in leavings. I used to go
round with him. I used to carry the bag for him. It was a Saturday job
which I detested - cadging for food: I would sooner have pinched it.*’

Arthur’s presence was clearly necessary to obtain charity, but to have to do it
in the company of his father was clearly a particularly shaming experience
for him, despite his frequently being hungry and the high quality of the
food from this source. This anecdote emphasises his contempt for his father,
a theme which recurs throughout the rest of his story.

I had no respect for my father — no feeling at all. He wasn’t really an
invalid. It is true his sight became bad - in the end he went completely
blind and got a pension - but that was only through neglect and igno-
rance. By the time I was nine or ten he had become a confirmed part of
the casual poor, depending upon alms from the rich, and remained so for
the rest of his life. A few years later we threw him out of the house and
he went to live with a sister.*®
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Barbara Fox’s idea of a ‘dialectic of exposure’ in working-class fiction is useful
in interpreting Harding’s account. By revealing shameful experiences Arthur
is able to claim both authenticity for his story and his personal integrity as
the teller of that story.*” In turn this hateful episode in his life is used to
establish his adult identity as a man who would (and did) steal rather than
beg. But he also indicates the long-term effect on his father when he adds
to this story that his father grew to fear him: once Arthur was older and
began to use violence to make his way in the world, his father called him
‘the big fellow’.>® We can see here that deploying children to obtain welfare
could have its costs not only for the children concerned but also for their
fathers who could find their masculine identities being undermined in quite
profound ways.

Wives would often be the ones to deal with a range of welfare encounters
in their homes, including the many middle-class philanthropic visitors.>!
Arthur Harding’s mother, disabled after a road accident, was well versed
in obtaining charity, insisting that the children be clean and well behaved
in front of the philanthropic women they dealt with. Breakfast was avail-
able to children at the local mission, but they had to go to Sunday school
both morning and afternoon, something they would never have done other-
wise.®? Harding did not express the same kind of anger with these strategies,
saving his disrespect for those who doled out charity rather than his mother.
His older sister, known by everyone as Mighty, was the main earner of the
family selling lemons at the market. She had the most difficult task of deal-
ing with shops where they always owed money. His mother was the one who
arranged things so that Mighty could work for the family: ‘My mother came
to some arrangement with the school inspector. They didn’t want to sum-
mon her, my mother being a cripple, so they made this special arrangement —
twice a week she went to school and the other days she had off.”* Thus the
Harding family demonstrated a complex set of arrangements which shifted
over the life cycle and according to the health and strength of its mem-
bers, although eventually these arrangements broke down as Arthur left to
live on the streets and his father was turned out of their home by Mighty;
interdependence had its limits. Their use of many different kinds of wel-
fare provision (and minor criminality) shows how norms of gender and
age were actively used and negotiated to bring resources to the family and
individuals within it, an example of the agency of poor families in their
engagements and negotiations with welfare which Linda Gordon explored
in an American context.** Assumptions and values about domestic author-
ity in this family rarely conformed to the expectations of welfare providers,
even when attempts were made to appear to conform to such expecta-
tions. Yet the failure of Harding’s father to conform at least minimally to
the model of independent breadwinner and the material consequences of
hunger and deprivation were portrayed by Arthur as the root of his family’s
many troubles.
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The growing engagements with questions of child education and wel-
fare by the state, both nationally and locally, had the greatest potential
to challenge and destabilise the domestic roles of fathers. Those who were
concerned about the poor and particularly those engaged in welfare, philan-
thropy and social policy questions, found the blurring of authority within
poor families deeply problematic.>® The maintenance of social order, as they
understood it, was threatened by a range of economic and social strategies
which poor people were obliged to use in order to survive. In such circum-
stances, it was not always clear who should be targeted as welfare subjects:
husbands and fathers as the formal head of household; or wives as man-
agers of the household economy and carers for young children; or children
themselves as future citizens.

One response to these tensions was to define the welfare subject as
a person or group who lived outside a recognised family, and therefore
was without a father or husband whose authority could be challenged.
Paternalism was also a way of framing welfare relationships of this kind.
Both philanthropy and state welfare could be understood as a form of sub-
stitute fatherhood, providing the protection, care and material aid for the
fatherless and powerless, placing the provider and protector in a position
of power and authority over the dependent recipient.>® Anna Clark explores
this relationship in the context of Irish orphans in this volume (Chapter 3).
Another striking example might be the concerns about young children work-
ing on the streets, vividly portrayed by journalists such as Mayhew as being
inappropriately adult. The rescue missions of Dr Barnardo and others were
to some extent premised on the assumption that such children did not have
parents at all, and could thus be removed from the street into an institution
without any interference. In practice, this sometimes proved to be incorrect,
as Barnardo found when he faced hostile parents in court.’”

In cases such as this, tensions between state and fathers of poor families
were partly contained by the widespread use of the generic term of ‘par-
ent’ when developing policy concerning children, an approach still widely
used today. In many ways parents did share responsibilities, and as we
have seen, there was much blurring of authority, as Pooley explores in
this volume (Chapter 10) where both mothers and fathers actively engaged
with educational authorities. But by using the neutral term ‘parent’, policy
could be more easily shifted away from being directed at fathers to being
negotiated with mothers when it was implemented on the ground. Many
day-to-day welfare encounters were between mothers and the middle-class
women who implemented philanthropic ideas and projects throughout the
nineteenth century.®® As Clark demonstrates in this volume (Chapter 3),
women had some difficulty in establishing their authority in such encoun-
ters, but gradually moved into professional welfare roles. By feminising the
welfare relationship, the underlying conflicts of authority between welfare
and families could be mediated and thus minimise their emergence into
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public discourse. Potentially conflictual situations could be understood as
maternal and nurturing when they occurred between women whose mutual
concerns, however differently understood, could find some common ground
in the territories of domestic life and motherhood.

But there were also more direct ways that parental rights and the authority
of fathers were being challenged. For example, the establishment of indus-
trial schools in the mid-nineteenth century to incarcerate children found
begging, destitute or deemed to be beyond parental (or Poor Law) control
meant that fathers and mothers could be coerced into giving up their chil-
dren on the grounds that they had failed to protect and provide for them.*
One example of this kind of intervention can be seen in the childhood of
Sam Shaw, who was born in 1884.%

Sam was the sixth child of eight, and was physically abused by his father
until his younger brother became the focus of his father’s violence. His father
lost his sight and stopped working when Sam was seven, and shortly after-
wards was taken away to a mental hospital. The family was broken up and
Sam was sent to live with an aunt and uncle, one of many temporary homes.
Once his father came out of hospital, Sam went back to his parents who sent
him out to sell matches on the street with his older sister, the family’s main
source of income. Finally, the family went on the tramp; he was sent to the
workhouse, and then to a cottage home. He expressed a mixture of feelings
about this:

Family life, however poor, possesses the family ties of love. Pauperism cuts
into the human love ties and mercilessly rips them asunder. On arriving
at Erdington we were separated from one another. ... I forgot the past and
all its troubles.®!

He puts the pain of separation into an impersonal voice here rather than
something he felt himself, thereby deflecting the more shameful aspects of
his family life. Whether he experienced his family as a loving one he does
not reveal to us, although he frequently mentions elsewhere in his autobiog-
raphy how important his brothers and sisters were to him in his childhood.
After about a year, the family came back together without his older siblings
and travelled to London where Sam found a match-selling pitch at Victoria.
After a few months, he was arrested and sent to an industrial school. He was
not yet 11 years old.®* His family were appalled to lose his earnings, but he
remembered the relative security of industrial school as a welcome relief. He
lived in institutions until he was an adult, seeing his parents only once in
that time.

Sam was brought up in a complete and recognisable family, but one whose
father had failed to provide for his children and this had been made visible
through Sam’s very public role as a breadwinner. It was this which enabled
welfare authorities to successfully challenge his father’s authority. It also
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deeply affected Sam, who longed for a father-figure, often mentioning other
men who had fulfilled this role at different times in his life. Like Arthur
Harding, he bitterly resented his father’s failings: ‘His attitude towards me
robbed me of the joy of hero-worship which every child has towards his
father whom he generally looks up to as a big, big father supreme over all
other fathers.’®?

Another key area which directly challenged domestic authority relations
was the growth of child protection policies and institutions.®* It is clear, how-
ever, that it was often mothers, not fathers, who were principally targeted
by child protection agencies.®> We can see how complex such encounters
could be in the case of Annie Barnes who was the eldest of 12 children, 6
of whom survived childhood.®® Her mother died when she was aged 23, and
she stayed at home to look after the rest. When she left home to get married
her father remarried, but she was very concerned about her younger siblings
who she left behind and eventually called in the National Society for the Pre-
vention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) who took her stepmother to court
for neglecting them. It is interesting to note that it was the mother, not the
father, who was prosecuted, perhaps because they felt it was the mother’s
role to care for the children and not the father’s responsibility. But also as
a stepmother, she was an ‘outsider’ and it might have been easier for fam-
ily and neighbours to blame her when things went badly. Annie herself had
an ambivalent view of her father’s responsibility. She said, ‘My father didn't
care about us kids. He kept us and that was it.”” And she repeated again:
‘Our old man didn’t care about us kids. We worked there and lived upstairs,
that was all.”®® While these statements affirm the centrality of the breadwin-
ner role and her father’s ability to provide, they also show deep anger that
his emotional engagement and concern for her and her siblings was so lim-
ited. While the NSPCC may not have thought it was his fault that they were
neglected, in her eyes he had a moral responsibility which he had failed. The
guilt and shame of her siblings being very publicly shown to be neglected
was clearly something which still rankled even at the age of 92. In Annie’s
narrative, the division of responsibility in her family may have reflected the
dominant welfare paradigm of masculine provider, but it was seen as woe-
fully inadequate in the context of the more complex and interdependent
arrangements of poor families.

Entering the workhouse

There was one core welfare institution which was not a novel intervention:
the New Poor Law, which since 1834 had explicit powers to break up a fam-
ily if they were destitute.® The workhouse system was the symbolic as well
as physical means for cutting off day-to-day relationships between family
members as a punishment and deterrent to those who sought assistance
from the state. The workhouse was a celibate institution deliberately policing
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the sexual and reproductive practices of families to prevent further paupers
being born or recruited through ‘moral contamination’. The workhouse sys-
tem deliberately used shame not only to discipline its inhabitants, but also
to divide communities. To submit to the workhouse, to wear its uniform and
to have its shadow cast across a family’s history was to lose any claims for
respectability among neighbours, friends and family for the majority of the
working class, not only at the time of incarceration but for their lifetime,
and their children’s lifetimes as well.

George Hewins argued about this with his wife. One of his jobs was to
repair the local workhouse roof, and while there he saw the children of a
workmate living there.

Who should I see but Hilda Rowe and Violet. They’d had their hair
chopped off, weared long Holland pinnas with big red Iletters:
STRATFORD-ON-AVON WORKHOUESE....those red letters haunted me
all day...when I got home I told the missus but she said: ‘It’s to distin-
guish em.’

‘Oo from?’

‘From kiddies oo’s Dad’s workin! Ow would you like our George took for
a pauper?’

‘Teddy Rowe was workin’ I said, ‘till e went to the Infirmary.’ He’d got T.B.
They took you to the Infirmary to die.

I was angry: ‘There’s no need for them red letters! The pauper kids is dis-
tinguished alright! You can spot em straight away ... when they marches
out a-night [from school back to the workhouse], the other kiddies is
callin “Workhus brats!” after em.’. ..

I could see she didn’t think the same as me. She was wrong, the Guardians
was wrong, and all of us, letting it happen. Why was you punished for
being poor?

‘Why do they part husbands and wives in the workhus, mother an kid-
dies, tell me that? Some sent one way, some t'other, according? It’s cruel!’

‘Shut up, George,’” said the missus.’”°

Hewins was one of many autobiographers who railed against the work-
house and its regimes. While the humiliations of the workhouse affected
all who entered, it had particularly devastating impacts on masculine identi-
ties. To be deprived of civil rights, to be incarcerated, to be cold, hungry and
uncomfortable were not unfamiliar experiences to many working-class men.
But what the workhouse deprived them of was their wives and children,
their position as the head of their household and their standing in the world
as providers and protectors. To expose themselves and their dependents to
shame as well as deprivation was what was so bitterly felt.
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To explore the workings of the Poor Law on domestic authority, we turn to
another example, the story Frank Steele told in his autobiography about his
family’s struggles with poverty and the poor law.”! He was born in the 1860s
and his autobiography was written around 1919, by which time he had emi-
grated with his wife and two sons to North America. It followed many of
the conventions of the genre of working-class autobiographies, including a
polemic about the punitive treatment of his father and himself by the poor
law authorities.

Frank Steele’s parents held a rather ambiguous class position. He describes
his father as a ‘gentleman’ and ‘a bit of a snob’, and his mother as com-
ing from a well-off family.”? When in work, his father was employed as
a draper, then a salesman, but seemed unable to stay in work for very
long, especially after his sight began to fail. His mother was 20 years younger,
and had worked as a barmaid. His childhood in Hackney, East London,
was characterised by short periods of respectable poverty between longer
periods of severe deprivation. This included times when his father was
in debtor’s prison, other times when the family received outdoor relief,
and a period of four years spent in the workhouse. He had an older
brother, who (unlike Frank) was sent to dame school and then to board-
ing school, supported by a local charity. He had two younger brothers, both
of whom died in infancy. The family had very few contacts with wider
kin networks, perhaps because they were much poorer than most of their
relations.

When poverty finally reached a crisis point, the family was initially res-
cued by his mother’s sister, who bought them a mangle to bring in some
much-needed income. This enterprise disrupted the clear divisions of gender
and generation which they had struggled to maintain: Frank and his brother
looked after the baby, while his father turned the mangle and delivered
laundry. He did so in the evenings: ‘Such was my mother’s unwillingness
to have my father publicly identified with the mangling trade.””® His wife
was attempting to minimise his exposure to shame; not only did he have
to rely on his wife’s earnings, but was obliged to assist her in a highly femi-
nised area of work in a public way. Tensions arose leading to rows and even
swearing by his father, shocking to his children who had never heard their
parents argue or use course language before.

The family was finally forced to go into the workhouse for several years.
They emerged from its clutches through the efforts of this same aunt, who
brought his mother out and established a small cookshop. After a year they
had earned enough to bring Frank and his father out to join them and
re-establish a home life together. His older brother returned home from
school to begin earning, as did Frank who from the age of 12 began to work
his own way out of poverty. After one more short-lived business venture,
his father no longer pretended to work: ‘no longer worrying about “getting
something to do”’.”*
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The results of his father’s inability to provide for his family were profound.
Frank expressed a great affection and love for his father, but it is clear that
he could not respect him. He felt that the demands made upon his father
were unreasonable:

There runs through all our false social consciousness a pervading and
prevailing inference and implication conventionally applicable to a man
placed as he was: some absurd axiomatic fiction about ‘standing up’ and
‘being a man’ - showing what is ‘in him’ (deuced little when he is at
starving point!), and rot of that kinds, that stirs me to anger against its
parrot-like enunciators.”

Despite his sympathy, the shame of his father’s failure permeates his
account. Before the cataclysm, he describes his home life as revolving around
his father’s return from work each day. His mother would prepare their tea by
firelight, only lighting candles when his father arrived home, which would
be followed by storytelling, jokes and reading out bits of the newspaper.”
This echoes John Gillis’ insights about the role of gendered rituals of the
threshold which served to emphasise the home as a wife’s domain, where
men’s coming and going was marked by welcoming and leave-taking each
day.”” Steele goes on to contrast this ordered vision of domestic life with the
degradation of the rituals of entering the workhouse:

It struck me with a distinct feeling of outrage on my father’s dignity that
he could be (by a man who, though larger, was so palpably inferior to
himself) ordered to go here and there — to do this and do that. To take a
bath, for instance. ‘Everybody takes a bath fust thing here,’ the old fellow
explained. It was doubly an outrage when my father had to strip before us
boys. We all bathed together in a big tank that would perhaps have held
twenty.”8

Steele articulates here the humiliations incurred in marking the transition
from independence to pauperism. The bath marked the stripping away of
his father’s former life as the head of his family and the emergence from the
bath into the new, humiliating role of pauper. It exposed him to his son, and
everyone else, as a failure as a man and a father.

Then - horror upon horrors!....when I saw our dear old Dad arrayed in
the ugly brown cloth coat with brass buttons, which I had seen often in
the streets and learned to despise as something wholly alien and remote
from our family outlook or concerns, my young mind was simply ablaze
with the sense of accumulated abasement and indignity. I shall never
forget it!”®
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As we saw with Hewins, the workhouse uniform provoked the deepest
shame, representing a public and inescapable display of the family’s descent
into the abyss. For Steele’s family, it was a shock from which they never
really recovered:

My experiences of that day were burned into my brain as with a branding-
iron. And though my father has now been dead for over a third of a
century, my ears tingle and the blood rises hot in my face on his behalf
as I write.®°

His father never spoke of this episode in their lives again. In this narrative,
Scheff’s outlines of the social meanings of shame emerge very clearly. The
workhouse experience finally undermined any claim his father could make
to an adequate masculine identity and his reaction was to withdraw into
himself, a process of social alienation in Scheff’s terms. The workhouse also
drove his family apart from each other and from their wider social networks
with the notable exception of his aunt. But by sharing this shame with his
readers, Steele found a way to build a sense of shared injustice by demand-
ing change in the poor laws, and refusing to accept the alienation that
silence would entail. Steele’s autobiography thus falls within the longstand-
ing themes of anti-poor law discourses, including the fiction of Dickens and
many other first-hand accounts, in which issues of shame could be explicitly
articulated as part of the history of working-class resistance.

However, his experience of pauperisation was not a common one, even
for the very poor. The proportion of families incarcerated in workhouses
compared with other kinds of paupers was very small, variously estimated at
4-10 per cent by the end of the nineteenth century.’?! Its punishing regimes
and in particular its disruption of familial authority relations could thus be
seen as a successful deterrent. We have seen throughout this chapter some of
the many strategies which families drew on to avoid the workhouse, includ-
ing drawing on kinship, charity, philanthropy, crime and even other kinds
of incarceration such as industrial schools. Given their very limited choices,
some destitute men even deserted their families rather than face the work-
house. George Lloyd (born around 1850) wrote about the time after his
mother had died after giving birth to her seventh child:

My father was terribly depressed at the loss of Mother and work get-
ting slack he was nearly demented. Then one day [he went] down the
docks looking for work. A ship was going out minus a carpenter. So Father
jumped aboard. She was bound for the West Indies. We children waited
up all night. But no father returned.?

His grandparents had to send the children to the workhouse, and some years
later when George’s father returned, ‘He went to the Poor Law authorities
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right away to get us children. He paid for their keep which they eagerly
took and had him arrested for deserting us. Which everyone said was an
injustice. However, he had one month in Cardiff jail.”*®* When he emerged
from prison he found George, offered to take him to London and look
after him, but George (aged about 13) refused to leave the family who
had taken him in when he was homeless, given him work as a miner and
treated him as ‘family’. This led to a long break from his father, brothers and
sisters. He could not easily set aside the resentment at being abandoned,
the hardships of life without a father, and the shame of being sent to the
workhouse.

For some, respectability had long been abandoned as a goal, and for these
families the workhouse was treated as just another resource.’* Poor Law
officials were constantly attempting to restrict the ways that families and
individuals would move in and out of workhouses to suit their own needs
and desires. Charlie Chaplin remembered his mother taking him out of
the workhouse school for a day so they could see each other outside of
the normal three monthly visiting times, a process which involved days
of bureaucratic procedures of checking out and readmission.?> Sam Shaw
remembered using the casual wards as ‘bed and breakfast’ each night as
his family walked from Birmingham to London to improve their fortunes.®
In the desperate straits of these families, social shame was of little use as a
deterrent.

But in most circumstances, the workhouse represented the most dras-
tic form of state intervention in family life, challenging the core elements
of masculinity and adulthood as a way of disciplining poor families into
submission to the most rigorous hardships, both inside and outside its
grim walls. Pauperism for the able-bodied man was always coloured by the
assumption that it was the result of a failure of individual character rather
than social circumstances, and this was the basis for the shame which was
attached to it. Failure came at a very high cost to a man and his family, not
only in terms of his inner sense of who he was, but also in the display of
outward signs of humiliation: the uniform, the social stigma demonstrated
by the taunts suffered by his children, and the withdrawal of the rights of
citizenship.

Turn of the century reforms

Working-class men and women had actively opposed the humiliations of
the New Poor Law since its inception in 1834 both politically through the
labour and socialist movements and through developing alternative forms of
welfare such as friendly societies. Working-class men and women became eli-
gible for office as Poor Law Guardians in 1896 and began to press for reform
from within. For example, Percy Wall wrote about his father who was an
active trade unionist and Labour Representation Committee member, and
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was elected as Guardian in Fulham, London in 1904, contributing evidence
to the Poor Law enquiry of 1909.%” Percy remembered, ‘My father often
raged inwardly at his inability to help where he would, when satisfied in
his own mind of genuine hardship.’8® His father successfully campaigned for
old couples in the Fulham workhouse to be able to live together, a provision
available from 1896 but not always implemented.

His mother and aunt had spent some time in a workhouse as children after
their father (his grandfather) died leaving them penniless. He remembered
his aunt being deeply affected by this experience:

She was not suited to any form of institutional life. Probably the experi-
ence of her childhood remained predominant and all the ameliorations
in the way of furnishings, heat and light, ample and varied food regu-
larly supplied, could not soften the impact of institutionalism. Aunt was
a natural rebel: she could impose discipline and routine but could not
endure it.%

And his mother also:

The early life of my mother had not fit her for the struggle on which she
was now engaged. ...She must soon have learned how to make a little go
a long way. She was never guilty of waste. ... The effort was praiseworthy,
if not the skill.?

His father’s commitment to Poor Law reform sprang from not only his
knowledge of the damaging effects of the workhouse on these sisters,
but also his own family’s frequently perilous state as his own health
deteriorated. He found it increasingly difficult to provide for them, only
avoiding the workhouse himself by calling on relatives and comrades for
assistance.

Attempts to reform the Poor Law were gathering strength by the turn
of the century, driven by socialists and the trade union movement, who
demanded justice, not charity or pauperism.’’ Feminists demanded greater
recognition and support for wives and mothers in managing poverty rather
than the breaking up of families, most strikingly seen in the work of the
Women’s Cooperative Guild.”> Women guardians (elected from 1875) were
also noted for their efforts to de-stigmatise and redefine poverty.”* For
example, Hannah Mitchell reported that her (female) predecessor as Poor
Law Guardian had successfully campaigned to abolish workhouse dress for
children in Ashton under Lyne by 1904. Their efforts were reinforced by
wider concerns about the ill effects of institutional life on children, being
recast as future citizens of the nation.”® By the end of the nineteenth
century, workhouses had lost many of their original functions to more spe-
cialised institutions such as schools, hospitals, asylums for the mentally
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ill and homes for the elderly. The de-pauperisation of these institutions
was slow and uneven, but, for example, those receiving free medical treat-
ment through the poor law system gradually regained rights of family life,
and also from 1885 no longer lost the franchise.”> The Royal Commission
on the Poor Law of 1909 recognised these changes, and to a large extent
welcomed them.

The question which most deeply troubled the Commission was how to
manage the able-bodied pauper, that is, those men (and a few women) who
were fit enough for the labour market but who were still destitute, unable
or unwilling to provide for themselves and their dependents. The Minor-
ity Report, with its origins in Fabian ideas about the role of the state and
welfare, marked the growing importance of the concept of unemployment
as a structural rather than an individual failing.”® Under their proposals for
dismantling the Poor Law, the existing requirement of the able-bodied to
work would be transformed into a requirement to seek work. Benefits were
to be based on the individual as a worker, who was assumed to be a head of
household with dependents, much like the Friendly Society model. In these
ways, masculinity based on the breadwinner model could be protected, not
undermined, and the social shame associated with pauperisation could be
removed.

Conclusion

In this chapter, stories of shame, anger and resistance have been used to
explore the tensions surrounding domestic authority and masculinity in
families which struggled for survival in the face of poverty. The interde-
pendent relationships of support and care in such families challenged two
touchstones of adult masculinity: the role of provider for dependents and
the position of head of household. Multiple sources of income and support
for poor families could undermine a husband and father’s position while
the vital work of a wife in managing scarce resources further blurred ques-
tions of domestic authority. The wider context of working-class demands for
employment rights and the suffrage demonstrated a desire to resolve these
tensions as the labour movement focused on measures which would enable
men to successfully assert these two roles. The dominant model of family life
of clear, hierarchical distinctions between the places of men, women and
children for both respectable working-class families and middle-class phi-
lanthropists thus sat uncomfortably with the day-to-day exigencies of life
for the poor.

It is in the encounters between those in need and the many sources of
welfare to which they resorted that these domestic and political tensions
became visible. Many forms of charity required families to deploy women
and children to access their resources, thus bypassing questions of men’s
responsibilities and failings. Both philanthropy and the growing number of
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state providers tended to use women to work with the poor, further diffus-
ing and feminising the welfare relationship. Welfare was also concentrated
on those who, it was assumed, had no father or husband to support and
protect them, even where this was patently not the case. Thus welfare sub-
jects were constructed around norms of feminine (and young) helplessness
which confirmed the dominant model of family authority relations rather
than challenging it overtly.

On the other hand, the Poor Laws were directly aimed at disciplining
the poor through the pauperisation of men who were forced to turn to its
provision to keep their families alive, explicitly removing rights to family
life and citizenship, challenging men’s domestic authority and social stand-
ing. The shame which accompanied pauperism was deliberately generated
through such measures as the wearing of uniforms, not only by husbands
and fathers deemed to have failed as men, but also their children whose lives
were blighted by their experiences in the workhouse system and the social
shaming that persisted afterwards. Thus it is not surprising that the Poor Law
was widely hated by the working classes, and formed the focus of day-to-
day acts of resistance and wider political action which became more intense
by the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. As Poor Law provi-
sion fragmented and diversified and as working-class Guardians worked for
reforms from the inside, other forms of state welfare began to emerge. One
of the long-term results was to be the shaping of benefits around the model
of Friendly Societies which supported dominant ideals of family authority
rather than challenging and undermining men’s positions as husbands and
fathers.

Thus, the relationships between families and welfare in this period were
being shaped by acute tensions about men’s authority within families and
ideas about the rights and responsibilities associated with adult masculin-
ity. As welfare regimes and the assumptions behind them were contested,
disrupted and subverted, the blurring of authority which had long been
a necessary feature of life for the poor became more visible and prob-
lematic. Solutions which would reassert and strengthen families along
normative lines were constantly being sought, but as we still see today, rarely
completely achieved.
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‘Tiresome trips downstairs':
Middle-Class Domestic Space and
Family Relationships in England,
1850-1910

Jane Hamlett

Beryl Lee Booker, a gentleman’s daughter who grew up in London and
Leicestershire in the second half of the nineteenth century, described her
childhood as punctuated by ‘tiresome trips downstairs,” visits to the draw-
ing room from the nursery that upset her ‘after tea plans.’! Like most
middle-class children in the second half of the nineteenth century, Lee
Booker’s home was organised according to the nursery system. The chil-
dren were sequestered in a nursery, usually at the top of the house, under
the care of a nurse. The organisation of domestic space and material cul-
ture in middle-class homes had a crucial impact on authority practices in
the home. Although the arrangement of the home differed from family to
family, the relatively rigid use of domestic space in the nineteenth century
encouraged the construction of intimacies and distances. Access to parents
was often limited to a couple of hours a day at best, and children spent
the majority of their time in the nursery. Parental authority was exercised
through the control of access to the drawing room, study, bedroom and
dressing room. Relationships with favoured children were fostered through
intimate time spent together in parental personal space, from which other
siblings were excluded. Children often cherished time in parental space,
closely identifying with material cultures that contributed to the formation
of their own gendered identities. The analysis of domestic space also reveals
how domestic authority was mediated through wider relationships in the
household, demonstrating the limits of parental power. The division of the
house into areas for parents, children and servants created spaces in which
servants and children interacted beyond parental eyes. Nannies and nurse-
maids, constantly sequestered in the nursery with the children, wielded the
ultimate power. Spatial division shielded these relationships from parental
knowledge, which could sometimes allow for abuse. In upper middle-class
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homes with a large servant presence, children were likely to seek out liminal
spaces in the home, such as attics and outhouses, beyond adult authori-
ties. Here, children were able to adopt behaviour that would have been
considered unacceptable in adult space. But domestic authority practices
learned in the home were also recreated through play, in the construction
of sibling hierarchies and imaginative worlds. In addition, this chapter will
discuss accounts of doll play which also reveal how space and material cul-
ture could be used to subvert conventional structures of adult gendered
authority.

Approaches to domestic authority in the nineteenth-century middle-
class family have focused on parental roles and responsibilities. Much ink
has been spilt over the nature of these authorities, and their temporal
specificity. David Roberts defines the early Victorian upper-class paterfamil-
ias in terms of three features: remoteness, sovereignty and benevolence.?
Davidoff and Hall, who examine the middle class before 1850, also see
fathers as figures of strong paternal authority, but emphasise their lov-
ing side.® The rise of interest in the history of masculinity has inspired
detailed analyses of nineteenth-century fatherhood, most notably by John
Tosh who argues that ‘fatherhood encompassed every variant from the
almost invisible breadwinner to the accessible and attentive playmate.”*
Eleanor Gordon and Gwyneth Nair’s study of the nineteenth-century Glas-
gow middle-classes also stresses a spectrum of motherly behaviour: ‘what it
meant to be a mother differed according to material circumstances and cul-
ture of the middle-class woman as well as the stage of the family cycle.”s
They downplay the classic image of the Victorian mother who deserted
her children for the pleasures of the drawing room, emphasising women's
investment in their children, and their careful plans for their education
and entertainment. These works have all contributed to the complicated
picture of authority and love through which we now understand the
nineteenth-century family, which is additionally also increasingly nuanced
by attention to locality, as Chapter 10 in this volume emphasises. It is
virtually impossible to construct a single narrative of change in family
life that encompasses the variance of experience in this, or indeed any,
period.® Yet this emphasis on diversity and difference can detract from
our understanding of what was distinctive about nineteenth-century fam-
ily life. Rather than creating a new single narrative of nineteenth-century
family experience, this chapter approaches the family from a new perspec-
tive, through the study of domestic space and material culture.” Domestic
authority is considered from the point of view of the spatial and mate-
rial practices through which it was constituted: revealing the web of power
relations between parents, children and servants within the walls of the
middle-class home.

Authority practices beyond typical relationships within the nuclear family
have received less attention, although Leonore Davidoff, Megan Doolittle,
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Janet Fink and Katharine Holden have drawn attention to the need to
chart different kinds of intimacy in the home, looking at lodgers, domes-
tic servants and single women.® Gordon and Nair have recently pointed
out that many homes did not contain conventional nuclear families.’ Teresa
McBride notes that, ‘contacts with servants helped to shape children’s atti-
tudes towards class status and behaviour. While servants were learning to be
deferential to their employers, children were acquiring either a paternalistic
benevolence or disdainful suspicion toward their lower-class employees.’*
But there have been few detailed studies of servant relationships in the
household that rival Tim Meldrum’s nuanced exploration of the lives and
power relations of seventeenth-century London servants.!' Davidoff’s study
of nineteenth-century sibling relationships stands alone in its discussion of
how the life experiences of William and Helen Gladstone were deeply influ-
enced by their brother-sister relationship.'> The analysis of how domestic
authority was constituted in domestic space allows us to view children’s
position within the family as a structural whole, rather than focusing on a
particular aspect or single relationship in family life. Domestic space reveals
the limitations of parental authority, and how it was mediated through
servants. The study of spaces that children occupied alone also helps us
understand how sibling relationships were formed, and how authority was
learned, practised and negotiated. The organisation of the domestic interior
also reveals how wider ideas of authority and hierarchy in nineteenth-
century society such as class and gender were inculcated in the home.
Material culture often carried specifically gendered meanings, and the divi-
sion of space between servants and family was designed to reinforce the
divide between the middle- and working-classes. Although, as will be shown,
domestic practices negotiated and resisted these hierarchies as much as they
reinforced them.

Uncovering nineteenth-century childhood experience is difficult. Most
histories of childhood have been written from the adult’s perspective: as
sources have often been written and compiled by adults, some historians
have found that ‘the voice of the child is more or less absent.’'® Very few
children’s letters or diaries survive and those that do are likely to have been
written under adult supervision. In the absence of a large number of chil-
dren’s diaries I have used accounts of childhood experience in autobiography
as the source for this chapter. Autobiography is shaped by its time of writ-
ing, and is about engagement with the issues of the present as much as past
behaviour.'"* Many autobiographers, writing in the mid-twentieth century,
grappled with new concerns over potential psychological damage caused by
the separation of children from their parents. Dora Montefiore’s reflections
on her childhood experiences are typical, she writes, “‘When I look back at
those happy sheltered days of what I suppose was more or less typical Vic-
torian home life, I note the vast difference that separates the psychology of
parents, children and domestic staff from that of the twentieth century.’’
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But although autobiography was for some time considered less than trust-
worthy, historians now accept it as a valid source.!® Autobiographies were
more likely to be written by certain types of people: writers or poets, or
those with successful public careers. All published autobiography was filtered
through editors. Nevertheless, read with an awareness of the circumstances
in which they were written and sensitivity to the layering effects of age
and memory, autobiographies are a rich source of historical information.
Kate Flint’s study of nineteenth-century readers has shown that by exam-
ining a large number of such texts, it is possible to construct complex
arguments that show a range of possible views or behaviours, rather than
drawing conclusions for a class or gender group as a whole from a single
account."”

The research for this chapter draws on a sample of 80 autobiographies
from an initial survey (which covered 200 texts). The criterion for the selec-
tion of these accounts was that they included a commentary of reasonable
length on the childhood home. The writing of autobiography was a clearly
gendered practice. While women have produced more autobiographies that
deal exclusively with childhood, I have only found four male counterparts.
In order to produce a balanced account of male and female experiences for
this chapter, I have therefore included more male accounts in the sample.
Approximately, 30 per cent of the texts selected here have been written
by women. For the purposes of this chapter I have defined the term ‘mid-
dle class’ broadly. The survey includes 8 families from the minor gentry,
12 families from the business and mercantile sector, 11 families of Angli-
can and Nonconformist ministers and 20 other professional families. The
sample also represents a wide range of geographical regions: 23 childhood
homes were located in central London, 10 in suburban London, 14 in urban
areas outside the metropolis and 19 in rural areas. In this chapter I will
examine early childhood experience, from birth until about seven years of
age. More autobiographies emerge from the upper middle classes than the
lower. While acknowledging the bias of these representations, where possi-
ble this chapter contrasts the experiences of different kinds of middle-class
homes.

Nineteenth-century middle-class families shared distinctive spatial prac-
tices that had important consequences for family relations. The nursery
system was in common use amongst the British middle classes during the
second half of the nineteenth century. While Annmarie Adams has argued
that after 1870 the nursery system became the dominant mode of family spa-
tial organisation, this chronology can be questioned.’® Nurseries had been
designed and represented before 1850." Nursery wall papers were manufac-
tured from the 1850s.%° The nursery was certainly a feature of the aristocratic
house plan much earlier in the century.?! A survey of room names in homes
of the London middling sort in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
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shows that the word ‘nursery’ has been used to describe rooms used for
children since at least 1590,?* although it is unclear to what extent the social
practices associated with the space were similar to its use in the nineteenth
century. Just under half of the autobiographies made a clear reference to the
nursery as a physical space.?® Those accounts that did refer to the nursery,
rather than being clustered in the post-1870 period, were more or less equally
spaced throughout.?* Only those at the margins of the lower middle class do
not mention a nanny or nursemaid.” These conclusions are reinforced by
Theresa McBride’s study of the nineteenth-century census: she argues that
the nanny-cum-housemaid was the most commonly employed servant.?®
Figure 5.1 shows an idealised image of a carefully decorated day nursery,
from Jane Ellen Panton’s best-selling advice manual, Nooks and Corners, pub-
lished in 1889. The amount of space available for nursery facilities depended
on house size and wealth. J. J. Stevenson’s House Architecture, published in
1880, stated that ‘a complete nursery suite includes a day-nursery, one or
two night nurseries, with space for a bed for a nurse and cribs for the chil-
dren, a scullery and a water-closet.””” Many middle-class homes would have
been too small to have a nursery suite on this scale, and the nursery quar-
ters would have consisted of a day nursery and a night nursery or even a
single room.

Within the nursery, children were required to operate within previously
set physical limits. This sense of physical restriction led some autobiog-
raphers to employ military metaphors to describe their nursery existence.
William Aubrey Darlington, son of an academic and later a journalist, writes
of the ‘permanent strength’ of his East Dulwich nursery and refers to the giv-
ing of ‘rations.””® Sonia Keppel, whose family lived in semi-aristocratic style,
describes her nursery thus: ‘My day-nursery was a white-painted fortress,
my nurse the garrison-commander; my sister’s French governess a spirited
captain of the guard...At first, the fortress floor controlled all my move-
ments, and any expedition outside it was tacitly on parole.”” The physical
restriction to the nursery prompted both Keppel and Mary Carbery to try
to escape.’® Both girls, when very young, attempted to leave the home
(although both were eventually retrieved from their journeys and returned
home), evincing a desire to move beyond it. But the restriction of the nurs-
ery could also be interpreted as security. One writer described her nursery as
filled with ‘nest-like warmth.”!

The decoration of the nursery could be literally didactic. By the 1850s,
cups, bowls and plates decorated with themes for children had appeared
on the market; such goods would often bear moral mottoes such as ‘never
speak to deceive nor listen to betray.”*? A Book with Seven Seals, written about
the 1850s, describes a small girl being filled with terror on the receipt of a
sampler featuring a didactic motto ‘Thou God Seest Me.”** But such visible
didacticism was not always a source of terror. Robert Graves and his sister
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Figure 5.1 Illustration showing an empty nursery from J. E. Panton (1884) Nooks and
Corners (London: Ward and Downey)
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rather priggishly entered into the spirit of things by voluntarily decorating
their nursery with instructive notices. Graves wrote:

We learned to be strong moralists and spent a great deal of our time
on self-examination and good resolutions. My sister Rosaleen put up a
printed notice in her corner of the nursery — it might just as well have
been put up by me: ‘I must not say bang bust or pig bucket, for it is rude.’**

Moral didacticism did not always work. Kendon retrospectively remarks that
he completely missed the moral purpose of one picture that was displayed
in his nursery. The image showed a dog stealing from a boy engrossed in a
frivolous magazine: ‘I never saw the significance of the name of the paper;
but we did not see the boy as a boy, nor follow out the consequences of
his neglect.”® Figure 5.2, a photograph of the children of the Garsten family
posed in their London nursery, demonstrates the gendered behaviours that
were encouraged in these spaces. The eldest girl of the family is shown dili-
gently bent over her needlework; a younger girl holds a doll, while the boys
of the family are posed more freely, although one is posed with a book. This
photograph seems to show an idealised version of nursery behaviour: these
children may have behaved very differently when adults were not present.
The nursery, then, was a distinctive space in which children first experi-
enced middle-class home life. Through its material culture children learned
their first lessons about social identity and morality. However, the most

Figure 5.2 The nursery of the home of the Garsten family in London, Greater
Manchester County Record Office, Documentary Photography Archive, 2357/143
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important aspect of the nursery may have been its spatial relationship with
the rest of the home that contributed to the formation of relationships in
the wider family. Autobiographies suggest that the rigid spatial organisation
of the Victorian middle-class home, which segregated parents and children
and brought them together at different times of the day, was crucial to the
creation of family intimacies. Of course, internal spatial relations were not
uniform in every home. Complete solitude was a rare experience for any-
one, although more possible in the rambling gentry manor than the small
terraced house. The degree of separation created by typical Victorian family
structure varied from family to family. A. C. Deane, the son of a barrister at
Lincoln’s Inn, recalls frequently playing in the drawing room.*® But gener-
ally, when the family could afford to employ a nurse or nursemaid, children
spent a large amount of their time away from their parents in the nursery.

Parental authority was exercised by permitting or restricting access to adult
domestic spaces. The primary space in the home for adult socialisation was
the drawing room. This was usually considered the domain of the woman
of the house. The drawing room was used for public entertaining and family
interactions, and was the setting for the daily five o’clock tea. The issue of
access to the drawing room figures frequently in autobiographies. This was a
form of power that was not always exercised judiciously: some children were
singled out for greater intimacy and so granted more spatial access. Beryl
Lee Booker comments on her sister: ‘we were jealous of her. She was pretty
and petite, and Mummy had her down to the drawing-room far more often
than she had us.”®” Mothers could control their relationships with their chil-
dren by proscribing access to the drawing room. In some families children
were frequently present in the drawing room. Dora Montefiore, who grew
up in the 1850s and 1860s, at Kenley Manor in Surrey, recalls spending the
‘children’s hour’ from six to seven each evening in the drawing room. This
practice was not repeated everywhere, and children might visit the drawing
room for as little as five minutes a week.* Lee Booker certainly found such
compelled attendance annoying.*® The controlling of children’s entry into
the drawing room was an important factor in building relationships between
children: children were clearly aware of the potential for favouritism to be
exercised through this mechanism, and it is clear from accounts such as
Booker’s that this aspect of family life could be much resented.

Yet adult space was not always sacrosanct: the varied uses of the study
show that it could be penetrated, and could host different kinds of authority.
The study has been described as a secluded area of the home where a man
could achieve distance from the rest of his family. John Tosh has written,

The ‘study’ as it was usually called, was not so much sited within the
home, as carved out from the home. Reserved for the husband’s exclusive
use and often out of bounds for the rest of the family, it conformed to
the principle of separate spheres by removing his work from the domestic
atmosphere.*!
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The study was certainly a place where paternal authority was meted out.
Carola Oman, the daughter of an Oxford don, recalls being lectured to and
taught accounts in the study.*? Vicar’s daughter Noel Streatfield also recalls
the forbidding aspect of her father’s study, and the fact that no portraits
of women were displayed there. Although Streatfield was reprimanded in
the study, her autobiography shows that she was unmoved by the telling
off.** But the study was also the site for the negotiation of relations between
father and child. It should be noted that the study as a place of refuge is rep-
resented equally strongly in female autobiography. One writer recalls how
her fractious sister was pacified by being taken into her father’s den,** and
another remembers how she would take refuge with her father in his study
from her mother’s antagonism.* Male autobiographies more frequently dis-
cuss the formative influence of their fathers’ library on their education,*¢ yet
this may be a product of the more general preoccupation with education
that such works tend to emphasise. Some accounts, particularly those from
the end of the period, do not portray the library or study as an exclusively
male space at all. Clare Leighton, growing up in the 1900s, describes the
study in ‘Vallombrosa,” the family home in St John’s Wood, as the territory
of both her father and her mother who were writers.*” Horace Collins, the
son of a Maida Vale-based architect, also writes of how during the 1890s, the
family library, supposedly his father’s sanctum, was frequently invaded by
the entire family in the evenings, forcing the father to retreat with his book
to his bedroom.*

The granting of access to parents’ personal spaces built warmth and inti-
macy between particular children. This practice could strengthen bonds with
chosen children, cementing favouritism. In the case of upper middle-class
fathers, the dressing room was a key site for this. Dressing rooms were small
rooms, attached to the master bedroom, used primarily for male dressing.
Children, male and female, were often allowed into the father’s dressing
room early in the morning.*’ Separation and the control of children’s access
to parents allowed the privileging of some children over others and facili-
tating the building of special relationships with chosen children. Beryl Lee
Booker, who lived on Elgin Avenue in Maida Vale in the 1890s, recalls how
as her father’s favourite she was allowed privileged access to his dressing
room in the mornings: she describes its messiness with affection.’® Booker
also notes that her siblings were not allowed access to this space in the
same way, and she links her trips to the dressing room with her position
as her father’s favourite child. Brian Lunn, the child of Sir Henry Lunn,
the famous business man and Nonconformist, was brought up at Harrow
Hill in the 1890s. He recalls how just before he was sent to school at age
nine, his parents primed him for this important experience in their personal
domains:

mother told me in the drawing-room how I had come into the world, an
interview which left me with a slight sense of having been reprimanded.
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Father told me in his dressing-room, where I often used to talk to him
while he shaved, not to allow any master to play with my person.’s!

Lunn’s comments show how the special atmosphere in these different spaces
made different kinds of intimacy possible between mother and son and
between father and son.

Notions of gendered authority were also conveyed through the material
culture of the home. In upper middle-class homes, smoking rooms, billiard
rooms, studies and libraries were allocated to men, whereas boudoirs, draw-
ing rooms and morning rooms were seen as a female terrain. These spaces
had distinctive material cultures: male spaces tended to be furnished in
heavy furniture with dark and sombre colours, whereas female spaces were
lighter and often heavily ornamented.’* Children could cherish their time
in adult space, paying close attention to its material culture and drawing
away from it a sense of their own identity and position within an adult
gendered hierarchy. Sonia Keppel found the spaces belonging to her father
and her mother equally alluring: ‘Sensually, I loved the smell of Mamma’s
room, with its flower smells, and a certain elusive smell, like fresh green sap,
that came from herself. And the smell of Papa’s room (hair oil and tobacco),
next door. And I loved their thrilling intimacy, generously extended to
me.”s® Keppel notes, ‘each morning I visited Mama'’s room, where, enchant-
edly, I played with all the lovely things she had worn the night before.”*
Keppel's family, who, if not extremely wealthy, were of aristocratic origin,
may represent upper-class social practice. But similar accounts emerge from
lower down the social scale. The author of Tempestuous Petticoat was fasci-
nated by her mother’s dressing table, and made regular trips to her mother’s
bedroom to steal her face cream: ‘My fingers strayed upon my mother’s
hair-curlers, and suddenly I wondered whether part of her power over her
admirers lay in the beauty of her yellow curls.”>® But the bedroom did not
always foster warmth. Booker was repelled by the exquisite femininity of
her mother’s bedroom; instead her description of the material culture of the
room expresses rebellion and discontent:

Mother rustled and glittered round her beautiful bedroom. Often she
would be ill, and then perhaps we could be allowed to creep down at
teatime to see her lying in beautiful embroidered sheets... But we mustn’t
touch her, or jog the bed, or fidget.>

Children’s early experiences of these spaces were closely connected to their
understanding of what it meant to belong to one sex or the other. Gen-
dered space in the home taught children how to understand and imagine
themselves as gendered. Male memoirs frequently recall a fascination with
smoking paraphernalia. Lindsay W. Brown recalled playing with the ends
of cigars in the family billiard room.5” Smoking in the home in this period
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was accompanied by a distinctive and often exotic material culture. Hubert
Nicholson was fascinated by the smoking room in his godfather’s house:
‘The smoking-room was like an excavated Egyptian tomb, with odds and
ends of science and art from far countries.”® Thomas Beecham recalls his
father smoking in a ‘remote den’ on the top floor of his home:

There he would put on a cap of Turkish design crowned with a long flow-
ing tassel, and a richly coloured jacket decorated with gold-braided stripes
and silver buttons. On the rare occasions when I was admitted to this holy
of holies I would gaze upon this gorgeous spectacle with rapture while
my sire puffed away in placid and silent content, absorbed in reflections
which I felt were of world-shaking import.*

While the control of access to certain areas could reinforce parental authority
in the home, the division of space between parents, children and ser-
vants also effectively limited that authority. Of course, how this operated
depended on how many servants were present in the home: the average ser-
vant employing household included one or two servants,® although upper
middle-class houses might contain five or six and lower middle-class house-
holds might not be able to afford any help at all. But where there was a
significant servant presence in the home, this had an important effect on
the organisation of domestic space and the practice and operation of domes-
tic authorities. While the nursery was usually on the second to upper floor
of the middle-class home, the servants’ rooms would usually be located at
the top of the house and the kitchen, their main place of work, in the base-
ment. Despite this spatial separation children and servants often had a close
relationship. A house with an unusual layout might lead to greater contact
between the two groups. C. Reilly, an architect’s son who lived in London
and was born in 1874, noted the consequences of the unusual layout of his
home: ‘It meant, too, that we were cut off from our parents and from the
only lavatory by a couple of servants’ rooms...it meant in our early days
[we] were at the mercy of the servants.’®!

The spatial configuration of the home was such that children might have
different points of spatial contact with the servants to their parents. Leighton
recalls how the children knew far more about the servants’ clandestine assig-
nations than their parents, because the back gate was clearly visible from the
nursery window.? In Four to Fourteen, the servants took pity on the children,
who were fed a spartan diet by their parents, and gave them jam on the sly,%
and when the parents were away for the evening the children went down to
the kitchen where they joined in the servants’ laughter as one of the footmen
dressed in drag.®* Similarly, in A Book with Seven Seals, which describes the
life of two sisters who grew up in a Chelsea vicarage, the children dress in the
clothes of the grandmother and aunt, and go and parade before the servants
in the kitchen, imitating their relatives for the servants’ amusement.® Such
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illicit interactions between servants and children were not always benign.
H. J. Bruce recalls how, unknown to his parents, the servants would dress up
as ghosts and invade the nursery, terrifying the six-year olds.®

From a child’s perspective, the most important servant was the nanny or
nurse who was an ever-present force in the life of her charge.” Usually sleep-
ing in the nursery with the children, nannies and children shared the same
space constantly. Jonathan Gathorne-Hardy’s popular account of the British
nanny presents the nanny as an upper-class ideal, a matronly figure who
has been with the family her entire life and is retained in old age.®® Theresa
McBride’s wide-ranging census survey sets up a different picture that is more
accurate for the middle class in this period. She suggests that in the middle-
class home it was common for the nursemaid to be the only servant of the
house; nursemaids were often young and untrained, and there was a high
turnover.® Children would have spent some time with parents, and nannies
would have had occasional time off, but the bulk of their existence was spent
in the same physical space. Nannies were generally responsible for the phys-
ical care of the children. Although mothers varied in their willingness to
perform some childcare tasks, nannies frequently performed the lion’s share
of the work. The practice of having a specialised nanny was distinctively
British.”® Such constant contact often meant that a strong bond of love was
formed between nanny and child. Autobiographical descriptions of these
carers are frequently glowing.”! Mary Cholmondeley, the daughter of a vicar
from Hodnet in Shropshire, describes her nanny as ‘the source of all com-
fort.””? The author of Four to Fourteen openly states that she loves her nanny,
Ann, more than her mother and was devastated when her mother dismissed
Ann.”® The extent of the attachment of children to their nannies is some-
times shown by the introduction of the nanny into the autobiographical
narrative before either of the parents.”*

While nannies are accused of being too strict, their constant power over
children in space beyond parental eyes could be a licence for abuse, again
revealing the limits of parental authority in domestic space. Booker writes:
‘We lived upstairs in a different world, and were at the mercy of our
nurses.””> She goes on to describe the nanny’s physical abuse of the chil-
dren. Eventually, the nanny was dismissed, but the parents only discovered
her behaviour because she made the mistake of hitting one of the children
with an umbrella in the street, thus revealing herself to the local vicar who
contacted the children’s father.”® Doubtless the abuse would have contin-
ued in private, had the abuser not revealed herself in public space. Mary
Carbery, the daughter of an ex-army officer who was brought up in a Hert-
fordshire country home in the late 1860s and 1870s, felt unable to report
her governesses’ violence to her parents.””

In its three-way division between spaces for servants, children and parents,
the middle-class home was designed to reinforce not just the hierarchy of
authority within the family, but a hierarchy of class. However, the closeness
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of nanny and charge could transcend the class division that the spatial segre-
gation of the middle-class home set up. Theresa McBride argues that middle-
and upper-class children learned the ideals of class and status in the home
through their contact with servants.”® To a certain extent, autobiographies
bear this out. Servants are not granted central places in autobiographi-
cal narratives, and discussions of servants’ rooms are rare. In contrast, the
importance of the nanny is often signalled by an early mention of her
in the narrative, sometimes before parents, and the reproduction of pho-
tos of her with the text, which tended to be reserved for family members
only. Cholmondeley, rather than identifying with her nanny’s working-class
origins, promotes her nanny to middle-class status by imbuing her with
key moral qualities that were seen to betoken lady-like behaviour: ‘Ninny
[sic] was in the best sense a lady, well-bred, incapable of a coarse word of
a mean and self-seeking action, respectful in manner and self-respecting,
refined and dignified.””” Cholmondeley’s description of her nanny’s pos-
sessions reinforces her definition of her nanny as ‘refined,” as she has
books and a collection of fine china and knows its value.?° Of course,
this was not the case for every family. Booker had the opposite reaction
to her nanny’s china collection, which she criticised as cheap, using it
to underline the differences of class and culture between herself and her
nanny.®!

The reach of adult authority in the home depended on the presence of
adults in domestic space. In lower middle-class families where there was not
enough money for a nurse, children were more frequently left to their own
devices. Mary Ann Hughes’ family, at first dependent on her father’s fluctu-
ating income from work as a stockbroker and later left with few funds on
his death, were too poor to employ even one servant.®> A room in their East
London home was dedicated to their sole use, and called ‘the study,” pre-
sumably because it was expected that it would be used for homework.® It
was here that Mary Ann Hughes and her brothers pursued childhood games,
free from adult intervention. Upper middle-class children like Booker had
to work harder to find spaces free from parental interference. Booker and
her brother Chas, who taking over an attic, attempted to set up a ‘gambling
hell,” which they had learned about from penny dreadfuls: ‘Here, swearing
horribly as we thought, we played nap, old maid and other games of skill or
chance while we consumed home-made elderberry wine of disgusting ink-
iness... We tried also, but failed, to acquire the tobacco chewing habit.’”8*
Children often colonised liminal spaces in and around the home, such as
attics, outhouses and the garden through play. Figure 5.3 shows two small
boys at ‘Frondeg,” in Weston-super-Mare, who have taken over an attic space
to create a ‘museum’ where they are engaged in laying out an elaborate
collection of natural history specimens. This evocative photograph was prob-
ably produced with adult connivance — the boys may have been more messy
when away from the eye of the camera.
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Figure 5.3 Photograph of ‘Museum’ at Frondeg, Greater Manchester County Record
Office, Documentary Photography Archive, 1642/30, 1/U12/25

Although free from adult interference, these child-only spaces saw the
establishment of intimacies and practices of authority between siblings.
Mary Ann Hughes, for example, was often excluded from the children’s
room by her male siblings.%® In secret nursery games in the Powys family
household, in the vicarage at Shirley in the 1880s, John Cooper Powys
(the eldest male sibling) led his brothers and sisters in the role of parish
clergyman, in imitation of his father.®® Power relationships between sib-
lings were mediated through material objects. Many men recall having a
strong interest in collecting, particularly objects relating to natural history
such as eggs.?” Several men associated the practice of collecting with their
mothers, rather than seeing themselves as engaging in masculine practice.
E. L. Grant Watson recalls how his mother stimulated his interest in natu-
ral history by taking him to the zoo in Regent’s Park which was near their
home, and by going out collecting with him: ‘my mother and I would com-
pete, taking opposite sides of the road, scrutinising the fence and the tree
stumps.’®® While domineering males could assert control over family collec-
tions,® brothers and sisters could collect together, as Paley Marshall recalls.®
More often, collections were a keen source of competition between sib-
lings, indicating that sisters did not willingly adopt subordinate roles. Oman
remembers how she was encouraged to collect crests in competition with
her sister who collected stamps.”! Booker describes how when her brother
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arrived home from school with butterfly collecting paraphernalia she took
up photography in response.??

Finally, the material culture of childhood offered girls in particular the
opportunity to recreate but also to resist the hierarchical values of the social
world around them. Social historians of the nineteenth century have viewed
toys as gendered. Davidoff and Hall note that ‘while boys were given hoops,
balls and other toys associated with physical activities, girls played with
dolls, dolls’ houses, needlebooks and miniature workbaskets.””®> An exam-
ination of nineteenth-century English prescriptive literature confirms that
dolls were thought to awake the desire for motherhood in young girls.”*
Figure 5.4 shows a late nineteenth-century photograph from the album of
the Shaw Storey family of Bursledon. We cannot tell from the image whether
the dolls shown here are collector’s items or would have been used in play.
However, the dolls clearly communicate contemporary ideas of class and
of race. Dolls do generally seem to have belonged to girls, and few boys
admit to playing with them. Booker, predictably, ‘loathed’ dolls.”® But many
girls built emotional worlds around them. A Book with Seven Seals recalls
Mary Ann’s joy on being given a doll.”® Brothers could intervene in doll play
and manipulate their sisters’ belief in their dolls. Mary Carbery remembers
how two boys who were staying with the family buried her doll and her

Figure 5.4 Photograph from Shaw Storey family of Bursledon, family album, Hamp-
shire Record Office, 58A01/1.
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‘frantic’ response when she heard that it was buried.”” Parents could also
intervene. Mary Paley Marshall tells of how her religious father burned their
dolls, believing that the children had begun to treat them as idols.”® Dolls
could also be confiscated as punishment.” But the relationships between
girls and dolls were also a source of strength. Doll play allowed the cre-
ation of a secret world ordered by the girls in which they could play out
their fantasies. To a certain extent doll play did imitate life, but girls did
not necessarily chose the conventional female roles that dolls were thought
to encourage. A fascinating example of this is Carbery’s detailed account of
her doll play with her sister. The girls played at being mothers, but they
chose to adopt the role of widows, giving them the power to punish and
discipline their children in an accepted role, yet avoiding subjection to male
authority.!%

By exploring domestic space and material culture, this chapter has shown
new ways in which domestic authorities were constructed and exercised
in the nineteenth-century middle-class home. Historians have scrutinised
nineteenth-century fatherhood and motherhood, generating a spectrum of
parental authorities that reveals a diverse range of experiences. But an exam-
ination of the exercise of these authorities in domestic space reveals that
nineteenth-century middle-class families shared distinctive spatial practices
that had important consequences for family relations.

The nursery system was a common feature in middle-class homes where
there were young children. The nursery was clearly defined, spatially and
materially. It restricted children’s movements and taught them their first
ideas of moral order and social identity. Most importantly, however, the
nursery separated children from adult spaces in the middle-class home.
Controlled entry into adult spaces reinforced the authority of adults over
children in the home, creating both intimacies and distances between par-
ents and children. Domestic space enables us to see how the family operates
as a whole, rather than focusing on a single relationship. The father shield-
ing his daughter in the study might be a response to an over-dominant
mother; the child privileged by access to professional or personal spaces
of fatherhood could generate sibling rivalry. There are many examples of
fathers and mothers allowing some children but not others into their per-
sonal spaces. Such spatial practices magnified favouritism within the family,
cementing intimacies with favoured pets and furthering ruptures with dis-
affected progeny. Domestic authority was also communicated more subtly,
through the material culture of gender that often suffused parents’ personal
spaces, and in spaces where servants held sway. Many children were inspired
by the gilded femininity of their mother’s chamber or the exotic oriental-
ism of their father’s smoking room, and worked these ideas into their own
sense of gendered identity. Not every child was influenced in this way, how-
ever: the ever recalcitrant Booker positively rebelling against the cloying
femininity of her mother’s personal space.
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Spatial practices also reveal the limits of parental authority in the home:
as space was divided between parents, servants and children, children and
servants often met beyond parental eyes. Children might have secret knowl-
edge of servant assignations, and vice versa. Behaviour that would have been
unacceptable in the drawing room could be indulged in the kitchen. Of
course, such experience was influenced by the extent of servant presence in
the home: the experience of lower middle-class children in homes with one
or no servants was very different to that of upper middle-class children in
homes with five or six servants. While the inferior spaces designated to the
servants and their dark and unknown quality provided many children with
their first notions of class, the extreme spatial closeness of the nanny and
the loving relationship this often created could mitigate a child’s sense of
difference between itself and the ‘lower’ orders. Finally, perhaps the most
interesting spaces are those in which children escaped adult supervision
and played out their own versions of nineteenth-century domestic author-
ity. Wider spaces in the home were transformed through the imagination
and through the material culture of childhood. Here the early foundations
of sibling relationships were laid, early rivalries established. Although the
toys given to children clearly carried the gendered values of a patriarchal
adult world, the way in which toys were used in play did not always reflect
these ideals. The study of domestic space shows us how domestic authority
was lived out in practice, and sharpens our awareness of its definition and
limitations.
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Love and Authority in
Mid-Twentieth-Century Marriages:
Sharing and Caring

Simon Szreter and Kate Fisher

Introduction

This chapter explores oral history evidence as a basis to discuss how the
gendered politics of domestic authority were perceived as central to the
contested meanings of love in marriage among both middle- and working-
classes during the middle decades of the twentieth century. The oral history
evidence comes from a set of interviews conducted by the two authors in
Blackburn, Lancashire, and in Harpenden, Hertfordshire, as part of a project
primarily addressing sexuality and birth control in marriage among the gen-
eration born during the first three decades of the twentieth century. These
two locations were chosen as representing contrasting northern, working-
class and affluent, southern middle-class communities. Working-class and
middle-class persons of each sex were interviewed in both locations. The
great majority of interviewees had married during either the 1930s or the
1940s (for further details, see the Appendix at the end of the chapter).
What did love mean to the respondents in the context of their marriages?
Interviewees were asked about what, in their opinion, made for happy and
unhappy marriages, good and bad husbands and wives, and what, in their
personal experience, had been good and bad about their own marriages.
During the course of the respondents’ lifetimes, the themes of love,
marriage and sex have all, of course, been the subject of intense intellec-
tual, academic and public, mass media debate. It is generally agreed that
there have been extremely significant social and cultural changes in the
course of the twentieth century. Indeed, there is something of a consen-
sus that from the late nineteenth century through to the mid-twentieth
century there occurred the rise of the ‘companionate marriage’ as ideal
and then practice.! Championship of the companionate ideal initially took
the form of an ideological reaction to Victorian patriarchy among pro-
gressive and radical sections of the elite and then became an evangelising
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social movement during the interwar and immediate postwar decades, when
middle-class sexologists, pioneering marriage and sex guidance counsellors,
birth controllers and, eventually, even clerics and the medical profession
spread the word to the lower-classes.> As the chapter by Alana Harris
(Chapter 7) in this volume suggests, ‘companionate marriage’ was a com-
plex entity, amenable to becoming a resource in both sacred and secular
conceptions of marital norms. It was the Americans, Judge Ben E. Lindsey
and Wainwright Evans, who are often credited with coining the term or
giving it currency, as the title of their 1927 book.® As its most recent
historian, Marcus Collins, states, ‘The keywords of companionship were
intimacy and equality’ and, as Davidoff et al. have written, the compan-
ionate model ‘was based upon the idea of an exclusive emotionally and
sexually intimate relationship...It was a powerful ideal, which stressed
the importance of romantic love, sexual attraction and mutual interests,
while disguising realities of gendered inequalities of power and access to
resources.”*

In embracing and engaging with the thesis of the rise of the compan-
ionate marriage model in Britain, ¢.1880-1980, historians and sociologists
have endorsed a view of twentieth-century change in marriage behaviour
and practice, which largely reproduces an account of the changes which the
contemporary proponents of these ideals for marriage hoped to bring about.
This is, perhaps, not surprising, since so much of the best, accessible sources
of historical evidence with which to study the history of the family, love,
sex and marriage during the twentieth century were either directly created
by apologists for the companionate marriage or by those working within this
self-consciously progressive intellectual agenda.®

The interviewees’ views and recollections reflect these public debates in
various ways and it would be extraordinary and a matter of methodological
concern if they did not. However, the oral history testimony also provides an
independent historical primary source. It affords the opportunity to explore
how a number of diverse individuals, who lived through the period when the
companionate marriage model was supposedly on the rise but who were not
themselves public proponents of it, view these matters of central concern to
their own marriages.

A crucial preliminary point that emerges from listening to the respondents
is that, contrary to an implied assumption of the thesis of the rise of com-
panionate marriage, interviewees were very aware that love has no singular
meaning - it takes many different forms. However, among all these differ-
ent kinds of love, there is a considerable consensus that there is one kind
that is particularly important for the long-term success and happiness of a
marriage. This is not the romantic excitement of ‘being in love’, nor does it
relate directly to the quality of the sexual relationship — two aspects empha-
sised as important by the companionate marriage ideology. It is, rather, the
prosaic, persistent process of working at love in the marriage.
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This chapter focuses on exploring what respondents mean by this pro-
cess of working at marital love. Most respondents believe that loving should
involve sharing with the partner the emotional concerns and the joys of
the marriage and the family’s fortunes. This notion of sharing certainly
corresponds to the two ‘keywords’ identified by Collins as defining the com-
panionate model — intimacy and equality. However, the interviewees also
emphasise that there is something else, just as important as ‘sharing’ for
the success and happiness of their marriages. This is ‘caring for’ or ‘look-
ing after’ each other and the family. As we shall see, there can be a tension
between caring and sharing. In fact, trying to achieve a satisfactory practi-
cal balance between sharing and caring was for many the key to a ‘loving’
marriage. However, combining caring with sharing was a far from straight-
forward matter, with much potential for misunderstanding or dissatisfaction
between spouses. There was no magic formula since it depended on the
circumstances, personalities and expectations brought to each marriage.
Respondents depict marriages in which a great diversity of arrangements,
with respect to caring and sharing, were negotiated with varying degrees of
success.

Sharing

So, first, what do respondents say about sharing? They certainly talked about
the significance to them of ‘sharing’ and doing things together:

And what do you think is the most important thing in a good marriage?

Elizabeth Sharing love, sharing everything, an’ working together, if yer
both work at it, there nothing go wrong love, ...¢
As I say, we done everything together. We used to do the shopping
together, and whatever we done in the house we done together. And
we always used to help one another whenever we could in different,
different ways.”

Husbands who routinely handed over their wage packets to their wives —
receiving something back for their own leisure — were certainly represented
as good providers. But this did not necessarily amount to full sharing in the
household’s economic decisions. That required a husband also giving his
full time and attention, as well as his income. For instance, actively sharing
together in choosing how to spend the money for the family and the home:

...he’d give me his last ha’penny. We worked together, we put our wages
together, paid our way before we did anything and then er we saved a bit,
he had a bit, he used to hang back before he got any spending money you
see, but that were all, all together and we used to go when we’d saved up
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enough and wanted something, we’d go off and, and enjoy that er that
shopping, you know...?

Sharing shopping and consumer choices and pleasures was considered an
especially important, practical locus for ‘emotional sharing’ by working-class
respondents. Agreeing together what priorities to spend on, with what lit-
tle disposable income they had, was a very significant activity. Faced with
an ever-increasing range of consumer goods, which could both ease the
housework burdens of the wife and improve the amenities of the home
for all members of the family, such choices were also clearly understood as
expressions of love and of caring for each other’s needs.

Thus, Dora told a story of her husband’s D-I-Y (do-it-yourself) feats which
emphasised to the full how extensively he loved her by caring for her and the
home in this way — making domestic improvements because of the pleasure
it gave his wife, extending even, in Dora’s case, to doing similar things for
her mother, as well.

Dora ...when we had our cottage in Radlett, we was sitting there one
morning and he said, ‘You love this, don’t you?’ And I said, ‘Oh yeah,
I've always loved the cottage.” And he said, ‘You wanted some beams,
didn’t you Dory?’ And I said, Oh yeah, they’d look lovely.” So he said,
‘Come on, get your coat, I'm going over to, erm, MFI, no, erm Jewson’s
in the village’ and erm I said, ‘What you going to do?’ He said, ‘Never
mind what I'm going to do. Come on.” We got in the car and we drove
to Jewson’s and he walked in and he saw some Canadian, but he didn’t
want to put cheap beams up. He wanted them to look like good beams
with the, erm, steel holding them up, you know. And big, bit nuts in it
you, and he, er, erm he said, when we got them home he said, ‘Help me
to clear away’, he said. Mind you, we always helped one another to do
anything. Even we done a little bit of painting, I was always with him
and he used to call me his mate really [laughs] and er, erm, we, he put
these up and, er it was about one o’ clock when we was finished and
he sat in the dining area and he said, “‘What do you think of it?’ I said,
‘Oh Ted [pseud], it’s lovely.” And he said, ‘Yeah, I think it’s lovely’. So he
said, ‘Come on, let’s get to bed.” So we run up to bed and we was up at
six o’clock in the morning. [laughs] We were both sitting there, ‘Ain’t it
lovely?’ ‘Yeah’, he said, ‘next week I'm doing it in the other room.’

Dora He was lovely. He was. I am not kidding you. And he kept my
mum’s just the same. My mum used to say to everybody, ‘I've got a
lovely brother-in-law, er son-in-law.” He was.’

In telling this story Dora emphasises how her husband not only demon-
strated his caring love for her in a sharing way but also directly affirmed the
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importance of her own wishes and desires through discussing with her what
they were doing together.

Sharing choices together over discretionary consumer spending was the
point of intersection, where the female role of ‘caring’ for the household
and improving its facilities met with the male role of providing income.
Respondents such as Dora could express an almost sensual pleasure at the
memory of how their shared activities with their partners in this respect
could achieve a loving outcome for their family.

Eileen brought out the importance to a working-class wife and mother of
this aspect of love from a partner in an inverse way. She bluntly observed
that she didn’t put any store by her husband’s protestations of love because
they only happened in bed. By contrast, he didn’t consult with her over
saving and spending on important consumer items, buying himself a motor
bike and then a car. This forced her to go out charring to make some pocket
money to be able to afford the things she wanted for the house:

Did you ever tell your husband you loved him?

Eileen Yes! any time! ’e said ‘e loved me, I didn’t believe though but ‘e
said so.

Why didn’t you believe him?
Eileen In bed 'e used to tell me, I don’t know...I don’t know [pause]

Did you have a happy marriage?

Eileen [pause]

What makes you wave your hand, unsurely?
Eileen Yes and no.

Yes and no?.

Eileen Yes and no, ya know. We, we, never fell out or anything, 'e’d only
about £7 a week yer know when we married. There was five of us and of
course as time went on we ‘ad more, and course when ’e went to Thews
[the name of an employer in the Blackburn area] it got more. I didn’t get
'is wage then, so I went on, I went on 'ome ‘elp, cos I'd no money and
I kept me wage to meself, so I used to buy little ornaments and things
for the 'ouse and all sorts of things...yeah, ‘e bought a car...’e ‘ad a
motor bike at first.!”

As this extract exemplifies, while many individuals valued sharing as an
important aspect of love in marriage, concern for sharing was, however,
also something which could cause much dispute and conflict. Respondents
did not necessarily get from their partners the degree of sharing that they
wanted, nor did they necessarily agree over what was to be shared and how.



Simon Szreter and Kate Fisher 137

There were a number of potential pressure points, where the idea of
sharing could create tensions and disputes. First, sharing the task of income-
earning for the household, for instance. Husbands could be very sensitive
about their wives expressing an interest in going out to work, as a possible
affront to their pride and manhood and as putting them in the improper
position of ‘having to make their own tea’:

Sarah ...this was my husband’s idea, if his mother didn’t work, I
shouldn’t work, see? [chuckle] That was my husband’s idea.

So did you ever have arguments about your work?

Sarah Oh yes, he didn't like me working, oh, he didn’t like me work-
ing....I'm not going out to work and coming home, making my own
teal’, uh, that sort of a thing. ‘My mother never went out!’!!

A second common point of tension, especially for working-class couples,
focused around the use of the husband’s earned income and whether or not
this was put entirely at the disposal of both partners for their shared and
equal deliberation on how to spend it (as also exemplified in the extract
from Eileen, above):

if you tucked anything in your back pocket you were robbing the family,
you see, you know. But I were more or less I think a home loving. If I got
a woman I I kept her, like you know, I looked after her.'?

Another aspect of this was the extent to which husbands did or did not go
to the pub or club on their own and whether they used a part of the fam-
ily’s precious income on their own personal leisure activities. This certainly
appears repeatedly as a major issue among most female and male working-
class interviewees, both those drawn from the north in Blackburn and from
the south in Hertfordshire or London. Ed, who was born in Blackburn but
worked in the south and in London during the 1930s in the early years of
his marriage before returning to his home town, drew a distinction in these
terms between himself and men who hadn’t adjusted to marriage and were
still trying to live the life of a single man:

Ed They were fond of their beer too much, neglected their homes.
In what way, what, neglected in what way?

Ed Well, they’d spend their money on beer and the rest on theirself.

Yeah.

Ed And didn’t give it to the’r home. Wanted to live a life of their, a single
man, then they couldn’t do it, you can’t do it if your married, can you?'?
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For many wives this was such a bone of contention because a husband who
spent too much money and time on his beer and cigarettes in the pub was
also simultaneously stepping heavily on a third highly sensitive area of con-
tention, which was the extent to which the couple shared any leisure time
together.

So when your husband was in the pub a lot of the time, did you ever consider

leaving him?

Pam [pause] No. I went once to the pub, opened the door, and see him
sitting surrounded with other fellas and they're singing their heads off,
and I just come out and shut the door, I didn't think much to that.

Pam And I thought that’s the life he likes, he liked that life best, yeah he
did. He never got married, not really. [pause]'*

However, it was certainly not the case, as in the simplistic version of the
companionate model, that very many respondents expressed the wish to
share intimately all their thoughts and activities together. There were in
fact just two middle-class respondents who happily presented their mar-
riage as having been quite dominated by an equal and shared mutual
interest in something with their partner, which was exclusionary of all oth-
ers, even their children. In one case, opera was the focus of the couple’s
passion;™ and in the other case, it was their sexual relationship with each
other.'®

Equally, there were one or two working-class respondents who articulated
a similar view that an ideal married life meant social exclusiveness for the
couple concerned:

so what was really good about your marriage?

Marian We . ..both talked things over together and we both, all, we never
went out without, he, he, he wouldn’t go out, he, we never had no
mates, we always went out together and the only time he went out when
he went to library, he liked reading, he were a good reader and he liked,
he used to go library for books, but he weren’t ever so long before he
come back....and if, if he fancied a drink he’d have one in house, he
wouldn'’t go for a drink with hiself in pub...

But this testimony was unusual. What most middle-class and working-class
respondents said they wanted in relation to their partner and their leisure
activities was not exclusiveness but a balance of enjoying some interests and
pursuits together — especially those related closely to children and family
life — along with some personal freedom and independence.
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So what do you think is the most important thing in a happy marriage?
Hugh Give and take...

Angela  'We don't like to be apart.

Angela ... But I belong to different things and he does, you know, we're
not, sort of, not doing anything, we have a good variety of friends and
family, of course, yes.

Angela Having lots of friends, having different interests, not being
selfish ...” Mostly we went out together but um when er when he was
in different concert parties, he was in some that I wasn’t in, he’d go to
them. He er he would join the choir, that was right, at the church, well,
I wasn’t in the choir so he’d have one night out a week at the choir
practice, you see. There were things like that...!8

Indeed, the importance of some balancing individual autonomy and free-
dom within the marriage relationship was expressed whimsically by Emily:

What is it you miss about married life?
Emily Oh, the companionship.
And what are the advantages of not being married?

Emily Well you can please yourself, huh, yeah [pause] ya haven't to ask.'

One of the complaints from a number of female respondents was that they
had to do more than ‘ask’ — they felt their husbands had spoiled their experi-
ence of ‘sharing’ because of a claustrophobic possessiveness, which had been
too insistent on exclusive ‘togetherness’:

Marilyn  Well when we went away on holiday I hadn’t to speak or be
friendly wi’ anybody else that were in hotel um he er he used to say
‘Come on’ like he wouldn’t’ bother with anybody else, like he were, he
were such a jealous somehow.?

At first glance, confirmation in the oral testimony of an emphasis on the
importance for love of sharing as an ideal may appear to look like a simple
confirmation of the validity of the rise of companionate marriage thesis.
However, what many respondents say is that the aspiration of sharing was
also the source of dynamic tension and of difficulties in their marriages.
A number of respondents affirm that they wanted to share and saw this
as important for love but also that this could cause dispute and conflict,
misunderstanding and disappointment.
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Caring

If we now turn to examine what respondents say about love in marriage
as ‘caring’, ‘providing’ and ‘looking after’ each other, we can begin to see
how these values could be at variance sometimes with those of ‘sharing’.
Although respondents talked a lot about the desirability of sharing and many
valued doing things together and talking to each other, this does not mean
that they shunned or rejected a marriage model of segregated and distinc-
tive gender roles and sought instead one in which everything was shared and
discussed together. The aspiration to share was balanced against an apprecia-
tion that the realities of most marriages required husbands and wives to each
perform to the best of their abilities quite different and specialised roles. The
tension between sharing and not sharing in marriage was resolved for many
by representing what a husband and wife each separately contributed and
took responsibility for in the marriage as a matter of ‘caring for’ or ‘looking
after’ each other — what they each separately provided for the family and its
needs. All recognised that it was of great importance that each spouse satis-
factorily provided for the family in the highly gendered way which was the
conventional norm for men and women. It was important that a husband
was dependable in bringing in the family’s income:

Catherine My husband, I don’t think he did much, he might have
changed the odd nappy but he wasn’t the most domesticated of men,
you know [laughs]. He kept working and bringing in enough money to
feed us, that’s right, ...?!

Wives, correspondingly, were deemed to exhibit their caring contribu-
tion primarily as good home-makers, looking after the family home and
nurturing the children:

And what do you think is important in a good mother?

Clare Looking after the children and cooking for ‘em and washing
fer’em.?

And what'’s the most important thing to make you a good wife?

Maud 1 don’t know, I suppose looking after them and eh, ya know, all
the work and keep the house clean and tidy and the cooking an’ all
that, looking after them really.?

..... what do you think makes a, makes for a good wife?

Ed She’s got to be a good housekeeper, hasn’t she. Good cook, understand
you, I don’t know what else I could say....

Ed Oh aye, yeah...love of children I should say.?*
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In normal circumstances, with both partners alive and healthy, how to com-
bine these highly distinctive, gendered roles with the desirability of sharing
as equals constitutes a central, unstable dynamic and focus of contention
in the meaning of love in marriage for most respondents. Neither male nor
female respondents were comfortable with the subversion of their conven-
tional, gendered ‘providing’ role or with conceding control over it to the
other partner.

It required a concession on the part of the husband over something in his
control — the income from his job — in order for genuine sharing of spending
and saving to occur. This was much appreciated by wives as symbolising
both sharing and caring when husbands did offer this concession; and it
could be resented when they didn’t, as we have seen.

Equally, female respondents could be quite protective of their own area
of jurisdiction. Managing the children in the household on a daily basis
was usually acknowledged to be a mother’s principal area of responsibility,
which a husband respected if for no other reason than that a hard-working
husband was out of the house for many hours of the day, no matter how
much he was considered a loving father:

Dora Ted left it to me. Ted said, ‘I'll leave it to you because I'm not
here’.®

Real, full involvement and emotional sharing of all aspects of children’s
upbringing by the husband required a significant concession from the wife
in an area of her recognised control. Women didn’t necessarily want such
‘interference’, as Maria described it:

What about bringing up your daughter, did, what did, what was his role
in that?

Maria Oh, he never interfered a lot, not with bringing Jane [pseud] up.
No, he wasn’t a kind of a strict man.?°

Penny, for instance, was very careful to manage her partner’s contribution
to the childcare:

You were the disciplinarian?
Penny  Yes.

Peggy Day in and day out. I was, they they were my, that that was
my job. And and I thought well, I'm with them and I know what
they can do and what they can’t do. Um, and I know what I can
give them and what I couldn’t give them so um, and I didn’t want
him saying oh no, you’re not going to do that, you can’t do that,
you know and then there’d be er, mummy, daddy daddy won't let us
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do this and there’d be trouble that way so in that respect I was the
boss then.

Why didn’t you want him disciplining them?

Penny Because I thought he him, er, he would er, he would be heavy,
too heavy-handed, if he hit them or something. Um, when we started
having, when we were having the children, we [made] an agreement,
you know, when they were old enough to be smacked, I said to him,
um, how I want it to happen.

Penny And it it it did work, um...
So he was, he carried that deal out?
Penny Oh yes, yes, oh yes...>”

For Penny, as for many mothers, as regards the children, ‘I was the boss’;
and she saw it as one of the most important things in her marriage that ‘as
far as the children were concerned, he agreed with ... how I wanted to bring
them up.’?®

Despite the well-rehearsed feminist ideological denunciation of housework
as an unpaid exploitative chore, respondents did not necessarily subscribe to
this view. Indeed, some expressed quite the diametrically opposite view:

Lyn Well, I've told [you] I loved doing the housework, which I did.

Many female respondents proudly portrayed the burdens and responsibili-
ties of such caring work which they discharged for their families and partners
as integral to their own positive power and authority within the marriage
relationship. Women do not necessarily see themselves in a dependent posi-
tion as mere unpaid ‘carers’. Caring is a very positive concept, closely related
to love. Caring was used by women to express and assert their personal
power and authority over their children, over child-rearing and over their
husband.

And what do you think is the most important thing to be a good wife?

Elizabeth Well, looking after 'im, yer know, cookin’ fer ‘em, and showing
that yer care, yer know, yeah, I do love, and e knows that anyhow, don’t
yer love?

Peter Yeah.*°

Pride in their own capacity to care and to love matched that of a husband’s
pride in his breadwinning. Women did not want others caring for their loved
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ones, just as men didn’t want anybody helping them to earn the family’s
income. Women could be intensely competitive in this respect towards other
women:

Penny 1 just wanted to to get married to look after him. Umm.

Penny 1, I thought I could have looked after him better than, you know,
than his mother, his mother was looking after him. [ mean that’s, that’s
what you, what you always hope. I could cook, his mother couldn’t
cook. I mean if she boiled water she’d let it burn.?!

Loving as ‘caring’ work done for husbands and children is not just drudgery
for women but also constitutes their proud identity and, with it, their pri-
mary claims to power and authority, not just in practical matters in the home
but much more widely. Significantly, it was one of the male interviewees
who expressed, in a most telling way, the kind of high status and author-
ity that he considered to be due to a good wife and mother because of the
emotional caring work which was such a central part of female loving in
marriage:

Alf This is how it should be I think. After all, I've always said I've always
said that the, the main thing about a, any family in my opinion is not,
not so much the bloke who’s supposed to be the breadwinner. It’s not,
it's the mum, it’s the mother. She’s the figurehead of that family, [ don't
care what anybody says...

Heather Mm

Alf ...no matter how good the bloke is and how clever he is, might be
bringing the money in. A kingpin is, if the kids get hurt at school they,
they come running, you know, they don’t go running for their dad. In
the Army with blokes that were grovelling on the ground, they’re being
shelled, they don't ask for their dad they’re calling out for their mum.
Always, it’s always the same.

Heather Oh yeah.

Alf That's why I think [?] that’s what it all bases down to.

Heather Oh yeah.

Alf And if you get a relationship like that, it’s nothing better, I don’t
think, it’s marvellous.??

And Dennis from Harpenden concurred:

Did you ever have differences of opinion on how to bring the children up?

Dennis No! No! There again we were one, two as one, I mean I acknowl-
edged that Angie [pseudo] was the er most essential ...
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...she was the main stay of the home I mean, er I gave her my wages
and she, she got a tin and she put so much in each one as she had it and
then what was left over, she’d do with as she wishes.*?

Consequently, female interviewees did not necessarily want a ‘domesticated’
man for a husband, and were often quite happy to acknowledge that their
husband was not at all domesticated:

Did you ever want your husband to do more work in the house?

Elma No, no. That’s something I never asked. No, I don't believe in a man
being a slave in the house, no.**

When women said they would have appreciated more help around the house
or commented negatively on how little their husbands did, they did not
want husbands to do this in place of their primary role as breadwinners. Nor
did they want husbands who would encroach on their domestic authority.
They wanted some handy assistance, on their own terms. Lorna described
approvingly how careful her partner was to defer to her greater talents in the
household, when giving her some assistance:

Lorna 1 did all the housework - he never. He would when he was on
shift work and I was working. He’d er, especially when it was er 2
till 10, he, he tried to do, he’d do the housework, and he said to me
‘Do you know, you know cock, it neither looks like it’s been done
like you do it when I do it’. But he’d er he’d done it, and I were
pleased he’d done it. And he had to mention it, you know, well ‘It'll
have to do...[until] you've done it, it'll have to do till next time
round.” But he did try, we, we did actually pull together which you
must do.*

Taking care of the garden and D-I-Y were the two commonly ‘sub-let’, self-
contained areas of domestic work, where men'’s input was typically allowed,
expected and appreciated, relieving his wife of a set of responsibilities in
these demarcated areas of physical work.

Was there anything he would do around the house?

Kathleen Well, he’d do all the decorating, um. Didn’t ever have to worry
about that, I never used to say, ‘oh, I wish you’d do it’, he did it, that
was that. And he did the gardening, and um, I never did really any
gardening...’ Cos we had a big garden over there.3¢
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So in the home what were your husband’s duties?

Maud Well, e’s help with anything, but e did all the paint and decorat-
ing and everything like that and all the gardening, so I think that was
enough.*’

For many female respondents these two areas were ‘enough’ in two senses.
They were seen as a fair contribution; and they did not amount to any
encroachment on a wife’s authority and control over the rest of the home
and over the children.

Thus, the difficult art of combining caring with sharing was at the core
of what respondents say about working at love in the context of mar-
riage. It was something that they represent as having been subject to much
negotiation, adaptation and conflict along the way.

It was because the health of a loving marriage was perceived by respon-
dents as intimately related to the balanced ecology of reciprocal roles,
combining husband’s primary earning contribution and wife’s practical
household management, that periods of male unemployment (such as the
periods of short time experienced in Blackburn in the 1920s and 1930s)
could be recalled as especially disruptive, not simply of the family’s standard
of living, but — very revealingly — of the loving relationship itself:

Sarah ...we were on three days a week for years we were on three days a
week, he was on three days a week. I did all my own sewing, all [chuckle]
my own everything, and uh, I learned how to manage my money, the
hard way, I really did, and love nearly went out of the window, because
[chuckle] money is really, its, its, um, its the centre of everything, if you
haven't got it, ...%

This was the same respondent whose ‘husband’s idea [was] if his mother
didn’t work, I shouldn’t work’. The husband’s short-time was perceived as
generating such serious problems, not just in the family’s finances, but in the
loving relationship, because the normal balance of caring and power broke
down, with the husband’s identity as provider challenged by his inability
to provide an adequate flow of money, while the wife continued to struggle
with all her caring duties, though with far less money to manage on.

Now you say, there was a stage at which love went out the window, tell me
about that.

Sarah  Well, you know, you never had any money. You never had any
money, you never did, you couldn’t do anything, and...I had my two
children...your money was spoken-for before you got it...on three
days a week, oh [sigh]. And there was no [chuckle], no social ... couldn’t
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go there for that, and if you didn’t have it in your purse, you didn’t have
it and you did without. [pause] Yeah, what can I say about it? You had
rows, you had rows, something and nothing, because you were tensed
up all the time...**

It would have taken exceptional resources of sympathy and communica-
tion between the spouses to cope with this relentless pressure on their living
standards and the disruption to their normal roles and identities. Wives like
Sarah found that, even with husbands who they felt, overall, were good part-
ners and with whom they could be amicable in their later lives, they were
too tensed up to both talk over and share the burdens when they were under
such chronic strains:

Sarah ... my house keeping money didn't stretch to what it should, what
I, I, wanted it, uh, I just had to do without. And its, its, awful doing
without, you know, when you’ve not got two ha’pennies to rub together,
it really is.

I, I, T was irritable, very short-tempered, just a short fuse. And uh,
I couldn’t, T couldn’t tell him as I hadn’t any money, I couldn’t,
you know, I couldn’t have. It was just something I, I, I couldn't,
I couldn’t approach him about money. [pause] But uh, he was, he was
um, [pause] basically a, a good man. [pause] [sigh] And a clever chap
who, um, who should have been, should have been better off than
he was.*°

And why did you think that leaving would help?

Sarah It didn’t help, I knew, I knew jolly well it wouldn’t help, I had
{chuckle} enough sense for that {giggle}. I knew it wouldn’t help. No,
it uh, {chuckle} it was just, [pause] lack of understanding, lack of
communication.

So you felt that he wasn't, that he didn’t understand?

Sarah [pause] He didn’t, never wanted to talk. He never, he never wanted
to talk,...don’t want to know, no, he wouldn’t talk, no he wouldn’t,
and, I, I suppose I didn't help either. But we were quite amicable, in
our later years you know, we, we sort of settled down and uh, uh forgot
about all those, all the rows that we used {giggle} to have.

So what was it that made you unhappy in the earlier days?

Sarah Lack of money. Lack of money.

And what was it about him that made you cross?

Sarah Didn’t want to know, ... he left it to me
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For the middle-classes, inadequacy of the husband in performing his primary
role as income-earner could also be a major issue;

Gay ... there were a lot of rows about money umm well I suppose not
rows, me complaining about umm

So what would happen in these rows?

Gay {sighs} he’d borrow from his father {pause} and his father kept a little
book, he used to put down all the money he lent him, God...oh! it was
terrible [pause]

Oh dear, it was dreadful but anyway, I stuck it for eighteen, no seven-
teen years, and umm, oh dear, he had, if I tell you that he had twenty
three jobs in the eighteen years we were together, umm, I never knew
from one minute to the next y’know if he’d be out of a job or not.*!

Where a middle-class husband fell down on this primary income-providing
role, it was equally likely to be interpreted as a failure in the loving
relationship by both sides, not simply as a financial inconvenience:

Pru  Um, I regretted, now this I shouldn’t really be saying I suppose but
I regretted marrying my husband almost before we were, we were on
our honeymoon because I found he’d been borrowing money from my
relations.*

Pru’s husband’s lack of probity with money ultimately resulted in suspension
from his employment as a bank official. His public fall from grace and loss
of social identity as a male breadwinner produced a form of emasculation.
A marriage, in which sexual expression and mutual satisfaction had never
previously been a problem now became a marriage without sex or love.

And how did the relationship with your husband, as it got worse, how did that
affect your sex life with your husband?

Pru  No, it completely stopped. We didn’t h...have any more.
And when did it completely stop?

Pru  Well, after all this business, he’d been embezzling his mother’s
money.

So, was that, was it your decision to stop, or was it his, was it mutual?

Pru I don’t know, I didn’t have the chance. He was a person that used to,
if, if he was in trouble he’d go to bed. He was a bit odd like that.

And what about many years after the um all this this scandal with his mother’s
money, did you, did your sex life resume again or did it stop then forever?

Pru  Stopped all together.
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And how did you feel about that?

Pru Well, we were just, I tried, I tried to be pleasant and that but he didn't
give me the chance, he was just as, because don’t forget, you see he was
in an awkward position, he was suspended from the bank.

Umm. And what about, what about years after that, what about when you,
when the children had left home and things like that, did things change?

Pru  Um, no, I don’t think there was any change.*

In both working-class Sarah’s and middle-class Pru’s cases, the sense that she
and her husband had failed to share the burden of their predicament was
an upsetting aspect of the memory of the difficulties in the relationship. In
one case ‘he wouldn’t talk’ and ‘left it to me’ and, in the other, ‘he just went
to bed’.

Genuinely, egalitarian sharing of roles was not in fact an explicit aim of
any of the individuals interviewed, whether middle or working class. All
accepted that husbands and wives performed quite distinct roles and nei-
ther side found it easy to concede ground and to have their own gender’s
‘traditional’ area of authority and control diminished. Most respondents
portrayed marriages in which sharing took place and was negotiated in the
context of expectations of quite strongly polarised caring roles, according to
gender.

Caring for each other quite definitely carried two meanings simultane-
ously. Individuals cared for their partners and families with their breadwin-
ning and their housekeeping but it was also important that these gendered
activities were interpreted as signifying their caring for each other in the
emotional sense. When husbands just brought in the weekly wage and
promptly disappeared down the pub or just left their wives to it in times
of difficulty, this was not caring in that second, emotional sense. Respon-
dents principally used the terms ‘sharing’ or ‘working together’ to talk about
the importance of this second aspect of caring and of love in marriage.
It was important to many that caring for each other in reciprocal and
complementary ways was combined with a sense of sharing, while care-
fully respecting the other partner’s domain of authority. Loving marriages
involved maintaining a delicate balance of combining caring with sharing.

Conclusion

According to the thesis of the rise of companionate marriage and the
mutualist ideal of ‘modern love’, the first half of the twentieth century, cul-
minating in the 1960s and 1970s, witnessed a profound cultural reaction
against a previous dominant model, the Victorian patriarchal marriage of
‘separate spheres’, with its highly gendered marriage roles of independent,
male breadwinner and dependent, domesticated female carer. It is certainly
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possible to see the oral history evidence as providing general support for the
thesis that there has been a very active debate, played out not only by ideol-
ogists but also in ordinary people’s aspirations and daily lives, over gendered
roles in marriage and how this relates to love. The oral history testimony
does not, however, support the notion of the middle-classes leading the way
and the working-classes following towards an agreed single destination in
which love, sex and marriage are fused in a gender-egalitarian companionate
ideal. Rather, it reflects a lot of conflict and confusion around a contempo-
rary debate over gender roles and how to combine caring with sharing for
those of both classes marrying during the 1930s and 1940s.

The oral history evidence indicates that husbands and wives in this
generation entertained differing notions of precisely how to achieve an
arrangement which balanced caring and sharing. While there seems to have
been general agreement among most interviewees that outright patriarchal
authority within marriage was not desirable, and that some kind of ‘shar-
ing’ was to be preferred, it was not clear to many of them how to arrange
this ‘sharing’. For there to be a more genuinely equal sharing and working
side-by-side in marriage, it is not only men who would have to relinquish
some of their authority and power, but so, too, would women. This tension
and potential conflict between the long-established, highly valued and nec-
essary gendered roles of ‘providing’ for the family, and the mutualist ideals
of sharing together, appears as a central feature of the experience of love
in marriage in these oral history interviews. Yet it is rather overlooked by
the thesis of the rise of companionate marriage, which focuses primarily on
sharing, implying that there is no tension between sharing and caring. It
sets up a stark opposition between the supposedly segregated conjugal roles
of the past, which were held still to characterise the traditional, ‘patriarchal’,
working-classes, and the joint, shared roles of the future, pioneered by the
suburban, privatised, ‘egalitarian’, middle-classes.**

The oral testimony respondents of both classes in this generation recog-
nised that caring for each other in different and reciprocal ways, with
husbands and wives bringing quite distinct capabilities and skills into a
marriage, had been a very important and necessary part of their experi-
ence. How much authority a husband should still have and in relation to
what; how much sharing there could be in the many practical matters of
the household; and how each of these related to emotional sharing, com-
panionship and love were all central themes of concern. It is not so much
that joint roles were replacing segregated ones during the mid-twentieth cen-
tury decades. Rather, most respondents, regardless of class, constructed their
understanding of love in their marriages as revolving around the difficult
practical problems of combining aspirations for both sharing and caring.

Marriage partners seem to have negotiated, with varying degrees of success
and satisfaction, a wide diversity of arrangements for sharing responsibil-
ities, activities and emotions. Consequently, in discussing how to achieve
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successful, happy and loving marriages — and what tends to wreck them -
most respondents pay rather less attention to ideas of romanticised compan-
ionship and sexual love and much more to the importance of practicalities
about working together, sharing aims, dividing up responsibilities fairly. This
may for some have been to do with the timing of their reflections, coming
towards the end of their lives when romantic love had been eclipsed by
the practicalities of marriage. Nonetheless, for a generation where roles and
rules were in flux and debate, achieving and maintaining agreement with
each other over aims and responsibilities was a crucial practical problem.
As Leonore Davidoff has observed, studying sibling households in the nine-
teenth century, continually ‘having to negotiate who was in charge of what,
could make life a constant source of frustration’.*s

As to the key term, ‘companionship’ itself, it is worth noting that the
term (or any of its derivatives) was used surprisingly little by respondents.
Less than one in five of the interviewees used the term at all — and none of
them used it extensively. If anything working-class respondents were more
likely to use the term than middle-class interviewees. Second, and even more
undermining for any thesis that companionship was an important new idea,
which was supposedly widely adopted and was changing the rules of love
and sex in marriage, is the fact that among the minority of respondents who
did use the term, some clearly differentiated companionship from ‘love’. For
instance, Clare, when talking about the difference between the love she had
experienced with her first husband and the mere ‘companionship’ with her
second husband,

Clare One was love and the other one was companionship.

And what’s, what was the difference between love and companionship?

Clare Well, you live for one another, live for one another, and wherever
you went you both went together, there was no him going off in the
pub and or anything like that, no if he went out an 'ad a drink at the
club, he always used to take me with ’im.

And what was different then with your other husband did you spend more time
apart?

Clare Well, me second husband, he didn’t used to go out like that, he was
more as [ say companionship, and I met him at work, I knew 'im before
he was at work because he used to live in the next street, um, no it’s not
like the love that you have, yer first love, as I say it was companionship
more than anything.*¢

In the new circumstances of a society of supposedly equal male and
female citizens (constitutionally, at least, in voting terms since 1928), the
objective conditions of child-bearing and the practical opportunities for
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income-earning had nevertheless remained patently unequal with respect to
gender throughout the respondents’ working lives. As noted above, Davidoff
et al. have written of the rise of the companionate model stressing ‘roman-
tic love, sexual attraction and mutual interests, while disguising the realities
of gendered inequalities’. Most of these interviewees do not seem to have
been taken in by the disguise. They were only too well aware of the gen-
dered differences in their roles and capabilities. To establish and maintain a
happy marriage serving each other’s mutual but different interests required
much goodwill, compromise and ‘give and take’. Loving marriage — where
it existed — was not a story of romantic companionship but understood to
be a working partnership with a finely negotiated balance of sharing and
caring.

Appendix: Descriptive summary of the oral history sample
of interviewees

The collection of oral histories took place between 1998 and 2001 and was
funded by an ESRC grant to Simon Szreter, Grant Number R000236621. Kate
Fisher was the project’s Research Officer. Any names of respondents appear-
ing have been changed. An interpretation of the qualitative evidence will
be presented at length in K. Fisher and S. Szreter, Private Lives: Sex, Love and
Marriage in English Society 1918-1967 (Oxford 2010). See also K. Fisher and
S. Szreter, (2003) and K. Fisher (2006).

The study was conducted in two contrasting communities — Blackburn,
Lancashire, and Harpenden, Hertfordshire. Both middle- and working-class
persons were interviewed in each location. A total of 88 married men and
women were interviewed using open-ended semi-structured interviews. The
57 women and 31 men interviewed were all born between 1901 and 1931
(90 per cent were born between 1905 and 1924). Most respondents were first
married between 1930 and 1950. Most of those interviewed were widows
or widowers who had been married once, although nine couples were also
interviewed together. The interviews were conducted either by Kate Fisher or
by Simon Szreter (and a few by James Mark), usually involving multiple visits
and generating three to five hours of taped material for each interviewee,
which was then transcribed.

The child-bearing characteristics of each of the two groups of interviewees
do not exhibit any unexpected features. Marriages producing two births was
the most common pattern, as would be expected for these marriage cohorts,
and there was a slight tendency for those marrying after 1940 to have pro-
duced a greater number of births per marriage than those marrying before
1940, which conforms with the national pattern of higher marital fertility
after the Second World War.

In Blackburn, 38 working-class individuals were interviewed. They were
predominantly lifelong local residents of the city. All but four were born in
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Lancashire and as many as 63 per cent (24) were born in Blackburn itself. Of
the Blackburn middle-class group of 12 respondents, 5 were born and bred in
Blackburn and had lived in the area all their lives, and most others, though
not born in Blackburn, had spent all their marriages in the region — mostly
in Lancashire itself.

By contrast all of the 22 middle-class Harpenden interviewees had moved
place of residence not just once but at least twice in their lives and most
of them had moved several times. Geographical and social mobility has
been increasingly characteristic of the middle-classes throughout the twen-
tieth century, especially among the ‘mew’ middle class of the south and
these interviewees were typical of this general pattern of the southern, and
metropolitan middle classes (McKibbin 1998, pp. 90-105). Despite their
diverse birth places all over Britain, 17 had lived either in Hertfordshire
or in the extra-metropolitan Home Counties throughout all or virtually all
of their married lives. Of the 16 Harpenden working-class interviewees, all
but 3 had resided locally in or near Harpenden throughout all of their mar-
riages (although only 5 were actually born in Hertfordshire). The other three
had all brought up their families in inner London, before moving to the
Harpenden area after their children left home.
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‘A paradise on earth, a foretaste of
heaven’: English Catholic
Understandings of Domesticity
and Marriage, 1945-1965

Alana Harris

Introduction

In a sermon delivered to the Catholics of northern England in 1945 which
explicitly addressed issues such as the breakdown of family life and the spir-
itual priorities for post-war renewal, Bishop Marshall of the Salford diocese
held before his flock a comprehensive model for familial relations:

Catholic fathers can endeavour to follow the footsteps of St Joseph by
the purity of their lives, by their vigilance and self-sacrifice. Catholic
mothers can imitate the Mother of Jesus by their example, their mod-
esty, their resignation and perfect faith. Catholic children can strive to
be pious and obedient as the Child Jesus was. The whole family, father,
mother and children, can unite daily in the service of God by family
prayers. Thus Catholic homes can be preserved from the many dangers
around them and, like the Holy Family, they can serve as models for many
homesteads.!

Whilst this ideal was modulated through a distinctively Catholic rhetoric of
the Holy Family, and one that had been vigorously promoted since Pope
Leo XIII instituted a feast day in 1892 to commemorate the holy home
in Nazareth, men and women within post-war England were also searching
for models to inform and interrogate changing understandings of marriage,
parenthood and domestic roles. For as Edward Griffith, co-founder of the
National Marriage Guidance Council (NMGC), wrote in anticipation of the
end of the war, ‘the home, and all it stands for, must be the pivot of our social
reconstruction’.? Whilst much of the historiography of twentieth-century
British society specifically acknowledges the importance of changing per-
ceptions of family and domesticity during the post-war period, particularly
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the rise of the ‘companionate model’ of marriage and shifting understand-
ings of femininity and maternity, there has been very little exploration of
the continuing role of Christianity in informing these ideals.> Nor have the
detailed treatments of women’s work,* the intersections between socializa-
tion, psychology and maternity,® and the nature of male insecurities in the
wake of the war,® included a consideration of religion, as well as gender,
which might thereby problematize traditional understandings of the pub-
lic and private spheres.” This lacuna in the historiography is even more
pronounced in respect of Roman Catholicism - for Christianity has been
treated as synonymous with the established Church of England, reinforced
by misconceptions about the specificity of a homogeneous Catholicism
confined to the ‘ghetto’.? By utilizing the Catholic conceptual framework
of the Holy Family as a lens to focus attention on the personalities and
pious activities of the mother and (foster) father of Christ, and the ways
in which these informed diverse understandings of maternity and paternity
within Catholic homes, I hope to highlight the broader societal shifts in
understandings of marriage and domesticity in post-war England and the
complexity of these religiously informed ideals circulating within the pub-
lic arena. This model also requires a consideration of both masculinity and
femininity when considering the intricacies of domestic power and gender
politics within familial life’ - integrating an analysis of gender and spiri-
tuality in ways that have so far been little examined by twentieth-century
historians.

Focusing particularly on archival and oral history material from the
Catholic Diocese of Salford,'® this chapter will commence with a consid-
eration of multifaceted and sometimes conflicting constructions of Catholic
marriage available in the post-war period, and the ways in which this spec-
trum of opinion might contrast with, or complement, the companionate
marriage ideal developing in broader British society. The second section
will examine the shifting understandings of women as homemakers and
mothers in the late 1940s and early 1950s, and illustrate the potentially
powerful (though circumscribed) forms of autonomy and authority avail-
able to women inside and beyond the household. It will argue that these
models of maternity were reified through devotion to the Virgin Mary and
reinforced through the broader societal emphasis on mothers’ formative
spiritual and psychological influence on children. The third section will
extend the recent work of historians of masculinity through exploring the
ambiguities and instabilities manifest in male identities as father and bread-
winner throughout the 1950s,'! arguing that similar concerns for Catholics
were formulated against the foil of Marian devotion and through the cult of
St Joseph. Whilst heavenly ideals and divine paragons informed the rhetoric
of English Catholics’ understandings of marriage and parenthood, and by
implication their conceptions of authority and morality beyond the hearth
and outside the home, their domestic arrangements and self-understandings
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were equally conditioned by temporal preoccupations and the constraints of
earthly application in post-war Britain.

Models of Catholic marriage — complementary
and companionate ideals

First popularized as a concept upon the publication of Ben Lindsey’s and
Wainwright Evans’ sensational tract earlier in the century,'? the growing cur-
rency of the ‘powerful ideal’ of the companionate marriage in the period
after the Second World War, with its attendant stresses on ‘the importance
of romantic love, sexual attraction and mutual interests’, has long been rec-
ognized by historians of gender and the family."® Indeed, Janet Finch and
Penny Summerfield have gone so far as to describe this model of marriage
as ‘the most distinctive feature of domestic life during the period’.'* Whilst
historians of twentieth-century British history have further developed this
concept to speak of a ‘set of ideas’ about marriage,'® very few studies have
examined the changing intellectual underpinnings surrounding this rene-
gotiation of the roles and responsibilities of spouses within marriage or, as
Simon Szreter and Kate Fisher have explored in Chapter 6, its application
within the domestic arrangements of British men and women. Nor has the
role of a persistent and rich Christian discourse informing aspects of these
ideals, ranging from the complementary but distinct roles of husbands and
wives through to a conception of marriage as involving ‘teamwork’ and
an implied breakdown in demarcated roles,'® been recognized. Given the
importance of religion, particularly evangelicalism, in the formulation of
gender, marital and domestic ideals in the nineteenth century, such a con-
sideration seems important when evaluating the changes and continuities in
the tenor and context of these debates into the twentieth century.'”” More-
over, in view of the clerical backgrounds of Herbert Gray and David Mace,
founders of the NMGC in 1938, and the explicit role of other religious com-
mentators in the public debates about the increasing state interrogation and
regulation of the family, this silence is surprising.'® This chapter concen-
trates on this neglected dimension of the origins and shifting meanings of
models of domestic authority in the twentieth century and their interroga-
tion and integration into the everyday, married lives of practising Catholics
in Manchester in the post-war period."

Representative of the type of considerations involved in the increas-
ingly heated discussions in Catholic circles about what ‘partnership’ and
‘equality’ in marriage might require was an instructional pamphlet by an
Oxford Dominican in 1952. Rightly noting the broader societal ambiguity
surrounding these terms, Dom Vann pontificated,

...you hear a great deal nowadays about the equality of the sexes: there
is a great danger here. If you are trying to defend women from the
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degradation of being treated as a chattel ... then of course you are wholly
right. ... But be careful: if by equality you mean an obliteration of the dif-
ferences between the sexes you will end by destroying the integrity of
both. For the whole idea and purpose of the difference is that the two
together are complementary.?

Such an attempt to clarify the ‘correct’ Catholic perspective on the marriage
partnership is illustrative of the increasing renegotiation of the composition
of this relationship in rhetorical terms and fears about the associated interro-
gation of longstanding and established understandings of domestic agency
and authority. As Valerie Sanders’ chapter (Chapter 11) also explores, these
constructions were evolving throughout the nineteenth century and were
founded in metaphorical and familial conceptions of God as father, Mary
as mother and Jesus as elder brother with the parallel earthly ‘household of
faith’ expected to emulate this divine hierarchy.?! Whilst the rhetorical cate-
gories for these domestic arrangements remained constant for Catholics into
the twentieth century, their gendered content and societal context required
their reorientation and remodelling to address a profoundly changed Britain
following both world wars.

The kind of tensions which such a prescriptive tract sought to address may
be gleaned from an Advent sermon in 1945 by the Bishop of Salford which
began by tracing the genealogy of the family from Adam and Eve through
to the Christmas home in Nazareth to admonish:

The good Catholic mother must remember that her husband is the head
of the home, and no matter how she may be provoked, she should not
utter bitter words of reproach or disrespect in the presence of her chil-
dren. The father has a right to expect reverence, obedience and love in
his home, but he should take every precaution to render himself worthy
of such veneration.??

Written against the backdrop of traumatized men returning from the front,
and some women relinquishing the financial independence gained from
war-work, the insistent tenor of this pastoral advice initially suggests a desire
to reiterate norms in the face of an increasing instability in the Catholic, and
indeed wider societal understanding of ‘the husband [as] the head, [and]
the wife ... the heart of the home’.>* Nevertheless, what emerged within the
remainder of this pastoral instruction delivered from all Manchester pulpits
was an increasingly complex understanding of the marital relationship, in
which

The Christian home...should be a place where man and wife are united
in mutual support and tender love. It should be a refuge in affliction, a
shelter from the uncharitableness, the sorrows, and the quarrels of the
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world. Such a home can be found only where God is the acknowledged
head of the home, and where husband and wife are permanently united
in the service of each other...%

Although articulated within a distinctively Catholic rhetoric of the Holy
Family, and drawing upon elements of the traditional theology of sacra-
mental marriage, Bishop Marshall’s description of the Christian home and
the complementary roles of husband and wife within it also acknowledged
many of the characteristics of the companionate model of marriage circu-
lating within mainstream non-Catholic culture in its tacit endorsement of
domestic co-operation, spousal reciprocity and familial cohesion.?® As an
example of the Catholic rhetoric about family stability and expectations of
fulfilment within marriage encountered within countless marriage prepara-
tion pamphlets, his overly earnest prescriptions should be contextualized
against the backdrop of the Royal Commission on Marriage and Divorce
and fears about the ‘divorce epidemic’ which peaked at 60,000 marriage
breakdowns in 1946-47.%° In a collective submission on this issue to the
Royal Commission, the Catholic Bishops of England and Wales naively (and
disingenuously) stated the ‘simple point’ that:

...it is historical fact that the attitude of people outside the Church
has changed considerably during the last hundred years or so. It is not
Catholics who have changed their ideas, but others...?

But, in fact, Catholic understandings and expectations of marriage were
also clearly changing, prompting both emphatic, defensive restatements of
the traditional ‘ends’ of marriage and, from the other end of the spectrum
of Catholic opinion, reactive reinterpretations of Catholic experiences of
married life, including a greater emphasis on the importance of a healthy
sexual relationship, in keeping with more socially progressive, middle-class
conceptions.?®

Additionally, the Church was also becoming proactive in responding to
these trends, through the establishment of bodies such as the London-
based Catholic Marriage Advisory Council in 1942, and its first equivalent
in Manchester through the Church of the Holy Name in 1947.% The range
of responses to these ‘new patterns of family life’ was made palpably clear
in a memo written by the instigator of the innovative Mancunian mar-
riage course, Father Waterhouse. In a slightly self-serving and congratulatory
report to his Bishop on this important initiative, the Jesuit priest com-
menced with a discussion of the ‘well-meaning’ but ‘Protestant’ agenda
of the NMGC under its chairman Reverend Herbert Gray, disparaging the
‘tinge of hedonism’ in its ‘talk of “harmony”...about the happiness of
partners and about the welfare of the nation, but not about pleasing
God’.*® He then proceeded to denounce the Catholic Marriage Advisory
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Council, which was a rival to his parish-based programme, for ‘following
the fashion in social work instead of leading it’.>! He was emphatic in his
diagnosis that

the Catholic Marriage Advisory Council has cramped itself from the start
by taking the non-Catholic Marriage Guidance Council as its model.
It has merely baptised its principles and methods to get rid of the
twin evils of contraceptive teaching and permission for divorce, but
by not drawing its inspiration primarily from Catholic sources it has
missed an opportunity to start some really constructive and positive
work to restore family life on Catholic lines... [through] dedication to
the Holy Family and St Thomas More, together with an appeal for
prayers...3%?

This priestly polemic may be critiqued for its misapprehension of the
continuing emphasis on marriage stability which was advocated by the
(non-Catholic) NMGC, at least in the 1950s,%* and for its overestimation of
a Catholic consensus on the ‘evil’ of contraception evidenced, for example,
in Mass Observation’s ‘Little Kinsey’ findings that over half the practis-
ing Catholics surveyed were in favour of some form of (undefined) ‘birth
control’.** Nevertheless, this clerical commentator did correctly identify the
increasing re-appreciation in Catholic circles that a renewed appeal to a
sacralized family life might yield ‘constructive’ and ‘positive’ models of
the modern marriage. The creative and heterogeneous interpretations that
arose from a sanctified understanding of married life, and its social conse-
quences beyond the home, are well identified in Tim Madden’s long-running
cartoon strip ‘How’s the family?’ which featured weekly in the (then) lib-
eral Catholic Herald newspaper. Gently parodying the quirks and absurdities
of everyday domesticity within this idealized middle-class Catholic family,
the 1952 offerings showed ‘Dad’ helping with the after-dinner dishes and
the tidying, actively involved in entertaining the children, and kneeling
with his family by the hearth, under a portrait of Mary, to attempt to put
into practice the conviction of the prominent, itinerant Catholic evange-
list Father Patrick Peyton, an equivalent to Billy Graham,* that ‘the family
that prays together stays together’ (Figure 7.1).3¢ In addition to this slogan,
popularized through his rallies which attracted a cumulative attendance
of a million English Catholics in 1952, Father Peyton also reiterated his
conviction that ‘if enough families pray, they can save the world’; for ‘a
world at prayer is a world at peace’.’” Drawing upon a distinctive arsenal of
Catholic resources and heavenly personages to inform its vision of post-war
reconstruction, English Catholic social teaching paralleled broader Christian
thinking about the family as a microcosm of a well-ordered polis.*® There
was even an unexpected correspondence with the contemporaneous opin-
ions of secular pundits such as the sexologist Eustace Chesser who, despite
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Figure 7.1 Tim Madden (1965) How’s the Family? Cartoons from the Catholic Herald
(London: Burns and Oates), n.p. [Reproduced with permission from Bodleian Library,
University of Oxford]

markedly different objectives, concurred that ‘the ideal marriage is an ideal

community in miniature’.®

The blessed Virgin Mary — modern homemaker
and 1950s mother

Outlining his agenda to provide a ‘moviceship for marriage’ in the Holy
Name pre-nuptial course, Father Waterhouse identified his foremost objec-
tive as ‘preparing [couples] adequately for the task of training the children
who will be theirs later’,** which was founded in the conviction that

The family is the unit which God planned for society and the more we try
to split it, the more we produce an unstable and unnatural social order in
which not only is the State in difficulties but the Church herself cannot
work effectively.*!

Advocating ‘preventatives’ rather than palliatives, maternity and child wel-
fare featured prominently in this Jesuit initiative and in many ways this
emphasis echoes an acknowledged broader societal preoccupation in the
post-war period with women’s domestic roles and the appropriate social-
ization of ‘youth’. For Catholics, this powerful and prevalent emphasis on
women'’s vocations as homemakers and mothers could be articulated, and
indeed extended, through appeal to the Virgin Mary — who was both a
model and an intercessory aid, as in centuries past, for the attainment
of these ideals.*? In a representative instructional pamphlet, recommend-
ing recourse to her ‘who is an example to us all’ in ‘these times...when
there are many vexed questions about what is right and proper in a
woman’,* Reverend J. Nutt took great pains to illustrate the continuing rel-
evance of the Christian witness to the sorts of questions facing Catholics in
1948. Refracting controversies about the ‘new women’ and the glamorous
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housewife through the lens of Marian devotion, he addressed the wearing of
makeup through an instructional analogy:

Do not think within yourselves that times have changed so that it is
sheer sentimentalism to put forward Mary as the ideal ... When Our Lady
walked through the streets of Jerusalem, she met with all the varieties
of women that are to be found in any modern city. With their airs and
graces, their trinkets, their bleached hair, rouge and lipstick, they went
mincing by the gentle maid... Yesterday, to-day and the same for ever,
she is the woman who finds favour in the sight of God, and also in the
sight of men.*

Father Nutt’s emphatic insistence on a particular understanding of Mary’s
femininity suggests increasing tensions about the interpretation of femin-
inity in wider British society and the need to provide a potent counter-image
in order to dissuade Catholic women from adapting to these social mores.
Numerous Catholic manuals for young women addressed the issue of
makeup and the appropriate balance between attractiveness, fashionable
dress and proper Catholic behaviour.* In a similar vein, the Bishop of Salford
in a sermon to the Union of Catholic Mothers had recourse to Mary as the
one who offered ‘the true norms and right ideals’ of ‘delicacy and modesty’,
allowing present-day youth to escape from the ‘contagion’ of the ‘popular
vision and corrupted public standards’.*® However, in an article in the Young
Christian Workers’ (YCW) magazine in 1948 on the formation of female
leaders within the Movement, chaplain Louis Hanlon advocated the need to
make the ‘idea’ of Our Lady relevant to the modern working girl through
reconstructing the ‘vision in blue and white who blushes if she whistles or
smokes a cigarette’ so that

Sanctity instead of being something queer and abstract becomes some-
thing tangible ... The things God asked of her were human things, human
joys and sorrows: to have a baby, love It, educate It and suffer because
of It. He asked her to employ her body, hands, will and intelligence on
quite normal human activities; to bend her back, scrub the floor, to wash
clothes, to look after a home.*’

Within all these instructional commentaries, mirroring more secular publi-
cations, there is an insistence that the ‘modern girl’, against the foil of her
‘Victorian’ counterpart, should strive after a femininity that encompassed
both emotional maturity and intellectual independence.*®

Whilst some of these examples and instructional commentaries could be
seen as constraining and conservative, these same Catholic resources might
also offer, paradoxically, a means for reconceptualizing models of femin-
inity and the rethinking of domestic roles so that household responsibilities
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might be renegotiated and shared. In a bulletin to lay leaders of the ‘Girls
YCW/’, its clerical author urged ‘working girls of the world’ to abandon the
stars of Hollywood and reappreciate the ‘Star of Heaven’ who is ‘a hundred
per cent girl, full of every quality that you could ever admire in a girl’ and
like the reader in sharing ‘all the worry that can come to any working-class
girl and mother”:

Worry of a mother with nothing but a bit of straw for her new-born
child. Worry of sudden evacuation, State control, looking for a house,
unemployment, poverty and want.*

Advocating a quite powerful and potentially radical reconceptualization of
Mary (and motherhood), the bulletin urged its female readers to appreciate
that Mary

Formed the body of Jesus within her, bought Him forth to the light of
day, and trained Him up to perfect manhood, as her task is to form Christ
within us, so that we may think like Christ, speak like Christ, and act like
Christ.

Advocating a similar equality of male and female discipleship, and also
informed by leftist political principles, the chair of the prominent Catholic
feminist organization, St Joan'’s Alliance, drew upon Catholic teaching to
challenge traditional divisions of domestic labour. Reacting to an ongo-
ing correspondence in May 1952 within the Catholic Herald on the need
for greater domestic training in Catholic schools, Phyllis Challoner stressed
the desirability of moving the debate beyond practicalities to principle, and
advanced that

‘Home-making’ is a wider thing than skill in domestic work, and we
maintain that a training in accordance with their talents for both boys
and girls, with a training of both equally in the whole subject of home-
making, will result in a comradeship in and out of the home that
will solve more questions than how to satisfy a husband’s pangs of
hunger.>

At a time in which there was an extraordinary premium on maternity and
homemaking to address birth-rate anxieties,*! and a valorized domesticity to
encourage middle-class women to embrace housework following the demise
of domestic servants, these examples illustrate dimensions within Catholic
teaching which might offer resources for dealing with the difficulties and
stresses of domesticity. Marriage and household maintenance were sanctified
and, through appeal to a ‘holy ideal’, Catholic women were offered not only
reassurance but also the means for a potential reconfiguration of maternal
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roles and responsibilities. Moreover, there were also alternative models of
femininity available within Catholic discourse with which to celebrate the
single state and work outside the home. For example in his Catholic Truth
Society pamphlet, clearly indicating its audience by its title, To Those Get-
ting Married (1946), Walter Jewell used the example of two girlfriends, one
called to a religious order and the other to marriage, to celebrate the single
(religious) life as well as to elevate matrimony as a vocation and channel of
God’s grace.>® This same theme was taken up by Bishop Marshall addressing
the many thousands of Mancunian Catholics gathered for the Whit walk in
1948. Remarking that ‘the social position of women is, from the Christian
point of view, very imperfectly set forth in the expression “Woman belongs
in the home”’, Bishop Marshall was a most unlikely radical in urging the
‘most emancipated woman of to-day’ to realize the ‘influence and freedom
of action’ offered by the church through history in the example of women
like St Brigid. Through making reference to this saint of the early Irish
church, he held before his audience the cult of a powerful religious woman,
known for her independence of mind and her capable administration of a
number of religious houses. Further contending that ‘never has the official
church countenanced the “Kitchen theory” of womanhood’, he continued
to observe that whilst

Luther wishes to confine her ambitions to wash-tubs and baby-linen; and
the Koran quite takes it for granted that, outside marriage, she has nei-
ther value nor importance - the truth is that her own unique influence is
intended to reach everywhere.®

Ecumenical and inter-religious scruples aside, this use of Catholic resources
to support women'’s agency outside marriage, and beyond domestic confines,
offered some alternatives to the overwhelming societal prioritization upon
marriage and maternity in the post-war period.

In addition to these intriguing and shifting understandings of women's
role as homemakers, historians have long recognized the overwhelming
emphasis in the wider 1950s British culture on a maternalist rhetoric®*
and the state-endorsement of ‘the greatest of all jobs’ to encourage women
to move out of some areas of the labour market back into the home. As
the spokesman for an emerging social policy which sought to emphasize
the scientific professionalism of good homemaking in a context of contin-
ued rationing, and the heroism of motherhood after their war-work, Field
Marshall Sir William Slim utilized a home service broadcast in 1952 to
praise women ‘who set the standard in all the really important things —
in truthfulness, honesty, decency, self-sacrifice and honour’. He went so far
as to attest that ‘the economy of the country was based on her shopping
basket’.> Catholic mothers were equally exhorted to the realization that
that ‘the hand that rocks the cradle not only rules but saves the world’.*®
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Perhaps mindful of the widespread influence of parenting manuals like
those of Bowlby’’ and Winnicott® and the increasing influence of pop-
ular Freudianism (discussed by Deborah Thom'’s chapter in this volume),
the Westminster Cathedral chaplain, writing in anticipation of the official
‘Marian Year’ of 1954, acknowledged that it was self-evident that Catholics
relied on Mary, as Christ did, for ‘a family must have a mother. It does not
need modern psychology to tell us that.”® In his devotional reflection, he
then proceeded to remind his readers that

We should not forget Mary as a human mother. If we picture her as ‘a
queen most womanly’, we must see her too with her back aching, her
eyes tired, her fingers cracked with washing. We must see her in anxiety,
in poverty, in aridity.®

Similarly seeking to make Mary ‘everywoman’, but moving beyond the
arduous labour and trials of such maternity, another commentator reflected,

Mary had all the rights of a mother over her Son. She had the joy of the
Child’s first smile, the delights of His first steps when He began to walk,
the tender satisfaction of hearing His first uttered syllable...the loving
and intimate union of a mother suckling her child.®!

This impulse in Catholic devotional and educational literature, as well as
animating and informing a simple but highly engaged theology of the Incar-
nation, also facilitated an intensely personalized relationship with Mary, and
the expression of Catholic spirituality in an everyday context. The ways
in which this relationship with Mary were mapped onto familial models,
and gave potency to her status and power as an agent and intercessor for
that generation of Mancunian Catholics born immediately after the war, is
well illustrated by retired Deputy Head Teacher Peter Kerr (b. 1944, Fairfield)
when asked about the place of Marian devotion in his life:

PK: There’s a tale told about an old Irish woman who was in church one
Sunday night and she was saying the rosary. And Jesus appeared to her
and said ‘Excuse me Bridie’. And she said ‘Shush, I'm talking to your
mother’. Now I think that sort of idea — I can see this in real life. If our
boys want anything, they don’t ask me. They ask their mother. They ask
their mother. And Mary is the intercessor — yeah, certainly. ...it’s clear,
to me at any rate, that you have the Trinity and above all others, then,
there’s Mary. No doubts whatsoever. The power behind the throne if you
like. And the exemplar.®?

Whilst on the one hand offering women a potent role model and vicari-
ous respect and deference, the expectations born of comparison with this
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heavenly ideal might also be onerous. Exasperated and gentle resistance to
overly sentimentalized and one-sided expectations of women, such as those
outlined in the July 1951 edition of Novena under the heading ‘Three Grades
of Catholic Mothers’, prompted correspondence from a Yorkshire women
asking for ‘Grades A, B, C of Catholics Fathers’ and ‘Catholic Children’,
and another from Cheshire protesting: ‘Three grades of Catholic Mothers!
Makes us sound like eggs!’®® Similarly, the strain that an increasing soci-
etal emphasis on women’s primary ‘responsibility for the family’s emotional
and psychological, as well as material well-being’®* could impose is well
articulated by an anonymous Catholic laywoman, who wrote about her
prayers while ‘resting on my knees, trying to pray and recover from a long
day’. This self-titled ‘Catholic mother’ intimately recounted her ‘troubles’
asking,

Mary, what would you have done if there were electric toasters in your
day and they didn’t work and the toast was burned and the coffee wasn’t
good, and everyone left the house in a huff? Was St Joseph every surely
[surly?] and short tempered on an early morning after a late night?. .. Just
give me the help I need to take things as they come, please, Mary.5

Despite her tiredness and frustrations, little alleviated by the assistance of
newly available consumer appliances, ‘Catholic Mother’ nevertheless clearly
derived much personal satisfaction, and an unassailable (almost celestial)
authority within the household — not to mention an accessible emotional
resource to enable her to fulfil her charge. Within this worldview, maternal
and household duties were ‘sanctified’ and, in the words of another devo-
tional pamphlet, ‘the love of Heaven [brought] to the humblest homes of
earth’.%® For, as a Father Greenstock reflected in his 1951 ‘Talks to Catholics
Parents’ which focused on the model of the Holy Family, motherhood was
a ‘public’ role, best realized through their formation of children ‘into the
likeness of Christ,”®” and which would create ‘saints, not merely for the
priesthood...but also in the workshop, the docks [and] the factories’®

The Virgin Mary, when conjured as a human mother in these prescriptive
tracts, could be made to respond to many of the temporal concerns and the
general conservatism of post-war society with its emphasis on an absorbing
maternity and valorized domesticity. Nevertheless, as these examples from
Catholic commentaries circulating during the late 1940s and early 1950s
also illustrate, Mary’s personal biography and a sanctified femininity might
also complicate these models — offering to women (and indeed to men, as
the next section will explore) ideals breaking the confines of the kitchen
and reaching into the heavenly realm. Moreover, the mutability, flexibility
and potency of this maternal model continued in Catholic circles well after
the Second World War, which becomes markedly apparent if we compare
the 1952 ‘Catholic Mother’ with her contemporary, Mancunian counterpart,
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Mary Howarth. Born in Trafford Park in 1967 to Irish parents, and juggling
parental responsibilities with paid employment, she explains her devotion
to Mary as vested in a shared maternity:

MH: It's being a mother as well. I think she’s [laughs]. I think sometimes,
[laughs], yeah, because I work full time as well and trying to balance being
that and doing every -. I think sometimes — I mean, I do chat to her. Most
days I'll have a chat with her and say ‘You were a mother yourself, just...’
[laughs]. Cause you know what its like — you’ve got that many balls in the
air sometimes, just trying to keep them all going, so yeah.®

When asked how ‘having a chat to Our Lady’ in ‘bed or the bath’ helped,
Mary reflected,

MH: I suppose I've got that much going on sometimes I can always have
a chat with her and say ‘Ah, what do I do now?’ And I've probably known
what I should do, but after having the chat...I don’t know. Maybe a
couple of hours it becomes clear — ‘Alright, well I sort it out, I prioritize,
that needs to be done first, and that’. You know, work it like that.”®

Whether as a sympathetic ear for domestic complaints, an aid to patience
or a project manager assisting with prioritization, devotion to Our Lady had
the potential to elevate certain constructions of the feminine, enabling some
women then, and now, to negotiate personal difficulties and to access the
divine outside institutional constraints and clerical control.

The holy couple and Catholic masculinity

Paternity too was becoming increasingly contested in the post-war period,
and the industry and input of fathers in the creation of saints within the
family and wider society more widely appreciated. As the historian of mas-
culinity, Lynn Segal has observed, in the 1950s ‘the man’s place was also in
the home’ with men domesticated in the popular consciousness in the return
from the battlefield to the bungalow.”! The emergence of the welfare state
model, with implications for understandings of the breadwinner’s role and
the family wage,”* as well as improvements in leisure time and growing afflu-
ence as the decade progressed,”® meant that the roles of husbands and fathers
and their involvement around the house were shifting and changing.”* As
Szreter and Fisher have also explored in Chapter 6, conflict and anxiety could
result around a male identity which was more home-based, if not house-
trained. In the midst of these changes, it is perhaps telling that Catholic
devotional literature exhorted wives to understand and support their hus-
bands in ‘the moments of failure and abjection’ when ‘the rational schemes
of the male and all his work of building and all his ambitions tend to come
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tumbling down’.”> After a shattering and brutal war, and a peace that ini-
tially brought acute housing shortages, employment dislocation, and the
continuance of food rationing, men as well as women were unsure about
their role in the household and anxious about their ability to provide for
their families. Understandably, devotional practices that articulated a strong
message of a stable, robust masculinity, as well as a sentimental spiritual-
ity and self-fulfilment to be found in the family, were designed to address
a pressing contemporary need. Exemplary of these trends were the rosary
crusades of Father Patrick Peyton who, to a crowd of 100,000 Catholics gath-
ered in Wembley Stadium in 1952, endorsed a virile and self-consciously
masculine Marian piety in which ‘the family, in its proper character, [is]
a little kingdom of God’,”® with ‘the husband [as] God’s representative’.””
Reports of the crusades pointedly concentrated, for example, on the tena-
cious piety of father of five, Mr Charles Elliot, who walked 30 miles in
the pouring rain to be present.”® Much was also made of observations by
Catholic”® and indeed non-Catholic commentators such as the Anglican
Rector, Canon Bryan Green of Birmingham, who confessed himself ‘very
impressed by the number of men’ at the rallies.?® Peyton’s promotional
material gave prominence to photographs of the regimented thousands of
male-only volunteers collecting rosary pledges in Newcastle,®' and reporters
spoke of the enormous presence of ‘shirt-sleeved fathers — some pushing
prams’.®? Male spirituality was also highlighted in speaking of the effects of

Figure 7.2 A Durham miner leading his family in the rosary. Reproduced from
‘Crusader for Prayer’, Picture Post, 26 July 1952, p. 5 [with permission of Getty Images]
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the crusade, with photos of a Durham miner clutching his rosary featured in
Picture Post,® reports of an increasing number of boys carrying their rosary
beads at school,®* and jubilation on the conversion of the Middlesbrough
football star, Wilf Mannion (Figure 7.2).8

This reaffirmation of male authority within the domestic sphere, and
ostensibly over matters spiritual, was enshrined in devotions like the
enthronement ceremonies of the Sacred Heart in the home over which the
father and the priest presided.®¢ Similarly, the practice of the family rosary
was advocated by laymen like Lawrence Rossiter, who commended the prac-
tice to his fellow fathers as a quick ‘ten minute’ cure for paternal problems
and the world’s ‘black paganism’.?” In fact, for some Catholic men such as
Nora Walsh’s (b. 1933, Galway) husband, leading the family rosary was a way
of expressing fatherly care and a Catholic identity independent of church
attendance:

NW: My husband was Catholic but he wasn’t a wonderful Catholic....he
would go, you know, for special occasions or when they were having First
Communion...But he would say the rosary with them and he’d always
insist. We used to go to the bedroom and say it there. ... they’d all be up
stairs and I had six children and, well, some of them didn’t know, they’d
hardly know their prayers, like the younger ones. But he’d always say the
rosary, which was good. That was a good thing.®

These trends were counter to the dominant strain in the devotional lit-
erature, dating well back into the nineteenth century as Sanders’ chapter
(Chapter 11) illustrates, which voiced the commonplace assessment that
spiritually ‘it is the woman who indisputably reigns’.®#® They also provided a
counterpoint to the numerous secular parenting manuals which evidenced
a ‘tendency to see successful childrearing in terms of constant mothering
render[ing] the father relatively unimportant’ (see also discussions by Sidn
Pooley and Deborah Thom in this volume of the historical development of
parental advice manuals).”® The ‘legions of men’ publicly participating in the
huge processions to the shrine of Walsingham,”! or to the little-known pre-
Reformation shrine of Willesden for the Marian year in 1954, illustrate the
tensions apparent in the 1950s within these highly complex understand-
ings of gender roles and responsibilities — for on the one hand these were
proud and public male assertions of masculine power and authority, but
nevertheless in service and deference to Our Lady. The ‘true Catholic hus-
band’ was reminded to view his wife as ‘a reflection of Mary of Nazareth’
and as such manifest devotion to both women by love, respect and ‘never
utter[ing] an unseemly word’ in her presence.”® Indeed, this was a perspec-
tive expressly articulated by father of five Francis Leigh (b. 1928, Eccles),
who had earlier confessed to having a ‘crush’ on the Virgin Mary, and who
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spoke in emotional terms about her centrality to his faith and his associated
understanding of marital roles:

AH: And Our Lady? You talk about praying the rosary — how important
is Mary in your faith?

FL: Well very much so actually, because of — every woman, to me all my
life, has been on a pedestal. Because most of them are mothers you
might say - except the single ones, that’s understandable — but I've
still got the greatest respect. And I've had it all my life. Every woman,
irrespective of what people say about her... You find your own views.
I mean, I would say there’s 80 per cent of women have got two jobs,
men I think they’re only 5 per cent. And that alone is an admiration
that I have for women that, you know, they do it.**

This self-conscious reflection on marital expectations and duties and the
insistence within other commentaries on appropriate ‘manly’ conduct sug-
gest that the position of husbands, their place in the domestic sphere and
the nature of their interactions with their wives were undergoing intense
scrutiny and some redefinition.

As a way of providing further substance to these expectations of Catholic
masculinity, beyond being a foil to Marian femininity, the Holy Family anal-
ogy also proffered St Joseph as a model for the right behaviour of Catholic
husbands, workers and fathers — explicitly promoted as a cult by Pope Pius IX
in 1847 and 1870,% but gaining widespread popularity into the twentieth
century.’® Priests composed prayers for ‘family devotion to St Joseph’, such
as the following illustrative example which opened with the exclamation:

St Joseph! Obtain for fathers courage to endure all that is demanded of
them. Let them see in every wife and mother an image of Mary, the
Mother of God, that they may show forth towards them the spirit of rev-
erence and of chivalry. Give them fidelity to their married life, blessing to
their labours and grace to guide those entrusted to their care.”’

After extolling the sacrifices yet blessings of domestic life, this prayer then
considered

the anxiety about daily food, the maintenance of home... [and] the spirit
of the world... [which] bring worse danger to our children than did the
dagger of Herod to the Holy Innocents.*®

The prayer closed with a salutation to the ‘Father of Christ esteemed’ as
a father ‘to those Thy Foster son redeemed’, whose intercession would aid
fathers to ‘stand out before their children as models of faithfulness to God
and of strict fulfilment of duty’.”” This somewhat unorthodox Trinitarian
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theology offered a construction of masculinity that was not only strong
and stable, but also intimate and domestic. The imaginative possibilities
stimulated by this devotion were articulated by the ‘baby-boomer’ Peter
Kerr, who followed on from speaking about Mary to express an admira-
tion for the marital commitment and conjugal fidelity of the foster father
of Christ:

PK: And I would go perhaps a little bit against everything else and put
St Joseph up there as well. But then that’s partly to do with the fact
that...to take somebody as your wife knowing that they are carrying a
child and not knowing whose it was... that’s faith. Dear me. I don’t have
a faith like that. That is a quantum leap from the ordinary.'®

In her writings the mystic, sculptor and best-selling Catholic author of the
1950s, Caryll Houselander, also concurred with such an assessment. She dis-
missed the ‘grey-bearded statue’ of St Joseph as quite misrepresenting his
character, which should rather be recognized as that of a just, strong man
who trusted in God, accepted hardship and danger and renounced himself to
protect the little and weak.'! It was not surprising therefore that in the pop-
ular Catholic culture of the period, St Joseph was invoked as both a model for
and a means of procuring ‘good husbands’, as lightly parodied in a Catholic
Herald cartoon in which a bride’s nuptials were attributed to sustained prayer
to St Joseph, who might not always be reliable in supplying a ‘good catch’
(Figure 7.3).

As a provider, the Catholic male was also expected to emulate ‘the
guardian of the Holy Family [who] could not fail them, say, through bod-
ily indisposition, ... [as] the breadwinner for the Bread who had come down
from Heaven’.!®® Portrayed within such literature as a stoic, silent type,'%
St Joseph'’s role as a model worker - to inspire the Catholic working class and
to counter communist ideal types'® — was endorsed through the establish-
ment of his feast day on 1 May 1955 by Pope Pius XII and explored through

Figure 7.3 Tim Madden (1965), How’s the Family? (London: Burns and Oates), n.p.
[Reproduced with permission from Bodleian Library, University of Oxford]
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Figure 7.4 ‘St Joseph the Workman’, Catholic Times, 6 May 1955, p. 9 [Reproduced
with permission from Bodleian Library, University of Oxford]

cartoons in the Catholic press paralleling his profession with modern-day,
blue-collar workers (Figure 7.4). Nevertheless, within this period of a more
ambiguous domesticity, the emphasis on duty and dependence was softened
by an added emphasis on the foster fatherhood of Joseph, depicted in this
poignant vignette about the child Jesus:

Before He had sat in the midst of the doctors he sat on Joseph’s knee and
at it. And can we doubt that he was any more sparing with His questions
than He was with those who were not likely to have the answers? Christ
added to His experimental knowledge in the ordinary way. And surely in
this case the mother did not occupy the whole scene.'®

Other writers of more psychologically influenced parenting manuals also
deplored those who ignored or diminished the father’s role in the education
of his children. One such clerical pamphleteer instructed fathers to patience
and interest in school work and conversation, deploring the confinement of
the paternal role to discipline or as a fearful ‘ogre’ because ‘many of the more
difficult problems of adolescence would never arise at all if there existed
more confidence between the child and father’.!° The male educative and
formative role extended to setting an explicit example in religion to counter
the insults of those who assert that ‘religion is a thing for silly women and
not meant for men’.'”” These exhortations to exemplary personal, social, reli-
gious and moral standards inevitably also made explicit reference to restrain
from excessive drinking;'®® a vice specifically targeted in Peyton’s parables
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of marriages saved through the displacement of the pub by the routine
of the evening rosary.'® Peyton was not alone in articulating the clergy’s
blithe expectation that ‘no father could [pray]...night after night and be a
bad man’.'"

These examples all demonstrate the concern of some Catholic educators
to stress that, in his appropriate involvement in domestic life and spiritual
socialization, ‘the [Catholic] father is just as important as the mother in
this matter’.!"! As such, they illustrate the increasing ambiguity within the
period surrounding gender relations and the division of familial responsi-
bilities. Discussing the considerable changes in contemporary married life
and the renegotiation of relationships between husband and wife, the Royal
Commission on Population (1949) attributed the loss of male status within
the family and the end of ‘unrestricted childbearing’ to emerging models
of marriage which stressed collaboration and concern for maternal health
and well-being.'? Identifying similar changes in domestic authority and
women'’s working patterns, but divergent in its sharp condemnation of these
developments, Pope Pius XII in a late-1940s address to newly weds identified
modern life’s tendency ‘to make women the equal of men’ and sought to
differentiate between the equality of the spouses in the life of grace whilst
maintaining that ‘in the life of the family, the wife is subject to her hus-
band and that by her free consent’.!'® The need to restate vigorously these
domestic hierarchies is perhaps illustrative of the extent to which previously
operational family structures were now being critiqued. Indeed, 1960s soci-
ologists like Willmott and Goldthorpe were to reflect contemporaneously on
the ways in which men from relatively affluent working-class backgrounds
were more actively involved in home life and parenting in a way that their
fathers had not been.!'* Nevertheless, as Chapter 6 also argues, conventional
gendered divisions of labour and the distribution of economic power were
not disturbed fundamentally by these trends, and rather there were increased
demands imposed on women by the companionate model of marriage —
requiring them to be ‘more comradely wives, more devoted mothers of more
children, more satisfying and satisfied sexual partners and more professional
homemakers’.""® Two decades on from the war, a self-consciously ‘modern’
pamphlet prepared for newly weds by the Catholic Marriage Advisory Coun-
cil was keen to acknowledge women'’s increasing independence, candid in
the provision of physiological information for love-making, and careful to
avoid any language of superiority in stressing that ‘husbands and wives share
spheres of authority and spheres of love in the family’ and that ‘these will
vary with personalities and situations’.!'® Nevertheless, in a section entitled
‘authority and freedom’, it recycled the old adage that ‘man is the head;
woman is the heart’ — suggesting, in the final analysis, that the renegotia-
tion of gender roles and understandings of authority within and beyond the
family continued to be unresolved, at least in Catholic circles, well into the
1960s and 1970s.
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Conclusion

In a widely circulating pamphlet published by the Catholic Truth Society
in the 1940s and entitled Married Life, Catholics were exhorted to ‘obey the
laws of marriage’, particularly those enunciated by the church on birth con-
trol, so that ‘your wedded life will be what the Creator of marriage intended
it to be, “a paradise on earth, a foretaste of heaven”’.!'” This aphorism illus-
trates perfectly the sacralized understandings of the family, parenthood and
domesticity integral to Catholic interpretations of married life which have
been discussed in this chapter. Moreover, it provides an example of the
continuing role of Christian discourse in post-war conceptualizations and
conversations about the companionate marriage and family stability within,
and indeed beyond, religious circles in broader British society in ways that
have been little examined by historians to date. As an initial contribution
to this exploration of the intersections of gender and religion in the post-
war period, this discussion has illustrated the various ways in which the
Virgin Mary was used as both an ideal and an intercessory aid for Catholic
women, renegotiating shifting understandings of modern femininity, their
role as homemakers, and the pleasures and pressures of maternity. Simi-
larly, the biographies of the mother and father of Christ also served as a
source of inspiration and instruction for Catholic men, who were being
urged to become more involved in domestic life and felt insecure about
their identities and capacities as modern parents and sole breadwinners.
Finally, the designation of married life as a ‘paradise on earth, a foretaste
of heaven’ also encapsulates one of the continuing thematic contentions of
this chapter — that Catholic teaching in the post-war period explicitly under-
stood the family, as expressed by Father Peyton, as the ‘atom of civilization’
and a means for the realization of the kingdom. This necessarily compli-
cates the theoretical constructs of the public and private spheres within
gender historiography, for Catholic husbands and wives understood their
relationships within the home, and engagement with wider British society,
as an elaboration of the ideals and values encountered around the sacralized
hearth or dining table. Therefore, Catholic mothers might pray to Mary for
patience with husbands and against the perils of burnt breakfast toast, but
they should also see their calling as supporting the economy and the forma-
tion of workers for the factories. Similarly, St Joseph might be proffered to
Catholics as a paragon of the steady, reliable breadwinner, but he was also
represented as a faithful, supportive husband and involved father with the
inquisitive Christ-child on his knee.

In this consideration of the spectrum of ideals surrounding Catholic mar-
riage and parenthood in the post-war period, this chapter has also argued
that the politics of the family and associated constructions of gender were
becoming increasingly contested through the decade. It has illustrated that
lay Catholics and clerical commentators were directly engaging with these
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manifold societal and civic shifts in wider English society and in doing so,
they were utilizing and repackaging traditional resources from a rich reposi-
tory of devotional spirituality and sacramental theology. In considering the
politics and constructions of domestic authority within the English family
in the 1950s, the historian of gender and intellectual culture is therefore
required not only to direct attention to the space beyond the hearth and
outside the home, but also to look afresh at the ‘secular’, and thereby discern
the continuing operation of the ‘sacred’ in the formulation and application
of these ideals.
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Domestic Servants as Poachers
of Print: Reading, Authority and
Resistance in Late Victorian Britain

Margaret Beetham

Useful books for a servant are a Bible and Prayer Book, a Dictionary,
some cheap domestic weekly or worthy paper, and recipes.!

The huge growth in popular print in the second half of the nineteenth
century meant that books and serials of all kinds (magazines, newspapers,
penny novelettes) saturated the middle-class home and became crucial to
its management. Print became the medium for advice on how to exercise
domestic authority and the management of print in the home (who should
read what, where and when) was defined as part of the mistresses’ task. The
anonymous author of the pamphlet in the Bodleian Library from whom I
quote above was among those eager to ensure the proper use of print. If even
domestic servants might now be able to read, the mistress must ensure that
what they read was ‘useful’. In this chapter I explore the politics of domes-
tic reading and particularly the reading of domestics, that is of servants, in
the late nineteenth-century middle-class household in Britain. The servant
reading a book or magazine was a figure who produced conflicting tensions
and anxieties. In the first part of the chapter I describe the context of these
anxieties and suggest some theoretical models which may be useful. In the
second half I read a variety of evidence and debates in relation to these his-
torical and theoretical concerns. My general argument is that the reading of
printed texts by servants presented itself as a knot or tangle in the webs of
power and resistance which characterised domestic authority in the period.

Everyone a reader? Domesticity and the mass press in the late
Victorian period

The great point for us, at the present moment to observe, is that the whole
civilised world has acquired a taste for reading: and that it has become for

all classes the universal and the favourite amusement.?

185
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...Don’t read ‘silly sensational stories’ in ‘poisonous publications which
are brought to the back door in gentleman’s houses’.?

Contemporaries and later historians alike accept that by the latter part of
Victoria’s reign, Britain had become a literate society. Walter Besant, the
prolific novelist, journalist and commentator, put it like this in 1899:

reading which has always been the amusement of the cultivated class
has now become the principal amusement of every class; all along the
line from peer to chimney sweep we are reading. Some of us are said
to be reading rubbish. That may be; but it is certainly less mischievous
to be reading rubbish than to be drinking in bars or playing with street
rowdies.*

Besant here was articulating a view generally held at the end of the century
that Britain now boasted a ‘free press’ and a population in which read-
ing was a general source of entertainment as well as information. The last
of the notorious Taxes on Knowledge, which had kept the price of print,
especially newspapers, prohibitively high, had been repealed by the 1860s
and the Board Schools, set up by the 1870 Education Act, had made Britain
for the first time a truly literate population, or so commentators and print
entrepreneurs alike believed. The publisher, George Newnes, for example,
claimed that by the 1890s there were ‘no illiterates’ in England.® Later schol-
ars, including David Vincent, have argued that the Board Schools did not
have quite the dramatic effect assumed by contemporaries but they agree
that by the 1890s most people in Britain could, and probably did, read.®

Moreover, the growth of the popular press since the 1840s ensured that
by the end of the century, the British working class had at their disposal a
cheap mass press and in particular a range of affordable weekly and monthly
papers.” However, by the 1890s Besant’s determinedly optimistic stance was
looking rather old-fashioned and ‘early Victorian’. Most contemporary com-
mentators lamented that all the advances of the nineteenth century had
produced a people who only read ‘rubbish’. In his magisterial and still
definitive work on the growth of the British reading public, Richard Altick
concludes that late Victorians had ‘recognised that... the reading habit was
contributing nothing to cultural improvement’.® Altick does not take as his
typical late nineteenth-century reader the chimney sweep, whom Besant
obviously chose as an extreme and shocking figure. Instead, Altick refers
to the recurrent tropes of

the cook in the kitchen who let the joint burn as she pored over the
Family Herald and the mill hand sat on his doorstep of a Sunday morn-
ing, smoking his pipe and reviewing the week’s outrages in the Illustrated
Police News.’
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The figure of the cook letting the joint burn as she reads the Family Herald,
the domestic servant who neglects her work because she is ‘reading rubbish’
or because her Board School education has given her inflated ideas of herself,
haunts the pages of such middle-class publications as Punch.'® For Punch the
cook should not be reading at all but attending to the joint. However, if she
must read, why not something more suitable to her situation, as suggested
in my opening quotation? To middle-class commentators, the reading cook
was not a cause for the celebration of mass literacy, as was Besant’s chimney
sweep. Instead, she was a sign of the collapse of domestic authority and
the proper hierarchies of home. I use the female pronoun deliberately, for
whereas the chimney sweep was an aggressively masculine figure, the cook
was almost certainly female and her gender is an important element of the
story. I would argue that it is at least as important as class.

Leaving aside for a moment the question of whether the cook did read,
and if so whether she read the Family Herald, questions to which I shall
return, I want to address briefly the cultural anxiety which Altick so bril-
liantly describes. In the figure of the reading cook are concentrated a number
of different nineteenth-century concerns. First, she can be understood as one
manifestation of what middle-class Victorians called ‘The Servant Problem’.
Having at least one servant was an indicator of being middle class and it
was in the domestic sphere and in the relationship of mistress to servant
that class relations were worked out at the most intimate and inescapable
level. No wonder there was a boom in advice literature which dealt among
other topics with the proper exercise of authority by the mistress over her
domestic servant or servants. Beeton’s Book of Household Management, for
example, which came out in volume form first in 1861 but went through
numerous editions and reprints before 1903, assumed that the engaging and
treatment of servants was an important part of domestic management. The
pages on servants were reprinted as separate pamphlets. Magazines addressed
to middle-class women regularly addressed the questions of the management
of servants, sometimes with wit and humour, more often in tones of indig-
nation and despair at the impossibility of finding ‘good servants’ and at the
difficulties of the proper exercise of authority over them. Jane Carlyle, the
wife of Thomas Carlyle, ran a household which was hardly typical but her
letters make clear that she shared with her less remarkable contemporaries
the problems of managing her servants.!’ Though as Judy Giles has sug-
gested in this volume (Chapter 9), middle-class women endlessly read about
servants, the ways in which the reading of servants entered into the exercise
of domestic authority is more difficult to evidence.

What is clear, however, is that the figure of the reading servant embod-
ied another set of nineteenth-century middle-class anxieties about class
relations and the exercise of authority, which centred not on how to man-
age servants but on the control of reading. Historians of the press have
characterised the early Victorian period as marked by power struggles over
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working-class access to print. These were fought out in the political and pub-
lic arena, through legislation (what radicals called “The Taxes on Knowledge’)
and through forms of resistance which included overtly illegal practices,
such as the publications of the unstamped press.!? Late Victorians were
proud that the press in Britain was now ‘free’, indeed took it as a mark of
progress. A ‘free press’ meant, of course, one controlled by the market rather
than by legislation. However, as I have already suggested, the development
of the market and the ‘freedom of the press’ produced a new set of anxieties
about the abuses of such freedom and its impact on class relationships.

Edward Salmon was one of several commentators who attempted to survey
and write about the problem of this new reading public produced by the
Board Schools. In an article on working-class reading, one of three published
in The Nineteenth Century, he lamented that

An important constituent in the mental food - or rather poison - of
the people is the penny novelette...Crime and love are the essential
ingredients and the influence exercised over the feminine reader, often
unenlightened by any close contact with the classes whom the novelist
pretends to portray, crystallises into an irremovable dislike of the upper
strata of society. The same dish is served up again and again and the
surprising thing is that the readers do not tire of [it].!?

This concern that the people were reading poisonous publications rather
than improving works was typical and so was the easy move from ‘the
people’ to ‘the feminine reader’. Women readers were assumed to be less
rational and more susceptible to the insidious poison of trashy publications
than men of the same class. This was because anxieties about the deleterious
effects of popular reading were often directed particularly at those groups
who were perceived to be least able to make rational judgements, namely
women but also the young and the working class in general. Domestic ser-
vants, who typically were young working-class woman, embodied a group
triply at risk — at least in the eyes of those concerned that indiscriminate
readers might be seduced by the penny novelettes and cheap papers which
Salmon described.

These groups (women, the young and the working class) were, of course,
precisely those targeted by the new entrepreneurs of print who saw in them
potential untapped markets. It is significant, as I have argued elsewhere,
that Harmsworth, whose publishing empire was one of those which came
to dominate the cheap magazine press in the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury, established his empire in the 1890s by producing magazines like Forget
Me Not, Home Sweet Home and Home Chat which were aimed specifically at
working-class women.'*

If women were seen as particularly likely to be affected by reading rubbish,
women were also posited as part of the solution. With the end of punitive
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taxation as a form of control of print, authority over the what, the how and
the where of reading had come to be increasingly vested in the home and
with the mistress who managed the domestic space. This was in part related
to the powerful trend, which persisted through the century, of valorising
the home as the place in which reading ought to take place. Besant was in
this mainstream tradition of thinking when he argued that even if men (his
readers are clearly assumed to be male) were reading rubbish, at least they
were not in bars or roaming the streets. Making home attractive so that men
wanted to be there rather than on the street or in bars was an important part
of the task of the woman, whatever her class and there was plenty of advice
produced by publishers instructing her in how to do it.

Nor was this only a matter of advice. The material practices of the pub-
lishing industry were shaped by and in turn shaped the discourses which
connected the domestic with reading. When The Daily Telegraph heralded the
arrival of the penny newspaper in 1856, it made it possible for middle-class
men to afford to buy their own copy.'® This meant that even the newspaper,
that most public of print forms, could now be read in the domestic space
rather than in a public house, club or coffee house. Not surprisingly, there-
fore, much of the periodical literature produced from the 1850s onwards
emphasised that it was designed to be read at home, even if the content
might be sensational. Magazines designated as ‘family’ reading ranged from
the cheap Family Herald, through the slightly dearer Family Friend, to the late
nineteenth-century sumptuously illustrated Hearth and Home, reputed to be
Victoria’s favourite magazine. It is significant that when Dickens launched
his own journal in 1850 he chose to call it Household Words, a title which
gives no indication of content but tells everything about the way domesticity
was central to the material and discursive practices of reading.

Of course, Reading Rooms and clubs continued to be important, especially
those in the newly opened Public Libraries. However, the model for healthy
reading, particularly by women and children, was neither the public con-
sumption of shared print nor the solitary devouring of potentially poisonous
text. Rather it was ‘family reading’, for it was ‘the reading aloud of some
good standard work’ in the domestic circle which, it was argued, particu-
larly delighted ‘the feminine members of the family’.!¢ Like eating together,
reading together was thought to enhance the ties of the domestic realm.

Not only was the domestic the site for reading, it was increasingly the
subject. Not just the idea of home but the practices of everyday domes-
tic life were increasingly constructed in and through printed texts. From
its earliest manifestations, the novel as a form had targeted women read-
ers and focused on the domestic scene. Richardson’s Pamela, published in
1740, was the story of a young servant who marries her master, a narrative
worked and reworked throughout the nineteenth century. These narratives
of master/servant seductions and resistance represented various scenarios of
the relationship between reading and writing and domestic authority which
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deserve further treatment in their own right. My point here is that Pamela
combined exciting narrative with advice on how to run a household. A cen-
tury later, the story telling and the domestic advice had separated into two
different strands of book publication, novels and novelettes on one hand
and advice literature on the other, though the two continued to be held
together in women'’s magazines.

By the end of the nineteenth century both strands (domestic fiction and
domestic advice) had become hugely important in the publishing indus-
try with hundreds of books and periodicals of all kinds not only designed
to be read in the home but also about the home. The launch of Beeton’s
Englishwoman’s Domestic Magazine at tuppence per month in 1852 pioneered
the middle-class magazine which claimed to help women in their task of
‘making home happy’, as Beeton put it.!” A book like Beeton’s Book of House-
hold Management (a spin-off from the journal) constituted not just domestic
reading but a powerful intervention into the everyday exercise of domes-
tic authority, a point to which I will return. As Beeton and others argued
in print, the task of the mistress, therefore, included not only ensuring her
household’s proper consumption of food but also ensuring the proper con-
sumption of texts, particularly by children and servants. Charlotte Yonge, for
example, in her advice book, Womankind, assumed that relationships with
servants would be an important part of womanliness and that providing
servants’ reading was the task of the mistress:

[By servants] in general, either a religious book, or a good, rather excit-
ing, story are the best liked — the present amount of cultivation generally
appreciates these, but not often history, travels, or tales connected with
unfamiliar scenes — and it is best to give such tales, or the perilous
cheap literature will supply the appetite for something interesting and
not innocent.'®

The reading of the servants in the kitchen, those working-class women
embedded in the middle-class household, was seen as important to the
moral and intellectual health of the entire household. No wonder that advice
books for both mistresses and servants constantly warned against allowing
‘tubbish’ to be brought into the kitchen. No wonder that the Society for
Promoting Christian Knowledge (SPCK) included in its advice to domestic
servants, besides the need to be thrifty and to say your prayers, the warn-
ing, ‘Don’t read silly sensational stories in poisonous publications which are
brought to the back door in gentlemen’s houses’."”

This warning is exemplary not least in its deployment of the trope of poi-
son. Threading through much of the advice and discussion on reading in
the period was an assumption that ingestion of texts and ingestion of food
were analogous and linked activities. Sometimes the link between reading
and eating was enacted explicitly and even materially in texts. The growing
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importance of recipe books and advice on menus and cooking in women's
magazines meant that reading and writing entered into the practices of
choosing and preparing food and even of ‘dining’, if we take that word to
mean the social habits of eating which (according to Mrs Beeton) distin-
guished the civilised from the savage.?’ Reading for moral improvement and
eating healthy food in socially appropriate ways were explicitly linked in
advice books like Henry Southgate’s What Every Lady Would Like to Know
Concerning Domestic Management and Expenditure. Along with a great deal
of advice on domestic matters, Henry Southgate offered for each day of
the year an uplifting quotation and an appropriate menu with recipes.
December 12th, for example, the day on which I am writing this page, begins
with a quotation from Rev. James Fordyce’s sermons (a favourite source),
‘Works of ingenuity and elegance are particularly becoming and the study
of them ought to enter into female education as much as possible.” Beneath
this is the suggested menu for the day, Stuffed Carp, Roast Sucking Pig and
Vegetables, together with recipes.?!

More usually the links between reading and eating remained implicit
and metaphoric. That cultural anxiety which I have described persistently
represented popular reading matter as poisonous, disgusting or addictive
and the methods of reading deployed, particularly by young working-class
women, were not those of polite ‘dining’. Rather these unsuitable texts were
described as being ‘gobbled’, or devoured as stimulants rather than as nour-
ishing food. In seeking to combat these fears, publishers who supplied cheap
reading constantly claimed that their publications were ‘healthy’, as did
Newnes, for example, when he started his tuppenny weekly Tit-Bits in 1892
and Harmsworth, later Lord Northcliffe when he launched his publishing
empire in the 1890s with cheap magazines aimed at women.

The analogy between the ingestion of food and the ingestion of texts,
though particularly evident in the late nineteenth century, was not orig-
inal. Francis Bacon’s distinction between those books to be tasted, those
to be chewed and those to be digested has entered into the language.
Anglicans would have been used to hearing and indeed praying every year
on the Second Sunday in Advent that they might ‘read, mark, learn and
inwardly digest’ holy writ. Certainly, the late nineteenth-century deploy-
ment of these tropes was pervasive and represented, I have argued, anxieties
which were historically specific. However, the widespread nature of these
analogies should alert us to some aspects of the relationship of reading and
authority which persist across historical periods. Reading depends not only
having been taught to read but also on certain material conditions (access
to print as well as space and light by which to read). However, these do
not of themselves define reading or explain its significance. By analogy,
books or journals are undeniably material objects — the ‘same’ book may
appear in very different formats (hard back or paper back) — nonetheless,
their significance is not only material.
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Reading involves the psychological as well as the physical and social.?
Reading, like eating, involves the taking into the self of what is other, which
then becomes part of the self. It is a mysterious process. Both reading and
eating are potentially dangerous (we may indeed be poisoned) but also have
the potential to change us. Especially since the invention of silent reading,
the processes involved in making sense of a story or article or joke are not
easily accessible to measurement. For the historian of reading this presents
problems. We may find out what someone read in 1882 (though even this is
not always easy) but how they made sense of what they read, how they read
is a far more slippery historical enquiry.

These aspects of reading not only make it difficult to measure; they also
make it difficult to control. This opens out a set of problems important not
only in historical enquiry but also in literary theory, where there has been
much discussion of reading over the past two or three decades. Put briefly,
there is a paradox here. On one hand print is authoritative. The advice book
carried into the Victorian home an alternate authority to the one already
there; the author, as the word indicates, has authority, the words come from
the same root. A text like Beeton’s, sometimes called the Bible of domes-
tic management, was an authority. However, the authority of the author is
never absolute. Readers always make their own sense of the text in ways
which neither the author nor other authorities can completely control. This
underpins Roland Barthes’ discussion of the death of the author as a source
of absolute authority over the reader.? It is also the point of theoretical
work on the power and importance of readers in the work of theorists as
far removed from each other as Stanley Fish, who developed the idea of
reading communities, and second-wave feminists like Judith Fetterley who
stressed the power of readers to read against the grain and resist authorial
intention.?* Such debates suggest that reading always involves negotiations
of meaning between text and reader.

It is not my purpose here to enter into a theoretical discussion on ‘the
Death of the Author’ or on what constitutes a ‘readerly’ text. I simply want
to point out that this structure of authorial authority and readerly power,
if not readerly resistance, is built into the practice of reading. It accounts,
of course, for the anxiety of all authorities, whether the State, the Church,
teachers or parents to control access to reading; who can read, what is read
and how it is read. The anxiety about domestic reading in late nineteenth-
century Britain can be seen as part of a long history of debates around
control of access to the information, knowledge and pleasure which read-
ing can give. It took a different and historically specific form to our early
twenty-first-century concerns but there are structural continuities as well as
discontinuities.

One nineteenth-century writer who understood very well the complexities
presented by ideas of authority in relation to reading, including the reading
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of domestic servants, was Wilkie Collins. His 1862 novel, The Moonstone, is
not only a powerful examination of Britain’s imperial and class system as
exemplified in the domestic life of one upper-class family; it also explores
the question of authoritative texts and independent readers through the
character of the family’s butler, Betteridge, who is also one of the narrators of
the story. Betteridge refers to his copy of Robinson Crusoe in all circumstances.
It is his authority, his Bible. Collins may be making some satiric references to
the way the Bible was sometimes used as a kind of oracle but the questions
he raises of how to read and understand a text are crucial to the way his
own novel works. Betteridge may treat Robinson Crusoe as authoritative but
his readings are idiosyncratic. He reads it in his own way and for his own
purposes, certainly not in ways which would be obvious to another reader
or be endorsed by any other authority. Collins may be laughing at the reader
in the text but he is also pointing up the way no author can control the way
his text is read.

This sophisticated self-referentiality, a kind of post-modernism avant la
lettre, should not blind us to the historical specificity of this fictional account
of a servant’s reading habits. Robinson Crusoe was recommended by The
Ladies Sanitary Association as an item in its list of appropriate reading for
servants.>® Collins’ novel brings into sharp focus the ways in which class and
gender shape relationships between masters/mistresses and servants, just as
he addresses the relationship of the violence of Empire to the apparent order
and tranquillity of English upper-class society in the 1860s. Betteridge’s read-
ing tactics in relation to Robinson Crusoe are thus both historically specific
and point beyond the immediate, alerting us to the ways we as readers have
to make our own sense of the partial and fragmented narratives through
which The Moonstone is structured.

Collins’ account of one servant’s reading practice chimes with the theo-
retical work on popular reading undertaken by the twentieth-century French
theologian and cultural historian, Michel de Certeau. De Certeau, in his stud-
ies of popular culture in contemporary France, argued that what he called
‘the practices of everyday life’ enabled the relatively powerless to exercise
an endlessly creative and always fluid set of creative ‘tactics’.?® De Certeau
suggests that for ‘the binary set of production-consumption one would sub-
stitute its more general equivalent, writing-reading’.?’ Consumption and
reading, he argues, can themselves become forms of production, places for
the production of meaning and of the self. In reading,

A different world (the reader’s) slips into the author’s place...this
mutation makes the text habitable like a rented apartment. It trans-
forms a another person’s property for a moment...Renters make com-
parable changes in an apartment they furnish with their acts and
memories.?
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Confronting a later set of elite attacks on popular reading, de Certeau argued
that in the practice of reading, the powerless are like poachers on the
territory of the rich, taking what they can.?” He writes:

Far from being writers — founders of their own place...readers are trav-
ellers; they move across lands belonging to someone else, like nomads
poaching their way across field they did not write, despoiling the wealth
of Egypt to enjoy it themselves.

Reading, like walking the streets, he argued, could become a place of small
but important creative encounters, always conducted within the constraints
laid out by street planners or authors of texts. Indeed, he argues that reading
can effect ‘a transformation of the social relationships that overdetermine
[the reader’s] relationship to the text’.3!

I find this a useful theoretical framework in which to consider popular
reading in this period. For a start, it gives me a way into reading the vast
amount of advice literature about the control of domestic servants (includ-
ing their reading) which was produced in the latter part of the nineteenth
century. It is hard for us to know how to read these texts. Who are they
for? Were they to be read by the mistress or to be read aloud by the mistress
to the servant or to be read by the servant herself? Beeton’s original vol-
ume (much of which was itself ‘poached’ from earlier sources) was certainly
aimed at the mistress who could then decide her own tactics of use. How-
ever, later cheap editions of the recipe part of Beeton’s Book or the extracts
of those parts of the volume specifically about domestic service were almost
certainly targeted at the servant herself. More importantly, how were these
texts read? We clearly cannot take them simply as evidence of practice but
the problem of how far they entered into and shaped practice as well as dis-
course is a vexed one. At one level, all readers are poachers in de Certeau’s
sense and middle-class women almost certainly behaved like poachers when
confronted with an authoritative text like Beeton'’s Book of Household Manage-
ment or the latest advice on domestic servants in their favourite periodical.
That is, they took from it what they could, but always within the context of
the strategies embodied in the text.

As T have suggested, late nineteenth-century discourses about the power
of print shaped and were shaped by domestic authority in a wide range of
ways. A comprehensive discussion of these is beyond the scope of a single
chapter. In the rest of this chapter, therefore, I turn to look specifically at
the question of domestic authority in relation to the reading of women in
domestic service rather than on that of the Betteridges, the butlers and male
servants of the late nineteenth century. Since male servants were paid more,
it was only the wealthiest households who could afford to employ them.
Households who could afford to employ indoor male servants were likely to
have large domestic staff in contrast to the typical middle-class family where
there would often be only one or at most two. There is some evidence that
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the reading of men in service differed from female servants and the experi-
ence of staff in a large household was very different from that of the solitary
maid of all work or general servant. However, the vast majority of domestic
servants were women and domestic service continued to be the most com-
mon occupation for women up to the First World War with ‘almost one in
three girls between the ages of fifteen and twenty classified as domestic ser-
vant’.*? 1, therefore, take the reading of women domestic servants as a key
question in relation to domestic authority and one which requires a sophis-
ticated understanding of both the historically specific and the theoretical
questions raised by the available material from the late nineteenth-century
period. Drawing on de Certeau’s discussion of reading as poaching, I focus
on the ‘tactics’ of servants in relation to reading printed texts. Did servants
‘poach’” what they could from the riches of middle-class print culture in
the period? What were their tactics and how were they constrained by the
strategies of authority both inside and outside the domestic space?

Domestic reading; domestics reading

Plotting the tactics of the relatively powerless is difficult and that difficulty
is compounded when we come to the tactics of the most marginal, like the
maid on her own in the basement of a house. This difficulty is made even
worse when that elusive practice, private reading, is the subject. Scholars like
Jonathan Rose have helped to open up our knowledge of working-class read-
ing enormously and his opening chapter shows how even into the twentieth
century servants who confessed to enjoy reading were regarded as not fit for
their job.*® However, even Rose can find comparatively little to say about
the reading of domestic servants, given that service was the major source
of employment for working-class women. There are some sources available
to us. The body of journalistic discussion and survey material on reading
(more or less anecdotal) which I have already mentioned, statistical evidence
from publishers’ records (though unfortunately not independently audited
figures), biographies and autobiographies of middle- and working-class peo-
ple, letters, diaries and fictional accounts can each give us some clues, but
we ourselves have to become ‘poachers of print’, taking what we can.

Such evidence as there is on servant’s reading is largely negative — negative
in two different senses. First, servants’ reading is rarely or never mentioned
in most sources. How to interpret this absence is the first difficulty. Was it
that, like servants themselves, it was simply taken for granted in middle-
class households? This seems unlikely because, secondly, and significantly,
where reading by servants is mentioned, it is usually castigated, prohibited
or strongly discouraged. It is not just ‘poisonous publications’ or sensa-
tional trash which is prohibited but often reading per se. The experience
of Mrs Layton in her ‘Memories of Seventy Years’ for the Co-operative Guild
Collection edited by Margaret Llewelyn Davies and published in 1931 can
be taken as typical.
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My mistress used to teach her children instead of sending them to school.
I had often to mind the youngest child while the mother in the same
room taught the two elder children to read. In this way I learnt how to
spell and pronounce a good many words. After the baby came, the chil-
dren went to school and as I had the principal care of the child, I had
very little time to myself. If by chance I was seen reading, I was told that
I ought to find something better to do, and generally speaking a job was
found for me.*

The prohibition on women reading until their domestic work was done
(which, of course, it never is) was internalised by many working-class women
whether they had begun their working lives in service or not. Contemporary
surveys like that undertaken by Lady Bell in Middlesburgh at the start of the
new century showed that the women she interviewed generally read less
than their men because their work was never done: they had no leisure at
all.>® While most of their homes did have some forms of books, magazines
or papers, these women did not have even the level of personal spending
money exercised by their men and few of them felt able to afford to buy a
half-penny or penny paper for themselves.

Unlike these women in Middlesbrough, domestic servants were usually
in houses where reading matter was all around them. Dusting the books was
part of their job. Several writers, including George Eliot, complained that the
maid did not dust the books properly, and the prolific journalist, collector
of fairy tales and folk-lorist, Andrew Lang, assumed that the readers of his
regular column in Longman’s Magazine would enjoy his joke about the comic
yet threatening figure of ‘the maid’ who tidies the study and so disturbs his
train of thought.*® Servants therefore did have some access to print and they
probably sneaked a look at the books they were dusting or at the periodicals
lying on the table in the drawing room as did Lavinia Swainbank when she
had a brief period as a housemaid in a large house. Here for the first time she
was ‘treated as a human being’ and given some time off in which she read
voraciously in her employer’s library.”

Most servants who wanted to read, therefore, were in houses where print
was available and in most cases they were probably well able to read.
However, in many cases they read in the face of prohibitions and discour-
agements. Such readers did poach not only in the sense that de Certeau
suggested but also in the sense that they poached time to read when they
should have been working, as did Mrs Layton, who read despite being told
she ought to find something ‘useful’ to do. De Certeau describes such activity
through the French slang term ‘la perruque’, which may be translated into
English as ‘doing a foreigner’, that is the practice whereby workers ‘borrow’
time or tools from the employer to use for their own ends.*® He sees this as
part of the tactics of resistance to authority. Certainly, the prohibition on
reading had the opposite effect from that intended in Mrs Layton'’s case:
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The result of this treatment caused me to read when I ought to have been
doing my work. I managed to do so when I went upstairs to make the
beds etc. The servant next door lent me some trashy books that came out
weekly. These books had tales that continued week by week and the tales
were so arranged that they left off ‘to be continued in our next’ at a very
exciting part of the story. This gave an impressionable girl a keen desire
for the next chapter. After a while I became so fascinated with the tales
that when the day came for the book to come out I had no peace of mind
until T had been to the shop to get it and found some means to read it.*’

However, she had so internalised the strictures on the penny novelettes
as unhealthy and was so afraid of being dismissed that she gave up reading
them, even though she passionately wanted to.

I don't quite know what made me give up reading the trashy things;
I think it must have been thinking of my mother. I had heard my brother
had been discharged from his employment for reading while he should
have been at work and my mother was upset about it.*

Some servants with liberal employers were bold enough to ask if they could
borrow books, as did Margaret Powell. Liberal though she was, Powell’s mis-
tress was astonished and exclaimed, ‘I didn’t know you read’. Powell wrote
that ‘They knew you breathed and you slept and you worked but they did
not know you read....You could almost see them reporting you to their
friends: “Margaret’s a good cook but unfortunately she reads. Books, you
know”’.#*! Occasionally, a servant would write to one of the women'’s maga-
zines taken by her mistress. One calling herself ‘A General Servant’ wrote to
Annie Swan’s advice column in Woman at Home in 1896, advocating ‘more
love between mistress and maid’ because

I feel quite disgusted with mistress and maid sometimes, hearing of such
petty squabbles when a kind word from one side would soon set matters
straight. I am a servant myself and I know the trouble a mistress has with
a servant coming fresh in the house where all is strange. I came to my
present home after I lost both my parents at the early age of sixteen ... My
master and mistress are God-fearing people and have been like father and
mother to me.*

Annie Swan, the editor of this six-penny middle-class monthly, was pleased
to receive a letter from a servant with ‘something sensible and interesting
to say’. However, reading this and other similar letters from the position
of the early twenty-first century it is difficult to know how to read them
when they are clearly such highly mediated texts, mediated first through
the filters of the mistress’ authority and then through the filter of editorial



198 Domestic Servants as Poachers of Print

policy. What we can take from them is that servants in some households
were expected, perhaps encouraged, to read those journals which the mis-
tress regarded as suitable. A. J. Lee suggests that it was common practice for
a paper like The Morning Post taken in large households to be read ‘by gen-
tlemen and gentlemen’s gentlemen, by ladies and by ladies’ maids’.** Most
of the advice books suggested a ‘good magazine’ as suitable reading matter.
Much of the advice on servants’ reading, as I have already shown, was
motivated by a desire to prevent servants reading unsuitable or poisonous
texts as much as by any positive concern for good reading. But there were
positive suggestions. Some organisations and authors provided very specific
lists of books which the mistress was advised to provide for her servants.

A useful present for parents or godparents to girls thinking of engaging
in domestic service is The Girls’ Little Book; A Book of Help and Counsel
for Everyday Life at Home and School by Charlotte M. Yonge... Useful
books for a servant are a Bible and Prayer Book, a Dictionary, some cheap
domestic weekly or worthy paper, and recipes.**

The rather finely titled ‘Mrs. Findlay’s Tea-party of Duties of Mothers, Mis-
tresses and Maids’ published by the Ladies’ Sanitary Association advised that
‘[Servants’ reading may include] Chambers Tracts, Pilgrim’s Progress, Adam
Bede, The Old Curiosity Shop and Robinson Crusoe’.*s

As I have suggested, such advice literature may not tell us much about
what books, if any, mistresses did provide for their servants. However, given
that there was a body of writing which gave both general and specific advice
on provision of suitable books, we may take it that some servants would be
given at least some of the texts suggested by publications like those from
the Ladies’ Sanitary Association. Some of these suggested texts (the recipe
book, the Dictionary) were clearly intended to be practical and used for
reference (though even these can offer the reader the opportunity for fantasy
and exploration of meaning). However, others clearly gave space for those
processes of ‘poaching’ or occupying the space of the text with personal
memories which de Certeau describes. Of course, gift books or books bought
by others are not necessarily read. However, in the absence of much hard
evidence to the contrary these lists suggest a quite wide range of reading pro-
vided for servants including novels. Perhaps the most surprising suggestion
is George Eliot’s Adam Bede with its narrative of the seduction and aban-
donment of a servant girl by the upper-class man who owns the estate. This
was a particularly powerful reworking of that persistent narrative trope of
master/servant seduction and betrayal which was the staple of sensational
serials.

There was thus some reading sanctioned by domestic authority in some
households at least. What is not clear is how far any of these were for the
servants’ private reading. For private reading was only part of the story. Like
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many members of the working class, domestic servants would have had
access to print through being read to by others. However, while Mayhew’s
costermongers enjoyed having one of their more literate number read aloud
the exciting stories of wicked aristocrats seducing working-class maidens
which characterised publications like Reynolds News, the domestic servant’s
experience was rather different.** The practice of reading aloud in the
middle-class home included, but was by no means exhausted by, family
prayers, with its Bible readings. Reading aloud of improving works while
the female members of the family did needlework was well established in
middle-class households like that of Florence Nightingale’s. Servants would
probably not have been included in such circles but might well have the
experience of being read to at other times. Amy Cruse records that even
in the bohemian household of Hubert Bland and Edith Nesbit, hardly a
model of Victorian domestic virtue, the mistress read Jessica’s Last Prayer,
a text of Victorian religious sentimentality, to her maid.*” Nesbit was appar-
ently deeply moved but we don’t know how the maid felt about it. Florence
Nightingale described the family reading times as like ‘lying on one’s back
with one’s hands tied and having liquid poured down one’s throat’, a form of
torture.*® However, Nightingale unlike her servants was free to choose other
kinds of reading for herself. And we don’t know how the cook or house-
maid might have responded, especially if — like Mrs Layton — she was hungry
for print.

However, what is clear is that reading aloud did not just work one way nor
was culture always trickled down from above. M. V. Hughes in her account
of A London Childhood in the 1870s tells of how horrified her father was to
discover the servants had been reading Lloyds Paper to her in the kitchen.*
The role of nannies and servants in bringing up middle-class children and
giving them access to culture, including popular culture, is too large a topic
to enter into here but it is worth pointing out that Andrew Lang, who com-
plained about the maid disturbing his writing, almost certainly owed his
lifelong interest in folklore and fairy tale — so crucial to his literary work — to
the Scottish nurse who had brought him up on traditional tales and songs.*°

In addition to being read to and having gifts of improving works and
despite warnings to the contrary, domestic servants certainly did buy and
share with each other the cheap serials which Salmon and others regarded
as so poisonous. Mrs Layton was typical in that regard. The traditional nov-
elettes were supplemented in the 1890s by a new kind of cheap women's
magazine, such as Sweethearts. Unlike the radical sensational literature of
publications like Reynolds News, so loved by the costermongers, in which
the seduction and betrayal of the working-class servant by an aristocrat is
taken as a type of exploitative class relations, these tales tended to be of the
type pioneered by Richardson’s Pamela, stories in which the virtuous servant
marries her aristocratic lover. For example, the penny magazine, Sweethearts,
ran a complete short story in its second number in which Norah, a poor
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Irish girl working as a servant in London, overcomes the machinations of
her jealous upper-class rival to marry a Duke. The story is entitled ‘A Lover
of High Degree or How Norah Flynn became a Duchess, A Romantic Story of
Unswerving Affection and Mad Passion’.’! The author, Lorna O’Reilley, was
billed as also having written ‘A Splendid Crime, One Summer’s Flirtation,
Jilted, A Strange Wooing, Her Heart’s Lord etc.etc.’

Salmon was right in thinking that these publications addressed class dif-
ferences and the dangers of working women’s seduction by employers and
did so in stark, if repetitive, terms. Perhaps as Tania Modleski has argued
about twentieth-century romances of the Mills and Boon type, they were
popular with women because they asked the right questions, even though
the answers they provided continued to leave readers unsatisfied.>?> For ser-
vants like the print-loving Mrs Layton, such tales were unsatisfactory but
they were all that was available. As she says looking back from her old age,
‘T often think how different my life might have been if I had had a good
book lent to read and could have read it openly’.>

Finally, we do find evidence that there were some servants who, despite
everything, took advantage of being in houses with books and journals to
read widely and seriously. Amy Cruse reports that Mary Howitt, who with
her husband, William, pioneered good quality periodicals for the artisan,
had gone into the kitchen on a visit to a friend and found the cook reading
not the Family Herald but Essays and Reviews, the controversial theological
work.>* Not many cooks perhaps read theology by choice but we may take
Winifred Foley’s account of her reading as exemplary if not typical. Foley
was working for an elderly woman whose attic was full of books which the
young maid borrowed on what she called her ‘burglar’ expeditions. Ironi-
cally, these were designed to allay her mistress’ fears of lurking strangers but
they enabled Foley if not to burgle, then certainly to carry out ‘la perruque’
as well as ‘poaching’ in de Certeau’s sense. Finding an edition of Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, the anti-slavery novel by Harriet Beecher Stowe, she took it down
to read.

[My mistress] never gave me a minute’s peace to read, so I hid it on a
shelf in the kitchen cupboard: all my chores in there were done slapdash-
quick so that I could poke my head in and have a read. The tap-tap of
her stick across the yard warned me of her approach. One day I got so
engrossed in the part where Eliza braved the frozen river with her little
son in her arms, I was indeed deaf to the world around me, the scald-
ing tears falling on a pile of plates already inadequately wiped. I came
smartly back to earth with a stinging swish from her walking stick across
my behind... My uncontrollable fit of crying against the cupboard door
took my old mistress by surprise. She was quite contrite. I didn’t bother
to enlighten her on the cause of my tears — she might find me with my
head stuck in the cupboard again!*®
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Foley was remarkable, not least because she left an account of her life as a
servant and because of her wonderfully sharp prose style. Was she unusual,
too, in that her determination to read did not falter? Like Mrs Layton of the
Co-operative Women'’s Guild, she found in her reading both feeling and a
way of understanding her world. She furnished the text with her own imag-
ination as de Certeau argues we all do as attentive readers. In turn the story
gave her the potential in de Certeau’s terms to effect ‘a transformation of the
social relationships that overdetermined [her] relation to texts’.>® Winifred
Foley crying because of the story of Eliza’s escape from slavery seems a fit-
ting place to end this brief account of domestic servants as poachers of
print.
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Authority, Dependence and Power
in Accounts of Twentieth-Century
Domestic Service

Judy Giles

In his collection, London in the Thirties, the photographer, Bill Brandt,
includes a picture entitled ‘Parlourmaid and underparlourmaid ready to
serve dinner’.! This portrays two young women, dressed in maids’ uniforms,
standing by a table set with silver, crystal and flowers. The diners they will
serve are not shown but we can deduce their class and status from the crystal
glasses, the bone-handled cutlery, the silverware, the pictures on the walls
and, of course, the servants themselves. The two women are part of the
conspicuous consumption that is on display here. Positioned between the
pictures and the elegant table settings, they belong to their employers as
much as the tableware and pictures. Their matching uniforms, snowy white
and starched, their rigid posture and their expressionless faces tell us some-
thing of, what Nigel Henderson calls, ‘the uncompromising severity of the
social caste system’.? This photograph offers us a glimpse into a forgotten
way of life in which one set of people not only serve the needs of another,
but remain invisible ‘disappearing into darkened chambers, hurrying back
to the kitchens or the courtyards, a blur on the edge of vision’.? I look at
the parlourmaids in Brandt’s photograph and I wonder what is going on
behind those wooden faces, what they think, what stories they would tell,
and how their sense of self is shaped by the conditions of their existence.
Are they contemptuous, or deferential, hostile or filled with admiration for
their employers — or a mixture of all? As Alison Light reminds us servants’
experiences, whilst more varied and different than has ever been acknowl-
edged, have remained silent and anonymous, ‘[s]ervants form the greatest
part of that already silent majority — the labouring poor — who have for so
long lived in the twilight zone of historical record. Their voices are rarely
heard and their features seldom distinguished.”

This is true of the inter-war period even as the range and forms of domes-
tic service changed with changing social and economic conditions. Brandt'’s
image of servants is the one that most readily springs to mind for most of

204
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us today. Films like Gosford Park, TV series like Upstairs Downstairs and the
few memoirs of those who worked in the big houses of the period have con-
firmed his image of servants as the dominant one. This is a world in which
‘the green baize door’ separated servants from their employers, in which two
different but parallel worlds co-existed:

Chilford House was divided into two parts by the green baize swing-
door which separated the kitchen regions from the abode of the Gentry.
My life, of course, was centred on the inferior side of that door, and indeed
I hardly went through it all the time I was there. Although I had nothing
to do with ‘them’ on the other side, they were subject of so many inti-
mate and derogatory comments in the servants’ hall that there was not
much I didn’t know about them.

(Dickens 1939: 111)

However, as the large households of the Victorian upper classes became
increasingly more difficult to maintain, as new employment opportuni-
ties for working-class women became available, and as smaller ‘servantless’
houses were built for an aspiring lower middle class, new forms of relation-
ship, played out in different spaces, emerged. Such spaces were no longer
simply the large households of a previous era with the spatial markers and
rituals that mitigated the intrusive aspects of living with what were virtual
strangers (though as Margaret Beetham'’s exploration in this volume of late
Victorian domestic service makes clear, even at its height, domestic service
comprised an uncomfortable and contested set of social relations). Instead,
the servantkeeping settings of the inter-war years increasingly included the
suburban house and the town flat. The purpose of this chapter is to cap-
ture something of the flavour of these relationships in the first half of the
twentieth century. Caught between a continuing desire for servant help
and the tensions involved in a relationship with mechanisms for creating
spatial and emotional distance compared to the past, maintaining authority
became increasingly problematic for employers, particularly mistresses. In
addition, the politics of domestic authority were shaped by wider challenges
from the developing ideals of social democracy and citizenship. One of the
purposes of this chapter is to probe the micro-politics of the middle-class
household in which authority over servants was one of the few ways that
middle-class women might assert a powerful identity at a specific historical
moment when the characteristics of this servant population were changing
rapidly. The intimacy of live-in domestic service once ‘the green baize door’
disappeared had the potential to produce relationships of great intensity —
defensive, belligerent, affectionate and mutually dependent. Virginia Woolf,
as Light has shown, despised and loved her servant, Nellie Boxall, in equal
measure, hardly able to part with her but resenting Nellie’s demands and
capriciousness.’ Thus, my attempt to understand the relationships created
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by domestic service at a specific historical moment has to be located in the
wider context that is the emotional landscapes produced by the forms of
dependency found in domestic service.®

Very few people born before the Second World War remained untouched
by the discourses of domestic service, produced by a range of material and
legal practices, upheld by certain forms of psychological power, and debated
in a variety of, sometimes competing, languages, from the purely economic
to those of fiction and the imagination.

Yet, one of the problems inherent in any attempt to reconstruct the histor-
ical specificity of mistress—servant relations is, of course, that the sources are
fragmentary and incomplete. There are official pronouncements on domes-
tic service as a desirable employment for young women, government reports,
census data and social surveys but for the lived experience of the system,
historians are reliant on autobiographical, fictional and oral accounts with
all the flaws inherent in such sources. Nevertheless, these sources can yield
rich insights into the psychic economy of servantkeeping: insights that illu-
minate not only the micro-politics of a system played out in the domestic
spaces of middle-class life, but the emotional territories of a class system
that interacted with gender in quite specific ways. These sources provide
access into the ways in which domestic service was imagined and expe-
rienced by employers and employees but they also suggest how domestic
service became a metaphor for wider anxieties about middle-class life, about
deference, loyalty and authority in a changing world, and about the implica-
tions of social democratic forms of political organisation. The written sources
explored here include Monica Dickens’ comic account of service, One Pair of
Hands, Celia Fremlin’s The Seven Chars of Chelsea, Daphne Du Maurier’s best-
selling novel, Rebecca, and a short story by Agatha Christie.” These stories, all
published in the late 1930s and early 1940s and all by women, testify to an
intense curiosity on the part of women writers to explore the so-called ‘ser-
vant problem’. The forms of writing in which servants feature vary from the
Gothic imagination of Du Maurier, to the comic vignettes of Dickens, to the
quasi social survey of Fremlin, to the detective fiction of Christie. Servants
are either observed from the outside (Dickens and Fremlin) or imaginatively
realised in ways that hint at profound anxieties and fear (Du Maurier and
Christie). I have also juxtaposed these written fictions with the, albeit frag-
mentary, voices of ex-servants. These need to be approached with caution:
they were collected long after the event when memories may have faded.
Nevertheless, whilst I have tried to avoid imputing motives where I have no
evidence, I think it is permissible to speculate judiciously from the language
and tone used, as well as the incidents recalled. Before exploring the detail
of these stories, however, it is important to locate domestic service and those
who wrote about it in a specific historical context.

It is generally accepted that by the 1950s the practice of residential ‘servan-
tkeeping’ had all but disappeared except in a few aristocratic households.?
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The expansion of alternative occupational opportunities for working-class
women in retailing, clerical and factory work is frequently cited as a major
reason for the increasing shortage of female servants. As a result, the cost
of keeping a servant rose, particularly after 1945, and demand decreased as
middle-class households found themselves unable or less willing to incur
this expenditure at a time when increasing taxation and a sharp rise in the
cost of living were squeezing income.® However, despite being perceived
as in crisis between 1918 and 1950, domestic service continued to be the
largest employer of young women. Selina Todd argues that the persistence
of domestic service as a major occupation for young women was the result
of industrial and agricultural depression in the later 1920s and the 1930s.'°
Young women from rural and depressed industrial areas frequently sought
work as domestic servants because there was little else in the locality: in
1929 the largest concentration of servantkeeping households was in the rel-
atively affluent and urban South and Southeast whilst Wales had relatively
fewer servants.!! Equally, the provision of board and lodging and even, for
some, the uniform were attractions.'? As late as 1950 The Lady, a maga-
zine targeted at upper middle-class women, carried advertisements for live-in
maids-of-all-work, cooks and companions, and the debates that took place
in Parliament and on the BBC in 1945 and 1946 assumed that domestic help
of some kind, for some women, was necessary because ‘if the difficulty of
getting the housework done is not solved, women will not be able to make
their contribution in the world’."® The decline of the Victorian household
and the shift to non-residential help meant that the age profile of domes-
tic servants changed dramatically between 1931 and 1951. In 1931, 639,057
young women between the ages of 14 and 24 were employed as domes-
tic servants: by 1951 this had fallen to 108,919, a drop of 19 per cent.!*
Furthermore, the decline of large rural households, the reorganisation of
space both in and outside the house which is explored by Jane Hamlett
(Chapter 5) in this volume, and the replacement of carriages with motor
cars meant that fewer servants were male. The relative disappearance of foot-
men, butlers, boot-boys, pantry boys, stablehands and coachmen, except in
the most wealthy or socially elevated homes, meant that service became a
female dominated occupation in the inter-war years.'> Thus, the relation-
ships between employer and employee in the inter-war middle-class home
were almost always between women and were increasingly non-residential.
After 1950 non-residential domestic help was increasingly undertaken by
older married women who wanted to work part time: women like Doris
whose story is recounted below.

Throughout the period in question there were constant discussions about
what was frequently perceived as ‘the servant problem’. Discussions about
how the domestic work of middle-class homes could and should be organ-
ised were not new. As Carole Dyhouse argues, such debates were ferociously
engaged in before and during the First World War.'® The debate continued



208  Authority, Dependence and Power in Domestic Service

after the First World War as it became harder to attract young women to
domestic service, particularly in areas where there were alternative forms
of employment. In 1919 the Report of the War Cabinet Committee on Women
in Industry noted that many women were unwilling to return to domestic
service, having tasted greater freedom and higher wages during the war.!”
And in 1923 the Ministry of Labour published the Report of the Commit-
tee Appointed to Enquire into the Present Conditions as to the Supply of Female
Domestic Servants, a report aimed at encouraging young women into domes-
tic service.!® The Labour Party produced a pamphlet entitled What’s Wrong
with Domestic Service? in 1930 that outlined some of the issues around domes-
tic service such as low pay and long working hours, and all the social surveys
of the period referred to the problematic conditions of domestic service.'
The Central Committee on Women'’s Training and Employment (CCWTE)
provided domestic service training schemes for unemployed working-class
women in urban industrial areas from 1921 onwards and the Domestic
Workers Union was set up in 1938 in an attempt to regulate wages and condi-
tions of service. During the Second World War Ernest Bevin, then Minister of
Labour and National Service, floated the possibility of setting up a National
Service Orderly Corps to provide domestic help for private households as
well as hospitals, nursing-homes and nurseries.?’ And in response to wartime
anxieties about domestic service, Bevin commissioned a report, published in
1945, on the ways in which domestic employment might be organised in
the post-war period.?!

Without exception these initiatives focused on the need to improve the
conditions of domestic service in order to encourage recruitment and in
order to provide educated women with the domestic help that would free
them to make ‘their contribution in the world’.?> What is notable about
these official debates is the way in which the discussion and solutions focus
on a particular mode of authority — the contractual relationship between
employer and employee. It was believed that a rational system of incentives
such as reasonable wages, training opportunities and decent working condi-
tions would attract young women into domestic service. Violet Markham's
Report saw the refusal of young working-class women to enter domestic
service as a response to media caricatures and a general stigmatisation of
servants rather than as the rational consequence of a changing economy
and a sensible response to the psychological injuries of service.? Markham
was in her seventies when she produced the Report. Her recommendations
that domestic authority should be regulated by a contractual model of
employment stem from her attempt to negotiate the tensions between her
Victorian middle-class consciousness and a genuine wish to engage with the
‘more egalitarian outlook of the present day’.* Women, like Markham, were
dependent on their servants for the time and energy that enabled them to
engage in non-domestic activities such as writing, painting or public service.
However, the relationship between servants, particularly residential servants,
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and their mistresses was not, and never could be, simply that of employer
and employee. For mistresses it involved sharing their homes with women of
another class over whom they were expected to wield authority and, where
the servant was young, moral guardianship. It meant allowing another per-
son, not only to cook and clean, but to open doors, to draw the curtains,
to fetch a book. It infantilised the mistress at the same time as expecting
her to wield authority. For servants it meant cleaning someone else’s home,
cooking someone else’s meals, looking after someone else’s children for low
wages; it could mean living in someone else’s home and, as one servant
put it, belonging ‘body and soul to the mistress’.?® For 14-year-old Winifred
Foley it meant sleeping in the same bed as her 90-year-old employer.*® Given
the intimate nature of the one or two maid households that emerged in
the inter-war period the emotional experience of domestic authority has
remained shadowy, finding its expression, often as traces, in fiction and
stories, whilst the official language of Reports, legal strictures and employ-
ment contracts attempts to ignore or conceal this in a drive to modernise an
occupation that was not really susceptible to scientific rationalisation.

Roy Lewis and Angus Maude’s survey of the middle classes, entitled The
English Middle Classes, written in 1949, devotes a whole chapter to domes-
tic service. Lewis and Maude believe that ‘the amount of work done within
the home by the middle class housewife is greater than that to be done by
the working class wife with the same number of children’.?”” They argue that
domestic help is necessary to ensure that middle-class standards of ‘gracious’
living do not fall or disappear all together. Rhetoric, like that used by Lewis
and Maude, drew on well-established discourses of middle-class domestic-
ity that produced powerful meanings about ‘comfort’, ‘service’ and ‘place’.
Since the eighteenth century a belief that the ‘domestic organic community
was the upholder of moral order in a chaotic external world’ had placed
the middle-class family as the arbiters of morality, taste and, increasingly,
social status.?® The middle-class home, separated geographically and figura-
tively from the dirt, disorder and chaos of city poverty or the decadence
and frivolity of the aristocratic upper classes, had become the symbol of
quintessential English values. Its physical comfort was matched by the order,
harmony and restraint that characterised its household relations. According
to this ideal, husbands, wives, children and servants knew their ‘place’ and
willingly accepted the rights and responsibilities that were thus demanded.*
The difficulties involved in recruiting and retaining servants that had con-
tinued since the end of the First World War were, to many middle-class
observers, a clear example of the erosion of middle-class power. The English
Middle Classes is one manifestation of the anxieties expressed by a threat-
ened middle class who feared what a ‘classless’ society might mean for their
domination of the intelligentsia, politics, business, the arts and industry, a
domination that had been hard won over the previous century. It should not
be surprising then that The English Middle Classes continued to propound
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the Victorian view that the middle-class home is the symbol and heart of
civilised society and, as such, the traditional relations of master, mistress,
husband, wife, child, servant should be supported, if necessary by the state
in the form of tax relief, certainly by mistresses in their treatment of ser-
vants. After all the growth of a lower middle class drawn from the upper
reaches of the working-class, the emergence of a mass culture in the form of
the cinema, the radio, the dance-hall and ‘pulp’ fictions, and the possibil-
ity of owning a home in the suburbs for those who had once served in the
homes of others, suggested to an embattled middle class that the working
classes were no longer prepared to stay in their traditional ‘place’.

The symbolic as well as the literal function of servants was to keep dirt,
chaos and disorder (‘the rough’) at bay in order to sustain the ideal that
middle-class domestic life was ordered, ‘civilized’ and ‘gracious’.>® A middle-
class woman'’s role in the home was to supervise, teach and guide the
invisible hands that kept ‘the rough’ firmly distinguished from ‘the gracious’
and ‘clean’. To this end she was expected to wield a firm but kindly authority
over her servants: as one household manual warned its readers,

A servant is quick to grasp the fact when her mistress is not versed in
the arts of domestic science, and quicker still to take advantage of the
ignorance thus displayed. She knows that there is no trained eye to detect
flaws in her work; that a room half dusted will seldom evoke a protest;
that a table carelessly or slovenly laid will as often as not pass unheeded.
The mistress will be made to suffer in many little ways for her ignorance
in respect to household duties until by bitter experience she will awaken
to the realisation of the fact that knowledge is indeed power, and strive
to learn what she should have known when she first began to reign as
mistress of her own home.*!

‘To reign as mistress of her own home’ was a position of, albeit limited,
power for middle-class women who, even after the First World War, were still
precluded from many public and professional offices. The legal limitations
of this power are spelled out in the same household manual:

As all dealings with servants are mainly conducted by the wife, as super-
intendent of the domestic side of the home, the mistress is more often
than not regarded as having supreme control over them. She it is who
engages them, allots their various duties, provides for their outings and
holidays, and dismisses them when their work is unsatisfactory. This is a
typical instance of the wife acting as her husband’s agent, for where hus-
band and wife live together it is the husband who is the legal head of the
servants of a household.*
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Thus, the wife was the conduit through which a certain form of patriarchal
authority was invested in the middle-class home. Wives represented the
master’s authority in the household, supervising all aspects of a servant’s
work, but having no independent legal authority over them. While, for
many mistresses, this role created anxiety and was often time-consuming, it
also offered opportunities for a measure of power. There are many recorded
instances of the unpleasant ways in which this power manifested itself.
Generic names like ‘Peggy’ or ‘Mary Ann’ were given to women on enter-
ing service; a maid-of-all-work could be at the mercy of her mistress’ bell,
forced to respond immediately every time it rang; servants were not allowed
to speak unless spoken to by their mistress; heavy workloads often made it
impossible to take the limited time off allowed; servants were the first to be
suspected or accused when anything went missing; young women in service
were often not allowed ‘callers’ of either sex; and as one mistress is quoted
as saying ‘I pay my housemaid her wages, and I shall speak to her as I like’.*?
Even where the mistress was benevolent she still controlled the payment
of wages and had the power to give or refuse a reference. Without ‘a char-
acter’ servants were unlikely to find a similar job elsewhere. The growing
willingness of women to stand up to their mistresses, deplored as ‘rudeness’,
stemmed in part from the knowledge that there were other jobs available in
shops and factories that did not require references. Fourteen-year-old Joyce
Storey, for example, forced to wash the coal cellar floor, before beginning
her afternoon off, fuelled with righteous rage, at what she perceived as her
mistress’ game-playing walked out on her employment. She quickly found
alternative employment in a corset factory.*

If open anger was one response to the injustices of domestic service,
covert resistance was another. Winifred Foley’s account of her first job rep-
resents the relationship between her and her 90-year-old employer as one
characterised by duplicity and deception. Winifred soon discovered the
joys of hoodwinking what she called the ‘cantankerous old tartar’, alter-
ing the clocks, for example, in order to get more time in bed.*® Pauline
Charles became adept at pretending to be dusting or scrubbing when she
had, in fact, been reading; the late Victorian battles over servants’ reading
explored by Margaret Beetham in this volume (Chapter 8) persisted into the
mid-twentieth century. During the Second World War, when her mistress
removed all the light bulbs and expected the servants to operate in the dark,
Pauline managed on occasions to subvert this, and exerted her authority
through the threat of leaving.*®* Domestic service often became an emo-
tional war zone in which numerous battles of attrition and manipulation
were fought between suspicious mistresses and resentful maids, between a
sense perhaps of useless dependency and the servants’ knowledge of this.
Servants like Winifred and Pauline felt that the authority and privilege
wielded by their mistresses justified certain deceptions. Indeed, it was pre-
cisely such deceptions that enabled Winifred, Pauline, and countless others
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like them, to maintain their self-esteem in situations that consistently func-
tioned to diminish this. Defined by middle-class culture as duplicitous, rude,
lazy, or alternatively, deferential, silent, loyal, servants had few dignifying
identities to draw on. It is not surprising, therefore, that relations between
maids and mistresses produced structures of feeling that involved deeply felt
ideas about obligation, privacy, authority and ‘place’, and that these might
manifest themselves in contempt and deception, as well as condescension
and deference. As such the domestic organisation of the middle-class home
became the focus for, generally unacknowledged, but nevertheless fierce,
struggles around self-dignifying identities that were strongly inflected by
class. When people discussed the ‘servant problem’ they were nearly always
talking about other things - ‘civilised standards’ and ‘comfort’, ‘service’ and
‘deference’, and ‘place’. In turn, these expressions of anxiety might hide a
fear of servants who knew too much about the intimate workings of the
households they served. The possibility of equal friendships in such circum-
stances remained utopian. Virginia Woolf comments in her diary that one
of the worst things about the London air raids in the First World War was
having to make conversation with the servants all night and Vanessa Bell
complained that although her servant, Grace, was ‘extraordinarily nice...
she is, like all the uneducated, completely empty-headed really, and after
a bit gets terribly on one’s nerves’.’” Nevertheless, an almost obsessive
desire to know, to understand, to comprehend these apparently alien beings
permeates the writing produced by middle-class women in this period.*®
It is noteworthy that three of the four narratives considered below involve
middle-class women disguising themselves as servants.

In 1940 Celia Fremlin published her survey into domestic service in which
she disguised herself as a servant in order to experience the conditions of
service (Fremlin 1940). Fremlin was the daughter of a Hertfordshire doctor.
She graduated from Oxford in 1936 with a degree in classics and little idea
about what she wanted to do. During her time at Oxford she had briefly
been a member of the Communist Party, leaving because she felt her friends
in the party talked ‘what sounded like rubbish about working-class life’.%°
She participated in and observed the daily life of cooks, maids of all work,
‘chars’, residential parlourmaids and waitresses in order to write about the
‘peculiarities of the class structure of our society ... from the angle of domes-
tic service’. Thus her purpose was avowedly political and originated in the
increasingly social democratic climate of 1930s universities. Fremlin was to
become an observer for Mass Observation, recruited as a result of The Seven
Chars of Chelsea by its founder, Tom Harrisson. Later she wrote War Fac-
tory, a Mass Observation study of morale among wartime women factory
workers (Fremlin 1943/87). The Seven Chars of Chelsea owes much to the
movement for social realism and documentary that characterised political
writing and film-making of the period. Fremlin, like George Orwell, Walter
Greenwood, Mass Observation and documentary filmmakers such as John
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Grierson, was concerned to document the lives of working-class people in
order to foster egalitarianism through a greater understanding of those lives.
Her achievement was to appropriate the methods of social documentary
and the language of egalitarianism in order to reveal the injustices of an
institution that was of particular relevance to women.

The Seven Chars of Chelsea was written in 1940 when many believed that
the ‘people’s war’ heralded the prospect of a ‘people’s peace’ in which the
barriers of class and prejudice would be dismantled permanently. Fremlin’s
study of domestic service makes visible the class inequalities, the snobbery
and the prejudices that were reproduced daily, not in the public spaces of
work, politics, leisure and education, but at the very heart of private life — the
middle-class home. Her belief that an unbridgeable gap separates mistresses
and servants underpins her account, though it is stated far less offensively
than in the asides of Woolf or Bell. Addressing women like Bell, Fremlin
recognises that

you would have no idea how to set about finding out from your char-
woman what it feels like to live and work as she does. You would not
know what questions to ask her, and she would not know how to answer
them, not even what you were getting at. Deadlock would be reached in
the second sentence.

The trouble is that the two of you speak different languages; you think
different thoughts; you live in different worlds. In a word, you belong to
different classes in this British society of ours.

(Fremlin 1940: 2)

However, despite her commitment to egalitarianism, what Fremlin’s rhetoric
failed to grasp was that the intensities produced by intimate dependency
could create a heady mixture of hostility and need. However kindly the
mistress, however enlightened the conditions of employment, whatever the
contractual arrangements, for many working-class women domestic service
would always be ‘servitude’ and for many middle-class women an intrusion
into the privacy they valued so highly. Despite the quasi-socialist rhetoric
of her case studies, Fremlin’s dream of maid and mistress working harmo-
niously together represents a specifically liberal middle-class utopia in which
‘all girls are of your own class’ with ‘the same cultural background and the
same education’.* Working-class women had different aspirations, dream-
ing perhaps of a home of their own and the better material life offered by
the promises of modernity.

Monica Dickens, on the other hand, writing about her experiences as a
‘cook-general’ has no overt political purpose. In 1939 Dickens, the great-
granddaughter of Charles Dickens, also published an account of her time
masquerading as a servant. Bored and dissatisfied with the ‘crazy cyclone of
gaiety’ she had experienced in New York, and restless in a London ‘which
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seemed flat and dull’, Dickens, a debutante from an upper-class London
family, decides to get a job doing the only thing for which her upbringing
has fitted her — cooking.*' One Pair of Hands consists of a number of comic
vignettes of the various households in which Dickens works. Many of these
are London flats where Dickens is employed as a ‘cook-general’ on a non-
residential basis. In these employments she is also expected to clean and
tidy up as well as cook and order food supplies from tradesmen. Even where
she is employed on a non-residential basis she is expected to arrive at her
workplace early enough to make breakfast, light fires and take early morning
tea to her employers. Dickens provides evidence of the disdain with which
employers could treat their servants: fingers permanently on the bell, query-
ing every small expenditure on food or drink, cancelling time off because
there were jobs they wanted done. But she also describes benevolent and
kindly employers who show solicitude for their servants. Nevertheless, as
Dickens recognises, servants were always treated as if they were a different
species:

It is a curious game that people like to play sometimes, drawing out the
maid...in order to get amusement out of the screamingly funny idea that
she may have some sort of a human life of her own. Nice people like the
Vaughans laugh with you, others laugh at you; but it comes to the same
thing in the end.*

Dickens’ account is interesting because, first, it provides evidence of the
excessive workloads that, even non-residential, servants were expected to
undertake. The modernisation of domestic service so that servants might
live at home and come in on a daily basis as an employee does not, from
the evidence here, appear to have reduced employers’ expectations. At one
point Dickens finds herself having to make beds, provide early morning tea,
clean baths and boots, lay fires, dust and polish, and cook all the meals for a
family of four plus a baby. On days when the family was dining in, Dickens
would be expected to stay all evening until the meal was over and cleared up.
She would then be expected to arrive early the next morning to cook break-
fast and make tea. Second, Dickens’ account relishes recounting some of the
ways in which servants were happy to hoodwink even the most benevolent
employer. Indeed, much of the humour in One Pair of Hands comes from
Dickens’ accounts of her minor victories over her employers, victories such
as polishing off the left over puddings, surreptitiously using the best port
instead of cooking port, hiding broken ornaments, or sweeping dirt under
beds. On the other hand, Maud a maid of all work is laughed at for having
‘a feudal feeling for the family’: she is concerned that they should be ‘kept
in their place’. Maud disapproves of mistresses who are over-friendly and
‘demean themselves’ and would not dream of taking advantage in the way
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Dickens does.** In the world of Dickens’ servants, employers are not wel-
come in the kitchen which is seen as the private sanctum of the servants,
and maids are seen by employers as lazy, stupid, pitiable, or an alien species
who, even when they clearly belong to the same class like Dickens or work as
a daily employee, are treated with a condescension that is mixed sometimes
with pity, sometimes with contempt.

Dickens and Fremlin offer realist and empirical accounts of service, often
focusing on the servant as a ‘character’. Traditional deference like that shown
by Maud in One Pair of Hands or Lydia in The Seven Chars of Chelsea is
presented as outmoded and dangerously repressed in the modern world.
Rebecca by Daphne Du Maurier (1938) and a short story ‘The Perfect Maid’
by Agatha Christie (1941) engage in different ways with the figure of the tra-
ditionally deferential and loyal, apparently ‘perfect’ servant. The narrative
of Rebecca unfolds entirely through the memories, dreams and fantasies of
the unnamed young woman who becomes the second wife of the wealthy
Maxim de Winter. The novel focuses on the interior life of the narrator
whose timidity and naivety constantly allow others to exploit her. She
desperately desires the self-confidence and poise that she imagines of her
predecessor, Rebecca. The dreams and aspirations of the narrator are as firmly
located in a particular class situation as much as in the romantic. She yearns
for her husband’s love and is jealous of his first wife whose spectre constantly
haunts her. But it is not just emotional security that she desires. It is also the
social confidence and status that being mistress of Maxim'’s country house,
Manderley, will bring. The narrator’s insecurity is fuelled by the hostility
she encounters from the sinister housekeeper, Mrs Danvers, who remains
devoted to her dead mistress. Her inability to manage the Manderley ser-
vants becomes the public manifestation of her inner anxieties and timidity:
she believes the servants, led by Mrs Danvers, despise her and is constantly
making gauche mistakes in her dealings with them. It is hard for contempo-
rary readers to register the narrator’s difficulties with the servants in the same
way that these might have struck middle-class women readers in the 1930s.
It is only necessary to revisit the extract above from a household manual to
realise that to be ‘ruled’ by one’s servants smacked of ‘lower-class’ status and
an immature inability to elicit the deference due to a certain social standing.

Moreover, when the narrator first meets the servants of Manderley she
comments that ‘they were the watching crowd about the block, and I the
victim with my hands behind my back’.** Thus, the encounter between the
servants and the mistress begins to take on, not only powerful psychological
force, but also the status of a political struggle between the ruler and ‘the
mob’. It is not simply rendered, as mistress—servant relationships so often
were, as trivial, comic, domestic matters, outside history and beyond politics.
Even if this inscription is only temporarily achieved via the act of reading,
it may, nevertheless, have offered Du Maurier’s middle-class women read-
ers the possibility of recognising their profoundest fears inscribed seriously
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and historically.* Deeply felt anxieties that servants who on the surface
appeared deferential and respectful were, behind one’s back, hostile, con-
temptuous, resentful and manipulative could find an outlet in the imaginary
landscape of Du Maurier’s novel. Mrs Danvers is described in the melo-
dramatic terms of Gothic horror, ‘someone tall and gaunt, dressed in deep
black, whose prominent cheek-bones and great hollow eyes gave her a skull’s
face, parchment-white, set on a skeleton’s frame’.*® She terrifies the young
narrator who creeps about the great house, frightened to do anything for
herself, breaking things when she does, made childlike and dependent by
the competence and power of this figure who carries an obsessive love for her
predecessor. This is a nightmare vision of mistress—servant relations which
is only dispelled by the narrator’s growing independence and, suggestively,
her loss of innocence as she lets go of her romantic yearnings and enters
a mature marriage at the end of the novel. The text invites its readers to
identify with either the childlike narrator or the sexually and socially accom-
plished Rebecca. The sinister figure of Mrs Danvers with her ‘skull’s face’
and obsessive love for Rebecca embodies what those readers may have most
feared about their servants and at the same time perhaps what they most
desired.

In a very different vein is Agatha Christie’s short story ‘A Perfect Maid’
published in 1941. In this story Miss Marple solves the mystery of a domes-
tic theft purported to be the action of the maid, Gladys. ‘A Perfect Maid’
taps into a pervasive middle-class fear that servants were dishonest and, if
not kept under constant surveillance, likely to steal from their mistresses.
This concern is echoed in household manuals of the period where mistresses
are advised to act with caution if they suspect their maids of stealing: ‘you
will be acting very rashly if you tell her to “pack her box”’.*” Miss Lavinia
in ‘A Perfect Maid’ acts rashly in dismissing Gladys when a brooch goes
missing for Gladys is, of course, innocent. Miss Marple unravels the mystery
which involves Miss Lavinia and her apparently invalid sister, Miss Emily,
perpetrating a complex fraud, involving Miss Emily disguising herself as a
replacement maid for Gladys (the Perfect Maid of the title), and stealing
from the other residents of the flats in which they live. Miss Marple works
all this out because, as she says, ‘... it did strike me that she [the Perfect Maid]
was a little too good to be true’.*® The story hinges on an understanding that
would have been readily accepted by its middle-class readers that the ‘perfect
maid’ does not exist. It also expects its readers to recognise the significance
of dismissing a maid so rashly when servants are in short supply, and the
disaster for Gladys of receiving a reference that refuses to comment on her
honesty. In all this Christie speaks to the conventional wisdoms of her read-
ers. Yet, at the same time, the story, perhaps unconsciously, suggests that in
a small community where class positions are clearly defined and marked, in
particular through the system of domestic service, it is possible for a middle-
class woman (Miss Emily) to disguise herself as a maid ‘with neat black hair,



Judy Giles 217

rosy cheeks, a plump figure discreetly arrayed in black with a white apron
and cap’ and to carry this deception off.** Moreover, it is not the expected
servant who is a petty thief but the two middle-class sisters who, it tran-
spires, are part of a network of organised crime. If the hierarchical world of
the quintessential English village can be turned on its head, albeit only in
the imagination, what does this hint about the stability of social divisions
in a changing society? ‘A Perfect Maid’ follows the conventions of detec-
tive fiction while Rebecca is Gothic romance. Yet these generic distinctions
can distract from the similar concerns being articulated, albeit with a differ-
ent emphasis. ‘A Perfect Maid’, like Rebecca, creates a fictional landscape in
which mistress—servant relations act as a metaphor for wider political con-
cerns. The concerns articulated here are around the impossibility of knowing
what is real, a fear that what appears benign may, in fact, be malevolent, and
a recognition that evil is to be found, not only in an unfamiliar and danger-
ous, often urban, world, but also in the familiar, safe spaces of the private
middle-class home and the rural village, so often, in this period, invoked as
the essence of English national identity.

The gradual disappearance of middle-class women's supervisory role in the
home left her increasingly bereft of that power which, however nebulous in
practice, had defined her ‘place’ in the bourgeois home. From the 1950s
onwards middle-class women found themselves running homes without the
help of servants. Whilst this was in some ways a relief, it also proved burden-
some to many educated women whose time became increasingly taken up
with domestic chores.*® It also removed a key marker of their classed identity
as they lost their role as ‘the mistress’. The ‘people’s war’, the establishment
of the welfare state and the emergence of a social democratic consensus led
to the erosion of a culture in which deference and service had defined the
relationships between classes. The class relationships of women played out
in the middle-class home were crucial in this transition but are frequently
overlooked in a historiography that focuses solely on documentary evi-
dence. By 1955 few households employed residential servants and, although
working-class women continued to cook, clean and care for children in insti-
tutions, they were increasingly absent from the middle-class home. Instead
they found employment in jobs that echoed the demands of service: hair-
dressing, waitressing, retailing, cooking for restaurants and cafes. These jobs
continued to offer low wages, little training, low status and frequently long
hours. The middle-class subjectivities produced as a result of domestic ser-
vice continued to treat such women with condescension and sometimes fear.
Nevertheless, for better or worse, these relationships now took place in the
public sphere of institutions, shops, offices and factories rather than behind
the closed doors of the middle-class home. As such, the emotional relations
of deference and obligation, authority and servility, dependence, love and
resentment between women (and their manifestations as duplicity, loyalty
and contempt) were played out in the public workplaces of the post-war



218 Authority, Dependence and Power in Domestic Service

world and as such were mediated by (or masked by) the rational languages
of employment law.

Finally, mistress—servant relations also involved loyalty and affection, even
where, as Light has shown, these also included possessiveness, spite and
dislike.>' Doris Arthurs born in 1908, left school at 14 and worked in var-
ious nursery and housemaid jobs before her marriage. Once married with a
small child she worked as a non-residential ‘char’. Doris recalls her relation-
ship with her employer, Jessie, as one in which they were like sisters. Jessie,
according to Doris, paid for a holiday, left her a legacy, and gave Doris clothes
for her daughter. As Doris says, ‘I shall never be out of her debt’ but neither
will Jessie who, after the death of her husband, ‘couldn’t have enough of my
company’.’* This is a story of mutual dependency and Doris’ potential envy
at Jessie’s material wealth is perhaps partially assuaged by the pride she feels
in having Jessie as a friend. Moreover, Doris is married and a mother, she and
her husband rent one of the new council houses in Birmingham’s outer sub-
urbs and the social reforms of the 1940s offered people like her a new sense
of dignity and respect. In these circumstances more equal relationships may
have been possible. Hence, as I have suggested, if not made explicit until
this point, it would be inaccurate to see mistress-servant relationships as
simply the exploitation of one group of people by another. Servants, as Du
Maurier’s fictional creation suggests, wielded their own forms of emotional
power deep within the invisible heart of the private sphere. Most impor-
tantly, as Doris reminds us, stories of affection and mutual dependence, if
less recorded than those of hostility and struggle, do exist. However unequal
the protagonists and whatever their circumstances, the relationships created
by domestic service were never simply, to a greater or lesser degree, about
wages, conditions of work, uniforms or generic names. These manifestations
of the micro-politics of the domestic home also contained and frequently
masked a range of deeply felt and sometimes contradictory emotions. This
should remind us that history is not only about the factually verifiable events
of the past but is also about the ephemerality of lived experience and emo-
tion, traces of which can be found, as detailed here, in stories, memories,
fiction and autobiographical writings.
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Child Care and Neglect:
A Comparative Local Study of Late
Nineteenth-Century Parental

Authority!

Sian Pooley

The late nineteenth century was a period of pioneering state, institutional
and philanthropic intervention in relationships between parents and their
children. The political strategies adopted to justify this new ‘public’ author-
ity over the ‘private’ family on a national scale have been the subject
of much valuable research.? However, this study considers these develop-
ments from the opposite perspective: how was this intervention negotiated
and contested at a local level, and to what extent was this also a period
of change in the distribution of domestic authority within families? This
chapter explores ideas of child care and neglect through a case study of two
contrasting localities in England between 1860 and 1905.

Contemporary discussions of parent—child relations were pervaded by con-
cerns about parental neglect of familial responsibilities. Extreme cases of
physical and material negligence were increasingly addressed by the courts
and by some philanthropic organisations, and these institutional responses
to perceived neglect have been extensively studied.> However, parents’ own
ideas of their social, moral, religious and emotional responsibilities were also
nascent and contested. The interaction between mothers, fathers, children,
wider communities and extra-familial authorities in negotiating normative
definitions of neglect and appropriate practices of care has been less fre-
quently addressed.* In practical terms this is not surprising; the relative
abundance of archived records of philanthropic organisations compared to
those created by individual families makes this research more feasible, par-
ticularly prior to the availability of oral history accounts. However, instead
of presuming that memories of the early twentieth century also apply to
the previous 40 years, it is important to uncover sources that do provide
evidence for Victorian familial relationships.

There is also a need to explore the interpretations and influence of the
proliferating late nineteenth-century prescriptive and legislative discourses
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that advised on child-rearing. Philanthropic and didactic movements to
reform motherhood have been studied extensively.®> However, as Megan
Doolittle’s and Ginger Frost’s chapters (Chapters 1 and 4) in this volume
demonstrate, changing ideas about fatherhood and men’s experiences of
rearing children have only recently begun to be explored.® Moreover, it can-
not simply be assumed that these nationally disseminated texts constructed
a uniform, English culture of ideal parenthood or approved child-rearing
practices. Case studies of child employment and education have shown
that the roles of children did not follow a single national trajectory; most
charitable activity was conducted at a district level, and local authorities
maintained considerable autonomy in establishing bye-laws that were sen-
sitive to local economic, social and political contexts.” Nevertheless, there
are few studies of parent-child relations that highlight this diversity. As
Deborah Thom's (Chapter 12) use of oral history testimonies suggests in
this volume, the use of corporal punishment by mid-twentieth-century par-
ents varied across the United Kingdom. It is thus important to focus on the
ways in which these discourses were received by parents in specific local-
ities, and their interaction with alternative understandings of parenthood
and childhood.

This chapter uses an eclectic range of archival sources — particularly school
log books, school attendance and poor law minutes, local newspaper reports
and census enumerators’ books — to provide an insight into the everyday
dynamics of late nineteenth-century family relations in two contrasting
localities.® The two study localities were both industrial communities, with
very small professional middle classes, and with thriving Nonconformist
cultures. The first locality, Auckland, was a coal-mining district in County
Durham. This area has repeatedly been characterised as the epitome of patri-
archal, insular communities built around male breadwinner households.
There was very little formal female or child employment available and fam-
ilies were large. Although Liberal MPs were elected in Bishop Auckland
borough from 1885, local government boards were dominated by the inter-
ests of laissez-faire ratepayers and urban reforms and social intervention
were strongly resisted.’ This contrasted with the Lancashire town of Burnley,
where cotton weaving provided considerable opportunities for independent
female and child wage-earning. In the 1901 census, more than one-third
of married and widowed women recorded themselves as in paid employ-
ment, and 30 per cent of children aged 10-14 were in half-time employment.
The average completed family size was relatively small here with many
couples increasingly controlling their fertility from the 1870s. Liberal MPs
were returned in 12 out of 13 elections between 1867 and 1905, but local
government was the political opposite of Auckland. The town prided itself
on its liberalism and social progressivism, and from the 1890s the Social
Democratic Federation played an increasingly influential role in promoting
pioneering welfare provision.!®
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These contrasting case studies are situated in the context of published
prescriptive literature, such as household manuals and child-rearing tracts,
which formed one source of advice that mothers and fathers were potentially
conforming to, or rejecting, in raising their children. Instead of establishing
a set age range for ‘childhood’, definitions of when parents ceased to be
responsible for their offspring is made a central question in this research.
Moreover, it is not claimed that either locality was in any way ‘typical’ of
a national experience of parenting, but instead this research focuses upon
the demographic, occupational and cultural contrasts between domestic
relations in these two communities. This study explores these concepts of
domestic authority over children on three levels, ranging from the mod-
els offered in nationally available published texts, to their interpretation in
local literature, to the experience and negotiation of these relationships in
everyday family life in Auckland and Burnley.

Models of parental authority

Inadequate parenthood was identified in many mid-nineteenth-century
didactic texts and religious tracts as primarily the result of a failure on the
part of mothers and fathers to exert their proper domestic authority. That
most parents naturally loved their offspring was not doubted. Instead, it was
the magnitude of parental responsibilities and the resulting difficulties that
parents faced in establishing their authority that was represented as a threat
to modern children. This attitude is obvious in many publications by the
Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, such as this extract from a tract
published in 1871:

However, what I want to think about at this time is not those who
neglect their children, and care nothing that they should grow up God-
less, wicked men, but those who really wish them well, love them, hope
they will be good Christians, and at the same time are inclined to let them
do very much what they choose, and to make their own wills their law.!!

Aspects of this trope of the disordered household flouting gender- and age-
specific domestic hierarchies had been represented for centuries in advice
manuals.””> However, what made nineteenth-century ideas about parent-
child relations subtly different was that in addition to fathers’ and mothers’
divinely ordained domestic roles, parenthood was reimagined as a skill that
had to be learnt, purchased and earned. A plethora of advice manuals, moral-
ising stories and religious tracts were published all of which emphasised that
while the birth of a child was a natural blessing, the rearing of a child was a
skill that required intense devotion to duty to acquire. The early twentieth-
century infant welfare movement was pioneering in focusing exclusively
on scientific knowledge and the need to ensure that ‘professional’ advice
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influenced practice. Nevertheless, literature from the 1840s onwards concep-
tualised the rearing of a child as a task that parents could only adequately
perform when assisted by didactic manuals, medical assistance, and, increas-
ingly, specialist children’s products. As Jane Hamlett’s chapter (Chapter 5,
this volume) on middle-class domestic intimacy also suggests in respect to
nursery provision, there were thus important continuities in ideas about
child-rearing throughout the Victorian period.

This long-term perceived crisis in domestic care within ‘ordinary’ homes
was particularly powerful because of its universality. Neglect was not just
part of the suffering of the child of the drunken, wage-earning, irreligious
mother, but it could equally afflict the baby whose mother did not acquire
a scientific understanding of childhood illnesses, the scholar whose father
failed to exert himself in choosing a suitable school, or the child who suf-
fered from ‘moral leprosy from the Nursery’ due to the inadequate selection
of servants.’® One household medical text highlighted the ease with which
middle-class children could be made the victims of parental inadequacies:

In daily practice we see so much harm that has resulted from ignorance
and neglect. By this I do not mean to infer there has been intentional
neglect, but from the want of knowledge on simple matters, which are
of primary importance, attention has only been arrested when a disease
or habit has become confirmed, or in the case of an acute illness, when
the favourable time for treatment has passed, and thus what would have
been a simple matter has developed into a grave condition.!*

It was very rare for prescriptive literature to make any reference to the mate-
rial, financial or time constraints that parents faced in raising their children.
Even in those texts aimed at working-class parents it was solely parental
ignorance, inattentiveness or obstinate immorality that were identified as
the causes of children’s suffering. Although the pioneering social investiga-
tions of Booth, Collet and Rowntree were increasingly sensitive to problems
such as irregular employment or life-cycle poverty, these more sympathetic
attitudes to working-class livelihoods had little impact on child-rearing texts,
which were primarily published by middle-class female writers, male doc-
tors and Christian charities. Instead, parenthood was conceived primarily
through a moral framework, in which ceaseless attention to the formation
of the habits of both sons and daughters was essential, and in which any
perceived lack of such devotion was unpardonable.

The increasing demands placed upon mothers have been widely recog-
nised historiographically. However, prescriptive literature also emphasised
the importance of active paternal involvement, particularly when discussing
the rearing of older children and in texts that were published by explic-
itly Christian writers. In both tracts aimed at working-class parents and
in middle-class manuals the ‘unspeakable responsibility that rests upon
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parents’ was shown to be enduring, with the importance of using their
parental authority as an example to guide teenage sons and daughters to
pure, pious and moral habits being emphasised.’ Many texts explicitly
addressed themselves to ‘parents’ rather than simply to the ‘mother’, and
some included specific advice to encourage reluctant fathers to be more
involved in family life.’® It was suggested that the father should not sim-
ply be a figure of distant authority, but should be made ‘keenly interested’
in the progress of his children so as to ‘become the mother’s guide and
support in her task’.!” However, it is revealing to note that that the respon-
sibilities of motherhood included inspiring their husbands to adopt this
manly role, so as to avoid neglecting the children who were identified else-
where in the same tracts as a shared responsibility.'® Above all, the ‘power
of womanhood’, which one manual proclaimed in its title would be cel-
ebrated through good parenting, was constructed from fragile and often
contradictory foundations.®

Local interpretations of parental authority

These models of parental caring responsibilities were expressed in a wide
range of nationally available publications and many of these were repeat-
edly reprinted, especially towards the end of this period. However, the ways
in which these ideas were received and put into practice is far less clear. It
is two aspects of this process of reinterpretation on which this study now
focuses, exemplified first by the practicalities of child-minding, and second
by understandings of economic care and neglect in Auckland and Burnley.

By 1900 ideas of neglected parental responsibilities were as prevalent in
local newspapers as they were in nationally published child-rearing texts.
Both Bishop Auckland and Burnley had bookshops that advertised these
manuals, a local press that often republished extracts from literature ide-
alising childhood, and fortnightly newspaper columns that provided advice
on ‘Health and the Household’. Moreover, in both localities newspapers and
parish magazines regularly printed detailed reports of sermons, lectures and
classes in which advice on domestic happiness was offered. Many of these
expressed fears about mothers’ and fathers’ failure to bring their children up
properly, but in neither locality was there any detailed discussion in the sam-
pled newspapers of the practicalities of who should mind children or how
they should be cared for.>°

Where there was a striking difference in ideas about child-rearing is in
the ways in which local governing authorities — most notably the Boards of
Guardians of the Poor Law Unions, school attendance committees, elemen-
tary school managers and magistrates — interpreted caring responsibilities.
National Poor Law and educational acts were highly permissive, so that
these boards had considerable powers to shape and enforce national legis-
lation in a way that made sense in their locality. Of course, the individuals
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who were on these boards did not necessarily share a single set of ideas,
and disputes between board members about appropriate parenting respon-
sibilities did occur. Nevertheless, the minutes of these authorities do suggest
that quite different understandings of how working-class parents should rear
their children were expressed in the two study localities.

Local government committees were expected to use bye-laws to specify
the offences, processes and punishments through which parents were to be
compelled to send children to school. Following the 1870 Education Act,
Burnley immediately established a School Board committee that agreed the
bye-laws to enforce attendance. By November 1871 a ‘schedule’ of all chil-
dren aged 5-13 who lived in the textile town was established. Four ‘visitors’
were appointed to distribute posters and handbills, to issue written and oral
notices of non-attendance, and to deliver summons to parents to appear
before the Committee of the School Board on Saturday afternoon to explain
their child’s absence. Further summons to the Magistrate’s court could then
be issued, and fines of up to 5 shillings per week could be imposed.?! This
resulted in a plethora of warnings, and, in about one-sixth of these cases, in
fines. In 1872 an average of almost 30 summonses to the School Board Com-
mittee were made per month and by 1896 the number of such summonses
had more than doubled.?” Both parents and school board officials repeatedly
complained that they were overwhelmed by this process. The Attendance
Committee admitted ‘That, it is an everyday occurrence for respectable par-
ents to be summoned to appear in a Police Court for no other reason than
that their children have played truant.””® However, there does not seem to
have been any attempt to reduce the rigour with which perceived parental
neglect was punished.

This contrasted markedly with the situation in Bishop Auckland. Here
local ratepayers refused to establish an independent school board and con-
tinued to fear ‘throwing their money away’. Only the Poor Law Union
and individual schools had responsibility for enforcing school attendance,
so that as late as 1880 the Education Act was declared a ‘dead letter’ by
local newspaper commentators in the coal-mining district.?* Even following
the appointment of a specific attendance officer, school teachers frequently
complained that ‘Parents seem quite regardless of threats as no power has
been used to compel irregular children to attend.’”® Only a handful of, often
unsuccessful, prosecutions were made in 1880 and even by 1900 warnings
to parents were infrequent.?®

Attitudes to the financial responsibilities of caring for a large family were
also very different in the two localities. In none of the national legisla-
tion relating to the costs of rearing and schooling children was it stipulated
whether having a large number of children to raise justified receiving extra
relief simply on the grounds of the additional costs incurred.?” In Auckland
having to rear a large number of children was repeatedly interpreted as
a reasonable justification for requiring relief. Most schools either formally
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specified differential fees for the third or fourth child attending that school,
or negotiated rates with individual parents as in this case in 1881:

The Revd Canon Long visited the school this afternoon and made
arrangements respecting the payment of school fees by four girls of one
family: the fourth should be free, the third pay four pence a fortnight and
the other two four pence each per week.?

While this system could cause practical difficulties — one exasperated school-
master wrote ‘No other trade, I know of gives one article out of three free’
and later modified the scheme in his school - it does seem to have been
an interpretation that was widely adopted up to 1891.%° Similarly, in crim-
inal court cases where parents were accused of neglecting to control their
children, magistrates seem to have sentenced families more leniently when
parents made pleas such as that ‘he had a large family and small wages’.*°
In all cases in this sample the demands of rearing a large family were treated
sympathetically. This suggests that those with legal or legislative authority in
Auckland did interpret ideas of familial poverty in such a way as to support
parents with larger families to care for.

In Burnley quite different official interpretations of familial financial
responsibilities were offered. No such provision was made in educational
bye-laws for extra relief specifically for parents with large families; all schools
seem to have set their rates purely according to the Standard to which the
child was taught, and in no sampled court cases was a large family treated as
a mitigating circumstance for parental neglect.?! This difference in attitude
cannot simply be interpreted as the result of greater financial stringency,
since welfare provision was far more generous in Burnley than in Auckland.
Local politics in Auckland were strongly conservative with ratepayers’ voices
being powerful, so that the Board of Guardians were repeatedly ordered to
revise relief lists in order to reduce expenditure, and the school attendance
officer was very reluctant to pay school fees. Although ratepayers in Burnley
did voice concerns at their high rates, this does not seem to have prevented
many parents successfully applying for relief. As one journalist in The Burnley
Gazette wrote following a report that £130 had been spent on non-pauper
school fees in six months,

Now we are not the parties to complain at any reasonable expense to have
poor children educated; we would any time rather pay schoolmasters than
soldiers and policemen. Still the increase in the item is so great that it
deserves close attention by the Guardians.*?

Both Burnley ratepayers and parents grumbled at times about the rigorous
implementation of compulsory elementary schooling, yet these complaints
were not sufficiently powerful to influence policies.
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Commercial ideas of care and neglect are a second area in which parental
responsibilities were interpreted differently in the two localities. Just as
nationally available prescriptive texts portrayed the maintenance of child
health as a key area of maternal authority and expertise, commercial adver-
tisements in Burnley vehemently portrayed the same message (Figure 10.1).
A handful of health products aimed explicitly at children were promoted in
1860, but by 1880 readers of The Burnley Gazette were bombarded with adver-
tisements claiming that their product was essential to good parenthood.
Drawings of cherubic children complemented emotive language describ-
ing the impact of maternal neglect on the ‘poor sufferer’ in the 1890s and
more than one-quarter of a double-page spread of the broadsheet newspaper
was consumed with advertisements such as these by 1900 (Figure 10.2).3
The following advert was placed weekly in prominent positions in The
Burnley Gazette in 1900, often with subtle changes in the particular form
of negligence practised by the mother:

Oh Dear Nurse you forgot to give Tudor Williams’ Balsam of Honey to my
children before they returned to bed ... No mother should neglect to keep
this infallible Remedy in the house ready for any emergency ... Absolutely
Pure, therefore best. Thousands of children die annually from Bronchitis,
Whooping Cough and Croup...It cures for one shilling when Pounds
have been spent instead. Bottles 1s-4s 6d.3*

This contrasted with advertising practices in the equivalent Auckland news-
paper. This also contained pages of commercial advertisements but included
only one small advert for children’s medicine in 1880 and none at all in
1860 or 1900. The one advert that was placed - for ‘Mrs Winslow’s Soothing
Syrup’ — was also advertised in Burnley at the same date, but other products
seem to have been targeted at a specific local market of concerned moth-
ers. Moreover, it was not simply that the Auckland region was poorer and
less commercially developed than Burnley, since many other luxury prod-
ucts that were not aimed at children were extensively advertised in these
newspapers.

A similar, but slightly less marked, contrast was exhibited in the promo-
tion of children’s clothing, books, toys and entertainments. More than twice
as many different advertisements for such products were aimed at parents in
the Burnley weekly newspaper than in Auckland in each sampled date, with
the disparity being increasingly marked by 1900. For instance, Thompson
Brothers’ children’s clothing warehouse regularly placed advertisements in
The Burnley Gazette, such as this:

EVERY MOTHER naturally desires to see her boys look smart, neat and
stylish. To enable them to appear so, their clothing should be pretty and
becoming. ... Will please the mothers. Will please the fathers. Will please
the boys. Will please everybody.>
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Figure 10.1 Extract from a page of advertisements for a range of children’s medicines,
published in The Burnley Gazette and East Lancashire Advertise, 26 November 1898.
At this date an average of around five such advertisements was published each week
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Figure 10.2 Advertisement for ‘Scott’s Emulsion’, published in The Burnley Gazette and
East Lancashire Advertise, 24 December 1898. ‘Scott’s Emulsion’ was advertised in most
editions of the Burnley newspaper in the late 1890s and early 1900s, with different
illustrated and emotive stories of the curative powers of the medicine. It was not
promoted to Auckland parents
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What is particularly interesting is the constant prominence that is given in
the Burnley advertisements to the consequences of the mother’s failings.
Not only would bad motherhood result in the suffering and even the death
of her child, but the mother also had the power to shape the happiness of
her husband through her treatment of their children, as the previous adver-
tisement rather unsubtly emphasised. In the same way that neglecting to
provide the proper remedies for childhood illnesses threatened the life of
her child, a failure to care sufficiently to provide economic luxuries could
undermine the well-being of the entire family. The relative prominence of
these anxieties about child-rearing might appear to be surprising in Burnley,
given that maternal paid employment was common in the textile town.
It is thus important to consider the influence that these messages exerted
on local understandings of parental responsibility and on the practice of
child-rearing.

Practices of parental authority

It is at this third level - in terms of the practical negotiation of childcare
responsibilities — that the most marked differences are visible in ideas of care
and neglect in the two communities. Just as legislative, educational and com-
mercial discourses reflected distinct local cultures, parents faced contrasting
everyday issues in caring for their children. Two aspects of parental care,
child-minding and medical care, will again be considered.

Practices of care in Burnley were firmly shaped by a culture of female
and child employment. Evidence from a longitudinal 10 per cent sample of
families from the Burnley census suggests that almost all teenage girls were
employed in the textile industry and more than half of women without chil-
dren continued to work there after marriage. Furthermore, many mothers,
especially women in their thirties with only one or two young children, did
not stop working as weavers, so that out of 308 households in the sample
containing 3 or more children, 23 per cent of mothers were recorded in
paid employment.3® Relatives, particularly grandmothers and aunts, played
a key role in taking care of children. This informal system of child care is
often only apparent from newspaper reports of court cases, such as when
the house of two mill workers was burgled, when it was stated that ‘They
have one child which is nursed by its grandmother, who also looked after
the house.”?” Similarly, an inquest following the death of a 16-week-old baby
in 1900 reported that ‘The child’s mother had been in the habit of taking
the child every morning to a house 200 yards away, where it was nursed.”?
Where there was a slightly older child in the house (brothers too were often
engaged to nurse), they were frequently left in charge, provided there was
a relative or neighbour who could be called if necessary. For instance, in
1860 an eight-year-old girl was burnt to death when left alone in the house
minding her younger brother, but her mother explained that
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I and my husband go out to work, and we have always left our children in
the house. My husband’s sister lives near, and she has always been on the
look out, but she could not constantly be with them. She washes at home.

What is particularly interesting in this case is that despite the fact that
the parents and neighbours were clearly shocked by this domestic tragedy,
they all maintained that the parents were in no way negligent to leave
the children alone in the house. Evidence was given by a neighbour who
stated that

The parents of the deceased went to the factory, and they had no other
means of protecting their children during their absence. The child was
well attended to during the whole of the time it lived.*

The form of these answers suggests that magistrates at the inquest were press-
ing to interpret the tragedy as the result of parental neglect, yet all concerned
successfully maintained that this was not the case. A similar burning fatality
occurred in 1900 when a nine-year-old girl, who had been left alone with
her younger brother, died. Although it does not appear in this case that the
mother was out working, even at this later date there is no evidence that alle-
gations of inadequate parental care were made by neighbours or relatives.*
Instead, these incidents were interpreted as family tragedies, but ones that
were an unavoidable part of accepted childcare practices. Working parents
maintained their own ideas of what parental neglect entailed, but in spite of
the increasing moral condemnation of mothers’ employment by some mag-
istrates, doctors and parliamentary enquiries, they did not consider their
child-minding practices to be negligent.*!

As an alternative childcare strategy, the ‘Babies’ classes at public elemen-
tary schools in Burnley included infants as young as one year old. Many
teachers recorded in their log books that they were constantly overwhelmed
by the numbers of babies whose parents wished to enrol them. Moreover,
some schools taught children all year round or only had very short holidays,
so as not to leave children without minders. Some parents seem to have
combined these forms of care; alternative child-minders, such as relatives,
were used on Saturdays and in winter when they did not wish to send their
young children to school in the cold and damp.*?

The problems of how to mind children were far less pressing for parents
in Auckland. Here employment opportunities even for unmarried women
were scarce and very few mothers had employment outside the home. Inter-
estingly, in the sample of newspapers studied, there were no descriptions of
children being nursed by relatives, neighbours or lone older siblings without
the mother’s presence at home. Although schools again enrolled children
into ‘baby’ classes, there are no references to children aged less than three
years old attending school or to these classes being oversubscribed.*®
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This contrast in the social practices of care is visible in an activity as sim-
ple as getting children up in the morning. In Auckland and Burnley school
teachers complained equally frequently about the lateness of their pupils
and in some cases the same causes were identified, such as mothers requir-
ing their child’s help with too many household tasks or the distance the
child had to travel. However, additionally in Burnley, parents often had to
leave their children to get themselves up and dressed in the morning as the
working day of mothers and fathers employed at the mills began at 6 a.m.,
whereas children did not need to be in school before 9 a.m. (although at
least one infant school opened at 6.15 a.m.).

Cultures of child medical care also placed different responsibilities on par-
ents. Not only were Burnley parents bombarded with adverts for children’s
medicines, but there does seem to have been an expectation that these were
bought and used. Although there were only 18 cases of domestic accidents
or fatalities reported in the sampled Burnley newspapers, in all cases one
of the child’s parents, usually the mother, was questioned about the medical
care provided for the child. They often described how ‘I ran off for the doctor
immediately’ or purchased drugs, such as ‘emetics’, to try to treat the child.*
In the few instances where doctors were not called, their absence was stated
and, in some cases, accusations of neglect were made against the mother.**
In 14 similar incidents in Auckland, only on one occasion are details given of
a mother trying to purchase medicine and then calling a doctor.*® Other cir-
cumstantial details are given in these newspaper reports, and this difference
cannot simply be explained by a shortage of doctors, since both localities
made extensive use of medical provision in dealing with industrial accidents
and certification. There is no evidence in the local sources studied that sons
and daughters were considered to deserve, or in practice received, different
standards of care. However, these contrasting practices and expectations of
parental responsibilities do fit with the evidence from commercial discourses
in each area.

What is particularly striking is that in both localities the authority to
define caring practices as either appropriate or neglectful remained highly
contested. School teachers repeatedly claimed that parents’ inadequate
domestic authority was responsible for their pupils’ poor attendance, bad
behaviour or lack of progress. Terms such as ‘neglect’, ‘carelessness’, ‘idle-
ness’ and ‘indifference’ were frequently used by frustrated teachers to
describe the attitudes of both mothers and fathers. However, occasional
glimpses of parents’ own justifications for what was interpreted as neglect
make this picture of domestic authority more complex. In many cases the
explanations offered certainly do not suggest a lack of concern for the
child’s welfare and, indeed, ideas of neglect were often used by working-class
parents in very different contexts.

For instance, as elementary school boards and attendance committees
were increasingly established and active in the period between 1870 and
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1902, parents were constantly required to explain their children’s absences
from school. While teachers in both Auckland and Burnley frequently
blamed their pupils’ non-attendance on parental negligence, parents tended
to argue that they were absent precisely because their child’s well-being was
endangered by schooling. A vast array of explanations were offered: the vir-
ulence of illnesses that parents believed to be ‘contagious’ in schools; unjust
punishment by teachers; the damp and cold state of the school room or
the journey there; or the inadequacy of the curriculum with parents stating,
““I will not let him come any more, there would be more sense in teaching
him arithmetic than bothering with such rubbish as Drawing”.’#

Indeed, both mothers and fathers engaged in this form of frequent, volun-
tary interactions with their children’s schools to ensure that their offspring
were treated in a way that they perceived to be beneficial. One schoolmaster
in 1887 was so perturbed by the ‘evil’ of visits by parents and other callers
during lesson time that he published a notice asking people not to knock on
the school door except during specified hours.*® Indeed, what is particularly
revealing is the frequency with which parental complaints forced schools
into reforming their practices.* The provision of school facilities that par-
ents perceived to be safe for their young children, the minimal and regulated
use of corporal punishment, the establishment of sufficiently large schools
in convenient locations, and the issuing of invitations to parents to visit
schools at set times were often the direct results of parental complaints. In
some voluntary schools in particular, parental financial authority was even
increased by the introduction of free education in most elementary schools
in 1891. Teachers then had to persuade parents to donate money rather
than simply demanding the ‘school pence’ each Monday.*® In 1900 one
Auckland Church of England parish magazine published a plea for funding,
stating that

The enlargement of the School building is now really in hand. A large
amount of money is required for it. We hear however so many complaints
of the children being too small to walk to South Church or St Helen’s,
that we are sure parents will be willing to give something to help the
work. Sixpence a fortnight is not very much, and in ten fortnights would
make 5/ — from each house. Collectors are going round and all will have
a chance of helping.®!

In this way, perceptions of neglected responsibilities to children could be
very powerful tools to be mobilised not only by local boards and char-
ities against parents, but also by mothers and fathers to buttress their
own parental authority outside the domestic sphere. Educational author-
ities could not simply accuse families of neglect or intervene in the care
of children without actively engaging with the concerns of both moth-
ers and fathers. Furthermore, evidence from school log books suggests that
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child-rearing duties were far from rigidly gender-specific, with fathers inter-
vening particularly frequently in Burnley. The ambiguity and flexibility of
these responsibilities meant that mothers and fathers could also blame their
spouse for failing to establish their proper domestic authority.

One particularly revealing case study of gendered ideas of parental medical
and material neglect was a prosecution brought by the Burnley branch of the
National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) in 1900
against a mother, Ellen Palmer, following the death of her only daughter.
The doctor had been called when the child fell ill, and the conflicting ideas
of childcare responsibilities expressed by the witnesses in the case make it
particularly revealing:

Dr Robinson corroborated and said that although the grandfather had
attended to the child in every way he could, yet it did not receive the
attention which it needed from the mother.— Wilson Palmer, the hus-
band, elected to give evidence, and said his wife had been giving way
to inhabitants [sic] of intemperance for some time. She neglected the
child, but the grandfather gave it good attention.— John Hinley, the grand-
father, said the child had not been neglected. He had looked after it,
and being an old army man he could do as well for it as its mother. He
attended the child when it was taken ill and had carried out the doctor’s
instructions.— Defendant said she had not neglected the child, but left it
in it's [sic] grandfather’s care, because she went out to work as a baby linen
manufacturer at Mrs Walkdens.5?

This case provides an insight into a series of quite different ideas of care
and neglect. For the doctor and NSPCC inspector it was solely the mother’s
duty to use her unique caring ability to protect the life of her child, in
line with the new ideas of ‘professional motherhood’ in which both child-
minding and medical provision were of the utmost importance. The Palmer
family, however, expressed views that appear to have been widely held in
Burnley, in which gendered roles were far from strictly defined, with men
being willing to take on caring responsibilities. It is interesting to note that
the grandfather in this case apparently took pride in his ability to ‘do as well
for it as its mother’. There also seems to be a subtle difference in Wilson
and Ellen Palmer’s definitions of the maternal role. While Ellen perceived
wage-earning to be a proper part of her responsibilities as a mother, Wilson'’s
evidence suggests that he considered that his wife was neglecting her mater-
nal duty, but that in leaving the little girl in her grandfather’s care the couple
were not abandoning their shared parental duty to their daughter. Neverthe-
less, Ellen Palmer was found guilty and sentenced relatively harshly to a fine
of 20 shillings and costs, or one month’s imprisonment.*

Equivalent prosecutions were infrequent in Auckland and, significantly,
received far less detailed or sensational coverage than those cases reported
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in the Burnley newspapers. In common with evidence from studies of child
abuse in other localities, neighbours in both districts were the most fre-
quent source of accusations of parental neglect.** However, it is important
to emphasise that Burnley residents were overwhelmingly keen to protect
mothers against suggestions that it was their work that harmed their off-
spring or that most parents were anything other than ‘affectionate’ towards
their children. Furthermore, by purchasing patent medicines, parents sought
to defend themselves against anxieties about the health and suffering of
their children (which were emotively displayed in the barrage of adver-
tisements), and against increasingly common accusations of neglectful par-
enting. This contrasted with Auckland where parental responsibilities were
seldom a topic of debate and where gender-specific caring roles were rarely
undermined. Therefore, a discourse of neglect that was potent and ubiqui-
tous in the national prescriptive texts was transformed into contrasting and
complex ideas of gendered social practices of caring at a local level.

Cultures of parental authority

Three conclusions can be drawn from this study of the negotiation of
domestic power between mothers, fathers and children. First, cultures of par-
enthood in England between 1860 and 1905 were both locally diverse and in
a state of flux. Despite the proliferation of advice literature offering instruc-
tion on how best to assert parental authority, these ideals were interpreted
and adopted in contrasting ways in different localities. These two case stud-
ies have suggested that a model of skilled parenthood in which paternal, and
especially maternal, duties were highly demanding was not widely adopted
even by 1900 in the coal-mining district of Auckland, whereas expectations
of parental authority in Burnley were far more challenging from the 1860s. It
seems clear that neither childhood nor parenthood was a nationally uniform
experience.

Second, it is not helpful to envisage domestic and public authority over
children as necessarily in conflict. In some cases — particularly in the context
of school attendance — the state was increasingly involved in bringing up
children. However, this was neither universally the case, since ratepayers in
Bishop Auckland explicitly attempted to avoid this involvement, nor did it
go unchallenged. Parents extensively, and often voluntarily, intervened in
the ways in which schools treated their offspring in order to further what
they perceived to be their child’s best interests outside the domestic sphere.
The competitive, commercial and relatively weak nature of this pioneer-
ing state educational provision meant that parents had considerable power
through their children to shape the implementation of nationally applicable
legislation. Far from leading to a diminution in either paternal or maternal
power, interaction with the welfare state could provide a further arena in
which parents were expected to, and often chose to, actively assert their
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authority. Late nineteenth-century childhood could not simply be ‘trans-
formed’ by non-familial institutions without the cooperation of, or conflict
with, both mothers and fathers.

Third, marital and intergenerational authority was intimately linked. Late
Victorian and Edwardian advice literature and advertisements increasingly
overtly portrayed the rearing of children as an exclusively feminine respon-
sibility in idealised households that were supported economically solely by
the father’s income. However, in practice a strict division of gendered respon-
sibilities seems very rarely to have been adopted in either locality. As the
chapter by Szreter and Fisher in this volume (Chapter 6) also demonstrates,
this constant negotiation of roles could be a source of conflict. This was par-
ticularly the case where one parent or an external authority perceived a child
to be endangered by a failure to perform proper parenting responsibilities.
These increasingly formally demanding and complex identities as parents
could contribute to domestic conflict and potentially to marital breakdown.

Above all, the ubiquity and potency of the language of neglect of parental
authority is striking. The image of the suffering, innocent child had consid-
erable, and increasing, influence in both localities between 1860 and 1905.
However, the implications of this cultural ideal were locally diverse, so that
good fatherhood and motherhood were interpreted and practised in sub-
tly different ways in these two contrasting communities. Nevertheless, it is
clear that the authority of fatherhood and motherhood was founded upon
the constant threat of parental failure.
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Godfathering: The Politics of
Victorian Family Relations

Valerie Sanders

We christen an infant phaenomonon [sic] on Saturday, and expect
a few friends in the evening in honor [sic] of the occasion.!

In Chapter 5 of Dickens’ Dombey and Son (1848), Mr Dombey, who has
longed all his married life for a son to inherit the family business, finally
acquires one — at the cost of his exhausted wife — and is planning little Paul’s
christening ceremony. His sister Mrs Chick, promoting her friend Miss Tox
as a potential second wife, hopes Dombey might make her a godmother, but
worries that Miss Tox is too negligible for such an honour. ‘“Godfathers, of
course,” continued Mrs Chick, “are important in point of connexion and
influence”’ — implying that godmothers are less essential in buttressing a
family’s social position. Mr Dombey’s tetchy reply is: ‘“I don’t know why
they should be, to my son.”’ He elaborates: ‘“The kind of foreign help which
people usually seek for their children, I can afford to despise; being above it, I
hope”.” Miss Tox is therefore ‘elevated...to the godmothership of little Paul,
in virtue of her insignificance.”

The twisted logic of this episode, derived from Mr Dombey’s determina-
tion to own and manage his son almost single-handedly, runs counter to
the usual thinking of the period in relation to the appointment of god-
parents. Dickens himself clearly thought influential godparents were an
advantage, naming his children after famous contemporary writers such
as Alfred Tennyson, Walter Savage Landor, Sydney Smith, Francis Jeffrey,
and Edward Bulwer Lytton. His daughter Kate’s middle name was Macready,
after the tragic actor, William Charles Macready, who was one of Dickens’
closest lifelong friends. In return, Dickens was godfather to Macready’s son
Henry. Similar reciprocal arrangements existed in other circles of Victorian
influential men such as the scientists, Charles Darwin, Joseph Hooker, and
Thomas Henry Huxley. Although these are exceptional or atypical fami-
lies, they exemplify a number of broader issues involving domestic power
relations in the mid to late nineteenth century: the contest for religious
authority between husband and wife, the husband’s/father’s responsibilities
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as religious head of the household, the semi-public ceremonial of introduc-
ing the child into the wider community, and the bolstering of the family
with additional supporters whose role was generally seen in secular terms
by the men, though a religious ceremony was meant to be the means of
publicly demonstrating their Christian faith. In other words, what we have
here is a collision between the secular and the spiritual, the maternal and
the paternal, and the public and the private. The rich variety of ideological
cross-currents created by these issues makes godparenting practices a fruitful
source of information about Victorian domestic authority, though surpris-
ingly little has so far been written about the negotiation of male/female roles
in christening ceremonies.

According to John Gillis, family, for a significant part of the middle classes,
became ‘a major site of cultural work in the 1840s and 1850s.” Apart from
household prayers led by the father, women were becoming increasingly
involved in spiritual leadership in the home, especially with seasonal rituals
such as Christmas when women were ‘the chief ritualists of the Victorian
family, carrying out the bulk of its newly acquired liturgical activity.” Gillis
uses explicitly religious language to describe what Victorian women did,
even when the occasion was not specifically sacred: for example, becoming
the ‘priestesses of the Victorian cult of domesticity, arranging its ceremonies
and presiding over its icons, rarely the recipients of the sacraments they
themselves prepared.” So far as christenings were concerned, Gillis argues
that the ceremony of baptism ‘regained favour in the second half of the
nineteenth century,’” and ‘was a family affair in which the central figure
was the mother rather than the father.’ The father, in effect, might be dis-
placed as the orchestrator of an event which was designed to celebrate his
position in the community and in relation to friends, family and work col-
leagues, fathers having up to the eighteenth century been more directly
involved in welcoming a new child into the family.* While the mother in
each of the families I discuss was undoubtedly the moral and emotional
centre of the day, my examples demonstrate that the father found ways
of managing the arrangements so as to register his dissent from the reli-
gious side of things, especially in his selection of godparents. It should be
clear from the discussion that far more was at stake than the provision
of spiritual guardians for newborn children. This, if anything, seems to
have been the least important consideration in these families, despite — or
perhaps because of — the atmosphere of religious doubt and controversy
which pervaded the period under review. With the church at mid-century
engaging in urgent debate about the issue of baptismal regeneration,
through the so-called ‘Gorham controversy,” apparent indifference towards
the spiritual implications of the ceremony, compared with the strength-
ening of the father’s professional ties, indicates that some prominent
Victorians were mainly using this ritual for domestic and secular purposes of
their own.®
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So far as godparents were concerned, they gave the Victorian family an
opportunity to supplement and strengthen the parental function in cer-
tain ways. Both the Book of Common Prayer and the Canon Law of the
Anglican Church stipulate that wherever possible baptism should be a pub-
lic ceremony, and ‘for every Male-child to be baptized two Godfathers, and
one Godmother [should be provided]; and for every Female, one Godfather
and two Godmothers.”® The primary responsibility of the godparents was
to ‘answer for the child’ as a Christian, and assist the parents in bring-
ing him up as such; learned footnotes in the 1820 version of The Book of
Common Prayer stress that this responsibility should not be accepted too
casually, or ‘merely in compliment’ to the parents.” In fact, as Peter Jagger
has shown, there was considerable concern at mid-century that many par-
ents were failing to have their children baptised at all because they were
unable to find three suitably qualified godparents. To be acceptable to the
Anglican Church, a godparent had to have been baptised himself and to
be willing to provide spiritual guidance to the child until at least the age
of confirmation. Although neglect of baptism was more common in the
urban working classes than elsewhere, Jagger suggests that ‘in the mid-
Victorian period the choosing of sponsors was generally done with little
thought either about their functions or their suitability...Sponsorship, in
many cases, was simply a friendly act done for that day, primarily to the
parents of the infant.”® This impression is strongly borne out by interviews
recently conducted with survivors of upper- and middle-class families from
the late nineteenth century. One interviewee, Mrs Philpots, for example,
when asked about godparents replied, ‘Godparents? Never of any use — if I
had them’; while Mr K. Vignoles commented, ‘I don't think they meant very
much to me personally, although I'm sure that they were of some support to
my parents.” In the examples to be discussed here, concern for the child’s
religious welfare is rarely mentioned in the correspondence between fathers
and friends, nor is there much sense of the wider Christian family the public
service of baptism was meant to create. Least often mentioned is the mother,
though she was usually the driving force behind the ceremony, and the one
most eager to make the arrangements. Daughters, again, were seen as less
central to the father’s concerns because of the lack of any perceived need
to forge professional networks for them. The emphasis was primarily on the
advantages that would accrue to the father, with some promise of collateral
secular benefit to the sons.

Dean Stanley of Westminster, in an article on ‘Baptism’ for the Nineteenth
Century (1879), refers to the ceremony in terms of the whole Christian com-
munity being an extended family: ‘It teaches us the value of the purity of
those domestic relations in which from childhood to old age all our best
thoughts are fostered and encouraged.’’ Tracing the history of baptism
from the practice of immersing adults to sprinkling infants and provid-
ing sponsors for them, Stanley adds that this system of creating ‘a new
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series of spiritual affinities’ brings ‘social and moral advantages’ to those
involved." A similar idea of an extended family created by baptism is sug-
gested by Dickens’ friend and sub-editor W. H. Wills in a more secular essay
on ‘Baptismal Rituals’ (1850) for Household Words. Deploring that the mean-
ing has gone out of the godparent-godchild relationship, which seemed to
him to be over with the presentation of gifts, Wills concludes, ‘It is not
to our praise that the ties between sponsors and god-children, were much
closer, and held more sacredly in times which we are pleased to call bar-
barous. God-children were placed not only in a state of pupilage with their
sponsors, but also in the position of relations.’

Both these essays point to the way a religious family ceremony crosses
the boundaries between private and public, family and not-family; like a
wedding, it creates new relationships; it displays a family in a place that
replicates the home; and it asks them to make a private profession of faith
in a public place. The meaning of baptism was in fact constantly aired in
the middle period of the nineteenth century, by churchmen of widely dif-
fering denominations, from the high-Church Tractarians, such as Keble and
Pusey, to the Broad Churchmen like Stanley. Pusey explored the heated issue
of baptismal regeneration, and what he called the ‘privileges’ of baptism, in
an historical context in three Tracts for the Times (numbers 67-69 in 1835);
while John Keble, who gave a series of 33 sermons on the Baptismal Ser-
vice in 1849-50, reminded hearers of the Prayer Book’s emphasis on the
public nature of baptisms as ceremonies to be held on Sundays and other
holy days in order to attract the maximum number of witnesses and specta-
tors. For him, baptism was ‘in some respects a coronation and a marriage,’
and any parent deliberately neglecting to have his child baptised would be
wilfully leaving himself and his family ‘in the power of Satan and not in
the family of God.’!® Keble’s contributions to debates about baptism are less
technical than the correspondence between the Archbishop of Canterbury
and Bishop Henry Phillpotts of Exeter over the doctrine of baptismal regen-
eration (1850), but like other commentators of the period, he was anxious
to restore full spiritual meaning to the ceremony, as well as a sense that
baptised children were entering into a privileged but extended Christian
family. Unfortunately, in Keble’s own case, the extended family was subject
to ideological rift: Keble was Matthew Arnold’s godfather, but his relation-
ship with Dr Arnold was compromised when the latter attacked the Oxford
Movement, of which Keble was a core member, in a series of articles in
the 1830s.!

Relations between another father, Alfred, Lord Tennyson and an active
apologist for baptism, Frederick Denison Maurice, who was godfather to
Tennyson's elder son Hallam, were more cordial and lasting. Maurice, alien-
ated by Pusey’s suggestion that the newly baptised child enjoyed a moment
of holy purity before again being liable to sin, believed ‘that at baptism
infants received the Holy Spirit and were made members of the Church.’’®
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He was especially interested in the relationship between family and church,
and more widely the kingdom of God as a whole. These were connections he
explored in The Kingdom of Christ (1838; revised 1842), where he states that
to the modern philosopher, ‘Baptism was unquestionably a bond of fellow-
ship in certain periods; it did mean something to those who lived in them;
but its significance is gone.” Maurice believed this significance was far from
defunct: he defends the continuing importance of baptism by asserting that
it testifies to men of all countries ‘that they have a common friend and a
common enemy.’!® In Maurice’s masculinist terms, the baptised form a kind
of brotherhood expanding ever outwards from the domestic hearth: ‘I was
sent into the world,” he claimed, ‘that I might persuade men to recognise
Christ as the centre of their fellowship with each other, that so they might
be united in their families, their countries, and as men, not in schools and
factions.” Without this reminder of his connection with other people, he
feared he might continually have been ‘letting go friendships, and sinking
into an unprofitable solitude.”’” According to Jeremy Morris, The Kingdom
of Christ argued that ‘the family is a microcosm of the relations of mutual
dependence which characterize the kingdom of God as a whole, and the
primary form in which the perception of “spiritual things” is mediated in
human beings.’'®

This familial vocabulary is a regular feature of mid-century writing about
baptism, though it tends to be deployed in a masculine context. Little is
said about the mother’s role in bringing her child to be baptised: according
to Gillis, it had traditionally been the father who brought the child to the
font while the mother was still recovering from childbirth.’ The christening
was thus the public, supposedly spiritual, male-dominated part of the baby’s
entrance into the world, the female part — the child’s birth — being essentially
intimate, physical, and domestic, with the focus on the body, not the spirit.
Though many of the fathers discussed in this chapter did what they could
to assist their wives through childbirth, they are essentially self-appointed
mediators between the home and the gentlemen’s club, announcing both
birth and christening in a series of witty letters to their predominantly male
friends. The father is often especially concerned with his own image as a
begetter of children, with both Dickens and Darwin viewing with mixed
pride and alarm the number of children for whom they were fast becom-
ing responsible. In Mr Dombey’s case, the shortage of children makes the
christening of the only son all the more emotionally intense, and the signif-
icance of their trip to church a public statement of the father’s importance.
The narrator says pointedly, however:

It might have been well for Mr Dombey, if he had thought of his own
dignity a little less; and had thought of the great origin and purpose of
the ceremony in which he took so formal and so stiff a part, a little more.
His arrogance contrasted strangely with its history.?
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The publication of Dombey and Son coincided with the beginnings of the
Gorham controversy and the upsurge of public debates about the meaning
of baptism. Both Dickens and Tennyson, who had sons born and baptised in
this period, could have engaged in, or registered some interest in, the heated
theological arguments going on around them, but both essentially saw the
christening of their children as an occasion to invite their male friends to a
good party; this despite Dickens’ warning in the Dombey passage just cited.
As Rosemarie Bodenheimer has recently argued, Dickens often seems more
at ease with his male than his female correspondents, and more inclined to
risk controversial opinions with them: ‘Men are his confidants, his compan-
ions in play and in travel, his ways of measuring himself,” Bodenheimer
suggests.! It is to men that he most frequently writes, inviting them to
attend his children’s christening parties, with the emphasis on the gathering
of good friends which will occur after the ceremony, while practically noth-
ing is said either about the ceremony itself or about the role of his wife and
women friends, godmothers included, in any part of the proceedings.
Dickens was by all accounts a traditional Anglican who distrusted showy
displays of religious feeling: he privately rewrote the gospels in a simpli-
fied form for his children, and recommended each of his sons, as they left
home, to be guided by the morality of the New Testament. To a large extent
he left them to reflect for themselves along generalised Christian lines. To
his youngest, Edward, known as ‘Plorn,” he wrote, ‘You will remember that
you have never at home been wearied about religious observances or mere
formalities.”?? Dickens largely avoids commenting in any detail on the spir-
itual implications of baptism.* There is no sign that he shared his wife’s
views - that the ‘consequences of a child’s dying without being baptized
are very dreadful as they cannot be buried on consecrated ground’;?* nor
that he thought baptism provided any kind of insurance policy against
moral laxity, unlike Huxley’s wife Henrietta, who, according to his biogra-
pher, Cyril Bibby, saw baptism as ‘a kind of spiritual vaccination without
which the youngsters might catch Sin in worse forms as they grew up.’?
Indeed, Dickens’ invitations to his friends to attend each of his children’s
christenings were couched in decidedly secular as well as masculine lan-
guage, as between male friends whose wives were no more than necessary
adjuncts to the occasion. Dombey’s wife was, of course, dead when the
christening arrangements were made, but in Dickens’ real domestic situa-
tion, his wife’s role in the celebrations is minimised in his letters, and it is
difficult to tell what the women were doing on the great day. Occasionally
he mentions that Catherine has asked him to pass on an invitation, and on
one occasion at least she invited people herself, but this was very much a
matter of complying with his instructions. This was in 1852, when Dickens
was away from home at a point when he wanted to invite Edward Bulwer
Lytton to be his youngest son’s godfather. ‘We have a very great desire to
give our youngest boy your distinguished name,” she wrote. “Will you grant
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this favour to him and his parents, and will you be his godfather. I need
not say how glad we shall be to have such a valued friend in this relation to
the little boy.”?® Though written at her husband’s behest, the letter is clearly
phrased in a less jocular style than his usual invitations. “We christen an
infant phaenomonon on Saturday, and expect a few friends in the evening
in honour of the occasion,” he informed one friend when his eldest son
Charley was baptised (1837) — the phrase ‘infant phenomenon’ anticipating
its usage in Nicholas Nickleby (1838-39), where it refers to an over-exposed
and overgrown child actress exhibited by her showman father. To another
friend he explained that people were being invited in honour of the baby
‘and his faith’ to the very secular entertainment of ‘music and a rubber.’’
He already seems to be mocking the idea that a baby could have a ‘faith’;
of another son, Sydney, Dickens reported his habit of staring ‘with a kind
of leaden satisfaction, at his spoons, without afflicting himself much, about
the established church.”?® Like many of his other brief throwaway remarks
about the Church, this shows that while Dickens was aware of Christian doc-
trinal matters, he found them hard to reconcile with the reality of a baby’s
self-absorbed infantile existence.

By the time of his second daughter’s christening, Dickens was resorting to
parody and burlesque: ‘A babby is to be christened and a fatted calf killed
on these premises on Tuesday the 25%. Instant. It (the calf; not the babby)
is to be taken off the spit at 6. His casual reference to the return of the
Prodigal Son (Luke 15: 11-32) in the context of his baby daughter’s christen-
ing shows both his familiarity with the Gospels, and his natural, instinctive
recourse to a distinctly masculine father/son parable, even when the occa-
sion was his daughter’s baptism. It was difficult for Dickens to move outside
an implicitly male frame of reference even where his girls were concerned.
Nor did he name them after women novelists to match his sons’ compli-
ments to the great male writers of the day. Possibly, this was because there
were no contemporary women writers in the 1830s he would have con-
sidered worthy of the honour (it is hard to imagine a ‘Harriet Martineau
Dickens’ for example, given his difficult relationship with the great pop-
ulariser of political economy); more probably, even if there had been, he
did not recognise the same need to create professional networks for them
via baptismal parties and relationships, as they would presumably marry
and be supported by their husbands. In this respect he was very different
from Dr Arnold, who, having run out of female family names, christened
his youngest daughter Frances Bunsen Trevenen Whately — after the Prussian
ambassador Chevalier Bunsen, and Archbishop Richard Whately of Dublin.
Mary (Mamie) Dickens (1838-96) was named after Dickens’ recently dead
17-year-old sister-in-law Mary Hogarth; while the unfortunate Dora Dickens
(1850-51) shared the name of his ill-fated character Dora Spenlow, David
Copperfield’s wife, who dies of a disease associated with pregnancy. Dickens
had her christened hastily by James White, a playwriting clergyman friend,



250 The Politics of Victorian Family Relations

while he was attending a dinner-party at the Dickens house in February
1851; she survived only another two months, and less than a year after
Dickens had casually talked about ‘killing’ his fictional Dora.

By this stage, Dickens had entered into reciprocal godfathering arrange-
ments with his actor friend Macready. ‘Anything which can serve to com-
memorate our friendship and to keep the recollection of it alive among our
children is — believe me — and ever will be, most deeply prized by me,’
he assures Macready in response to an invitation from him to be Henry
Frederick Bulwer Macready’s godfather.*® Macready’s own diary account
of Henry’s christening stresses the gender divisions and male professional
networking of the arrangements; he had already, as he put it (in suit-
ably theatrical terminology), ‘engaged’ the novelist and dramatist Edward
Bulwer, who was evidently a popular choice of godfather: all the more so for
Macready, who was working with him on the staging of his plays:

Went to church with Dickens, Forster, Maclise — to meet Catherine and
her party with darling little Henry, who was christened by Dr Morris.
Dickens gave him a silver cup - as his godfather. He is one to be proud of.*!

His description of the ceremonial implies that the husband and wife, or men
and women, entered the church in two separate parties: the women with
the baby, and the men forming a phalanx of friends and colleagues - in this
case all writers and journalists who belonged to the father’s world. While
Macready was later happy to be Kate Dickens’ godfather, and boasted in
his diary of having given her a ‘sponsorial offering of a watch and chain,
which [he] was pleased to see very much admired,” he privately thought
the tone of Dickens’ christening parties was all wrong. ‘Rather a noisy and
uproarious day — not so much comme il faut as I could have wished,” he com-
mented after the ‘fatted calf’ celebrations mentioned above.?? Nevertheless,
he joined Dickens and the sculptor Angus Fletcher on a visit to Cold Bath
Fields Prison immediately after lunch on the christening day, and was shown
around by the governor, Captain Chesterton. This, and a book-buying expe-
dition, seems to have filled in the time for the men before the main dinner
at Dickens’ in the evening, while the women presumably stayed at home
with the children.

Though Macready was unusual in this group in having more of a reli-
gious feeling about the ceremony of baptism, what seems to have mattered
most to him at Henry’s christening was the silver cup and the distinguished
godfather. Moreover, it was not unusual for the men to form a separate
party from the women on such occasions and devise some alternative secu-
lar entertainment. Henry Macready’s christening was a two-day event, with
Macready’s male friends staying over with the family in Elstree. Macready
notes in his journal that on the christening afternoon, he, Dickens, Maclise,
and Forster (who was godfather to Macready’s daughter Joan) ‘went to the
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reservoir,” where he ‘pulled on the water with Dickens.’ Field sports were also
available: ‘Forster, Bulwer, and myself went into the field and shot with the
bow for some time.’ In quiet moments on both days, Macready ‘talked much
with Bulwer about a play.”** With no reference to what the women were
doing while all this male bonding was taking place, one can only assume
that Macready saw the christening primarily as an opportunity to spend
more time with his own literary friends, and cement promising relationships
in the theatrical world.

Dickens worked harder still to equip his sons with potentially useful god-
fathers. As his family grew, he sometimes had to negotiate around the
Christian issues in selecting men he found congenial and influential. One
of his most extraordinary choices was for his second son Walter, born in
1841: Dr John Elliotson was not only a well-known physician, but also a
celebrated mesmerist, whose religious position was anything but orthodox.
Knowing this, Dickens reassured him in advance that he would not need
to perform any religious duties towards the child. Elliotson replied in very
explicit terms for a would-be godfather that he could not ‘have spoiled him
[Walter] for arithmetic by teaching him that three are one & one is three,
or defaced his views of the majesty of God by assuring him that the master
of the Universe once came down & got a little jewess in the family way.”*
Walter fared only slightly better with his other godfather, the poet and critic
Walter Savage Landor, whose published attacks on the church deplored the
amount of money squandered on bishoprics, as measured against clergy-
men’s neglect of their flocks. Nor had he any time for quarrels about dogma.
Landor did in fact accept Dickens’ invitation with good grace, admitting
that ‘it creates in me a somewhat new sentiment, it makes me religious, to
think of him,’ but in choosing two such men as his son’s godfathers, Dickens
evidently felt their ability to provide spiritual guidance was relatively unim-
portant, compared with what the connection could offer him. Even when
the original godfathers had died, Dickens shamelessly exploited their for-
mer reputation in his attempts to find his son’s useful career openings.
This was especially true of Francis Jeffrey Dickens, named after a founder
of the Edinburgh Review. In trying to push the hapless Frank into the Regis-
trar’s Office in 1863, 13 years after Jeffrey’s death, Dickens reminded Lord
Brougham that his son was ‘Jeffrey’s godson, and Francis Jeffrey by name.’?

That he saw christening parties as inevitably divisive along gender lines is
clear not only from his letters, but also from ‘The Bloomsbury Christening’
in his Sketches by Boz (1836) and ‘The Formal Couple’ from Sketches of
Young Couples (1840), a series of satirical pieces published anonymously in
the year of Queen Victoria’s marriage to Prince Albert. In ‘The Bloomsbury
Christening,” the baby’s father invites his misanthropic uncle Nicodemus
Dumps to be a godfather; again, the wife and mother is a secondary figure, as
the women guests fuss delightedly round the baby. Dumps offends his hear-
ers by proposing a toast which largely warns of all the illnesses and mishaps
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that will probably befall the child, causing his mother to rush from the room
‘with her handkerchief to her eyes, and accompanied by several ladies.”*
For Sketches of Young Couples the starting-point was the comic notion of
women making marriage proposals, as they were supposedly entitled to do
in a Leap Year, and following the Queen’s example. ‘The Formal Couple,’
one of Dickens’ models of married life, do nothing but complain about
the shortcomings of their friends’ social arrangements, such as funerals and
christening parties. ‘We made one at a christening party not long since,’
reports the narrator,

where there were amongst the guests a formal couple, who suffered
the acutest torture from certain jokes, incidental to such an occasion,
cut...by one of the godfathers; a red-faced elderly gentleman, who, being
highly popular with the rest of the company, had it all his own way, and
was in great spirits.

In observing the ‘formal lady’s’ pained response to the godfather’s ill-judged
jokes about ‘the time when he had dandled in his arms the young Christian’s
mother,’ and to the possibility of ‘the subject of that festival having brothers
and sisters,” the narrator is clearly amused by her primness in the face of
so much good-humoured, if slightly ribald gallantry. Indeed, she is in two
minds whether she should have attended the party at all: ‘encouraging, as it
were, the public exhibition of a baby,” which to her is ‘an act involving some
degree of indelicacy and impropriety.’ She too leaves the room in tears, under
her husband’s protection.?”

Perhaps these sketches partly allude to the difficulties involved in cel-
ebrating anything with women around: certain kinds of joke are clearly
inappropriate, and if they cause offence, women are apt to flounce out and
spoil the harmony of the party. Dickens, in these sketches, was bound to
make fun of women more than he does men, given his exaggerated alarm
about the proposal ‘conspiracy’ and a certain jadedness about christenings,
but his parting words in the ‘Conclusion’ make significant assumptions
about the balance of domestic power in his public and private writing. ‘We
have purposely excluded from consideration the couple in which the lady
reigns paramount and supreme,” he explains, ‘holding such cases to be of
a very unnatural kind, and like hideous births and other monstrous defor-
mities, only to be discreetly and sparingly exhibited.” This type of comment
presupposes an assenting male readership, and is difficult to position in rela-
tion to an implied woman reader. For Dickens, the notion of men being
indisputably in charge of their own homes is both something to be taken
for granted, and something to be worried about, in case it turns out not to
be true. The wife’s moral high ground when her children are born and their
christening arrangements made becomes a cause of unease. It may be ungal-
lant to tease women when they have just survived the trauma of giving birth,
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but Dickens overcompensates for any such conscientious scruples, both in
his letters and in his published fictions, where the deployment of a coy and
self-conscious wit predominates.

What exactly parents expected of godparents and their role in the upbring-
ing of their children at this period is not entirely clear. Though the godpar-
ents’ duties were meant to be primarily spiritual, they had the potential to be
almost anything: a friend to the child at the very least, but also an additional
guardian, especially if the parents should happen to die. The relationship
between godparents and girls seems to have been particularly unclear, as
indicated above in relation to Dickens’ daughters, and very little is ever said
in his letters about the role of godmothers. Few, one hopes, were as negli-
gent as Jane Carlyle, who had forgotten that she had a goddaughter until
she met her again some years later: ‘Not one godmotherly thing had I ever
done towards that child!” she confessed when she was reunited with Lydia
Macready (1842-58), daughter of the actor, in 1849. When she invited Lydia
to stay for a few days, she found the child a major domestic disturbance, as
Jane ‘“ran horses” at her bidding,” shared a bed with her, and was kept awake
all night by the child’s kicking ‘with her active little heels’: ‘I had not once
closed my eyes and in this state to have to wash and dress her and play at
horses again! It was a strange and severe penalty for being a Godmother.”®
A religious sceptic, Jane Carlyle clearly has no sense of needing to make any-
thing spiritual of the visit, though she presumably accepted the role knowing
that she could offer the child only secular support (and that very rarely). Her
acceptance implies more a compliment to the parents than an interest in the
child. Even in a more pious family, like the Rossettis, there was uncertainty as
to the role expected of the girls’ godparents. Jan Marsh records that Christina
was provided with exceptionally grand godmothers: Georgina Macgregor,
whose governess Christina’s mother had been, and Lady Dudley Stuart,
formerly Princess Christina Bonaparte, Napoleon’s niece, whose acquain-
tance her father, Gabriele Rossetti, had recently made. ‘What benefits were
intended to flow from such sponsors is unknown,” Marsh comments; ‘nei-
ther seems to have featured in their goddaughter’s later life, though one
is thought to have given as christening gift a coral necklace she always
treasured.’®

Victorian intellectuals and writers are particularly interesting cases in
terms of godparenting choices, since, unlike the upper middle class, they
had to form their own personal and extra-family connections by making
themselves into desirable friends for the famous. In asking a celebrity, even
another writer who had achieved public acclaim, to stand as godparent to
one of their children, writers such as Dickens and Tennyson were inviting
them into their families and establishing a lifelong personal link, with all
the continuing sense of obligation, financial and social, this would entail.

It was pointedly as a concession to his more pious wife Emily that
F. D. Maurice was asked to stand godfather to the Tennysons’ elder son
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Hallam, born in 1852 - ironically, a year before he was asked to resign from
his Professorship at King’s College London for declaring his disbelief in eter-
nal punishment. Emily Tennyson had insisted on including a clergyman
among the godparents in order to counteract the prevailing scepticism of
her husband’s other friends. ‘I wish there were any chance of your being at
his christening next Tuesday,” she wrote to one such friend, James Spedding,
‘though in order to protect against all you naughty infidels we have been
constrained to get Maurice to be one of the sponsors.”*® Maurice himself told
Charles Kingsley how honoured he was to have been asked (Tennyson was
by now Poet Laureate), but he knew the poet himself might not have chosen
him: ‘T accept the office with real thankfulness and fear. It was to please his
wife he asked me.”*! Hallam'’s other male godparent was the historian Henry
Hallam, father of the Arthur Hallam who had been Tennyson'’s closest friend
at Cambridge until his sudden premature death - thus revitalising a forma-
tive relationship from Tennyson’s own youth. Similarly, when their second
son Lionel was christened two years later, another clergyman, Drummond
Rawnsley, was brought in as godfather. ‘Will you kindly consent notwith-
standing your strong suspicions of our want of orthodoxy?’ Emily Tennyson
asked, repeating her earlier concerns about the generally unreligious tone of
the Tennyson celebrations.*?

The poet, however, clearly came to value Maurice as more than a showcase
godfather, hired to put a respectable gloss on the occasion, though typically
enough it was as a hearty male friend with a feel for good food, wine, and
conversation that Tennyson most appreciated him. When Maurice was dis-
missed from his post, Tennyson wrote a poem, dated January 1854, ‘To the
Rev. F. D. Maurice,” addressing him as ‘Godfather,” and heartily inviting him
to visit the family on the Isle of Wight and spend time with his godson
Hallam: ‘Your presence will be sun in winter, / Making the little one leap
for joy.” This, however, is all he says about the godfather/godchild relation-
ship: Tennyson is primarily interested in Maurice as a friend of his own, with
whom he can converse, over a good meal, about secular matters such as the
Crimean War or Maurice’s social reforms: ‘You'll have no scandal while you
dine / But honest talk and wholesome wine.” There is certainly no sugges-
tion in the poem that Tennyson would go to him for spiritual advice on his
own or his son’s behalf, and the child’s mother is by implication excluded
from the male camaraderie celebrated in the poem.* Maurice, on the other
hand, dedicated his 1853 book of Theological Essays to Tennyson, with a
compliment to the poet’s knowledge of the ‘deepest thoughts and feelings
of human beings’ to which a true Theology should always respond. He con-
cludes, ‘As the hopes which I have expressed in this volume are more likely
to be fulfilled to our children than to ourselves, I might perhaps ask you
to accept it as a present to one of your name, in whom you have given
me a very sacred interest.’** Possibly, this was a tacit acknowledgement that
Tennyson himself was unlikely to read the essays (on such core Christian
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issues as sin, charity, ‘the Evil Spirit,” and ‘Regeneration’) with the pious
respect they merited, but Maurice was certainly more than fulfilling his
duties as godfather.

The experiences of the Dickens and Tennyson circles in the 1840s were
largely repeated, with increased confidence, by the scientists Charles Darwin,
Thomas Henry Huxley, and Joseph Hooker 20 years later. Although their
own religious belief was in steady decline, or — with the younger men -
already gone by the time they became fathers, they still had their chil-
dren christened, largely at their wives’ behest. In this respect they were
very different from the notable agnostic, Sir Leslie Stephen, Virginia Woolf’s
father, who gave his children ‘secular godparents,” including the American
ambassador, James Lowell, for Virginia (‘He gave her a natal poem, a silver
posset-dish and a bird in a cage,” Woolf’s biographer Hermione Lee reports,
‘For this, “Ginia” was much envied by the other children, whose godparents
were less impressive’).* Darwin, by contrast, constantly struggled to negoti-
ate the gap between his wife Emma’s steadfast religious belief and his own
growing scepticism, which gained momentum from his daughter Annie’s
death in 1851. Darwin had long since abandoned the religious leadership of
his own household, treating Sundays like a weekday, while his wife went to
church and pursued her own religious needs. Their son Francis remembered
many years later how odd it was to see his father enter a church to attend
any kind of religious ceremony. Even his daughter’s wedding cost him an
effort; as for baptisms, ‘I remember him many years ago at a christening; a
memory which has remained with me, because to us children it seemed an
extraordinary and abnormal occurrence.’ Francis’ draft version of these rec-
ollections reveals that the christening was actually that of Darwin’s youngest
son, Charles Waring, who died of scarlet fever at the age of two in 1858.%
It seems surprising that he attended this last christening, when he had long
since lost his faith, but this was presumably in compliance with Emma’s
wishes. Moreover, some, at least, of the Darwin children seem to have been
baptised without godparents: ‘not from any objection to their having such —
but as we should in that case have been obliged to have stood proxies &
we both disliked the statement of believing anything for another.” It is not
entirely clear why he thought the godparents would be unable to attend,
and the parents would have to speak for them, but he clearly disliked the
notion of making any theological promises, whether for himself or another.
Darwin himself explained these circumstances to his second cousin, William
Darwin Fox, father of 11 children, who was so keen to secure Darwin as god-
father that he wrote and invited him while he was away on his Beagle voyage.
When the invitation was confirmed in 1841, Darwin replied at some length
explaining his stance, which shows that he had no intention of taking part
himself: ‘with your deep feelings on religion, I thought possibly you might
much dislike having a Godfather who could [not] stand in proprid persona
as such.”*’
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Nevertheless, Darwin was clearly keen to cement relations with his cousin
by recognising that godparenting gave them a connection. In Spain, he
informed Fox, men standing godfather to each other’s children call each
other ‘compadre.’ This is such an attractive notion to Darwin that he repeats
it in his next letter to Fox, extending the term experimentally to Fox’s wife:
‘Pray remember me very kindly to her, & as you seem to like the title of com-
padre, I hope she will not dislike being my commadre, which I have heard
Spaniards, I know not whether in joke or earnest, call the wives of their
compadres.”*® What is noticeable here is that while ‘compadre’ is offered
as a recognised term of comradeship between men, he is not at all certain
whether ‘commadre’ is even a serious notion. In this respect Darwin’s specu-
lation follows the same lines as the language of the other fathers I have been
discussing: bonding among friends at christenings seems to have followed
strongly along gender lines, with men placing themselves at a remove from
women in both spiritual and bodily terms.

Huxley and Hooker openly declared their scepticism in letters to each
other while obeying their wives’ insistence on arranging a christening. The
most frank about it is Huxley, who in 1861 invited Hooker to be godfather
to his son Leonard (Darwin consented to be another godfather): ‘My wife
will have the youngster christened, although I am always in a bad temper
from the time it is talked about until the ceremony is over,” Huxley told
his friend. “The only way of turning the farce into a reality is by making
it an extra bond with one’s friends.” Like Darwin, he immediately thought
of proxy godfathers, and offered to delegate Hooker’s ceremonial promises
to a clerk, rather than ask him to perform them himself: ‘if you consent,
the clerk shall tell all the lies for you, and you shall be asked to do noth-
ing else than to help devour the christening feed, and be as good a friend
to the boy as you have been to his Father.”*® Put like this, the christen-
ing arrangements become a male conspiracy to turn a meaningless religious
ritual into an opportunity for masculine cross-generational bonding beyond
the boundaries of both family and Christianity. Fittingly enough, Leonard
Huxley subsequently edited Hooker’s Life and Letters (1918) as well as his
own father’s (1900), thereby becoming the guardian of both men'’s reputa-
tions in the very secular ‘afterlife’ of their scientific achievements. As with
Dickens and Macready, the christening of sons, more than daughters, seems
to have elicited this kind of division along gender lines: girls usually had
only one male godparent, and it would of course have seemed indecorous
for women, whether mothers or godmothers, to turn the occasion into an
opportunity for anti-religious badinage, or even a jovial party. The pub-
lished letters say little or nothing about the daughters’ baptisms, though
it is known that Annie Darwin’s was held jointly with her cousin Sophy
Wedgwood’s at the parish church in the grounds of Maer, the Wedgwood
family home in Staffordshire, in May 1841, with the ceremony performed
by another Wedgwood cousin. Emma Darwin had clearly kept control of the
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christening arrangements by ensuring they happened at Maer and entirely
within her own family. This was something she could perhaps do more easily
for a daughter than for a son, where the father’s importance loomed larger
over the ceremony.

Hooker, himself the father of a large family, responded in kind, declin-
ing the offer of a deputy at the Huxley ceremony. Like Huxley, Landor,
and Elliotson, he was prepared to endure the religious ritual for the sake of
cementing his relationship with the child’s father, and eventually the child
himself. This becomes in fact a kind of secular alternative to the bond with
God the Father and Christ the Son which the ceremony is supposed to con-
struct. In accepting Huxley’s invitation, Hooker tried to verbalise the exact
nature of his feelings about the event:

In the abstract I hate and despise the spiritual element of the ceremony,
but in practice I do not care so much about it as conscientiously to plead
any honest wish to shirk it....I assure you truthfully that the pleasure
of being in any recognised relationship to your child will sweeten any
pill of doctrine that may be offered, even if I could not manage to ‘sham
Abraham’ at the responses, an unworthy and cowardly resort I affect on
such occasions.*®

The understanding among the men that none of them has any religious
belief, and that they will attach a different symbolic meaning to the occasion
from the one intended, restores some of the domestic authority they have
lost through obedience to their wives. This loss of authority seems to have
begun when their children were born, the husbands being largely powerless
to help their wives through the ordeal. Once chloroform came into use, from
the late 1840s onwards, the scientists regained some involvement by being
able to administer the anaesthetic to their wives. In all the cases discussed
in this chapter, however, the husbands seem to have been looking for a role
in their household following the birth of a child. Huxley convinced himself
that the birth of his first son Noel would somehow validate and ennoble
his scientific ambitions. ‘Waiting for my child,” he noted in his journal.
‘I seem to fancy it the pledge that all these things [scientific ambitions] shall
be.” His plans included avoiding petty personal controversies and giving ‘a
nobler tone to science.”' Being unable to share either their wife’s physical
involvement with the baby, or her religious convictions, Huxley and the
other scientific fathers reclaim ground by going behind their wives’ backs
and sharing sceptical talk with other men - constructing a space where they
can be entirely open about their dislike of the baptism ceremony.

The christening ritual, in that sense, becomes a means by which domestic
authority changes hands. Though performed by a man within the all-male
structure of the Victorian Church, the christening for these families at least
was a female-driven ceremonial, as John Gillis suggests, in that the wives in
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most cases initiated it, and insisted that their children were properly bap-
tised. Dickens confided to Angela Burdett Coutts, on the day of his youngest
son’s christening, that his wife also expected him to stay at home. ‘We have
been christening the baby today, and I dare not go out,” he told her conspir-
atorially. ‘Tt would be considered heresy.’>?> Presumably Catherine by then
had had enough of all-male excursions to the bookseller’s and prisons on
christening afternoons, let alone Macready’s water and field sports. Bandying
religious terms disrespectfully was as far as Dickens could go in disobeying
his wife’s more reverent feelings about the day. For the husbands and fathers,
christenings worked only in terms of what F. D. Maurice called a ‘bond of
fellowship’ among men and boys, intellectuals, and famous public figures,
who determinedly secularised the occasion. Mothers and daughters, who
wield all the spiritual power, lack a role in these networks, both by virtue
of their situation as non-professionals whose future lies in the home rather
than in the public sphere, and because they have no place in these newly
created male fellowships. More than anything, perhaps, their commitment
to the spiritual importance of the event, where even the baby seems edged
out, excludes them. Despite all the promises to be a friend to one another’s
sons, the fathers were evidently more interested in promoting their relation-
ships with one another. By the time it actually happened, the christening
ceremony had been reclaimed by the husbands and fathers as an occasion
for secular networking on their own and their sons’ behalves, and covert
undermining of both church and women’s domestic authority. Ironically,
they had recovered for themselves a central historical position at the heart
of welcoming rituals for the newborn.
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“Beating Children is Wrong”:
Domestic Life, Psychological
Thinking and the Permissive Turn

Deborah Thom

The question of who exercises domestic authority and how it is exercised
remains interesting to academics, politicians, children and citizens.!
Punishment of children is perhaps the most prominent amongst an array of
parental practices, which expose changing concepts of legitimacy and power
within the family. This chapter examines the norms, theories and practices
of child punishment in order to explore debates about the autonomy of chil-
dren, about the care and interest of parents and about the effectiveness of
professional discourse coming out of emerging social sciences in the early
twentieth century. These debates also expose a problem about chronology.
How far does the 1960s mark a significant break between authoritarian par-
enting, especially by patriarchal fathers, and liberal permissive tolerance,
increasingly applied by mothers? Historians have explained the apparent
shift in parenting practices around the 1960s as underpinned by a new idea
of the autonomous child body and psyche, constructed by childcare author-
ities. New ideas about children in turn gave rise to a new perspective — the
idea of childhood as the site upon which society enacts its theories about the
future, influenced by the development of new ideas of the self, deriving from
the disciplinary possibilities of Freudian psychoanalysis. This notion has
been particularly forcefully argued by Jacques Donzelot, writing about the
twentieth-century development of family-centred practices of regulation in
place of a legalistic framework of middle-class control of the working classes
through state agencies.> This chapter will problematise the extent to which
such a new concept of the child body circulated, and will thus question the
broad periodisation of ‘permissiveness’ in parenting practices.

Child punishment provides a site of discussion and a place where discur-
sive formations are often deployed to make forceful and clear arguments
for changing cultural practices. The consensus about corporal punishment
has become overwhelmingly opposed to bodily punishment in the home
as well as in the school and the criminal justice system. For example,
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Penelope Leach, author of the very successful manual, Baby and Child, first
published in 1977, has been extremely prominent in campaigns to end
domestic violence to children administered in the name of discipline. Her
campaigning organisation calls itself ‘Children are unbeatable’. She has been
campaigning against the use of corporal punishment since it was the subject
of her PhD thesis in 1964. More recent research has echoed her arguments.
The Royal College of Paediatricians supported her arguments when it gave
evidence to a recent government investigation into punishment for children
and reported from an Ontario study of over 2000 adults in the 1990s which
showed that

Those who reported being slapped or spanked ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ had
significantly higher lifetime rates of anxiety disorders, alcohol abuse,
or dependence and one or more externalising problems compared with
those who reported ‘never’ being slapped or spanked.’

Another 2000 study cited by the Royal College found that of 403 British
children of ages 1, 4, 7 and 11, an astonishing 97 per cent of 4- year olds
had experienced some smacking; 75 per cent of infants aged less than 1
were smacked ‘frequently to occasionally’ and 38 per cent of those more
than once a week.* Smacking had never really gone away although there
was consensus that beating was damaging.

Leach based her argument on a variety of psychological and social author-
ities but mostly on the premise that no parent would use violent means
to impose authority because it was wrong. Smacking was wrong in several
ways: it was ineffective, it created inappropriate psychological developmen-
tal effects, and it affected parents badly as well as children. Yet but 40 years
before in 1944, the magazine Good Housekeeping had published a short piece
about smacking, in which the child benefited from the smack, and learnt
quickly and safely to avoid danger. The parent benefited too since the pun-
ishment was held to be effective and fair: ‘Children like discipline.’”> How far
do these contrasting views represent the development of a permissive turn in
British culture in the 1960s? And how general or persistent was the change
from smacking as just and beneficial to smacking as harmful and cruel?

The history of public discourse on parental punishment is rooted in mate-
rial shifts to do with family size and economic opportunities for women, as
much as it is an effect of the theories of psychology. However, the nature
of popular understanding of psychology needs examination also. Histo-
ries of the ‘psychological complex’ or ‘governing the soul’ have tended
to emphasise the psychometric, quantitative elements of psychology in
Britain, emphasising measurement and regulation, whereas looking at the
history of parenting advice shows that popular Freudianism, based on case-
studies and ideas of individual fulfilment, has been more important than
people have often assumed in thinking about children and therefore in



Deborah Thom 263

thinking about parenting. One of the key factors in the transformation of
acceptable parental practice was the replacement of shame about the child’s
misbehaviour by shame about the parents’ skills. The use of shame and
humiliation was integral to the practice of corporal punishment but then
became associated with its use at all rather than its desired effects. Parenting
became the place where ideas about competence and science were increas-
ingly applied. What had created this transformation of the fundamental
morality of parental authority and how far did it reflect changing attitudes
to adult sexuality and child bodies? The law had not flogged girls since
1820, nor provided the birch for boys since 1948.° But, despite campaigns
against beating in both home and school going back to the 1890s parental
punishment remained legally untouched until 2004, based upon the notion
of ‘reasonable chastisement’.” Cultural change preceded law in that parents
were increasingly discouraged from beating. Right wing commentators have
written about ‘the 60s’, as a period when there was a ‘permissive turn’ in
which traditional methods of punishment and discipline were rejected, lead-
ing to social breakdown and social atomisation. So too have the followers of
Canguilhem, writing about the complex of law and social regulation they
call governmentality, especially Jacques Donzelot on France and Nikolas
Rose on the United Kingdom.® Yet historical research demonstrates that
there has not been a unitary culture of child discipline in the United
Kingdom in the twentieth century, nor in the nineteenth century as Sian
Pooley’s chapter in this book (Chapter 10) shows, nor was there a complete
transformation in the 1960s. Schools retained the legal power to use corpo-
ral punishment until 1983 when the Department for Education and Skills
removed it as part of the armoury of school punishment, a ruling enforced
in 1986 (except in private schools which continued, with parental permis-
sion, until 1996). However, parents and most local authorities had begun to
abandon school punishment before the permissive 1960s. The change to an
idea of discipline as a part of emotionally as well as physically healthy prac-
tices began with the growth of a literature of parental advice in the 1920s.
Permissiveness of the child’s will and acceptable naughtiness became accept-
able in this period among progressives, based upon a Freudian notion of
development as much as upon ideas of ‘mental and moral hygiene’.

The interwar years

Mrs Sidney Frankenburg’s Common Sense in the Nursery, a very popular, much
reprinted book, first suggested in 1922 that ‘in the case of boys who have
been allowed to get out of hand and become defiant [corporal punishment]
may occasionally be permissible. For girls I am sure it is always an unqualified
evil’, because, she went on to explain, ‘ a deeply rooted instinct of physical
privacy is violated’.” Mrs Frankenburg was a professional journalist whose
appeal to common sense was very characteristic of manuals in the interwar
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period. Her credentials were her own middle-class motherhood and a desire
to cut through professional expertise and reach a common core of populist
rhetoric and understanding that symbolised the new interwar motherhood
of middle-class households in which families were practising birth control,
educating girls and containing working women. The nursery in her title is
the one vacated by the nursery nurse who became increasingly only available
to the very rich, or for the users of local authority day nurseries. Increasingly,
middle-class women were expected to practise motherhood throughout the
day and not leave it to the servants.

The appeal to a general practical common sense in popular texts con-
trasted to a science of parenting but in practice showed the same principles
at work. All were dominated by an idea of normal development which could
be observed, monitored and measured. What was new in the 1920s was the
psychological expertise that accompanied the medical advice about bodily
fitness that came out of childcare manuals from medicine and nursing. The
new psychology was elaborating the idea of the healthy psyche not just the
good citizen. The healthy psyche was one in which desires should not be
frustrated or repressed but encouraged to find expression. It was based upon
the central principle of the unconscious, and more controversially, on the
dynamics of childhood sexuality. Increasingly, these ideas were presented
in a form that made them accessible to a wider public. Susan Isaacs was
probably the most successful populariser of Freudian ideas in the interwar
years. She wrote regular columns under the penname Ursula Wise in The
Nursery World and reproduced these in her Behaviour of Young Children in
1933 as well as in the popular 1948 book Troubles of Children and Parents.'°
Her attitude to discipline and punishment in these pieces of advice, which
were written mostly, as she admitted, for the middle-class readership of The
Nursery World, was reflecting most directly the range of possible anxieties
of concerned active parents who showed a strong interest in discipline. But
it also reflected an understanding of normal health which came out of a
Freudian notion of the unconscious bases of behaviour and the dangers
of repression of drives and instincts. Discipline was one of the commonest
questions raised by parents’ letters. Chapter 2 of the book reflected this level
of interest and was titled ‘Obedience, Discipline and Punishment’. Isaacs
starts, engagingly as always, with a presentation of the child’s point of view
which explained a child’s sense of time, the need for clarity and how easily
bad habits can set in and be reinforced: ‘It is so easy to let a child slip into
tyranny and ourselves into helpless worry’.'! One mother who wrote was
worried about her wilful child and said, ‘Is a slap on the hand that persists
in touching the forbidden object a very mistaken method? Sometimes I can
see no other way.’'* Isaacs responded tartly, ‘We have no need to have things
within reach of a child that are really dangerous to her’; and when another
asked if she should smack her young child, as her own mother asked her to
do, Isaacs simply ignored the question and turned the reader again and again
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to the child. The next time a parent used the same argument of slapping as
the only feasible way to react, Isaacs described the claim that smacking a
child hurts the parent more than it hurts the child as ‘complete humbug’.
She strongly challenged the idea that the child’s buttocks were ‘the correct
place’ for smacking, arguing

It is also true of course that it is possible to develop in a child a definite,
though hardly desirable, pleasure in being smacked on the buttocks and
in the case of children who know that ‘only Mummy can smack them’
this is liable to happen.™

[Isaacs concluded:]

What those who advocate the smacking of little children do not realize
is that by having recourse to this method they simply coarsen the child’s
responses and make him insensitive to other more normal and delicate
methods of control, the worst is assumed from the start, instead of the
best, and all the ordinary motives for doing things to please other people
or because other people demand them... are all cut out from the start and
they cannot grow in that atmosphere.'

This language concentrates on the child’s memory and its capacity to learn
morality as essentials in any idea of learning which must lie behind disci-
pline. The child is to learn to be self-governing for its own happiness. In the
same yeatr, Isaacs published her more technical book, Childhood and After, in
which she spelled out more theorised versions of some of these arguments.
For example, she reported on a four-year-old child who was always very good
and charming and funny. This was not at all grounds for self-congratulation
for his parents. He had been a good child ‘because his need for punishment
for his unconscious libidinal wishes was so great’.!s

Others deployed a direct Freudianism to influence styles of parenting. In
particular Mary Chadwick, an early analyst (who worked with the poet Hilda
Doolittle, known as HD), who described herself as a nurse on the title page
of her book, produced popular, lucid and eloquent arguments for recogni-
tion of the perversity of beating and the damage it did to parents who did
it, as well as to the child. ‘A taste for Flagellation was a dangerous conse-
quence of the process, but more important was the destruction of the child’s
trust in its parent’.!® She suggested that corporal punishment represented a
failure of care as well as of authority. Chadwick also pointed out the illogi-
cality of telling a child that violence was wrong and using violent means to
enforce this rule. She was more explicit, writing in the 1920s, than many of
her successors but her arguments remained pertinent throughout the inter-
war period. She instructed parents about the powerful unconscious motives
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behind beating and reported that perversity would follow, mostly in the
spanking parent but also in the child."”

Psychology in general shared the ideas of psychoanalysis, and indeed,
there is little distinction between the two styles of argument in the interwar
period. However, the distinction between psychology and psychoanalysis
proper lay in the primacy of the home as the formative institution for chil-
dren. Cyril Burt, one of the most influential contemporary psychologists,
who taught teachers alongside Isaacs at the London Training College, as
well as writing numerous newspaper columns for publications ranging from
the Times to the Daily Worker, wrote The Young Delinquent (1925) partly to
explain delinquency as ‘an extreme of ordinary childish naughtiness’. He
rejected corporal punishment except as a punishment for offences involv-
ing unimaginative physical cruelty — for ‘brutality to other children, animal
cruelty or endangering the lives of railway passengers’ as ‘it did more harm
than good’.!® For Burt the advice to parents was not distinguished from the
advice to teachers or psychologists, since he saw home and school as well as
the courts as all part of one culture of child care. Child care remained a pub-
lic space only insofar as it developed the child’s potential as a citizen. The
home was not separate in this endeavour and was seen as a legitimate object
of public concern. For Burt the parents who needed to learn better parent-
ing were insignificant compared to the public need for child negligence to
be compensated for by official agencies, especially the psychological clinic.
Here psychology has a separate domain of its own helping to create psycho-
logical health by counteracting bad influences including the home, as one
site amongst many. In some respects psychology thus stepped back from the
parent as the primary source of society’s patterns. Burt addressed parents
rarely. Home was a place where official writs did not run, still private and
undisturbed. But home was also a place where the reading parent needed to
know what should be done. Donzelot’s account of the home as the place of
regulation does not seem very relevant yet in the British context. Psychol-
ogy informed public practice more directly for the majority of children than
psychoanalysis or psychiatry.

Others also saw the school as the place where children could become good
citizens and improve social and individual health. The most extreme oppo-
nent of punishment as itself a cause of social damage was A. S. Neill, author
and creator of a progressive school, Summerhill.

The parent’s attitude to the child is a subjective one; it is not selfless, it is
selfish. The child is a chattel something owned; it must be a credit to its
owner."

and, he added,

The disciplining of the child is fundamentally the parental disciplining
of the self. The self disapproving mother or father will spank.?
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The problem is hatred of the body...Every disciplinarian is a humbug
when he isn’t a sadist.?!

Here he was repeating the even more vehement argument of his earlier book,
The Problem Child, written in the 1920s:

It [beating] certainly frightens the child but the wrong part of the child;
it terrifies the conscious and leaves untouched the unconscious.?

One of the most disturbing things for readers, especially anxious parents,
about the popular Freudianism of the new psychology of the 1920s was
the way in which innocence was no longer possible, where home became
the place of greatest risk as well as greatest power. Although the link is not
explicit, one of the reasons for this would appear to be the emphasis on the
mother as an active agent in her child’s life, an emphasis that became all the
stronger as residential domestic child care became less and less common.
If, as Chadwick and Neill suggested, the child was malformed by punish-
ment, even corrupted by it, the complacency of advice which assumed the
child was only a problem because of the embarrassment it caused by inex-
pert behaviour could no longer be allowed. This is often attributed to status
anxiety — to being a matter of class and class aspirations — and certainly there
are suggestions in some manuals that the child of the parent reading them
is far removed from the slum child who went untended and unmonitored.
But the uncertainty about appropriate parenting was evident in the pages
of the press, as well as the books which were much more likely to be used
by the middle class. Women's magazines also routinely discussed parental
dilemmas as did the vestigial personnel and institutions of pre-World War
social management, the schools for mothers, health visitors and the nursery
nurses who looked after the children of working mothers in nurseries.

The interwar period also saw the elaboration of an entirely contradictory
notion of the child based upon a simple calculus of reward and punishment —
behaviourism. Here, famously, Watson asserted that parents should

Treat them as though they were young adults. Dress them and bathe them
with care and circumspection. Let your behaviour always be objective and
kindly firm. Never hug and kiss them, never let them sit on your lap.?

This American text had little impact in Britain at the time of its first pub-
lication but extended into the British life in the 1960s, as psychology and
education courses created a wide diffusion of such theories.

War

The outbreak of war in 1939 helped to accentuate concerns about disci-
pline and about the domestic environment as a place of security rather than
fear. It also emphasised the division of domestic responsibility as, although
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women were registered after 1943, men were conscripted as soon as war was
declared. Parental status had limited effect on male eligibility for military
service. War also raised fears about aggression, about delinquency, about
authority and about the change of the home into a more public space.
The language of control became very evident in the 1940s and here beating
was stigmatised as showing a lack of parental attention, being a seductive
quick fix with dangerous long-term consequences. C. W. Valentine, pro-
fessor of psychology at Birmingham, made punishment and discipline a
central feature of his discussion of The Difficult Child (1940). He deployed
recent research published in the British Journal of Educational Psychology in
1939 as his authority for children’s own preferences for corporal punish-
ment over detention or lines, but noted that girls rejected it at all ages,
whereas boys preferred it until the age of 15. He rejected Freudian argu-
ments about the sexual origins of emotional and behavioural development
but commended Isaacs for her practical suggestions for the education of
young children, ‘quite independent of her excessive concentration on the
sex factor’. He went on to report feeling ‘a certain squeamishness’ over
using it on girls. ‘Girls have a greater reverence for their bodies than
have boys’.?*

Others have written of the radio programmes Winnicott, Isaacs and Burt
produced in the war years as part of the most paternalist welfarist regime of
the twentieth century at the BBC. Denise Riley in War in the Nursery shows
how these means conveyed complex theoretical structures in easy, acces-
sible, populist ways.?> Their advice spread more widely still through the
training programmes of childcare professionals and in the infant welfare,
child guidance and paediatric clinics of the new National Health Service after
1948. There was something of a crisis of delinquency during the war years,
especially in areas where bomb damage turned city streets into adventure
playgrounds. Official response to this varied widely. Magistrates resurrected
birching, administered by policemen for some 500 young boys in war-time,
and schools were using it in desperate attempts to control large classes
and distressed, difficult children.?® No guidance was given to evacuee bil-
lets about whether or not to punish evacuees as they would punish their
own children; oral histories indicate that mostly they did so or were more
cruel to their visitors than to their own. The general assumption was that
the domestic practices of British homes were in general acceptable and
needed neither monitoring nor advice. Corporal punishment using instru-
ments such as canes and rulers was effectively discredited by the end of the
Second World War as far as childcare professionals and most educators who
elaborated theoretical justifications for their practices were concerned. But it
was not discredited in the homes of Britain nor in many schools. The ques-
tion of slapping, or smacking, especially for infants, was still debated, but
most advice manuals suggested more desirable alternatives. However, both
went on being practised in many homes for far longer. Not all experts agreed
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in any event; Lt Col Ford Thomson as late as 1950, basing his arguments on a
lifetime of administration in Madras (now Chennai), used the other popular
psychology of the day, behaviourism, to argue on the contrary, that rewards
were not as successful as punishments in changing behaviour.

Post-war

What changed in the late 1960s and early 1970s was the acceptability in
public discourse of corporal punishment as parental discipline. This was
partly a result of prescript as well as changing traditions of parental con-
trol. What also changed was the balance of authority between parents when
mothers, who had always been those with most daily concern for children’s
behaviour, became the main focus of social work, of psychology, of child
study and paediatric medicine. This in its turn came from two sources: the
Freudianism popularly circulating in Britain, with its notions of repression,
and sociology, which privileged the home over the school, and the street
or the court as the location of ‘society’. R. S. Illingworth, the Sheffield pae-
diatrician and author of several texts on child care, included a chapter on
discipline in The Normal Child of 1964, which culminated in a measured
indictment of corporal punishment for children rather than infants. He
addresses parents, usually implicitly as mothers, but here the punitive parent
is assumed to be male. The beating father ‘finds release from the repressions
of his childhood. He fails to realise that the whipping he received has made
him the sort of father he is and has led to rebellion in his children.”?” But
interestingly, Illingworth suggests that infants can be punished this way, as
it is an immediate response to someone without long-term memory but that
the parent should ask if it were justifiable; concluding ‘It is usually not’. The
measure of the practice should be, he argued, whether punishment made
the child better or worse. Just as the interwar bodily measures of children’s
growth and feeding had been assessed by parents as ‘scientists in their own
lives’, so punishment was to be assessed by monitoring its effects on the
child’s behaviour not its emotions nor those of the parent. Illingworth put
the child first rather than the parent. This humane and thoughtful but some-
what uneven approach contrasts strikingly with a text of ten years before
by American author A. H. Chapman MD, in which the technique of beat-
ing was forcefully outlined as was the insistence that it must be on the
bare buttocks which were he argued ‘admirably designed for character build-
ing purposes’.?® Chapman did argue that no child should be beaten after
puberty. But he still clearly believed that there was a simple model of good
character, which could be made, just as Baden Powell had argued in 1908 in
Scouting for Boys. This argument demonstrates that Imperial discipline and
American militarism both provided continuing contest for liberal European
notions of the importance of the liberated psyche for social discipline and
health in the 1950s.
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There was little expert consensus in the United States compared to that
which existed in the United Kingdom concerning punishment of children
who could speak and reason; most agreed that smacking was undesirable
for both child and parent. Mrs Frankenburg, who had argued for a light
smack to prevent immediate danger in the 1920s, was still publishing some
50 years later, and now argued in 1970 that at any age it was to be unre-
servedly condemned. She pointed out that Solomon, so often cited as the
biblical authority for beating, was not a good example and Rehoboam, his
son, was not a good advertisement for the habit; in fact he was ‘a typical
result, being determined to pass it on in aggravated form “My father chas-
tised you with whips I will chastise you with scorpions”’.? She cited the
Bible rather than more secular authorities, a rare occurrence in child advice
texts, which were predominantly and explicitly secular. But Dr Ginott, who
agreed about the reprehensible effects of corporal punishment, made the
very Foucauldian point that it was ineffective because it relieved guilt too
easily. ‘The child having suffered the punishment has not repented and feels
free to repeat the offence.”®® There is a language of sin, shame and remorse
here but it is no longer addressed to the parent. The enlightened reader of
this text is assumed to be someone who needs neither authority nor evi-
dence to agree that beating is a failure in parental authority, rather than a
rational or rationalised mode of discipline.

The key text for this intellectual as well as practical shift was
J. W. B. Douglas’ The Home and the School of 1968 to explain how far chil-
dren could be good citizens, contributors to the economy and the society.
Douglas located the origins of success and failure in school firmly back to the
emotional and social life of the household. This was to some extent echoed
by psychiatry when Michael Rutter, who produced several influential books
on the origins of child mental and social development, challenged some of
the assumptions of development theory made by the developmentalists, in
particular John Bowlby, whose Child Care and the Growth of Love had located
disordered development in the childhood of an insecurely attached infant
separated for too long from his primary caregiver, the mother. Bowlby had
first argued this in his account of 44 juvenile thieves in work done before the
Second World War. Rutter’s critique of attachment theory in its 1950s form
reached as wide an audience as the original theories.?! Rutter argued that the
caretaking parent was not the only person concerned with a child’s sociali-
sation and that the normative assumptions of Bowlby’s critique of nurseries
needed to be placed in the context of a wider social world. Children’s social
experience was increasingly being seen away from the nursery, and located
out in the public world. Bowlby had sought to explain thieving by a critique
of the lack of domestic care for children and extended his critique to the
institutions of non-domestic care in his Child Care and the Growth of Love.

The publishing house, Penguin, played an important part in circulating
these ideas, with numerous texts written for a popular but educated market,
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made up of the larger number of couples with children that the post-war
baby boom had brought into the population.?* Texts on education, sociol-
ogy and psychology were sold in large numbers to both professionals and
parents. The university expansion helped to fuel this growing consensus
against corporal punishment by creating large numbers of young parents
who had experienced the first systematic parenthood education in schools
as well as the life of the new universities. University education no longer
led to a choice between parenthood and employment for young women
and they benefited from free education, university grants, and the devel-
opment of both large numbers of new degrees and new universities. Many
went into teaching and acquired a rudimentary notion of child psychology
from teacher training courses, which had contained this version of popular
Freudianism since Agatha Bowley had described it in her 1942 popular best-
seller The Natural Development of the Child.*® From its foundation, Penguin
Education extended this general diffuse knowledge, which focused theo-
retically on the idea of repression and inhibition rather than the Oedipus
complex or the unconscious. Of all the Penguin authors, perhaps the most
successful populariser of Freud was Donald Winnicott through his 1964
Penguin publication The Child, the Family, and the Outside World (a com-
pressed version of two volumes previously published by Tavistock in 1957)
which was quite explicitly aimed at a lay audience and written very art-
fully in everyday language without technical jargon. Winnicott had no index
entry for discipline or for punishment but his book is full of powerful advice
on these subjects. He argued that child delinquency indicated that some
hope remained for the child behaving in this way, because the child was still
acting autonomously. What such children showed by their delinquency was
that ‘antisocial behaviour is an S.0.S. for control by loving confident peo-
ple’.** Winnicott described the roots of aggression, using a typical paradox,
characteristic of much of his writing, in suggesting that aggression was a cen-
tral part of development and that controlling it from inside was a useful part
of growing up into stable happy adulthood. A lack of aggression was as much
a problem as too much. Winnicott’s whole emphasis was on getting par-
ents to trust to their own understanding and to recognise that most parents
knew very well what they were doing. Famously he wrote about the mother
as ‘good enough’ and urged mothers to recognise that their own instincts
were right. But the instincts he recommended were for loving attention, not
for punitive control. His emphasis had shifted from policing parenthood to
celebrating it.

Community sociology developed by Michael Young in his account of
working-class life in Bethnal Green and published by Penguin was to some
extent to do the same in the 1960s.*> The interwar sociology that stressed
the inadequacies of working-class parenting was increasingly being seen
as outmoded, and being replaced by Bowlby’s strong assertion of the cen-
tral role for the loving support and continuous attention of a mother for
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healthy emotional development. This book was criticised by others later
for overemphasising the ideal amounts of time spent by mothers with their
children and thus confining women to domestic life, but part of its effects
were to emphasise the importance of parents and ultimately of mothers
in particular. Its descriptions of working-class life carried a powerful sense
of recommendation about the strengths and continuities of working-class
female culture.

Much of the guidance for parents made this same shift in the 1960s.
The British Medical Association produced guidance for parents in pamphlets
available in infant welfare clinics which were aimed at parents of babies but
provided advice for parents of older children too. Penguin Publishing was
very important in this change in the tenor of guidance, but was certainly
not the first to attempt to redraw the boundaries of acceptable public moral-
ity applied in the privacy of people’s homes. However, it is not at all clear
that professional advice mattered more than existing domestic and famil-
ial culture. Women’s magazines were one of the bridges between books and
daily life, so too were authors of popular fictions such as Catherine Cookson
who wrote extensively about authoritarian parents and the problems they
created for their children.

Theories

There were, then, divergences between precepts and practices. What did pop-
ular commentators recommend for parental discipline, and is it possible
to identify how far these cultures were changing? Historians of discursive
practice do not as such use the term very much, seeing any control as
part of a wider project of socialisation and happiness. Nikolas Rose calls
this Governing the Soul. Jacques Donzelot saw parental control as the cru-
cial site for intervention within the family relocating power between family
members where women benefited from the contribution of social work, of
psychoanalysis and of Marxism.*® His analysis has been much criticised for
assuming an exact fit between precept and practice, and for assuming a gen-
erality of European experience from the particularities of the French welfare
state. It also presents a problem of chronology in that the changes to the
modern family he describes cover a broad period. Certainly, the impact of
social work professionals was not so great in quantity or quality and psy-
chological thinking arrived more slowly and less generally in Britain than in
France. But Donzelot was right to turn a critical eye to the claims for eman-
cipation and improvement for children created by juvenile courts, social
workers and welfare provision that were key institutions of ‘permissiveness’.
Nonetheless, this idea of a new governmentality of the home opened up to
intervention by a nanny state looks implausible set against the resistance
of entrenched cultural practice to social and psychological theory in many
homes. Donzelot and Rose also tend to ignore political factors as well as a
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wider socio-economic context — both ignore the substantial developments
arising out of the language of human rights. Feminists and trade union-
ists had also used the language of rights since the 1968 revival of a notion
of improvement of society through the improvement of the position of
women. The language of women’s rights quickly began to develop into chil-
dren’s rights. Liberal parenting was the place where new practices could have
been perceived. The literature of guidance on child management was less
copious in the interwar period and often aimed as much at nursery nurses
and nannies as it is at parents but it does include the narrative of appropri-
ate punishment often attributed to Dr Spock in the 1960s. The most extreme
liberal view is earlier — that of A. S. Neill whose provocative little books from
the 1930s were designed to expose the hypocrisy of much parental treatment
of children and were harsh on the subject of punishment rather than love as
the mechanism. Many writers talk about the damage that punishment can
do both to discipline itself and to normal development. Truby King has been
mentioned often in looking at the 1930s, as if his contentious critical narra-
tive of over feeding and spoiling was the only model of child care available.
King's precepts were however contested, especially by psychologists, who
looked to mind rather than body alone.?” All write as if reader and caregiver
alike are female.

One of the changes charted here was the end of domestic service, explored
within this volume by Judy Giles (Chapter 9). Child care in the home was
limited to the very rich after the 1950s except for the growing number of
au pairs who were rarely described as exercising any domestic discipline and
seen as adjuncts to parents rather than alternatives. Nannies remained pro-
fessionalised at training schools and uniformed but less and less available to
the middle class. Middle-class mothers worked for wages as university edu-
cation, teacher training and medical schools gradually feminised over the
1960s but in the period from 1930 to the late 1950s, middle-class mothers of
young children were more likely than at any other time in British history to
be full time housekeepers and child carers. Young fathers on the other hand
started being seen as parents slightly later after national service which took
men away from the domestic from 1938 until it ended in 1960, with the last
man serving leaving in 1963.

Parenthood advice

Does the literature of childcare advice demonstrate this shift? Certainly,
childcare regulation became increasingly sophisticated theoretically and well
informed psychologically in the post-war period. Home was seen in the
post-war world as a place of safety — one where the market place had less
effect than an emotional economy. Some saw discipline as training for harsh
reality, others as protection from it. Working parents often argued that
the labour market was the place where discipline would be developed but
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rarely saw their role as the production of disciplined future workers. Cer-
tainly, Bourdieu’s idea of cultural capital seems useful in assessing post-war
British family patterns. There was clearly substantial variation in the mate-
rial, emotional and cultural resources available to children in British homes.
Labour market imperatives are inadequate explanations for those variations.
Elizabeth Roberts argued that it was a notion of general morality rather than
economic urgency that lay behind family norms of behaviour.*

Paul Thompson'’s study The Edwardians echoed the argument that moral
rather than political economy lay behind family ideas.?* He argued that fam-
ily life then was not a microcosm of the future but a place of here and now
where citizens were being created rather than workers. Parental authority
did become more affectionate than it had been for the Victorians and it was
mostly a result of mothers becoming more liberal in treatment of their chil-
dren. The institution that made child care very different for rich and poor
was the division between those who employed and those who were domes-
tic servants. For the middle class visible public decorum was as important
as ethical behaviour and status related to that decorum. Both notions were
highly gendered. Girls were less disciplined than boys, and were much less
likely to be beaten. These two studies in oral history looked at the period
before the First World War and they show a sense of change in the period
and of wide cultural differences within it. The permissive turn was beginning
before the war but was not universal.

Did feminism provide the intellectual resources to rethink the punish-
ment of children? In the period before the First World War it had been
assumed that to advance the interests of women would be to advance the
interests of children.* Feminism developed an account of the primacy of
motherhood and of historical accounts in the 1960s. This was more of an
intellectual project of historical recovery and description seeking to analyse
patriarchy. Jane Lewis’ 1980 book The Politics of Motherhood was an account
of maternity services rather than a form of political activism as far as child
care was concerned.*! When there was political activism around child care it
focused on the provision of childcare facilities and challenging the absence
of local authority day nurseries. The general thrust of humanitarian reform
was over the question of how to be a mother and how to develop a more
humanised social and political order. But children were seen more as labour
than love. Denise Riley cited the description of children as the ‘burdens of
love’.*? Feminism was thus not offering much of a narrative about social
reform to provide a more human social democracy but more arguing for an
improvement in the conditions of household labour.

The evidence from popular and political discourses suggests that ‘body to
mind’ is a shift that never really took place in relation to punishment. The
idea of the unconscious was used to explain ideas of guilt, sexual fantasy
and repression but mostly these were carefully normalised so that parents
were being enlisted in a common pursuit of a happier world rather than one



Deborah Thom 275

that was more just. However, this humanisation did not come with Dr Spock
nor did it come from professionals in the main - the most popular of these
writers in the 1970s was still probably Mrs Frankenburg, who had argued for
her qualifications as an ordinary mother with common sense for 50 years.
The psychoanalysts did not by and large speak the name of their discourse
nor did they mention Freud, Anna or Sigmund, although the common cur-
rency of Freudianism is evident to the reader. It was Melanie Klein who most
influenced Isaacs and Winnicott who continued to be the most widely read
theorists in thinking about child development in this period. Sexuality was
thus downplayed in favour of thinking about mothers and feeding rather
than fathers and incestuous desire.

Practice

What did children experience? Questions of management or theory showed
a child’s own social theory of parental trust or control. Most adults do not, in
remembering childhood discipline, retain a very elaborate account of pun-
ishment unless it is in relation to their own sense of justice or injustice. “Were
you smacked as a child? No I was beaten, there’s a hell of a difference.’** The
historical account demonstrates that the experience of serious punishment
often makes its sufferers hostile to using it themselves. To examine the his-
tory of its effects is difficult because those that speak in later life are able to
comment only if they do not feel stigmatised by having endured it. If they
have been beaten, they are those least likely to have been traumatised. Since
one of the intended effects of punishment was shame, the recollection is
likely itself to be shameful. Testimonies and newspapers indicate a power-
ful sense of justice and injustice before the First World War which lead many
children to challenge teachers who beat children, but fewer challenged those
who punished them at home. Children have, and had, a strong sense of cul-
ture and community but also a sense of isolation and foreshortening because
their own experience is so limited. Hence gathering accounts of parental
punishment is often a very political process requiring the historian to assess
the arguments of witnesses as well as the history of their experiences.
Another factor that affected the transmission of new standards of ethical
behaviour in the 1960s became the development of more informal teach-
ing practices starting with advanced models in progressive education from
Montessori and Froebel and extending through the work of the teacher train-
ing institutions in the 1930s onwards. Here again Isaacs was a key figure as
she contributed along with Cyril Burt to the programme of what became the
London Institute of Education. School practices of punishment correspond-
ingly changed in the 1960s. But the practice of parents did not reflect such
consistent cultural trends. We still do not know how far culture consciously
instituted through Parentcraft coincided with cultural patterns transmit-
ted through family tradition, popular cultural sources such as novels and
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magazines, and parental practice. Social science became interested in parent-
ing in the 1960s using a variety of research methods with a strong emphasis
on self-report. The Newsons’ investigation in the 1960s was the most sys-
tematic attempt to investigate this subject in the study Four Years Old in an
Urban Community, published and widely circulated by Penguin in 1968. The
Newsons asked parents what they did with their four-year-old children and
by careful construction of their questionnaire managed the only systematic
account of practice rather than attitudes of the period. They approached the
question with caution since they pointed out,

Parents’ emotional involvement in the control of the child, coupled with
feelings of anger, humiliation and violence which can arise on both sides
during conflict, are apt to invest any direct discussion of discipline with a
certain amount of guilt, even where the mother believes she is doing the
best she can.**

They demonstrate that practice varied very widely within social groups but
that a majority of their respondents did use mild corporal punishment with
young children. But most importantly they pointed out that this varied prac-
tice reflected this punishment as part of a sequence of events. Counting the
number of incidents was therefore not as helpful as understanding the ‘pat-
tern of understanding’ in a culture of parenting. Their findings show that no
one class beat more than any other although the two extremes of a class dis-
tribution beat less than the middle. They also looked at religion, finding that
some groups were slightly more punitive, especially Roman Catholics, but
not everywhere. This may reflect schooling, migrant communities with their
tendency to self help or the prominence of guilt characteristic of religions
where shame is embedded in the notion of the individual’s relationship
to the moral order. They were later to record that the long-term effects of
corporal punishment were likely to lead directly to delinquency,

The measures which stand out as being most predictive of criminal record
before the age of 20 are having been smacked or beaten once a week or
more at 11, and having had a mother with a high degree of commitment
to formal corporal punishment at that age.*

Thus 40 years of investigation demonstrated change in other institutional
locations and very limited use of implements to punish children but contin-
ued and significant smacking remained central in a minority of homes and
extensive, occasionally, in a majority.

The anthropologist, Geoffrey Gorer, took a similar model of investigation
from social science when he analysed punishment practices as part of his
Exploring English Character: A Study of the Morals and Behaviour of the English
People. He had asked the readers of his 6 newspaper columns in The People to
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fill out questionnaires, which many did, and then he analysed 5000 of them,
apparently selected at random. One of his six articles was about children’s
treatment and thus respondents reported on their attitudes to and practices
of corporal punishment. These results were summed up to describe national
character. His organisation of his findings makes comparative work difficult
because he uses an idiosyncratic version of the registrar general’s class distri-
bution, which he believed to be central to variations of the national life. He
believed that aggression and its repression was the core emotional element
to English national culture. He found a more distinct class difference than
the Newsons did later, with the middle class opposed to cruelty and brutal-
ity to the highest degree. He also argued that ‘at heart some English parents
find pleasure without conscious guilt in inflicting severe pain on children
as a punishment’.*® As a legitimate account of social science this populist
writing does and did deserve some criticism as it is loosely constructed and
analysed.?” However, Gorer’s choice of punishment as a peculiarly interest-
ing English characteristic demonstrates its place in popular culture. Others
asked the question about the practice at the same time. Ian Gibson’s The
English Vice, a history of beating in English culture which looked primar-
ily to flagellation as a cultural pursuit, was published in 1978 and this too
wanted to see English culture bound up a particular punitiveness towards
children but in this case mainly through an account of the public schools
rather than domestic cultures.*

Histories

Historians have addressed the particular nature of English or British culture
and its attitudes to children as well. A leading advocate of the history of chil-
dren as an inspiration for policy change, Harry Hendrick, argued in a book
published in 2003 that ‘The welfare of a substantial proportion of children
is fairly grim.”** His view that improvement has not continued unabated
since the Victorian period is quite controversial but he looks in particular
to the lack of protection for children from cruelty as one of the ways in
which British society does not demonstrate universal progress. Others have
attempted to investigate the question of authority and control in the home
as well as on the street and in the school.

Those who have looked at social history in a quantitative way have been
particularly interested in looking at the long roots of corporal punishment
and its particularities. Paul Thompson, interested in trying to understand
social facts in Britain and believing, in general, in progressive social change,
had asked his Edwardians about their disciplinary practices and found that
there was a range from the Shetlands where beating was very rare to the daily
violence of some Londoners. He argued that since the period before the First
World War there has been a decline of parental authority. My analysis of
the narratives indicates that there had been more of a shift from fathers to
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mothers and a decline of direct authority — in particular, a greater notice
of the child’s point of view, if not the child centredness often attributed to
Dr Spock in the 1950s.*° The Lancashire working-class women interviewed
by Elizabeth Roberts similarly showed support for punishment or rejection
of it in roughly equal measure, and described both children who resented the
practice or valued it when interviewed in adulthood.’' Roberts reported in
her second study Women and Families: An Oral History 1940-1970 that nearly
all parents said they were less strict than their own parents although they
varied in how much they agreed that this was a good development. Roberts
quotes one witness:

You were smacked as a child? No, I was beaten, there’s a hell of a
difference. I never did to my children the way I was beaten.>?

In the life histories collected for the national sound archive of 2000 life
histories, 156 reported an experience of corporal punishment but more in
school than at home and very few at home after the 1960s. These are, how-
ever, subject to all the criticisms of testimony in that to have experienced
corporal punishment has become less respectable in itself and the naming
of the practice as child abuse makes a personal history increasingly uncom-
fortable.>® Members of the House of Lords may find it easy to say ‘It made me
the man I am today’ but most people recognise the essential ambiguity of
that comment.>* For example, Lord Swinfen in the debate on the Children’s
Bill in 2004 compared the caning he had at school to a friend who could
not be beaten, for medical reasons, who had had to translate 1000 lines into
Latin:

In my view the punishment was very much heavier and harder than the
three strokes of the cane that I had. In fact the strokes warmed me up on
a cold winter’s evening. I am certain that I benefited from it far more than
my colleague whose punishment lasted several days.

Louise Jackson reported parental rejection of others punishing their chil-
dren in the Victorian period while Roberts saw it as common among
Edwardians.®® In the end the testimony about change in parental prac-
tices is varied and inconclusive and one must agree with Thompson that
it shows many cultures of child-rearing, not just one. Stephen Humphries’
books assessing parenthood provide oral histories of the experiences of life
in twentieth-century working-class households which support this idea of
diversity of practice and attitudes.’” One of the extraordinary things about
this mixed history is the way in which the idea of the ‘bad old days’ of
parental cruelty and excess is only recently in the past, yet generational
change has not been uniformly progressive nor uniformly theoretically
sophisticated.
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The question of what age a smack becomes an assault remains contentious.
The majority of parents would accept in principle that beating is unaccept-
able but a large number in Britain continue to believe there is a substantial
difference between a slap and a flogging. Yet when this was discussed in
Parliament in 2004, despite the representations of all charity and research
organisations concerned with children except one, which was formed to
protect the right of parents to punish as they choose, called Families First,
Parliament ended up only outlawing corporal punishment where ‘visible
damage’ is caused to the child’s body, ignoring the bruise to the spirit that
may come from the experience of physical assault.

The emergence of Supernanny and other television programmes of the
new century demonstrates one of the ways in which modernity is not neces-
sarily teleological. Here the mass media prescribe extensively how children
should be reared and demonstrate from within the privacy of homes the
actual practices of the parents who are doing it wrong. The parent is chas-
tised and made responsible and the child is considered absolutely predictable
and standard. Guilt without any hint of a Freudian tinge re-emerges to
make the watcher reflect on the practice of child care and accept a simple
behaviourism which goes back to the behavioural techniques of 1930s writ-
ers. There is no smacking and in the internet forum developing out from the
programme it becomes clear that parents’ anger and aggression is increas-
ingly pathologised here. However, the management techniques are far more
corporeal than psychological. The child is held then placed firmly on the
naughty step or in the naughty chair. Mary Chadwick’s simple and pertinent
assertion that attention rewards bad behaviour by giving a response, even if it
is a punitive one, might never have existed. The return to a utilitarian calculus
of pleasure and pain ignores the fundamental Freudian insight that pain is
not always something that we flee. The website talks of firm discipline and
techniques of management less bodily punishment but not corporal:

You know that smacking your children and verbally abusing them. ... will
lead to a repetition of mimicked behavior from your children. What is
much needed here is respect on all sides. You need to recognize that only
YOU can make that choice and decide to break the dysfunctional cycle —
so you can bring up your children in a new generation that think and
behave in a healthier manner.*®

This language from 2007 demonstrates that discourse has not changed that
much. Parental responsibility has not been replaced by a more liberal and
collective view of the nation’s children in which their welfare is the con-
cern of all, despite the prevalence of such views in the 1930-1980 period.
Child care remains individualised, privatised and a source of guilt rather
than pride. Consensus of a liberal kind has not become dominant, and nor
does popular understanding of unconscious motives reflect the Freudian
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model which seems to have receded, replaced by a crude behaviourism also
characteristic of the 1930s. The difference is that it is both parents who
are depicted as lacking in authority or knowledge, and that the expert por-
trays parental inadequacy publicly in the televisual market place rather than
privately between the pages of a book read and thought about at home.
The question of how far the state should protect children or the rights of
parents to punish them as they thought fit has been raised over the years by
concerned bodies usually coming out of the psychological and teaching pro-
fessions. STOPP (The Society of Teachers Opposed to Physical Punishments)
was founded in 1968 to get punishment out of schools and EPOCH (End
Punishment of Children) took over from it when school punishment was
banned and the ban enforced in 1986. Tackling punishment at home was
always a more difficult campaign than the one against school beatings but it
was successful in enabling a reform to be put before Parliament in 2004. The
result, however, was a decision in which the rights-based discourse of law
ended up privileging parents’ rights to be free from state intervention and
policing, trumping the rights of the child to be free from punishment. The
opposition to this point of view came from the defence of the freedom of
the home from government intervention. Richard Reeves MP commented,

Smacking is another example of how we would only restrict someone’s
personal freedom if it could be shown that somebody else was being
harmed by that individual freedom.

MPs were urged to vote according to conscience. As one dryly said, ‘I gen-
uinely hope the government will have the common sense to allow a free
vote and not whip it’, adding, ‘It’s not a question of whether [the banning
of smacking] will happen but just a question of when’.>®

When the BBC reported this Parliamentary discussion and its conclu-
sions for their child audience they emphasised the positive outcome. ‘The
government didn’t want a complete ban on smacking as they thought par-
ents should be able to decide how to punish their children themselves. But
smacks which cause bruises, redden the skin or harm you mentally will be
made illegal, to protect children.’®®

Thus the public discourse in the twenty-first century still needed to present
competing needs of parents and children and the physicality of smacking in
discussing the household practices of British parents. Practice and precept
remained to some extent disjointed and corporeal punishment remained
still central to the processes of parental discipline. The idea of governmen-
tality which has become so general does not seem to be at play here. The
home remains a place of private unregulated behaviour in which the child,
often depicted as monarch of the small domestic world, remains an ideal not
realised in actual social practices. The idea of a recent past as a bad period
when punishment was cruel and corporal to be succeeded by a modern
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society where children are ‘reasonably’ chastised keeps recurring, despite a
willingness to turn to the behaviourist solutions of that ‘past’. Precept has
changed irreversibly but practice remains mixed, with damaging effects for
the social and cultural life of Britain.
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