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ABSTRACT

This thesis analyses women’s contribution to the development of a progressive middle-class
identity in the period 1830 to 1860. Using Leeds as a case study, it argues that the 1deals
of civic virtue, service and the ‘civilising mission’ lying at the heart of this identity played
an important role in the lives of women as well as men. The study begins by summarising
the historiographical debates over women and the middle class, and the importance ot
gender in the construction of the ‘public sphere’. Chapter Two sets out the historical
background within the town of Leeds itself, concentrating on the emergence of ‘muddle-
class’ institutions and identifying the particular groups who were the driving force behind
them. The remaining chapters systematically explore the activities of middle-class women
in the public life of their town, concentrating on the subjects of education, philanthropy,
politics and civic culture. Chapter Three looks at the idealisation ot women’s social and
public roles in educational literature, before considering women’s relationship to educational
and cultural institutions. Chapters Four and Five reconsider philanthropy as an arena 1n
which class and gender identities were constructed and played out, and through which civic-
minded women could find an outlet for reforming impulses. In particular, chapter five
analyses the importance of women’s committees in the creation of independent space for
temale initiatives, despite male attempts at containment. Chapter Six examines women’s
activities 1n local and national politics, analysing the key role of the press in the
interpretation of female political activities. Chapter Seven looks at the way in which elite
women were able to claim public space as part of the audience at public rituals and
ceremonies, returning to the importance of press explanations of this participation through

the use of chivalric metaphors which portrayed women as the guardians of civic virtue.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction: Class, Women and the ‘Public Sphere’

The domain of woman is the horizon where heaven and earth meet - a sort of
land debatable between the confines where positive stitutions end and
intellectual supremacy begins.'

The social position of women in the mid-nineteenth century was surrounded by ambiguity
and uncertainty; an ambivalence increasingly acknowledged by historians brought up on the
certainties of the Victorian ‘Angel in the House’. This thesis contributes to the ongoing re-
evaluation of the identities and opportunities available to respectable middle-class women

in the period preceding the emergence of a feminist political movement from the late 1850s

onwards.

Among those calling for such a re-appraisal has been the historian Linda Colley.
Colley has argued that women as well as men were affected by the emergence of a ‘British’
national identity over the pertod 1750-1850, based around loyalty to Parliament and the
monarchy.® In particular, the same factors which encouraged the development of
‘Britishness’, notably the intermittent yet sustained conftlict with France, gave women
unprecedented opportunities‘ to demonstrate their loyalty to the British state and its
institutions. For instance, during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars, women proved
their patriotism by presenting tlags and banners to mihitia groups, or by donating clothes to
regiments of the line. In Colley’s opinion:

By extending their solicitude to the nation’s armed forces, men who were not
in the main related to them by blood or marriage, women demonstrated that
their domestic virtues possessed a public as well as a private relevance.

| J. G. Phillimore, “Woman’s Rights and Duties’, Blackwood’s Edinburgh
Magazine, 54 (1843), 373-97, p. 385.

2 Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation, 1750-15850 (New Haven: Yale
University Press; 1992), esp. chapter 6. Colley’s book has encouraged a
growing literature on the question of national identity in the British Isles,
especially the extent to which an overarching ‘British’ 1dentity merely overlay
a confused and conflicting multiplicity of alternative identitications. See L.
Brockliss and D. Eastwood (eds.), A Union of Multiple Identities: The British
Isles 1750-1850 (Manchester University Press, 1997); A. Grant and K. J.
Stringer (eds.), Uniting the Kingdom? The Making of British Historv (London
and Ncw York: Routledge, 1995); Keith Robbins, Nineteenth Century Britain:
Integration and Diversity (Oxford University Press. 1988).
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Consciously or not, these female patriots were staking out a civic role for

themselves.’

This thesis builds on Colley’s insights by developing the 1dea ot a “civic role’ for
women, concentrating on women of the urban middle classes. In particular, it examunes the
extent to which women participated in the development and expression of middle-class
identity 1n a local context. It argues that although contemporary ideologies of gender
ettectively justified the exclusion of women from full citizenship on grounds such as lack of
financial and emotional independence or inferiority of intellect, women contributed in
substantial ways to associations and projects that historians have séen as key to the
construction of middle-class identity during the period. Moreover, they also developed their
own institutions and methods of organisation, laying the foundations for the organised
feminism of the latter halt ot the century based around issues of education, employment

opportunities and political rights. The main aim of this project is to assess how far these
activities enabled women to develop identities centred around civic virtue and public service,

despite the increasingly strident articulation of a domestic ideology which theoretically

limited their activities to a domestic sphere.

The study explores the civic and urban aspects of middle-class identity, focussing on
Leeds and the West Riding of Yorkshire. The nineteenth-century middle class was an
overwhelmingly urban phenomenon, whose identities were constructed and played out
through urban spaces and institutions. Actual and imaginative interaction with the wider life
of the nation or the state usually occurred through local or regional associations. With the
notable exceptions of the Poor Law authorities and the Methodist church, local institutions
were centred on the town as the basic administrative unit. Even when the nation became
a dominant focus, during times of national peril or triumph tor instance, or when politics
was dominated by a single divisive 1ssue such as the Reform Act, the basis ot popular
mobilisation remained the town or county. The pattern of religious, political, social and
economic networks within urban centres impinged more tangibly on daily life than the
‘imagined community’ of the nation. Provincial towns were also gaining greater national
importance from the late eighteenth century onwards. Economic change, urbanisation and

the reforms of local and national government all contributed to this process, as did the

Increasing importance of extra-parliamentary politics in the first halt of the nineteenth

3 Colley, Britons, pp. 260-1.
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century, a phenomenon linked increasingly with the provinces in general and urban centres
in particular.” Finally, it has been convincingly argued that the creation of the town as a
social entity was in itself very much a middle-class project.” Along with many men, women
were therefore more likely to have developed and expressed civic identities at a local than
on a national level. This is especially true given the relatively restricted opportunities
available to most women for making national contacts through business, education and
politics.

The period chosen in which to explore women’s civic roles and identities stretches
from the reform agitation to the end of the 1850s. During this period, urban and class
identities were heavily contested and, in many senses, reinvented. By 1860, a decade of
relative social calm had seen Victorian civic pride approach its zenith, while the emergence
of a national women'’s politics, centred around the campaigns for suffrage and education
reform, called for a recasting ot the debate over female citizenship and identity. It theretore
makes sense to study women’s contributions to these contests and changes, in order to
establish the extent to which women played a positive and visible role in the ‘making’ of the
nineteenth-century urban middle class.

The following introduction is split into four parts. The first three position the thesis
In relation to a number of important and overlapping historical debates: in particular those
regarding the existence, nature and origins of a nineteenth-century ‘muddle class’; the
controversies over the conceptual categories of women’s history as they have been applied
to middle-class women 1n this period (especially the ‘separate spheres’ debate); and finally
the debate around the ‘“public sphere’, especially with regard to Jurgen Habermas’

formulation of the ‘bourgeois public sphere’.® A final section describes the sources and

) Donald Read, The English Provinces, c. 1760-1960: A Study in Influence
(London: Edward Amold, 1964).

: R. J. Morris, “The Middle Class and British Towns and Cities of the Industrial
Revolution, 1780-1870', in Derek Fraser and Anthony Sutchfte (eds.), The
Pursuit of Urban History (London: Edward Arnold, 1983), 286-306.

See Jirgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: an
Inquiry into a Categorv of Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger
(Cambridge Mass.: Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1989). A useful
summary of Habermas’ argument may be found in the introduction to Craig

Calhoun (ed.). Habermas and the Public Sphere (Cambridge Mass.:
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1992). 1-48.
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methods used in order to explore these themes.

1.1: The ‘Middle Class’.

Most historians would agree that the mere existence of a group sharing a similar economic
basis 1s not enough to constitute a ‘class’ in any historically meaningtul sense. Instead, to
form a useful analytical category that class must evince some signs of a ‘class
consciousness’.” According to the Marxist paradigm, rapid industrialisation gave rise to two
great and antagonistic classes in England, the capitalist bourgeoisie and the industnal
proletariat. However, the historical significance of these groups resulted from their
perception of themselves as distinct groups, whose identities sprang trom conthicts with
other social classes over control of the state and the means of production. Hence the
bourgeoisie gained its identity from conflict with a landed aristocracy, while the proletariat
forged theirs through contlict with the bourgeoisie.

The most sophisticated articulation of the Marxist perspective was provided by
Edward Thompson in his seminal masterpiece The Making of the English Working Class.®
In this account, the crucial torce behind working class resistance was not the factory hand,
but the struggling artisan whose status and way of life was threatened by the rise of factory
production. Thompson rescued the Marxist paradigm from accusations of economic
determinism by returning to Marx’s emphasis on the role of experience in the formation of
identity. According to Thompson, ‘The class experience 1s largely determined by the
productive relations into which men are born - or enter involuntanly. Class-consciousness
1s the way in which these experiences are handled in cultural terms: embodied 1n traditions,
value-systems, ideas and institutional forms’.” In the English case, the crucial shared

experiences were those of exploitation and downward social mobility resulting from the

E.g., ‘Class 1s a valid theoretical concept only where there 1s evidence of a
sense oOf class consciousness, and an indication that because of this
consciousness the class 1s engaged in activity that promotes its collective
interests’. Stana Nenadic, ‘The Rise of the Urban Middle Class’, in T. M.

Devine and R. Mitchison (eds.), People and Society in Scotland, vol. 1: 1760-
1830 (Edinburgh: John Donald, 1988), 109-126, pp. 110-111.

E. P. Thompson. The Making of the English Working Class (Harmondsworth:
Pelican. 1968).

? Ibid., p. 9.



advance of industrial capitalism. However, the type of class consciousness which emerged
from these experiences was shaped by specific cultural and political traditions, ensuring the
historical specificity of class formation. For example, Thompson brought out the
importance of radical political traditions and eighteenth-century 1deals, such as the "moral
economy’ and the ‘freeborn Englishman’, in the formation of English working class identity
in the nineteenth century.

However, Marxist accounts of class formation have been placed under increasing
pressure 1n the decades since Thompson wrote this work. The scale and speed of industrial

transformation have been questioned, with the emphasis now on the slow and uneven
growth of industry.'® With this has come a new appreciation of occupational diversity
within the two industrial “classes’, implying that common workplace experiences may have
been a less important factor in the emergence of class identity than originally thought.'' As

a corollary to this, assumptions about the nature and extent ot “class-contlict’, especially in
the workplace, have also undergone extensive revision.

Vitriolic debates have raged over the amount of conflict there actually was between
the factory owners and the operative classes, largely sparked by Patrick Joyce’s claim that

labour relations continued to be shaped by traditional forms of paternalism and deference. '

'Y For example, Raphael Samuel has demonstrated the persistence of older forms

of industrial organisation, particularly workshops and outworking, right
through to the twentieth century. Raphael Samuel, "The Workshop ot the
World: Steam Power and Hand Technology in Mid-Victonan Britain’, History
Workshop Journal, 111, Spring (1977), 6-72. Recently, attempts have been
made to reintroduce a model ot sudden change by 1solating the output figures
for particularly dynamic sectors in the economy, with the implication that
certain portions of the workforce did undergo a revolutionary experience. See
for example Maxine Berg, The Age of Manufactures, 1700-1820: Industry,
Innovation and Work in Britain, 2™ edition (London: Routledge, 1994).

' See Nenadic, ‘The Rise of the Urban Middle Class’. Nenadic demonstrates the
relative 1nsignificance of large scale industrialists, both socially and
economically. Instead, she identifies four main bourgeois occupational groups
based around source of income. For the difficulties posed by the kinds of
sources Nenadic uses, see John Seed, ‘From “Middling Sort™ to Middle Class
in Late Eighteenth-Century and Early Nineteenth-Century England’, in M. L.
Bush (ed.), Social Orders and Social Classes in Europe Since 1500 (London:
Longman, 1992), 114-35.

- Patnick Joyce, Work Sociery and Politics: The Culture of the Factory in Later
Victorian England (Brighton: Harvester Press, 1980). For some of the
responses to Joyce's work see H. I. Dutton and J. E. King, ‘The Limits of
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The relationship between the middle classes and the aristocracy has proved to be even more
complex. In fact, the absence of open middle-class conflict with the aristocracy from the
fifth decade of the nineteenth century onwards, has led to much ink being spilt on the 1dea
of the ‘failure’ of the middle class to pursue the initiatives won in the previous two decades
by asserting its primacy at the heart of the state.'” Various arguments have been put
forward to explain this state of affairs. These range from the analysis of religious and
economic differences within the class, which prevented eftective mobilisation in opposition

to the state, to the argument that the successful achievement of bourgeois hegemony ftorced

the aristocratic political parties to reorientate themselves around platforms broadly

encompassing middle-class ideals. This meant that the middle classes could be absorbed into

the existing party system, without having to develop a distinct politics of their own."

However, both explanations assume the existence of significant divides within the muddle

class, whether religious, party-political or economic, rather than tocussing on class sohidarity
in pursuit of widely shared class aims in the political sphere. For example, Derek Fraser has
described the shattering of the liberal free-trade consensus in Leeds during the 1848 West

Riding election as a result of the bitter sectarian divisions caused by the debate over

voluntary education.” This is not to imply that it is no longer possible to write histories of
class formation in which contlict plays a role in creating cohesion. However, it 1s usetul to

bear in mind Peter Stearns’ points that the concept remains useful only if one is conscious

Paternalism: The Cotton Tyrants of North Lancashire, 1836-54', Social
History, 7, 1 (1982), 59-74; Michael Huberman, “The Economic Origins of
Paternalism: Lancashire Cotton Spinning in the First Half of the Nineteenth
Century’, Social History, 12, 2 (1987), 177-92; Alice Russel "Local Elites and
the Working-Class Response in the North-West, 1870-1895: Paternahsm and
Deference Reconsidered’, Northern History, 23 (1987), 153-73.

1 See Simon Gunn, ‘The “Failure” of the Victorian Middle Class: A Critique’ 1n

J. Wolff and J. Seed (eds.), The Culture of Capital: Art Power and the

Nineteenth-Century Middle Class (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
1988), 17-43.

" Forexample J. Garrard, ‘The Middle Classes and Nineteenth-Century National

and Local Politics’ in J. Garrard er al, The Middle Class in Politics
(Farnborough: Saxon House, 1978), 35-66.

> Derek Fraser, *Voluntaryism and West Riding Politics in the Mid-Nineteenth

Century'. Northern Historyv, 13 (1977), 199-231.
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that not all sections of a class may have been in conflict all of the time, or even at all.”®

In response to these apparent threats to the usefulness of class as an analytical

category, a large body of scholarship has appeared which concentrates not so much on the

things which divided the middle classes from the workers or the aristocracy, as what united
such an economically, religiously and politically disparate group. The mainstay of this
approach 1s one which Stearns recommended in the 1970s: the concentration on culture.
values, and nstitutions. The recent emphasis on cultural history has in some ways added
fuel to the critiques of the categories and chronology of class formation, sparked by the de-
centring of industnal revolution as the midwife of class and of open conflict as its primary
expression. Chronologically, evidence of a dynamic middle-class culture has been
discovered by historians of the eighteenth century, fuelled by commerce and the growth of
the state, which played a role in the emergence of professional and bureaucratic groups.'’

More seriously, attempts to locate class structurally, as a consequence ot economic confhict,

or culturally in the cultural forms and expressions of particular groups, have been challenged

by historians who call into question the very nature of ‘experience’ itself.

' P. Stearns, ‘The Middle Class: Towards a Precise Definition’, Comparative

Studies in Society and History, 21 (1979), 377-96, pp. 380-382. For example,
Koditscheck’s book on class formation in Bradford still has a key place for the
contlict between the 'new’ middle class of manufacturers and the old oligarchy
of Tory merchants, as well as for the necessity ot dealing with a restless
working class: Theodore Koditscheck, Class Formation and Urban-Industrial
Society: Bradford, 1750-1850 (Cambridge University Press, 1990). See also

Dennis Smuth, Conflict and Compromise: Class Formation in English Society,
1830-1914 (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1982).

' PaulLangford, A Polite and Commercial People: England, 1727-1783 (Oxford
University Press, 1989), chapter 3; John Brewer, The Sinews of Power: War,
Money and the English State 1688-1783 (London: Unwin, 1989). See also
Jonathan Barry, "The State and the Middle Classes in Eighteenth-Century
England’, Journal of Historical Sociology, 4,1 (1991), 75-86. The debate on
whether the eighteenth-century ‘'middling sorts’ can best be understood in class
terms has been reopened by the publication of Jonathan Barry and Christopher
Brooks (eds.). The Middling Sort of People: Culture, Society and Politics in
England, 1550 - 1800 (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1994). See also Barry’s
critique of accounts which place the formation of a middle class firmly in the
nineteenth century: J. Barry, ‘The Making of the Middle Class?’, review article,
Past and Present, 145 (1994), 194-208. This work 1s supported by that of John
Smail, who 1dentifies a vibrant middle-class culture in eighteenth-century
Halifax based around voluntary associations: John Smail, The Origins of

Middle-Class Culture: Halifax, Yorkshire, 1660-1780 (Ithaca: Comell
University Press, 1994).



While historians such as Thompson have understood cultural sites as arenas in which
the experiences of economic change could be articulated. post-structuralists have argued
that they were themselves spaces constitutive of experience. '8 Foremost amongst those who
have challenged the primacy of experience in shaping identity have been Patrick Joyce and
Dror Wahrman. Joyce claims that it is possible to present economic relationships 1n
‘countless ways, conditioned by culture and circumstance’, and not just as a relationship of
conflict (i.e. of class). Similarly, simply because social constituencies express certain values,
that does not make the values themselves ones of class - otherwise almost any cultural
manifestation could be interpreted in class terms. He also attacks the idea, implicit in many
definitions of consciousness, that certain identifiable ‘interests’ may be associated with class,
and that the pursuit of these tostered a common identity. Instead, Joyce’s assertion that
language 1s the primary determinant of identity goes hand in hand with an assumption that
identity conditions the sense of what constitutes ‘interest’. The focus of his book 1s
therefore on culture as accessed through language, rather than on a search for expressions
of chimerical class ‘interests’, or for the location of class conflict. This account, he claims,
emphasises the fact that class language and identities coexisted with broader identifications

with entities such as “the people’ or ‘the nation’ - identifications which were more universal
and inclusive than the socially exclusive connotations given to class by Marxist historians. "

Joyce’s reminder that not all cultural manifestations may be traced to class 1s salutary.
[t 1s clear that religious, regional, civic and national 1dentities were also important, pace
Colley’s work on the emergence of a British national identity transcending class.®
Corollaries 1n the nineteenth-century town may be found 1n the attempts by elite groups to
create an inclusive civic identity, displayed and forged on occasions such as the opening ot

Leeds Town Hall in 1858.7' On this occasion, huge crowds lined the streets to welcome the

'®  Patrick Joyce, Visions of the People: Industrial England and the Question of

Class, 1848-1914 (Cambridge University Press, 1991), p. 9.

% Ibid., p. 16.

Colley. Britons.

- For an account of this ceremony see Asa Briggs, Victorian Cities (London:
Odhams, 1963), chapter 4.



Queen to the unveiling ceremony in a display of popular loyalty, civic and national pride.™
However, as Joyce admits, in certain historical circumstances, ostensibly populist
vocabularies could act as signifiers of class. For example, he accepts that reterences to the
‘People’ in the 1830s and 1840s essentially meant ‘working-class people’.” Similar claims
may also be plausibly made for middle-class rhetoric about the ‘nation’, when the nation was
itselt essentially identified with the middle classes. Moreover, although historians must be
aware of the existence of more inclusive identities, these often masked inherent class
divisions. Returning to the opening of Leeds Town Hall, the commonality were excluded

from the greater part of the ceremonial, which took place inside the building with an elite

audience composed overwhelmingly of middle-class men and women:.

An alternative approach to the problem of class identity has come from Dror
Wahrman, who attempts to answer the question of how the idea of a society centred around
a self-conscious ‘middle class’ came to dominate contemporary descriptions of nineteenth
century society and the analyses of subsequent historians. In his book Imagining the Middle
Class, Wahrman charts the changing rhetorical use of the concept of the ‘muddle class’, from
the debates of the 1790s over the war with France to those over the Great Reform Act of
18332. However, in Wahrman’s view, neither social experience nor language 1s sutficient to
explain the emergence of class consciousness. His book is therefore in part a corrective to
those who have simply put language in the place of experience as the primary determinant
of identity. Instead, he contends that it is possible to recover the agency ot individuals and
the contingency of events by concentrating on the political arena, where ndividuals are
forced to identify their position vis a vis opposing ideologies, often mvolving a choice
between contlicting representations of social ‘reality’ > Wahrman argues that such a choice,
between a ‘muddle class’-centred or a ‘middle class’-less view of society, confronted
political actors in his chosen period, and charts the triumph of the former view over other

possible representations of society in political rhetoric by 1832. These debates took place

In what 18 described as ‘the space between social reality and its representation’. This is a

tJ
-

The importance of civic culture in the formation of social and political identities
has been addressed by James Vernon, Politics and the People: A Study in
English Political Culture, ¢. 1815-1867 (Cambridge University Press, 1993).

Joyce, Visions of the People, p. 13.

Wahrman, Imagining the Middle Class: The Political Representation of Class
in Britain, c. 1780-1840 (Cambridge University Press, 1995), pp. 6-7.
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space ignored by other accounts obsessed with the supposed ‘failure’ of the middle class to
complete its seizure of power during the nineteenth century, or by the problems posed by
the existence of similar ‘middling’ groups in pre-industrial society which lacked the
politicised consciousness of their nineteenth-century counterparts. It was therefore the
political process which provided a self-identity for the middling groups which had slowly
been emerging 1n urban society since the early eighteenth century, although betore 1832 it
was by no means a foregone conclusion that those groups would come to define themselves
in such a way.”

While these critiques provide interesting insights for the historian of identity, their
failure to appreciate the material developments shaping urban life in the eighteenth and
nineteenth century renders them fundamentally unsatisfying in relation to specific contexts.
However, these problems are not insurmountable when approached at the level of a local

study. John Smail’s analysis of class in eighteenth-century Halifax combines the cultural and
political emphases of Joyce and Warhman respectively, whilst still insisting on a concrete
grounding in the actual social and economic changes which Warhman in particular under-
plays. Smail instead propounds a ‘theory of practice’, whereby class experience and
consciousness result from the same process, by which a collectivity “at once construes and
constructs its socio-economic reality’. The class experience 1s therefore what emerges ‘as

a group construes their economic and social relations rather than as [a consequence ot] the

relations themselves’.”® This analysis restores the importance of structural changes in the
economies of towns such as Halifax in the emergence of distinctively ‘'muddle-class’ groups,

as opposed to the ‘middling sort’ of the seventeenth and early eighteenth century.
At this point, 1t would be mstructive to return to E. P. Thompson's warning that class

should be conceived as a relationship, and not a thing.?’ Class therefore emerges in unique
historical contexts, and class identity varies from place to place and over time. A ‘muddle-
class’ way of life may have emerged in the eighteenth century, and even have brought a
sense of shared community and civic identity. This does not make the nineteenth-century
middle class any less unique, though it does emphasise the responsibility ot historians to

exercise precision 1n their language and cautions against mono-causal explanations of the

- Ibid., esp. Introduction.
-0 Smail, The Origins of Middle-Class Culture, p. 8.
-1 Thompson, Making of the English Working Class, p. 10.
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rise of class which rely on a paradigm of rapid industrialisation. Moreover, explanations for

the emergence of the particular identity of this class maintain a social and economic

component. In particular, the rapid growth of urban centres was central, as the hmutations
of ‘middling’ status effectively restricted the geographical reach of individual intfluence and
access to the society of the national elitg. Bourgeois civil society, mstrumental in the
formation of the middle class’s sense of its own importange, was only possible 1n the urban
context, as it depended on easy access to cultural media and on the collective exercise of
power through association. As Smail has pointed out, demographic change within towns,
especially the increasing segregation of rich and poor di‘stric'ts, increased the middle-class
sense of occupying a special place in urban society, whilst ‘the advent of the consumer

society and the centrality of gender divisions to the middle-class world view provided new

ways of measuring social distance’.*
1.2: Women, Gender and Class.

Smail’s use of the concept of gender in this context is suggestive of the impact of women'’s
and gender history on the work of some (though not all) historians of the middle class in
recent years. The general tenor of this work has been to point out the valuable work women
did in reproducing middle-class values through the ordering of the household, the raising
of children and the cementing of social support networks. In doing so, it has tended to
emphasise the role ot “‘domestic ideology’ in imiting the world of women to a private or
domestic sphere, separate from the public sphere occupied by their husbands and fathers.
The emergence ot ‘separate spheres’ as a social reality in the lives of the muddle classes,
traced to a progressive separation of the home and the workplace during the eighteenth

century, has been identified as a key part of middle-class identity.”

- Smail, The Origins of Middle-Class Culture, pp. 106-113.

This approach torms the basis of the following works: Nancy Cott, The Bonds
of Womanhood: Woman's Sphere in New England, 1780-1835 (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1977); Mary Ryan, Cradle of the Middle Class: The
Family in Oneida County, New York, 1795-1865 (Cambridge University Press,
1981); Martha Vicinus (ed.), Suffer and Be Still: Women in the Victorian Age
(Bloomington and London: Indiana University Press, 1972). For a survey of
the historiography of ‘separate spheres’ see Linda Kerber, ‘Separate Spheres,
Female Worlds. Woman'’s Place: The Rhetoric of Women's History’, Journal
of American History, 75, 1 (June 1988), 9-39. Reprinted in Linda Kerber,

1 1



However, historians of women have increasingly come to emphasise the

*

Inconsistencies and possibiﬁties inherent in discourses of domesticity, and the way that
women were able to exploit them in order to expand their role. This shift in emphasis 1s
hinted at in the later work of Martha Vicinus, and is fully developed in Davidoft and Hall's

classic study Family Fortunes.”® Davidoﬁf and Hall present a more nuanced account,
arguing that the ideal of separate spheres often fell shqrt of the reality, and that the

boundaries between them were continually being tested and re-negotiated. In particular,
they demonstrate that the public success of middle-class men was-rooted in the private
sphere, underpinned as it was by a network of familial and‘ feﬁale support.”! Nevertheless,
they maintain the basic framework of the separate spheres by arguing that these divisions
became more rigid across the period 1780 to lSSO,due to a combination of economic
change, the emergence ot a middle-class ‘publjc’ and the influence ot evangelical religion.
These developments helped to strengthen the ideological and institutional foundations of the
separation of the spheres, which Hall claims as ‘one of the fundamental organizing
characteristics of middle-class society in late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century
England’.”

However, this contfidence in the analytical power of the ‘separate spheres’ concept has
come under scrutiny in the period since the publication of Family Fortunes. Dror Wahrman
has attempted to deconstruct some of the basic assumptions behind the theory by

questioning the essential nature ot a hink between the i1dea ot a ‘muddle-class’ and the

3

ideology of domestic virtue.”> His argument, drawing on Joyce’s insight into the

contingency of the connection between ‘class’ and “values’, 1s that this ideology only came

Toward an Intellectual History of Women (Chapel Hill and London: University
of North Carolina Press, 1997), 159-99.

30

Martha Vicius (ed.), A Widening Sphere: Changing Roles of Victorian
Women (Bloomington and London: Indiana University Press, 1977); Leonore
Davidoft and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the English
Middle Class, 1780 - 1850 (London: Hutchinson, 1987).

o Ibid., p. 13.

Catherine Hall, “Gender Divisions and Class Formation in the Birmingham
Middle Class. 1780-1850', reprinted in C. Hall, White, Male and Middle-class:

Lxplorations in Feminism and History (Oxford: Polity Press, 1992), 94-107,
p. 106.

13

Wahrman, Imagining the Middle Class, Chapter 11.
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to be considered as quintessentially ‘middle-class’ after the Reform Bill of 1832 had p}lrged
that concept of its divisive 'party political overtones. Prior to this, the idea of middle-class
domesticity had existed only within prescriptive literature, which tended to assume that the
leisured existence of ‘middle-class’ women actually rendered them more susceptible to vice,
rather than paragons of virtue. Instead, Warhman claims that the monopoly of ‘public’
virtue which came to be associated with a*‘middle-class’ after 1832, led to a corresponding

-

assumption of a monopoly over ‘private’ virtue.

Wahrman'’s account does not deny that there .was a‘divide- between the public and
private along gender lines. However, it questions whether such a divide may be seen as a
primary constituent of middle-class consciousness before the Reform Bill, in the same way
that the term ‘muddle-class’® was not perceived aé descriptive of a widely recognised social
group before this date. If we accept that the ideal of the purely domestic woman was closer
to reality for muddling groups tfrom the late eighteenth century than for other classes of
society, particularly those lower down the social scale, then this view does not necessarily
compromise the importance of that divide for those historians attempting to trace the
emergence of a ‘'muddle-class’ lite-style during this period. It does, however, remind us of
the basically artificial and heuristic nature of categories such as class, and that the lifestyle
and values which are being traced are actually lifestyles which came to be recognised as
essentially ‘middle-class’ only as the result of other, contingent, processes.

However, historians have recently begun to question the implicit assumptions behind
the chronology of a separation of the spheres and the continued analytical usetulness of the
concept per se, especially in the hight of empirical research into women'’s activities outside
the home. Amanda Vickery, for example, has criticised the grounding of the chronology for
the disassociation of public and private in now discredited models of rapid and universal
economic change. Furthermore, she contends that the argument of Family Fortunes rests
on the assumption that women enjoyed a greater degree of freedom in the period betore
1780, whereas the explosion in ‘separate spheres’ literature in the early nineteenth century
could equally well have been a conservative reaction to a perceived expansion ot women'’s

activities in the public realm.”

¥ Amanda Vickery, ‘Golden Age to Separate Spheres? A Review of the
Categories and Chronology of English Women’s History’, Historical Journal,
36 (1993).383-401. also Kerber, ‘Separate Spheres, Female Worlds, Woman's
Place’; Cf. Linda Colley’s statement that ‘those who argue that this period
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Leonore Davidoff has responded positively to this criticism of her work by attempting
to trace the historical construction of key ideas behind the assumption of a public a;md
private divide.”> Her argument is that a conception of the individual as a rational being
emerged at the end of the eighteenth century, which became the core of an ideal of the
independent ‘citizen’. <[his rational individual was also inherently mascgljne, as only men

were perceived to inhabit the disembodied realm of the intellect. Women, meanwhile, were

too closely connected to the physical world as a result of their reproductive functions.
Given that the rational individual was constructed as male, it quickly becomes apparent that
the exclusion of women was central to the incarnation of the pubﬁc, as women did not tulfill
the criteria of rational and individual beings.”® This is an intriguing and compelling
argument. However, 1t fails to explain how women were able to gain access to the public

sphere, or to address alternative ways in which they and others could interpret such

experiences. The tollowing section will consider women!.'s relationship to the public sphere

in more detail.

1.3: Women and the ‘Public Sphere’.

At this point it would be useful to address the conception of the ‘bourgeois public sphere’
as it 1s has been developed through the work of Jirgen Habermas. According to Habermas
this sphere emerged from the sixteenth century onwards and reached its apogee 1n the
eighteenth, facilitated by the spread of literacy and the printed word in the wake of trade.
This created a reading community and encouraged the creation ot debating societies, often
connected with salons and coftee houses of various descriptions. Here, educated men (and
women in the salons) would gather to debate the issues of the day. The main criterion for

participation was the ability to engage in the discourse of reason and ‘common sense’. By

witnessed an actual contraction in women’s public role in Britain as elsewhere
and an unprecedented confinement of women to the private sphere confuse, 1t

seems to me, angry polemic and symbolic gestures with what was happening
in fact’, Colley, Britons, p. 250.

¥ Leonore Davidott, ‘Regarding Some “Old Husbands’ Tales™: Public and Private
in Feminist History . in L. Davidoff, Worlds Between: Historical Perspectives
on Gender and Class (Oxtord: Polity Press, 1995), 227-76.

% Ibid., p. 239.
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the early nineteenth century, this sphere of ‘civil society’ had become appropriated 1n large

measure by the urban middle classes, who in England had won themselves the franchise in

1832 on the basis of a supposed monopoly of good sense. As a result, members of this

group were considered as the main constituents of ‘public opinion’.”’

Even before the wide dissemination of Habermas’ work, historians have thought of
the development of public opinion and civil society as important constituents of middle-class
identity. For instance, S. Blumin has argued that civil society was one of the primary
components of a middle-class way of life, which suppo éedly emerged in the urban American
context during the mid-nineteenth century.?® Similar insi ghis have informed recent additions
to the historiography of the muddle class in the British Isles. For example, R. J. Morris’
book on Leeds attempts to explain the cmergencé of a common middle-class identity in a
town where party and religious divisions were bitter and acrimonious. He locates the
answer to this problem in the existence of voluntary associations, which provided a forum
where men of all religious beliefs and political orientations could gather to discourse on
neutral subjects and to work for the common good. In Morris’ view, these societies were
the primary location for the articulation and reproduction of middle-class norms and culture,
providing two crucial ingredients for the formation of the Victorian middle class. Firstly,
they began the task of building an unquestioned sense of always being right. Secondly, they
encouraged the beliet that the middle class not only possessed superior cultural values,
but its members also had the right and obligation to bring those values to their social

inferiors.”” Morris claims that voluntary societies were the favoured middle-class response

7 Habermas, Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, introduction.

¥ §. M. Blumin, ‘The Hypothesis of Middle-Class Formation in Nineteenth

Century ‘America: A Critique and Some Proposals’, American Historical
Review, 90 (1985), 299-338.

¥ R.J. Morris, Class, Sect and Party: The Making of the British Middle Class,
Leeds 1820-1850 (Manchester University Press, 1990), p. 178. See also Alan
Paul White, ‘Formation and Development of Middle-Class Urban Culture and
Politics: Sheffield 1825-1880" (unpublished PhD thesis, University of Leeds,
1990); Simon Gunn, “The Manchester Middle Class, 1850-1880" (unpublished
PhD thesis, University of Manchester, 1992), esp. chapter 2. Martin Hewitt
also emphasises the importance of middle-class institutions in providing the
basis of an ‘intellectual matrix’ through which social identities were fashioned:

Martin Hewitt, The Emergence of Stabilitv in the Industrial City: Manchester,
1832-67 (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1996).
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to the challenges of urban life as they were flexible, they avoided difficult questions about
the relationships of ‘out’ g}oups, such as dissenters, to the state, and they al]owe;i the
miuddle classes to deal with urban deprivation without confronting the basic ¢ontradiction
between their philanthropic Christian beliefs and their position as an exploitative group.*

Like Habermas, these historians tend to portray the public sphere as more or less
monolithic and as uniformly masculine. The question.of gender is either 1ignored, or merely
raised in order to confirm that women were safely confined in a domestic sphere, thus
making them safely irrelevant. However, critiques of Habermas’ conception of the public
sphere have challenged such assumptions on a number of lévelé, in ways which have opened
up space tor discussion of gender in this context. For instance, Geoff Eley has confirmed
the importance of associational forms in the shapiﬁg of bourgeois identities in both England
and Germany, while questioning the extent to which the public sphere can be seen as a
monopoly of the middle classes. Instead, he argues that the public sphere in fact originated

simultaneously at different levels of society, thus becoming available to non-bourgeois

subaltern groups.*' He also emphasises the need to recognise the importance of competing

publics at every stage, arguing that:

the public sphere makes more sense as the structured setting where cultural and
ideological contest or negotiation among a variety of publics takes place, rather
than as the spontaneous and class-specific achievement of the bourgeoisie in
some sufficient sense.*
However, this critique does not preclude the existence of a hegemonic muddle-class public
sphere. In Leeds, for instance, this was roughly defined by the readership ot the two
maingtream middle-class newspapers, the Leeds Mercury and Leeds Intelligencer,
particularly after the retorms of the 1820s and early 1830s brought the important liberal-
dissenting groups within the ‘ofticial’ political public of the borough. These groups had

hitherto formed a distinctive ‘counter-public’, with their own institutions and press.

From a similar perspective, Mary Ryan has identified the existence and importance ot

¥ R. J. Morris, ‘Voluntary Societies and British Urban Elites, 1780-1850: An
Analysis’, Historical Journal, 26, 1 (1983), 95-118, pp. 112-113.

I Geoff Eley. ‘Nations, Publics and Political Cultures: Placing Habermas in the
Nineteenth Century’, in Calhoun (ed.), Habermas and the Public Sphere, 289-
339,

2 Ibid.. p. 306.
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suchradical counter-publics as spaces where women could organise and express themselves.
Ryan’s empirical work concentrates on the changing nature of women $ access to pflblic
Spaces, from being mere spectators at parades and events where allegorical females were
employed as unifying and neutral symbols, to active participation in public political
demonstrations. Agseeing with Eley, her analysis offers a picture of a variety of counter-
publics consisting of groups excluded on grounds of race, ethnicityf and gender, which
competed for cultural and political space with the ‘official’ public sphere.” However, even
the middle-class public sphere itself cannot be taken as a monolithic entity. In Leeds,
important divisions persisted between Whigs, Tories and radicals, as well as between
dissenters and Anglicans, even after legal disabilities on some of these groups were
removed. Competition between and within these communities provided opportunities for
women to play a role. For example, Kathryn Gleadle has identified the existence of an
important radical Unitarian counter-public in the early nineteenth century, which
campaigned for women’s suffrage amongst other things.*

Work on individual radical campaigns has also revealed the importance of women in
political hife, despite otficial and social disabilities. Take for instance Clare Midgley’s work
on women 1n British Anti-Slavery. Women were central to these campaigns, being
instrumental in persuading their male colleagues of the need for immediate emancipation as
opposed to a gradualist approach. They were extremely active in organising, fundraising
and leading campaigns of abstention from slave-grown sugar, communicating their aims by
means ot printed tracts and pamphlets and thus contributing materially to the formation of
public opinion on the matter.”> Propaganda focussed on the effect of slavery in breaking up
families, aiming to evoke sympathy from women in their role as mothers. Alex Tyrrell has
also examined the way evangelical rhetoric facilitated the participation of women in the

agitations against the corn laws, amongst other causes, on the grounds that the provision

43 Mary Ryan, ‘Women in Public’: Between Banners and Ballots, 1825-1880
(John Hopkins University Press, 1990). This work 1s developed into a critique
of Habermas in Ryan, ‘Gender and Public Access: Women’s Politics 1n

Nineteenth-Century America’, in Calhoun (ed.), Habermas and the Public
Sphere, 259-88.

4 Kathryn Gleadle, The Early Feminists: Radical Unitarians and the Emergence
of the Women's Rights Movement, 1831-51 (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1995).

43 Clare Midgley, Women against Slavery: The British Campaigns, 1780 - 1870
(London etc.: Routledge, 1992).
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of cheap bread for the starving masses was part of "Woman’s Mission’ to stand up for
Christian morality and to protect the poor.*

In order to explain such activities, historians have therefore suggested that women 1n
public were not perceived as rational individuals, but instead as representatives of the
category ‘woman’ or ‘women’. As aresult, women’s public activities were circumscribed
by the fear of overstepping the bounds of acceptable behaviour, which would jeopardise the
claims to moral superiority and virtue which this collective identity gave them. The
historical development of these collective feminine categories has been charted by Denise
Riley, who contends that the idea of ‘woman’ became more firmly grounded in physical
difterence from the eighteenth century, thus supporting Davidoff’s explanation of women's
exclusion from the ‘public’ as defined by the eighteenth-century intelligentsia.*” However,
this may also explain how women were able to find a niche in movements which were
themselves stretching the boundaries of bourgeois respectability, such as the Anti-Corn Law
League, or were completely beyond i1t, such as the radical working-class movements of the
1830s and 1840s. Women’s tnvolvement in political campaigns tested, or even breached.
the boundaries of public and private, suggesting that supposedly hmiting domestic ideologies
could potentially be a springboard for women’s activities far beyond the realm of the
household. This realisation calls into question the value ot a “separate-spheres’ model as
an accurate representation of ‘reality’ for middle-class men and women, prompting
historians such as Davidoff and Jane Rendall to call for a re-evaluation ot the public sphere
that takes these activities into account.*®

One avenue which has promised to be particularly rewarding 1s the investigation of
the ‘social sphere’, as an arena where women could play a central role outside the home
while maintaining their essential femininity. Mary Poovey has described the development

of this concept through the writings of social investigators such as Kay-Shuttleworth in

¥ Alex Tyrrell, ““Woman’s Mission’ and Pressure Group Politics in Britain, 1825-
60', Bulletin of the John Ryland’s University Library, 63, 1 (1980), 194-230.

4 Denise Riley, Am I That Name? Feminism and the Category of ‘Women’ in
Historv (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1988).

®  See Jane Rendall, ‘Nineteenth-Century Feminism and the Separation of
Spheres: Retlections on the Public/Private Dichotomy’ in T. Andreasen et. al..

Moving On: New Perspectives on the Women's Movement (Aarhus University
Press. 1991). 17-37.
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Manchester. Such work legitimised intervention by the state or bourgeois associations in
realms originally conceived of as private and autonomous, such as the homes and far;u'lies
of the working-classes. Poovey has suggested that this sphere emerged from tbe discourses
of political economy, which concentrated on the ideal of the free exchange of goods,
services and labour m the marketplace.”” When removed from this market place because of
sickness or incapacity, workers and their families found themselves the objects of
investigation and possible regulation. Moreover, women increasingly found themselves
lumped together with children as dependents and ipso facto.excluded from the operations
of the market; thus working-class women became a subject of concern and investigation
both inside and outside ot the home, while their work could theoretically be regulated by
law without interfering in the free working of the economy.*® Somewhat paradoxically, this
concern with working-class family life actually benefited middle-class women by allowing
them to claim the territory as their own, as it meant that social work could be justified as a

natural extension of woman’s domestic habits and duties.”’

Women’s philanthropic activities have long been known about. However, the extent
to which such activities contributed to the formation of middle-class identity has rarely been
addressed. Eileen Yeo has argued that the emergence of a scientific discourse of poverty
contributed to the emergence of a cohesive middle-class identity from the 1830s onwards
based around the ideal of voluntary service to the poor.”>* Particularly after the passage of
the Great Reform Act, coinciding as it did with a frightening epidemic of Asiatic Cholera,
‘service to the local working class now became an important part of the bourgeois claim to

moral and political authority in contrast to the classes above and in relation to those

below.’>’

49

Mary Poovey, Making a Social Body: English Cultural Formation, 1830-1860
(Cambridge University Press, 1995).

0 Davidoff, ‘Regarding Some “Old Husbands’ Tales™’, p. 244.

>t Riley, ‘Am I That Name?’, pp. 50-51. The effects of this obsession with
working-class morality in shaping the kinds of questions asked by investigators
are described in Eileen Yeo, The Contest for Social Science: Relations and

Representations of Gender and Class (London: Rivers Oram Press, 1996), p.
09.

52 Yeo, The Contest for Social Science, pp. 59-60.
>3 Ibid., p. 59.
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Philanthropic societies therefore became important locations where the members of
the local middle classes could put differences of sect and party aside and meet in a common
cause.” In the case of Leeds this process of class formation has been well documented by
R. J. Morris, whose account balances that of Yeo by bringing out the centrifugal tendencies
which continually threatened to destroy the fragile class consensus throughout the 1830s
and 1840s.” Morris demonstrates that middle-class voluntary societies, including visiting
and medical charities alongside periodic subscriptions for the relief of the poor during
epidemics or economic crises, were key sites where class relations were maintained.>
However, he provides no framework for a separate consideration of the role of women in
these societies. This is an important omission given their evident importance across the
whole range of philanthropic activity, with much of the day to day work of charity in large
urban centres being in the hands of women.”’

Yeo concludes that this ‘social’ sphere was a location where divisions between the
‘public’ and ‘private’, which she believes were becoming dominant in other areas of
women’s lives, could become blurred and contested.”® However, it has already been noted
that the model of separate spheres is appearing increasingly suspect as a way of
conceptualising middle-class hte in the period. By using it to underpin her thesis, Yeo is in
danger of substituting a tripartite division of women’s experience for the binary opposition
of public and private. Worse still 1s the prospect of the social sphere simply becoming an
alternative location ot private or domestic experience. It remains important to distinguish
between ideology and the way 1in which women themselves interpreted their experiences.

The arbitrary parcelling up of women’s experiences has been most forthrightly
challenged by Amanda Vickery, who has demonstrated the limitations of the public-private

dichotomy 1n reaching an understanding ot the lives of provincial women 1n the late

> Ibid., pp. xii and 68.

> Morris, Class, Sect and Party, esp. chapter 11.
*° Ibid.. esp. chapters 7-12.

2 F. K. Prochaska, Women and Philanthropy in Nineteenth-Centurv England
(Oxtord University Press, 1980).

Yeo. The Contest for Social Science, p. 59.
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eighteenth century.”® Instead of defining themselves with relation to separate spheres,

Vickery argues that women ‘In so far as they categorised their lives ... singled out their
social and emotional roles: kinswoman, wife, mother, housekeeper, consumer, hostess and
member of polite society.” It is one of the contentions of this thesis that the nineteenth-
century urban equivalent of Vickery’s ‘polite society’ was one of the main solvents acting
on 1dealised contemporary accounts which segregated women in the private domestic
sphere. Society moved into the spaces created by the institutions of the public sphere,
whether they were concerned primarily with the creation and diffusion of a middle-class
‘culture’, with politics, or with the relationship of that (jslass_ with its poorer neighbours
through philanthropic enterprise. While Yeo explores the role played by social science in
the redefinition of some of Vickery’s ‘social roles’ ,’pa'rt.icularly that of motherhood, Vickery
approaches the subject from a less abstract point of view, claiming that:

during the late eighteenth century there was a proliferation of charitable

institutions through which women could garner a new kind of public standing

and radiate something of that public spirit revered by their brothers. The

Institutionalization of fashionable benevolence constructed altogether new areas

for the expression of female conviviality and officiousness.®

Having set out the historiographical background, it is necessary to draw some
conclusions from the foregoing discussions in order to clarify the position occupied by this
thesis. Two basic assumptions underpin the work: firstly, the importance of understanding
class through the study of culture; and secondly the need to place women in this cultural
context alongside men. If it 1s accepted that the middle class came to be seen as the chief
exponents of an ideology of public and social improvement during the early nineteenth
century, it 1s therefore vital to understand the role of women in relation to this ideology. As
Davidoft and Hall have argued, the fundamental fitness of the middle class for the task of
social leadership was seen to have its basis 1n a feminised domestic space. The importance
of this space was perceived to lie in its guarantee of masculine independence in the realm

of society and politics. However, 1t 1s clear that women played a much more active role than

this in the construction of middle-class identity, for which they increasingly demanded

recognition.

»  Amanda Vickery, The Gentleman's Daughter: Women's Lives in Georgian
England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998).

0  Ibid.. p. 10.



Unfortunately, thinking on this matter has been limited by the model of "separate
spheres’. In the light of empirical evidence about women’s activities, it has become
necessary to provide a more subtle analysis of the relationship between ideology and
practice in order to bring out the nuances and variations in both. The collection of beliefs
and dogmas subsumed under the heading of ‘domestic ideology’ was by no means
monolithic. Moreover, in many circumstances, the boundaries between the so-called
‘spheres’ were so confused as to become meaningless. Social practices and the very
ideology of female domestic virtue ensured that crossover would take place, notably in the
burgeoning world of the philanthropic association. In order to explain and encourage such
activities, 1t was convenient and even necessary to develop theories which addressed
women's importance in social and national life. Respectable middle-class women therefore
became identified as custodians of civic and national virtue.®® Increasingly it was argued
that women had a duty to spread this beneficial influence throughout the nation and the
empire, through their roles as wives and mothers. However, many also contended that
women’s duties went beyond this, to include an obligation to care for the poor and less
fortunate. By their very nature, such arguments eventually led women to engage in political
controversies over issues perceived as affecting the moral and material weltare ot the nation,
such as slavery, peace and the corn laws.

Consequently, there was a need to explain and neutralise female actions which

challenged the public subordination of women. Even where this did not take the form of
straightforward reaction, it often led to women’s activities being constructed in innately
conservative ways. In particular, there was a tension between the desire to encourage
female actions which were considered as socially beneficial, while limiting any aspirations
women might have to exercise more formal rights. It will be argued that this found
expression in a crucial distinction between a masculine citizenship, centred around the
possession of certain legal and political rights, and civic virtue, which mvolved a
predisposition towards the public good but which did not lay claim to any a priori nghts in
the public sphere. Thus neutralised, civic virtue and its corollary, civic pride, could be
construed as suitably modest and feminine attributes.

The concept of civic virtue has a long history. It has been argued that over the course

ol Exemplified in the popular series of books by Sarah Stickney Ellis, The Women
of England, (1838). The Daughters of England, (1842); The Wives of England,
(1843):. and The Mothers of England, (1843).
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of the eighteenth century such ideals were reformulated as society became incregsingly
centred around commercial relationships, which in classical political thought were believed
to be inherently corrupting. This gave rise to alternative ideas about virtue that stressed the
advantages of property in bestowing independence and allowing the cultivation of
manners.®” However, older ideals that lacated virtue in social and tamily relationships
outside the realm of exchange persisted, not least in evangelical critiques of commercial
society. Moreover, the republican discourse of ‘natural rights’, developed during the French
Revolution', presented a challenge to the basis of ine'quality on which commercial society
rested.® Such alternative and conflicting discourses persisted into the nineteenth century,
and were therefore available to contemporaries searching for a means of explaining and
containing women's appearance in public poljtic‘al.spaces. In particular, the old 1dea that
men’s activities in the public arena left them open to corrupting influences was used as a
way of countenancing the presence of women at its margins, as they were seen as
representing the pure, unsullied nature of domestic virtue. However, it also provided a way
of excluding women from a more active role, as they would lose their special status and
become corrupted should they try to participate themselves.*

This 1dea that women exercised a ‘civilising influence’ was not new. It originated in
eighteenth century conjectural histories, which measured the progress ot a society in terms

of how it treated its womenfolk.®> In such narratives, the chivalric code of the later middle

> Seel. G. A. Pocock, ‘Virtues, Rights and Manners: A Model for Historians of
Political Thought’, inJ. G. A. Pocock, Virtue, Commerce, and History: Essays

on Political Thought and History, Chiefly in the Eighteenth Century
(Cambridge University Press, 1985), 37-50.

63

Gregory Claeys, ‘“The French Revolution Debate and British Political Thought’,
History of Political Thought, I1X, 1, Spring (1990), 58-80.

> An alternative model was the ‘Republican’ ideal of public virtue described by

Mary Ryan and Leonore Davidoff, which argued that women's presence in the
public sphere would actually compromise the virtue of male senators. See
Ryan, Women in Public, pp. 27-8; Davidoft, ‘Regarding Some “Old Husbands’
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23



ages was often held up as a key moment, both in relations between the sexes and in the

history of civilisation. The continuing influence of these narratives 1n the early nineteenth
century 1s demonstrated through the use of a discourse of chivalry, which was supposedly
the medium by which female influence made itself felt on the public stage. In other words,
women selected champions from among public. men who would then fight their causes for
them, just as medieval women were thought to have bestowed favours on knights who
defended their virtue in battle. This should come as no surprise during a period when all
levels of society were permeated by ‘medievalism’.*

Despite the fact that historians have often identified such ideolo gies as fundamentally
negative torces, the investiture of women with the custodianship of public virtue had many
practical and liberating connotations. Granted, the ‘public sphere’ was primarily identified
as the sphere of ‘masculine’ rationality and intellect, as opposed to the ‘feminine’ sphere of
the emotions. However, the very scale of the problems facing those who would promulgate
ideals of self-improvement in the filth and squalor of the new industrial cities gave women
an opportunity to participate in the great works of social and political reform that were so
central to the middle-class self image. Women were seen as having greater resources of
time to devote to activities like tund raising and district visiting, while the tradition of the
aristocratic ‘lady bountiful’ bestowing charity on the local poor was soon adapted to an
urban setting through the foundation of voluntary societies to distribute religious literature
and charity among the poverty stricken.

Moreover, the multiple nature of the ‘public sphere’ itself created avenues by which
women could participate more overtly. Although identified with a broad and diverse socio-
economic group, the values commonly associated with the middle class were usually
promulgated by coteries of progressive industrial magnates, merchants, influential journalists
and a variety of protessional people who formed the civic elite. These relatively small

groups found it impossible to monopolise virtue, with challenges being posed by radicals,

°  This ‘medievalism’ was actually often located in the ‘Olden Time’ of the

Tudors and Stuarts. See Peter Mandler, “‘In the Olden Time': Romantic
History and English National Identity, 1820-50' in Brockliss and Eastwood
(eds.), A Union of Multiple Identities, 78-92; see also The Fall and Rise of the
Stately Home (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997), pp. 31-6. For the
influence of chivalric 1deals of masculinity on elite society in the nineteenth
century. see Mark Girouard, The Return to Camelot: Chivalry and the English
Gentleman (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981).
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both progressive and conservative, who were critical of the urban-industnal future
associated with this middle-class vision. Such groups were able to develop thei;' own
versions of the public sphere, with their own traditions and identities. i

The victory of the middle-class elite in asserting their right to urban leadership was
therefore partial and contingent, with challenges coming not only from without, but also
from divisions within the class stemming fr.bm economic diversity, religion and politics. Not
the least important of these divisions was the divide between the upper middle-class elite,
and the lower middle class of tradesmen, shopkeepers and clerks. This thesis is mainly
concerned with the former group, particularly those leisured women who were most active
in cultural, philanthropic and politiciél activity. However, the activities of lower muddle-
class women also figure from time to time, as the elite’s failure to impose a uniform vision

of social progress left social and discursive spaces which they could exploit in order to

develop their own civic 1dentities, especially through counter-cultures such as Chartism or

temperance.

In contrast, elite women often acted as agents of the dominant culture’s struggle for
hegemony through activities such as district visiting, missionary and rescue work, or by

participating in the cultural societies which supported middle-class claims to be educated

and ‘advanced’. These activities were a constant source of contlict between those who
believed that women could play a positive role in spreading middle-class values throughout
society, and those who believed that exposing women’s actions to the public gaze
undermined the whole basis of feminine virtue, thus threatening the whole project of the
‘civilising mission’. In studying these conflicts, it must be remembered that women were
not struggling to gain entry to a public sphere which had reached maturity in their absence.
Adapting one of Eley’s insights, it can be argued that women were one of those groups who
contested access to the public sphere at every stage in its development.

Finally, it is important to re-emphasise the role of class in shaping women’s
experiences of civil society, and of the urban spaces i which it had its being. For example,
in a recent study of political culture in England, James Vernon has described a narrative by
which politics progressively moved out of the popular domain over the course of the

nineteenth century, leaving political organisation in the hands of a professionalised

minority.’’” He sees women in general as victims of this process, and rarely attempts to

#
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differentiate between the experiences of lower class women and those of the elites. While
there is a strong case for arguing that both groups were marginalised over the'long
nineteenth century, this is no less true of the majonty of men. Vernon himself admits that
middle and upper class women may actually have benefited (at least in the short to medium
term) from exclusionary developments such as the ticketing of meetings.®® Moreover, he
completely misses the importance of women in campaigns which took place outside the
normal mechanisms of formal politics, from anti-slavery to the Contagious Diseases Acts.
These failings, in a work that is extremely valuable in other respects, are reminders that it

is rarely helpful to group women’s experiences together in such a diverse and hierarchical

soclety as that of the nineteenth century.

1.4: Aims, Methods and Structure.

The aim of this thesis 1s to examine the role that women played in the development and
articulation of middle-class ideals of civic virtue and social progress in the period from the
reform agitation to the emergence of a self-conscious women’s politics from the late 1850s
onwards. The concern with women’s relationship to civil society is reflected in the four
main questions that it addresses. First, how did women contribute to the creation of a
shared civic identity in the face of political and religious divisions within the Leeds middle
class? To what extent did women develop their own public spaces through informal social

networks or more formal organisations, and how far did this encourage the development of
a distinctively temale collective identity”? How were these activities received and interpreted

by observers, particularly the press? Finally, how far could women capitalise on or mount
challenges to these interpretations in order to expand or maintain their role and duties within
middle-class society, whilst preserving their respectability as members of that society? It
1s hoped that this preoccupation with civil society will not mean losing sight of the
importance of women’s domestic experiences. However, values of domesticity will be dealt
with only insofar as they were employed to encourage, obstruct or defend women’s
participation in activities beyond the home.

Local newspapers provide an invaluable resource for answering questions of this

nature. This is largely because the tension between the social reality of women’s public

8 Ibid., pp. 226-7, 229.



activities and the way in which they were represented is most apparent in the press.
Newspapers reported and encouraged women’s public activities, often appealing to virtues
and 1dentities such as patriotism, heroism and civic pride. However, the mainstream press
In particular tended to interpret women'’s activities in ways which did not threaten popular
ideals of female behaviour. Inevitably, this led to an emphasis on describing feminine and
domestic traits associated with respectabihtj;, especially modesty and cleanliness. Women
themselves rarely found a voice in such accounts. The _mair; newspaper used for this study
was the Leeds Mercury, for substantially the same reasons as it provided the main source
for Morris’ study: viz, its fuller accounts of public meetings-and its wi‘der circulation relative
to its rival, the Intelligencer, and its poéition as the main standard bearer of the ideology of
mprovement’. Where necessary, other papers have been used for comparison or to fill in
gaps, notably the Intelligencer, the Leeds Times and tﬁe Northern Star.

' While newspapers are an important source for discovering how women’s activities
were interpreted and perceived, it has been necessary to go elsewhere to find out how
women actually constructed their own experiences. In the case of Leeds, the problem is
further hampered by the relative scarcity of personal papers relating to women in this period.
However, those which have survived give great insight into parts of women’s lives which
took them out ot the domestic circle and into the mainstream of middle-class existence.
Finally, the reports and manuscripts relating to local voluntary associations have clearly
demonstrated the opportunities for women to exercise a direct influence on public
institutions, and the scope this gave them to develop identities centred around ideals of
public usefulness.

With the historiographical background in place, the next chapter will provide the
historical grounding. This includes an account of demographic and economic development
in Leeds from the late eighteenth century, and the challenges which these posed to the
nascent middle class. The chapter will then proceed to trace the development of the 1deal
of a reforming middle-class from its beginnings in the counter-culture of religious and
political dissent, to its establishment in the mainstream of civic life in the decades after the
reform bill. This period witnessed the expansion of the middle-class ‘public sphere’ itselt.
from early beginnings centred around informal discussion groups, to maturity as a broad
community informed by two major newspapers, the Leeds Mercury and Leeds Intelligencer,

and centred socially around nstitutions such as the Philosophical and Literary Society.

Particular attention will be paid to the expansion of the industrial, professional and

27




bureaucratic groups which constituted the educated elite, and their role in the development
of middle-class institutions and philosophies. The final part of the chapter will br;eﬂy
consider the construction of an ideal of masculine citizenship through the biography of
Edward Baines, editor of the Leeds Mercury, before posing the question of how far women
had the opportunity to develop or acquire comparable virtues and identities.

The remainder of the thesis will evaluate the success of women in achieving this
status. Chapter Three examines the relationship of women to the institutions at the heart
of the cultural formation of the middle class. It opens by demonstrating that the wider social
role of women outside the household was a central part of the debate over women's
education, before going on to consider the educational opportunities available to middle-
class girls in Leeds. The final section looks at the opportunities available to women to

participate in middle-class cultural institutions and values through the patronage of art,

attending lectures on 1mproving subjects, and through financial and social contributions to

cultural organisations.
Chapter Four examines the role of women in mediating relations with the lower
classes through their work tfor philanthropic organisations. In particular, it explores the

tensions between domestic ideology, which supposedly confined women to the household,

and the tact that their vital contribution in this area gave them access to a wider world in
which boundaries between public and private space were hopelessly blurred, despite periodic
attempts to draw them more firmly. In turn, this allowed a rhetoric of pride in public service
to develop, especially as a means of encouraging more women to take up charitable work.
Meanwhile, ideals of temininity were redefined around the concept of the ‘social sphere’,
where women could usetully employ their domestic talents and skills in providing a virtuous
example to the lower classes. The tinal section consists of two case studies, centred around
the campaign against drink and the movement for the reform of prostitutes. The latter
draws out the construction of middle-class women as being superior in virtue to the lower
classes, while emphasising that male middle-class control of activities in this area eftectively
denied women real responsibility for policy making within the movement, despite their
crucial contribution to the day-to-day running of reform asylums. The former case study
examines the challenges to the idea of middle-class superiority which grew out of the
teetotal movement during the 1830s. In particular, the idea that middle-class women were
natural repositorics of virtue and moral sense was contested by this movement. However,

the disruption of middle-class control over the temperance movement actually allowed
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women to take a more public role in its activities, such as addressing meetings. publishing
tracts and taking part in galas and processions. |

Chapter Five takes some of these themes further by looking at female modes of
organisation and their implications for the masculine ideal of the ‘subscriber democracy’,
which, as Morris has demonstrated, lay at the heart of middle-class voluntary association
during the period. It also considers the roles of certain key female figures within the
community, whose contributions to such organisations challenges the idea that their lives
can really be conceptualised in terms of a dichotomy between publi¢ and private experience.
Finally, a case study explores the extent to whHich women, when organised, could
appropriate the rhetoric of civic pride and virtue in order to defend their public activities
from male ignorance and interference. _

Chapter Six explores women’s relatioriship to the world of local and national politics
during the period. Attention is drawn to the way in which those activities were represented
by the mainstream press as public extensions of women’s private virtue, while the
possibilities for the development of more radical public political identities are explored
through reference to the campaigns against slavery and the corn laws. The themes raised

here feed directly into Chapter Seven, which elaborates on how far women’s public activities

were constantly challenging accepted ideas about their roles, thus prompting male observers

to redefine and reinterpret both the activities and the ideals themselves. This is achieved by

looking at the way in which gendered narratives were constructed around the presence of
women at political events and civic rituals. It is argued that the desire of women to express
their civic pride and beliet in the middle-class claim to social and political leadership brought
them into public celebrations and nituals as privileged observers; a space which was
interpreted as confirming their status as the ultimate arbiters of civic virtue, while
symbolically separating them from the arena in which actual and potential citizenship was
celebrated and atfirmed. However, it will be emphasised that women did not accept thisrole

uncritically, and that some at least believed that women should take a more active and

responsible role in public life.



CHAPTER 2

The development of a public sphere in Leeds, ¢.1770 - ¢.1860

Over the period 177(3—1860, something approaching Habermas’ version of the ‘public
sphere’ developed in Leeds as the town grew and diversified economically and socially. The
increasing size and wealth of middling group‘s, coupléd with ;ncreasingly bitter political and
sectarian conflicts, created a demand for cultural and po_]jtical ipstitutions where a common
identity could take shape. This identity was based on ideals of active siﬁtizenshjp: civic duty,
leadership and a wider responsibility to the urban community. It was championed by
particular sections of the middle classes, especiallythose connected with Unitarianism,
evangelicalism, liberal radicalism and the emerging professions. However, this vision of a
liberal and progressive middle class was rarely uncontested. In the 1830s and 1840s it was
subject to radical lower-class critiques and hamstrung by religious and political conflict. By
the 1850s, sectarian and party animosity had been largely replaced by divisions between
progressives of all political hues, and more conservative elements on the town council.
These men interpreted their civic duty in terms of limiting the burden on ratepayers, rather
than as using the civic administration to support prestige projects such as the building of the
new town hall." Finally, the liberal ideal of citizenship was inherently masculine.
Contemporaries generally failed to conceptualise a corresponding ideal ot feminine

citizenship, except at extraordinary junctures. Despite this, women were active in public life

before and after 1830, in ways which will be explored in subsequent chapters.

2.1: Economic and Social Change and the Development of a Public Sphere in Leeds,
C. 1770'0- 18601

During the last quarter of the eighteenth century, the West Riding of Yorkshire had
established itself as the leading region of the British wool spinning industry, 1ts share ot

British output rising from 30% in 1772 to 60% in 1800.* Leeds was the chief finishing and

| See Asa Briggs, "T'he Building of Leeds Town Hall: A Study in Victorian Civic

Pride’. Publications of the Thoresby Society, XLLVI, 3 (1961), 275-302; and
Victorian Cities, chapter 4.

Morris, Class, Sect and Party, p. 28.
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distribution centre for this industry, playing a role for wool analogous to that which
Manchester was to play for cotton in the ninetgenth century. The late eighteenth ce'ntury
had seen the introduction of mechanised spinning in the wool trade, whilst John Marshall
had begun to experiment with mechanised flax spinning in 1788.> Such developments, and
the presence of larga and famous manufacturing firms such as Marshall’s and Benjamin Gott
and Sons, has given Leeds the reputation,bf being a factory town, based around textiles.
However, by 1841, only around a quarter of the workforce were employed in factories,
whilst tewer than one in ten firms used steam driven machinery. This left 30-37,000
workers who did not work in the mills at all. Meanwhile, the proportion of the town'’s
inhabitants directly involved in the wdollen industry declined from around 80% in 1740 as
the town’s economic structure diversified and new industries, such as chemicals and
engineering, sprang up to service the textile trade. Other industries, such as dressmaking,
shoemaking, building, retailing, printing, pottery and woodworking, gained in relative

importance, though without undergoing the kind of organisational transformation

experienced in textiles.* The textile industry itself became more diverse, with a move away

from woollen cloth production to flax spinning and worsted stuff manufacture.” By 1834,

roughly 17% of the population were involved in manufacturing industries, whilst 28.2%

were in craft occupations and 23.6% were involved in distribution.®

The labour force for this economic expansion was provided by a demographic
revolution of stupendous proportions, an event which by all accounts had a far greater
impact on life in the town than the move to factory production in some sectors of the

economy. It has been estimated that the population of Leeds increased by twenty times in

the period 1700-1841.” When Joseph Priestley took a census of the town in 1771, he

3 W. G. Rimmer, The Marshalls of Leeds, Flax Spinners, 1788-1886 (Cambridge
University Press, 1960), p. 23.

: W. G. Rimmer, ‘The Industrial Profile of Leeds, 1740-1840", Publications of
the Thoresby Society, Vol. L, Part II (1967), 130-57. Further information may
be found mn E. J. Connell and M. Ward, ‘Industrnal Development, 1780-1914",

in Derek Fraser (ed.), A History of Modern Leeds (Manchester University
Press, 1980), 142-76.

: Morris, Class, Sect and Party, pp. 28-32.
6 Ibid., p. 24.
7 Rimmer, ‘The Industrial Profile of Leeds’, p. 131.
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arrived at a figure of 16,380 for the total population. By 1801, this had risen to 53,276, an
average annual growth rafe of 2.2%. Growth rates peaked at 3.9% between 1821 an:i 1831.
by which date the town’s population stood at 123,548. The principal reason for this
InCrease was in-migration, as men and women from across Yorkshire and beyond flocked
to Leeds to work ir the factories and worlgshOps, or in the rapidly expanding service sector.
This stands in contrast to the second half of the nineteenth century, when growth rates
slowed and natural increase accounted for three quarters of the rise.®

This increase in the size and economic importance of Leeds was accompanied by a
corresponding increase in the size of ‘middling’ grdupsﬁ merchants, retailers, master
manutacturers, doctors, lawyers and clergymen. R. J. Morris has examined the relative
proportions of different occupation groups within the middle classes of Leeds, Manchester
and Glasgow in the years 1830 and 1832. He discovered that the three groups which made
up the highest proportion of the Leeds middie classes were tradesmen (28.2%), shopkeepers
(23.6%) and manutacturers (17%). Manufacturers were therefore much more important
than in Glasgow, where they made up only 9.8% of the middle class, although they were not
as important as in Manchester, where they accounted for 30%. Conversely, professional
groups made up only 2.3% of the middle class in Leeds, compared with 6% in Manchester,
and 10.8% in Glasgow.’ Nevertheless, it will be argued that these groups came to exercise

a social and political importance in the town which far outweighed their numbers and

proportion to the whole.

These figures give an idea of the relative occupational composition of the middle
classes, but the categories used gloss over huge differences in disposable income, lifestyle
and experience. Such groups represented the raw material from which an educated and
civically minded ‘middle class’ was to be formed in the course of the first half of the
nineteenth century. However, even setting aside economuc differences, a common muddle-
class identity had to be established in the face of the deep religious and political divisions
which were a feature of life in Leeds for the whole of the first half of the century.

Given the importance of these divisions, it is important to have an idea of the complex

confessional geography of the town. The following account of the development of the

3 C. J. Morgan, ‘Demographic Change, 1771-1911', in Fraser (ed.), A History of
Modern Leeds, 46-71, pp. 48-51.

9 Morris, Class, Sect and Party, p. 26.
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major religious communities in Leeds provides this, demonstrating the failure of the
Anglican Church to hold its own before 1830. By the end of the eighteenth century,'there
were four Anglican churches in the township ‘of Leeds itself, all within Leeds Parish. In
addition, there were dependent chapelries in nine of the nearby villages. Between 1826 and
1830 three new chusches were built in Leeds, including that of St Mark at Woodhouse. In
1830, the church of St Stephen was opeﬁed at Kirkstall, These last two churches were
given their own parishes. However, when Walter.Farquhar*Hook was elected to the
Vicarage of Leeds in 1837, he arrived to find that church provision was still inadequate,
with sittings available for only one in 6,000 of the pOpulétioﬁ. Moreover, dissent was rife
and Methodism was the de facto established religion amongst the poor.!® The main
dissenting communities by this date included the Unitarian Chapel at Mill Hill, and the
Congregationalists at Queen Street (1825) and Salem Chapel (1790). The Baptists had
established a chapel at Bramley in 1777, and in Leeds itself in 1779. The latter community
built South Parade chapel in 1826, where the congregation included Sir George Goodman
and Sir John Barran, both of whom went on to represent Leeds in Parliament. Finally, there
were 418 Quakers meeting in the town in 1839."" The Directory of 1830 lists eight

Anglican churches compared with twenty three dissenting chapels, including the chapel of
the Female Revivalists, the first stone of which was laid in 1825.

The dissenting congregations tended to be small, but socially influential. This
influence compensated for the fact that the majority of the town’s population rarely attended

either church or chapel, as it ensured that religious institutions maintained their importance

12

In public life.”” Focussing on Unitarian communities, John Seed has described their

importance as social institutions, and as a nexus of power relations.””> The Leeds

'Y See Hook to Samuel Wilberforce, July 1837 and Hook to T. H. Tragett, 21
August 1837, both reprinted in W. R. W. Stephens, The Life and Letters of
Walter Farquhar Hook, 7" edition (London, 1885), pp. 239-40 and 242-3.

' Nigel Yates, “The Religious Life of Victorian Leeds’, in Fraser (ed.), A History
of Modern Leeds, 250-69, pp. 250-1.

> Ibid., pp. 266-7.

13 John Seed, ‘Theologies of Power: Unitarianism and the Social Relations of
Religious Discourse, 1800-1850', inR. J. Morris (ed.), Class, Power and Social

Structure in British Nineteenth-Century Towns (Leicester University Press,
1986), 107-56.
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congregation supports this conclusion, as it included families such as the Marshalls, as well
as atfluent wool merchants such as the Luptons and Luccocks.'” Shunned for their bel;efs
by other dissenters, Unitarians tended to develop particularly strong kinship ties, with
regional and national networks of support. The importance of these networks in the
emergence of middle-elass civic identities, particularly as manifested in liberal reformism.
1s now part of historical orthodoxy. As Seed notes, ‘the discourses of Unitarianism voiced
the aspirations of those who assembled in its chapels, legitimized their social position,
provided a language in which some of their experiences were represented and, most
important of all perhaps, promised ways of“‘improx"/ing”‘the- world’.”> Moreover, the
structure of the dissenting chapels, which were essentially run by their congregations who
paid for the upkeep of the building and its incumbent, provided the basic framework of the
‘subscriber democracy’ which was to become a feature of more secular middle-class
institutions throughout the nineteenth century.'® This idea that power and influence
increased 1n proportion to one’s financial contributions was a powerful one, which guided
the opinions of many of the middle classes on how the town and its institutions should be
governed.

The town's rehigious divisions were embittered and politicised by the fact that the
established church continued to play a pivotal role in the government of Leeds, particularly
betore 1835. The two centres of local power before that date were the corporation, which
was a self-selecting oligarchy of largely Anglican merchants which also dictated the
composition ot the magistracy, and the vestry. The importance of the vestry in local
government made the parish church a symbol of the political exclusion of a large and
influential section of the Leeds muddle class up to the repeal of the Test and Corporation
Acts in 1828, and the reform of Leeds Corporation in 1835. The parochial system of local
government, as well as being more suited to the administration of a small village than a large

industrial town, gave the Church a role in local affairs which was increasingly out of step

with the religious composition of the most thriving and dynamic elements of its economic

4 See William Schroeder, Mill Hill Chapel Leeds, 1674-1924: Sketch of its

history; with some account of the development of the congregational life and
of the men who have served as ministers (Hull: Elsom Press, 1924).

15 Seed, ‘Theologies of Power’, p. 133.

1o Morris, Class, Sect and Party, esp. chapter 8.
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elite. Such groups, including wealthy professionals and entrepreneurs, found the doctrines
of self-help and selt-discipline preached in the Qissenting chapels more congenial to 'their
needs and aspirations. It is therefore unsurprising that the bitter local contlicts for control
over public resources often took on a sectarian character.

During the eighteenth century, the s;rength of the Tory monopoly of local power
meant that Leeds had been largely undisturbed by the various national campaigns for
political reform. Leeds had no Parliamentary representation until 1832 and therefore lacked
a tocus for political dissent. The extent of Tory influence and political apathy in the town
was demonstrated by the failure of Leeds to ﬁgure‘signiﬁcahtly In the campaigns of the
Yorkshire Association, led by Sir George Saville and Christopher Wyvill, which pressed for
economical reform, triennial parliaments and an increase in county representation. These
campaigns excited a great deal of political debate in Yorkshire and beyond. Indeed, the
Association movement has been cited by Donald Read as marking the beginning of a
provincial dommance in reformist politics that was to last well into the following century. !’
T'he interest generated in parliamentary politics by the campaign was such that Sir George
Saville could boast ‘Hitherto I have been elected in Lord Rockingham’s drawing-room.

Now I am returned by my constituents’.'® In 1785 there was an extensive petitioning
campaign In Yorkshire in favour ot Pitt’s reform proposals, but the interest demonstrated

In boroughs such as York was not reflected in Leeds.
However, 1n the opening decades of the century the social and economic power of the
old oligarchy began to wane, as old merchant families left the town or diversified into

manutfacturing. R. G. Wilson has identitied four main factors behind this change. First, the
increasing relative importance ot a transatlantic trade in woollen cloth worked against

established merchants whose markets had traditionally lain in Europe. Secondly, local
manufacturers deliberately attempted to outpace merchants in all markets by price-cutting
and providing extended credit. Thirdly, the market for woollen broadcloths declined, as
fancy cloths and light worsteds from Huddersfield and Bradford became more tfashionable,
and Leeds merchants again found themselves out-manoeuvred in the crucial New World

markets. Finally, woollen merchants were increasingly left behind by the changes in the

7 Read, The English Provinces, pp. 11-17.

'8 Quoted in A. S. Turberville and Frank Beckwith, ‘Leeds and Parliamentary
Reform, 1820-1832, Publications of the Thoresby Society. XLI (1954), 1-81,

p. 4.
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West Riding economy outlined above.'*

This decline in soéial and economic power was mirrored by the corporation’s
Increasing vulnerability to the challenge posed by radical dissenting groups. The dissenters
responded to their exclusion from the formal political institutions of the town by creating
alternative sites of public discourse, through which they pursued their claims to a social and

political status commensurate with their increasing economic importance. These men,

largely drawn from the major dissenting communities at Mill Hill and Salem Chapel, began
by starting to exert their influence on the county representation, culminating in the return
of John Marshall for the West Riqing In 1826. This led to attacks in the Tory press on the
country Whigs who had let themselves be bullied by a group of tradesmen from the city.
After this success, the Leeds reformers launched a concerted assault on Tory dominance of
local politics through the organs of local government, and by supporting a number of reform
Issues in the country at large. These included Corn Law Repeal, for which a petition bearing
5,000 signatures was sent up to Parliament in 1826, and Catholic Emancipation. The
disputes over the latter were particularly bitter, with petitions for and against being sent
trom the town 1n 1828. At a meeting of November 10th that year a Brunswick Club was

formed to oppose the measure, the first meeting being chaired by the Mayor and featuring

speeches by Aldermen Hall and Sadler and the Vicar of Leeds, the Reverend Richard
Fawcett.?

However, the contlict reached its height in disputes over control of local government
institutions, particularly the vestry. Although this may not sound like the stuff of high
political drama, Derek Fraser has pointed out that given the absence of alternative avenues
to power in pre-reform Leeds, dissenters were willing to go to extreme lengths to have

l

themselves elected as church wardens.”?! The vestry was the one institution of local

government which could be accurately described as democratic, with elections being open

19

R. G. Wilson, Gentlemen Merchants: The Merchant Community in Leeds,
1700-1830 (Manchester University Press, 1971), pp. 115-6.

< Turberville and Beckwith, ‘Leeds and Parliamentary Reform’, pp. 20-24; see
also Minutes of the Inaugural Meeting of the Leeds Brunswick Constitutional
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to all rate payers, Including women. This meant that victory in church wardens’ elections
would inevitably stren gthen demands for democra}ic reformin other areas of adrninistra;ion.
Moreover, the office of church warden carried with it a high degree of status. As the
wardens held the balance of power between the Liberal Trustees and the Tory Overseers on
the Workhouse Board, having a majority of church wardens would give the dissenting
Interest a great deal of influence over poor relief - an important area of public expenditure.
Such a majority was in fact obtained by the early 1830s, leading to desperate attempts by
the Tories to wrest back control. This is just one way in which the bitter sectarian and party
divisions within the Leeds middle class led to a high degree of politicisation of even the
lower echelons of local government. These conflicts have been exhaustively documented
elsewhere, their main significance in this context being the effect which they had of
generating and maintaining political controversy in the town in the first half of the century.™

The tlames of these controversies were fanned, or even ignited, in the pages of the
two main Leeds newspapers: the Leeds Mercury, and the Leeds Intelligencer. The former
had been acquired by Edward Baines in 1801 with the help of a group of Mill Hill

Unitanans, including John Marshall and the wool merchant Thomas Bischoff. Under

Baines’ proprietorship, the Mercury went from being a mild Tory publication to being a

strident advocate of liberal reform views. Baines was at best a lukewarm dissenter, but his
liberal credentials and journalistic qualifications were impeccable. Not content simply to
report events, Baines followed the pioneering example of the Sheffield Register by using

editorials in order to shape public opinion on particular issues. Through a judicious blend

of items with local and national interest, Baines made the Mercury into the most widely
distributed and influential provincial newspaper of its day, and an important site of the
rational debate vital to the functioning of the ‘public sphere’. From a circulation of 7-800
copies per week in March 1801, the Mercury was selling 2-3,000 in September 1807. By
January 1831, the paper could boast a weekly circulation of 5,600, which rose to a high

point of 9,744 from January to April 1841.>> Although these figures sound small by modern

= Ibid.; See also Derek Fraser, ‘Poor Law Politics in Leeds 1833-1855', ‘The
Politics of Leeds Water’ and ‘Improvements in Early Victorian Leeds’,
Publications of the Thoresby Society, LIII, 1 (1971), 23-49, 50-70 and 71-81.

- This paragraph 1s based on information in Donald Read, Press and People.
1790-1850: Opimionin Three English Cities (London: Edward Amold. 1961),
esp. p- 2 10.
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day standards, it must be remembered that the circulation did not reflect the actual
readership, as many more p'eop]e would read suc;h newspapers in taverns, bookshops. 'coffee
shops or newsrooms. In 1842, Samuel Smiles declared that the Mercury was ‘looked upon
by many almost as oracular ... On almost all the great questions which have agitated the
public mind duringsthe last twenty years, the fiat of the Leeds Mercury, in the populous
districts where it circulates, has generally been considered as satisfactory and decisive’.**
However, this readership was almost exclusively middle-class, as the paper’s laissez-faire
credentials tended to alienate potential readers amongst .the working class and petit
bourgeoisie. |

Baines used the Mercury to good effect in campaigns for local government reform.
His first major target was the issue of the churchwardens’ accounts. These were of
particular interest to Dissenters, who felt that they should not have to pay into the coffers
of the established church, although the general lack of public accountability at all levels of
local government irked ratepayers of all religious persuasions. From 1819 to 1822 the
Mercury led a campaign calling for their publication as a way of curbing unnecessary

expenditure. This campaign had general support from rate payers, owing to the increased

burden on the rates resulting from the erection of three parliamentary churches in the

parish.?

Aside from the influence of the press, this transformation in the political situation
demands explanation. By the 1800s, a number of factors were combining to give ‘public
opinion’ a greater prominence and cohesion in the provinces, particularly around major
commercial centres such a Leeds. The social problems brought by increasingly rapid urban
expansion created a need for an mmproved infrastructure, while improvements in
communications to the new industrial centres allowed 1deas and people, as well as goods,
to be transported to and from the provinces more freely. Finally, as we have already seen,
the presence of important nonconformist communities in the industrial towns had an
important effect on the development of the public sphere, as a result of their generally high
levels of education and their position as an ‘out’ group in local and national affairs at the

start of the nineteenth century.”® In other words, the dissenters formed a classic and

> Ibid., p. 205.
> Fraser, ‘The Leeds Churchwardens’, p. 4.
26 Read, The English Provinces, pp. 4-22.
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dynamic counter-public.
Before 1830, there were few formal institutions for public information and discuss$ion
In the township of Leeds, and few public buildingé of any note to engender a teeling ot civic

pride 1n the inhabitants. Those that did exist tended to reflect the town’s commercial
preoccupations, especially the dominance of the textile trade. For example, two of the

largest buildings were the Coloured and White Cloth Halls. These temples to commerce

-y

also doubled as meeting houses for the-town. The meeting in favour of Catholic
Emancipation in December 1828 was held in the yard of the Coloured Cloth Hall, while the
voting 1n the first Leeds election began there on 10 Decerﬁber i832. Smaller public
meetings were often held in the Court Hous¢ whilst the Music Hall provided a larger indoor

venue, and the only one which reflected the broader cultural aspirations of the eighteenth -
century elite.

However, commerce itself created a powerful demand for information, on prices,
duties, government policies and foreign affairs as well as local events. Leeds’ position as
the commercial centre of the West Riding meant that it also served as a conduit to the
outside world for the other towns in the region. In conformity with Habermas’ model, the
development of a ‘public sphere’ therefore went hand in hand with the development and
diversitication ot the town’s commercial activity. Every week, traders and manufacturers
from the towns and villages round about would flock to the cloth markets eager to exchange

news and gossip. Early nineteenth-century trade directories carried the names of these men,
along with the name of the particular tavern each frequented whilst in Leeds. Some of

these, such as the Griffin Inn or the Three Legs of Man on Briggate, kept periodicals and
gained a reputation as places to go for commercial information. A newsroom had also been
established on Briggate in 1768, the same year as the first subscription library was opened
in the town.?” A second subscription library opened in 1793. By 1817, the information
needs of visitors and residents alike were catered for by the Commercial Newsroom on
Briggate, with a subscription of 25 shillings per annum, whilst the "gentry , and principal
inhabitants of the town’ frequented the Coffee Room (also on Briggate), with an annual

subscription of one and a halt guineas.28 In these newsrooms, commercial information could

- Kevin Grady, ‘Commercial, Marketing and Retailing Amenities, 1700-1914,’
in Fraser (ed.). A History of Modern Leeds, 177-99, pp. 182-3.

28 Edward Baines, Directorv, General and Commercial, of the Town and
Borough of Leeds for 1817 (Leeds, 1817), p. 30.
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be obtained, along with recent copies of the London newspapers, thus keeping the

merchants and manufacturers abreast of broader developments 1n the political life of the

nation.

r

Higher levels of literacy, and the increasing availability of printed literature of all
kinds, were of immeasurable importance in‘_the emergence of a politically aware ‘public’ in
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Every new controversy precipitated a
veritable barrage of pamphlets, whilst the number. of local and national newspapers
circulating in the provinces had increased dramatically. By the .1820s, the two main
newspapers had been joined by a (short-lived) radical paper, the Patriot, whose readership
tended to be found among the lower-middle class, and more educated portions of the
working class. It was the Mercury and the Intelligencer, however, which between them
carved up the territory of the respectable middle-class ‘public’. This was particularly true
after the Retorm Act of 1832 established the boundaries of that territory more firmly than
ever before, helping to consign working- class radicalism firmly to a region considered
beyond the pale of mature debate. However, the lack of censorship in Britain, Stamp Acts

notwithstanding, meant that a radical counter-public continued to have ready access to

printed material throughout the period.?’

2.2: A Cultural Sphere.

-

The development of a politicised ‘public’ provided a sense of common citizenship between

political antagonists; however, it also demonstrated the need for the middle class to develop
cultural and social links across party lines. For this, we must look to those institutions
which cut across divisions of sect and party, allowing men united by a common social status
to originate and articulate a common identity as leading citizens of the town. Charitable
provision was one area where the nascent middle class could combine 1n recognising a
common duty to the poor and 1s discussed below. It proved more ditficult to establish and
maintain institutions of a more cultural nature. Between 1769 and 1775, the scientist and
Unitarian rl;linister Joseph Pniestley had organised an informal discussion group, including

the engineer John Smeaton and the surgeon William Hey. There was also a small

-_————_—__———

- Turberville and Beckwith, ‘Leeds and Parliamentary Reform’, pp. 26-30.
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philosophical society which met from 1783-86.%° In his directory of 1817, Edward Baines
recorded that there had been three attempts to form a literary and philosophical disc&ssion
group since 1793, all of which had failed.”’ The rationalist and libertarian rhetoric of the
French Revolution provided an initial boost to such groups, but many fell foul of
government paranosa as the revolution became more violent. Even Baines was suspected
of seditious activities at one point.”* On é more prosaic level, lack of interest proved just

as msuperable a barrier to success as state interference. Take for example the fate of the

Fine Art Exhibitions of 1808-1811 in Leeds, which were discontinued due to lack of

support.” With regard to the failure to establish a Literary and Philosophical Society in the
town, Baines complained that ‘with the exception of those arts which have an immediate
reference to Commerce and Manufactures, Philosophical researches are not much cultivated
in Leeds; still less do Literary pursuits engage the attention of its inhabitants.”**

This 1s not to say that Leeds was utterly bereft of mental nourishment. There were
the subscription libraries tor instance, which included the Methodist Library in Low Street
by 1817. That on Commercial Street had opened a news room in 1809. By 1837, the
number of subscription libraries (1.e. those that required an annual tee and theretore catered
for the wealthier classes) had nisen to eight, with a further seven circulating libraries. The
major bookshops of the town also provided an important place where educated men could
meet to discuss the latest books or controversies:

Whilst the taverns furnished a rendezvous for the local politicians, the
booksellers’ shops were the recognised gathering places ot those who were
inclined towards literature. It was here that the clergy met on Monday morning,
to discuss together perchance the sermons of the previous day, more probably
the last pamphlet from London, or the contents of the new number of “The
Gentleman’s Magazine’. It was here, too, that they found that rare article a
daily newspaper, not more than three or four days old, and giving news of
events in Paris which had happened so recently as a fortnight back.

0 R. J. Morris, ‘Middle-Class Culture, 1700-1914', in Fraser (ed.), A History of
Modern Leeds, 200-22, p. 203; Class, Sect and Party, p. 235.

! Baines, Directory (1817), p. 41.

32 Edward Baines Jr., The Life of Edward Baines, Late MP for the Borough of
Leeds (Leeds and London, 1851), p. 25.

3% Morris, ‘Middle-Class Culture’, p. 208.

14 Baincs, Directory, (1817), p. 41. Quoted in Morris, ‘Middle-Class Culture’,
p. 203.
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So wrote T. Wemyss Reid in 1883 of the bookshop of John Heaton, father of the

distinguished Leeds surgeon John Deakin Heaton. Reid went on to claim that such shops
'supplied in a great degree the lack of those institutions which have since been established

in all directions for the promotion of social intercourse and of literary and scientific inquiry
In every conceivable mode’.*®

T'he Directory for the year 1798 lists seven booksellers 1n the town, including John
Heaton's predecessor, John Binns; Henry Holmes, who w;s also listed as a breeches maker;
and Mary Robinson at the Old Library on Kirkgate. In addition, th_ere were three firms of
printers, again including Binns and Brown of Briggate, whose business was later taken over
by Edward Baines. The number of booksellérs and stationers listed in the town’s directories
Increased to thirteen in 1817, nineteen in 1822, and twenty-nine by 1830. By 1857, more
or less the end of our period, there were a total of forty-five booksellers and stationers and
nineteen newsagents. Between 1830 and 1857, the number of letter press printers listed
rose from eleven to thirty-four.

It 1s tempting to get carried away by the accounts of Reid and Baines, which portray
in whiggish tashion Leeds’ progression from an eighteenth-century dark age to the glorious
enlightenment of the second half of the nineteenth century. However, this would be a slight
on the attempts of individuals such as Joseph Priestley to keep the torch of intellect burning,
instilling a tradition ot philosophical endeavour in the thriving Unitarian congregation he left
behind him. It also risks taking an anachronistic view of eighteenth-century Leeds. After
all, the Leeds of 1770 was a much smaller place than that of 1883, or even 1821. There
were fewer wealthy citizens to pay for the upkeep of philosophical halls, and perhaps the
need for such formal institutions was not as acute, given the smaller size of an educated
community which could probably fit (unrecorded) around one dinner table, or indeed into
the local bookshop. Moreover, the relative political unity of the eighteenth-century elite
meant that apolitical institutions for forging unity were not as necessary. We should
therefore be careful not to confuse a lack of formal institutions with a lack of vigour.
Having said this, formal mnstitutions figure largely in the following account, as their
development was a key feature of middle-class civic identity in the nineteenth century; and

because, unlike more transient and informal entities, they kept records which have been

preserved.

______——-——_——__

35 T. Wemyss Reid (ed.), Memoir of J. D. Heaton MD (London. 1883), pp. 32-3.
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Over the course of the nineteenth century, it became increasingly important to the

residents of a town to be ableto point to impressive local institutions and public buildir;gs
as proof of their own civilisation and cultural achievements. As the commercial and
protessional attractions of Leeds brought educated men to the town, many of whom had
travelled widely and witnessed the glorious architectural and artistic heritage of continental
cities, pressure grew to create a city which reflected visually and intellectually the great
economic wealth being created there. The following discussion looks at the origins and
importance of one such institution, the Philosophical and Literary Society, which became
a major focus of civic pride and identity for the middle-class elite for much of the century.”®

Edward Baines’ comments in the 1817 Directory were an obvious attempt to try and
shame the educated members of the middle class into a more sustained attempt to create a
society for philosophical and literary discussion. Baines also used the Mercury to good

effect in an attempt to mould a reading public which was culturally, as well as politically,

aware. The paper aspired to be the standard bearer of civic pride, though it was not above

using this to score political points, and encouraged cultural endeavour and the spirit of civic

improvement wherever it was to be found. It is therefore unsurprising that the successful
establishment of a Philosophical and Literary Society in the town should originate with a
letter to the paper, and that its author was reputed to be one Edward Baines Junior. The
successtul establishment of a society after so many previous failures is proof of the extent
to which a “public sphere’ had emerged, or, at the very least, been reformulated in Leeds
since the last decades of the eighteenth century. In particular, the existence of two major
newspapers serving the town and its district had done much to engender a shared civic
consciousness and civic pride among the educated citizens of the town. Moreover, this
educated community was now much larger than it had been in previous decades, making a
venue where all could meet and exchange views and ideas more desirable.

Many of these men were manufacturers and traders who had developed aspirations
beyond the mere accumulation ot wealth for its own sake, and were anxious to acquire
social status and respect in the eyes of their peers. Again, the absence of opportunities on
the magistrates bench. the traditional route to respect and local standing, meant that

dissenters in particular were keenly aware of the potential benefits of supporting such

3 For more information on this society, see Edwin Kitson Clark, The History of
100 Years of Life of the Leeds Philosophical and Literary Society (Leeds:
Jowett and Sowry. 1924); Morms, Class, Sect and Party. chapter 9.
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Institutions, benefits that went beyond mental improvement, although that 1n itselt was to

become a source of status in the nineteenth century. There was also a civic-minded desire
to show the world that Leeds was not just a city of smoke and toil, but that t was capable
of competing with the metropolis in art and science, as well as industry. It was th<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>