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Much of the research that’s been done on the history of women’s political participation in the UK focuses 
either on the 18th century or on the Victorian era. Some of the information in this course, therefore, (as I’m 
sure you’ve already noticed) is from the second half of the 18th century, and I can’t guarantee that everything 
I’m showing you is accurate to the Regency. 

Unquestionably women’s participation shifted during the Regency period: for example, boroughmongering 
(building political influence through pocket boroughs or at least significant interest in a borough) and 
elections changed considerably, not just for women but for everyone. I’ve tried to be clear about dates 
throughout, and I’ve included as much specifically Regency info as I can, as well as some Victorian 
information to illustrate continuity. 

The Regency was a transitional era for women in politics just as it was for many other things. In the rowdy 
eighteenth century, women participated much more freely in certain areas. As Parliamentary Reform 
became an issue, as the obsession with women’s modesty increased leading into the Victorian Era, and as 
there was a conservative backlash after the French Revolution, some aristocratic women were afraid to be 
quite as public and flamboyant in their political activities. 

(Over the same period, many aristocratic men also toned down the extravagance of "treating the voters", ie. 
buying them food and drink and throwing parties for them, tried to minimize the appearance of their 
influence in pocket boroughs, etc.)

So in the eighteenth century you’ve got these huge Saturnalia-type elections, and women participating 
enthusiastically in that, and that’s having a bit of a downturn in the Regency. And Victorian phenomena are 
just getting started, like the fundraising bazaar and other kinds of organized philanthropy as well as the 
growth of organized middle-class political activity, which were huge openings for women lower on the social 
scale.

But that still leaves a lot for us!

Before I dive into this section of the course I want to share with you a fascinating moment in late-eighteenth 
century politics: the "Kisses for Votes" scandal. The general election of 1784 was, if you remember, the 
watershed moment that brought the Tories to power. It was hard-fought and many aristocratic women from 
both parties participated, especially by canvassing. Fox himself (the figurehead of the Whig party, as Pitt was 
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to the Tories) was running for MP in the Westminster district of London. Several prominent Whig ladies 
canvassed for him, including Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire. 

Georgiana’s skill as a canvasser, her political success, her celebrity, her hail-fellow-well-met style of 
friendliness with voters, and her flamboyant persona and dramatic style of dress all made her a target for 
Tory journalists and caricaturists. Basically, a rumor began that she had traded a butcher a kiss for his vote, 
which ballooned into a media frenzy.

As well as an element of misogyny, there was a class element to the attacks on the duchess: Georgiana’s 
transgression of class boundaries while canvassing was easily given a sexual dimension by contemporaries, 
since the concept of "a respectable lady" contains elements of both class identity and sexual virtue. In her 
essay "Kisses for Votes" (see bibliography), Elaine Chalus writes: "[The] disdain that she showed for keeping a 
’proper’, ladylike social distance between herself and the voters, by canvassing on foot and entering even the 
lower sort of freeholders’ shops and homes, and by taking some voters into her carriage (an erotically 
charged space in the eighteenth century), made her vulnerable to charges of common and/or lewd behavior."

Here are some of the caricatures published about her:

"A certain Dutchess kissing old Swelter-in-Grease the butcher for his vote. O! Times! O! Manners! The Women 
Wear Breeches & the Men Petticoats" (note the dominatrix-like positioning of her riding crop): 
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:A_certain_Dutchess_kissing_old_Swelter-in-
Grease_the_butcher_for_his_vote_LCCN2006688103.tif

A colored version is here: 
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details/
collection_image_gallery.aspx?assetId=102402&objectId=1478937&partId=1 

"THE DEVONSHIRE, or Most Approved Method of Securing Votes," by Thomas Rowlandson: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Thomas_Rowlandson-The_Devonshire.jpg

"Female Influence; or, the Devons--e Canvas" (is that use of a dash REALLY plausible deniability in case of a 
libel suit?): https://www.bonhams.com/auctions/15506/lot/32/

Georgiana giving a handjob to a butcher under his apron with the caption "The Dutchess canvassing for her 
favourite MEMBER", by William Dent: http://images.library.yale.edu/walpoleweb/oneITEM.asp?
pid=lwlpr05503&iid=lwlpr05503  ("Member" puns were rife in 18th-century and Regency politics.)

To fully understand the incident, it is important to understand the tradition of the electoral kiss. It was 
expected in the eighteenth century that canvassing members would give a kiss of greeting to voters’ female 
family members and that candidates’ wives/sisters/etc. would kiss the voters. Not to do so would seem like 
snobbery. As the meaning of kissing changed over time, becoming more intimate and romantic in meaning, 
this shifted into the still-current (or at least still well-known) tradition of politicians kissing babies. But in 
1784, a friendly kiss exchanged between a canvasser and a voter was not unusual. And yes, we’re talking--not 
always, but sometimes--a kiss on the mouth, as the following quote from Chalus shows:

"As a writer in the Edinburgh Evening Courant remarked acidly during the 1784 election, the canvassing lady 
might well bring gifts for the voters’ wife and children, and even send for her own physician if someone in the 
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voter’s family was ill, but securing the vote might well demand more direct involvement: ’She goes still 
further—the young farms [sic] looking sulky—they talk of liberty and property—her ladyship salutes them, 
must not turn her cheek, for that is the French fashion—they abhor everything French—so her ladyship 
must kiss in the old English way; and this has considerably increased the price of lip salve.’"

In fact, in a letter to her mother, Georgiana denied she had kissed anyone but said that at least two other 
Whig ladies had: "It is very hard they shd single me out when all the women of my side do as much…Dr 
Mama, I repent, as I often do, the part I have taken, tho’ I don’t see how I cd have done otherways. My 
Sr[sister] and Lady H[?] were both kiss’d, so it’s very hard I who was not shd have the reputation of it." [Note 
that Georgiana uses the passive tense: "were kissed", while the mean caricatures all portray her as the active 
kisser.]

Chalus continues: "After fleeing to her mother’s in St Albans to escape the press in early April, she was forced 
back to London in the middle of the month to continue canvassing only by the exasperation of her sister-in-
law, the Duchess of Portland, the concerted efforts of her husband’s uncle and, finally, the barely veiled 
commands of the leader of the Whigs in the Lords, her brother-in-law, the Duke of Portland. As she was to 
explain to her brother later, the ’letters from the D & Dss and Ld John brought me back.’" 

Part of what made Georgiana’s participation so scandalous to outsiders was that she was campaigning for 
Fox, not a family member—but in fact she was supporting the family political interest. And none of her 
famliy saw her political activities as unusual, scandalous, or otherwise undesirable.

How lasting an impact this had on women’s political involvement is debatable. Likely the media campaign 
against her was at least partly disingenuous and designed to silence and humiliate an effective political 
opponent during a critical campaign. Georgiana herself remained highly politically active throughout her 
life--but she did shy away from the spotlight more than she had. 

The biggest takeaway, probably, is that misogyny made well-known elite women easy targets for sexual 
slander and smear campaigns. Elite women certainly continued to canvass and be public political figures, as 
we shall see, but I would guess that her contemporaries never forgot what had happened to Lady Devonshire 
and often carefully policed their own behavior to make sure they were being "respectable".


