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Lesson 5: Women’s Place in Politics (with an Appendix)

d
So today I want to briefly address the big question: was women’s participation in politics acceptable? 

The short answer is yes (as you’ve already seen), although there are caveats. There were always people who 
thought women shouldn’t be involved, and especially that women who DISAGREED WITH THEM shouldn’t 
be involved. But the woman who wanted to act politically could usually find a way to justify her participation 
as "womanly." I discuss two of the most common justifications below.

I’m not claiming that EVERY woman participated in the ways I’m going to discuss over the next two weeks, 
just that enough did that your heroine can do so if you want her to and other people aren’t going to think it’s 
bizarre. 

Womanly Reason #1: Being a “good wife/mother/daughter/sister.” 

Being from a political family or marrying into one was the most common way for a woman to become 
involved politically. In fact, often it was EXPECTED of a woman to support her family’s political activities by 
canvassing or hostessing even if she really didn’t want to (especially during elections). This means that if a 
woman’s political activities were ostensibly being “delegated” to her by a man, especially a close male 
relative, there were few limits on her involvement. (Although some women did participate on their own, 
especially widows.)

So. If your heroine has a father, brother, son, husband or late husband who was a politician (ranging from 
"he’s an MP" to "he’s a duke with fourteen pocket boroughs"), it is plausible that she could be involved in his 
career quite heavily. Widows also could manage the political interests that would one day belong to their 
underage sons.

The man in question did not HAVE to be a relative, although this was the most common arrangement. Mrs. 
Arbuthnot, for example, was Wellington’s hostess, close friend, and political confidante for many years 
despite being married to, obviously, Mr. Arbuthnot. Mrs. Arbuthnot’s diaries are an oft-quoted primary 
source for the early nineteenth century, especially on political happenings and Wellington’s life. 

"When Wellington and the Tories fell from power in November 1830, Arbuthnot lost interest in her highly 
political diary, writing: ’I shall write very seldom now, I dare say, in my book, for, except the Duke, none of the 
public men interest me.’" (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harriet_Arbuthnot)

Female family members might operate as confidantes, advisors, agents (especially during elections), 
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secretaries, personal assistants, right up to full political partner/the brains of the operation. Think of it as a 
family business—it ostensibly belongs to the man, but in practice there are a variety of arrangements and 
levels of involvement families use.

Womanly Reason #2: Moral/religious imperatives.

Hannah More is the exemplar of this kind of political activity. Highly respectable, and highly politically 
active.

In this era women were more and more considered as repositories of the softer emotions of humanity, 
expected to temper men’s aggression and power with mercy and tenderness. While I’m sure this was 
annoying, it did make it easy for women to position themselves as the "natural" people to occupy themselves 
with certain causes. Abolition is the most obvious example (although the popular campaign was not very 
active between about 1792 and the early 1820s as part of the conservative backlash against the French 
Revolution). In fact, a lot of popular issues of the era leant themselves to this type of argument:

• Education, and the Sunday school movement

• Reform of the penal code and limiting the death penalty

• Child labor laws

In fact, precisely the kinds of reforms that were taking place in this era left a lot of room for women to be 
included and to make arguments for their inclusion.

Over the next two weeks, as I go through ways a woman might participate in politics and roles she might 
take on, keep in mind that some of these lend themselves more readily to a woman who acts as part of a 
political family, and some are available to any woman. Some are specific to women from a particular social 
class, and some are not.

Appendix to Lesson Six: Women Attending Parliament

I got a lot of questions about this the last time I taught this class, so I wanted to include it.

Let’s look again at our picture of the House of Commons: 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_House_of_Commons_-_Microcosm_of_London_%281808-
1811%29,_21_-_BL.jpg

See those balconies on either side? That is the Strangers’ Gallery, where members of the public could watch 
the debates (for more information on that, check out this 1813 London guidebook, which discusses how to 
visit both the Lords and the Commons: https://books.google.com/books?id=Th9bAAAAcAAJ&vq=strangers
%20gallery&dq=%22during%20the%20meetings%20of%20the%20royal%20society
%22%201813&pg=PA125#v=onepage&q&f=false). 

Women used to attend the Commons regularly. Chalus says: "By the 1760s it had become positively 
fashionable for women from the opposing sides of a cause to attend the deliberations in the Comons and 
cheer their sides on (metaphorically, if not actually). Lady Mary Coke, for instance, records attending the 
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Commons at least eight times over the Cumberland election in 1768, usually as part of a group of eight or 
nine women."

Women, however, were excluded from the Strangers’ Gallery in early 1778. This was part of a huge kerfuffle in 
which some MPs advocated excluding the public altogether (the man who started the whole thing was upset 
because a journalist had printed some unflattering things about his behavior on the floor). On Feb. 2nd a 
huge crowd had gathered to hear the debate on the American war. They were refused entrance (I guess 
because of the sensitive subject matter) and forced their way inside. 

For some reason—presumably because someone thought there could be no journalists or spies among them
—the men were asked to leave but the women allowed to stay (even though "there were ’near 60’ of them, 
including Georgiana, duchess of Devonshire and the speaker’s wife, Lady Norton). Some MPs objected and 
the women were asked to leave too, but they refused and it took 2 hours of "riot and confusion" before they 
were removed. 

"When the galleries reopened to the public some days later, women were not readmitted, although no 
official steps had been taken to ban them. This practice was allegedly maintained by both the subsequent 
speakers, thus effectively barring women from the Commons."

Chalus also points out that it’s not clear how far this ban was actually implemented in the early years. 
Throughout the 1780s there is sporadic eyewitness and circumstantial evidence that women continued to 
attend (although Lady Wallace, the duchess of Gordon’s sister, attended dressed as a man in March 1788 to be 
sure of not being ejected! An MP wrote to his wife: "There was a curious phenomenon in our house last 
night--no less than Lady Wallace sitting in the front row of the gallery, apparelled in a brown scratch wig, 
coat, waistcoat, breeches, and boots. She came in at a little past eleven yesterday morning, and sat out the 
whole debate, till she was forced to retire with the others on the division at seven this morning." Chalus notes 
that "The second Mrs. Sheridan reputedly did the same thing in June 1804 in order to hear her husband’s 
speech on the Additional Forces Bill.")

At some point (and this continued to be the case through the Regency), women spectators were given their 
own viewing area called the Ladies Gallery. I’m going to copy the whole paragraph for you:

"At some point after 1779 a seating a viewing room was created specifically for women in the small, hot, 
uncomfortable room above the ventilator in the middle of the roof of St. Stephen’s chapel. Although the 
space was limited and no more than eight women could be seated at once (they had to obtain a ticket 
through an MP in order to attend), it did give them a view of the proceedings and remarkably good sound. 
While this placed new limits on women’s parliamentary attendance and, what is perhaps more important, 
separated them physically and psychologically from the mass of (male) spectators, they were not 
hermetically sealed in the Ladies Gallery. They could not go down to the floor of the Commons to mix with 
the MPs, but the MPs could and did come to them." 

There is then a footnote, "See Lady Shelley’s vivid description of her first trip to the Commons in 1818, 
courtesy of Lord Brougham: ’April 19,’ in The Diary of Frances Lady Shelley, 1818-1873." That entry can be found 
here: https://archive.org/details/diaryoffrancesla02sheluoft/page/6

This, to me, suggests that men in the Strangers’ Gallery COULD go down to the floor of the Commons to mix 
with the MPs...a little searching in Porritts turns up several pages on the subject (they were officially 
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excluded but the ban was only sometimes enforced and there were more or less accepted exceptions):

http://books.google.com/books?id=tPGsAAAAMAAJ&lpg=PA166&ots=NPzE-zScdH&dq=unreformed
%20house%20of%20commons%20property%20qualification&pg=PA578#v=onepage&q&f=false
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