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d
Okay y’all, this is my last lesson! But I’ll continue to answer questions for the rest of the month, and if you 
want to contact me after that, just write to Rose@RoseDoesTheResearch.com.

Today I’ll be talking about philanthropy and consumer politics.

Women were active in charitable giving both as fundraisers and as subscribers to charities themselves. (If 
you are interested in the types of charities women donated to, I haven’t read it myself but The Angel out of the 
House (see below) mentions that "Donna T. Andrew [notes] the names of many women on subscription lists 
and identifies the charities to which they were most likely to contribute" in her book Philanthropy and Police: 
London Charity in the Eighteenth Century, p. 87, n. 87, app. 203-24.)

In many charitable organizations, it’s a safe bet that men kept the glamorous activities of the charity for 
themselves while allowing an army of women to do most of the grunt work behind the scenes (this became 
even more common moving into the Victorian era as many, many middle-class women became involved in 
charity work). (This is obviously not a very scholarly point, but I know in many of the activist groups I 
participated in in college, the small number of men did a lot of the strategic planning, public speaking, and 
meeting with the college president, but when someone had to xerox flyers and hang them up all over 
campus...somehow the volunteers were usually from the much larger group of women.) 

Just as with charities today, sometimes charitable activity was linked to an overtly political agenda, 
sometimes not. 

Regency women’s charitable work is a subject I had difficulty finding a concentration of information about, I 
think largely because it looks like a small subject compared to the enormous explosion of organized 
Victorian charity and fundraising. This was largely because middle-class women suddenly got involved in 
something that, since feudal times, had been the province of aristocratic women: the care of the poor (you 
will sometimes see this aristocratic duty referred to as the Lady Bountiful tradition). But I do recommend The  
Angel out of the House: Philanthropy and Gender in Nineteenth-Century England by Dorice Williams Elliott, which 
discusses the late eighteenth century as well.

Women were also involved politically as consumers. Jewelry and clothes were frequently politicized in the 
Regency. I’ve mentioned that parties and causes often adopted colors which were worn by their adherents. Of 
course parties still do this to a certain extent (for example, politicians in the US wearing something red or 
blue) but in the Regency it was more like sports teams, where people of all ranks would enthusiastically wear 
their party’s colors (typically at elections or during some kind of political conflict). 
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This was not by any means exclusive to women: in the eighteenth century, Fox popularized buff and blue (the 
classic Regency "morning dress" combo of blue coat and buff pantaloons) as Whig colors because they were 
the colors of the Continental army. Men wore clothes, caps, and rosettes to display party loyalty. But women 
were often at the forefront of this kind of political expression. 

(If you write Georgians and you want more info on aristocratic women’s political fashion in the eighteenth 
century, let me know and I can go digging--I didn’t include some of the most dramatic stuff in this class 
because I couldn’t find anything directly analogous during the Regency.)

A particular item of jewelry became a popular and powerful political symbol in the late eighteenth century: 
Wedgwood’s “Am I not a man and a brother?” cameo. This began as the logo of the Abolition Society, and 
Wedgwood produced the cameo from 1787.

http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/2586/Medallion

“The supplicant slave was also marketed on snuff boxes, crockery, cushion covers, fire screens and fly leaves, 
but the cameo remained most popular as a decoration for female dress[…]Thomas Clarkson wrote that ‘the 
ladies’ wore these motifs ‘in bracelets, and others had them fitted up in an ornamental manner as pins for 
their hair. At length, the taste for wearing them became general; and thus fashion, which usually confines 
itself to worthless things was seen for once in the honourable office of promoting the cause of justice, 
humanity and freedom.’” (from “A moral purchase: feminity, commerce, and abolition,” by Davies, in Women, 
Writing, and the Public Sphere.)

Women also operated not just as individual consumers, but as family financial decision-makers and runners 
of households. 

Towns could be, and often were, divided along political lines. Remember that our modern ideas about the 
distinction between someone’s personal and professional life were just starting to evolve. Moreover, many 
localities had low enough population density, and enough businesses were what we would call “small 
businesses” now, that you knew personally (or at least by sight and reputation) many of the people you did 
business with. 

One way to express your loyalty to a patron or party was by shopping and doing business along party lines. Of 
course this applied to men and women. But specifically when it came to the political dimension of household 
purchases, women were making most of those decisions.

Chalus writes: “As Naomi Tadmor has demonstrated, political patronage operated in the localities, not just at 
the level of the political elite, but also extended downwards to include the disenfranchised: thus, patronage 
was central to the ‘dense network of political “friendship”’ in which non-voting shopkeepers such as Thomas 
Turner were embedded. Client-patron relations in Turner’s village of East Hoathly extended down from the 
local magnate, the duke of Newcastle, through his agent and the agent’s daughter, who was married to the 
local rector. Consequently, even[…]everyday business decisions—whether he would buy the agent’s wool at 
the price demanded or whether he would sell the rector’s wife raisins at cost price—had political 
dimensions.” (referencing Naomi Tadmor, Family and Friends in Eighteenth Century England: Household, Kinship, 
and Patronage.)

In addition, new political strategies were being created in this era that appealed directly to women as 
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housewives (and in some cases, were organized by them amongst themselves and promoted in various ways, 
including going door to door). The best example is the sugar boycott that was organized to support the 
Abolitionist movement in 1791-2, and which was revived in the 1820s. 

“On a journey through England in 1792 Thomas Clarkson noted that: ‘there was no town, through which I 
passed, in which there was not some one individual who had left off the use of sugar…Rich and poor, 
churchmen and dissenters had adopted the measure. Even grocers had left off trading in the articles in some 
places…By the best computation I was able to make from the notes taken down in my journey, no fewer than 
three hundred thousand persons had abandoned the use of sugar’[…]It has been suggested that Clarkson’s 
estimate of the number of abstainers in Britain is not unreasonable.” (Davies, “A moral purchase.”)

In Women Against Slavery (see bibliography), Clare Midgley writes: “Aristocratic women were appealed to not 
only as individual consumers but also as the leaders of fashions in consumer items. The writer of An Address 
to Her Royal Highness the Duchess of York (1792) requested the Duchess to place herself at the head of the body 
of people who had stopped using sugar. The writer hoped the King and Queen would follow suit, and that the 
scheme would spread through the nobility and gentry to the middling orders and then through Europe, fired 
by her example.”

In this unsympathetic and racist caricature of the royal family joining the anti-slavery sugar boycott by 
Gillray (1792), note that the primary mover in the decision is depicted to be Queen Charlotte:

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Anti-Saccharrites_colored_etching_by_James_Gillray_(1757_-
_1815).png

That is also probably because of her partial African ancestry, however 
(http://www.aaregistry.org/historic_events/view/englands-first-black-queen-sophie-charlotte-born).

Well, that’s the end of my planned material! You can ask me questions about this and about anything else 
from the class through the end of the month. 
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