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2 Male and Female

The value of a woman is three-fifths
that of a man. (Old Testament)

MARRIAGE IN 1800 |
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In 1800, rich ladies and poor women had one
thing in common: each depended on men when
it came to money. Even a wife’s earnings
belonged to her husband until 1870. By law,
husbands practically owned wives just as much
as they owned their house or their furniture.

Working-class women could expect to spend
most of their married life going out to work.

A working man’s wages were rarely enough to
support a family.

For girls of the upper and middle classes, the
opposite was true. Their husbands did not
expect them to go out to work. A wife who
stayed at home was a sign of a husband rich
enough for her not to need to work.

Money was one main reason why women
depended on men. There were few jobs in which
a woman could earn enough to support herself.
So there was no real place in society for the
unmarried lady.

As a young girl, she was expected to obey her
father — even in her choice of a husband. As a
married lady, much of her life was spent in
having babies and bringing up her family.

It was what people expected. In any case,
many young children died and there were no
good contraceptives. So families tended to be
large.

But, later in the century, the middle classes
were becoming richer. Servants became more
common. So many middle-class wives had less
and less to do. Husbands came to see them as
mainly decorative.

Without money, educated ladies and poor
women could not gain independence. So the lady
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of 1800 looked for a husband who would provide
well for her. After all, she was going to need his
income for the rest of her life.

Once married, her husband owned her. That
was the way men saw it. And, in effect, that was
the law of the land. A wife’s duty was to obey

A Newcastle woman wearing a brank (1655). This
might be worn for 48 hours as a punishment. Trying
to speak caused bleeding.
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B Dining at Home (1883).

her husband. If she did not, he could beat her.
A wife’s duty was to please her husband; if she
did not, he might take a mistress.

Either way, there was almost nothing she
could do about it. An Act of Parliament was

necessary to end a marriage. It could cost £2000

and few women had ever done it.

It was quite different for the man. He could
spend all ‘her’ money and she could not stop
him. If he got into debt, her possessions could
be taken to pay off the debts. Even her clothes
could be taken in payment.

If she committed adultery, her husband could

get a divorce. But if he had an affair, there was
little she could do to stop him. If she ran away,
a court would order her back again.

It is hard to tell how many unhappy marriages

all this may have produced. But we can be sure
that it produced many unhappy lives — for both
males and females.

Questions

1 Copy out and complete this paragrap

In 1800, wives had few rights in law. Their

__,_ and children belonged to their
husbands. A husband could even ____ his
wife in their house and he could beat her if
she was not obedient.

2 a) What did a gentleman expect of his wife?
b) What did a lady expect of her hushand?
~¢) Who was worse off — the middle-class or
the working-class wife? Give reasons.

3 a) Is the couple in source B rich or poor?
Give at least three reasons for your answer.
b) Write down what you think the lady’s
thoughts might be.

C The Sunday Review (1859):

Married life is a woman’s profession, and to this life
her training — that of dependence — is modelled. Of
course, by not getting a husband, or by losing him,

she may find that she is without resources. All that
can be said of her is that she has failed in business.

D The Family Friend magazine gave this advice (1852):

A wife’s duties — A wife should try to make her home
as comfortable as possible, so that her husband may
always look forward with pleasure to the time when
he reaches home. Many husbands are driven from
their homes to clubs, by the bad management of
their wives.

| The| gossiping that some wives indulge in is
frequently the cause of much misery. Whatever may
be the private character of her husband, it should be
defended rather than laid open to attack by the
public. Your own good sense will guide you in the
other domestic duties of a wife.

a) Look at the cartoon at the top of page 6.

Put these restrictions in order of importance
to a middle-class husband.

b) Now, put them in order of importance to
a middle-class wife. :

¢) Compare your two lists. Suggest reasons

for any differences.

a) Read source D. Do you think this was
good advice at that time?

b) What else could a modern wife do?

¢) Why do unmarried women today have
more opportunities?

d) List some of the chances they have and
then choose the one you think is most
important. Give reasons.





