
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In 1820-1870 Britain, did women experience a period of social regress or progress in terms of 
financial freedoms, social expectations, and legal limitations? 
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In the nineteenth century, Britain faced profound change across its social, economic, and 

imperial landscape. Prior to this era, Britain lost its American colonies, but was strengthening its 

hold over India and expanding its influence through new settlements in Australia, Canada, and 

the Caribbean. The onset of the Industrial Revolution around 1760 revolutionized manufacturing, 

particularly in textiles, and fueled the growth of mass production and urbanization with the rise 

of steam power. These shifts led to urbanization (mass movement from rural areas into cities) 

and a surge in population. At the same time, Britain’s imperial ambitions intensified. While early 

nineteenth-century expansion focused on consolidating and governing existing territories, the 

latter half of the century saw the advent of New Imperialism, as European powers competed for 

global dominance with new colonies in Africa, Asia, and the Pacific.  

This time of industrialization and empire-building was accompanied by widespread social 

unrest and protest. Workers in these mass factories faced grueling conditions and low wages, 

which prompted the rise of trade unions and collective action, such as the Swing Riots and 

Luddite uprisings. The resulting social turbulence created a contentious environment in which 

traditional values were both challenged and staunchly defended.  

For women, this era was defined by contradictions regarding identity and agency. From a 

legal perspective, women were invisible; the doctrine of coverture stripped them of property 

rights and control over their own earnings. Additionally, divorce and custody laws favoring men 

left women with little formal legal protection in the case of marital breakdown or abuse. Despite 

these constraints, the Industrial Revolution drew increasing numbers of women, especially from 

the working class, into factories and urban workplaces, where their labor was essential but 

undervalued. Even though they were now working, the prevailing social customs and legal 

restrictions continued to confine women to the private sphere.  
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This ideal was encapsulated by the Victorian Era trope of Coventry Patmore’s  “Angel in 

the House” poem (first published in 1854 and expanded upon in 1862), which portrayed the 

perfect woman as self-sacrificing, morally pure, and devoted to her family above all else.1 The 

“Angel in the House” ideal was internalized throughout Victorian and Edwardian society, 

elevating women’s domestic role while simultaneously justifying their exclusion from public, 

political, and economic life, and reinforcing the gendered division between public and private 

spheres. Middle-class women, in particular, were pressured to embrace domesticity, as 

employment outside the home was seen as a threat to their social standing.  

Nevertheless, many women found ways to assert agency within and beyond these 

constraints. Some engaged in clandestine financial management or legal maneuvers to gain 

greater control over their lives, while others participated in reform movements and campaigns for 

legal rights. This period also saw incremental legal reforms, like the Married Women’s Property 

Act of 1870, which allowed married women to retain earnings and inheritances as separate 

property, and laid the groundwork for future advances in women’s autonomy (eventually the 

suffrage movement). However, these gains were partial and contested, as deeply entrenched 

social norms continued to weaponize domestic ideology to reinforce women’s subordination. 

While progress was limited in this period, it set the stage for the more organized feminist 

movements and reforms that followed.  

Between 1820 and 1870, British women experienced fragmented progress: financial 

ingenuity and legal activism chipped away at patriarchal systems, but these gains were 

1 The Victorian Era spanned from 1837 to 1901, when Queen Victoria held the United Kingdom’s throne. One of her 
political focuses (among other social reforms) was a resurgance of Christianity in Britain and promotion of women’s 
chastity and properness.; Natasha Moore, "THE REALISM of 'THE ANGEL in THE HOUSE': COVENTRY 
PATMORE'S POEM RECONSIDERED," Victorian Literature and Culture 43, no. 1 (2015): accessed May 9, 2025, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24577269.  
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undermined by the prevalent and regressive social norms. Progress existed, but it was contingent 

and often reinforced the very systems it challenged.  

 

Financial Freedoms and the Paradoxes of Economic Agency 
 
​ While coverture erased married women’s legal personhood, widows, “spinsters,” and 

even wives exploited loopholes to build financial influence and created a parallel economy 

invisible to the law.2 Coverture, the legal doctrine that subsumed a married woman’s identity 

under her husband’s, meant that once married, a woman could no longer own property, sign 

contracts, or retain her earnings.3 As Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon–a pioneering feminist, 

social reformer, and founder of Girton College, Cambridge–summarized in her widely circulated 

1856 pamphlet, “A married woman, in the eye of the law, is not a person. She is the mere 

shadow of her husband.”4 Bodichon’s activism was instrumental in exposing the legal and 

economic subjugation of women and catalyzing the campaign for the Married Women’s Property 

Act in the 19th century. This legal system was deliberately constructed to keep women 

dependent and reinforce men’s power through both control of women and the violence of the 

empire.  

Yet, the rigidity of coverture created exploitable gaps. Widows, in particular, occupied a 

unique legal position: freed from coverture by their husbands’ deaths, they could own property, 

manage estates, and enter contracts in their own names. Some, like Maria Hawes Ware, a West 

Indian merchant’s widow, used this autonomy to amass wealth and influence by purchasing 

4 Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon, A Brief Summary, in Plain Language, of the Most Important Laws concerning 
Women; Together with a Few Observations Thereon, 2nd ed. (London, UK: Holyoake, 1856), accessed April 23, 
2025, https://archive.org/details/briefsummaryinpl00smit/page/n5/mode/2up.  

3 William Blackstone, "Of Husband and Wife," in Book the First (1765), accessed May 6, 2025, 
https://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/blackstone_bk1ch15.asp.  

2 “Spinster” was a widely used term for an unmarried woman at this time. The rest of this paper will refer to this 
group as “unmarried women,” but for historical accuracy I found it pertinent to include “spinster” in some capacity.  
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plantations and investing in colonial markets after the abolition of slavery in the British 

Caribbean. However, this agency was often built on the backs of enslaved or indentured laborers, 

thus tying women’s economic power to the same imperial violence and discriminatory systems 

that bolstered male wealth and authority.5 This parallel highlights the moral ambiguity of 

women’s progress and financial autonomy being contingent on, and complicit in, the broader 

structures of oppression that defined the British Empire.  

​ Unmarried women also found ways to participate in the rapidly expanding economy of 

the Industrial Revolution. By the mid-nineteenth century, women accounted for nearly 20% of 

railway shareholders– surprising given their limited legal rights.6 Railways were the engines of 

Victorian progress, since they revolutionized transport, commerce, and the national landscape. 

Thus, women’s investments in these rail systems were a practical strategy for financial growth 

and a symbolic assertion of agency. These investments were often made quietly, though, to avoid 

social scrutiny, and women’s influence remained largely invisible in legal and financial records. 

This invisibility perpetuated the myth of male-dominated capitalism, even as women’s capital 

helped fuel industrial expansion. Despite their growing financial influence, women’s 

contributions were systematically unacknowledged by law and culture.  

​ For married women, economic agency was far more precarious. Coverture barred them 

from holding property or credit in their own names, but some exercised limited consumer agency 

by pledging their husbands’ credit for household “necessaries” like food and clothing.7 While 

this practice allowed wives to manage household economics, it also reinforced their dependency: 

7 Margot Finn, "Women, Consumption, and Coverture in England, c.1760-1860," The Historical Journal of 
Cambridge University Press 39, no. 3 (1996): accessed April 23, 2025, https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/ 
id/eprint/1398776/1/S0018246X0002450Xa.pdf.  

6 Douglas A. Galbi, "Through Eyes in the Storm: Aspects of the Personal History of Women Workers in the 
Industrial Revolution," Social History 21, no. 2 (1996): accessed March 23, 2025, https://doi.org/1 
0.1080/03071029608567966.  

5 Smith, A Brief. 
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courts typically sided with creditors and held husbands liable for debts, which meant women’s 

access to goods often deepened their legal subjugation rather than empowering them. Thus, 

consumer agency became a double-edged sword that expanded women’s access to resources 

while reinforcing the dependency coverture was designed to maintain.  

​ Even in the supposedly egalitarian arena of small claims courts, women’s financial 

victories depended on their willingness to perform deference to male authority. Married women 

who negotiated debts or sought redress had to appeal to judges’ paternalism by framing their 

claims in a way that acknowledged their subordinate status.8 In doing so, women reinforced 

harmful stereotypes about women’s supposed weakness and virtue, further entrenching 

patriarchal ideas.  

​ In sum, the financial landscape for British women between 1820 and 1870 was defined 

by ingenuity and compromise. Widows and unmarried women found ways to build wealth and 

influence, but their gains were invisible and contingent on oppressive systems. Married women 

had less agency, with the law fundamentally structured to ensure their dependency. Overall, 

women’s fragmented progress in this period challenged and reinforced the legitimacy of the 

structures that oppressed them, revealing the complex interplay between gender, law, and power 

in nineteenth-century Britain.  

 
Social Expectations 

​ While legal and financial loopholes offered some women opportunities, the broader 

social landscape of early Victorian Britain remained hostile to female autonomy, especially for 

working-class women in the industrial workforce. The rapid expansion of factories and mills 

during the Industrial Revolution created a demand for cheap, reliable labor, enticing women with 

8 Finn, "Women, Consumption,". 
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the promise of new forms of independence. For the first time, large numbers of women could 

earn their own wages outside the confines of the domestic sphere, theoretically “breaking free” 

from the home. In reality, however, this economic “freedom” was fraught with exploitation, 

moral scrutiny, and persistent gendered poverty.  

​ Women’s wages in industrial settings were, by design, a fraction of men’s (typically 

30-50% lower for similar work). Factory owners and social commentators justified this disparity 

by claiming women’s earnings were merely “supplemental” to a male breadwinner’s income, 

rather than a recognition of women’s labor in its own right. But in practice, many working-class 

families depended on women’s wages for survival. The wage gap was an economic disparity and 

a social weapon that reinforced the ideology that a woman’s primary duty was to her family and 

that her work outside the home was a regrettable, temporary necessity.9 This logic “naturalized” 

women’s economic subordination and made the structural inequality seem like a moral duty 

rather than a structural injustice.10 

​ The effects of this ideology were felt most acutely within the household. In industrial 

towns like Lancashire, men consumed the majority of the nutritious food, like meat, while 

women and children subsisted on what remained. Men usually consumed about 70% of the 

family’s meat rations, leaving women and children protein-deficient and, thus, more vulnerable 

to illness.11 Modern nutritional research underscores the long-term health consequences of such 

deprivation, noting that women require substantial protein intake for reproductive health and 

physical labor (needs that were ignored at this time). These women were not malnourished as a 

11 Paul Johnson and Stephen Nicholas, "Health and Welfare of Women in the United Kingdom, 1785-1920," 
University of Chicago Press, January 1997, accessed April 23, 2025, https://www.nber.org/system/files/chapters/c74 
32/c7432.pdf.  

10 Louise A. Tilly, "Women, Women's History, and the Industrial Revolution," Social Research 61, no. 1 (1994): 
accessed March 23, 2025, https://research-ebsco-com.menloschool.idm.oclc.org/c/g2pdcb/viewer/pdf/7pqt amlkfb.  

9 Galbi, "Through Eyes."; Jane Humphries, "Female-headed Households in Early Industrial Britain: The Vanguard 
of the Proletariat?," Labour History Review 63, no. 1 (1998): accessed March 23, 2025, https://doi.org/10.3828/lhr.6 
3.1.31. 
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byproduct of poverty, but as a result of society’s prioritization of male labor as “productive” and 

women’s bodies as expendable. Such bioeconomic logic echoed the ideas of Thomas Malthus, 

who argued that population growth should be regulated by limiting the resources to the 

“unproductive,” reinforcing the notion that women’s suffering was natural and necessary for 

societal progress.12  

​ State policy further compounded these hardships. The implementation of the New Poor 

Law of 1834, for example, intended to reduce the cost of poor relief and deter dependency, but in 

practice, it was punitive toward women, especially mothers. Mothers seeking aid were branded 

as morally deficient or “unfit,” and their poverty was interpreted as a personal failure rather than 

a symptom of systemic inequality.13 This conflation of poverty with immorality allowed the state 

to shift the blame for the failures of industrial capitalism onto women and justify their harsh 

measures, denying women any meaningful support. Despite women’s critical contributions to 

Britain’s industrial boom, the state and society treated them as undeserving of assistance or 

respect.  

​ Despite these oppressive structures, women demonstrated remarkable resilience and 

resourcefulness. By 1851, over 20% of urban households in Britain were led by women (widows, 

deserted wives, or single mothers) who managed modest budgets and lived with constant risk of 

eviction, hunger, and social ostracism. These women often juggled multiple jobs, stretched 

meager incomes, and relied on informal networks of mutual aid and charity to survive. Women 

formed sewing circles, shared child care, and organized neighborhood support systems, quietly 

sustaining their families and communities in the face of relentless adversity. 

13 Humphries, "Female-headed Households." 
12 Thomas Robert Malthus, An Essay on the Principle of Population (1798). 
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​ The broader culture of industrial “progress” exacted a heavy toll on women’s bodies and 

minds. Poor conditions in match factories, textile mills, and other industries exposed women to 

toxic chemicals, dangerous machinery, and long hours, often resulting in chronic illness or injury.  

Sexual harassment and assault were common, yet rarely acknowledged or addressed by 

employers or the law. The Bryant & May matchgirls’ strike of 1888, though later, was rooted in 

decades of exploitation and resistance that began in this earlier period, as women collectively 

challenged the injustices they faced.14  

​ In conclusion, while industrialization offered British women new avenues for economic 

participation and a semblance of autonomy, their progress was persistently undermined by 

exploitation, deprivation, and moral judgment. Women were promised wages and independence, 

but in reality, they were trapped by gendered poverty and social stigma. Their economic 

“progress” remained contingent on, and constrained by, a system that weaponized domestic 

ideology and perpetuated their subordination. 

 
Legal limitations 

​ Industrial and financial changes offered British women some new forms of agency, but 

the legal landscape remained a formidable barrier that reformers tried to chip away at through 

creativity and compromise. Campaigners like Caroline Norton hijacked the cult of domesticity to 

demand legal reforms, but these victories came at the cost of entrenching Victorian gender roles. 

The law’s treatment of women, especially married women, was dominated by the doctrine of 

coverture, which rendered wives legally invisible and dependent. Yet, in the decades before 

1870, a handful of determined campaigners began to challenge these constraints, often by 

subverting the very ideals that had been used to justify their oppression. 

14 Jana Smith Elford, "The Late-Victorian Feminist Community," Victorian Review 41, no. 1 (2015): accessed May 
11, 2025, http://www.jstor.org.menloschool.idm.oclc.org/stable/24877740.  
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​ Caroline Norton emerged as one of the most influential figures in these legal struggles. 

Born in 1808 into a prominent but financially strained family, Norton married Tory George 

Norton at nineteen. The marriage was marked by violence and control, and after a bitter 

separation, Caroline was denied access to her three sons and the proceeds of her writing. Rather 

than openly rejecting Victorian ideals of womanhood, Norton strategically appropriated the 

language of domesticity and maternal virtue. In her widely circulated “Letter to the Queen,” she 

argued that women’s rights, especially maternal rights, were essential to upholding Christian 

morality and the sanctity of the home, declaring,  “It is not as a woman, but as a mother, that I 

appeal to your Majesty.”15 By framing her demands within the dominant values of the Victorian 

era, Norton was able to mobilize public sympathy and pressure Parliament to act. 

​ This strategy led to the passage of the Custody of Infants Act in 1839, which, for the first 

time, allowed mothers to petition for custody of their young children.16 However, the law’s 

language made clear that this right was conditional: only mothers deemed “virtuous” and 

“respectable” could benefit, turning motherhood into a performance of purity and making legal 

rights contingent on women’s ability to embody patriarchal ideals. This was a regressive form of 

gatekeeping, excluding “unrespectable” women (such as those accused of adultery or poverty) 

from the very protections the law ostensibly offered.17 

​ Legal double standards persisted in other areas as well. The 1857 Divorce and 

Matrimonial Causes Act, for instance, established a new civil court for divorce, but enshrined a 

stark gender inequality: a husband could divorce his wife for adultery alone, while a wife had to 

prove adultery plus an additional offense such as incest, cruelty, or desertion. As Norton herself 

17 At this time, poverty was classified as a crime.  

16 House of Lords. "Custody of Infants." United Kingdom Parliament. Last modified July 18, 1839. Accessed April 
23, 2025. https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/lords/1839/jul/18/custody-of-infants#S3V0049P0_18390718 
_HOL_62. 

15 Caroline Norton to Queen Victoria, "A Letter to the Queen on Lord Chancellor Cranworth's Marriage and Divorce 
Bill," 1855, accessed April 18, 2025, https://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/norton/alttq/alttq.html.  
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observed, “The law, as it stands, is a man’s law, made by men, for men, against women.”18 In 

practice, this meant that women remained trapped in abusive or loveless marriages unless they 

could meet an almost impossible burden of proof. 

​ The 1870 Married Women’s Property Act marked a significant, though limited, advance 

by allowing wives to retain earnings and property acquired after marriage.19 However, the law 

excluded inherited wealth above £200 and ensured that dynastic property remained in male 

hands. Reformers like Barbara Leigh Smith, a leading advocate for women’s legal rights, noted 

that this was a calculated compromise: “A wife may keep what she earns, but what she inherits 

must still pass to her husband.”20 The act protected male financial dominance and reinforced 

class and gender hierarchies, even as it offered women a measure of economic independence.  

​ Even in the day-to-day world of small claims courts, married women’s occasional legal 

victories–whether negotiating debts, defending their interests, or suing for unpaid 

wages–depended on their willingness to perform deference to male authority and present 

themselves as deserving of paternalistic protection.21 Legal agency was always conditional, and 

progress demanded complicity in the patriarchal values reformers sought to dismantle.  

​ Taken together, these legal reforms reveal the paradox at the heart of women’s progress in 

Victorian Britain. Activists like Norton and Bodichon won important victories, but only by 

leveraging and reinforcing the dominant ideals of moral virtue and domestic respectability. Legal 

rights were granted not as a matter of justice or equality, but as a reward for “respectable” 

21 Finn, "Women, Consumption." 
20 Bodichon, A Brief. 

19 British Parliament, "1870: 33 and 34 Victoria C.93: An Act to Amend the Law Relating to the Property of Married 
Women," The Statutes Project, United Kingdom Government, last modified August 9, 1870, accessed April 23, 
2025, https://statutes.org.uk/site/the-statutes/nineteenth-century/1870-33-34-victoria/1870-33-34-victoria-c-93-marri 
ed-womens-property-act/.  

18 Caroline Norton, English Laws for Women in the Nineteenth Century (London, UK, 1854), accessed April 18, 
2025, https://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/norton/elfw/elfw.html.  
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behavior. In this way, the systems that reformers challenged were often strengthened by the terms 

of their own victories.  

 

Conclusion 

​ Between 1820 and 1870, British women achieved notable advances in financial, social, 

and legal spheres, but their progress was deeply fragmented and fraught with contradictions. As 

this essay has shown, women found creative ways to navigate and, at times, exploit the 

restrictions imposed by coverture and patriarchal law. Widows and unmarried women leveraged 

legal loopholes to invest and accumulate wealth. Still, their economic influence remained largely 

hidden, thus reinforcing the prevailing myth of male-dominated capitalism and tying their gains 

to problematic systems like colonial exploitation. For married women, consumer credit practices 

offered a narrow form of agency, but often deepened their legal dependence and reinforced the 

structures that subordinated them. 

​ Industrialization created new wage-earning opportunities for working-class women, but 

these came at the cost of entrenched exploitation, gendered wage disparities, and social stigma. 

Women’s labor was undervalued, their health undermined by malnutrition and hazardous 

working conditions, and their poverty blamed on personal failings under the punitive Poor Laws. 

Despite these hardships, many women managed households and precarious finances, which 

demonstrates resilience and resourcefulness amid systemic barriers. 

​ Legal reforms championed by activists like Caroline Norton and Barbara Bodichon 

brought important, if limited, changes such as conditional custody rights and incremental 

property protections. However, these rights were granted only to women who could perform 

“virtue” and conform to Victorian ideals of femininity, while divorce laws and property acts 
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preserved male dominance and double standards. Even in the courts, women’s legal successes 

depended on deference to male authority, making progress contingent and partial. 

​ Ultimately, women’s progress during this era occurred within, and often reinforced, the 

patriarchal structures they sought to challenge. Their gains were complicit in upholding the 

systems of gender and class oppression that constrained them. This “toxic symbiosis” between 

women’s agency and state power highlights the resilience of women and the enduring strength of 

patriarchal systems in nineteenth-century Britain.  

​ This historical complexity continued to resonate in contemporary struggles for gender 

equality. Despite more than a century of legal reforms and social progress (including suffrage, 

workplace rights, and financial independence), women today still face systemic barriers 

reminiscent of the fragmented gains of the Victorian era. Persistent wage gaps and discriminatory 

workplace policies continue to limit women’s economic security. Women remain 

disproportionately affected by gender-based violence and often encounter institutional failures in 

seeking justice and protection. Societal norms and institutional biases still shape access to 

education, credit, and public life, while legal restrictions on women’s property rights and labor 

participation remain obstacles in many parts of the world. The nineteenth-century pattern of 

conditional progress remains relevant, and the study of this topic underscores the need for legal 

reform and sustained structural and cultural change in the ongoing pursuit of gender equality in 

the twenty-first century. 
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