




The Great Emancipator 
 

ne of the things I’ve found most interesting in my exploration of Victorian periodicals is how they reveal the 
steady rise of the emancipated woman.  Most books on “the women’s movement” focus on the speeches, the 
demonstrations, the conflicts.  Victorian magazine articles, by contrast, reveal the slow but steady gains made 

by everyday women in these controversial areas.  They demonstrate, for example, the determination of the 
Victorian woman to acquire, first, the right to a higher education—and then the right to obtain the same degrees 
that were granted to men.  (Yes, in the 1890’s, you could pass all the Cambridge tests, but if you were a woman, 
you still couldn’t get the degree that would have been awarded to a man!)  They show the transition of women 
into the workplace—and show also that this wasn’t always the battle royale that history texts might have us 
believe.  And of course they show the Victorian woman beginning to question the assumption that her role in life 
was simply to devote herself to everyone’s needs but her own. 
 I expected to see these types of changes, however.  What I didn’t expect was to discover that one of the major 
keys to women’s rights and emancipation wasn’t a rally or a speech or a remarkable leader.  It was a humble 
machine that we all know, and many of us have today in our garages. 
 It was... the bicycle. 
 The bicycle began as a bizarre contraption more suited to daredevils than gentle ladies.  We’ve all seen 
pictures of those bikes with the huge front wheels and itty-bitty back wheels.  By the late 19th century, however, 
the cycle had evolved into basically the model we know today—a model nearly anyone can master.  And in the 
1890’s, anyone meant anyone, male or female.  The bicycle wasn’t so much a child’s toy then as a significant 
adult mode of recreation and transportation. 
 Thus, in the early 1890’s, you’ll find a flurry of articles addressing the controversy over whether women 
“should” ride bicycles.  Many writers weighed in with profound reasons why they shouldn’t.  Doctors proclaimed 
that bicycle-riding would damage a woman’s delicate internal organs.  Others feared it would damage their 
morals, and many felt it was utterly unladylike.  Women, however, ignored these feeble attempts to keep them off 
the road and took to bicycles in droves.  By the late 1890’s, the controversy was over; articles simply addressed 
issues of road safety, proper dress, how to maintain a bicycle, and so forth.  By this time women weren’t simply 
riding, but participating in bike “gymkhanas” involving all sorts of acrobatic cycling feats.  Men and women used 
bicycles to tour the country or even the continent. 
 So how was this “the great emancipator?”  The bicycle was, literally, a door-opener for women.  Before the 
bike, one had two options for getting around one’s local area.  One could walk, or one could use some form of 
horse-powered transportation.  But horses are expensive, so chances are that if a woman lived in town, she might 
not have her own “vehicle.”  Hence, to get around, she would need to hire a buggy or a cab, which cost money.  
She might use a horse-drawn tram or streetcar, but this also cost money—and more to the point, it wasn’t 
considered proper for a lady to travel alone on a public conveyance. 
 The bicycle changed everything.  For the first time, a woman could travel a considerable distance without 
hiring a vehicle or challenging the rules of propriety.  A bicycle required no particular upkeep—a few drops of oil 
and some air in the tires and one’s good to go.  A bicycle made it possible to get about without having a male 
attendant (such as a footman) or escort.  It made it possible for a woman to travel some distance to a job, or to a 
class, or simply to visit friends.  And it was the great leveler; it made transportation possible for poor, middle-
class and well-to-do women alike. 
 The bicycle literally made it possible for the Victorian woman to “get out of the house.”  If she needed to 
travel somewhere by train, she could bike to the station.  If she wanted to ramble through the country, she didn’t 
need a horse.  And if she needed to work for a living, she had a means of getting to and from her place of 
employment—which opened more types of jobs to women who formerly might have had to work from home.  
The bicycle brought a freedom that women had never imagined before. 
 The bicycle even changed fashion.  It quickly became apparent that a woman couldn’t ride a bicycle in long 
skirts and a corset.  And so this humble device was instrumental in ushering in a new era of safer, more hygienic 
clothing, which in itself brought more benefits to the Victorian woman.  In short, a great many Victorian women 
didn’t march to freedom.  They biked! 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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