




The Battle of the Sexes 
 

o look at much of what has been written about the Victorian era, one would get the impression that it was one 
huge gender war.  On one side were the woman, who wanted what would seem today to be some very basic 
rights—the right to retain their own finances and property after marriage, the right to work, the right to a 

higher education, and, of course, the right to vote.  That clearly suggests that on the opposite side must be the 
men, stubbornly refusing to grant those rights.  The battle lines were clearly drawn... or were they? 
 As with a great many other aspects of the Victorian era, of course, it’s not that simple.  It’s nice to be able to 
talk about a “battle of the sexes” as if we can suppose that women—all women—were on one side and men—
again, all men—were on the other.  In the Victorian era, nothing could be farther than the truth. 
 Take one of the burning issues of the day—women’s suffrage, the right to vote.  Today, it’s hard to imagine 
not having a voice in political decisions, and so it may seem hard to imagine why, for so many decades, women 
were denied this voice.  What may be harder to imagine is that the desire for “suffrage” was by no means 
universal amongst women.  Many women not only had no interest in voting but felt strongly that it was not 
appropriate for women.  The reasons are far too numerous to go into in a one-page editorial, but suffice it to say 
that the women’s suffrage movement was not a universal campaign that all women agreed with or took part in. 
 Perhaps the most significant voice against women’s suffrage came from the woman who was surely the most 
powerful, the most well known, and (to say the least) the most involved in politics in her day: Queen Victoria 
herself.  Queen Victoria, ruler of the British Empire, a woman with a voice in the political affairs of a very large 
part of the world, was no champion of women’s rights.  In fact, she was deeply opposed to the changes being 
proposed in the “women’s sphere.”  She is noted for saying “The Queen is most anxious to enlist everyone in 
checking this mad, wicked folly of ‘Women’s Rights.’  It is a subject which makes the Queen so furious that she 
cannot contain herself.”  (https://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/queen_victoria_127564) On the subject of voting, 
she felt that if women were to “ ‘unsex’ themselves by claiming equality with men they would become the most 
hateful, heathen and disgusting of beings and would surely perish without male protection.”  Clearly, women who 
wanted to work, learn or vote would find no help from their queen! 
 On the flip side, it is equally untrue and unrealistic to suppose that all men  opposed women’s rights. Indeed, 
if that were true, considering how completely men controlled the political arena at the time, we’d probably still be 
unable to vote.  In reality, many men were staunch champions of women’s rights. In 1867, Radical MP John 
Stuart Mill declared “We talk of political revolutions, but we do not sufficiently attend to the fact that there has 
taken place around us a silent domestic revolution: women and men are, for the first time in history, really each 
other’s companions... the two sexes must rise or sink together.”  
 A letter on women’s suffrage by Prime Minister William Gladstone reveals some of the issues that made 
women’s voting rights such a difficult subject.  In many respects, Gladstone was not opposed to women having 
the right to vote.  One of his criticisms of a bill to allow women’s suffrage was that it applied only to unmarried 
women; married women would not have the right even though, he felt, they were often more mature and better 
qualified to use it.  However, the real “sticking point” of women’s suffrage was not the question of whether 
women were qualified to have a voice in deciding who might obtain political office.  The key issue was that 
voting rights carried with it the right to be in office.  In Britain, if one could vote, one could become a member of 
Parliament (a fact that actually disqualified a great many landless men from voting as well).  Many politicians 
who believed women might make perfectly decent voters did not believe that women would make good MPs—
and, again, many women shared this same view. 
 Eventually, Victorian women would gain the right to earn higher degrees, work as they chose, keep the 
money they earned, and not be clapped into a lunatic asylum if their husbands didn’t approve of their behavior.  
They would not, sadly, gain the right to vote—a right that came at last to British women in 1918 and American 
women in 1920.  But even though Victorian women wouldn’t see “universal suffrage,” they—and a great many 
Victorian men—made it possible for the next generation.  And as in so many things Victorian, there are no 
universal battle lines of good girls vs. bad boys, only a host of diverse individuals with diverse opinions regardless 
of gender!  As they say, the more things change, the more things stay the same!   

 
—Moira Allen, Editor 

editors@victorianvoices.net 
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