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  A book of positively encyclopaedic range. Before her lie the great prairies of feminine experience between 1500 and 1760, and she chugs across these expanses like a
  combine harvester, leaving each topic  sex, life-expectancy, marriage, children, labour, religion, crime  neatly bundled and stacked in her wake. Literacy and lesbians, nuns and
  needlework: they are all treated here. Ambitious in scope, and refreshingly undoctrinaire in tone, Women in England is the best general introduction to the subject yet to appear, and
  deserves to be widely read


  John Adamson, Sunday Telegraph


  A rich and varied picture of the experiences which women were allowed within the confines of their social positions. And it is in the wealth of anecdotal and incidental
  detail which underpins and illuminates the book that is perhaps its greatest appeal

  Greg Walker, History Today


  To her eternal credit, Anne Laurence has broken the moulds of both victim and heroine history, and presented us with a marvellously rich and
  fresh survey of English women from the reformation to the dawn of the industrial revolution . . . She offers us far more than a history of women: sections on crime, custom, popular culture, the
  family and so forth provide a broad and balanced portrait of pre-industrial England at large . . . Women in England affords a panorama of society, showing women young and old, at work and
  prayer, engaged in production and reproduction


  Roy Porter, Sunday Times


  This is social history at its best, not the ideal world reflected in the law, in admonitory guidebooks and . . . in contemporary literature . . . a readable and humane
  text . . . she writes about our women ancestors as they themselves spoke, in plain English


  Professor Joyce Ewings, Social History Society Bulletin
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  This book is an attempt to look at the experience of women and at the variety in their lives in early modern England. It is not representative: childbirth, something which
  millions of women experienced in the period, does not rate proportionately more space than nuns and religious vocations, an experience which only a few thousand women underwent. What I have tried
  to do is to give some idea of the kinds of life which women from a variety of different circumstances might have had and the ways in which their expectations might have changed between 1500 and
  1760. Much of the material is about women who have no names, but this does not make it less valuable.


  This book is also concerned with the debates between social and economic historians which bear upon the history of women and which have shaped the kinds of research done on the circumstances in
  which women in early modern England lived. Scholars in other disciplines, notably literature, have been concerned with attitudes towards women and womens own attitudes, but their work
  concentrates upon literate people. In all this my guiding principle has been to try to answer the question: in what ways and for what reasons did womens lives change between 1500 and 1760?
  Womens experience (and not just the gynaecological and obstetrical) was fundamentally different from mens, and it is this consideration which has shaped the book.


  Of course, there were great differences between the lives and experiences of individual women: their class, whether they were married, where they lived and their religion all determined the
  kinds of life they led. So the book is about variety and difference in womens lives, as well as shared and common experiences. It is also about mens experiences in relation to women.
  There was equally little escape for men and women from an unhappy marriage, though the double standard of sexual conduct and the lack of contraception meant that women were much less free to engage
  in extra-marital sexual liaisons than men. Illness took men and women indiscriminately, though the risks of accidental death and occupational illness were generally greater for men, while women
  suffered the problems of repeated child-bearing.


  Wherever possible I have tried to illustrate my remarks with examples, but I cannot pretend that the women who appear on these pages are necessarily typical. The mere fact that they have entered
  the record may make them untypical. However, it is becoming increasingly clear that while women in, for example, public office were very unusual, there were many areas of life, such as the
  lower-level church and magistrates courts, where women appeared as a matter of course.


  What then was unique about womens lives, apart from their strictly reproductive functions? Their restriction to the household (and the restriction of the household itself) was perhaps the
  most important because it limited their social contacts, confined their economic activities to a circle dictated by men, and gave them all the problems associated with work to which there is no
  particular beginning and no particular end. The development of the household in which women did little but control the domestic arrangements gave them the opportunity to shine at being good
  housewives and managers, but deprived them of the opportunity to do anything else.


  This study deals with a period covered by many works of social history: the Reformation to the industrial revolution. Historians of women are increasingly aware that accepted schemes of
  periodization do not necessarily fit the changes which took place over the long term in womens lives. Processes and events which advanced mens development may well have had different
  or even contrary effects on women. Liberation for men from anciently established constraints did not necessarily have the same consequence for women.


  Did the Reformation and the industrial revolution actually introduce into womens lives the kinds of discontinuity which they produced in mens? Did the Reformation and the
  industrial revolution change womens lives, and if so, did either of them do so for the better? Is this even an apt time-span for considering the history of women, or were there other, more
  important turning points which mean that we should be looking at women according to a different timetable? I think we probably should, but it is a much longer time-span than that into which even
  social history is conventionally divided. The history of women is a rather more seamless garment than many other peoples history.


  This book may strike the reader as being parochial in its restriction to England. It is a work of synthesis and there is a large literature on the social history of England which has no
  equivalent for Scotland, Wales or Ireland. The literature on women in early modern England grows apace, certainly at a vastly greater speed that that for Scotland, Wales and Ireland. In the early
  modern period Scotland and Ireland were more separate culturally, legally and politically than they were to become in the nineteenth century. There were also marked differences within England and
  in countries and regions like Wales, the Isle of Man and the Channel Islands. I have tried to examine some of the differences to be found within England both between regions and between the English
  and other groups to be found living in England.


  The book is organized in thematic sections. The first part sets the history of women in its present-day context and looks at the position of women in the population of early modern England. The
  second looks at womens relationships with other people. The third considers womens physical and material circumstances: their health, their working lives and the things they used,
  made and bought. The fourth part is concerned with womens mental worlds, and the fifth with the absence and presence of women in those aspects of life concerned with public power relations
  and dominated by men: politics and the law.


  Some chapters (such as Chapters 3 and 15) or parts of chapters deal with technical or statistical subjects. These may be omitted by general readers.
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  A Note on Dates and Prices


  


  


  


  


  In the text the following periods and reigns are referred to:


  


  
    
      Early modern period, early sixteenth century to late eighteenth century.


      Henry VII reigned 14851509, married to Elizabeth of York who died 1503.


      Henry VIII reigned 150947, married to Catherine of Aragon, divorced 1533, she died 1536; Anne Boleyn, executed 1536; Jane Seymour, died 1537;
      Anne of Cleves, divorced 1540, she died 1557; Catherine Howard, executed 1542; Catherine Parr, she died 1548.


      Reformation, 1530s and early 1540s.


      Edward VI reigned 154753.


      Mary Tudor reigned 15538, married to Philip II of Spain who died 1598.


      Elizabeth reigned 15581603.


      James VI and I reigned over England 160325, married to Anne of Denmark who died 1619.


      Charles I reigned 162549, married to Henrietta Maria of France who died 1669.


      Civil War, 16428


      Interregnum, 164960


      Restoration, 1660


      Charles II reigned 166085, married to Catherine of Braganza who died 1705.


      James II reigned 16858, died 1701, married to Anne Hyde who died 1671; Mary of Modena who died 1718.


      Glorious Revolution, 1688


      William III and Mary of Orange 16881702 (Mary died 1694).


      Anne 170214, married to Prince George of Denmark who died 1708.


      George I reigned 171427, married Sophia Dorothea of Brunswick, divorced 1694, she died 1726.


      George II reigned 172760, married to Caroline of Anspach who died 1737.


      George III reigned 17601820, married Charlotte of Mecklenburg who died 1818.


      Industrial revolution, 1760s to 1830s.

    

  


  Dates


  
    
      The year is taken as beginning on 1 January, though until 1751 it began on 25 March.

    

  


  Money


  
    
      Prices are given in the currency of the time (though in the earlier part of the period there were also various other denominations in use, like the mark). I have not attempted
      to give modern equivalents because it is difficult to compare modern prices with those in a pre-industrial economy, especially as wage rates have a rather different meaning when payment may be
      partly in kind or in the form of board and lodging.

    

  


  


  1 = 100p = 20 shillings = 240d. (old pennies)


  5p = 1 shilling = 12d. (old pennies)


  1p = 2.4d. (old pennies)


  1 mark = 13s. 4a. = 67p.
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  CHAPTER ONE


  


  Introduction: Women and the Historians


  


  


  


  


  Some historians have neglected women entirely; others have sought to demonstrate with missionary zeal that feminism has always existed and that the purpose of history is to
  tell the story of womens continuing oppression. Most historical disciplines now consider it necessary to include women, and women have formed the subject of a number of recent historical
  debates. This chapter looks at how women have fared at the hands of historians.


  Hidden from History


  The term hidden from history is used when the history of a hitherto neglected group begins to appear: as, for example, in the case of black history, womens
  history, lesbian and gay history and, most recently, the history of gypsies and travelling people.1 The phrase is not simply used to describe the groups
  emergence into mainstream history: it also has an explicit message that these groups have lacked a history because society has been unwilling to see them as a separate group with particular rights.
  If a group does not exist, it can have no rights; equally, it can have no past and no history. Historians often accept these judgements, especially when they depend upon written sources generated
  by the rich, the powerful and the literate. Groups hidden from history are hidden for three reasons. They are hidden because of prejudices against the group in the past; because of modern
  prejudices; and because of the absence of records.


  Women have been concealed from view by historical prejudices which excluded them from exercising power in public; from participating in public arenas; and from gaining access
  to education and the church, both of which provided men with a powerful voice. The modern prejudice which has done much to conceal women is the taking of a view of the past which gives greatest
  weight to people exercising power and doing things, and to forces of dynamism and change in society. Some historians do not consider ordinary life to be a proper subject for historical study. They
  also neglect unsuccessful developments, movements and groups, despite the fact these may provide great insight into the societies in which they did not succeed. In this kind of
  history mens experience is considered to be universal and representative of the human condition in the past: womens experience is merely measured against it. History books are shaped
  by the passage of mens lives: women are the other. Mens lives are dynamic and womens are passive. As for the absence of sources, once women are included in the
  scheme of things, it becomes evident that there is not such a paucity of sources as at first appears.


  Historians who work to uncover the history of previously hidden groups have concerns which are shaped by contemporary issues. The historians who brought women out into the open in the 1970s were
  concerned with womens rights, and their work was shaped to a large extent by the search for the origins of feminism. They concentrated upon the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
  particularly upon the origins of the feminist movement in general and demands for female suffrage in particular. They formulated the issues which it was felt the history of women should address:
  patriarchy; nature and perceptions of nature; womens work and the reliance of women on wage labour; and the exploitation of women by manufacturing industry  concerns central to the
  study of women in a modern industrialized society.


  These concerns assume a different significance in the early modern period. Early modern English society was highly patriarchal. From the monarch to the father of the humblest family, culture and
  institutions upheld the dominant position of men. But mens dominance is not synonymous with the oppression of women and there were checks upon mens actions. The most important of
  these was what may be described as the sense of community, a sense which was increasingly eroded between 1500 and 1760. Ancient institutions which had flourished in the Middle Ages and survived
  through to the seventeenth century promoted a sense of common good rather than the primacy of the individuals profit. This sense of a common good worked to womens
  advantage. Early medieval gilds, for example, allowed full membership to some women, normally the widows of freemen, but with the hard times of the mid-sixteenth century and greater competition for
  trade, women were increasingly excluded.


  In early modern England, human nature was believed to be shaped by God and tainted by the fall of Adam and Eve. A secular idea of human nature really came into common currency only at the end of
  the eighteenth century, and even then, as one may see in the nineteenth-century debate about evolution, most people retained some notion of the divine origins of the human race. The natural world
  was believed to have been provided by God for the use of the human race: not to use Gods bounty properly was to fail him. The nineteenth-century Romantic view of the natural world would have
  been utterly alien to anyone in the seventeenth century.


  The idea of natural qualities or characteristics did have a currency in early modern England. Sometimes this was forced on people. It was natural for children to be
  breast-fed because there was no other form of nourishment for the newborn. It was not necessarily natural for women to feed their own babies. Women were believed to have various moral
  characteristics which distinguished them from men. They were naturally sexually voracious. It was unnatural for them not to bear children. In these ideas of what
  constituted nature, there were similarities with ideas to be found in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but the ideological context was very different.


  Historians ideas about womens work in the nineteenth century are dominated by the idea of waged labour, and often concentrate upon factory work even though the major source of
  employment for women throughout the nineteenth century was paid domestic work. Capitalist labour relations certainly existed in early modern England, and to some extent they exploited women, but
  there was no choice between a career and staying at home, since home was where most wage-earning activities took place. In the early modern period, domestic work was also the principal form of
  employment open to women. Other forms of work for women existed and, like domestic work, took place in the household or, as with farm work, were associated with it. Many forms of manufacturing took
  place in workshops that were part of a household and where the measurement and regulation of what was made were much less clearly set out than they were to become with the factory system; likewise
  there were often no wages, especially for family members.


  The move to factory production, which took place from the late eighteenth century and which integrated more women into the economy, led to two schools of historical thought.
  There was the school which, broadly following Alice Clark, said that womens lives deteriorated with the introduction of factory work by reducing the variety of work they did, giving them
  more uncongenial working conditions, and paying them so little that they were trapped in a cycle of poverty and deprivation.2 The other school, following Ivy
  Pinchbeck, argued that factory work released women from the domination of their families. It gave them the free disposal of their own lives and incomes, and freedom to associate with people outside
  their own family and community.3


  The concern with womens rights which has dominated the nineteenth- and twentieth-century history of women plays a different part in the history of women in the early modern period. Much
  important history was written by women concerned with the suffrage movement, and it sought to show that women in earlier periods had had rights of which they were later stripped.4 But the search for the origins of modern feminism in early modern England has provided little satisfaction. However radical the demands of such groups as the Levellers and
  Diggers in the mid-seventeenth century, there is no evidence that they sought political rights for women; nor is there any evidence of women demanding such rights for themselves. There is evidence
  of women intervening in subjects of direct personal concern to themselves, as when they campaigned for widows pensions, but, with the exception of the wives and mistresses of a few powerful
  men and of the occasional political hostess, there is little sign of women taking any initiative in broader political issues. It was not until the second half of the eighteenth century that it
  became possible to think of women as having a position as autonomous beings in the world outside the household.


  Women and the Disciplines of History


  Probably the greatest contribution to the history of women has come from social history. Keith Wrightson begins his English Society 15801680 with an account of the faceless and passive people who, until recently, stood . . . in the penumbra of historical consciousness, while
  matters of significance were left to the consideration of a narrow circle of their betters. The new social history has done much to rediscover these people, especially women. But the social
  history of the early modern period is much less well developed than it is for later periods, though the amount of published work is increasing and the techniques of social anthropology and
  ethnography are providing new insights. Women feature little in the more traditional specializations of political, military and intellectual history. There is a good deal of work on women in
  ecclesiastical history, in literary history and theory, in the history of medicine and of education, and in local, agrarian and urban history. There is also a serious concern for gender issues in
  the history of regions and counties.


  Economic historians have relied upon records generated by official bodies concerning taxation, accounts, court proceedings, apprenticeship and so on. But official records seriously under-record
  economic activity, and the kinds of activity which appear least are those in which women were most active: the unofficial, the small-scale and the domestic. Economic historians definition of
  work as necessarily involving the payment of wages fails to take account of the fact that many people, especially women and children, worked but were not being formally remunerated for it.


  Historical demography  the study of populations in the past  deserves singling out from other historical disciplines because it professes to consider women equally with men. Many
  demographers would argue that, unlike historians in other disciplines, they have always considered the differences between men and women, and ages of marriage and death and life expectancy figures
  are given for both sexes. But it is in the application of their work that historical demographers are less neutral and have been slow to respond to the issues posed by the consideration of gender.
  It is, for example, almost impossible to find out about female migration except in the most recent work. Olwen Hufton has criticized recent historical demography on the grounds that it
  under-represents the social phenomena which affect womens lives.5 We know very little about sex differences in demographic trends. Even in as recent a
  social history as J. A. Sharpes we learn nothing about the historical demography of women as distinct from the population at large, except in relation to their age at
  marriage.6 Was their life expectancy different from that of men? Did they experience different demographic peaks and troughs from men? Did they respond to
  larger demographic crises in a different way from men? Bubonic plague, typhus and smallpox, often combined with food shortages, could have a catastrophic effect upon the population. Did they affect
  women at a different time or in a different way from men?


  The study of the material world, through archaeology and architectural history, is starting to enlarge our knowledge of women in early modern society, and it will certainly contribute much more
  in the near future. The study of the detritus of everyday life, and the buildings and objects used by illiterate people, allows the material world of unnamed people to be reconstructed,
  particularly in relation to the objects they used in households and workshops. The study of the functions and local contexts of buildings reveals how they were adapted to meet changing needs, and
  it unites social and architectural history. England is fortunate in having many buildings surviving from the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as well as older buildings which were
  in use in the early modern period. These are an enormously important reservoir of evidence of how people lived in past times.


  Public and Private: the Role of the Household


  The public/private dichotomy is invoked in studies of women both in the past and in the present. But a number of historians have suggested that this is not an appropriate device
  for looking at pre-industrial England. To be sure, women were excluded from public political life, but then so were many men. The household was the locus of many mens lives as well as of
  womens, and it was here that much economic activity took place: the dichotomy between the family at home and its members at work outside did not really exist.


  The relationship between the household and the family is a highly complex one, not least because the term family might be used of members of a household, regardless of whether or
  not they were related to the householder. Lady Anne Clifford, a northern aristocrat who ran her estates on feudal lines; Nehemiah Wallington, a London master-craftsman; and Samuel Pepys, the
  government official; all referred to their households, including servants and apprentices, as family. Many households contained people who were unrelated by blood or marriage,
  such as servants, apprentices and lodgers. They also contained people related in different ways: step-parents and half-brothers and -sisters for example. Complex households might be produced by
  remarriage or by poverty, especially life-cycle poverty: that is to say, poverty associated specifically with a particular stage of life when the capacity for wage-earning was reduced. A family
  with young children and a wife unable to work for wages might, for example, take lodgers. Newly married couples seem to have quite often had their first home in the house of the parents of one or
  other, and single women sometimes set up house together.


  The household economy is usually defined by the occupation of the economically active male member. Yet if we consider the household as an economic unit, especially as one in which both
  agriculture and manufacture coexist, it is evident that economic activity is not primarily male. Many households operated as cottage economies, occupying a couple of acres of land where a fairly
  high proportion of the households needs were met by its own production. In such circumstances it is almost impossible to differentiate between the male and the female contribution to the
  domestic economy. However, by the sixteenth century households could not operate without some cash, and that need increased through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Many of the
  households financial transactions were conducted by men, and these were the most visible part of its economic life.


  Although the household was important, it was not necessarily autonomous: people were both employers and employees, though these relationships were blurred. We know that the proportion of men who
  were employees rather than employers increased progressively between the sixteenth and the eighteenth centuries. In 1520 about 25 per cent of men were wage labourers and 75 per cent employers
  (chiefly of servants and apprentices rather than adult men and women). By 1851 the figures were almost reversed with 80 per cent of men labourers and 20 per cent employers. The proportion of women
  living in households which were primarily reliant upon wages for their maintenance increased progressively between the sixteenth and the eighteenth centuries, but we cannot deduce anything about
  the relative proportions of female employers and employees from these figures.


  Much work was the product of a family economy, but there was work which was done in the household by women independently. Lace-making is a good example: this was work which
  did not depend upon the mans occupation and where the woman acted as an autonomous producer, an independent wage earner in her own right. The lace-making community of Colyton in Devon, where
  Honiton lace was made between about 1600 and 1740, had a preponderance of women in the population and a later than average age of marriage. Lace-makers earnings were high, probably higher
  than those of wool spinners. Women may even have migrated to Colyton seeking better-paid work.


  The private, hidden nature of womens lives has been offered as a reason for historians lack of attention to women. But it is clear that the notions of public and private do not
  really fit the organization of the economy and family based on the household. The household economy was part of public life itself. Equally, even the most private relations are influenced by the
  public sexual politics of male domination and womens oppression. Feminism and the lesbian and gay movements have enlarged the definition of politics to include personal relationships, and
  have emphasized the need to study such relationships to understand the nature of power in society. Other developments in contemporary England, notably the creation of a national history syllabus
  for schools in England and Wales, have shown that history is a much more political subject than many English people would have cared to acknowledge. (Other European countries from Ireland to Russia
  have never been in any doubt on the point.) What was previously considered to be private has been brought into the public domain, but how did it become private in the first place?


  Later medieval England was a more communally minded society than that of early modern England, where the old concept of community was giving way to a greater emphasis on the individual and (his)
  achievements. This diminished the significance of the household which was the focus of a communal economy; and it increased the importance of the efforts of individuals acting on their own behalf.
  This may well have liberated men from the constraints of a hierarchical society, but it almost certainly restricted women. The free market, for the individual, serves the strong better than the
  weak.


  Patriarchy, Proto-industrialization and the Development of Individualism


  It is impossible to consider the history of women in early modern England without at some point touching upon three important historical debates. The first
  concerns the nature of the family and whether the patriarchal family gave way to the affective family. The second is the extent to which womens lives were affected in ways different from
  mens by the changing work patterns embraced by the terms the proletarianization of labour and proto-industrialization. The third is how far the development of
  individualism affected women, and this brings together both the debate about changes in family structure and relationships, and the debate about economic change.


  Lawrence Stones work on the nature of the family has been important both for the history of the family and for the study of women. Not only has he written extensively on these subjects,
  but he has expressed strong views upon them. In 1985 he set down ten commandments for the writing of womens history, the most significant of which for our purposes is Thou shalt not
  assume the ubiquity in the past of modern emotional patterns  neither premarital love, nor conjugal affection, nor maternal devotion to children.7 Among other commandments he has set down are that Thou shalt be clear about what constitutes real change in the experience and treatment of women and Thou
  shalt not omit to analyze with care the structural constraints on women created by values, religion, customs, laws, and the nature of the economy.


  Stones work is important for the fact that the debates which he initiated have shaped much subsequent research on the family and on the history of womens place in the family.
  Historians who disagree with Stones findings themselves have added greatly to our knowledge of the early modern family. His thesis that during the early modern period the family ceased to be
  patriarchal and became affective has been challenged by many historians. By a patriarchal family he meant one governed by the husband or father conducting himself according to precepts drawn from
  the Bible, in which duty and obligation featured prominently. By an affective family he meant one where marriages were made for affection between the partners, rather than for economic or dynastic
  reasons, and where parents developed a real sense of affection for their children.


  The terms proletarianization of labour and proto-industrialization have been coined by historians who, interested in the industrial revolution,
  have looked at the period leading up to it for signs of what was to come. Proletarianization of labour refers to the process by which craft and trade regulation after 1660 declined and was replaced
  by a freer labour market. In this process both agricultural and manufacturing jobs were reorganized so that there were fewer employers, more employees and a greater division of labour, which
  required fewer people with specialized skills. In 1550 most of the working population consisted of people who were, if not their own bosses, part of a farm or workshop where they were associated
  with all the processes carried out there. By 1760 the majority of the workforce consisted of people who were working in unskilled jobs for wages.


  In certain kinds of manufacturing, notably cloth production, the division of labour took the form of putting out different processes in the manufacture to different households, so that one would
  spin, another would weave, and another would dye. This division of labour is regarded by some historians as little different from factory work in that workers did not own the materials they worked
  on, often did not own their tools or equipment, and were paid wages. Putting-out took place in some areas from the early eighteenth century, and it has been described as proto-industrialization.
  Historians have argued that both the proletarianization of labour and proto-industrialization worked to womens disadvantage by excluding them from many areas of work, and by devaluing those
  areas in which they did continue to participate.


  The notion that English society was becoming more individualistic in the early modern period has existed for a long time. In the early twentieth century, Max Weber was one of the most
  influential exponents of the idea that the Reformation was fundamental to the ideological shift which allowed people to consider themselves as individuals in relation to both God and the world,
  instead of in terms of a hierarchical community which placed family and collective interests before the individual. Since Weber, many historians have examined English society in the light of a
  shift towards more individualistic values. Alan Macfarlanes work, based partly upon insights gained from social anthropology, has made an important and a much discussed contribution to this
  debate.8 He dates the origins of individualism in England to the early Middle Ages, both in the economic sense of private ownership and a free market in land
  and labour, and in the social sense of a society based not on kinship ties and arranged marriages but upon freely entered-into relationships in business as well as marriage.


  The debates about the patriarchal and affective family, proto-industrialization and individualism have provided academics with employment for decades. They have also influenced the way in which
  the study of women in the early modern period has been directed. Books and articles using new historical sources have been written about all of them and have expanded our knowledge of women in the
  past. Studies of the patriarchal and affective family have enlarged our knowledge of family structures; studies of the proletarianization of labour and proto-industrialization have increased what
  we know about the employment of women, the kinds of work they did and their part in the industrial economy of the country; studies of the development of a more individualistic society show how this
  worked to womens disadvantage.
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