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ABSTRACT
Using autobiographical texts written by nineteecgéimtury working class women,
| identify the most common reasons that nineteeetitury working class women read,
as well as common obstacles to their reading amthgrMy study builds upon previous
studies of working class readers of both gendeng;iwl extend by focusing on female
working class reader/autobiographers, their stresefgr obtaining literacy, and the

impact their acts of literacy had upon their lives.



Literacy transforms lives. At the bare minimum, #ility to read increases a
workers employment opportunities. At its most transfoim@tthe act of reading
exposes readers to new ideas and new ways of sbeingprld. In particular, the
exposure to new ideas about different philosopbiggvernance, such as democracy,
often leads to working-class readers challengingtiexy social orders, and is one reason
why widespread literacy efforts were so contentiou$e late eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. At that time, the upper classes debatexdher the benefits of having a literate

working class, creating the supply of educated wiwrkeeded to further fuel economic

growth, was worth the risk of social or even poétirevolution that might occur if

workers could read radical texts like Thomas PaiReghts of Mar{Murphy 32-33).

Kelly Mays summarizes the threat posed by readingnshe writesBy facilitating
mental liberation, reading can function both aseans of resistance and as the prelude to
public activism aimed at promoting collective sbgomlitical, and economic
emancipatioh(Domestic Spaces 344).

Prior studies of nineteenth-century working-clastohiographies conducted for
the purpose of exploring acts of literacy, espécehalyses of reading behaviors, reveal

patterns of class-based as well as gender-basathdization in efforts to attain literacy.

Some of these barriers were prompted by fearsvolugon and/or class conflict that

were not entirely unfounded, as Mays makes claateast some nineteenth-century

working-class autobiographers thought literacyrletto embourgeoisement but to

politicized forms of working-class and feminist ssiousness(When a Speck 112).



More recent studies that compare autobiographiggewiby nineteenth-century working-
class men to those written by working-class wonfghe same time period show that
while both working-class men and women experierutass-based barriers to attaining
literacy, working-class women experienced addititraariers to education based on
gender expectations (Domestic Spaces 358-359)urfiweir explore these gender- and
class-based expectations, | examine the autobibggspf twelve nineteenth-century
working-class women, listed in Table 1 of the Apgignfor the purpose of elucidating
the path to literacy of those twelve women, and lloey used acts of literacy to change
their lives. My study builds upon the previous $tgdf working class readers of both
genders mentioned above, while focusing on femaleiwg-class
readers/autobiographers and their strategies fairobg literacy, by identifying and
exploring four main reasons that these autobiogregptiecided to pursue literacy, and
discussing the common obstacles to education fagd¢lddese women. | look at how the
presence or absence of such obstacles determiadelvd of education that the
autobiographers were able to attain. Finally, llesgothe impact that the acquisition of
literacy and access to education had upon the @iffdsese women, concluding with an
analysis of the impact of gender bias on the uytditautobiographical writing as a source
of historical and cultural information.

An understanding of the educational opportunitilable to the nineteenth-
century working class as a whole and for womenrairtiqular, along with the societal
pressures to remain illiterate, is necessary toegpgte working-class efforts to attain
literacy. Before the passage of the Education A&i830, educational opportunities for

the working class were few and of dubious qualtiebb 333). The Sunday School



Society, established in 1786 by William Fox anddabsn an already locally successful
model created by Robert Raikes, offered membetiseoivorking class an opportunity to
become literate through the schools that theybanthese schools had a religious and
sometimes political agenda that influenced whdtsskiere taught and the choice of
reading material used in the classroom (Murphy B2trict religious agenda often
limited reading materials to devotional publicagdhat supported the state-sanctioned
Anglican Church. The political agenda is evidentha decision to educate the working
class with only the skills deemed necessary far therent station in life. Educating
with an eye towards upward social mobility was agpal; in fact, the creation of
unwelcome, potentially dangerous class aspiratizassa reason often given not to
educate the working class (Murphy 32-33). Sundagals, as the name suggests, met
only once a week on Sundays. This limited timens¢lassroom was an additional factor
in determining the skills that were taught; in theeteenth century, being a reader did
not necessarily mean than one was also a writes. distinction between reading and
writing as acts of literacy becomes an importamisaderation when an autobiography
has been dictated to a scribe or editor becausautier could not write. In
autobiographies where the personal narrative isgo@elivered through the filter of an
editor, a dampening of the authenticity of thisorelcof lived experience occurs, as will
become apparent during the discussion of the angodphies of Nelly Weeton and
Elizabeth Ham.

It is important to note that the curriculum forlgidiffered significantly from the
curriculum for boys. Frequently, the curriculum prls focused solely on domestic

skills, such as cooking, needlework, knitting, &eme economics, to the exclusion of



reading and writing (Mays 355). A frustrated Mayigh writes,“Parents were prouder

then of their daughterpieces of nedlework [sic] than of their scholapsiB0). This

emphasis on the acquisition of domestic skills @ae@demic subjects was a very real
obstacle to literacy for nineteenth-century womealloclasses. While the acquisition of
domestic skills prepared some girls to earn momsdyoausehold servants, the exclusion of

more academic skills limited these girls to memiatk that frequently paid a salary

insufficient for their own much less their fanmigysupport.

The obstacles to literacy for female readers, eajpethose of the working-class,
make their accomplishments all the more impresSeoee of these barriers to literacy
were common to both genders of the working classh sis employer objections to
employee reading. Many employers felt that if asaet was reading, then they (the
employers) were being cheated because the emplmg&shirking his or her duties in

order to read. Working men and women who were mgleyed as domestic servants

and thus not under their emplogesurveillance for twenty-four hours of the dajl sti

faced significant class-based obstacles to literAcgording to Kelly Mays, these men
and women worked long hours in shops and factatiexhausting tasks. The cramped
and noisy conditions of their overcrowded homegsalt of the poverty in which they
lived, made finding a quiet space to study durhmegrtlimited free time challenging at
best. Moreover, while working men were often supgubin their studies by sympathetic
mothers and wives, working women, lacking simikmflial support, faced gender-based

expectations that required them to work at unpaitiestic labor after completing a long



day of paid labor (Domestic Spaces 348-349, 328n $windells elaborates upon the

interaction between the unequal division of donedstbor and the limited employment

opportunities available to working women:
Material advancement through education is, for wonparticularly
illusory. The sexual division of labour is suchttealf-advancement
through labour is not a possibility. In this sertbe, pursuit of learning
operates differently for working women and for wiagkmen. It is not
only that sexual ideology prefers women to be ignorather than
educated but the jobs and skills which might alfonself-advancement

through labour are not available to women. Thishat makes the

womeris commitment to self-improvement through learnimgatever

their illusions, frequently courageous. (134-135)

In addition to the significant challenges of paldi and employer resistance and
the cramped and noisy living conditions that maering difficult, working-class
women faced the additional gender-based burdeongf hours of paid labor followed by
long hours of labor in the home, reducing any leidime they might have had, and

increasing the odds against becoming educated. gaotlerdaced obstacles to literacy

like political fears, employetr®bjections to education efforts as being a waktene

and a sign of employee idleness, the scarcityadirgy materials, and the lack of time
and a quiet space in which to read. However, aky/R&hys astutely points out, while
class discrimination hampered the literacy effoftthe working class as a whole, male

working-class readers still enjoyed the priviledeéh@ir gender with respect to domestic



support for their efforts to obtain literacy. Femalorking-class readers faced the
additional complication of gender expectationshwiite resulting reduction of their free
time caused by expectations that they would ddthle of the work inside the home in
addition to their paid labor outside of the homeekif girls were allowed by their
families to attend school, the curriculum for ginlas so geared toward domestic labor
that often reading was not taught at all. Instétael curriculum concentrated on domestic
skills like cooking and sewing, which was a sowté&ustration to these
autobiographers. As Swindells points out, evenwibaking-class woman surmounted
every class-based and gender-based obstacleraxlifdher newfound literacy did not
create any new employment opportunities for hee fivelve autobiographers knew this
and decided to pursue literacy anyway. They wedead courageous and dedicated in
their pursuit of an education. They had no otheiahif they wanted to learn to read, to

write, and to think independently.

Nelly Weetors particular challenge that kept her from attairtimglevel of

education that she desired was her widowed madfogrsome women, parents rather
than employers were the primary obstacle to reaaithto education. Nelly Weetsn
mother ran a school, and educated both Nelly angdwenger brother, Tom. Nelly

proved to be a better student than her youngehérobut Mrs. Weeton sent Tom away

to pursue further learning, leaving Nelly to pigkwhat education she could as she

helped her mother with the school. Although inlyigdroud of her daughteracademic

achievements, soon Mrs. Weeton started to worrytaher daughter's prospects. Nelly

Weeton wryly observes:



| showed so strong a predilection for reading amibbling rhymes, that
my mother, who had for some time been much deldytvi¢h what she
considered my striking talents, and encouraged itrewbounded
praises, began to think that | should be entirelged for any useful
purpose in life if my inclinations for literatureene indulged (Weeton 13-

14)

Mothers like Mrs. Weeton stifled their pride in theaughtersaccomplishments for what

they considered to be their daughtéesst long-term interests.

Several times in her letter books, Nelly Weetondata her lack of education.
Her careful recording of every letter she wrota testament to the importance Nelly
Weeton placed on her writing. In her letters, shetgvof the literary ambitions that she
felt were thwarted by her lack of education, theklaf parental and community support,
and the lack of free time in which to develop heiting talent:
There was a time, when | think (may | say it witheanity?) something
might have been done; | feel confident | could hasen to something
higher, something greater, but such pains werentagany mother to
repress my too great ardour for literature, thgttafents | then possessed
as a child, have been nearly extinguished, argitda late now to blow

them into flame. . . . Living entirely amongst iliterate, and unable to

procure books, a dark cloud has invariably hung ove- | know little

more than this- that | am very ignorant. (Hall n. pag.)



In spite of the many challenging obstacles thegdaall twelve autobiographers
did achieve literacy, and in some cases becam#liig learners. In the course of my
study, four common purposes for reading emergecdhgrtitese twelve women:

entertainment; spiritual development for oneselbthiers; political development (to

educate oneself about a cause); and self-improviewiinthe object of improving ore

economic or social situation. Other critics havevously identified each of these
common reasons for reading in prior studies. Howedwelt a more quantitative analysis

was indicated due to the gender-based expectatibith constrained working-class

womeris aspirations. Another reason for further analigsibat working-class women did

not always exhibit the same reading motivations lagtthviors compared to working-
class men. In Table 2 of the Appendix, | quantifg telationship among these common
reasons for reading. Women generally tended to meastly for entertainment, for
spiritual development, and for social and politicelolvement, rather than for the
purpose of personal economic advancement.

Most of the reading done by the women in the sarhgtedied was done for
pleasure, with the majority of reading for entartaent being done by the women at the
lower end of the working class; it makes sensettif@tvomen who worked at the most
mundane jobs and who lived in poverty would neéafa of escape from the drudgery
of their daily lives. An excellent example of thype of escapist reading is Ellen

Johnston, the self-titled Factory Girl, who cleddund relief through indulging in

romantic fantasiesn her autobiography, Johnston recdiMine were not the common

trials of every day life, but like those strangenemtic ordeals attributed to the imaginary



heroines ofinglewood Forest (5). Having read all of Sir Walter Scativorks, Johnston

internalized those ideals, casting herself as aihelin her autobiography, and
romanticizing her difficult life as a factory wonke survivor of sexual abuse, and an
unwed mother. The conditions under which Johnstaulwere rather horrific, even by
nineteenth-century standards. The works of Sir gv&@tott, combined with her own
poetry, provided a source of adventure, romanag eanitement to offset an otherwise
grim existence. While the other autobiographetsidied mentioned books that they
enjoyed reading or mentioned reading as an actidythey pursued during their few

hours of leisure, only Johnston used her readingbsusly as an escape from reality.

Johnston also derived inner strength and a fighgpigt from Sir Walter Scotd books,

revealing that from Scd#t fantasies shigesolved to bear with my own fate, and in the

end gain a great victory7). Later in life, this fighting spirit served heell when she

filed suit against her employer for a wéegay when she was unfairly discharged

without proper notice. She won the case (14). Johnsoncludes her autobiography with

the hope that itmay prove a means of social and intellectual engrynto many, and

also help to relieve the incessant toils of a faclide” (15). Here we see Johnst®n

implied acknowledgement that reading can providesamape from the harsh reality of
factory work, further evidence of how Johnston usetd of literacy for self-

empowerment.

10



Ellen Johnston wrote her autobiography as partlafger volume containing a

collection of her poetry. Her autobiography is venit in the form of a long letter

addressed ttGentle Readér(3). Johnston begins her autobiography by stahiagshe is

writing it “on the suggestion of a friend, and the expresseldesiof some subscribérs
(3). Johnston encountered discrimination and nastment for being an unwed mother.
Her autobiography is upbeat and indomitable in tgeéher actual story is rather tragic.

Johnston had to cope with her fateesuicide, endure brutal beatings from her mother,

along with probable sexual abuse at her step-fathands, as well as abandonment by

her babis father. In her autobiography, Johnston alludebétmystery of my lifé (9),

which most likely refers to the sexual abuse bysdtep-father. In a proactive act of
literacy, Johnston uses her personal narrativetasl & mitigate harsh judgment of the
unfortunate events of her life, and consequentigympathetic judgment of her poetry,

by including the autobiography as a preface tacbhéected works to explain that she had

been‘falsely accused by those who knew me of beinglarfatomari (10).

Personal or community spiritual development wassgmnd most common

reason for these women to pursue literacy. Rosern&lmother read the Psalms aloud to

comfort Rose during an illness. Elizabeth Davisyyamith, and Jane Andrew all

testified that they received great personal coniforh their reading of the Bible and

other religious texts. Looking back on the periftéraher mothés death, Marianne

11



Farningham reflects;Reading was my chief consolation, and | had notmtime for

that. My father gave us two monthly magazines shigld by the Sunday School Union,

the“Teache’s Offering; and the'Child’'s Companioff (44). At this time in her life,

when she was twelve years old, Mariasrfather forced her to leave school to keep

house for the family. The expectation that Mariamoelld leave school to care for her
family was predicated on the unspoken, but undedsbelief that her education was

interruptible because education was a luxury, neecessity, for female children. The

cessation of her education troubled Farninghamtlgrédly ignorance was a constant

burden to me, and I tried many devices to lessdfoitd of reading as | was, | did not

really enjoy the study of lesson-books, but | strtv make myself learn from théif#6-

47). After Farningham accidentally set fire to h@sm during a secret late night study
session, her father agreed to send her back tmkoha part-time basis. Farningham
surreptitious scholarship was an act of litera@y #iso functioned as a form of rebellion
at these gender-based constraints on her purseduzfation. Farningham read the

Sunday School publications for the entertainmeavigled by the stories, of course, but

also in conjunction with her self-education effaatsa way to cope with the grief of her

beloved mothés death and as a channel for her anger at theudgial of her

intellectual development by her father.

12



In some situations, the autobiograps@oncern was not only for her personal

spiritual development, but also for the spiritual’dlopment of others in her community.
Miss Sarah Martin exemplified reading for the $pal development of others. A

working-class woman who took it upon herself tatysisons in order to teach young

male prisoners to read, Marsirationale was that by being able to read morally

improving religious material, prisoners would le&ow to be upstanding citizens who

would not return to prison:
Whilst frequently passing the gaol, | felt a strategire to obtain
admission to the prisoners to read the Scripturdélsem, for | thought
much of their condition, and of their sin beforedzbow they were shut
out from the society whose rights they had violatedl how destitute
they were of that scriptural instruction, whichraéacould meet their
unhappy circumstances . . . | did not make knowrpompose of seeking
admission to the gaol . . . until the object wdaiaed, so sensitive was my
fear lest any obstacle should thereby arise in iy w . God led me, and
| consulted none but him. (9)

Successive prison wardens and benefactors supguetedork, which gradually
expanded from reading the Scriptures to prisoreteaching prisoners to read
devotional texts. Martin carefully chose the botieat she thought would be most
beneficial for the boys in her classes. Religioasts geared toward young people

comprised the core of her curriculum. Because thes&s aimed at the young reader,

they usually contained numerous woodcut illustregicAs Rogers noteSThe

13



significance of Martifs books for the boys lay more in their material aadthetic

appeal, and in the experience of sharing stottes in their didactic contehts8). By all

accounts, the boys looked forward to Mdgiwnisits and enjoyed the stories she brought

to them. However, few of the boys stayed out aqumi Despite her best intentions for

their spiritual development through readiimgproving’ works, Martinis boys ignored the

moral messages of the readings she selected fordhd extracted just the entertaining
element. Although her efforts to reform the boysemeot as successful as she could have
hoped, it is clear that Martin used reading asoattwfacilitate the spiritual redemption of
these troubled members of her community.

In an act of literacy that further demonstratesiacern for the spiritual
development of others, Jane Andrew wrote her memarder to convey a moral lesson.
An invalid beginning in her mid-twenties, as weadladevout Christian, Jane Andrew
wrote her autobiography as an exemplar for othE@haistian fortitude in the face of
suffering and illness. Having been asked multiptees to write about her life and her

faith, Andrew finally wrote her autobiography inrHate seventies with the expressed

hope thatthe Spirit of the Living God may take of the thirefslJesus and reveal them

unto many souls, or any soul, who may redd(48). Her autobiography was published

and offered for sale with the proceeds going towtre support of Mr. Robert and Miss

Jane Andrewiindicating that financial gain was an additionaltive for Andrew to

14



become an author, along with her avowed sinceneedsshare her experiences and

testify to Gods support during her lifetime of suffering. Fronr betobiography, we

learn that the Bible and other religious writingsreva great source of comfort to her
during times of stress and illness. Unlike the ptheobiographers | examined, Andrew
does not write at all about a love for reading Borxdbooks. Instead, we see in her account
of her actions and experiences that she used ptibls like the Gospel Standard and the
Bible as sources of comfort and guidance on a deibys. For Andrew, reading was
simply a tool to be used for personal spiritual &y writing was the means she chose
for providing spiritual comfort to others.

Some autobiographies, like much of the populaidicof the day, tried to
disguise moral instruction in the guise of entara@nt. Composed in stilted prose and

containing many tropes from popular fiction geat@sards working-class readers, Rose

Allen’s Autobiography of a Ladgeads more like an example of a standard mortliey

for working-class girls and their employers thareatobiography. For that reason,

combined with the fact that authorship on the fige is ascribed té\ Lady’, its

authenticity as a work of non-fiction autobiograpsygometimes questioned. The plot of
the story is conventional as well. An idyllic chilbod precedes the death of her father,

with the resulting financial hardship forcing Rdeego into domestic service. A

gentleman she meets while in service falls in laité her, but the gentlemanguardian

opposes their marriage due to Redack of a fortune. After proving her worth thréug

hard work and patient endurance of the requisiteber of trials, all difficulties are

15



resolved; fortunes are found to reward the dutithd the pious. When the story closes,
Rose has the leisure to write her autobiography thatvshe ha4wo nice servantsand
primly admonishes:
Very strong are the mutual bonds of duty and obbgabetween servants
and their employers . . . very pleasant may theitual intercourse be
rendered, when servants give themselves up wittihess and good-will
to the performance of their various duties; andmiheir employers
remember that kindness and consideration are ab dueto the feelings

as is attention to their bodily comfort, or the ptwal payment of their

wages. (162)

This “sugar the pill strategy of fictionalizing for the sake of prowidimoral

instruction sometimes backfired. Mary Ann Ashfortbte herlLife of a Licensed

Victuallers Daughterafter reading a fictionalized account of the lifeacservant girl;

Ashford states in her preface that she thoughtrded trutti of her life was at least as

interesting as the heroine of ttieunded on factsnovel she had read. Ashfésdlecision

to write a rather lengthy autobiography in respdideer disappointment that the servant

girl’s story was fictionalized indicates how stronglg $#it that she had been duped by

her reading experience. Ashford used autobiograpbyersively as a way to give voice
to her actual lived experience as a servant irti@ato the betrayal she felt from the

fictionalized account of a girl who supposedly wexakas a servant:

16



| procured théLife of Susan Hopley,and felt disappointed at finding it to

be a work of fiction. It occurred to me that my olifa — not merely

“founded on factsas is sometimes expressed, but the real +ratight

afford amusement to matter-of-fact persons. (iv)

Ashford continues;Seventeen years of my life have been spent inggriut as that is

not the third part of fifty-seven, | consideredtttize best title | could give it, would be
what it really is- the Life of a Licensed Victualler Daughter (iv). Although at first
glance, it appears as if Ashford is being overlgigeic by emphasizing that the greater

part of her life was not spent in service, whichudomake a title like theife of a

Servant Girlinaccurate, this moment can be interpreted asokghfsing an act of

literacy to resist the fictionalized account ofeavant girls life by being strictly accurate

when naming her own workvhat itreally is’ [emphasis mine].

Kelly Mays notes that the inability to discern fa&cm fiction was a common

reading experience among the self-taught workiagschutobiographers she studied

(115); Mays considers this confusion to be pathefpath to a moment &jreat change

in the intellectual development of the working-slasader, whereby the reader

transitions from a passive consumer of contentantaore discerning, more scholarly

type of reader (117). Yet this does not seem tele happened in Mary Ashfdsdcase.

There is no evidence in her autobiography thatcblamged what or how she read. Instead

17



of becoming a different kind of reader, or in otha@rds, instead of consuming content in
a different and deeper way, Ashford simply crediedown content in a powerful act of
literacy for the purpose of asserting the authéwtaf her lived experience.

Researching social issues in an effort to preparedlitical activism is a third
common reason that the autobiographers pursueddite Widely available and
affordable, political pamphlets and treatises werpular reading material, and were used
by readers to guide their political activities. Bees also read widely on various topics to
improve their living conditions. For example, themen of the Co-operative,
memorialized by Margaret Llewelyn Davies, woulceatt lectures and read materials on
construction, economics, and sanitation to devidep understanding of these subjects
and to provide support for their efforts at loblgyfior changes to improve their working
or living conditions. Mrs. Layton found that theteres she attended and the reading she
did as part of the Co-operative Building Societynean handy when she finally built her
own house:

At that time | attended a course of L.C.C. lectuwedealth and

Sanitation and so got to know about drainage, demupses, ventilation,
etc. So | decided to have a house built with alldtest drainage, etc., and
| surprised the builder very much with my suggestiqDavies 47)

In addition to surprising the builder of her howgth ideas for modern drainage
culled from her reading, Mrs. Layton surprised n@sband by putting the house in her
own name. Her reasoning was that she had savdtkathoney to purchase the house out
of her wages and through her own efforts, and tbexeéhe house belonged by right to

her. Her husband was not happy about this unusgdidn, but Mrs. Layton was

18



adamant. In addition to helping Mrs. Layton to skorea home and educating her as to

the best way to build it, the reading materials addcational activities provided by the
Guild, particularly the literature of the wonissuffrage movement, prompted Mrs.
Layton to seize the personal agency necessaritst that the house bought and paid for
through her independent activities be owned byahernot by her husband. Her Guild

reading continued to motivate Mrs. Lay®educational activities, as she describes:

“Then | learnt in the Guild that education was tdheeworkeis best weapon, and |

determined if it were at all possible that my sbowdd have as good an education as |
could give hini (Davies 49). Through her reading of Guild literatuMrs. Layton
learned that education could provide a path oyioekrty for her child, and she acted

accordingly, taking advantage of every opportutotgducate her son.

Mrs. Layton recounts in her autobiography thatlgtesl to read what she called

“trashy booksas a child, yet she gave up reading for entertairrafter her brother was

fired for reading on the job; she too feared bdiregl if she were caught reading when

she should have been working. Later in life, Mrayton regrets her earlier sacrifice; she

writes wistfully,“l have often thought how different my life at thiate might have been

if I had had a good book lent me to read and tleauld have read it operilyDavies 27).

Mrs. Layton is clearly well aware of the transfotima nature of reading. She knows
that, with more structured education and furthgrosxre to great literature, she might

have been able to pull herself out of a life oéndless work and poverty. Regardless,

19



Mrs. Layton took advantage of every educationaloopmity that came her way, no

matter how small’l also used to write to my brother who was a samaster, and he

would answer and return my letter corre€téz®). Mrs. Layton also read medical books

on her own and volunteered to assist physiciarieaoshe could learn midwifery (43).
She never was able to achieve her dream of becaarlingnsed midwife:
several doctors advised me to go in for midwifényt, | could not go into
hospital for training. The fees were a bar to me.l.should have to be

away from home for three months. This was quiteassjble for my

husbant health needed all the case | could bestow on.it had no

money . .. it was impossible to save. So | hatbtttent myself with
being a maternity nurse, but | always hoped | sthoaltimately become a
midwife. (43)

Mrs. Layton was not the only woman in the Guiltenested in political activity.

Mrs. Wrigley, a plate-layés wife, is an excellent example of a woman who atkct

herself for the purpose of challenging the status dn active member of the Wormign

Co-operative Guild, Mrs. Wrigley read mainly newgeis along with co-operative

literature to research issues like worsesuffrage. She write¥,joined the Suffrage,

because having had such a hard and difficult lijsetf, | thought | would do all | could

to relieve the sufferings of othér®5). For Mrs. Wrigley, education, whether forroal

informal, was a tool to change unfair social condi, such as the oppression of women

20



and the lack of womes suffrage. Mrs. Wrigley also participated in traeifist

movement after World War |, connecting this efforth the struggle for womesrights:

“l don't think we should have had war if the women cowddenhad the vote before, and a

voice in it. Ther&s no mother or wife in England nor Germany that @ive their

loved one to be killed. Now we are working for pga65). Mrs. Wrigley had five sons,

so war, with its threat of terrible personal Idsad a direct impact on her life. Four of her
sons served in World War I. Anxious that such aifiorand bloody war never happen
again, women like Mrs. Wrigley read, distributedgdain some cases wrote anti-war
pamphlets, engaging in acts of literacy intendesblee serious social problems. In
common with Mrs. Layton and Mrs. Wrigley, more andre female members of the
nineteenth-century working-class recognized th#t Witeracy and education came power
and the potential to effect societal and politid@nge.

Although some employers saw reading as a distraétoon work, other

employers were sympathetic to the educational nektieir employees. Mrs. Wrigley

recounts,;Seeing as | could not read or write, my masterrarstress took an interest in

me and paid for my education at the night schootvi@ years (59). In Mrs. Wrigleys

case, learning to read proved to be a life-changiremt. Literacy enabled her to read
political tracts, and inspired her to take politiaation in order to change conditions that
she felt were unjust, which was precisely whattacists feared, as | mentioned earlier.

Mrs. Wrigley describes the importance of readirgnmatter how circumscribed:
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| carit say that | have read many books as | have hdiheo What |

have read has been Guild and Co-operative litegatnd newspapers, for |

have learnt a great deal through newspapers. Assfpolitics go | am

very fond of history. | like to go back to the ohldémes and to know more

of our forefathers, and | get a lot out of my Bil(e5)
Both Mrs. Layton and Mrs. Wrigley used reading bain the knowledge necessary to
improve their living conditions as well as to atgtéor social change.

None of the autobiographers | studied expressaapesreason for reading. Their

decisions for pursuing literacy were complicatet aften dependent upon and

determined by familial and employer support. Manyith exemplified working-class
womeris multiple reasons to pursue literacy. A voraciealer for her entire life, her
literacy developed along a path that was similaorte that other women followed. As a
child, Smith read mainly for pleasure. Graduallg skarted to read more for spiritual
development, having been raised in a non-conformasehold in which religious issues

were of great importance. Mary Smith loved her petelence and chose not to marry in

order to preserve that independence. An intelliggathan with the practical need to be

self-supporting, she decided to become a govemfesmsas is often the case with

women, even the most capable and energetic, theroak event of my brother

marrying had left me without occupatiof®). Now her reading took on the added role of

self-improvement in order to increase her employnopportunities; this was the fourth

main reason that the autobiographers | studiedddddo pursue literacy. Every skill that
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Smith acquired, such as mathematics and geograplped her to obtain better
positions, eventually enabling her to open her sahmool. During one desperate period
of unemployment, Smith learned French with an eyeatd obtaining a position as a

governess:

| looked over all manner of advertisements, seekimgssistant teacher

or preparatory governésssituation . . . . alas! | had no accomplishments

.. ho music, nor singing, nor dancing; no Gerni@tian, and very little
French ... | was simply an uncorrupted girl, vatplain education, who
knew thoroughly grammar, geography, practical arétic . . . | was
brimful of knowledge . . . gathered from my vastl anultifarious reading
in history, science, and literature. But . . . gvadvertisement | read . . .

required music and French, and the various accommgauts of what was

called“genteel educatioh(169)

Using her literacy to acquire the skills necessarnmnprove her financial circumstances,
Mary Smith relied on reading for self-empowermentgl to gain and maintain control of
her life.

Mary Smith did not just read to improve her teaghskills. Keenly interested in
politics, she read a variety of pamphlets to detieerher positions regarding important
issues of the day, such as public capital punishiet the abolition of slavery. For
Smith, reading was a means of self-advancemena avely to become better informed,

as well as a source of pleasure.
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Mary Smith wrote her autobiography as a stand-almheme that appears to be
intended to justify her creative and employmentsiens, although she never expressly
states why she is writing her autobiography, asynwdinhe other autobiographers do. In
the course of her narrative, Smith illustratesgetic technique, and explains why she
chose to write poetry instead of prose. Smith gpoeded with Jane and Thomas

Carlyle, both of whom felt that Smith should fo@rsher prose over her poetry. Jane

Carlyle, when asked by Smith to criticize her versespondedthey are full of thought

and sense, and deficient in mugqi811). Apparently Carlyle agreed with his w&fe

assessment, because she quotes him as sagaly, they are just what you said. The

young lady has something in her to write, but $twukl resolve on sticking to prdse

(312). Smith used personal narrative to contextaahe impact of class-based and
gender-based constraints on her writing, explaitivag she decided to write poetry
instead of prose because she could write poetriewdoing other tasks, such as
housecleaning:
engaging my mind, while my hands were fully occdpiebegan to
regularly pursue my own thoughts, with great zea delight . . . my
capacity to do so seemed to grow amain with evppodunity. |
composed in this way many trifles, as mere mentaeta@ses. The action
improved and quickened my mind. (140)
By necessity, Smith needed to work to support hierse intelligent and educated

woman, Smith worked as a governess and latereacaer. Smith often found her work
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to be lacking in mental stimulation; poetry wadeagurable and challenging activity that
she could engage in even when she was doing thermosglane of tasks. She had so
little leisure time after teaching her chargesaclag the schoolroom, planning and
grading lessons, and mending for the family who leygal her that she needed to
multitask in order to attain the intellectual stiation she craved.

Mining autobiographies for information about reapimabits and choices of
reading material requires an extra measure of@auliring interpretation. Referencing a
major problem for the critic when doing a closediag of an autobiographical text,

Helen Rogers warns against a too literal interpicataof autobiographical accounts of

reader experiences. Roger cautidasitobiographers tend to be selective in their

recollections of reading, emphasizing books thafeocultural capital and disavowing

low-brow literaturé (58). In essence, there is a problem of discerbétgeen an

autobiographes actual reading experience and her aspiratioadimg. To reduce the

distraction of aspirational reading from authemtits of reading, | use the definition of
reader experience provided by the Reader Experieatabase (RED), 1450-1945, a

project of the Open University that seeks to colieader experiences of Britons over

five hundred years. RED defines a reader experiast@recorded engagement with a

written or printed text— beyond the mere fact of possessi@aniel Allington offers

more detailed advice for literary analysis of audgbaphical texts:

What has been questioned . . . is the idea thaanweet to the truth of a

texts reception via a literal interpretation of aneedatf reading. What
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has been advocated instead is the interpretatianeddotes of reading as
pieces of written discourse embedded in culturgigcific narrative

traditions, drawing on historically specific culdimaterials, and shaped

both by the anecdote-writerhetorical purposes and by his or her

anticipation of the anecdote-readeresponse. (27)

Applying Allington’'s advice, we can see that these nineteenth-centurkmg-

class women were crafting narratives of their diferies. As with any autobiography, the
story may or may not be literally true. Howeveg tleracity of the narrative becomes
less important when we look at the autobiographiagsiece of written discourse”,
reading the text for what we can learn about tséohical and cultural moment in which

it was written instead of reading it as a stri¢dgtual account. In the cases of these

twelve autobiographies, the authiararratives reveal the practical and emotional ctga

on their writing of the constraints imposed by slasd gender bias in nineteenth-century

British society; an obvious example is Nelly Weé&anemoir. HefRetrospectis an act

of literacy staged as a rebellion against the gehdeed constraints imposed on Nelly by
her community. It was written as a message of egtlan and justification for the
daughter from whom her estranged husband had seg@drer when Nelly left their
marital home, where she had been beaten and st&teettiusband opted instead to have
his daughter raised by his mistress. The marriageepty laws of the time not only
permitting this injustice, but also prescribingNilly Weeton used an act of literacy in

the form of personal narrative to claim some measfivindication and justice by
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writing to explain her decision to leave the fanhlyme in order to redeem herself in the
eyes of her child.

These twelve autobiographical works serve as dscof the reading patterns, the
living conditions, and the daily activities of nteenth-century British working-class
women. These women wrote, or in some cases di¢tidweid autobiographical accounts
for a variety of reasons. Some of these women kbétighed other literary works during
their lifetime, and felt that an autobiography wasessary to satisfy the demands of their
readers. Ellen Johnston and Mary Smith both pubtigtoetry that enjoyed modest
popularity; both published their personal narraiwepart as explications of their poetry.

Marianne Farningham wrote her autobiography afteng career as a writer, journalist,

and teacher at the request of friends Wdpressed a wish that | should myself tell the

story of my life¢’ with the“hope that it may be useful, especially to girls amanen who

are timid as to the years before them and the slthiey have to faldix). Margaret

Llewelyn Davies solicited Mrs. Layton and Mrs. Weygs autobiographies for her

history of the Womes Co-operative Guild,ife as we have Known idane Williams

solicited a personal narrative from Betsy Cadwaladfno adopted the name Elizabeth

Davis to accommodate the people who had difficpiynouncing her Welsh name.

Williams explained her purpose for publishing Cathdgr's story:

The narrative of a pure-minded woman, of thoroudégrity and of

dauntless resolution, and one to whom the Biblméat the chart of life,
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cannot be altogether useless to society; althakglelery other record of

real experience, it affords matter for warning &l as for example. (v)

Supporters of Sarah Martincharitable work asked her to dictate an accouinéolife

for much the same reaseras an educational example of Christianity in pcactin

contrast with the autobiographies of Rose Allen Biaadly Ann Ashford, these narratives
privilege the instruction gained by a good exangsler the entertainment value of a good
story. In all twelve cases, these autobiographiesets of literacy that allow their
authors to gain a measure of control over theittanilegacies that was not always

granted to them over their daily lives.

Some of the memoirs discussed here were publisinédgdthe authordifetimes.

Other memoirs remained unpublished while the asthare alive. Nelly Weetanwork,

for example, comprised seven volumes that contatoeees of almost every letter that

she ever wrote, in addition to the short memoeadly described. Of her writings, only

two “letter books, as she referred to them, and tRetrospectsurvive, the rest of the

volumes having been burnt as rubbish. None of N&lgetors writings were published

until well after her death. Elizabeth Ham wroteapyplar book callednfants Grammay

which was never out of print during her lifetimenfortunately, because Ham sold the

book to a publisher for a lump sum, the bsdales enriched the publisher instead of

Ham. Despite the popularity &ifants Grammay Ham lived in obscurity and poverty.
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Her journals met with a fate similar to the leth@ioks of Nelly Weeton. Only a fragment

of Hamis autobiographical writing was ever found, leavaimgincomplete record of her

life.
The autobiographies of Nelly Weeton and Elizabesimtshared similar editorial

experiences, as well, since the editors of botblaagraphers were men who thought it

necessary to excuse and ruthlessly prunérémblings of their subjects. Eric Gillett,

Elizabeth Haris editor, gave her autobiography the tifleabeth Ham, by Herself 1783-

182Q apparently without a trace of irony. Gillett commts rather patronizingly in the

Preface:
Most women talk their autobiographies. Very fewd&aad the patience to
write them. This may be due to modesty, discretiwrshyness. More
probably it is because their sex has a notablé&digbr direct expression,
except in intimate conversation. Elizabeth Ham, séhautobiography |
have the fortune to present in this book, did mffies from any such
inhibitions. In fact, to compress it to within reasble limits, it has been
necessary to omit nearly fifty thousand words ai@t maudlin self-pity

and inconsequential gossip. (7)

The extreme level of pruning Gillett felt was nesaay for Han's manuscript to be

publishable exemplifies the ruthless scrutiny andhashed misogyny to which female
autobiographers were often subjected. Fifty thodsaords is a significant amount to

prune from what is a relatively short text. We lafeto wonder how our analysis of this
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act of literacy, and the resulting conclusions dralsout the historical moment, would

change if those fifty thousand words, representiagis actual lived experience, had

been included.

In contrast, Jane Willianseditorial treatment of Elizabeth Dagsimarrative was

rigorous without being patronizing. Williams writes
Footnotes have been added in order to identifyopes;so verify facts, to
correct exaggerations, and to show the probalfigome statements . . .
The important matter contained in the Appendix tebath to place the
public services of Mrs. Davis in a just light, adorove the worth and

weight of her public opinion upon a great publiesgtion. (v)

In Daviss case, the editor has done the legwork needeactmaent and footnote her

subjects claims, rather than dismissing the more outldndigims out of hand as mere

exaggerations; in fact, many of the more outlandlahims ended up being confirmed to
be true. Respectful editing validates the livedezignces of these women and the acts of
literacy embodied in their autobiographies.

Even when subjected to over-zealous editorial waietion and condescension,
these autobiographical writings, whether book-laratfrustratingly short fragments of a
life, have proven to be rich sources of informatanout the reading habits and living
conditions of these nineteenth-century working wopaong with when, why, and how
they learned to read. Most of the autobiographstadied initially started reading for

entertainment. Those who did not initially read dgasure usually had parents or other
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authority figures who prohibitetfrivolous’ reading, instead encouraging reading of a

religious nature, or prohibiting any reading at Blohibition of reading, however, did
not keep these women from reading, although theseartendency for those readers who
first read religious material to stick with thapg/of more serious, spiritual reading as
they matured. As these autobiographers maturen,rdeling progressed to take on the
more complicated role of self-education, eithepttepare for political or civic
engagement or for the improvement of their emplaynpeospects, regardless of the
absence of jobs to reward them for their hard-ehskdls. Literacy also gave these
autobiographers a way to improve their living caiotis by agitating for social change.
Thoughtful consideration of the significant gentdassed barriers to literacy confronting
working women makes their achievements all the nmopressive. However and
whatever they chose to read, literacy empoweresktivmen to utilize the genre of
autobiography as a way to leave behind recordsedf lives that are now rich sources of

information about nineteenth-century culture.
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APPENDIX

Table 1: Demographic information about the autobiographers

5S

Name Country Occupation(s)

Rose Allen England Servant

Jane Andrew England Farm worker

Mary Ann Ashford | England Servant

Betsy Cadwaladyr | Wales Servant; shifs

(a.k.a. Elizabeth .

. steward; nurse

Davis)

Elizabeth Ham England Servant; governes

Mary Ann Hearn England Author; journalist;

(pen name: Sunday School

Marianne teacher

Farningham)

Ellen Johnston Scotland Factory worker;
poet

Mrs. Layton England Servant; nurse;
midwife; laundress

Sarah Martin England Teacher;
dressmaker

Mary Smith England Teacher; servant;
governess; poet

Nelly Weeton England Governess

Mrs. Wrigley Wales Servant

Table 2: Reasonsfor Reading

Purpose for reading #of readers
Entertainment 9

Spiritual development of 6
self or of others

Development of political 4
views

Improved employment 3

opportunities
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