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The study of masculinity is now well established within the discipline of his-
tory, but its impact has been uneven. As the essays in this collection show, 
historians of different periods, regions and topics have often explored it in 
quite distinctive ways. The study of masculinity in British politics is a case 
in point. This is a national context where gender clearly plays a huge role in 
political culture, but the particular ways in which the histories of gender and 
politics have developed in Britain has meant that a dedicated history of politi-
cal masculinities has struggled to take off. This chapter will survey work that 
has been done in this field and I will get into this question by reflecting on 
my own experiences of working across masculinity and politics over the last 
two decades. We will see that the field has very specific contours in modern 
British historiography, with particular chronologies and accounts of historical 
change. The second half of the chapter will then survey the key themes in the 
literature and will consider how the field is poised to develop in future.

Like many historians of masculinity, I did not start out as one. My PhD 
thesis began as a political study, exploring the emotive idea of ‘independence’ 
in the Georgian period. Like many postgraduate students in the 1990s, I was 
influenced by the linguistic turn’s approach to social description and politi-
cal traditions,1 and so I was seeking to explore the role of an important key-
word in political life. As the doctorate became more focused on the notion of 
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citizenship—how the legitimate political subject was defined socially, and how 
membership of the political nation was experienced—it became clear that the 
project was really about masculinity: how citizenship was associated with cer-
tain sorts of men, and how it excluded women and certain other men.2

By the time I finished my PhD I saw myself as a gender historian, but I 
found myself in a corner of gender history that was not very heavily popu-
lated. In British historical studies of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
the study of masculinity and politics was virtually a non-topic. The gender 
blindness of mainstream political history almost goes without saying, and this 
is likely the case in other national historiographies too. Men were ubiquitous—
the MPs, the voters, the ‘great men’ and the ‘men of letters’—so their gender 
was not considered worthy of note. The universal subject of political history is 
implicitly public and male. At the dawn of the eighteenth century, liberal con-
tract theory consigned women to the invisibility of the private sphere,3 and to 
this day, most political histories of the period replicate this assumption.

Where British masculinities were concerned, the neglect of politics was all 
the more frustrating because it should not have been the case. Early interest in 
masculinity in Britain came partly from the men’s liberation movement of the 
1980s, where activists sought to critique the ‘power we had inherited as men’: 
this was emphatically a pro-feminist endeavour, since patriarchal roles and rela-
tionships were damaging to women and men alike.4 At the same time, aca-
demic feminists increasingly argued that men’s roles were historically defined 
rather than fixed, shifting their focus to the cultural category of ‘gender’.5 The 
role of men in the public sphere was explored brilliantly in Leonore Davidoff 
and Catherine Hall’s foundation text for British gender history, Family For-
tunes: Men and Women of the British Middle Classes, 1780–1850 (1987). Hav-
ing engaged with the topic at its birth, however, British gender history rarely 
returned to it. Davidoff and Hall themselves published further key essays,6 and 
there were also notable studies focus focusing on nineteenth-century labour 
history7 and the twentieth-century Conservative party.8 These pioneering 
works were not really followed up by other scholars, however, or joined up into 
a coherent field. Throughout the 1990s, therefore, the histories of masculinity 
and politics in Britain largely continued on their separate paths.

Arguably, the reasons for this lay in the prominence of the concept of 
‘separate spheres’ in British women’s history, and in the attempts to critique 
it that were bound up with the emergence of gender history. Within aca-
demic feminism, men’s dominance of the public sphere was the corollary of 
women’s subordination of the private. Since the pioneers of women’s history 
were seeking to rescue women’s experience from historical invisibility, critical 
attention was necessarily focused on the private sphere. The development of 
gender history often involved critical reflection on the methods and politics 
of women’s history,9 and this work often emphasised the ways in which sepa-
rate spheres did not apply in practice.10 Therefore gender histories of poli-
tics showed how women were present in the public sphere; and early work 
on British masculinities showed how men were present in the private world 
of the home. So the study of public masculinities continued to be sidelined, 
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although there is a huge amount that it could gain from both of these lit-
eratures. Work on women and politics has highlighted the social and informal 
aspects of political life that are so often overlooked by mainstream political 
history.11 And John Tosh’s manifesto for the history of masculinity empha-
sised that the home—the focus of his seminal A Man’s Place: Masculinity and 
the Middle-Class Home in Victorian England (1999)—could only be under-
stood in a triangular relationship with work and political association.12

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the study of masculinity was 
very fashionable in British historical studies and a favourite topic for confer-
ences. For example, the ‘Father Figures: Gender and Paternity in the Modern 
Age’ conference at Liverpool John Moores University in 2003 got a huge 
response to the call for papers: this was a sign of how far the history of mas-
culinity had come and, in particular, was tribute to the impact of Tosh’s work 
on the Victorian family man.13 Given the focus of the conference, papers on 
the ‘public’ side to masculinity were inevitably in a small minority. There was 
some discussion of how the critique of ‘separate spheres’ had possibly thrown 
the baby out with the bathwater, in losing sight of the need to distinguish—
and to understand the links—between these two gendered areas of activity.14 
When I organised a conference on ‘Public Men: Political Masculinities in 
Britain, 1700–2000’ the following year, the number of proposals was much 
more modest, but was nevertheless excitingly rich.15 Tellingly, the vast major-
ity of speakers were graduate students: usually a good sign of an emerging 
field. Besides historians of gender and/or politics, the conference attracted 
historians working on art, the police, empire, literature and economics. 
Indeed, many ‘historians of masculinity’ would in fact regard that as being 
a secondary disciplinary identity and employ ‘masculinity’ as a problematic 
alongside other considerations within historical studies. Far from being a 
handicap for the field, this oblique approach instead cautions against reify-
ing something that is in fact provisional and slippery, and which is inevitably 
informed by other aspects of human experience.

Early work on British political masculinities therefore promised a signifi-
cant new field of historical investigation. Although important studies have 
appeared over the last decade, however, the field remains somewhat diffuse 
and its impact on the wider historiography has been limited. This is possibly 
because the field still struggles to justify its existence. Do we really need more 
histories of ‘great men’? Why is it ‘new’ to study an area of history that has 
always been dominated by men? And is there a danger that feminism could 
lose out by diverting its energies to study it?16 It is therefore necessary to take 
stock of the field and to make a renewed case for its usefulness.

Periodisation

Historians of political masculinities work across two fields that have very dif-
ferent attitudes towards periodisation. Political historians are very comfort-
able talking about long-term change, in relation to questions such as state 
development, political movements and ideological traditions. Whig and 
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Marxist accounts of British political development had very clear teleologies 
and their influence continues to be felt. Even the ‘new political history’ that 
sought to critique them can be accused of turning Whig history’s optimis-
tic narrative on its head, in suggesting that individual freedom was in fact 
restricted by the onward march of liberalism.17

Historians of masculinity are, by contrast, less comfortable with the longue 
durée, and not just because they work in a less established field. The history 
of masculinity is, in part, a product of the cultural turn in historical studies, 
which usually concerns itself with deconstructing metanarratives rather than 
building them up. Its subjective and personal subject matter often lends 
itself to article-length case studies (such as the contributions to this collec-
tion) that focus on individuals, moments or crises. John Tosh has protested 
that this ‘has the effect of dissolving any sense of trajectory or process’ and 
that historians need to restore the long view in order to discern the ‘large 
themes, which may not be visible to the cultural analyst working on a par-
ticular moment in time’.18 He proposed that the history of gender in the 
nineteenth century should be linked to those of industrial development and 
imperial expansion in order to restore such a perspective—but surely the his-
tory of politics offers at least as good an opportunity (and without the Marx-
ist underpinnings).

Nor is cultural history necessarily the problem here: a handful of book-
length studies have since combined gender and politics chronologies in order 
to explore the long view.19 Indeed, probably the most ambitious recent 
attempt to think about masculinity across periods and borders is very much 
in the mould of cultural history. Christopher Forth’s Masculinity in the Mod-
ern West takes issue with the notion of ‘crises of masculinity’ and argues 
that masculinity has never been ‘non-critical’. He argues that, when men 
become ‘modern’, they become distanced from the conditions of struggle 
and discomfort that constitute authentically ‘masculine’ practices and hab-
its.20 In terms of politics, his perspective is particularly useful when consider-
ing political movements whose stated aim is to ‘reclaim’ masculinity, such as 
revolutionary movements of the eighteenth century, muscular Christianity or 
popular imperialism in the nineteenth, or fascism in the twentieth.

Where the history of masculinity is concerned, however, there remain 
obstacles to working across periods. Masculinities look very different in dif-
ferent periods of history. Historians of the seventeenth and nineteenth centu-
ries tend to emphasise an anxious, godly and patriarchal model of manhood; 
whereas historians of the eighteenth and twentieth centuries instead empha-
sise a more fluid masculinity that is flamboyant, sexualised and publicly vali-
dated. This may signify a cyclical pattern in the history of masculinity—an 
ebb and flow between two fundamental poles (not that these features are 
mutually exclusive: it is possible to be both godly and sexualised, for exam-
ple). Or it may instead simply be the case that different sorts of historians 
work on different centuries and therefore find it difficult to look beyond 
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their period silos. In British studies, the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries 
have long been dominated by social and economic history. By contrast, the 
eighteenth and twentieth centuries were relatively neglected until recently, so 
interdisciplinary cultural studies rushed into fill the vacuum.21 This arguably 
accounts for the unevenness of the attempt to take stock of the field in the 
2005 special feature on masculinities in the Journal of British Studies, where 
Tosh’s plea to reclaim the history of masculinity for Victorian social history 
sat uneasily with Michèle Cohen and Michael Roper’s use of cultural method-
ologies on the adjoining centuries.22

Nevertheless, it is possible to sketch the broad contours of political mascu-
linity in Britain over the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. At the begin-
ning of the period, masculinities were relatively fluid, within a scheme of sex 
difference that was on a sliding scale.23 A range of masculine identities were 
available—such as the libertine, the polite man or the homo religiosus—and 
men were adept at performing different personas in different situations.24 
These personas did not necessarily define who you were, and a politician’s 
private morality was not regarded as having a bearing on his public life. As 
such, the primary political masculinity of the early modern period was that 
of the courtier, who possessed the refined and codified manners of the Euro-
pean aristocracy. Paul Langford has shown how elite politicians in the early 
eighteenth century adopted an ‘if you’ve got it, flaunt it’ attitude: portraits 
of statesmen like Sir Robert Walpole displayed them in all of their official 
glory, ‘robed, ribboned, decorated’.25 The code of politeness carried refined 
manners further down the social scale, but the gentry and the middling sorts 
tended to adopt a plainer and more businesslike attitude towards masculinity, 
as embodied in their new uniform, the sober three-piece suit.26

As the century wore on, those excluded from the centre of power became 
more assertive in their criticisms of the establishment. They argued that they 
were more deserving of office than the narrow ruling elite, and often did so 
in terms of nationalism and gender. They asserted the rights of ‘the country’ 
and ‘the people’ against those who were culturally foreign: denizens of the 
German court who were addicted to fine French foods and Italian opera. This 
went hand in hand with accusations of ‘effeminacy’—not femininity or homo-
sexuality as such, but a failure of the moral qualities associated with virtuous 
masculinity.27 By asserting that the political ‘ins’ were unpatriotic and morally 
degenerate, the political ‘outs’ simultaneously undermined the current estab-
lishment’s right to rule and trumpeted their own. This highly gendered polit-
ical culture drew heavily on classical republicanism, which asserted that the 
true source of power in a state lay in its citizenry of substantial householders. 
The strength of the polity lay in the virtue and vigilance of these citizens, 
since a weak populace could be overawed by an oppressive ruler or foreign 
threats. The crucial masculine quality of this citizenry was ‘independence’, 
based upon landed property, martial capability and love of liberty: people in a 
dependent relationship, such as women, children, the poor or the infirm, did 
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not have the freedom of conscience or action to stand up for the public good. 
Historians of political thought such as J.G.A. Pocock have long argued for 
the influence of neoclassical republicanism in this period,28 but gender his-
torians have shown just how far it impacted on everyday society and politics. 
The Georgian patriarch—with his property, his parliamentary vote and his 
‘little republic’ of a household—was apt to identify with these ideals.29

The period of the Seven Years War (1756–1763) can be seen as a water-
shed in several respects. The early stages of the war went badly for Britain, so 
‘patriot’ criticisms of the ruling establishment reached a new height. Admi-
ral Byng failed to engage a larger French fleet, leading to the fall of Min-
orca, and became the symbol of the unpatriotic and unmanly ruling class. The 
government attempted to scapegoat Byng, court martialling him for cow-
ardice and executing him on the deck of his ship, but this did not head off 
the wider critique. Anti-establishment politics focused on the movement to 
reform the militia, which revelled in the image of the manly householder who 
would defend all that was dear to him as a husband, a father, a patriot and 
a Protestant.30 The politician who benefitted most from the sense of crisis 
was the Elder Pitt, who rode to power on a wave of patriotic enthusiasm. 
The first ‘popular’ prime minister, ‘The Great Commoner’ projected a mas-
culine image that was patriotic, sincere and above the blandishments of party 
politics.31

Several gender historians point to George III’s accession in 1760 as the 
specific turning point: political events can therefore drive gender change.32 
George installed the Tories and ejected the Whigs, and those who were now 
excluded from government became assertive in their criticisms of it. In par-
ticular, John Wilkes used print journalism and demotic election contests in 
order to appeal to the extra-parliamentary nation. Wilkes reworked the old 
opposition ‘patriotism’ in increasingly radical ways, so that even humble men 
could imagine themselves as citizens who deserved rights such as the vote. 
His own colourful hypermasculinity became central to his cause. His virulent 
xenophobia was a populist stance against the Scottish prime minister Bute, 
his fondness for duelling and militia service underlined his martial credentials, 
and even his libertine sexuality came to embody his commitment to politi-
cal liberty.33 At the same time, Marilyn Morris argues that the beginning of 
George III’s reign represents a sea change in terms of the personalisation 
of politics: ‘Young, British-born and chaste, the king raised expectations of 
national moral regeneration.’ Unlike his predecessors, he became a popu-
lar and identifiable figure, with a reputation for marital fidelity and virtuous 
domesticity—issues that, Morris argues, would hardly have been relevant to a 
monarch or statesman in the early eighteenth century.34

Arguably George III anticipated the way British politics was going, 
because after the 1770s politicians were increasingly required to be virtu-
ous in both their public and private lives.35 The catastrophic loss of America 
plunged the nation into a bout of soul searching, and attention focused once 
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again on the moral fitness of elite politicians. Even John Wilkes had to rein-
vent himself as a ‘reformed rake’ and a family man when he sought to become 
Lord Mayor of London. For Dror Wahrman, the fallout from the American 
War created a crisis of identity for Britons. He characterises the later eight-
eenth century as a time of ‘gender panic’, when the loose and playful identi-
ties of the early modern world were finally closed down and replaced with 
a modern notion of self: your social being was expected to reflect who you 
actually were in biological, sexual and racial terms.36 Wahrman’s chronology 
complements other chronologies within the histories of gender, sexuality and 
medicine, which suggest that fluid notions of gender difference were replaced 
by a strict binary scheme in which women were subordinate and conjugal 
heterosexuality was the norm. Men’s political dominance was therefore justi-
fied not by tradition and biblical precept, but was declared ‘natural’ by the 
new science of the Enlightenment.37

The French Revolution had profound implications for politics and gender 
in Britain. Politics became polarised between radical supporters of Revolu-
tion and conservative defenders of the status quo. This was the heroic age of 
working-class radicalism celebrated by Marxist historians like E.P. Thompson, 
where proud artisans railed against industrialisation and injustice, and edu-
cated themselves in the rights of man. Gender historians such as Anna Clark 
have presented a less heroic picture, suggesting that Thompson marginalised 
women in his narrative, and that his artisans were hostile to female labour and 
were given to misogyny and violence.38 Indeed, when radicals talked about 
the rights of ‘men’, they often meant just that. In order to make the case that 
all men possessed the ‘independence’ required of political personhood, they 
lumped together women, minors and the insane as ‘dependent’ people who 
lacked the required situation and capability. Redrawing citizenship in inclusive 
social terms often meant being exclusive in terms of gender.39

Loyalist ideas about gender were no less significant. Desperate to mobi-
lise civilian men for military service against the threatened French invasion, 
the establishment appropriated patriotism from the radicals, presenting mar-
tial citizenship as the masculine ideal—a model of citizenship that excluded 
women, who were instead presented as helpmeets and objects to be 
defended. Women’s historians have long identified the 1790s as being at 
the root of nineteenth-century gender codes.40 George III responded to the 
French Revolution’s assault on traditional hierarchies by ‘endorsing a model 
of manliness based on familial responsibility’.41 The Tory counter-revolution 
combined with evangelical Christianity to imbue the new middle classes with 
an ideology based upon domestic virtue, industry and godliness. Only a vir-
tuous nation that protected its womenfolk could hope to prevail against the 
atheists: ‘separate spheres’ was therefore a highly political ideology rather 
than a social structure as such. Nor was it just reactionary, since it was also a 
way for the middle classes to trumpet their moral superiority to those socially 
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above and below them, and thence to push for political rights to match their 
newfound economic power.

The radical movement rallied at the close of the Napoleonic Wars, which 
brought about widespread unemployment and economic dislocation. Men 
who had served their country in war argued that they had performed a 
key duty of citizenship, and so deserved its rewards.42 The climax to post-
war radical activity was the Queen Caroline Affair of 1820, when George 
IV attempted to divorce his estranged wife prior to his coronation. Political 
historians long failed to take this ‘affair’ seriously, since it appeared to epit-
omise the worst excesses of royal sex scandals. Gender historians, however, 
have shown how these ideas about masculinity were ‘not merely an adjunct to 
more serious political concerns… they were political in themselves’.43 Radical 
and Whig critics of the establishment were able to mobilise a huge popular 
movement behind Caroline, which highlighted important issues such as legal 
oppression, women’s rights within marriage and the unrepresentativeness of 
parliament. Moreover, ideas about sex and gender gave their critique much 
of its appeal. George treated Caroline unchivalrously and failed to establish a 
harmonious household: his private failings were central to his public reputa-
tion. Within the dramatis personae of popular melodrama, George was por-
trayed as a debauched aristocratic villain, Caroline an innocent heroine, and 
her (male) champions as chivalric heroes. Clark argues that the affair was a 
turning point in political aesthetics, as satire came to be replaced by melo-
drama: the 1820s saw the last hurrah of scabrous, bawdy Georgian satire and 
ushered in a more respectable political culture.44 This involved a new model 
of statesmanship that was very different to the court politician of old. Lang-
ford suggests that the nineteenth-century legislator was ‘discreet in manner, 
unpretentious in appearance, reserved if not cold, keeping his warmth for 
his home and hearth, disdainful of men and their wants, devoted to public 
duties’.45

When parliamentary reform finally came in 1832 it was similarly con-
cerned with domestic respectability. The Whig Reformers had a very clear 
idea of those to whom it wished to give the vote, since they believed that 
greater political liberty consisted not of giving the vote to more people, but 
to the right people, whom they deemed able to exercise it responsibly. So 
although the size of the electorate expanded by about 50 per cent, it became 
more socially exclusive: the old haphazard system of local qualifications (in 
which many working people could vote) was superseded by a uniform prop-
erty qualification (which intended to give the vote to middle-class men). 
The dividing line between citizens and non-citizens was the old constitu-
tional benchmark of ‘independence’, now reworked for an era of domestic 
propriety. Voters should not only possess property, but should be ‘married 
men and the fathers of families’, since their familial and domestic situations 
guaranteed their respectability, responsibility and capacity for government.46 
Moreover, the electoral citizen was legally defined as being male for the first 
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time. Political historians who regard the 1832 Reform Act as having a crucial 
role in defining the Victorian citizen make much of this, but Kathryn Gleadle 
has queried its impact in practice. Women could not vote anyway under the 
old system; the parallel Reform Act for Scotland had no such proscription; 
and the same parliament passed the 1831 Vestries Act, which did allow female 
participation.47 Either way, gender history informs a key moment in the  
British political chronology: did 1832 represent progress (Whig history), con-
tinuity (revisionism) or an attempt to restrict political freedom (new political 
history)?

Working men who had long campaigned for the vote were not rewarded in 
1832, so radical energies in the 1830s and 40s focused on Chartism. Chart-
ism has a huge status in labour history since this was the first nationwide 
working-class political movement. It was long interpreted as a proto-socialist 
movement with social and economic goals, but more recent political histori-
ans have emphasised its political nature and its debt to the old radical move-
ment.48 Their goal was the People’s Charter, which made exclusively political 
demands: they believed that the vote was the key to achieving change, since a 
representative parliament would pass good laws, which would result in a fairer 
society. Like their radical forebears, however, they believed that voting was 
the preserve of men: only men possessed the crucial quality of independence, 
now reworked to encompass labour as well as property. Chartists deployed a 
gendered rhetoric that celebrated the male breadwinner and the benefits for 
women of domestic respectability.49 In R.W. Connell’s terms, they arguably 
positioned themselves in a ‘complicit’ relationship with the hegemonic mas-
culinity of the middle classes, rather than challenging it.50

Chartism had fizzled out by the 1850s but the reform tradition continued 
in the Victorian Liberal party. Parliamentary reform was back on the agenda 
in the 1860s and the story of how the Second Reform Act of 1867 came 
to be passed dominates Victorian political historiography. Whig historians try 
to claim the Act for the progressive Liberal tradition and Tory historians cel-
ebrate the way that Benjamin Disraeli outwitted the Liberals to pass a Con-
servative Bill instead, but gender historians have presented a more sceptical 
interpretation of the Act. Catherine Hall, Keith McClelland and Jane Rendall 
brought the perspectives of empire, masculinity and women to the debates of 
1867, showing how the Act ‘defined the Victorian nation’ in terms of race, 
class and gender. The citizen of 1867 was the British working man, and peo-
ple who failed to meet these three criteria were deemed unsuitable for citizen-
ship.51 On the other hand, the parliamentary history of women’s suffrage did 
begin in earnest, when the Liberal MP and feminist John Stuart Mill pro-
posed that ‘man’ should be replaced with ‘person’ in the wording of the bill. 
Women’s suffrage is usually the point in British history when political histori-
ans start to take gender seriously, since women were seeking to participate in 
the official structures of politics with which political history tends to be con-
cerned. Even here, however, masculinity is crucial. Ben Griffin has proposed 
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that we can only understand the political fortunes of women’s suffrage if we 
attend to the masculinity of the men who were voting on these issues in par-
liament, since suffragism struck at the heart of the patriarchy in which MPs 
(of all people) had a stake.52

The new mass electorate transformed political culture since political par-
ties had to change the basis of their appeal and the way that they communi-
cated. Gender history has shed light on the differences between Liberal and 
Tory political cultures in this period, since they arguably projected competing 
models of masculinity.53 Nonconformists and former Chartists found a home 
in Gladstone’s Liberal Party. Gladstone became a cult figure among many 
working men, who identified with his work ethic, his moral character and 
his belief in rewarding self-improvement and combating privilege.54 Working 
men who found the Liberals too censorious instead gravitated towards the 
Conservative Party of Benjamin Disraeli, who had the polar opposite mascu-
linity to his rival across the dispatch box. His flamboyance and romanticism 
was projected onto his party, which created a heady brew of monarchism, 
imperial nationalism and popular Anglicanism. If a working man wished to 
have a drink, bet on a horse or doff his cap to his betters, then those were  
his rights as a freeborn Englishman.55 The Conservative Party was also 
notably more welcoming to women and brought hundreds of thousands of 
women into its ambit via the Primrose League. This is not to say that the 
late-Victorian Conservative Party was a hotbed of feminism: rather they were 
pragmatic about whence they drew their support, and they appreciated the 
role that elite women had always played in electioneering (something that 
became all the more important when the electoral rules tightened in 1883). 
The Liberals were by contrast more doctrinaire in their gender politics. 
Although they harboured prominent feminists like Mill, they also included 
some key anti-suffragists and represented a continuity of the radical tradition 
that protected the rights of the male breadwinner. This emphasis was even 
more pronounced in the gender politics of the Trade Unions and the nascent 
Labour Party. We therefore have to look to the nineteenth century if we are 
to explain why proportionately more women were drawn to the Conservative 
Party in the twentieth.56

At the close of the nineteenth century the world of electoral citizenship 
was symbolically male, but this did not always play out in practice. The Third 
Reform Act of 1884–1885 appeared to grant universal male suffrage, but 
stringent residency requirements excluded around 40 per cent of adult males. 
The old ideal of the householder citizen remained, so mobile workers, male 
servants, bachelors who did not have their own home, and soldiers in bar-
racks remained excluded. The latter was especially ironic, since this era of  
strident imperialism celebrated martial attributes in men. Sonya Rose argues 
that ‘brute force and military service took the place of property, independ-
ence and respectability in the public culture of masculinity and citizenship’.57 
This aligns with John Tosh’s chronology for Victorian manliness, whereby in 
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the latter stages of the century men turned their backs on domesticity and 
revelled in fantasies of imperial adventure.58 Although radicals had argued 
for a century that service to the nation should be rewarded with the vote, 
common soldiers had to wait with women until after the First World War to 
become full citizens.

theMes

This brief synthesis shows that, although work on British political masculini-
ties has often been diverse and compartmentalised, it is possible to connect 
it up into a coherent field. Moreover, if we combine chronologies from the 
histories of politics and gender, we can think about change over the longue 
durée. With this perspective, various long-term changes can be discerned over 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: the evolving gendered definition of 
the electoral citizen; the increasing sense that masculinity and femininity are 
incommensurate categories with different spheres of activity; the changing 
model of masculine statesmanship; and the increasing sense in which a man’s 
private life is relevant to his public one. At the same time, we can also see 
key continuities: the ‘radical continuum’ from early radicalism via the Liberal 
Party into the Labour Party, with all of its associated masculinism; the endur-
ing influence of classical notions of virtue and corruption; their equation of 
citizenship with household proprietorship and forms of ‘independence’; and 
the persisting power of military citizenship, along with the failure to align 
political citizenship with men who actually serve. In general, although the 
precise bases and manifestations of it may change, the fundamental connec-
tion between politics and masculinity is assumed throughout the period.

Further themes could be developed from this survey. The account of cit-
izenship here is mostly concerned with its changing definition and its rep-
resentation in public discourse. But we also have to bear in mind that 
citizenship is a lived condition. Rose argues that the language of citizen-
ship ‘produces political subjectivities’ which people enact and feel.59 Given 
that citizenship involves membership of a community, strong emotions come 
into play when that community is under threat—one reason for the endur-
ing power of military citizenship in Britain. Studies of women’s citizenship 
also remind us that citizenship is a day-to-day experience, and Gleadle argues 
that historians need more dialogue with sociologists and psychologists if they 
are going to develop a nuanced understanding of such ‘micro-level’ political 
interactions. She further cautions that political historians often read sources 
too literally, giving a misleading impression of a totally masculine public 
sphere. For example, women may not be listed as attendees at political din-
ners, but they might well have attended after the food for the speeches. Or 
Victorian authorial conventions often mean that a man is named as the author 
of a political treatise, which might well have been the product of collabora-
tion with other family members.60
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As such, there are opportunities for the history of masculinity to say more 
about the nature of political practice. Masculinity is at its most concrete at 
the level of the corporeal, and the bodiliness of British politics is often strik-
ing. The rough-and-tumble of the parliamentary election contest provided 
an arena where the manliness of aspiring public servants was put to the test. 
We mostly associate this with the age of Hogarth, but Kit Good and Jon 
Lawrence have shown how this persisted into the nineteenth century and 
beyond.61 The canvass is still a spontaneous and interactive arena where poli-
ticians are expected to think on their feet, and to deal with physically or ver-
bally aggressive ambushes from the public.

Political speaking, too, is a physical act. Griffin notes that ‘the masculin-
ity of politicians was constantly being assessed, not only by reference to what 
they said, but also by their dress, deportment and manners’.62 It is all too 
easy to forget this when our sources for political speeches from this period 
are texts on the page. Occasionally, these sources give an impression of how 
a speech was performed, giving us an insight into the bodiliness of politi-
cal speaking. For example, take this report of Robert Grant speaking at the 
1830 Norwich election: ‘Mr. G’s stature is lofty, and his deportment grave 
and commanding. —His voice and manner are alike dignified, and his style 
copious and rich. There is something peculiar in his manner of address that 
cannot fail to secure the attention of his hearers.’63 Illustrations of political 
speakers show just how theatrical verbal communication could be in a period 
when the body was seen as a window on the soul. Gladstone was an avid stu-
dent of John Walker’s The Academic Speaker (1797), which provided illustra-
tions of the bodily attitudes that convey the ideas being spoken: sketches of 
Gladstone speaking in the Commons suggest that he put these prescriptions 
into practice.64 Recent works have shed light on the specific rhetorical culture 
of the British parliament and its implications for masculinity.65 In particular, 
the choice of the term ‘maiden speech’ is telling, suggesting that it is ‘some-
thing akin to that first trip to a brothel in the company of male relations or 
friends for performance of that act that will make him a man’.66

Masculinity can provide similar insights into the world of political ritual. 
Ritual is one area of British history where political historians have long had 
to engage with sociological methodologies. For example, Frank O’Gorman’s 
classic essay on election rituals and ceremonies predates historical interest in 
political masculinity, but forms the backdrop for more recent work that has 
tried to think about the gendered nature of electoral performance.67 Histories 
of political women have highlighted the ritual aspects to the sociable side to 
politics in this period, notably the gendered activities of visiting and enter-
taining.68 Masculinity is especially interesting in homosocial contexts such as 
associations and dinners, or when studying the meetings that radicals and loy-
alists alike held in taverns.69 Drinking rituals can shed light on the emotional 
(and chemical) ways in which political bonds are created between men. Karen 
Harvey has explored the world of the eighteenth-century punch party, where 
men from the middling sorts would gather privately to drink from a large 
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decorated bowl. She cautions that sociable experiences like this are difficult to 
reconstruct, but the strict rules and rituals of such occasions nevertheless shed 
light on unwritten masculine codes.

This brings us to the history of material culture, since Harvey places a lot 
of emphasis on the punchbowl itself. The cost of the bowl and its liquid con-
tents tell us about the sorts of men who would have participated, and the 
rich decorations on the bowls commonly reference all-male political associa-
tions like militias, guilds or clubs. Furthermore, the materiality of the bowl 
tells us about its use and effect: ‘circular and open bowls enable sharing and 
coming together’, as would the practice of passing the bowl from man to 
man.70 Objects therefore have agency and perform cultural work. In some 
political contexts, objects can have clandestine meanings: objects with hidden 
images or texts, or references that would only be meaningful to fellow initi-
ates, helped to sustain the underground movements of Jacobitism and Jacobi-
nism.71 More overtly, public memorials and keepsakes like tokens and medals 
commemorated men’s involvement in loyalist and military associations.72

Rituals take place within spaces, and approaches from the spatial turn can 
shed light upon the gendering of politics. The ‘separate spheres’ interpreta-
tion lent itself to thinking about the home as a space, but as an apolitical one, 
so gender historians and political historians alike were long remiss in con-
sidering this aspect. But Zoe Dyndor’s recent study of electioneering in the 
eighteenth century shows that the home space could be a very political arena. 
The receiving of candidates into the home was a ritualised process; and in 
certain boroughs, the question of whether a dwelling would confer a vote was 
spatially defined, hinging on questions like whether it opened directly onto a 
street, or whether a pot could be boiled within. At election time, these spa-
tial questions had big implications for a male householder’s access to elec-
toral citizenship, or a female landlady’s ability to influence proceedings (and 
to earn extra rent).73 Various everyday domestic rituals could have a political 
character, such as the reading of news, writing letters on behalf of the fam-
ily, or family prayers.74 Shifting from the micro to the macro, the geography 
of political activity is also important. The history of masculinity has gener-
ally been very urban in its focus: this is understandable, given that topics like 
homosexuality, politeness or bourgeois domesticity usually presuppose an 
urban backdrop. Early attempts to integrate masculinity into a wider politi-
cal narrative often let the urban experience stand for the nation as a whole, 
without really thinking about the specificity of its conditions.75 The rural, 
however, is making a comeback. Harvey notes that eighteenth-century mas-
culinities should encompass ‘the patriotic country squire or the backbench 
Tory’, as well as more colourful urban figures like the fop or the man of the 
coffeehouse.76 And our understanding of gender and politics in the nine-
teenth century has also been enhanced by recent studies of the rural gentry.77

This section has largely focused on forms of political practice, since much 
of the best recent work on British political masculinity has used this approach, 
and suggests that the field has the potential to develop further in this way. 
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The history of masculinity need not therefore be limited to representation—
but, at the same time, political historians should not dismiss the insights of 
the linguistic turn, or lose the ability to read language in a nuanced way. One 
final question that a recent study has raised is the role of political rhetoric 
in masculinities. Stephen Moore has explored the Admiral Byng controversy, 
which gender historians have argued was part of a wider panic about gender 
relations and the moral fibre of the ruling class. Moore, on the other hand, 
argues that Byng’s alleged effeminacy was rather a ‘rhetorical strategy’ by a 
government that was determined to scapegoat him: gender was not ‘the cen-
tral trope motivating public discussion, nor was the discussion reflective of 
a broader concern for waning masculinity’.78 In this instance I disagree: in 
general, the cultural historian in me is minded to assume that, where gen-
dered rhetoric is present, then it is likely to be having an ideological effect. 
The history of political masculinities cannot be boiled down to deliberately 
chosen words and images: if nothing else, these can only have an effect within 
a political culture where gender is important. But political historians are well 
placed to assess the intentionality in statements of masculinity. When Glad-
stone posed for a photographer in his shirt-sleeves and resting on an axe, he 
knew what image he was seeking to convey and endeavoured to control it.79

In conclusion, the question mark in the title is employed advisedly, since 
it is necessary to query the way that men in British politics have tradition-
ally been studied. Politics in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was long 
regarded as ‘a man’s sphere’, but work on gender and masculinity over the 
last quarter-century has done much to nuance our understanding of men’s 
political roles. We have seen that there is much to be gained in openly criti-
quing something that is silently assumed. This can help us to understand both 
men’s historical dominance and the nature of the British political system—
and, indeed, it often demonstrates that the public sphere was by no means as 
uncomplicatedly male as our sources would often have us believe. The study 
of political masculinity is therefore a feminist endeavour, rather than being 
a threat to it. Equally, work on political masculinities has the potential to 
inform the history of masculinity more widely, since politics is a field where 
ideology and practice are both crucial: the history of masculinity need not 
then be restricted to representation, or to the short term. Although the field 
remains somewhat underdeveloped, work on British political masculinities in 
this period suggests that it could yet be a very significant area of historical 
investigation.
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