
JOSEPHINE
BUTLER
(1828-1906):

FEMINIST,
CHRISTIAN AND
LIBERTARIAN

RODERICK
MOORE

Libertarian Heritage No. 10
ISSN  0959-566X     ISBN  1 85637 148 4
An occasional publication of the Libertarian Alliance, 25 Chapter Chambers, Esterbrooke Street, London SW1P 4NN
www.libertarian.co.uk        email: admin@libertarian.co.uk
© 1993: Libertarian Alliance; Roderick Moore.
Roderick Moore is an information scientist.  He has a BA in Geography from Newcastle University,
and a postgraduate diploma in Information and Library Studies from Liverpool Polytechnic.
The views expressed in this publication are those of its author, and not necessarily
those of the Libertarian Alliance, its Committee, Advisory Council or subscribers.
Director:  Dr Chris R. Tame      Editorial Director: Brian Micklethwait      Webmaster:  Dr Sean Gabb

FOR LIFE, LIBERTY AND PROPERTY





duced into Parliament again. The result, however, was the same as
before. On both occasions it was the clause raising the age of con-
sent which held it up, and on both occasions the reason was the
same as in 1875; some MPs and peers objected to it because it
would curtail their own sexual activities or those of their sons.

In 1885 the campaigners were given stark proof of the lengths to
which some people in high places were prepared to go defend
child prostitution. The previous year, Alfred Dyer’s London Com-
mittee had learned that a woman called Mary Jeffries was running
a high-class brothel in Chelsea where some very unpleasant things
were going on. They had employed a former Metropolitan Police
inspector as a private detective after he had resigned from the
force in disgust when his superiors refused to prosecute her, and
he had spent a year gathering evidence against her. By March
1885 the Committee were ready to bring a private prosecution.
The only crime with which they could charge Mrs Jeffries was the
common-law offence of keeping a disorderly house, but they
hoped to gain valuable publicity when their evidence was heard,
especially since one of their witnessess was a former housemaid at
the brothel who was ready to testify that a thirteen-year-old girl
had been raped and flogged by a customer. On 5th May the trial
was held. Mary Jeffries arrived at the court escorted by a group of
rich young army officers, and pleaded guilty by prior arrangement
with the judge so that none of the evidence against her would be
heard. The judge let her off with a fine of 200 pounds which was
immediately paid by some of her rich customers, and she left the
court in triumph with the army officers forming a guard of honour.

Later that month another case gave further proof of the abuses that
were taking place. Annie Swan, a seventeen-year-old girl from
Shoreham, in Sussex, went to London in response to a newspaper
advertisement for a job as a housemaid. On arriving at the address,
she found she had been lured into a brothel, where the owner in-
tended to keep her prisoner and force her to work as a prostitute.
Being a quick-thinking young woman, she immediately locked
herself in the cellar and barricaded the door. She then waited until
the small hours of the morning, when everyone had given up
trying to break the door down and gone to bed, before creeping
out of the building and making her way to the head office of the
Salvation Army, the address of which was in a hymn book that she
had with her. The astonished staff later confirmed the truth of her
story by going to the brothel and retrieving her luggage. On 22nd
May, a few days after Miss Swan’s narrow escape, the Criminal
Law Amendment Bill ran out of time in the House of Commons
for the third year running.

After this series of events, Josephine Butler and her friends de-
cided that desperate measures were necessary. On 23rd May Ben-
jamin Scott, the Chairman of the London Committee, went to see
W. T. Stead, who was the editor of one of the leading London
newspapers of the time, the Pall Mall Gazette. Stead was a pioneer
of modern methods of investigative journalism, with bold, eye-
catching headlines and sensational exposures. He was a devout
Christian, and he had supported the campaign against the Conta-
gious Diseases Acts since the early 1870s, but he also had a
highly-strung personality tending towards emotional instability,
and his journalism was sometimes rather tasteless. Apart from that,
his political views were more socialist than libertarian. For these
reasons, Mrs Butler had her reservations about enlisting his sup-
port, as did many of her colleagues, but the events of May 1885
had made them willing to try anything. Stead was so shocked by
what Scott told him thaat he made up his mind to end the scandal
of child prostitution once and for all.

Stead decided to set up a “Secret Commission” to investigate child
prostitution, including among its members Josephine Butler and
representatives of the London Committee and the Salvation Army.
As part of the investigation, two young women, a Pall Mall Ga-
zette employee and a Salvation Army girl, disguised themselves as
prostitutes and infiltrated brothels at great risk to their own safety,
escaping before they had to provide any sexual services. Stead’s
most controversial move, however, was to set out to buy a child
himself, on the understanding that it was for the purpose of pros-

titution, just to show it could be done. Mrs Butler had set up a
refuge for ex-prostitutes in Winchester which was being run by
Rebecca Jarrett, a former brothel-keeper who had become a Chris-
tian and joined the Salvation Army. (The Butlers had been living
in Winchester since 1882, when George had retired from Liverpool
College and been appointed a Canon at Winchester Cathedral.)
Mrs Jarrett still had contacts in the London underworld, and
through them she found a thirteen-year-old fatherless girl called
Eliza Armstrong, whose mother was willing to part with her for
£5. Stead paid the money, but instead of a brothel, Eliza went to
the refuge in Winchester.

On 6th July 1885 the Pall Mall Gazette published the first of a
series of four articles under the heading “The Maiden Tribute of
Modern Babylon”, which described the Secret Commission’s dis-
coveries in the most lurid terms imaginable. Special emphasis was
given to the case of Eliza Armstrong, but without mentioning that
it was Stead himself who had bought her. The editors of most of
the other national newspapers condemned Stead, but not so much
for the tasteless style of the articles as for daring to publicise a
problem which they would have preferred to sweep under the car-
pet. The general public, however, reacted with an outburst of fury
which swept through the country like a tidal wave. The Pall Mall
Gazette was banned by W. H. Smith’s, but the street vendors were
overwhelmed by the demand. Thousands of people marched
through London and rallied in Hyde Park, demanding an end to
the scandal. The government could not ignore the public mood,
and they rearranged the Parliamentary schedule to make time for
the Criminal Law Amendment Bill, which was passed on 14th Au-
gust. The new law raised the age of consent to sixteen, made a
child’s evidence admissible in court without an oath, and imposed
new penalties for using drugs to commit rape or procuring a girl to
become a common prostitute in Britain or overseas. A few months
later Stead’s shock tactics backfired on him when the truth about
Eliza Armstrong came out, and he and Mrs Jarrett were both given
jail sentences for abduction, but by that time he was a national
hero, and the public were willing to support him no matter what he
did.

AFTERMATH

Seven days after the passing of the Criminal Law Amendment Act,
W. T. Stead launched a new organisation called the National Vigi-
lance Association, to campaign for higher standards of sexual mor-
ality in British society. Josephine Butler supported the new
campaign at first, as did many members of the Ladies’ National
Association, but she soon started to have second thoughts when
she realised the direction in which Stead and some of his friends
were heading. She had always believed very firmly in protecting
women and children against abuse and coercion, but as a liberta-
rian she believed equally firmly in keeping the law of the land and
the conscience of the individual in their proper spheres of in-
fluence. Stead, on the other hand, made it clear that he wanted the
law to intrude far into those areas of sexual behaviour which by
libertarian standards should be strictly matters of personal con-
science. Within a short time, Mrs Butler decided to break off all
links with the NVA. A few years later she summed up her views in
a letter to a friend:

“I have never heartily sympathised with the work of the Vigi-
lance Society, and yet undoubtedly they have done much
good, many good things. But there is a constant tendency
towards external pressure, and inside that a tendency to let
the pressure fall almost exclusively on women because it is
more difficult, they say, to get at men. It is dangerous work,
in reference to personal liberty, but few people care for lib-
erty or personal rights now. Our only hope is in a higher
standard.” (quoted in MacHugh 1980, p. 264)

At about the same time she also commented that:

“We have learned that it is not unusual for men and women
to discourse eloquently in public, of the home, of conjugal
life, of the divinity of womanhood ... and yet be ready to
accept and endorse any amount of coercive and degrading
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treatment of their fellow creatures, in the fatuous belief that
you can oblige human beings to be moral by force, and in so
doing that you may in some way promote social purity.”
(quoted in Walkowitz 1980, p. 252)

Mrs Butler’s differences of opinion with the NVA became clearly
visible in an incident in Winchester in 1894, when the local NVA
branch asked her to support a campaign to close down a music
hall in the town where the owner was allowing prostitutes to pick
up men. She had always supported strict laws against soliciting in
the streets, whether by prostitutes or by would-be customers, but
she did not believe the law should interfere with this kind of beha-
viour in private places. She wrote back to the NVA, turning down
their request and explaining that:

“I continue to protest that I do not believe that any real re-
form will ever be reached by outward repression ... The prin-
ciple of the Federation has always been to let individuals
alone, not pursue them by any outward punishments, not to
drive them out of any place, so long as they behave decently
—but to attack organised prostitution, that is, when a third
party, actuated by the desire of making money, sets up a
house in which women are sold to men.” (quoted in Bristow
1977, p. 155, and Petrie 1971, p. 228)

Although she never actually used the words “consenting adults in
private”, which were made famous by the Wolfenden Committee
more than sixty years later, her own views on the proper role of
the law in relation to sex were obviously running along very simi-
lar lines.

Until her death in 1906 she maintained a principled stand against
coercive intervention in matters of private morality. In 1902, when
she was a widow living alone in a flat, a young woman moved
into the flat below her and started working, quietly and unobtru-
sively, as a prostitute. The neighbours petitioned the landlady to
evict the girl, but Mrs Butler refused to sign. As always, she took
the view that when another person’s private behaviour was causing
no harm or nuisance to other people, it was wrong to interfere.

VICTORIAN VALUES AT THEIR BEST

A few years ago the historian Edward Bristow called Josephine
Butler “a non-repressive puritan” (Bristow 1977, p. 84). This ap-
parently paradoxical description shows how difficult it can be for
people who are used to thinking in terms of the concepts and ca-
tegories of the permissive society—even sympathetic commenta-
tors like Bristow—to understand her philosophy. It is part of our
modern conventional wisdom that the hypocrisy of Victorian times
and the cynical moral relativism of today are the only possible
attitudes to sex and no alternatives exist. Josephine Butler’s career
stands as proof that this is not the case.

Her life history should also serve to refute a few other fashionable
modern myths. There is a widespread belief in permissive circles
that all women who are against sexual permissiveness are either
ugly, sexually frustrated, or both. Josephine Butler, by contrast,
was described by her contemporaries as a very attractive woman,
and by all accounts her marriage was an extremely happy one.
(George Butler’s own career in the academic world and the Church
of England was often severely hindered by his wife’s controversial
activities, but he always supported her totally in everything she
did.) On a more serious level, it is instructive to compare the em-
pirical evidence of her life with the theories of Wilhelm Reich, the
Austrian psychologist who in 1920s made the world’s first attempt
to combine Freudianism with Marxism, and whose ideas became
very influential in the 1960s. Reich could not understand why the
majority of workers had not become Marxists when according to
the labour theory of value they were all being “exploited” by the
capitalists; his explanation was that they were all in a state of sex-
ual repression which had somehow deprived them of the courage
to stand up and fight for their rights. By Reich’s standards, Jose-
phine Butler’s Christian values were undoubtedly highly re-
pressive; readers may judge for themselves whether she was
lacking in courage.

Whatever her virtues, it should not be supposed that her character
was entirely faultless. She was inclined to be vain about her per-
sonal appearance, and was often given to self-publicising and
showing off. Being a country landowner’s daughter, she some-
times had a trace of snobbery in her attitude towards traders and
businessmen. Above all, her single-minded dedication to her
chosen cause often made her blind to the facts of political reality.
She resented it when public attention was distracted by other im-
portant issues like the Franco-Prussian War and Irish home rule,
and she easily grew impatient with politicians who did not share
her own priorities. Finally, she tended to be a hypochondriac. She
was always convinced that her health was about to break down
through sheer exhaustion, but although she did once suffer a ge-
nuine collapse due to overwork (in 1875, after her Continental
tour), she eventually lived well into her seventies. It is worth not-
ing here that, despite all the energy and effort which she put into
her campaigns on the question of prostitution, they did not occupy
all of her time. In 1871 she found the time to set up the Vigilance
Association for the Defence of Personal Rights, which campaigned
on other issues such as the illegitimacy laws and laws which re-
stricted the employment of women.

Taking all her strengths and weaknesses into account, she remains
one of the most remarkable women of the 19th Century.
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The campaigns against the Contagious Diseases Acts and child
prostitution have often been described in print, but many books do
not make clear the libertarian background of Josephine Butler’s
views. An exception is Petrie 1971, which is the most comprehens-
ive biography of Mrs Butler.  Another excellent recent work is
MacHugh 1980, and Bristow 1977 is also worth reading, although
it covers a wider field. Pearson 1972 has a slight bias in a per-
missive direction and plays down the seriousness of some of the
sexual abuses, and Walkowitz 1980 continually tries to impose a
socialist interpretation on events, but they both provide some use-
ful extra information.
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