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Over the past twenty years there has been a substantial growth in historical research and literature on male gender identities and relations. Most historians of the Nineteenth and Twentieth centuries have concentrated, understandably, on the middle-classes and the increasingly dominant bourgeois ideals of manliness framed around a culture of domesticity with a focus on internalised male virtues such as self-control, discipline and thrift.  The hegemony and centrality of bourgeois values of manliness have been linked to broader patterns of middle-class dominance of elite British society from the later eighteenth century onwards.  In an inverse sense, the decline in the so-called ‘aristocratic ideal’ of manhood, commonly identified as the dominant code in the earlier Eighteenth century, has been associated with the broader ‘decline of the landed classes’ as the national elite.  This focus on middling manliness has often been tempered with the knowledge that more analysis is required of the effect of variations in social status on cultures and ideologies of masculinity.  A particular emphasis has been laid on the need for more knowledge of the everyday functioning of masculinity as a social construction and a gendered relational ideal.

This paper services these several areas in the history of male gender identities, and the history of landed society, by examining the involvement of English gentry men in the shifting notions of manliness and masculinity of modern British society.  The first part comprises a discussion on the level and nature of public school education and club membership amongst the gentry men of Devon, Hertfordshire, Lincolnshire and Lancashire, between 1800 and 1939.  Both public schools and clubs had been very popular amongst gentry society throughout the nineteenth century, in contrast to the habits of the landed classes of the eighteenth century. However from the mid-nineteenth century onwards an increasing proportion of gentry men attended or were members of such institutions.  By the 1900s these central institutions of elite male society were a regular and vital feature of gentry life.  This brief statistical survey will be followed by an examination of the impact of this type of secondary socialisation on the outlook and behaviour of gentry men. The correspondence between young gentry men at boarding school and their parents reveal the attitudes and experiences of both parties and the more precise details of public school education amongst the gentry. There will also be a comparative micro-study of the background, upbringing, perceptions and behaviour of Sir Ralph Furse, the eldest son of a gentry family, in Devon, and of Edward Marsh, the son of a medical professional and a Cambridge Don with aristocratic connections through his mother’s family.  Both men served as senior civil servants in the Colonial Office during the Early Twentieth Century. Their views on the acceptable parameters of gentlemanly behaviour and status were recorded on a day-to-day basis in their desk-diaries whilst they served, at different times during their careers, as recruitment officers dealing with senior posts in the Colonial Service. Ralph Furse and Edward Marsh were of different social and economic backgrounds and they differed slightly in their definitions of the elite male and in their visualisations of ‘the perfect colonial gentleman.  ’However, the diaries show that both Ralph and Edward formed their professional judgements around closely comparable and shared notions of ‘the gentleman.’

Overall, despite relative declines in the monopoly of wealth and power enjoyed by landed elites during this period, it is argued that gentry men were gradually acculturated to changing forms of gender and status and were an active part of elite culture into the Twentieth Century.  This was achieved partly through an intensified level of involvement in all-male associations and homosocial institutions during the nineteenth century.  Whilst they adopted the central tenets of modern manliness and became a minority group within a broadening social elite, the landed gentry were central agents, along with other groups, in the construction of accepted forms of elite thought and behaviour.  This shows that, rather than constituting a ‘victory’ of middle-class ideals or a linear decline of landed values, modern concepts of manliness reflected the way that men of the upper sections of the middle-classes and the lower rungs of landed society continued to accommodate each other within a core definition of masculinity, which was merely fractured by slight variations in social origins, upbringing and status.

