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Compelling Question: Did female monarchs provide women opportunities? 
Students will read and analyze each of the sources provided. Students will then answer the questions after 
each source in order to answer the compelling question.  
 
Document A: Act Concerning the Regal Power (1554) [Modified]  
An act declared by Queen Mary I of England, which made it legal for women to have sole ruling power as 
the Queen. Mary began her rule in 1553 after the death of her brother, Edward VI, left no male heir to the 
English throne. Female rule was considered with suspicion, and Mary’s marriage also caused concern. 
Shortly after her accession, she married Prince Philip of Spain (later Philip II). Women were considered 
submissive to their husbands; did that mean the Queen would be submissive to her husband in politics, 
too? The English government and people became concerned that Philip would seize power, and therefore 
Mary was moved to declare her intention to retain the English throne for herself. In this, Mary declares 
her right to rule as a woman, and her unwillingness to relinquish her crown to a man, even her husband.  
 

[B]e it declared and enacted by the authority of this present parliament that the law of 
this realm is and ever hath been, and ought to be understood, that the kingly or regal office of 
the realm, and all dignities [etc.] ... thereunto annexed, united, or belonging, being invested 
either in male or female, are and be and ought to be as fully, wholly, absolutely, and entirely 
deemed, judged, accepted, invested, and taken in the one as in the other; so that what or 
whensoever statute or law doth limit and appoint that the king of this realm may or shall have, 
execute, and do anything as king, or doth give any profit or commodity to the king, or doth limit 
or appoint any pains or punishment for the correction of offenders or transgressors against the 
regality and dignity of the king or of the crown, the same the queen ... may by the same authority 
and power likewise have, exercise, execute, punish, correct, and do, to all intents, constructions, 
and purposes, without doubt, ambiguity, scruple, or question — any custom, use, or scruple, or 
any other thing whatsoever to be made to the contrary notwithstanding. 
 
Queen Mary I, Act Concerning the Regal Power (1554) § (n.d.). https://constitution.org/1-

History/sech/sech_078.htm.  
 
Guiding Questions:  
 

1. What power did this act give Queen Mary I? 
 
 
 
 

2. How did this act work against ideas of the time regarding a woman’s role in marriage?  
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Document B: The charter of the upbringing of two hundred noble maidens 
This charter for the “upbringing of two hundred noble 
maidens” was founded by Catherine the Great of Russia 
in 1764, an autocratic empress.   
The establishment of the institute was a significant step 
in making education available for women in Russia. This 
institution, according to the decree, was tasked with 
“giving the state educated women, good mothers, and 
useful members of the family and society.” The institute 
accepted girls no older than six and provided them with a 
12-year training course. According to the charter, their 
parents could be ranked no lower than colonel and state 
councilor. The institute also accepted the daughters of 
hereditary nobility for an annual fee. All pupils were 
prepared for the life of the royal court. The training 
program included Russian literature and language, arts, 
geography, arithmetic, history, foreign languages, music, 
dance, drawing, conventional manners, and home 
economics. The girls lived according to a regimented 
daily routine and could only see their relatives on 
weekends and holidays, and only in the presence of the 
headmistress. They did not have the right to leave the 
institute prior to graduation, either of their own volition 
or at the wishes of their families. With the help of this 
institute, the Empress planned to snatch schoolgirls from 
their familiar surroundings and create a “new breed of 
people.” 
 

“The charter of the upbringing of two hundred noble maidens founded by Her Majesty the Empress 
Empress Catherine the Great, the autocrat of the All-Russian matter of the fatherland, and 
protchaya and protchaya and protchaya.” [Confirmed May 5, 1764 in the village of Sarskoe]. - In 
St. Petersburg: [b. and.], 1764. - 22 p. ; 2 °. - The compiler of the Charter, I. I. Betskoi, is named in 
the report of the Commission to Catherine II, printed on the back of the tit. l. - SK XVIII . 
Retrieved from https://www.prlib.ru/en/node/459874.  

 
Guiding Questions:  
 

1. What did this charter create for young women? 
 
 
 
 

2. How did this act work against ideas of the time regarding a woman’s role in society?  
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Document C: General School Regulations, Maria Theresa (December 6th 1774) [Modified] 
This order  by Maria Theresa, Empress of the Holy Roman Empire, l aimed to reform education within 
Austria and her territories. Under these regulations, children of both sexes were required to attend school 
between the ages of six and twelve. Although women could be educated before this, requiring girls to go to 
school was radical at the time.  
   

We have realized that the education of young people , both sexes, as the most important 
basis of the true happiness of the nations, however, demands a more precise level. 

This subject attracted our attention all the more, the more certain of a good upbringing, 
and leadership in the early years, the whole future way of life of all people, and the education of 
genius, and the way of thinking of entire peoples depends, which can never be achieved if the 
darkness of ignorance is not cleared up by well-chosen educational and teaching institutions, 
and everyone who is given instruction appropriate to his or her status 

In order to achieve this necessary, as a mutually beneficial decision, we have found the 
current general lane of the Sculoronung to be fixed for all of our German hereditary kingdoms 
and countries. 

The right to hold schools and to instruct the youth also remains with all those of clerical 
and secular status, male and female, who have hitherto been in the same regard; But the schools 
have to go arranged altogether in the general established manner, as soon as possible, and in all 
matters, without any exception, to depend on the school commission of the province in which 
they are located. 

Wherever there is opportunity to have their own schools for the maids, they attend them 
and, if it is possible, are to be instructed in sewing, knitting and other things appropriate to their 
sex; But where there are no separate girls' schools, they have to go to the common school, but not 
among the boys, but on their own benches, separated from them, and are instructed with the 
boys in the same class, with who at the same time learn everything that is appropriate for their 
sex.  
 
Theresa, Maria, General School Regulations for the German Normal, Secondary and Trivial Schools in all 

Kaiserl § (n.d.). 
 
Guiding Questions:  
 

1. What is the goal of the regulations?  
 
 

2. How does this affect women/girls? 
 
 

3. Is there a difference for how boys are to be taught in comparison to girls? 
 
 

4. According to this regulation, what are the long term effects of compulsory [required] 
education? 	  
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Document D: Excerpts of Letters from Queen Victoria [Modified]  
Queen Victoria of Great Britain and Ireland (1837-1901) wrote the following two extracts which give her 
opinion on women’s “natural” interest and roles. Her husband, Prince Albert, acted as an unofficial co-
ruler during his short life, dying in 1861. Victoria went on to rule for forty years after her husband’s 
death, but maintained her staunch beliefs that men were more natural rulers. At times, she expressed 
frustration with gender roles, while at others (as viewed in the excerpts below) she accepted and embraced 
her lesser position as a fact.  
 
Excerpt #1 
 

“Albert grows daily fonder and fonder of politics and business, and is so wonderfully fit 
for both - such perspicacity and such courage - and I grow daily to dislike them more and more. 
We women are not made for governing; and, if we were good women, we must dislike those 
masculine occupations; but there are times which force one to take interest in them… and I do of 
course, intensely.” (1852) 

 
Excerpt #2 

 
“The Queen is most anxious to enlist everyone who can speak or write to join in checking 

this mad wicked folly of ‘women's rights’, with all its attendant hours, on which her poor sex is 
bent, forgetting every sense of womanly feeling and propriety… God created men and women 
different-then let them remain each in their own position…. Woman would become the most 
hateful, heatless, and disgusting of human beings were she allowed to unsex herself; and where 
would be the protection which man was intended to give the weaker sex?” (1870) 
 
Chernock, Arianne. “Conclusion: Queen Victoria versus the Suffragettes: The Politics of Queenship in 

Edwardian Britain.” Chapter. In The Right to Rule and the Rights of Women: Queen Victoria and 
the Women's Movement, 193–216. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019. 
doi:10.1017/9781108652384.007. 
 

Guiding Questions:  
 

1. Compare the tone of the first excerpt  to the second.  
 
 

2. In the letter from 1852, what role does she believe women should play in politics?  
 
 
 

3. Why does Queen Victoria believe that the fight for women’s rights is a “mad wicked 
folly”? 
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Document E: Two Years in the Forbidden City 
For two years, Princess Der Ling was the favorite lady-in-waiting to the Empress Dowager Cixi in the 
imperial palace in Beijing. This book provides a unique and surprisingly intimate portrait of the Dragon 
Lady, who ruled China for 47 years, and brought the country to the brink of destruction. Der Ling refers to 
the larger political context on many occasions. But the best parts of the book are the small details. What 
emerges is an intimate portrait of the life and personality of the Empress Dowager, and a sense of the inner 
workings of the highly secretive world of the imperial palace. 
 

When I informed Her Majesty of the arrival of the portrait she ordered that it should be 
brought into her bedroom immediately. She scrutinized it very carefully for a while, even 
touching the painting in her curiosity. Finally she burst out laughing and said: "What a funny 
painting this is, it looks as though it had been painted with oil." (Of course it was an oil 
painting.) "Such rough work I never saw in all my life. The picture itself is marvelously like you, 
and I do not hesitate to say that none of our Chinese painters could get the expression which 
appears on this picture. What a funny dress you are wearing in this picture. Why are your arms 
and neck all bare? I have heard that foreign ladies wear their dresses without sleeves and 
without collars, but I had no idea that it was so bad and ugly as the dress you are wearing here. I 
cannot imagine how you could do it. I should have thought you would have been ashamed to 
expose yourself in that manner. Don't wear any more such dresses, please. It has quite shocked 
me. What a funny kind of civilization this is to be sure. Is this dress only worn on certain 
occasions, or is it worn any time, even when gentlemen are present?" I explained to her that it 
was the usual evening dress for ladies and was worn at dinners, balls, receptions, etc. Her 
Majesty laughed and exclaimed: "This is getting worse and worse. Everything seems to go 
backwards in foreign countries. Here we don't even expose our wrists when in the company of 
gentlemen, but foreigners seem to have quite different ideas on the subject. The Emperor is 
always talking about reform, but if this is a sample we had much better remain as we are. Tell 
me, have you yet changed your opinion with regard to foreign customs? Don't you think that 
our own customs are much nicer?" Of course I was obliged to say "yes" seeing that she herself 
was so prejudiced. 
 
Der Ling. Two Years in the Forbidden City. Project Gutenberg. 1911.  
 
Guiding Questions:  
 

1. Who is writing and how does she know the Empress? 
 
 
 

2. Does the Queen seem open to reforms to women’s dress? Why or why not? 
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Overall, did female monarchs provide women more opportunities? Explain. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


