




Making Tough Decisions 
 

ne thing that quickly becomes apparent to any reader of Victorian literature (fiction or nonfiction) is that 
the concept of “political correctness” was utterly unknown in the 19th century! Material that is otherwise 
interesting, informative, or entertaining is often marred (at least by 21st-century standards) by racist 

statements or jokes, sometimes simply as throwaways that added nothing of value even when first written. 
 In short, the vast majority of Victorians regarded people of color (any color) as inferior, and did not hesitate 
to portray them as such in Victorian literature.  This is true of both British and American “Victorians.”  Nor were 
“people of color” singled out for discrimination; to many British Victorians, anyone who wasn’t actually English 
was inferior.  One suspects that a great many Victorians took the “Grand Tour” simply so that they might rejoice, 
upon coming home, in being English. 
 There are, certainly, Victorian writers who did not share this general attitude, and who regarded (and wrote 
about) people of other cultures and races with respect and admiration.  Sadly, those were in the minority.  On the 
whole, Victorian writers speak of other races and cultures with a tone of often contemptuous amusement—yes, 
they are odd, but then, what can one expect, seeing as they are not English?  Poor things, they cannot help it! 
 This attitude presents a challenge to the 21st-century editor like myself, however.  Shall I republish articles 
that contain material that could be considered offensive?  Conversely, do I censor material that was written more 
than 100 to 150 years ago because its long-dead writers did not share our 21st-century views?  Should I condemn 
an author who has much to share with today’s reader, simply because not all of that author’s views mesh with 
today’s sensibilities? 
 It occurred to me as I pondered this problem that the reason it is a problem at all is not because we, as 
enlightened 21st-century beings, are so far beyond it ourselves.  We do not find such attitudes troubling because 
we have moved so far past them as to have forgotten them.  We find them troubling because we are still in the 
midst of trying to change those very same attitudes.  “Political correctness” emerged a scant few decades ago.  
Most of us undoubtedly know people today who hold much the same views about “others” as the Victorians did.  
 It seems unrealistic (and perhaps unfair), therefore, to condemn Victorian writers for displaying attitudes that 
only began to be challenged decades later—and that are still a problem more than a century after those works were 
written.  We challenge such attitudes today not because those of us born in the 20th century were somehow, 
miraculously, born a more enlightened people.  Rather, we challenge such attitudes out of an enlightenment that 
has been hard-won by decades of effort and education that did not even begin until the middle of the 20th century.  
It’s easy to say that the Victorians should have “known” better—but in that case, so should we. 
 That being said, however, I still return to the question of what to publish and what to leave in obscurity.  In 
this issue I faced that decision over the article on “American Slang.”  It’s a charming article (though it does, I 
think, show rather clearly the British attitude of amusement toward anyone non-British—even Canadians!).  But 
right in the middle was a lengthy section about “amusing” talk of “the negroes.”  
 What to do?  Should I cast aside the entire article because of this section?  I’m not wild about censorship, but 
I’m also not wild about reprinting blatantly offensive material. Of course, as an editor, I could simply trim 
anything I don’t care for, just as I would if someone were submitting a piece to me today.  But my goal is to 
present genuine Victoriana, not to “sanitize” the works of Victorian writers for modern consumption. 
 I decided upon a compromise.  In this magazine, the offensive section is removed—for without it, the article 
actually reads more smoothly.  On the web, one can read the article in its entirety.  (See the Bibliography on page 
39 for the link.) 
 I’m sure that this type of “tough decision” will arise again in Victorian Times.  And I hope that my choices 
will continue to make this magazine an enjoyable, entertaining and informative resource for its many and diverse 
readers!  
 
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net
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