




That's So Victorian! 
 

ou’ve undoubtedly heard that phrase.  You may even have used it!  It’s a phrase that people like to 
utter when they wish to indicate that something – particular a thought, idea, belief system or value 
– is hopelessly outmoded.  Branding something as “so Victorian,” however, generally doesn’t 

simply mean outdated or outmoded.  It generally carries a host of added meanings: Straitlaced, 
Puritanical, prudish, moralistic, backwards, misguided, and wrong!  
 Most of all, if we hear that someone has “Victorian” attitudes about something, the assumption 
we’re most likely to make is that this person’s attitudes are the exact opposite of “progressive.”  And 
today that may, in fact, be true.  The problem is that by using the phrase “Victorian” to indicate any 
attitude that is backward, straitlaced, excessively moralistic, and utterly non-progressive, we perpetuate 
the myth that such terms accurately describe the Victorian period itself. 
 It’s not hard to do.  Victorian magazines are filled with articles (and entire sermons) that perfectly 
illustrate the point of view that, today, we would deride as soooo Victorian.  In particular, one finds 
endless articles attempting to establish the place of women in society – or rather, to re-establish it 
according to an idyllic image of delicacy, virtue and subservience that probably existed only in the 
minds of the writers themselves.   
 Women, we’re told over and over, shouldn’t aspire to higher education.  There’s no place for them 
in universities.  Their fragile brains simply cannot master higher learning – and if they do, why, such 
learning will destroy their femininity, their role as a gentle moral guide to their menfolk. Heaven forbid 
that women become “just like” men – for then, where would men be?  Women should not seek jobs, 
and if they must, they should only accept employment that is suitable for their station (note that such 
articles take no notice of the jobs done by servants and working women; these concerns are only for the 
type of work that might be undertaken by “gentlewomen” or “ladies”).  Women should not participate 
in sports – or if they do, then it must be only amongst friends, never as a public display and certainly 
never in a competitive spirit.  
 Today, we find such articles, and the attitudes that inspired them, laughable (and I suspect that quite 
a few Victorians did as well).  We also imagine that they are representative of the “Victorian” mindset. 
 What is all too easy to overlook, however, is the reason for such articles.  Such pieces were written 
in reaction to what was actually going on in the Victorian period.  What was actually going on was... 
Women were entering universities.  Women were seeking jobs – not just “working class” women, who 
were expected to work, but “gentlewomen” who either needed jobs because they could no longer rely 
upon the support of a man, or who sought work as an alternative to idleness.  Women were becoming 
clerks, reporters – even doctors!  Women were even demanding the right to participate in politics. 
 Women were beginning to consider the possibility that they might take a walking vacation without 
male chaperones.  They were entering into sports – including sports hitherto reserved for men, such as 
cricket.  They were (gasp) riding bicycles!  
 In short, the Victorian period was one of amazing forward-thinking, progressiveness and change.  
The attitude, “I have the right to learn and work and vote” is, indeed, so Victorian!  The articles, 
outcries and complaints of those who felt that women should do none of the above were written 
precisely because of the amazing changes that were taking place in Victorian society – changes that 
affect every one of us today. 
 Sure, Victorians were straitlaced and moralistic and prudish.  They were also outspoken and 
progressive and free-living – and everything in between.  Pretty much like today! 
 

 
—Moira Allen, Editor 

editors@victorianvoices.net 
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