




Coming Full Circle 
 

ne of the aspects of Victorian society that tends to draw the most criticism—and sneering—is its reliance upon 
servants.  A large Victorian country home might have more servants than family living under its roof.  And 
even the “genteel poor” are often depicted, in Victorian tales, as having at least one faithful retainer; to have 

no servants at all was poverty indeed! 
 Throughout most of the 19th century, a well-bred Victorian woman could not leave her home without the 
escort of a footman.  Not that he was expected to engage in fisticuffs on her behalf; his role was to protect her 
reputation.  (After all, who knew what a woman might do if allowed out of the house unattended?)  The need for 
that escort was very real; his presence signaled that this was a woman of quality and not to be molested; the lack 
of such a footman indicated a woman was no better than she should be and fair game. 
 Of course, if one did happen to have a large Victorian home, its legion of servants (and their rigid below-
stairs hierarchy) was not exactly a luxury.  Knowing how difficult I find it to keep my own home swept and 
dusted, I rather doubt I could handle the maintenance of, say, Highclere Castle (aka Downton Abbey) without a 
little help.  Or maybe a lot of help. 
 The Butler’s Pantry Book, by Elizabeth Drury, describes the various roles of Victorian servants in detail, 
along with a host of “recipes” for various tasks and cleaning products.  Most of this material is drawn from 
sources published before 1870.  As the 19th century drew to a close, so did the era of servants.  Upper-class ladies 
who might once have expected to marry well often found themselves, instead, managing a relatively small 
establishment with a single maid, housekeeper, cook, or “maid of all work.”  Conversely, middle-class families 
were beginning to rise up to a lifestyle that might include, for the first time, having a servant (usually just one). 
 This, I suspect, is why Victorian women’s magazines of the late 19th century—anywhere from the 1870’s 
onward—have so many “how-to” articles.  Women who never “had to” in previous decades now, for the first 
time, needed to learn “how to”—how to handle the laundry, the cooking, the cleaning, the mending.  A similar 
process was underway in America, parts of which were learning to live not only without servants but without 
slaves.  American ladies, however, were generally less restricted by the social stigma of self-reliance.  
 The growing attitude of self-reliance continued into the 20th century, and fueled an entire industry dedicated 
to “labor-saving devices.”  Today, we take for granted the vacuum cleaner, the dishwasher, the washing machine, 
and a host of other appliances that have made it possible to do it yourself without actually doing it by hand. And 
so, armed with the knowledge that, in many cases, we have only to push a button to accomplish what once took a 
maid half the day or more, it’s easy to look back on the Victorian dependence upon servants with a smile (or a 
sneer).  Yet, I think perhaps we are not so far removed from that mindset as we might like to believe. 
 Today, for example, I’ve just received a notice from Amazon about the latest developments to their Amazon 
Echo, which, apparently, will do nearly everything except wash the dishes and walk the dog (for which you still 
need a maid and a footman, or at least a sponge and a leash).  It will add items to my grocery list so I don’t have to 
lift that heavy pencil or carry that cumbersome bit of paper to the store.  It will cheerfully order things from 
Amazon for me (surprise, surprise).  It will turn my lights on and off, adjust my thermostat, and even open and 
close my garage door.  And best of all, it does all this in response to voice commands. 
 You know, orders. 
 Today, there is an entire industry based on providing us with apps and tools that enable us to order electronic 
devices to do things for us on command.  We can speak to our remotes.  We can speak to our apps and tell them to 
perform all manner of services for us.  We have become a generation that is relearning the joy of being able to tell, 
if not someone, at least something what we want done, and relax in the knowledge that it will happen. 
 Things like... turning the lights on.  Adjusting the thermostat.  Choosing a TV station, or a movie, or a song. 
 When Amazon’s Alexa can do my laundry, wash my dishes, and walk the dog, then, maybe, I’ll get a dog... 
In the meantime, another industry is busily making billions of dollars selling diet aids, diet plans and fitness 
equipment to a generation that barks a command into an electronic device to switch TV channels.  (Granted, if 
Victorians had had televisions, they would have had a special servant to stand by and change channels...) 
 But somehow, I rather think that if a Victorian were introduced to the Amazon Echo and told of the wonders 
it could perform and the labor it would save, they might... well... sneer... 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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