




Reasons to Be Thankful 
 

T this time of year, it’s traditional to examine some of the many reasons we have in life to be grateful.  It is 
the season of “giving thanks” – a wise custom whether one anticipates spending the last weekend of the 
month consuming large amounts of turkey, or shaking one’s head from the other side of the Atlantic at yet 

another example of American tendencies to overdo things. 
 So I began to ask myself whether there was anything about the Victorian era for which I had particular reason 
to be grateful.  It didn’t take long to realize that the list could be virtually endless – from the scientific advances 
that make my life infinitely easier than it was for my 19th-century ancestors, to the medical advances that make it 
(potentially) considerably longer and more comfortable. 
 What springs to mind first and foremost, however, was the issue of “education.”  Today, as I look back upon 
that distant, fog-shrouded era when I graduated from high school (I lived in Berkeley, so we were often fog-
shrouded), I realize how much I was able to take for granted.  It never occurred to me then to wonder “whether” I 
could, or should, go on to get a college education, a college degree.  Of course I could.  Of course I would.  I’m 
the youngest of three girls, and both my sisters had PhDs.  (Ironically, I’m the odd one out in that regard!)  The 
only question one had to ask, in my day, was whether one had the grades to “get in” to the college of one’s choice.  
It would never have occurred to any of us that we might not have a choice. 
 And for that, I have the Victorians to thank.  It wasn’t the feminists of the 1960’s who bought us Anderson 
girls the “right” to have a higher education, the right to go for the highest degrees if we wanted them.  It was the 
feisty ladies of the Victorian era who demanded, fought for, and won that right.  America’s Wesleyan College, 
founded in 1839 as the Georgia Female College, claims to be the first college to offer chartered degrees for 
women.  In England, Girton College (part of Cambridge University) was founded in 1869 as the first British 
residential college offering higher degrees for women.  The controversy over whether women could or should 
pursue such degrees persisted well into the 1880’s and even to the turn of the century, with many an article 
expressing the fears that such education would destroy women’s gentle traits and “womanliness,” if not 
overwhelm their poor, feeble minds. 
 The second battle for which I have Victorian ladies to thank is, perhaps, related to the first: The right to work.  
Of course, it’s easy to overlook the fact that this “right to work” was an issue only for the “well-bred” 
gentlewoman; obviously, working-class Victorian women had been working pretty darn hard all along.  The 
question wasn’t so much whether a person of the female gender was capable of working, but of whether a person 
of breeding could work and still retain her social standing.  Could a “lady” work and still remain a lady? 
 The Victorian lady declared – possibly as a result of her newly won education – that if a lady had to roll up 
her sleeves and get her hands dirty in order to support herself or her children, then that was what a Victorian lady 
would do.  And by doing so, Victorian ladies won access to trades and professions above and beyond the 
“traditional” female working roles as servants, maids, housekeepers, cooks, nannies and governesses.  Thanks to 
those Victorian ladies, I could not only go to college, I could work my way through college – not as a maid or a 
waitress, but as a secretary (which doesn’t sound so glorious today but was definitely top-of-the-line back then).  
And that, by the way, was largely due to the marvelous Victorian invention of the typewriter, with which I’ve had 
a love affair for most of my life!  (In fact one of my first major purchases was my very own electronic typewriter, 
so that I could “take in” typing and work at home as well – whilst aspiring to be a writer at the same time.) 
 Now, as I look back upon these Victorian changes to the lives of women, I see a curious thing: What goes 
around, comes around.  Because of Victorian-era shifts that enabled women to have educations and careers, I 
became a student of history and anthropology, a writer, and a person who enjoys working at home with lovely bits 
of computer technology.  (I confess, I no longer actually own a typewriter...)  And that has led to... the ability to 
create a website and a magazine that celebrate Victorian history and Victorian life. None of which would have 
been possible, quite probably, without the changes to the world that were made by the Victorians themselves! 
 And for that, I’m truly grateful!  
  
 
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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