




The Servant Problem 
 

s I mentioned in my March 2016 editorial, one of the aspects of Victorian life that we moderns find 
objectionable is the issue of “servants.”  Today, from the benefit of our egalitarian social view, there’s just 
something wrong with a person who has “servants.”  We think of such a person as pampered, lazy, and quite 

probably arrogant—someone who considers himself “above” others.  We suspect that person of thinking herself 
too “good” to get her hands dirty.  From there it’s an easy step to despise “masters” and “mistresses.” 
 I have no doubt that there were lazy masters and idle mistresses.  However, let’s dispense with the notion of 
“laziness” as the reason for having servants.  Imagine for a moment that you have found yourself in a world with... 
no washing machines.  No dishwashers. No vacuum cleaners. No permanent-press clothing or sheets. No 
refrigerators to keep your perishables cold (and certainly no freezers!).  No gas or electric stoves or ovens.  No 
microwaves (even I can remember life without microwaves!).  
 Complicate matters further with no indoor plumbing!  There may be a pump in the kitchen, but there’s no hot 
water heater; if you want hot water, you fill a vessel with cold water and put it on the stove.  If you want a hot 
bath, you carry the water from your stove to your tub.  We won’t even get into the “loo” question.  And these are 
just a few of the indoor issues. To get around, you keep horses or you hire them.  You don’t have a handy 
automobile that doesn’t need to be fed, groomed, or cleaned up after. So let’s rule “laziness” out of the equation. 
 And yet... and yet... The idea still rankles.  Perhaps the reason can be found in Emma Brewer’s series on “Our 
Friends the Servants,” which continues in this issue.  In her introductory remarks [see the July issue] she uses a 
few choice words that help sum up our antipathy toward “the servant problem.”  She begins by pointing out that 
“The two classes are not only necessary the one to the other, but the one could have no existence but for the 
other,” and adds “...very few of us are outsiders, but belong either to the class who serve or are served.” 
 There it is... that word “class.”  For the modern reader, and especially the modern American reader, the notion 
that servants are a “class” rubs one the wrong way.  In Victorian thinking, class and station are intertwined; you 
are of the servant class, so being a servant is your rightful “station” in life.  You should not think of rising above 
it.  A servant is a person whose role and station in life are to serve another.   
 At the end of her first installment, Mrs. Brewer ponders what seems to her the mystifying question of why so 
many young girls in the 1880’s preferred to seek jobs in other trades and professions, such as shop-girls or 
machinists or teachers or typewriters, even though the wages were lower and life might be “wretched.”  She does 
recognize the issue of “loss of liberty” that accompanies a life of “service.”  But she does not, I think, catch on to 
the fact that a young woman who obtains a job as a poorly paid machinist or clerk is... an employee.  Her station in 
life may be to work, but it is no longer to serve.  She may work for a “boss,” but she is no longer in the 
relationship of servant to mistress.  She is no longer part of a class of people who were defined, by writers like 
Brewer and Victorians in general, as existing to “serve.”   
 But before we close by smugly confirming that Victorians were class-obsessed and divided their world into 
the servants and the served, it’s worth noting that servants and service weren’t invented in the Victorian era.  It is 
a class structure the Victorians inherited from centuries of history.  We tend to associate it strongly with this 
period because so many manuals were written on the topic—both how to serve and how to manage one’s servants.  
But by the time Mrs. Brewer writes her series, the world that is divided neatly between those who serve and those 
who are served is coming to an end.  Three factors are coming together to break down this class structure: 
education, emigration, and economy.  Free education is now available to all, providing the children of servants 
with the knowledge and tools to look for other trades.  Emigration has opened doors to escape Britain’s class-
conscious society, and forge a new and independent life in the colonies or America.  Granted, one might work far 
harder than one would have as a servant—but in the process one might come to own one’s own home, or farm, or 
business.  And finally, a shrinking economy means that fewer and fewer households can afford a staff of 
servants—and gentlewomen are even being told how they can make ends meet by becoming domestics! 
 Cooks, maids and housekeepers still exist. But thanks to changes like these—changes that have their roots in 
the Victorian era—they are no longer servants.  They no longer belong to a special “class.” They are employees. 
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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