




Meet Aunt Eve 
 

riginally, I meant to start this editorial with an apology.  I had some doubts about running our lead article, 
“Aunt Eve Interviewed,” as I have an aversion to Victorian articles filled with “dialect.” Nearly every article, 
poem or story relating to African-Americans (or indeed just about any minority group) in the Victorian era 

depicts that minority as speaking in dialect, and generally uses that dialect to make fun of the group in question. 
 But as I reviewed the article again, I realized that no apology here is needed.  It’s not simply because, in this 
case, the dialect of the interviewee, a “superannuated” former slave who may have been over 100 years old, was 
never used to mock the subject.  It’s because, in the world of Victorian literature, this article is amazing.  Thus far, 
in browsing several hundred Victorian periodicals, I  have never seen anything quite like it. 
 It’s an article that takes a person of color seriously.  It treats the subject, “Aunt Eve,” not like an amusingly 
quaint or childlike person, or like a charmingly ignorant (and therefore amusing) person, or as an inferior or even 
a grotesque person.  It treats her like... a person.  And that, sad to say, is sufficiently rare in the Victorian world, 
and in Victorian literature, as to be something of a phenomenon. 
 In Victorian days, a writer simply didn’t “interview” minorities.  One might write about a minority—either an 
individual of note or as a group, such as George Cable’s articles about the Creoles in New Orleans.  One might 
certainly talk to members of that group to flesh out one’s research.  But one didn’t write an “interview.”  Even the 
lovely article on the Zuñi coming up in our next issue is more of an anthropological piece—fascinating, but still 
an observation written from a first-person white perspective—than an “interview.” 
 This is an article that’s about 150 years ahead of its time.  Yes, it is filled with dialect, and rightfully so, for it 
would be more disrespectful to have attempted to change “Aunt Eve’s” natural form of speech than to print it “as 
is.”  And yes, it contains a few instances of the “n” word—because in Victorian days, people of color used this 
word freely to refer to one another.  But it would be well over a century before such articles might become 
commonplace. 
 It would be easy to stop here and note that this, perhaps “says a lot” about Victorian culture.  And, to a certain 
degree, it does.  If one has a genuine interest in the history of any period in time, one quickly learns that one must 
take the bitter with the sweet.  There’s quite a lot that is “sweet” about the Victorian era, and quite a lot that is 
pretty darn bitter.  Racism and bigotry are not just elements of the Victorian world, but elements that were 
accepted as normal, natural, and even laudable.  The majority of articles that deal with “foreigners,” whether 
viewed in the context of their own countries and cultures, or as minorities within Western society, tend to be 
pretty awful.  From “John Chinaman” to “Baboo,” racial slurs are printed without a second thought.   
 Toxic as these attitudes were, my feeling is that one can’t condemn something as a “Victorian attitude” unless 
it is somehow distinctly Victorian—and not common to other periods of time or history.  Hence, I have difficulty 
with the many folks who want to condemn and dismiss Victorians as being “repressive of women” when, in fact, 
repression of women began long before the Victorian era—and when the Victorian era was, in fact, a time of 
massive changes and advances in women’s rights. And while Victorian racial slurs may set my teeth on edge, 
again, such attitudes can hardly be dismissed as “Victorian.”   
 Racism is far from a Victorian problem.  In this country, Jim Crow laws persisted officially until the Civil 
Rights Act... signed in 1964.  The Voting Rights Act was signed in 1965.  The Fair Housing Act, designed to ban 
racial discrimination in housing, was signed in 1968.  And I’m betting that a good many of my readers—like 
me—may remember those years.  These acts did not end racism in this country, but they did mark some of the 
first official, nationwide, legal decisions that stated that racism was a bad thing and needed to end.   
 We all have a tendency to think of a particular time in the past as being a bit more of “the good old days.”  
And there is no question that if we were to look at almost any period, we could find something about it that we 
like better than some of the things that are happening today. (Dinosaur that I am, I think fondly of nearly any 
period predating cell phones!)  But if we look closer, we’ll generally find something not so good about those days.  
For example, I feel a bit of nostalgia for my childhood—a time when I was utterly unaware that a privilege I took 
for granted, that of being able to visit a public library, was still being denied to persons of color in many states! 
 Taking the bitter with the sweet, I suppose the reality is that what we often consider “Victorian” attitudes are 
simply “human” attitudes—and the good news is that we keep on working to improve them! 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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