




You’ve Come a Long Way, Baby... 
emember that catchy phrase?  Of course, it was originally used to promote Virginia Slims cigarettes, 
suggesting that being able to smoke with impunity was a huge improvement in women’s lives!  We know a bit 
better now, I hope—but the phrase still lingers to remind us how far we’ve come from our oppressive past! 

 I wonder what our “oppressed” sisters of the Victorian age would think of that phrase.  For starters, if we 
have come “a long way,” we have them to thank for it.  They got the ball rolling.  They were the ones who got us 
ladies into colleges, into  jobs, into medical school, into government, into the press, and so much more.  A 
Victorian lady of the 1850’s would certainly look upon her descendants in the 1890’s and say that they had come 
a very long way indeed! 
 But would a Victorian lady of those 1890’s look upon her descendants of more than a century later and say 
the same?  Trying to analyze the differences between the 1890’s and today would require a very large book, so 
let’s just dip into the media that I work with most here: magazines.  I’ve learned a great deal about the Victorian 
woman from the magazines of her day, so I wonder what that woman would learn from our own? 
 Let’s start by ruling out issues of fashion.  No doubt the Victorian woman would be as scandalized by our 
styles as we are by Victorian corsets.  Let’s also rule out changes in technology.  The Victorian woman would 
probably surmise (correctly) that our washing machines and dishwashers are simply a means of exchanging flesh-
and-blood servants for mechanical ones.  (What they’d make of Smartphones, I can’t begin to imagine!) Now, 
let’s try to imagine what a Victorian woman would expect from a woman’s magazine published a century later... 
 First, I think she would expect to see a great deal about women’s education. Since that was a burning issue in 
the 1880’s and 1890’s, with colleges only just beginning to award women the same degrees given to men for the 
same level of work, it’s not surprising that magazines of that era have articles on how to pass exams, profiles of 
leading women’s colleges, profiles of leading women scholars, and so forth.  Glancing through the women’s 
magazines on my coffee table, I find... not so much.  If today’s women go to college, you wouldn’t guess it from, 
say, Woman’s Day.  Not only are there no articles on preparing for college—or, even, preparing your children for 
college--there’s really not much indication that such magazines expect a high level of education from their 
readers.  Articles are short—often less than a page—and accompanied by brightly colored illustrations.  Language 
is kept simple.  In today’s women’s magazines, you’re not going to find, for example, an 8-part series on 
“archaeology for girls” or “understanding your government.”   
 Similarly, since the Victorian woman has struggled so hard to enter the workplace, she’d probably expect 
quite a bit of career advice in the magazines aimed at today’s woman.  Again, as I scan the pages, I see... not so 
much.  While there are magazines aimed more specifically at the working woman, those that you’ll find at the 
checkout counter seem to assume that most women still stay at home and raise children.  Lots of articles for 
moms, not so many for female CEOs.  And none, that I’ve seen, that encourage or advise moms on how to 
become CEOs (though I admit that there are a few articles on home businesses run by “stay-at-home moms”). 
 The Victorian woman would probably be a bit concerned by the central theme of most women’s magazines, 
which is—personal appearance!  She might wonder why we need page after page of articles on beauty tips, hair 
styles, and pieces comparing well-dressed celebrities with not-so-well dressed celebrities. She would probably be 
a bit flummoxed by our apparent desire to obtain health tips from actresses rather than doctors.  And she would 
probably be baffled by the vast range of weight-loss tips featured in every women’s magazine.  It’s interesting that 
Victorian magazines rarely, if ever, discuss the question of what to do if you are overweight—and when they do, 
they prescribe the same thing every time: “eat less, exercise more.”  So either Victorian women were not 
commonly overweight or they didn’t talk about it much!  
 Now, I’d like to leave this as a comparison between Victorian magazines and the magazines of today—but 
it’s not that simple.  Recently I came across a copy of Woman’s Day from 1966.  Since it had cats on the cover, I 
took it home and leafed through it—and was amazed at the differences between that issue and the issues I receive 
today.  Articles were long.  They were informative.  They assumed that women had brains, and were interested in 
something more than their looks, celebrity gossip, and entertainment.  That wasn’t 100 years ago; that was just 
over 50 years ago—at a time when “women’s lib” was in full swing.  And it got me wondering—when did 
women’s editors stop believing that I had a mind, and might want to use it? 
 The women who smoked Virginia Slims might have thought they’d “come a long way, baby.”  But I’m not 
sure a Victorian woman would agree! —Moira Allen, Editor 
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