




Meeting the Victorians 
 

hen I began planning this website, it was never my intention to become any sort of “expert” on the 
Victorian era.  I simply had a lot of articles that I thought would be worth sharing with the rest of the world.  
Of course, I obtained those articles in the first place because I found the period interesting, but... I wasn’t 

expecting an “education.” 
 I would hardly call myself an expert on Victoriana today, but I am amazed at how my perception of the 
Victorian era has changed through the process of “meeting” the Victorians, first-hand, through their own words. 
And I’m amazed at how many myths and myth-perceptions I held that have been exploded by, as my husband 
would put it, “a band of ruthless facts.”  (By the way, the term “ruthless facts” goes back to at least 1846!) 
 One of the most common misperceptions about the period, of course, is that it was an era of oppressed 
womanhood. I don’t know how many novels I’ve come across that depict some valiant Victorian female with 
amazingly liberated thinking in her struggles to achieve her dreams in a male-dominated world.  Invariably she is 
met with scorn in the workplace, patronizing smiles when she attempts to utter an intelligent sentence, and the 
pervasive attitude that her only true role is subservient wife and doting mother.  So it’s a delight to meet the 
genuine, emancipated, educated, hard-working Victorian woman who was very much a reality of the era—and 
realize that not only did she exist, but she wasn’t such a horror to the “dominant males” around her as we’ve been 
led to believe.  A great many of the women’s rights we take for granted today were won by Victorian females. 
 I was also all set to scorn the Victorian lady for her dependence upon servants.  As a red-blooded American, 
naturally the idea of this sort of class system must be repugnant.  And there’s no question that the attitudes of 
upper-class Victorians toward the “servant class” often were repugnant.  But as I look around at life today, I 
realize that if one plans to live in anything larger than a bungalow, one quickly becomes unable to handle all the 
chores that are involved in maintaining house and home.  Today, we handle this problem with machines.  We have 
washing machines, dryers, dishwashers, vacuum cleaners, riding lawn mowers, and, of course, automobiles.  
Today we are carrying the “helpful machine” trend even further, with machines that we can order around and send 
on virtual errands just by speaking to them... you know, kinda like they used to do with servants.   
 Most Victorians had no washing machines or dishwashers.  (I say “most” because these devices did actually 
exist in the Victorian era.)  The sewing machine and the typewriter were considered miraculous time-savers and 
liberators.  But the same work still needed to be done, so it was done by human hands.  And while I still find the 
Victorian attitude toward servants to be, quite often, repugnant, I haven’t quite figured out which is worse: 
treating people like machines, or giving their jobs to machines.  My internal jury is still out on that one! 
 Many books and articles remind us of the social horrors that filled the Victorian era, including the use and 
abuse of children in all manner of ghastly jobs that, quite often, left them maimed or even dead.  What is easy to 
overlook is the fact that the use and abuse of children was not something that began with the Victorian era.  It is 
something that began to end in the Victorian era.  
 One of the reasons we know so much about these social horrors is because, for perhaps the first time in 
history, they were being brought to the attention of both the powers that be and the common man.  This was due 
in large part to the advances in printing and paper production that made it possible to put out inexpensive 
newspapers, magazines and books—the first “information age.”  And in these newspapers, magazines and books, 
authors like Charles Dickens and many others let the world know about the horrors that lurked beneath the 
civilized surface of the era.  We know about these horrors because Victorian crusaders and campaigners brought 
that information out into the open and demanded change—and very often, they got it.  It’s the era that revised 
child labor laws for the first time, gave women the right to own their own property after marriage—and created 
the (R)SPCA and the very first “home for lost dogs.” 
 In short, the Victorian era is a period of many ghastly things—and of thousands of people who dedicated 
themselves to changing those ghastly things.  The result is the world we live in today.  But the process—the 
dedication to changing things that we feel are wrong—is a process that I hope we will continue to emulate for 
many eras to come! 
  

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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