




 

A WORD ABOUT UGLINESS 
 

y sister has never been able to understand my interest in the Victorian period.  She’s convinced that I have 
an idealized, glamorized view of an era that was just chock full of ugliness and horrors. How can I possibly 
say or think anything nice about such a dreadful period of history? 

 She’s right, of course.  (Not about the idealized view, but about all that other stuff.)  Yes, the Victorian era was 
chock full of ugliness and horror.  It was a dreadful period of history.  It was simply steeped in awfulness.  Disease 
was rampant—in the 19th century, tuberculosis caused 25% of deaths in Western Europe.  Cities were cesspools of 
mud and filth.  Poverty levels were appalling.  Bigotry wasn’t even considered bigotry; it was considered normal.  
The Victorian world probably isn’t a place any of us would really care to visit, let alone live in. 
 So.  End of magazine.  Website comes down tomorrow.  What was I thinking?  Oh, wait… 
 Here’s the question: at what point do we say “this era should be condemned for all the awful things that went on 
within it?” The answer to that question involves few more, slightly more complex questions.  First—did the 
awfulness originate with that era or was it inherited?  I know of no era in history that hasn’t inherited a whopping 
mess from the previous generation(s).  Second, did anyone in that era try to make things better?  (Keep in mind that 
such efforts can be well-intentioned but backfire—but that doesn’t mean people didn’t try.)  Third, have we managed 
to fix all those awful things today?  Can we sit smugly and say, “Hey, we’ve solved all that; why didn’t you?” 
 First off, I’d eliminate disease as a criteria for condemnation.  In the case of TB, a vaccine wouldn’t be widely 
available until 1921, and though treatments now exist, TB still makes return appearances.  I don’t know if Victorians 
should have observed a mask mandate, but they aren’t entirely to blame for having troubles with a disease that had 
already been around for hundreds of years. (They may be partly to blame, because poverty and crowding in the cities 
must have helped spread the infection.)  Anyway, I’d rather not point fingers at the Victorians over disease control, 
because I shudder to think what will be said about us in another 100 years!  
 Poverty is hardly a Victorian invention, and it’s hardly one that we’ve solved today.  Bigotry—hmm. It would be 
nice to think that no one is complaining about that today, but I don’t think we have the Victorians beat on that issue 
yet.  Social issues?  The Victorians inherited a lovely mess of those, and created quite a few more—but they were 
the first to institute a vast range of social improvements, including laws about working children, child abuse, animal 
care, education and many, many others.  It was also the first era of structured charitable giving, in which the wealthy 
began to use their vast sums of money to address various social issues.  (Think Bill Gates with a tiara.) 
 The point is (because I try to keep these little commentaries short) that ugliness is a part of every era of human 
history, including our own.  It is inescapable.  Humans seem to have an amazing knack for creating, tolerating, or 
just not doing much about ugliness. 
 But humans also have an amazing capacity to create beauty, to change things for the better, to improve. And quite 
often, it is the beautiful things that humans create that remain as a legacy when all the ugliness has faded into the 
past.  It’s easy to say that ugliness, poverty, bigotry, disease and more will always be with us.  But it is the beauty 
that we create that makes the world better in spite of those things—and that gives each era a legacy that is worth 
celebrating.  Including, I hope, our own! 

—Moira Allen 
 editors@victorianvoices.net 
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