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The Victorian Age

The Victorian Age, which is named after Queen Victoria, who ruled from 1837 until her death in 1901, was an age marked by great social, economic, political, technical and scientific changes. In the course of a very short time span Britain, whose wealth had basically derived from agriculture, developed into a highly industrialized nation. This process, known as the Industrial Revolution, brought about great prosperity to some but also immense social problems to others. Not until the latter part of the 19th century were laws and reforms introduced whose purpose was to improve upon the unfortunate side effects of progress.The industrialization in Britain was the result of many factors, first and foremost innovations in science and technology, the discovery of steam as a source of power, and people willing to initiate the process and to carry it out.

 

The use of power-driven machinery meant that goods could no longer be produced in workers´ homes and so factories were built. Towns grew up around the factories and people moved from the country to get work in these towns totally unprepared to house them. The result was appalling social misery: there was no sanitation, no adequate heating, no ventilation, no light and no access to clean water.

 

If the men, women and children of the working class felt lost and exploited in the process, the middle classes definitely felt like winners.

 

They considered themselves the pillars of society. They felt they were responsible for the wealth of the nation. They were the ones who had provided money and know-how, who had been willing to run the risk of financial ruin by investments in uncertain business, and who had caused factories, railways and bridges to be constructed and built, in short: they saw themselves as the creators of the new national success and they were proud of their achievements. Although the members of the middle classes differed in income and types of occupation, what glued them together was a set of shared values and attitudes: a belief in the importance of work, thrift, diligence, private enterprise on the one hand and a firm faith in God on the other. Supported ideologically by the liberalism of Adam Smith, the utilitarianism of Jeremy Bentham,  and the dismal teachings of Ricardo and Malthus, the middle classes believed that everyone was the architect of his own fortune. The secular, and the religious sphere even met occasionally, as in the popular phrase: God only helps those who help themselves. For that reason middle-class people tended to view poverty as self-imposed, as a consequence of laziness or other forms of "personal moral vice," not as a result of a ruthless laissez-faire policy, which did not take into account that sometimes there was no work to be found or sometimes the wages were pressed so low that it was not possible to survive on them. Victorians have often been quoted for their hypocrisy and double morals - and for good reason. It is easy to see the paradox between Sunday worship and weekday activities, i.e. Christian morality with its preachings of Love Thy Neighbour, practiced on Sundays, and the money-conscious, profit-making business life led during the rest of the week.

Another example of Victorian hypocrisy is the prudery and priggishness as regards sexuality for which the age has been known.The conventional ideal of woman prescribed that she should be pure, innocent and chaste before marriage, and after marriage totally devoted to her husband and children. Back in those days "to suffer a fate worse than death" meant for a woman to become pregnant outside marriage. The moral code, however, was less strict for men than for women. As opposed to his female counterpart a young man was allowed to indulge in pre-marital sex, as long as he practiced his "lower instincts" discreetly and at a safe distance from the sanctity of respectable homes and their daughters. It is thought-provoking that in an age when even piano legs were draped and thus hidden because it was considered improper and indecent to show legs of any kind, prostitution flourished more than ever.

In the following poem, "The Princess" by Lord Tennyson the poet briefly sums up the difference between men and women, as Victorian convention had it:

Man for the field,

Woman for the hearth,

Man for the sword,

And for the needle she,

Man with the head

And woman with the heart

Man to command,

And woman to obey,

All else confusion.

