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Introduction
 The enormous number of studies and 
critical assessments written about the Victorians 
includes contradictory and paradoxical ideas 
which may well confuse modern readers. The 
Victorian society seems randomly uniform, but 
a close examination shows many paradoxes 
and a great diversity which blur the picture in 
our minds so that it becomes difficult to believe 
in the absolute truth of these studies, or to trust 
any critical point of view unreservedly. There can 
be no absolute truth about any such period as 
the Victorian. It seems to me not  unreasonable, 
therefore, to begin by offering an account of what 
a number of  key modern writers give by way 
of generalization. Only then we can,  as modern 
readers,  proceed to question what they say and 
compare their  divergent views. They seek to 
find general terms and stamp the whole period 
with their broad generalizations, ignoring or 

forgetting aspects which do not fall within their 
chosen categories. Especially is this so when they 
generalize about women and sex relations. Yet 
whatever the reality may have been, we notice 
that most of them tend to show only one side of 
the picture. They usually show women as saintly 
and  angelic. For though some studies have been 
written from the other side, we find the wings of 
Patmore’s angel are still hovering over literary 
criticism. If we look at more examples and 
possible to piece them together, we will be able 
to make a mosaic  authentic portrait of the age.

The Official View of Victorian Woman

 As modern readers of Victorian 
literature we face an initial difficulty. It is not 
that it is impossible to generalize properly 
about the period, it is that we find it difficult 
to avoid shifting our point of view. One is not 
always clear which Victorians women we are 
reading. Are we reading about the official view 
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of women,? Are they reading  about the imagined 
world in the book she is holding in her hand; or 
do we have an account of the world outside her 
drawing-room window?  This is something we 
shall need to return to, for we are likely to find 
that it causes some difficulty. 

 If we turn to Katherine Moore”s  study of 
Victorian Wives, we find her saying that women 
throughout the centuries 

had, of course, filled a subordinate 
position in society and, except for a short 
period after the Renaissance, had been 
denied anything like a good all-round 
education; but before the Industrial 
Revolution they had at least to become 
mistresses of household crafts and had 
been important in their own sphere. 
(1974: xiv)

 In drawing her own image of the 
Victorian wife, she says that “The pattern of 
behaviour to which the early and mid-Victorian 
wife was expected to conform to was too often 
that of a slave among the working classes, and 
in the upper and  middle classes of a useless 
doll” ( xiii-xiv). In everything else, Moore 
continues, she had to hold herself in subjection 
to her husband, and that if she should be 
fortunate enough to have been given any kind 
of education, then, the ultimate end of it was to 
“enable her to sympathize with her husband’s 
pleasure, and in those of his best friends” (xix). 
So, a woman, according to this account, was 
expected to develop mainly in order to meet 
Man’s demands. She might practise piety, but 
need not bother with theology; and the whole 
attitude  came from the fact  that women were 
always viewed as angels  and “angels, of course, 
do not have moods nor lusts of the flesh” (5). 

 Moore finds that “the qualities in women 
most praised by Coventry Patmore are those 
which emphasise difference and inequality 
between the sexes” (8). She attacks Patmore’s 
poem which  exalts “purity” and which “is based 
upon ignorance” and calls for the “virginal 
quality” to “survive marriage” (8). She even 
considers  that  this attitude was widely shared 
and that it was one of the reasons which caused 
women’s suffering at the time. She even says that 

“many a Victorian wife may have suffered, though 
for the most part unconsciously, from the immense 
popularity of The Angel in The House” (12).

 There is something rather strange in 
generalizing about “the Victorians” on the basis of 
a reading of this particular poem; and it may well 
be that the practice of doing so only began with 
Walter Houghton’s book The Victorian Frame of 
Mind (1978). A close examination of Patmore’s 
poem will certainly show us that what Moore 
says about it is far from being true. Patmore 
sees his angel as the inspiration of a passion. 
Of course, this is a sexual passion; and it would 
be peculiar  if we felt that we had to add “even 
though” applied to someone’s wife!  Patmore’s 
poem glorifies married love as fervently as the 
romantics glorified chivalrous love. His love 
idealizes and worships the wife, and even sees 
her as an angel:

And, when we knelt, she seemed to me

An angel teaching me to pray. (Qtd in 
Lang, 2014: 122)

 Love of a good woman does not only 
purify the whole nature, but uplifts and protects 
man against what can “only be called lust or 
shame” (Houghton, 1978: 378). In her love he 
obtains the love of God:

I loved her in the name of God

And for the ray she was of Him;

... Him loved I most,

But her I loved most sensibly. (Qtd in 
Lang 2014: 121)

 There appears to be an unthinking 
impression that Patmore is sexless because of 
the angelic image, but this is far from being so. 
The relatively decorous reader, in fact, appears 
to have been expected to feel some of the thrill 
of the paradox that a human and loved wife 
might be seen as in some ways like an angel; and 
we find this brought out in Rossetti’s famous 
poem, “The Blessed Damozel” written as early 
as 1847. The excitement of the poem comes 
out, according to the way (as Rossetti said) he 
wished to “give utterance to the yearning of the 
loved one in heaven” (Qtd in Lang  2014: 499-
500): 
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And still she bowed herself and stooped

Out of the circling charm;

Until her bosom must have made

The bar she leaned on warm,

And the lilies lay as if asleep

Along her bended arm. (Qtd in Lang  
2014:  2)

 The point made is that the beloved angel 
is not ethereal and sexless, but “warm” and 
yearning. But it seems as if, to some readers, 
The Angel in The House has itself become a 
conventional symbol of sexless idealism of 
womanhood. Yet perhaps only the Victorians, 
one might say, were  passionate enough to have 
broken through the boundaries of convention, 
so that they found even an angel warm and 
sexually feminine, and a wife,  the subject of an 
abiding passion.

 It is rather absurd to attribute the 
suffering of many a Victorian wife to the vast 
popularity of a certain book or a poem. Though 
the poem was popular, we can hardly believe 
that it could have influenced married life or 
changed it. At the same time, I would like to 
argue that Patmore was not alone in writing a 
highly romantic, but sexually-charged view of 
womanhood with a sense of religion. We can 
find this for example, in Charles Kingsley, who 
(as Houghton, says)  expressed similar ideas, 
though Patmore put them with “more delicacy” 
(1978: 377); and it might well be possible to 
show that this was much more widespread both 
in life and literature.

 To turn to another example, John Reed 
in his study of the Victorian  Conventions (1975), 
finds that “presenting the good woman as a 
domestic saint was a favourite stylisation in 
Victorian literature” (37).  He also finds that 
“to the Victorian mind, an independent  woman 
challenged moral and social assumptions 
which the Victorians considered essential to a 
stable  society” (36). Women were persuaded 
to view themselves as frail beings who needed 
the protection of males. They were lovable in 
their weakness and “wonderfully angelic and 
superior to men for giving up their lives to male 

happiness” (37-38). In portraying women as 
self-sacrificing, Reed makes a slight variation on 
the picture of the angel portrayed by Katherine 
Moore. According to him “the typical virtuous 
heroine of the Victorian novel is a softened 
version of Griselde—rewarded for exploitation 
by being venerated as a saint” (37). Griselda, no 
doubt, was a conventional figure often referred 
to in Victorian literature, and the association 
of the “long-suffering wife with Griselda was a 
familiar one from the beginning of the century” 
(41). The original Griselda, who gave the 
proverbial name to the submissive type, is now 
chiefly known through Chaucer’s “Clerk’s Tale” 
and Boccaccio’s Decameron; and she is clearly 
the archetypal yielding and obedient woman of 
all ages.

 We may ask whether these conventions 
and conventional types are distinctly Victorian? 
For, as we have seen, the Griselda type goes back 
to the middle ages. Then, does it not occur to us 
that if this picture of woman was held up in books 
as desirable, that real women must have often 
been very unlike her? No doubt Chaucer himself 
conveys this. A “type” in literature corresponds 
both to something in actuality and its opposite; 
and it would not be admired if men could find 
the type easily in life. Such idealized types, too, 
only occur in certain kinds of literature, such as 
the romantic novel. When women are seen from 
the comic point of view. What is funny about 
them, may be, that they are entirely helpless, 
as Dora Spenlow when we first meet her, or her 
friend Julia Mills. But womanhood, in the eyes 
of the comic writer, is shrewish, forceful, self-
reliant, even embattled, and more than a match 
for men.

 When we turn to Jenni Calder’s Women 
and Marriage in Victorian Fiction (1976), 
we find that her colours are dark and so is 
her whole picture of the Victorian woman. If 
Moore believes that the Victorian woman was 
regarded as an angel, and Reed also finds her 
often seen as a domestic angel, Jenni Calder 
finds that women were “simultaneously the 
supporting pillars and the helpless parasites 
of society” (13). As for men, she says that “the 
assumption in many eighteenth-century and 
early nineteenth-century novels is that men 
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are predators” (16). In many ways her book is 
an intelligent and perceptive study of women 
as seen in Victorian fiction. She explains, for 
example, that “the Victorian novel may be said 
to be about men and women, but particularly 
women, seeking protection and fulfilment (15). 
Her view is that young ladies were brought up 
under severe restrictions and freedom was 
largely illusory. She says, apparently of the early 
Victorians, “Restriction was an ill education for 
liberty, and most of them passed  straight  from 
childhood to the responsibilities of matronhood 
without any chance of testing their strength as 
young women, except in the marriage market” 
(20). 

 Calder’s discussion is far from being 
entirely acceptable. She takes public statements 
as accurate expressions of Victorian women in 
general. Her images of the male “predator” and 
the female “parasite” are tainted and damaging. 
The lack of real moderation makes her picture of 
the Victorian women gloomy and unbelievable. 
If we compare what she says with what H. Taine  
wrote in Notes on England,  then we might find a 
different picture. Speaking about young girls “in 
England they [were] much more independent 
even in London, each of them [might] go out 
alone, or at least with her sister” (1872: 85). In 
another place of his book, he writes “I can bear 
the testimony of my eyes to the great freedom 
which they enjoy; I see many of them in the 
morning in Hyde Park who have come to take 
a turn on horseback, without other companion 
than a groom” (87). We can only be sure how 
women were treated by the novelists if we have 
some conception of what their position was in 
real life: something that seems to be beyond 
most casual literary critics.

 When we turn to such writers’ 
observations on sex, we find that some of them 
appear to take rather extraordinary attitudes 
and their views in this field are extreme. Even 
Houghton tells us that “in the Victorian home 
swarming with children, sex was a secret” 
(1978: 353). It is difficult to judge the truth of his 
remark. Moore writes that sex for “ladies” was 
“completely taboo, not only any enjoyment, but 
even any knowledge or recognition of it” (1974: 
xv). This really does seem to be incredible. We 

can accept that almost all feminine conversation 
on the subject of sex or even childbirth was 
considered improper and prudishly avoided, 
although we may wonder even about  this. 
There were many subjects not fit for the ears 
of a maiden to listen to, or the mind of a girl to 
dwell on. “At school”, Walter Houghton writes 
“the knowledge acquired by the boy (most 
girls, it would seem, knew nothing before their 
marriage night) came to him in whispers and in 
a form which confirmed his first impression that 
sex was something nasty” (1978: 353). So, we 
notice that woman, according to these writers, 
was denied any strong emotions or deep 
feelings. She was viewed only with the angelic 
and saintly frame of mother and sister, and  
Calder sees the picture manifested in Dickens’s 
works who, she says “saw his good women as 
daughters, as mothers, as housekeepers, but not 
as sexual partners”(1976: 100).

 We must distinguish between the  author 
and his novels, or even the romantic author 
and the comic one. Obviously Dickens had a 
well-developed sense of humour, but found the 
subject, for example, of Mrs Gamp, the midwife, 
irresistibly funny. He was even amused, in actual 
life, by the fact that when his Amateur Players 
were on tour, many of their wives were pregnant, 
and might even be expected to give birth when 
travelling on the railway train. His books could 
be called prudish, but not Dickens himself; 
and we may be reminded of the curious story 
recorded in  Emerson’s journals when Dickens, 
Forster, and Carlyle assured him that sexuality 
was strong in Britain and that Dickens would 
not expect his young son to be a virgin (Johnson  
1953:  654).

 To return to the “generalizers”, we 
cannot possibly know what was the percentage 
of  Victorian women who disliked the sexual act, 
high as we are assured it was; especially bearing 
in mind that we have just been told that they 
were forbidden to mention it! We can hardly 
believe that the Victorian thought of women as 
quite like this. Even Agnes in David  Copperfield, 
we have to assume, passionately loved David. 
Their love is not intimately described; but we 
are expected to believe in it. This delicacy in 
expression is even, in one sense, highly charged 
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with sex. We all know that Dickens was writing 
within certain conventions of which Calder is 
well aware, and although these conventions did 
not make sex a “taboo”, they limited the way in 
which it could be referred to in a widely read 
work of fiction.

 We know very well what David Copperfield, 
for example, really shows us, or in fact  tells us. It 
is about a woman (David’s mother) who is drawn 
by masculine charm to remarry, when everyone 
thinks and expressly says she is a fool. The boy 
has a romantic love for a little girl, who is later 
seduced by his friend. We compare her fate to that 
of a woman in the town (Martha) who becomes 
a prostitute. The same friend has apparently an 
unspecified relationship, strongly tinged with 
sexuality, with his mother’s companion, Rosa 
Dartle. David himself is inspired by romantic 
love for Dora Spenlow, but even that is not 
unsexual in its curious way. His friend, Traddles, 
is devoted to his “Sophie”, though one must agree 
that this is hardly described in terms of sexuality. 
His aunt’s life has been determined by her 
marriage; we see love and affection in the lives 
of Pegotty and Barkis; and we find passionately 
felt love in David’s union with Agnes. Let us also 
mention, in passing, the passionate jealousy of 
Rosa Dartle. Is not the point, therefore, that we 
do not find sexual relationships defined in terms 
of the sexual act in this typical Victorian novel, 
but in human terms, involving love, jealousy, 
passion, faithfulness, betrayal and fulfilment?

 In denying the Victorian heroine the 
capacity for deriving enjoyment from sex, it may 
be that these generalizers are often influenced 
by the writing of Dr William Acton, a medical 
writer of that age and the author of The Functions 
and Disorders of the Reproductive Organs (1857), 
and some other books in this field. Oddly 
enough, many people tend to consider his views 
on sexuality as the “official morality” of the age, 
and again, it has become the fashion to quote 
from this rather specialized work as if it were a 
general and accepted authority on the manners 
of men and women of the whole period.  Dr  
Acton wrote that he believed  that “the majority 
of women happily for them) are not very  much 
troubled with sensual feeling of any kind” (101) 
A woman, according to him, seldom desired 

any sexual gratification for herself, and if she 
submitted to her husband, it is “only to please 
him,  and ... for the desire of maternity” (102). 
He quotes the case of a frigid woman who does 
not feel any passion, whatever, and whose 
passion for her husband is of a Platonic kind, as 
the “perfect picture of English wife and mother” 
(103).

 If Dr Acton’s ideas about women’s 
sexuality—which were recorded and fairly 
widespread  at that time—are considered in a 
somewhat less dogmatic, and more reasonable 
way, they would “not be allowed to pass without 
being subjected to detailed and exhaustive 
empirical checking (and, in this case, disproof)” 
(Smart, 1978: 57). With the exception of two 
short and insignificant  passages about women, 
Dr Acton’s book seems to be entirely about 
men and male sexuality. Even in these two 
places, where female sexuality is discussed, it 
is seen only in relation to the male. There is an 
unconscious absurdity in the way his book has 
sometimes been used as a general authority on 
the behaviour of women in the mid-Victorian 
period. How it has come about, it is difficult to say. 
Yet it seems that some writers about Victorian 
women still imagine that their readers can think 
only in terms of stereotypes. They suppose that 
if the ideal woman was a sexless angel, then this 
must have been apparent even in writing outside 
fiction; and one author is enough to sustain 
their wide generalizations. But all that Acton’s 
recent popularity shows is that his evidence is 
something that certain writers are looking for to 
support their pre-suppositions.

The Other Side of the Picture

 We have so far been looking at some 
writers who show one side of the picture. If we 
turn to the other side, we find other authors 
who try to shed light on various dim corners 
of the Victorian society and, in doing so, reflect 
different views. It may well be difficult to come 
to a conclusion where they differ, but what both 
groups of writers show are the elementary 
difficulties of making generalities. In fact, what 
they both suggest is that such writers are 
less interested in telling the truth and more 
concerned with entertaining. That might seem 
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a presumptuous or unduly harsh comment 
to make of the first work I mean to examine, 
which is Steven Marcus’s The Other Victorians 
(1966). Yet such a work can show a wish to 
entertain intellectually rather than educate. 
The title is suggestive of its content. Marcus has 
dedicated his book to the study of sexual and 
pornographic works of some writers who are 
mostly anonymous and previously unheard of.

 In dealing with the “otherness” of these 
Victorians, Marcus hopes that we will gain a 
greater knowledge and give our understanding 
of the period a “giant stride forward”.  According 
to him “this otherness was of a specific Victorian 
kind, a kind that was of interest to the Victorians 
themselves and that remains of interest to us as 
we try to understand the past and ourselves in 
relation to the past” (xv). All the works which 
Marcus examines are pornographic, and he 
gives  special importance to My Secret Life, one 
of these works, which  he considers “a piece of 
literature” (111).

 My Secret Life is a book of eleven volumes 
written by an anonymous writer of whom we 
do not know anything but the name he gives 
himself of “Walter”. These eleven volumes 
contain nothing but Walter’s detailed personal 
accounts of the illicit gratification of his sexual 
desires from adolescence or early manhood. 
The book seems to be nothing more than the 
autobiography of a sexual adventurer who 
breaks all the prohibitions of his society using 
his inherited wealth and social rank. Domestic 
servants and poor girls are “fair game” to him, 
and prostitutes of varying expensiveness are 
his constant resort. The language of the book 
is frequently indecent and vulgar, and so is the 
content whether he is describing his encounter 
with a fifteen year  old prostitute, or expressing 
his fears about the inadequate size of his organ, 
or telling us about a visit he has paid to one of 
the common houses.

 Though these accounts are repulsive 
and distasteful, yet Steven Marcus finds them 
“interesting and useful” (103). He explains 
that they “add to and thicken our sense of the 
Victorian reality” (103). Yet we can hardly 
agree with Marcus that these scenes are 

either interesting or useful. Indeed, we notice 
that Marcus, consciously or unconsciously, 
contradicts himself and offers us later in the 
book a different opinion. Commenting on one 
of the scenes in which Walter describes his 
defloration of a young virgin, Marcus says: “The 
scenes which describe the outcome of these 
desires are the most brutal and disgusting in the 
book” (156-57). So Marcus comes to agree that 
Walter’s accounts are repulsive and shocking, 
and the scenes they describe are brutal and 
disgusting. 

 The only merit Marcus attributes to 
these scenes is that we learn from them “what 
did not get into the Victorian novel” (104). 
In an obvious sense, of course, this is true. It 
was a period when the literates were sensitive 
about what might be written down, and this is 
particularly true of the world of fiction. They 
were also reasonably decorous in the field of 
journalism, on the stage, and in most walks of 
public and private life. Indecency and vulgarity 
were mostly associated with the lower classes; 
and, since it was a society in which there was 
considerable mobility and insecurity in social 
ranking, they were particularly looked down 
upon.

 Yet it does not really surprise us to 
be told that the world of My Secret Life is 
essentially secret. Such affairs are usually 
“secret”; even Walter has seen them as so; few 
ages or cultures have regarded them as anything 
else, at least in literature. In many ways, the 
Victorian age is probably closer to the cultural 
norm than the mid-twentieth century. But we 
have surely always been aware, even from mid-
Victorian fiction, that there was another world 
surrounding the centre of its attention, lying in 
its shadow. We are even aware of its presence 
through its absence. It has long been accepted 
that the idealism of the Victorians arose not only 
from their aspiration for their heights, but their 
revulsion from the depths.

 What My Secret Life does. is that it reveals 
in a harsh and direct light what we know already 
to be there. Perhaps it is true that (for many 
readers at least) it is very imperfectly realised 
until it is directly put into words. Yet, generally 
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speaking, “Walter’s” accounts reveal little or 
nothing that we cannot find elsewhere. Even if 
we were to confine ourselves to Victorian fiction, 
his accounts hardly change our impressions. For 
impressions are what we are concerned with in 
each case. Whether we read Oliver Twist from the 
point view of the Regius Professor at Edinburgh, 
who saw it as a novel which was dangerously 
frank (Aytoun 1846:  590), or from that of the 
author of The Dickens World, who takes the 
opposite view (House 1969:  215-216), we can 
hardly fail to see that Nancy is a prostitute any 
more than that Sikes is a thief. Explicitness is 
not everything. Even Marcus himself does not 
hold his opinion consistently, since he later 
admits “every student of the period knows, in 
some sense, that such things were going on, but 
no one else has ever written about them in this 
way, and therefore no one else has ever made 
us really “know” about them. (1966: 124). It is 
not surprising that “know” is used in a special 
sense. If it is meant that we could not know what 
the reality of the language used was like without 
the author’s using it, then he is possibly correct. 
If he means that the actuality of the world that 
“Walter” reveals is very different  from the 
idealized conception of prostitution conveyed 
by Wilkie Collins in such a work as The Fallen 
Leaves, then we are bound to agree. But only the 
most naive reader ever doubted it. But in fact, we 
tend to believe that neither “Walter’s” accounts 
in My Secret Life “thicken our knowledge” of 
the Victorian reality, nor “does Marcus really 
advance our understanding of nineteenth-
century society” (Harrison 1966-67: 250).

 At least Steven Marcus’s work had a 
serious intention, we can reasonably suppose, 
when it first appeared. Yet  the subject of the 
sex-life of the Victorians has attracted a number 
of other writers whose primary aim must 
surely have been entertainmet. In certain ways 
they can even be moderately useful, since their 
collections of anecdotes give the reader a hazy 
view of certain aspects of social life, which are 
obviously only half-hysterical. Ronald Pearsall’s 
picture of the Victmian society is a work of 
this kind, but his  colours seem too thick, and 
there is a noticeable lack of harmony in its parts 
which makes the whole picture unconvincing. 

Pearsall’s aim appears to be to fill his two 
books  In The Worm in the Bud (1969) and Public 
Purity, Private Shame (1976) with incidents and 
stories about Victorian behaviour and beliefs 
that contradict the image of the Victorians 
that they themselves most wanted to project. 
The upper-classes, according to him, “did not 
give a damn about conventional morality, and 
pursued their libidinous pleasures with a gusto 
only tempered by occasional panic” (1969: xi). 
While the lower  classes  led a “rabbity sex” life 
whose morals were “do what you want when 
you feel like it” (xiv). He is positive and simple 
in his judgement on the sexual morality of the 
“Victorians” declaring that, of three “classes”, 
two (the workers,  and the aristocrats) did not 
adhere to it. In Public Purity, Private Shame, he 
writes “there were some who did not worry 
about respectability, decency, modesty, and 
the middle-class shibboleths. These were 
mostly at the top-and the bottom of society; the  
aristocracy ignored the rules, the lower classes 
did not know about them” (10).  Pearsall tries 
to show a common ground between the top 
and the bottom of society. The upper classes 
were apparently always happier with the poor. 
They provided the underworld with its clients 
and kept its inhabitants in business. The men 
who made use of underworld prostitutes “were 
not licentious youngsters or perverts, but 
respectable married men, who probably loved 
their wives,  but wanted a bit of excitement” 
(9). The practice of keeping a woman for one’s 
private pleasure flourished, for “it was one of 
the lordly ambitions to have a quality mistress 
in one of the elegant West End squares” (250). 
The number of the kept women (professional 
women, who were courtesans) multiplied to 
such an extent that they formed a class of their 
own. These men gave their mistresses protection 
as well as  money and gifts, that enabled them to 
live “a life that was envied by ostensibly more 
respectable ladies” (246).

 Pearsall professes to think of Victorian 
“respectability” as “curtains” that  were 
intermittently “dropped and hoisted” and 
“people could get all that they wanted in the 
way of sex, provided that they did not make 
a song and a dance about it” (xvi). It is all 
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somewhat strange, and the author has little new 
or sensible to say. His books are gatherings of 
information and anecdotes  loosely grouped 
under their headings. His pages are crammed 
with information about prostitution already 
known to us, and some  pornographic and spicy 
writings collected from underworld publications 
which can be considered good stories rather 
than good evidences. He makes wide-ranging 
statements and misleading generalizations 
which treat whole classes as individuals, and 
refers to them in individualistic terms as in “the 
aristocracy ignored the rules, the lower classes 
did not know about them” (1976: 10). His views 
on the curtains of respectability which were 
dropped and hoisted, and the free world of 
sexuality, which he describes, are extreme and 
far from being true. Pearsall simply takes the 
behaviour of an exceptional few and generalizes 
it as that of the normal majority of society.

 We might ask why he does so apart from 
wishing to write a book which will attract as 
many various readers as possible. That may be 
the only reason. Yet he also seems to delight in 
revealing the indecorous view of the Victorians. 
It never seems to occur to such readers that if 
Victorian prudery or idealism) had its cause in 
a revulsion from the license and the harshness 
of some elements of the age, that an enjoyment 
in collecting anecdotes about them (and reading 
them) could only arise at a time when readers 
were secure, somewhat bored, and without 
definite aspirations. The contrast between the 
actual Victorians and popular books about them 
is rarely to the latter’s advantage.

 These two studies are representative of 
many more; and perhaps more might be learned 
about modern attitudes to the Victorians if there 
were time to give a fuller survey. But it is unlikely 
that we would learn more about the Victorians 
themselves.

The Difference Between the Two Sides of the 
Picture

 The difference between the two sides of 
the picture  is so great as to make any reader of the 
previous two sections suspect the truth of both 
of them. Though each view claims to show the 
Victorian society, and though each side (in one 

way or another) shows us the social and moral 
values of the Victorians from certain aspects, the 
sharp contrast between the two sides makes it 
impossible for us to accept or agree with either. 
Each side claims the truth and provides various 
anecdotes and information which are partially 
helpful if we try to have a panoramic look at 
society and to come to our own judgement. Let 
us, therefore, look at both sides objectively, and 
try to examine their authenticity.

 We may well not wish to begin by 
rejecting the idea that many Victorians did have 
an ideal image of women as  “angelic”; but we 
can, at least, start by disagreeing with much 
that Moore, Calder, Reed and Houghton say 
about it. Though Houghton’s  book is one of the 
most sensible books about the Victorians, yet 
there are certain reservations which, I think, 
are important. For though Houghton finds the 
Victorian mind “a bundle of various and often  
paradoxical  ideas and attitudes” (1978: xiii), 
he still tries to explore and understand it, for he 
persists in believing that “some point of the view 
must be adopted because otherwise there is no 
understanding” (xiii) Yet, in spite of the fact that 
the nineteenth century was the age of machine, 
and the problems that occupied almost every 
mind at that time were those which came from 
the continual conflict between the middle and 
upper classes and the lower working classes, 
Houghton devotes his book to exploring “those 
general ideas and attitudes about life which 
Victorians of the middle and upper classes would 
have breathed in with the air (1978: xiii-xiv). 
Of the lower and working classes, he mentions 
nothing, as if, for him, they did not exist or they 
were not part of the Victorian society. Even the 
less intellectual and more lively members of the 
middle-class are only slightly considered.

 Houghton is largely aware of this and he 
tells us “the working class as such is not here 
under consideration” (xvi). Yet, since his book 
fails to embrace all the Victorians, it is unwise to 
accept it without reservation. When we read his 
chapter on “love”, for example, we see that any 
reader who still remembers Steerforth and his 
apparent relations with Rosa Dartle, or Becky 
Sharp’s relationship with one of her tutors at the 
age of eight, can hardly believe that the Victorian 
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child did not know “so much as one word in 
explanation of the true nature and functions 
of the reproductive organs” (Houghton, 1978: 
353). Nor that most girls, “knew nothing before 
their marriage night” (353). It is quite incapable 
of proof. We have very little evidence about it so 
far as “most girls” are concerned; and if we are 
really generalizing about the whole population 
in the whole period, it must seem rather unlikely. 
Houghton’s book seems too ideal in itself to be 
regarded as a reliable portrayal of the real life of 
the Victorians; and there are two reasons for this. 
One is the fact that it is satisfied with relying on 
the works of writers and thinkers which reflect 
the “official” morality at that time; and the other 
is that it is, nevertheless, determined to put a 
frame of generalization round the Victorians.

 Reed’s portrayal of the favourite 
Victorian woman as a “sexless and  yielding 
frail being” can hardly be considered true, for 
we shall see that the works of the Victorian 
novelists which introduced characters like Rosa 
Dartle, Mrs Hurtle, Miss Gwilt and Becky Sharp, 
were among the popular and favourite books to 
the Victorians.

 As well as this, conventional heroines 
are very far from conforming to this stereotype. 
Strength combined with loyalty, firmness 
combined with comradeship, are apparently 
much closer to the Victorian ideal. The Victorians 
themselves have been responsible through 
their own sense of humour for giving us the 
impression that Victorian women were weak, 
prudish and “yielding”, but this obviously Shows 
us the reverse of what they most admired.

 Though this period was one when 
the role of women in society was the subject 
of impassioned debate, Calder’s and Moore’s 
portrayals of Victorian women seem somewhat 
uncertain. It is almost as if they felt that they 
had some personal grievance, which they can 
re-express on behalf of their mid-Victorian 
sisters, rather than a clear idea of how women 
lived at the time. They appear to write, too, as if 
they knew that they could count on an expected 
response from their readers. On the one hand, 
for example, they seem frequently sure that the 
woman of the period was “a slave”, “a useless 
doll”, or “a parasite”, on the other hand, they are 

understandably proud, perhaps, that women 
characters and women writers had obviously 
gained a new importance. Then they often 
belittle their own sex by implication, while 
meaning the opposite. We see by examining 
some representative novels that some of their 
readings cannot be relied upon. As far as 
generalizations go, moreover, Calder writes, for 
example: “perhaps at no other time in British 
history were men so afraid of women as in 
the Victorian period... and perhaps at no other 
time did they exploit women to such an extent” 
(1976: 88). But how can anyone make such a 
comparison seriously, even with the generalizer’s 
customary use of two “perhaps”?  And if it were 
thought to be true, why should it have been so? 
And was this exploitation in revenge, and if so, 
how did men so easily manage to cow the other 
half of the human race of whom they were all in 
such fear? It is difficult for an innocent reader to 
follow.

 So we notice that both these two groups 
of writers wish us to believe that the Victorians 
had an “ideal image” of womanhood, which 
they suppose the accepted morality of that time 
glorified and exalted. To some extent this may 
be true, yet even if one selects one’s evidence to 
support this view, it is hard to accept that a case 
can be made out for an effective generalization. 
The “angels” and “saints” share a common 
radiance which extinguishes individuality. We 
cannot learn much from them about Victorian 
women because we cannot believe in this 
perfectly flawless goodness and purity. It is 
hard to accept that even the “Victorians” who 
professed to believe the ideal regarded it as an 
actuality. It belongs more to art than life; and in 
no art is it less convincing than in the pages of a 
well-written novel. It is easy to be bewildered by 
a comparison between the idealisms of real life 
and its actualities, and the supposed stereotypes 
of the novel and the fictional characters which 
we accept as convincing. It is arguable, therefore, 
that the fiction of the period needs to be read 
more closely and  consistently, and it should not 
be used to prove a thesis.

 When we compare Dr  Acton’s famous 
recorded ideas about women of that time, with 
the accounts of the author of My Secret Life, 
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we see that it is difficult to find any congruity 
between them, despite the bonds of locality, 
time and subject which bind both of them. 
While Dr Acton claims that women are not very 
much troubled with sexual feeling of any kind, 
Walter, in My Secret Life, claims to have had 
sexual relations with twelve hundred women, 
none of whom was in any way frigid. Whether 
we believe the author of My Secret Life or not, 
his account will force us, at least, to consider 
the truth or falsehood of Dr Acton’s statement, 
and so to revise our whole conception: even if 
we agree with Marcus that Dr Acton’s beliefs 
are  in the first place associated with class, and 
that “the majority of women” turns out to refer 
to the middle-class only, and fail to “include low 
and vulgar women—this final ascription might 
possibly include all working-class  females” 
(1857: 32).

 So we must claim the right to have 
reservations against such statements about  the 
Victorians in general, and Victorian morality 
in particular. In fact, the way such “evidence” 
is handled is often suspect. If Acton states 
something with which an author agrees,  then 
he is regarded an acceptable witness; if he says 
something with which he disagrees, then he is 
seen as an example of Victorian prejudice. All the 
time the conclusions have been predetermined 
by the present-day writer.

 Then Walter’s accounts of his life cannot 
seriously be taken as true for (as Professor 
Geoffrey Best writes) they tend to give us the 
impression that “any woman, especially where 
it was obvious that  she was not a member of 
the middle class, was likely to be chucked under 
the chin, to have her arm pinched, and generally 
to be subjected to ‘the familiarities which 
nature teaches a man to use towards a woman’” 
(1969-70: 208). As for the middle class, surely 
John Raleigh is right in saying that there is a 
considerably overestimation of:

The nature and extent of its prudery 
and of its innocence. In their private 
and personal lives, there is considerable 
evidence that the Victorians were much 
less inhibited and conventional than we 
are, generally speaking  today. By this 

assertion I do not refer only to the obvious 
facts of George Eliot’s liaison with Lewes, 
or Dickens’ with Ellen Ternan .... I mean 
that the general attitude towards the 
private, “unsanctified” relation, while in 
theory it might be rigorous, often turned 
out to be in practice remarkably tolerant. 
(Qtd in Watt, 1971:   464)

Conclusion
 In her article  “The Diversity of Victorian 
Literature” (2005), K M. Krstin Simon wrote:

tensions existed between a liberal 
ideology which promoted self-help 
and the many philanthropic activities, 
between liberalism and imperialism, and 
between Victorian hypocrisy and their 
love of truth. Besides their worshiping 
of women as ‘angel in the house’ on 
one hand, there existed an obsessive 
fascination with the ‘femme fatal’ on the 
other hand (Qtd in Gelfert, 1999:  248 - 
259).

 Julia Clarke in her article “Victorians 
Then and Now: Why Victorian Literature 
Matters to 21st Century Students” (2017),  finds 
that “the Victorian period is strikingly parallel 
to our current moment”  and she defends the 
usefulness of studying the nineteenth century, 
not just for its own literary innovations, but for 
its illuminations of our current political and 
philosophical climate”. All this suggests that 
our views on the Victorian sexual activity are 
probably confused and inadequate, and that 
for the study of Victorian literature, we have to 
evolve an entirely new philosophy of sex and 
sexual relations, less overt and obscene than My 
Secret Life, less distorted than that of “Acton’s 
official view “Acton’s official view”, but also, 
perhaps, less “angelic” than we have previously 
imagined. This must be still more true if we seek 
to see it in the context of the life of the time, in 
personal relation, even in the world of fiction. 
Facts may well be truer than fiction; but they have 
first to be established. And isolated facts may be 
very far from being as close to generalized truth, 
than fiction, which is sensitively conceived and 
faithfully shown.
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