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ABSTRACT

In this thesis, the way in which'fémale children learn gender
roles is examIned in a part1cu1ar social and h1stor1ca1 context--the
context of middle-class Victorian England. The focus of the thes1s 1&
' two-fold; it is concernéd'both with the role that ideas about girlhood

‘played in middle-class ideology, and with the effect that those ideas

1

had on 1ndiVidua1.expefience.
{ Pari I provides an overview of fre middIe-cIass girl's ekperience
and an examination of the "ideo]ogical assumptions that &nder}ay the
Victorian perception of bir]hooda This ana]ys?e\sf ideology demonstrates
that the Victorian perception of girlhood arose|not in jsolation, but as’
ohe maniféstation of .the Vicforian coricept ofIfémininity. That concept
of femininity played a maJor role in the e]aborat1on of V1ctor1an ideology
about the family. ® Vigtorian ideology about the family, in turn, was a
cornerstone of the entire middle-class V1ctor1an outlook.
| ‘Part 11 examipes tﬁg effect thét the Victorian concept of feminine .
girlhood had on Victorian advIce‘about the rearinéoof daughters. In the
Victorian period, there yas 5 pfo]iferation of such practical, detatiled
aqvice, a pro]iferation‘that occurred as pepre}became incfeasingly wi]]inb
to turn to Printed sources for information- about all aspects of private life.
‘An examination of such advice prﬁé}des a way of tracinglthe influence of
Victorian presuppositions about girlhood as they were worked out in concreté
d1scuss1ons of the problems of everyday life.
Part III ana]yses the effect that the V1ctor1an concept of - g1r]—
hood had on actual experience during the early, middle and late-Victorian

years. Biographical evidence is used to examine the childhood and girl-

"hood years of a nymber of individual Victorian women. ‘The use of group

\
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biograﬁhy %11ustrates the influé;Ee that the idea of feminine girlhood
‘haq on the lives of women-of the per{od, an influence that persisted
in spite of the changes in the structure of women's lives that occurred

over the course of the Victorian decades.

~ .
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INTRODUCTION

This thesi§ examines the 1de§ of girthood in Victorian Englaﬁd.
That idea functioned on three diff;reﬁt levels: first, as an integrai
part Bf middle-¢lass ideology; second as one déterminant of specific
beliefs about -the reariné of midd]e—;]ass daughters; and thfrd, as.an'
ideal that shaped. the experience of the individual middie-class Victorian
woman as she gréw from infancy to adu]tthd. _

In Pak;:l; the place that the Victorian idea of-girlhood ha& in

Victorian middle-class ideclogy is discussed. The analysis of ideology

demonstrates that the perception of girlhood arose as one revealing

manj?estatfon of the~broader Victorian conception of femininity. -That
conception of femininity p]ayéd a major role in the cdnstruction of
Victorian ideology aBoui\thé family; ideology ébout the family, in turn,
was central to the Victorian middle-class world view.

| The idea of feminine girlhood had a lLife of its own, independent
of the individual experience of particular women. It reinforced the

Victorian concebtion of masculinity, ancLheTped to maintain -.the §ystem'of

dividing the moral, intellectual and emotional universe into separate

spheres, a system thgt was peculiarly well suited to the needs of a
developing industrial capitalist society. As an abstract idea, feminine

girlhood found expression in symbols and images that pervaded Victorian

 literature, art and social commentary and shaped the beliefs of males

and. females alike.

Images exist in_a realm removed from practical problems and day-

_to-day needs. In a more Toncrete way, the idea of a feminine girlhood also

helped to shape Victorian idegs and beliefs about how middie-class families

v
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should rear their daughters, from 1nfancy'to adu]tyooq. Part II examines
the effect that the Victorian conception of feminine girlhood had on
Victorian advice apbut the rearing of daughters. An examination of such
advice provides a Qay of tracing the influence of Victorian présuppositions
~about girlhood as they ﬁere worked oh%‘in concrete discussions of the
problems of everyday life. ‘

The third Tevel at which the funct10n1ng of the idea of feminine
g1r1hood is exam1ned 15 that of its 1nf1uence on the experience of
individuals. It is this Tevel that is the concern of Part III. There,
biographical ev{dence is used to examine the childhood and girthood years
of a nugber of individual Victorian ﬁomen. h

Certain key terms used th;ﬁughout the thes$is need to be defined
in this introduction. The first of these 1is femininity". In the chapters <=
that follow, the Victorian definition of femininity is discussed at length.
However, the concept of feminingty employed in the thesis derives not from
the Victérian context, but from the work of confemporary psychologists and
' sociologists. - - . Vel

qdeay, it is recognized that a distinction exists between the

assignment of ;ex at birth, and an .individual's subsequent development of *
a sex role identity. Moreover, £hose working in the field of personality
development acknowledge that thé way in which an individual's futuré sex
role identity is shaped by the sex assignment made at bith is a complex
process, one not fully understood, and about which there 55 much disagree-

ment.?

As an analytic tool for exploring the development of sex role

identity, social scientists make a distinction between sex and gender.
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"Sex" refers to the chromosomal and hormonal attributes of the individual,

and to the evidence provided by the-individual's secondary sex characteristics.

"Gender" refers to:the psychological and behavioral characteristics that are
considered appropriate for each sekﬁz That the assignment qf sex itself

can sometimes be problematic has been demonstrated by recent research. In

a smali mihority of cases, infants have be?n given a sex assignment, based f
on the appearance of the external genitalia, that ié at variance wfth'the
chromosoma] or hormonal evidence. The problematic mature of sex assignment
itself bears out the validity of the distinction between sex and gender

That an infant whose chromosomal and hormonal qualities are male can be
given a femalesex assign ent, and can subsequently 1earn to adopt the female
gender rdle, bears out fhe difference between naturesand nurture that the -
distinction between sex and gender is meant to underTine.S‘ -

‘The distinction that psycho]ogists and -sociologists mage between
male and female on the‘one hand, and masculine and feminine on the other
1s're1ated to the distinction between sex and-gender. The terms male and
female are used ?0 apply to biological sex; masculinity and femini&jty to
the behavioural characteristics that are associated with gendeﬁ. Thus,
an infant given a female sex assignment will learn, in the great majority of
easés, to adopt the feminine gender role, whereas-an infant designated male
will learn to adopt the masculine gender role.

Contemporary distinctions between sex and gender, and between
masculinity and femininity can help us to reach a better understanding of
the past. Moreover, the.::;1ysis of the past presented in the pages that
follow helps to illuminate pfesent-day distinctions; in part, the'thesis is

meant to contribute to an understanding of the origins of the contemporary

analysis of sex role sdcialization.

)
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Much of the content of the contemporary definition of feminini'ty
Jderives from the Victorian perlbd The idea that the differences between

»

men and women aye fundamenta11y psycho]og1ca1 in nature is one that
emerged in the gigﬁteenth century, and came to full f]ower in the nine-

| teenth cerfury. The chief difference between the perceﬁtions of the
twentieth century, and those of .the<preceding century, is that in the
n1%eteenth century, the psycholog1ca1 distinctions between masculinity
and fem1n1n1ty were assumed to be inborn. Today,.it is recognized thdt
nature and nurture both contribute to the format1on of sex role 1dent1ty,

- although there is d1sagreement about the proport1on attributable to
each factor;q‘ Underlying the argument of this thesis is the assumption ]

Q
that nurture plays an influential 7f not crucial role; that gender ig?in.

large part a proﬂuct of culture. N

This thesis is‘concenned‘specifically with the Viqtbrian perception
of feminine girThood. It is ‘therefore necessary to clarify how the terms
"girl" and "girlhood" will be employed in the pages that t011ow,'and to
explafn why the term "adolescence”, a word used infrequently in the
Victorian period, is nonetheless empioyed threughout."

Defining-the boundaries between childhood ‘and adolescence, and
between ad01escence and adulthood is difficult even today. Growth is a
continuous process, and one character1st1c of human deve]opment is that
there are few c]ear]y def1n1t1ve boundaries between stages and human
maturation. However, it is generally aceepted today that the boundaries

between infancy and childhood, between adolescence and the arrival of

adulthood, should be defined in terms” of physiological and psychological

\
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development. Thus, it is assumed that infancy and childhood can be divided - ~ ° X
- into periods marked by achievements of levels of maturity in cognitive, . %
* ' 3
physical and emotional development, and that'adolescence can be distinguished 1

from childhbod by the onset of puberty, an&.by accompanying manifestations

of the individual's achievement of se]f—identity.5

| Eveh todaj, however, not all the landmarks in the movement-from

childhood to adu]thqu are defined in physio1o?icaT or psycho]ogicaf terms.

The individual's role in sdciety also plays a part in determining his or

* her progress through stages of growth. Social definitions are st111h/for

examp1e the determining factors in s1gna111ng the arrival_of adulthood.

In modern European and North American society, it is the individual's

: achievement of such goals as financial independencé that mark the

transition tb adulthood, rather than developmental changes. 2‘///F_ﬁ\ Ve
_If.difficu1ties arise in defining the boundaries bet gen””

adolescence and adulthood in the contemporary E;htext, undefstanding the .

Victorian perception of the transition 1s.even more probﬂeJthc. In the \\\\‘__"

Victorian pet}md, the perception of human development as a process of ‘

physiological and psychelogical growth was indeed emerging, but an.older

definition of the stages of life was more fnfluentia]. According to this

older definition, childhood and youth were categories that were primarily | &

related to an.individual's position and role in society, and only second-_

arily related to inner deve]opmenrt.6

) In Vicforian writing about childhood and youth, the terms "girl"

and "girthood" at times referred to physiological and psychological factors,

but¢on other occasions can only be understood in terms of thejblder construct

in which girlhood was a social category related to status. Indeed, the ]atfer



sense is c1épr1y,intended'by the use of “éirl" and "girthood" to des-
cribe post-pubescen£ middle-class females. A middle-class daughter
remained a girl--or a "ybunghlédy“--gntil she became an adult. But what
transformed a.gir1 }nto an aduit? It was neither'psycho1ogica1 nor
physiological deve1dﬁment; it was, rather, a social event---marriage. A
middle-class female of twenfy;two was, ff unmarried, -a "girl", if married;
a "woman". Since V%ctor}an middle-class females tended to marry rather
late, "girlhood" commonly lasted more than a decade‘beyond puberty.7

Of-course some middle-class women never married. But ﬁer much
of our period, the middle-class spinster was seen as an embarrassment to
herself and her family, as an anomalous individual whose situation did
not conform to accepted definitions of social relationships. It was
assumed, therefore, that she would try to remain a "girl" for as Tong as .
she could, fqr once she ceased to be recognizéd as a giri she would become,
not so much a woman‘és an "old maid".

In the ensuing chapters, we use "girl”, "girlhood" and "young
.lady" as they were employed by the Victorians themselves. But the thesis
is‘a]so concerned]w%th the emerging psychological perception of girlhood.
For'tﬂis reason, the term "adolescence" is also employed, evén thﬁﬁaﬁ“Tf“
became wide]j used only ‘in tﬁe twentieth century.8 The‘term/fg employed
because it is a useful analytic tool for discussing the suljjects with which
thﬁs work is concerned, and as well becau;e its use underscoraes that despite
- the fact that the Victorians rarely used the word "ado]escenceit\they were
in the process of creating the concept. _;/

The fiha] concept to be clarified is thét of social ciasé. It is

the middle-class idea of girThood with which the thesis is concerned; how,

- e At hm e e s =
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then, has "midd]e-cfass” been defined in this work? There is general
agreement among historians that the England of-the ninetg;nth century
witnessed the emérgence of a new sysiem of social re]ationshﬁps. The
hierarchical system of ranks and orders with its ideology of deference
on the one hand, and paternalism on the other, gave way, with phe
ehergence of urban industrial capitalism, to a society divided into groups _'
that shared common interests and perceived thehse]ves as existing in
opposition to other groﬁps; to a society made-up of so;ia1 classes. Two
classes produced by industria] capitalism were the midd]e class and the
eyorking q]aés. of the two, it was the middle class tHat controiled power.

‘and wealth in Victorian Eng]and.9 ) ¢J,J

Throughout this thesis, the férm “middle class" refers both to
ideas and’ to éroups of indfvidda]s. In the realm of ideas, the most power-
ful section 6f the new middle c1q;s came to dominate society®in Victorian
Eng1aﬁ%. This dominance derived from midd]é—c1ass dominance jn the economic
sphere, but it extended beyond that SpheFe. Not only did middle-class
ideology dominafé beliefs about econdmic relationships, it aiso permeated
religious, moral and aesthetic be]iefs}o Ideas that originated out of
middie-class concerns extended upward and downward in society; they a]tered_
the thinkjng of the g{fstocracy, and that of the working class. . Thué}“
for example, 1 sha11ﬁi1aim that the idea of gfr]hood was a "middle-class”
idea, in that if‘originated with powerful midd]e-c]ass individuals, and
had it; greatest resonancé within the middle class; at the same time this
idea affected members of the other classes. - |

It is easier to define. what is meant by middle-class idéoiﬁgy than

to formulate unequivocal guidelines for who was, and who was not, middle

class in Victorian England. The Victorians themselves spoke of the
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"middle classes", rather than the "middle class", and as one historian

has -pointed out, this usage is significant: ‘ e k) ~

p | g? g . ) /‘>
It reflected the vagueness of the social facts, the-existence =

of numerous layers and sections within the three major classes,

which only time and the experience of ﬁ]ass conflict would hammer

into something 1ike compact entities. ! .

In Chapter I of thethesis, the relationship between the unity of middle;

class ideology and the diversity of actual middle-class patterns of Tife

‘is discussed in detail, Suffice it to say here that the thesis follows

a generally aécepted division between upper midd]e, middle and lower middle-
class 1ndividua1s.]2 _Historians, 1ike the contemporary observers from
whom their evidence is drawn, base these divisions on family income, and
on the status_of the occupations held by male family heads. Thus, the
Tower midd]e‘c1ass can be de%ined as including ndn—manua] workers witﬁ, ﬁ\\\;>
an income of €100-€300 per annum; the middle range includes those Ci‘\\/
engaged in commerce, the professions and public administration who had
incomes between £300-#600 per annum; and the upper m%dd]e class includes
business and professional people with incomeslabove 600 per annum.13
What about the upper class? The distinﬁtion between upper-class
and uppgé midd1e-c1as§ indivi&uals‘in V%ctprian England is not clear or
easily discernible. The upper class could be said to be distinguished
from the upper middle class both Ey income levels and by adherence to an

ideology that was rooted in the values of a pre-industrial aristocracy.

In terms of income level, one Victorian commentator of the 1860s declared

\

that €5,000 per annum or mofz constitufed an upper-class income.]4 In
terms of beliefs and values, even'a family with great wealth could be

considered "middle class“.' As the middle class increased its dominance,

-
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as its values permeated upward, the old aristocratic.ideai of leisure
and privilege gave way to the middle:class "cult of work". A new upper
class was created; an upper class that was, in membership, a blend of the
. older aristocracy and gentry and the new entrepreneurs. In terms of its
ideology, it was the beliefs of the cabita1is£ entrepreneurs that came
to dominate the upper class.

. From even this brief discussjon of socia]rc1ass, it shou1§ be

apparent that historians'have viewed Victorﬁan social structure primarily
in terms of male incomes, male occupations and male values. 1 shall maintain
that such an approach is corrgct but incomplete. It is correct because
Victorian England was, in fact, a sociéty dominated by men, and therefore
any analysis of Vigtorfan social structure must begin with an analysis
of the place of males in that structure. It is incompiete because it does
not account for the distinctive way in which women related to class structure,
and because it does no; recoghiie the role that women did play in the‘
formation of Victorian society. Therefore, while the thesis does adopt
as its starting point the generally accepted male perception of Victorian
social structure, it will seek to add fo that perception by taking into
accounf the way in which female sfatus, itself a product of class and gendér,

reinforced class structure,
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CHAPTER I

WOMEN AND GIRLS IN THE MIDDLE-CLASS FAMILY:
IMAGES AND REALITY

-

If the triumph of industrial capitalism brought about the making of

the English working class, it also produced a new middle class, a middle

class with a self-conscious identity and a sense of its destiny as the
most fitting architect of a new soéiety. The'midd1e class that emerged as
a result of 1ndusfria] capitalism was predominantly urban in charactér,
its male members being engaged in entrepreneurial, managerial and pro-
fessional occugations. At the highest levels of the class were men
engaged in substantiai business enterprises, in the liberal professions
and in public administration. Ifs-1owest Tevels included a greatﬁy in-
creased number of clerks, and those employed in the minor retail trades.]}”,
A shared set of ideas and beliefs united this diverse group. Of
| first importance was a belief in the positive value of social mobi]ityi
That a man could rise in the world through effort, tqunt and initiative, .
and, fhat suéh a rise in social status was to be commended was the fundameﬁta1
principie of Victorian middle-class ideology. Fuelling that principle was
*the gospel of work. Ag Samuel Smiles put it:
National progress is the sum of individual industry,
energy and uprightness, as national decay is of
individual idleness, selfishness and vice.?2

Smiles expressed a generally accepted belief held by middle-class people

that it was they rather than :r#stocrats or the labouring poor who would

- most surely possess such industry, energy and uprightness. The virtues of

thrift, order, punctuality, all buttressed by evangelical Protestantism,
were offered by the self-confident voice of the Victorian middle class as
the prescription for individual and collective well-being.

10
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Smilesian se]f:dgnfidence waghnot, however, the only feature of the
Victorian midd]e—cléssu;ut1ook. Doubt and anxiety were a]sosb;rt of the
ethos of the period. The rapidity with which social and economic change
was taking place was Eoth a source of pride and a source of temsion. A

sense of anxiety is such a pervasive element in Victoriag discourse that

one historian has seen it as the most important feature of the Victorian

"frame of m1'nd”.3

One Victorian responsé to that tension was to define certain insti-
tutions in wa&s that would allay doubt and anxiety. Having produced
industrial capitalism, the Victorians sought refuge from it. For the
Victorian middle class, the most important of such refuges was the family.
A cult of domesticity, an idealised vision of home and family, a visign
that perceived the family as both enfolding its members and excluding the
outside world, is a major recurring image in Victorian ]igature, art and
spcia] commentary.4 ‘

The cult of domesticity helped to relieve the tensions that existed
between the moral Tues of Christianity, with its emphasis on love and
charity, and the values of capitalism, which asserted thatﬁ%%e world of
commerce should be pervaded by a spirit of competition and a recognitidn
that only the fittest shou]d‘survive. By Tocating Ch}istian values in the
home, and capitalist values in the public world of commerce, the Victorians
were able to achieve an efficient mora1’ba1ance. The home became a
shelter for religious values, in their widest context including the vaTaes:
associated with personal rela%ionships; the world of commerce could thereby
be absolved from the necessity of acting on Christian principles. Moreover
its moral barrenness became bearable, because the idealisation of the home

meant that, at least in theory, some refuge from the harsh public world was
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possible. '
The creatioﬁ of a sharp division between the -private world of home
and the public world of commerce, profesS}ona1 Tife and'po1itics, had a
profound impact on the way in which women were perceived in the Victorian
period. Througﬁout the period, it was customary to refer to public and
private 1ife as two "separate spheres". Each of the two spheres was thought
to be inextricably connected either with men or with women. The public
sphere of business, politics and professional life was defined as the male
sphere. The private sphere of Tove, the emotions and domesticity was
defined as the spheré of women. The public sphere was the maje's exclusive
domain, whereas the private sphere was seen as presided over by females for’
the express purpose of providing a p1acé of renewal for men, after their
rigorous activities in-the harsh, competitive public sphere..
The cq]t of domesticjty assigned to women both a separate sphere and

a distinct set of roles. Victorian conceptions of the ideglized role of

women are epijomised by Coventry Patmore's poem The Angel in the House, the
titie of which captures its essence.5 -The ideal woman was‘w111ing to be
~dependent on men and suﬁmissive to them, and she would have a preference

for a life restricted to the confines of home. She would be innocent, pure,

gentle and self-sacrificing. Possessing no ambitious strivings, she would

te free of any trace of anger or hosfi]ity. More emotional than man, she

‘was also more capable of self-renunciation. .

The characteristics of the ideal Victorian woman can be summed up in

one word: ;he was' feminine. Femininity is a ps&chﬁ]ogica] concept, in that

it implies a distinctive model for female personality.. It is a modern idea

and represents a major ideological shiff in the justification for the

Eaaa
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continuing element of Western European civilization, pFe-modern methods

secondary position of females. While female sUbordiiE:jon has been a

of enforcing it had relied largely oﬁ brute force or on an appeal to
biblical 1n3unct1on But since the end of the eighteenth century, the
concept of fem1n1n1ty, which is based on a“tonce#;gon of human. pgycho]ogy
“that assumes that fem1n1ne qualities are “natura]“ has been the_major
ideological agent in enforcing the subordination.of women.6 Intimations
of the concept are, to be sure, found earlier, but it is only at the end
of the eighteenth century that a self-consciously constructed theory
about psycho1og1ca1 d1fferences between ma]es and females began to be

developed. In the V1ctor1an period, the era of the "Angel in the House",

the idea of femininity came to full flower.

. -

Much Victorian idealisation of femininity was concerned with its mani-
festation by adult women in their role as wives and mothers. The jdealised

Victorian home, however, d1d not consist of hushand and wife alone, but
£

of husband, w1fe and ch11dren, and just as the parenta] role was -

suffused with intense emotional significance, so also was the role of
children. Both male and female chi]dren'were of importance in idealisations
of family life, but daughters had a special significance. Sons wollld help
to determine the middle-class family's place in the world, but daughters
coufd offer the family a particular sort of tenderness and spirituality.

As a writer for a late nineteenth-century women's magazine stated:

Surely Epere is no thought sweeter or more tender than
that which comes with a baby-girl...The thought of a
man-child has more possibilities of strength’and power.
It gratifies pride and ambition more...But the mother of
the 1ittle woman-child sees in her the born queen, and,
at the same time, the servant>of home; the daughter who
is to 1ift the burden of domestic cares and make them
unspeakably lighter by taking her share of them; the
sister who is to be a Tittle mother to her brothers and
sisters; the future wife and mother in her turn, she is



v

14
the owner of a destiny which may cail on her to endure
much and to suffer much, but which, as ‘it also bids her
lTove much...is well worthy of an immortal creature...A

family without a girl...lacks a crowming grace, quite

as much a; a family without a boy misses a tower of
strength. :

That passage was written in 1887, but similar portrayals of the
daughter began to appear by the end of the eighteenth century in advice
Titerature, in fictioh, in poetry and in art. This persistence is re-
markabie in view of the extent to which the actual lives of.midd1e-c1ass
girls changed over the course of the nineteenth century. The strength of
the imagery and its persistence would seem to indicate that an idealised
view of .the daughter's role is a crucial feature of the cult of domesticity.

" The idealised view of the daughter may have been so powerful because
certain features of the idealised view of womanhood could, in fact, more
appropriately be applied to daughters than to wives. One of the ambiguities
involved in the Victorian jdealisation of womanhood is that while the ideal
woman was to have womanly strength, she was also to remain permanently
childlike, childlike even in maturity:

The perfect loveliness of a woman's countenance can only
consist in that majestic peace, which is found in the
memory of happy and useful years...and from the joining
of this with that yet more majestic childishness, which

is still full of change and promise...There is no old age
where there is still that promise--it is eternal youth.

The "majestic childishness" of the ideal woman was a sign of the
extent to which she was removed from the vicissitudes of the public sphere.
I't was seen as necessary that a woman retain'a childlike simplicity precisely
because it was felt that her life ought to be restricted to the domestic
sphere, and(&er domestic calling was seen as both the cause aﬁd the effect

of the need to shelter her from the rigours of the public sphere. The

r
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:Victorians frequently spoke'of the way in which males were “hardéned“-by.
their exposure to the rough and tumble of the outside world, but they also :
believed-that, should a woman be so exposed, she too would be hardened.
Thus, women were told that they mus t remain within. the domestic sphere
both because tueir duties were to_be performed there, and because contact
with fhe wider Qor]d would damage their abi]jty io perform those duties.

The idea of the adult womén who possesses "majestic childishness"
reflects the contradictions that_existéd at.the centre of the idealised
vision of true womanhood. How convincing could an idéalisation be that
combined both chiidlike simplicity with the complex duties of wifehood and
motherhood? Even at an overt, explicitly stated level, contradictions
existed in the imagery of the true womanhood, and beneath the surface,
exbressed through allusion, were the tensions inherent in the Victorian
view of female sexualit&. The ideal of feminine purity is implicitly
asexual; how, then, could it be reconci1ed with the active sexuality that
would inevitably be included in the duties of wife and mothér?9

These contradictions could be resolved by focussing on the femininfty
of the daughter rather thanxén the adult woman, Muéh more successfully
than her mother, a young girl could rebresent the quintesséntial angel in
the house. Unlike an adult womaﬁ, a girl could be perceived as a wholly
unambiguous model bf feminine dependence, childlike simpiicity and sexual
purity. While it might be believed that an adult woman should rétain a
childlike simplicity, clearly a real child could be concei}ed of as more
¢hildlike than could an adult woman.

The qualities of the Angel in the House, .whether she be wife or

daughter, were defined as spiritual in nature. For this reason, they took
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ona unTversal application, transcending mere material circumstances. The
ideal Angel in the House would be able to create a true home wherever she
found herself: | '
. Wherever a true wife comes...home is a1w;§s'round her.
The stars enly may be over her head; .the glowworm in the
night-cold grass may be the only fire at her foot; but
home is yet wherever she is; and for a noble woman it
stretches far round her, better than ceiled with cedar,
or painted with vermilion, shedding its quiet light far,
for those who else were home]ess_.18
In the spiritual realm the true wife could create the desired
atmosphere of Victorian domesticity out of thin air. However, middle-
cLass Victorian beliefs about domesticity functioned on levels other than
the spiritual. The}e were, as we11,'gengfa11y éccepted standards for the
cultural ehvironment of the ideal family, and just as the spiritua1‘we11
being of the home was considered a feminine responsibility, so also was
the creation of suitable standards of taste and manners.
In its manners and style, the successful middle-class family wou]d; ﬁL,
above all else, manifest the quality of gentility. The concept of gentility .
was a legacy of-the social-structure that had characterised the eighteenth
century. Its continued importance fn the Victorian period attests to the
fact that the middle-class endorsement of social mobility had not been
entirely trihmphant. The belief that social status could be earned through
effort was continually being challenged by the older belief that a particuiar
" social status was inseparable frpm one's rank at birth. This belief was
frequently expressed as hostility towards those who had achieved, or who
were attempting to achieve, upward mobility. Gentility was not a clearly

definable quality but revealed itself in nuances that clearly distinguished

members of the established and dominant classes from those who still bore
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traces of their upwardly mobile progress. Throughout the nineteenth
. century, whether one’was gentle or vulgar cgntinued to be a hallmark of
social status. |
Two systems of assigning status, then, existed in the Victorian
period, one based on material weéfiﬁf‘aﬁﬁ/gggﬁgased on the manifestation
of certain personal and‘cubtura] attributes. One way in which the conflict
between these two systems was managed, if not resolved, was through the
family's function as an indicator of status. The family's style of life
displayed its ;astes and thus its status and its gentility. A man could
achieve success through hard work aqg initiative, and thereby gain
economic power, but his social status, if not actually determined through.
the family he established, was reflectéd through it. The style of family
d]ife, the quality of domestici@y achieved, was the final determinant of
the niche he occupied in the social structure. - |
Females played a crucial role in the functioning of the family as
an indicator of social status. In the Victorian period, in theory at
least, only middle-class men could achieve status. A middle-class woman
achTredﬂher status by connection with a man. Indeed no middle-class girl
or woman could raise her own status through effort in the world of work,
because earning mOney, for a girl or woman, meant loss of caste. But
middle-class females nonetheless had a role to play in determining social _
differences. Women, not men, managed the outward forms that both manifested
and détermined social status. Through the creation of an appropriate domestic
\gpvironment, and through the management of cocial 1ife, women at all levels
of the middle class were responsible for assuring that the private sphere

acted as an effective indicator of status in the public sphere.H
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Through the family, then, middle-class females played a central role
in determining the social status df the males with whom they were connected,
just as they played a central role in the functioning of the cult of
domesticity. Whereas all females, so the theory-went, even thqsgjwho were
not middle class, could be perfect wives or perfect daughters,'oﬁ{y-some
could achieve gentility. While all could aspire to "noble womanhood",
only some could be ladies. Those who attempted to be‘ladies when they
>cou1d not, according to the arbiters of gentility, truly aspire to the
title, came to represent all that was considered objectionable about upward
social mobility. ' -

Decisions aboﬁt'ggntility and vu]gérity were ostensibly made on éLe
basis of such factors as social bearing and education. In reality, they
were not separable from wealth. There was a genera11} agreed upon set of
possessions and circumstanbes; a “paraphernalia of gentility" that formed
the materia] base upon which the pattern for a successful middle-class way
of 1ife rested, an ideal to which all members of the class could be said to
aspire, to a greater or lesser degree‘.]2

Throughout the Victor1;; era, this pattern involved ritual, formality
and compartmentalisation. Within the privacy of the home such events as
mealthnes andrfami]y prayers were to take place in an orderly and ceremonial
fashion. Members of a household were divided into groups, between which
barriers were established; the division between children and othér members
of the household was to be no Tess rigid than that between servants and
emp]oyers.]3 The contacts that the successful middle-class family had with
‘the outside world were, as well, to be carried out in a ritualized way.

It was assumed that such a family entertained guests in the home and engaged
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in the ritual of the formal socia1'ca11. In order to participate effectively

\h in the rituals of genteel social life, one had not only to know the rules,

~_.
one had to have the money to pay for the trappings.14
\\\ One possession necessary(for the achievement of a genteel middle-
) .
e class style of 1ife was a suitable dwelling. While the urban Victorian's
s

! nostalgia for the pieasures and moral values associated with'rural 1i fe
assured for the country house its unrivaled place as ;ﬁe most desi>§b1e
dwelling to which a middle-class individual could aspire, a more'at;ainabTe
goal was the substantial suburban dwelling. ‘A desirable suburban villa
would have had an ample number of spacious rooms, and would have been well
situated in attractive sumr'oundings.]5

The employment of®domestic servants waéla1so an integral part of
middle-class life. Indeed, contemporaries frequently used iservant keeping"
as the chief distinction between the middle and upper classes and those
beneath them. It was assumed that middle-class families would employ as
many servants as the family income would ;11ow. The generally accepted
pattern called for more than one servant. Without two or three servants,
it was assumed to be difficult, if not impossib]e, to create the formal
life style that gentility demanded.]6

While this was the standard of material 1ife generally accepted as
the ideal, an acceptance of the ideal presented problems for the majority
of those who considered themselves middle class. This ideal material
standard, along with the other criteria that were used to determine the
presence or absence of gentility, was shaped by the upper middle class.

Yet, throughout the nineteenth century, while the middle and upper classes

together comprised a quarter of the population, the great majority of
L8

.
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middle-class people were clustered at the Tower levels of this upper
quarter. Ai a result, while the, standards and expectations for the class
as a ;ho1e were created by its most affluent members, there was ﬁb way
that the majority of midd]e-ciass people cou]d afford to achieve them.]7

They could not, for example, afford to employ the amaunt of domestic .-

‘heIp consi&ered necessary to produce a genteel ambiance.‘ More than one
servéﬁt was necessary for that, and without at least three, a household
was consider;d to be a modest one. But it has been estimated that even
early in the period, a family would hqve"needed an annual income of over
7300 to embioy more than two servants. Since most middle—ciass incomes

‘ fé11 in the {JSO-{BOO range, most middle-class families could employ only
Oone domestic, and perhaps indeed only a charwoman . '8

| - A lower mi@dlé;c1ass fami]y could not afford a house suitable for
the_establishment of a genteel life style. True gentility requ{red
sufficient space to maintain fhe formality that characterised the ideal
pattern. An appropriate house woufd, for ingténce, héve been equipped
with a separate nursery wing for the chi]d}en. A family with a lower
middle-class income, but with genteel ;spirations might call the room in

" which the children slept the "nursery" but in a Fe]ative]y small house,

'\th achievement of the separation of adult.and child Tife that the ideal

pattern required would not have been possibl
such features of the genteel life style as the forma¥ities dssociated
with meal-time, or the rftua]s appropriate to 1-bred social intercourse
could not have been managed in a small house with a mi nimum amount/9£a-
doméstic help. - |

The lack of congruence bet&een the ideéi middle-class style o

1ife, and what was actually attaipable for most middle-class people =
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affected womeh.more.than men. bétause it was they, not men, who were responsible

for créating an atmosphere of comfort and gentility, or for failing to
create it. The %mage of the ideal middle-class wife was that of the
cultured lady of leisure who was also a careful mgfher and solicitous
wife. While they may well have been careful mothers and solicitous wives,

the majority of Victorian middle-class women could not have been cultured

’ !L - '
Tadies of leisure: the majority had to manage a household with at best, one
young maid-of-all-work, who remained with them, on average, for less than

a'year.19

Tnevitabiy, this would have necessitated their doing a con-
siderable amount of child-care, cleaning and cooking. Because denti]ity
implied that its possessor did not do manual labour, wives in upwardly

mobile midd]e-c1as§ households cou]d have difficulty achieviﬁg a balance
between performing the phygical work of -the household and creating gentility.
If a wife did too much-of the housework, she would appear to be,a drudge,
énd'no drudge could be a lady: if she did too 1ittle, the house would be
i11—maﬁageg, and she would be considered lazy or inefficigpt.

If incongruities existed in the role prescribed fo® the middle-class
wife, they also were present in the role prescribed for her daughters, as
they‘moved from childhood to.gdoiescence. The image of the ideal middle-
class daughter was that of the-she1tered f]oweﬁ; a creature whose role in s
the home was'to adorn it and assist in its maintenance. She would nevet‘////
need to Tearn how to confront the harsh world outside the home, because. it
was-assumed that she would never enter it. Protected first by the income .
of her father, and then by-that of her husband, she would remain throughout
~ her Tife witﬁin the confines of domesticity.

In reality, the nature of most middle-class incomes meant that the

role of sheltered flower, of ornament in the household, was unattainable
. “ )
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for many, perhaps.for the majority, of hidd]erclass girls. Conflicts
bﬁgheen the role .and the reé]ity could ariée within the family itself;
daughters, like wives, could experience an incongruence between the need

to appear genteel, and the need to perform real work. And shelter within
the househoid could be altogether impossible. Family né;essity might compel
a middle-class girl to engage in paid work, and should she never marry, she
would have to support herself throughoﬂ:ﬂher life,

" In this chapter, several aspects of Victorian middle-class family
life have been examined, and their effects on middle-class daughters have
been analysed. The spiritual dud]ities of the ideal family were designed
to satisfy moral and emotional needs that were produced by the vicissitudes
of capitalist éompetition. In the construction of the image of the family
as refuge and shelter, the‘canception of femininity was of central importance.
But, as we saw,'it was not only adult women who were supposed to exhibit
the qualities négessary for the "true home"; the cult of domesticity
depended not onlylon an image of the ideal wife, but also on an image of
" the ideal daughter.

We have also seen that while %he cult of domesticity sjtuated family
life in a reaim removed from the economic struggle, in truth the family
sfructure'of the middie class was rooted in economic reality. The private
- sphere was not, in fact, separate from the pubTic’spheFe; it reflected it,
and the values of upward mobility were expressed through the family as wel]
as being acted out in the pub]%c sphere. In the woer_of business and the
professioﬁs, the actors were male; in the world of private life they were
female. The myth of the séparation of spheres created conflicts for middle-

class females, for while male competitiveness was approved of, the struggles




23
for upward mobility waged by females were not overi]y sanctioned. In

reality, the duties of female members of the middle class .did include the
enhancement of the family's social status, even though the ideology associated

with the cult of domesticity barred them.from the inevitable competitive

struggles involved in that enterprise. These conflicts affected daughters,

once they reached adolescence , as much as they affected wives.

*

.
e
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CHAPTER I1

THE VICTORIAN MIDDLE-CLASS GIRL::
AN OVERVIEM

‘Because of the great variations over the century, any pictﬁne of
a typical middle-class family or typical middle-class girlhood must be
both Timited and speculative. Nonetheless, such a composite picture will
serve as a useful framework for the subsequent questioné with which this
study is concerned. In this chapter, therefore, an outline of the demography
of middle-class families will be preéented, along with a general account
of what is known about the child care practices of middle-class Victorians,
and about the education, training and employment of middle-class gir1s.]

Family size varied markedly over time, with the signif%cant changes
occurring in the 1870s. In the period from the 1830s to the 1870s, the
number of children born to middle-class families was between five and
seven; by the end of the century, it was between two and threg.2 Along
with the change in family size, there were changes in infant and eSpecia11y'
in child mortality. At the beginning of the period, infant and child
mortality for all §1ases was high. After 1871, however, there was a
decrease in child mortality, and by the 1890s infant mortality as well
showed a decrease.’ *#

Given these differences, oné can contrast the experience of a
child born in 1830 wiih a child born in 1880. The child born in 1830 wou]d,_
very Tikely have had five or more siblings. But it would also havehbéen
1ikely that not all of them wou1q havg 1ived to adulthood. Thus, a child
would have been surrounded with sisfers and brothers, but also with death.
A child born in 1830 would also have had a much greaier risk of losing one
or both parents before reaching adu]thood,*bofh because 1ife expectancy was
lower than it is today, and because middle-class Victorians married

relatively late, the average age for males be%ng the early thirties, and

for females, the late twenties.4
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In con;rgst, the pattern of the late-Victorian yeaﬁs more closely
fesemb]es thémpattern that prevails today. For middle-class peogle,
the family was becoming a smaller, but at the same time, a more stable
unit. A child born in 1880 would, on average, havg had fewer siblings
than one born in 1830, but there would have beén less qpance of losing
one or more of them through death. The Tlate-Victorian $1dd1e-c1ass
family, in contrast to the early-Victorian faﬁ%ly, would thus have been
considerably less subjéct to fragility and impermanence.

While social class causéd_the greatest variations in mortality
rates in thé nineteenth century, sex was also a factor. After the age
- of five, it appears that a girl's chances of death were greater than
thoseeof-a male child. Male mortality rates wére higher in infancy,
and in the first years of childhood, but aftér the age of five, the
greater endurance of the female infant was offset by other factors;
from early childhood, until a woman's mid-thirties, female death rates
exceeded those of males. Moreover, there is evidence that these sex
differenéés in mortality were even more marked for middle-class females

than they were for girls of the working classes.5

This difference in the mortality rates of males and females may

have been caused by the females' greater susceptibility to tuber‘culosis‘.‘6

A variety of factors could have been responsible for this greater

susceptibility. In general, middie-class females led a more sedentary

life than males, and weye more con to the indoors. Confinement

in the home was more ufthealthy in the niketeenth century than it is
today, if only because the reliance on open coal fires for heat would

have rendered the air unhealthy. Female clothing may also have played a
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part in greater female susceptibility to disease, since it was heavier
and more confining than that of males. And there may as well have been
psychological stresses related to the female role that increased a
girl's chances of dying from a disease like tuberculosis, a disease in
which the patient's emotional stéte cén be' a contributing factor.7

When we turn to a consideration of the kind of care that was given
to infants and young children in Victorian middle-class families, the
variation between levels of middle-class 1ife is more noticeable than
variations over time. Major changes in middl;#fﬁszs childrearing
patterns had begun to ocEJf in the eighteenth century, when Enlightenment
thought had generated a concern with child psychology, and a recognition
of the importance of childhood experience. This new outlook had
affected only a minority of families by the second half of the eighteeﬁth
century, but from that time on, right through to the end of the Victorian
fperiod, its influence incréased. The pattern itself had been established,
however, by the early nineteenth.century.8

The influence of the new outlook rendered suspect certain child-
rearing pracfices that had been followed by middle and uppér-class
families for centuries. For instance, the practice of employing wet-
nurses came under increasing attack, as both dnhea1thy and psychologically
damagi&b to the child. whéle some families did employ wet-nurses in the
Victorian period, the attaéks on the practice were having an effe;t, and
unless the mother was physi&a]ly unable to do so, it was usual during
the Victorian period for womén at all social ranks to breast-feed tpeir
.chi1dren.9 ' o .

However, while upper midd]e—class Victorian mothers would likely

have breast-fed their babies, théy were not likely to have been their
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chi]dyen's main carefaker. Throughout the Victorian period,sthe most
notable difference in child care styles between families at the lower
levels of the middle class, and those at the higher 1évels, was the
.extent to which the more affluent employed domestic servants to take
over the day-to-day tasks of caring for infants and children. While it
is true that the remote and harsh style of parenting that had been
prevalent well into the eighteenth century was giving way to a style
that emphasised the importance of kindness and closeness, it was still
considered appropriate and usual for middle-class families who could
afford them to emﬁ]oy domestics to look éf?er their <:h1']dren.]-0

‘The more affluent the family, the more servants wou]d be employed,
and the more removed the 1ife of the children would be from that of the
adults in the family. Both mother and fa;her might be concerned with,
and involved in their children's moral and intellectual upbringing. But
in an upper middle-class family in which a nurse and assistant nursery
maids were employed and in which a separate nursery wing was provided
for the children, contact between parents and children was Timited,
Characteristically, throughout the Victorian period, the children of
upper middle-class families Tived in a separate world and saw their parents
only in a formal setting and for brief periods.]1

Such a pattern of child care was possible only for a sma11‘segment
of the middle class, although because it was a feature of the family
pattern of the elite, it did have an influence on the entire class. For
the majority of middle-class families, in which at most one or two servants
were employed, the chief caretaker of the children was the mother herseilf.

In the event of her death it was usual for an older sister or aunt to take
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over the role. In large families, older daughters were in any case
involved in the child care of the younger chi]dren.12 '

There is little general evidence of difference in‘the physical
treatment of boys and girls in‘midd1e;c1ass families in infancy and
early childhood. Cerfain]y; few such differences were institutionalized
or overtly acknowledged as part of general practice. This does not, of
course, rule out the probability that there were unacknowledged or |
unrecognized differences in the way in which female and male infants
and small children were fed or physically handled, but the evidence
that would allow us to assert with confidence that such differences
did exist is not avgi]ab]e.13

Sex differences determined more the toys and books that were pro-
vided for children. There were .toys tha; were designed for children of
both sexes: forvéxample, the Noah's Ark14, popular as a Sunday toy, was
designed with beth boys and girls in mind, but toys 1ike model railways
or dolls were made for one sex or the other. If she had brothers, a girl
might play with their toys, but these would still be seen as boys' toys.

Many Victorian books and periodicals for children were written to be read

by both sexes; others were designed for girls or boys alone. But even when
written for children of both sexes, Victorian children's Titerature emphasised
sex differences, and should be seen as one of the period's main agencies

for 1ncu1cati;g sex role differentiation.15

The proliferation of toys and.books designed especially for chi]dreﬁ
is another manifestation of the increased awareness of the importance of

intellectual and psychological development in childhood that had its roots

in eighteenth-century thought. Some middle-class parents had begun to
4
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provide educational toys and specially designed bookglfor their Children
by the late eighteenth c:entutr'y,]6 and over the course of the nineteenth
century, the variety of such toys and books increased and their distribution
widened. This development contributed to the construction of a world of
childhood experience that became more and more separate from that of adults.
Not only was it separate from the adult world, within %t; the gap between
the sexes widened. For instance, the numbers of periodica]s designed
especially for boys or girls increased in the last three decades of the
century, and their sex-related differences became more marked. In the
character of the fiction included, in the didactic ta{es, and even in
the illustrations, these publications presented to their'readers separate
worids of girlhood and boyhood.]7 ‘

In the Victorian middle-class family religion was the main agency
through which moral values were inculcated.. Reiigious belief was a
central featuré of Victorian midd]e—cTasS‘}ife.18 It was, moreover, an
essential part of the fabric of family life. Middle-class Victoriaﬁs at-
tended religious services on Sunday, but just as important, both for

‘maintaining religious bejief and for strengthening family solidarity, were
such rituals as family prayers and bible readings, custdms that were observed
in many middle-class households.

While the great majority of middle-class Victorians were practising
Christians, thereihere those for whom religious belief was essentia]ly'a
matter of outward form, and there were those for whom it was the centre of
their lives. During the period, most of the latter can be classified as
evan§e1ica1s, whether they were Dissenters or members of the Churcﬁ of

19

England. ATthough the social distinctions between members of the
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Established Church and Dissenters were of %mportance, %}om the point of
view of.re11gious belief, that distinction was less significant than ‘that
between those who were outward observers, and those who were deeply devout.

In the middle-class family, whether religious belief was a matter
of outward‘form, or a matter of intense inward conviction, religibus
instruction began as soon as a child could talk. Children were taught
the fundamental beliefs of Christianity both directly and indirectly.
Even if it did not deal exp]igﬁﬁjy with religion, much of the 1iterature
designed expressly for children was suffused with it. While a religious
orientation was more noticeable in the early than it was in the later
V{ctorian decades, it remained present right through the-century. Thus,
from the primer from which a child learned to read and from storybooks,
as well as from Bible readings and devotional Titerature, children imbibed

a religious out1ook.20

They early became familiar with stories in the
Bible, were taught a morality centered on self-sacrifice and duty, were
inculcated with an awareness of their own mortality, and were encouraged
to recoéniée the need for salvation. More stress was put on the need for
salvation, and on the importance of a conversion experience in evangelical
households, than in households where religion was primarily a matter o%
ritual; in inculcating religious belief in giris, more stress-was put on
the importance of'the duty of self-sacrifice than was the case Qith boys.
[t was primarily through the rhythms of everyday 1ife that a'

Victorian middle-class girl learned the significance of her gender and
~of her social position. Moral precepts were incu]tated throﬁgh everyday

experience, but also through the medium of religious instruction and

observance. Formal education was also part of the middle-class girl's
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experience.in the Victorian period, although its place in the average
giri's life changed over the course of the Victorian decades, as a new
pattern of girls' education began to emerge in the 1860s.

4 In the early and mid-Victorian periods, the majority of middle-
class girls received all or most of their education at home, and their
main teacher was a family member, usually their mother.21 Their earliest |
lessons--in which Qheir brotﬁers, as well, would share--began when a
child was about thfee years old. By the early-Victorian period, an
adult who wished to teach children in the home had sources to go to for
advice, and specially designed materials to use. There were, for instance,
primers available for teaching reéding. Reading‘wou1d be the first skill
taught, but arithmetic wéu]d soon be introduced, and for girls, instruction
in needlework would begin at a veri/éar]y age as well.

Such instruction was 1ntegr;ted into the %hi]d's day. Because there’
was no uniform system for the instruction of‘yogng children, and its history,
like the history of other aspects of intimate family life, is therefore
hidden, it is difficﬁ1t to generalize, but typically, formél instruction
would/ have taken up about an hour in the morning, and an hour in the after-
noeﬁi when children were between the ages of three and eight.

While the mother was the usual and generally considered the natural
teacher of herlchildren, frequently an older sister would teach the younger
children. Indeed, in the early and mid-Victorian period, it was not
uncommon for middle-cliass families to send the eldest daughter to-school
in her early teens. On her return home at sixteeﬁ or seventeen, she-WOu1d

then undertake the instruction of her younger sisters and brothers.22
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In some households, a gove#ness would be employed. Although much -
hés been written about the éoverness; in fact, only a limited number of
families ever employed one, and presumably they were upper-midd]e and
upper-class families. Meagre as the salary of a governess could be,

" even 430 would have been a prohibitive annual outlay for the lower-middle
or even the middle-class family.23

Assessing the quality of instruction provided by governesses is
as difficult as assessing that provided by a méther, sister, father or
brother. As was the case with family members, the governess's OwWn
education and her aptitude for teaching would determine the quality of
instruction she could offer. As a general rulé, neither governesses
QET mothers received formal training in teaching because such, training
was not yet considered a requirement for the task.

Most historians who have written about the education of middle-
class girls from middle childhood through adolescence iﬁ the period ‘
before 1850 have assumed that their instruction, whether received in the
home, or in schpo1, was uniform]y inadequate. Girls, it is assumed, were
given a superficial training in showy "accomplishments": alsmattering of
French, music and drawing, and fancy needlework. Their acquaintance with N —
_more solid subjects 1ike history or geography is assumed to have been
meagré, and their trainind in basic skills like spelling and arithmetic
was also assumed to have been inadequate. Historians generally are in
agreement that girls did not learn the classical-languages (the halimark
of the educatedﬂma]e) or higher mathematic§.24

While these assumptions about the inteliectual poverty of middle-

class girls' education in the first half of the nineteenth century have
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some foundation, Ehey are not entire]y'ggsu;ate, nor do they tell the
whole story. The most noteworthy feé;ure ag\mfdd1e—class giris' education
in the first half of the nineteenth éentury was its variability. It is
possible to describe an.average education, but it must always be kept in
mind that in a situation where there was no standardisation, the average i
or typical has 1imited meéning. While the education of some girls was
completely neglected, a minority received an education that was both
“riéorous and extensive. In housého]ds where 1earning was valued, some
early-Victorian girls 1earnea torg?ite, by the middigﬁ&ears of"childhood,
in a polished adult style, and read books that would, in the twentieth
century, be coﬁsidered unsuitable for children. These comments, made in
her gourna1 by a girl who was just twelve years old, will serve as an
example of the level of literacy sometimes achieved by early-Victorian
©girls:

Ti11 lately I have never read Spenser, and therefore was

not personally acquainted with his beauties. Neither do

[ mean to say that now I have read his 'Faerie Queane';

but having accidentally met with an extract from his

'Hymn of Heavenly Love', a Tong poem, I went to Papa's

study and read the whole poem, which is most exquisitely

beautiful, and perhaps equal to anything Milton ever wrote,?25
While Emily Shgre, the girl who wrote that comment, was unusually gifted,
her experie gs were not unique. Many early-Victorian girls received a
first-rate qducation in "papa's study".

That' the lack of standaﬁdisation in girls' education cou]d, in

some cases, producé better resdits than the mére ﬁniform system that
emerged as a.resu]t of the work of the late nineteenth-century.educational

reformers, was recognized at the time, even by some of the reformers

themselves. As one such reformer wrote:

4
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rsay with certainty that, until quite late in the nineteenth century,

attended them, or how Tong the average.pyp1] remained in attendance..

34

It.was not a good Tife for the many, the Eariy Victorian.
For the favoured few, it was beautiful. Read The Gurneys
of Earlham....or a dozen other biographies, .and see the
splendour of that mysterious thing, a good education,
and how it can surround and draw out the very best\in
a young and growing mind. Thereﬂyere no classes, no

e

herding girls together, but the Pest was effected for
each one singly...."26

While home education played the most important role in early-
Victorian middie-class girls' education, there were, as well, boaediﬁg
and day schools for girls. It was often ssumed by nineteenth-centur}

commentators on the subJect that upper and upper- myedle -class g1rls

. Were edﬁEEted at home, by governesses, and th@t day or board1ng schools

were used only by the middle and lower- m1dd1e c]asses In fact, some

P

upper-m1dd]e-c1ass girls were sent to boarding schoo1s, although such

'schools were not used extensively by people o? h1gh statﬁgfdur1ng the

/ \,

ear]y V1ctor1an period. 27 { ~

Epr]y-VicForian girls' schools were almost as variable as early-
Victorian home education. There were-a few large schools for g1r1528
but the typical girls' school during th1s.per1od was not -a school at alT
in'the twentieth-century sense of the wordf‘ It was an ”eseablishment"
catering to ‘e¥small eumber of girls, run out of a private home, usually .
by one woman, Qith two or three assistanté. fhese schools seldom ]asted
a 1ong time and thej were not licenced by any authority. It is therefore
1mposs1b1e to know how many such establishments existed, how many g1r1s
v 29

It is, however, possible to make some generalisations. One can

boarding school attendance was not a reguiar part, of the averaQe middle-

class girl's experience. Only if a girl were orphaned, or if there

»
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were other circumstances tﬁat made it difficult for her to Tive at home,
did a girl attend boarding school from éhi]dhood through ado]escencei
Usually if a girl were sent to school, it would be for a period of one
or two yearé, when she was in her early teens. Girls were frequently
sent to boarding school to mark the transition from childhood tb adult

life, the school years thus acting as a rite-