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Victorian Period Themes 

Gender roles 

Victorians questioned conventional values and ideals about sex roles.  There was a long held belief that 

women were naturally suited to the private sphere of the home and domestic life.  Also they were seen 

as naturally docile, “nice,” and maternal, nurturing.  The other side of this ideal was that men were best 

suited to the public sphere of business and politics and that they were naturally courageous, strong,  

and able to lead.  Victorian period writing reflects a tension between home as a place of harmony and 

spiritual sustenance, versus home as a place where women are under-stimulated and rendered 

frivolous, unhappy, and neurotic by social limits and expectations.  

Poverty and Social Criticism 

Contrasting with the domestic ideology’s comforting fantasy of secure middle-class existence was the 

reality of widespread urban poverty that resulted from industrialization.  Texts in this period examine 

the working and living conditions of the poor, and of women and children.  Some writers and social 

critics hoped to eliminate child labor and prostitution through government regulation, while others 

imagined a society based on the principles of socialism.  Social reform and apprehensions about the 

specter of revolution are key themes.  

Doubt, Self-Reflection, and Romanticism 

Because of scientific findings and the theory of evolution, Victorians began to doubt the relevance of 

long held spiritual beliefs.  Religious doubt, coupled with the excesses of capitalism and the possibility of 

revolution, set the tone for introspective, anguished explorations of self and society.  The 1850s and 

1860s, in particular, gave rise to poetry and prose infused with a sense of melancholy, as writers like 

Tennyson and Arnold wrote about their own emotional crises and questioned their spiritual beliefs and 

humankinds centrality in the universe.  This literature finds the contemporary society to be flawed and 

to have an uncertain future.  Some writers respond to this uncertainty by looking to the remote past of 

medieval themes and Arthurian romance (when belief in God was unquestioned), while others use the 

dramatic monologue as a way to explore the fragmented psyche. 

Art, Aestheticism, and the Critique of Victorian Values 

Victorian aesthetics followed several trajectories. John Ruskin, for example, fused social critique with a 

laudatory view of medieval art and architecture. Medievalism in this context was more than an 

imaginative space of utopian social relations; it was a self-conscious appeal to aesthetic considerations. 

This line of thought rejected the perfection and symmetry of classical forms in favor of rough, energetic 

creations that were willing to risk a certain crudeness of expression in pursuit of inspired brilliance. An 

appreciation of medieval aesthetics, however, could be communicated in very different ways. Ruskin 

argued that a work of art should enlighten the viewer in some manner, through its moral or intellectual 
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content. In contrast, artists such as D. G. Rossetti and other Pre-Raphaelites moved further and further 

toward a purely sensual appreciation of their subject matter, both medieval and otherwise. This 

movement away from a didactic art toward one that existed in and for itself was most clearly expressed 

in the aesthetic movement, which believed above all else in the value of “art for art’s sake.” The 

conscious rejection of moral content in art that developed in the aesthetic movement can also be seen 

in other trends, particularly of the late nineteenth century. During this period there was a general 

questioning of Victorian social conventions and gender roles, appearing across a broad spectrum of 

genres and modes.  

Progress, Science, and Colonial Expansion 

Science in the nineteenth century caused many battles over religious faith, but also offered a case for a 

forward-thinking view of British society and of humankind. In The Origin of Species Darwin expressed the 

belief that through the process of natural selection, species evolved and adapted to better fit their 

environments. The concept of a biological network, full of competing interests that ultimately yielded to 

a stronger organic whole, provided a way of envisioning social and cultural systems that worked, 

presumably, toward the betterment of society. Laissez-faire economics, in particular, extended this logic 

by viewing the misery of the poor as a “natural” process of checks and balances that resulted in a 

healthier economy overall. British imperialism and colonial domination provided yet another outlet for 

this narrative of progress. Under the banner of advancement, the drive to discover new sources of 

commodities and natural resources was reinvented as a civilizing mission, an altruistic move on Britain’s 

part to bring light to all corners of the world. This speaks to the spirit of progress in the context of 

scientific inquiry, imperial expansion, and the formulation of a specifically British national identity. 

 


