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The Victorian Age, which lasted from 1837 to 1901 during the
reign of Queen Victoria, was a period of great change in England. It
was marked by industrial growth, scientific progress, expansion of
the British Empire and strong moral values. At the same time, this
age was also known for its strict social rules, especially regarding
the position of women. Victorian society believed in clear divisions
between men and women. Men were expected to work outside the
home and take part in public life, while women were expected to
remain inside the home, taking care of family and household duties.

Victorian literature reflects these ideas very clearly. Novels,
poems, and essays of the time often present women as obedient
daughters, faithful wives, and self-sacrificing mothers. However,
Victorian literature does not only support traditional views; it also
questions them. Many writers showed sympathy for women and
highlighted their struggles, suffering, and desire for independence.
Through literature, women's voices slowly began to emerge,
challenging the limits placed upon them.

This chapter explores the position of women in Victorian
literature by examining their social roles, education, marriage, work,
moral expectations, and the early rise of feminist ideas. It also
discusses how male and female writers portrayed women and how
literature became a powerful tool to reflect and criticize the condition
of women in Victorian society.

Social and Cultural Background of Victorian Women

To understand the position of women in Victorian literature, it
1s important to understand the social background of the time.
Victorian society was deeply patriarchal, meaning that men held

[138]



power in both public and private life. Women were considered
weaker, emotional, and dependent by nature. They were believed to
need protection and guidance from men, whether fathers or husbands.

The 1deal Victorian woman was often described as "the Angel
in the House." This phrase referred to a woman who was pure, gentle,
obedient, and devoted to her family. She was expected to sacrifice
her own wishes for the happiness of others. Literature frequently
praised such women, presenting them as moral guides who
maintained the values of society.

However, real life was often much harsher for women,
especially those from lower classes. Many women worked long hours
in factories, mines, or as domestic servants under poor conditions.
Literature sometimes revealed this hidden reality, showing the gap
between the ideal image of women and their real struggles.

Women and Education in Victorian Literature

Education was one of the major issues affecting women in the
Victorian Age. Most women received little formal education. They
were taught basic reading, writing, music, and household skills,
which were considered sufficient for marriage. Higher education was
mainly reserved for men.

Victorian literature often reflects this limited access to
education. Female characters are shown as intelligent and capable
but denied opportunities to develop their talents. Writers used these
characters to criticize society's unfair treatment of women. For
example, novels frequently show women who desire learning and
self-improvement but are discouraged or punished for it.

At the same time, some Victorian writers supported women's
education and showed that educated women could be independent
and strong. Literature played an important role in spreading the idea
that women deserved equal intellectual opportunities.

Marriage and Domestic Life

Marriage was considered the most important goal in a woman's
life during the Victorian Age. Women were expected to marry well
and depend financially on their husbands. Once married, they lost
many legal rights, including control over property and income. Their
primary duty was to serve their husbands and raise children.

Victorian literature often portrays marriage as both a blessing
and a burden for women. Many novels show women trapped in
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unhappy marriages, unable to escape due to social and legal
restrictions. These stories reveal the emotional suffering of women
who had little control over their own lives.

However, literature also presents strong female characters who
seek love, respect, and equality in marriage. Such portrayals
challenge the traditional idea that women should silently accept their
fate. Through these characters, writers questioned the fairness of
marriage laws and social expectations.

Moral Expectations and Double Standards

Victorian society held very strict moral standards, especially
for women. Women were expected to be pure, modest and morally
perfect. Any deviation from these standards was judged harshly. Men,
on the other hand, were often forgiven for similar behavior.

Victorian literature reflects this double standard clearly. Fallen
women or women who broke moral rules, were often punished or
rejected by society. Their stories were usually tragic, showing how
unforgiving society could be toward women.

At the same time, some writers used these stories to criticize
moral hypocrisy. By showing the suffering of fallen women, literature
questioned whether society's moral rules were fair or humane.

Representation of Women by Male Writers

Most Victorian literature was written by men, and their
portrayal of women often reflected traditional beliefs. Women were
frequently shown as passive, emotional, and dependent. They served
as symbols of purity, morality, or temptation rather than fully
developed individuals.

However, not all male writers portrayed women negatively.
Some showed deep sympathy for women's struggles and criticized
their limited roles. These writers used female characters to highlight
social problems and argue for reform.

Thus, male writers played a complex role in shaping the image
of women in Victorian literature, sometimes reinforcing stereotypes
and sometimes challenging them.

Women Writers and Female Voices

One of the most important developments in Victorian literature
was the rise of women writers. Female authors brought personal
experience and emotional depth to their portrayal of women. They
wrote about education, marriage, independence, and self-respect from
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a woman's point of view.

Women writers often created strong, intelligent female
characters who resisted social restrictions. Their novels explored
inner conflicts and moral struggles faced by women. Through their
writing, they demanded greater freedom and equality.

Victorian literature by women helped change public attitudes
and laid the foundation for later feminist movements.

Early Feminist Ideas in Victorian Literature

Although the Victorian Age was conservative, it also saw the
beginning of feminist thought. Literature became an important
medium for expressing these ideas. Writers questioned women's lack
of rights, limited education, and economic dependence.

Feminist themes in Victorian literature include the desire for
self-identity, independence, and equality. Female characters often
struggle to define themselves beyond marriage and domestic roles.
These themes reflect the growing awareness of women's rights during
the period.

Literature played a key role in shaping public opinion and
encouraging social reform by giving voice to women's experiences
and aspirations.

The position of women in Victorian literature reflects the
complex reality of Victorian society. On one hand, literature
reinforces traditional ideals of women as obedient wives, devoted
mothers, and moral guardians of the home. On the other hand, it
exposes the suffering, injustice, and limitations faced by women
under strict social rules.

Victorian literature serves as both a mirror and a critic of
society. It reveals the struggles of women in areas such as education,
marriage, work, and morality while also expressing hope for change.
Through strong female characters and sympathetic narratives, writers
questioned the unfair treatment of women and challenged patriarchal
values.

In conclusion, the study of women in Victorian literature helps
us understand the social history of the age and the early development
of feminist i1deas. It shows how literature became a powerful tool
for expressing women's voices and advocating for equality. The
legacy of Victorian literature continues to influence modern
discussions on gender, identity, and social justice.
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