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Abstract:This article explores the Victorian Age (1837–1901) under the Queen Victoria’s vast era. 
This time, witnessed Britain's climb to around the world dominance, driven by industrialization and 
socio-political peaks. The time, confined into early, middle, and late stages, showcased a subtle 
weaved craftsmanship of progress and challenges. Early-Victorian times were harmed by money 
related and social trouble, highlighted by urban overpopulation, the Irish Potato Starvation, and the 
Chartist improvement. The center period seen gradual victory, and social quality, with figures like 
Dickens and Marx shaping mental conversation. The late-Victorian period saw measurement shifts, 
sexual introduction portion redefinitions, and the rise of progressivism. The Victorian socio-political 
framework, stamped by an ordinary government and parliamentary dominance, reflected England's 
semi-democratic ethos. Socially, it was period of complex ideals encircling the moral standards, 
gender roles, public and private spheres dichotomies. Gendered circles obliged women to remain 
repressed workforce. The Victorian time was a pot of advancement, shaping Britain's course into a 
cutting edge around the world orchestrate. This article is an attempt to take the holistic view of the 
nineteenth-century Victorian England.  
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Introduction 

The nation which Napoleon famously called “the Nation of Shopkeepers” was more than 
merely money oriented-rootless society. It was the period when the giants in all fields 
happened to walk the streets of England. The nineteenth-century embarked a new age in 
Europe based upon frequent revolutions changing the political dynamics of Europe, shifting 
social approach of Europeans towards society, with the  Industrial Revolution changing the 
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whole outlook of human life in Europe. England was the first country in Europe to 
industrialize. The English society under Queen Victoria, industrially flourished, owing to an 
unplanned historical process of gradual transformation from a traditional agrarian setup to 
advanced industrial social settlement. Other European powers, then, jumped into this 
bandwagon of the Industrial Revolution, imitating prosperous economic outlook of 
nineteenth-century England which entailed it becoming, from the British Isles-confined 
Kingdom to a dominant Empire with tentacles reaching about every corner of the world. 
Three pre-Victorian events sharply defined the contours of the Victorian Age, which falls in 
the strict time bracket of formal Victorian Age 1837-1901, first, was an atmosphere of 
national pride created by the victory of Duke of Wellington over Napoleon Bonaparte in the 
battle of Waterloo, then, the shift in political trends with the reforms of 1832 which extended 
the enfranchisement to middle-class men and ultimately, doubling the men voters for 
elections of the House of Commons. The term “Victorian” is usually associated with subjects 
of Queen Victoria. But many historians prefer to link this term with progressive, new life and 
innovation, thus, implying that being Victorian was all about being up to date.  

  

Periodization of Victorian Age 
 

Queen Victoria reigned over the British Empire for about six decades. Many historians prefer 
to periodize this long era into; the early Victorian Age, middle Victorian Age and late 
Victorian Age, on the basis of major developments that took place in respective period under 
the canopy of the Victorian era of about six decades. It has been done on purpose to make 
historical discourse more accurate and inclusive dealing with even minor details of each age 
since it is a very vast period.  

 

Early Victorian Age 
 

The Victorian age overall, is regarded as the golden age, Indian summer, golden calm and 
many more but if one studies this period with an  inclusive approach covering each and every 
corner of society and time, one gets to know that this was not a golden period from the very 
dawn of Queen Victoria’s enthronement. The first few decades were marked by political and 
economic turmoil along with social unrest.1 Since, the late 18th century, industrialization of 
society started with rapid birth of industrial urban cities, with London and Manchester among 
the first to be completely transformed into hub of industries and factories. A series of mass 
migrations from rural town to urban centers took place in pursuit of better job opportunities 
but it affected working class a lot since as cities got overpopulated, the living standards of 
labor class became miserable, living in those single-roomed, poorly lit houses in urban 
ghettos, became common phenomenon.2 The Irish Potato Famine of 1845, caused mass 
emigration of Irishmen to England, resulting in over-population. Then, the Chartist 
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Movement set the pace in the 1830s and 1840s for granting voting rights to working men, 
ultimately fading away by the end of 1850s.3 These developments had effects on English 
society. The first organized movement for the rights of women was initiated by middle class 
women for more advanced education, who thought females could learn more than just 
aesthetic polishing hobbies like playing piano, painting, social graces or just acquiring basic 
general knowledge. Overall, the early Victorian age is referred as the hungry forties since 

famines, political and economic tumult was caused by shift in early industrialized 
lifestyle.  

 

Middle Victorian Age 
 

After almost two decades of trepidation, with 1851 exhibition, marked the beginning of 
prosperity, progress, technological and industrial advancement and domestic prosperity in 
England.4 All the other comparatively powerful nations lagged behind England in the true 
manifestation of the Industrial Revolution. The mid-Victorian age is generally regarded as the 
true epitome of today’s comprehension of Victorian age. People in the 21st century when 
they fantasize about Victorian times, they are actually referring to Victorian trends of the 
fifties and sixties. Many of the great artists and writers of the time; poet laureates and writers 
like Charles Dickens, and John Alfred, revolutionary feminist female writers like George 
Eliot, Bronte sisters, critic philosophers like John Stuart Mill and Karl Marx found their 
abode in English’s newly developed industrial cities. They made every possible contribution 
in their respective fields of studies by taking English society as subject matter. However, 
internally, England witnessed prosperity and tranquility but on the external front, right in the 
very first decade of mid-Victorian age, Britain got involved in two wars first Crimean War 
(1854-1857). It was launched to curb the creeping power of the Russian Empire in the 
Ottoman-controlled European region Balkans, owing to Ottoman’s declining influence and 
control in Eastern Europe. Even, for the sake of purging the Russian control attempts in that 
region, England even made alliance with one of its archenemies France. Other major conflict 
that it faced, was in one of its colonies, the Indian War of Independence 1857, which resulted 
in direct control of British Empire over the Indian subcontinent.5 Apart from these major 
developments, mid-Victorian age has had a bad reputation for being the shallowest, class-
oriented, and highly gendered society when the ideals of public and private spheres were 
categorically practiced. Still, some important reforms were also introduced during the peak 
decades of the Queen Victoria’s rule and she was declared as the “Grandmother of Europe” 
after marrying off her kids to different dynastic families across Europe.6 

 

Late Victorian Age 
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The last thirty years of Queen’s reign were much more diverse and complicated in tone as 
compared to more clarity holding early decades of Victorian social life. The British Empire 
had almost reached the zenith of its power dominance both internally and externally. Since 
more men started to migrate to more prosperous colonies in pursuit of more jobs with 
attractive incentives, living there, the female population almost doubled of men’s population 
in England. Such demographic trends provided women with new public space where they 
would hold different professional positions which earlier were labelled as completely 
masculine jobs by holding views that could adversely affect the delicacy and nobility of 
feminine characteristics.7 Women were left with no option but to get out and make their own 
living since marriage as an option, had become not accessible to women of every class. 

Strikes, different unions and organizations started to mushroom in all big industrial 
cities.8 Liberalism as an all-encompassing (social, political and economic) ideology started to 
uproot the old conservative trends of constitutional cum oligarchical monarchy. Telegraph, 
steamships, and railway services although, all were introduced as outcomes of the Industrial 
Revolution in early Victorian times, but they were utilized commonly for prospering the 
economy during the Mids. Ultimately, these industrial advancements started to facilitate new 
progressive groups to mobilize public against the government by exerting pressure to 
introduce more inclusive reforms favorable preferably for the working class and women. By 
the end of Victorian age, world marked a shift towards a new global order where democracy 
became a norm of the day replacing the deeply enrooted monarchical order of the West.   
Three realms of economy, politics and society of the Victorian age are presented as follows. 

 

Semi-Democratic Outlook of English Politics 
 

One of the most intriguing aspects of Great Britain is its political structure. For a very long 
period in history, British politics had been structured in a way which entertained both 
monarchical demands vis a vis maintaining a parliamentary model of governance. Great 
Britain is made up of Scotland, Wales, Ireland and England. However, it was England that 
was the power seat of the British crown and Parliament. The balance of power was 
maintained between parliament and monarchy but by late seventeenth century, shift occurred 
with power starting to be more concentrated in parliament and moving away from monarchy. 
With the onset of nineteenth-century, monarchy merely became symbolic and only nominal 
power was held by the queen.9 She was reduced to a task of maintaining the imperialistic 
prestige of the House of Hanover. The actual political power was exercised by the members 
of parliament and exclusively the prime ministers of Queen Victoria were at the helm of the 
affairs. Although, they were not elected but were appointed by the queen herself. But the 
popularity of a candidate among the members of parliament exerted a lot of influence on the 
queen’s decision upon appointment of them.  

The parliament consisted of two houses; the House of Commons and the House of 
Lords. The Lower House consisted of elected members known as members of parliament  
and the House of Lords was exclusively reserved for British nobility who became lords  not 
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based on the credibility, but by the privilege of their birth in aristocratic family and were 
members for lifetime till the seat is taken by next heir of respective aristocratic family.10 The 
mid-Victorian age was marked by the enlargement of franchise to working class men and 
development of more political parties along the modern lines. During this time, many 
infamous acts were also presented on the parliamentary floor, opening door to heated 
discussions between Conservatives and Liberals.11 It has no written constitution, it is not a 
single document. It is made up of conventions, traditions and laws, both written and 
unwritten, unlike the America, for running the Empire.12 

 
 
 
 

Lucrative Outlook of the English Economy 
 

Although, the wave of industrial development and technological advancement started during 
the last days of the Georgian age but its complete manifestation was visible with the onset of 
Queen Victoria’s reign improving the living standard of people all across Europe.13 Overall, 
there was economic prosperity.14 The booming and self-sustainable nature of the Empire’s 
growing economy supported its world political dominance as well. The Industrial Revolution 
and its all-encompassing outcomes saved Britain from all other violent revolutions of the 
1840s and 1850s, which prevailed in Europe. But the Industrial Revolution was not only 
confined to impacting economic realm but rather it industrialized the living patterns of 
English life as well. A huge share of the British Empire revenue came from its colonies. The 
export of English goods to its colonies, from where raw material was imported to Great 
Britain duty-free for manufacturing of finished goods, contributed a lot in sustaining the 
economy.15 

However, the flow of capital in the Empire did not help the nation to save the working 
class from plunging into poverty and destitution, they tried to make their living in big 
industrial cities which provided them no better living conditions except employment in newly 
established industries and factories.16 Among many other misconceptions about the impacts 
of the Industrial Revolution, one of them was that process of urbanization stemmed from 
industrialization of society. These two were twin processes but it retained vagueness in its 
core understanding since till the mid-nineteenth-century, the industrial processes heavily 
relied on rural workers and depended upon rural forms of power like steam.17 But, the time 
from 1850 to 1880 generally marked the pinnacle of economic triumph with few slumps like 
in 1852, 1857, 1862 and 1867 and booms were also witnessed by economic indicators. But 
mostly the development was made in the railway sector and the government declared that 
“railway can always carry cheaper,”18 since it mostly benefited the laboring class.  

 

Flamboyant Outlook of the English Society 
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Victorians, with no space for doubts, were famous for their duality. Society was indeed a true 
representation of its inhabitants. There was a dominant concept of separate spheres (public 
sphere and private sphere). The gendered boundaries were drawn and women were 
particularly expected not to trespass them otherwise, they would fall from grace.19 Victorians 
were famous for their immaculate manners and double standards at the same time. Victorian 
morality, an elusively defined moral code, was followed in all spheres of life. On the one 
hand, society provided room for the intellectual growth of its people, visible in the vast 
literature produced during the time, and the other extremely conservative approach regarding 
the female position in society concerning their limited claim to public space has raised 
eyebrows of many contemporary historians working on the Victorian society. In broader 
picture, society maintained a flamboyant outlook to other societies of Europe.  

 

Picture 1.1. Typical Upper Middle-Class Family Rooting Mannerism 20 

 

 

Understanding Deeply Entrenched Class System in England 
 

The class system has been deeply entrenched in the history of modern Britain. Sharp 
boundaries were drawn between three classes which made class mobility quite difficult for 
people belonging to the working class.21 The brief description of three distinct classes is 
given below: 

                    Conceited Upper Class 
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The upper class comprised the aristocracy and landed gentry. These were titled families. 
There were around 562 titled families in England in the 1840s. The British Peerage had five 
grades depending upon the superiority of the rank.22 He top on the pyramid of nobility was 
Duke, followed by Marquess, third in rank was Earl, followed by Viscount and lowest in the 
Peerage was Baron. Below peerage and above working class, there were Baronets and 
Knights. The title was Heredity. There was no possibility for rank mobility.23 
            Whoever was born in whatever rank would hold that title for life. Once, the elder 
child became the head of a family, he would be automatically elected to the House of Lords. 
He had many privileges that came with certain responsibilities, requiring very little of 
physical or mental labor. Heads of titled families was not arrested for debt or faced trials in 
public courts. Only dukes were called by their titles while the rest nobles of peerage pyramid 
was commonly referred as lords. Knights and Baronets were not bestowed titles by hereditary 
qualification. They were referred as Sir. Then, there was landed gentry. Big land owners were 
simply referred as Squires.24 
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              They enjoyed strong influence in the countryside. They mainly played the role of a 
head figure, peace maker, to some extent, source of justice for locals. Unlike, the aristocrats, 
they usually, did not have a property (house) in the town. They spent almost their whole year 
in country, dealing with local affairs. Although, upper class constituted about hardly 15% of 
the England’s population but most of the control over economy and politics of the empire 
was in their hands. 

                 Capitalist Middle Class 
 

Industrial Revolution brought about many drastic changes in everyday sphere of life. It also 
resulted in rapid growth and increasing importance of middle class in England. Middle class 
included everyone that fell between the elites and working class. From the big influential 
industrialists, large scale merchants to poor clerics, all were included in the middle class. 
Money was not the parameter to define that to which one belonged. One with the highest 
social standing in the middle class included the Church of England clergymen, top brass 
military and naval officers, ones holding high government offices, it included persons 
belonging to other noble professions like university teaching, doctors and many more. 
Usually, middle class families were urban settlers.xxv Many of the middle-class families owed 
their success to the direct consequences of the Industrial Revolution especially those families 
who generated a lot of profit in terms of money through their manufacturing businesses. 
Standards of the middle-class were rooted in despising the idleness of the elite lifestyle, 
putting emphasis on hard work, and sexual morality. They signified the importance of 
individual responsibilities. Many of them were churchgoers. By the end of the Victorian age, 
the distinction between the lower in rank of British Peerage (Barons) and upper middle class 
became blurred.xxvi 

Hapless Working Class 
 

Unfairly, hardly discussed class in the famous and well-read Victorian literature, is the 
working class, which constituted the majority of population but was denied a seat on the table 
of decision-makers. Working class indeed, made the Industrial Revolution successful since 
most of the labor required in the industries and urban factories was provided by this class but 
still not given deserving credit because Britain was a deeply classed society, everyone was 
very much aware of one’s class.xxvii Laboring class mostly, was working to stay alive. They 
earned just enough money that save them from a step away from starvation. Ironically, this 
was the class where gender equality, as far as contributing financially to the family, was 
maintained. Females (mother, and daughters) worked along with male members since their 
sole income was not enough to make a living. So, men were not alone entitled to be sole 
breadwinners of the family.xxviii They heavily relied on females to lend a helping hand in 
factory labor. Particularly, females were demanded more in textile industries, where spinning, 
looming, and goods packing tasks were assigned to them. Precisely, the life of a working 
household had no orientation with comfort. Females had to jump into the marketplace, to 



Panoramic View of 19thCentury Victorian England 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Journal of Historical Studies and Research, Volume 4, Number 3 (September - December,2024) 113 |Page 
 

 

meet both ends. For developing a comprehensive understanding of women in the market 
zone, consult Women’s Place in Industry and Home by Sylvia Anthony.28 

 

Conclusion 

The Victorian age was the height of everything from economic peaks in the face of rigorous 
industrialisation to the extreme poverty conditions witnessed in suburban slums, from high 
ethical standards to extreme moral decadence. The era’s rigid class system along with strictly 
defined gender roles underlined the complexities of the Victorian age. These challenges also 
sparked movements for reform, including working-class empowerment and, women’s rights, 
setting the stage for greater social inclusivity in the 20th century. 

 

 

 

Notes & References 

                                                           
1 Sally Mitchell, Daily Life in Victorian England (London: Greenwood Press, 1996),p, 5. 
2 Ibid.,p. 6.  
3UKParliament,Accessed July 02, 2024https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-
heritage/transformingsociety/electionsvoting/chartists/overview/chartistmovement/  
4 Burns, A Brief History of Great Britain, p.154. 
5 Ibid.,p. 155. 
6 Mitchell, Daily Life in Victorian England, p.11. 
7 Ibid.,pp.14-15.  
8 Ibid.  
9 Mitchell, Daily Life in Victorian England,p. 88. 
10 Ibid.  
11 Susie L. Steinbach, Understanding the Victorians Politics, Culture and Society in Nineteenth-
century Britain (New York: Routledge, 2017),p. 35. 
12 Ibid., 36.  
13 Joel Mokyr, The British Industrial Revolution: An Economic Perspective (Oxford: Westview Press, 
1999), 160. 
14 Steinbach, Understanding the Victorians Politics, p.84. 
15 Burns, Brief History of Great Britain, pp.154-57. 
16  Sara Wise, The Blackest Streets: The Life and Death of a Victorian Slum (London: Vintage Books, 
2008), pp.20-21. 
17 Steinbach, Understanding the Victorians Politics, p.86. 
18 J.H. Clapham, An Economic History of Britain, Volume II, Free Trade and Steel, 1850–1886 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1932), p.199. 
19 Gertrude Himmelfarb, Victorian Values and Nineteenth-century Condescension (London: Centre 
for Policy Study, 1987), 6-7. 



Panoramic View of 19thCentury Victorian England 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Journal of Historical Studies and Research, Volume 4, Number 3 (September - December,2024) 114 |Page 
 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
20“The History Press,” The Destination for History, accessed July 01,2024. 
https://www.thehistorypress.co.uk/the-victorians/victorian-society/.  
21 Steinbach, Understanding the Victorians Politics, 124. 
22 Mitchell, Daily Life in Victorian England, p.22. 
23 Ibid.  
24 Ibid.,p. 24.  
25Mitchell, Daily Life in Victorian England, pp.19-20. 
26Ibid.  
27 Steinbach, Understanding the Victorians Politics,p.124. 
28Mitchell, Daily Life in Victorian England,p19. 


