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Introduction

During the sixty-four-year reign of Queen Victoria, Britain experienced unprecedented economic and technological growth and dramatic political and social change. Britain became “the workshop of the world.” About a quarter of the world’s people lived within the British Empire. A growing social consciousness stirred reforms. Some Victorian writers felt an optimistic promise in the era; others saw the menace of a world driven by inhuman forces.
I. Historical, Social, and Cultural Contexts
1. Queen Victoria and Her Empire

Victoria came to the British throne in 1837 as a girl of eighteen; at her death in 1901, most of her subjects had never known any other ruler. Victoria, the Woman Queen Victoria had the longest reign in the history of British monarchy. In 1840, she wed her German cousin Albert, whom she adored. As Albert came to have a strong influence on the government, observers commented that he was, to all intents and purposes, the king. In 1861, Prince Albert died of typhoid fever. Grief overwhelmed the queen for her remaining forty years. Victoria tried to govern as Albert would have wished, but eventually she withdrew to their Scottish castle becoming a remote figure.
2. Imperialism

The Victorian age was a period of great expansion for the British Empire. Along with other European powers, the British engaged in a fierce competition for African colonies. The vast Indian subcontinent became “the Jewel in the Crown” of Queen Victoria, who was declared Empress of India in 1876. Britain’s annexation of Australia continued throughout the Victorian age, until the entire island continent was part of the British Empire. There is no doubt that many people in Victorian Britain truly believed they were bringing their colonial subjects the benefits of Western civilization.
3. Technological Advances

Britain’s imperial success was aided by technological strength. Many 19th century inventions changed the fabric and structure of daily life. Cast iron and elevators enabled people to build taller buildings; transatlantic telegraph wires and telephones meant people communicated more quickly and widely; the new aniline dyes meant people dressed more brightly. Electric light made streets safer and theatrical performances more thrilling. The discovery of vaccines and the pasteurization of milk improved health. Canned food fed soldiers and arctic explorers while bringing variety to the limitations of locally produced, seasonal diets. For the first time, photographs preserved memories. By the end of the century, locomotives could reach fifty miles per hour, and steamships, fifteen knots. To the Victorians, speed and other technological innovations seemed to promise a better world in many respects.

4. Marxism and Darwinism
The stunning changes of Victorian life came at a price. However, many people felt the lack of an overarching theory to make sense of the huge changes they had witnessed. In this cultural climate, two men provided two influential theories.
The German-born philosopher Karl Marx moved to London in 1849 after being exiled from Paris for his political radicalism. In Britain, he wrote his most famous and influential book, Das Kapital (“Capital”), which began to appear in English in 1886. Marx believed that class warfare was inevitable. According to him, all property and means of production should be held in common, and all means of subsistence should be shared equally: “From each according to his abilities, to each according to his needs.”
Marx intended his ideas to have earth-shaking political and social consequences; the British naturalist Charles Darwin did not. He published his book On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection in 1859. For Darwin, evolution was the result of the process of natural selection acting on random mutations; there was no agent behind the changes. By the end of the century, contemporary interpreters of Darwin claimed evolution implied progress. They used biological notions of “the survival of the fittest” (not Darwin’s words) to justify the power of the rich, an application known as Social Darwinism. Darwin, however, was not interested in applying his theories to human social policy.

II. Key Concepts and Values of the Victorian Age
1. The Middle-Class Public
The middle-class virtues of Victorian individualism self-improvement, moral earnestness, and the value of work seemed to define a new aristocracy of merit. Making something of oneself required guidance and effort. The middle class spent a lot of money on reading for self-improvement—and there was much new material for them to read. Periodicals were crammed with serialized novels, book reviews, travel writing, current events, and other educational pieces. Several Victorian novelists, including Charles Dickens and William Makepeace Thackeray, edited their own journals that also published their work, ridding themselves of the burdens of patronage.
2. The Expansion of Democracy
During this period, continental Europe experienced many violent political upheavals, coups, and revolutions, but Britain did not. One reason for this lies in the greater ability of the British to change through political means in response to pressures from below. Although Victorian Britain was officially a representative democracy, the right to vote at the beginning of the queen’s reign was very limited. Nonetheless, there was a marked trend toward increasing representation and social mobility. In 1832 the First Reform Bill brought the vote to middle-class men. In 1867 the Second Reform Bill enfranchised many workingmen, doubling the electorate. By the end of the nineteenth century, women could vote in most local elections. 

4. Utilitarianism

At the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, the British economic theorist Adam Smith put forward the idea that a nation of individuals free to pursue their own economic self-interest without governmental interference would ultimately produce a stronger, wealthier nation. To give moral justification to such self-interest, Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill came up with the theory of Utilitarianism—the view that the ethical value of an activity is measured by the extent of its usefulness. Many factory owners and businessmen, particularly in the industrial north of Britain, became strong advocates for putting free-market and Utilitarian doctrines into practice.
5. Realism and Reforms
In the mid-1800s, a reaction to Romanticism appeared in art and literature. This movement— Realism—aimed to faithfully explore contemporary life and ordinary experience. Many Victorian Realist writers sought to reform society. Equally determined Victorian voices spoke out on behalf of the poor, oppressed, and helpless in British society such as children, women, working class, coloured people, etc. They passionately exposed the underlying flaws in Victorian society, warning of Britain’s moral, as well as literal, starvation. Such voices inspired many writers and reformers, including the novelist Charles Dickens.

6. Naturalism and Pessimism
The ugliness and brutality of the Victorian age prompted many painful questions: What could replace traditions as they disappeared? What would unify the country when religious feeling weakened? Could human nature and society improve indefinitely? A new generation of novelists were influenced in part by Darwinism to look for natural, rather than spiritual, forces guiding the course of human life. Naturalistic novels, plays, and poems tend to present a grim, almost fatalistic view of the world, in which mostly lower-class characters are trapped by circumstances beyond their control for reasons that they cannot determine. Other writers who did not identify themselves with Naturalism nonetheless shared a tendency toward a somber realization of life’s randomness. The late Victorian writer Thomas Hardy wrote many poems as “Satires of Circumstance.” We could not, he believed, even flatter ourselves that gods cared about us enough to torment us; our life here was merely a cosmic joke of happenstance.
7. The Novel and the Condition of England
In 1845 Benjamin Disraeli chose to write a novel (Sybil) to persuade the wealthy to unite “the two nations” of England—the rich and the poor. Many other authors wrote novels to represent, in a socially realistic way, the “Condition of England.” Their characters were working-class mill-hands, clerks, seamstresses—or lower-class people, such as paupers. Plots partially depended on romance but also included riots among workers and meetings to discuss working conditions. Victorian novels proved to be powerful instruments for instructing middle-class readers.
Conclusion
By the time of Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee, Victoria could see a nation that had come to glow with achievement during her long reign. The British Empire now peaked as a world power, embracing a quarter of the world’s population and area. As a result of the new wealth, a strong middle class had formed, and its rigid standards and moral tone defined the age. At the same time, an increase in social consciousness stirred reforms.
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