
 

Victorian Family Life 

 

Families were most important to Victorians. They were rather large compared to 

families nowadays, with an average of five or six children and their organization was 

also very patriarchal. Victorians encouraged hard work, respectability, social deference 

and religious conformity. 

Upper and middle class families usually lived in big and comfortable houses. Each 

member of the family had its own place and the parents made sure the children were 

taught to 'know their place'. For the parents the upbringing of their children was the 

most important responsibility. They believed that a child must know the difference 

between right and wrong in order to become a thoughtful, moral adult. Consequently, 

when a child did something wrong it would be punished for its own good. A common 

saying in that time was 'Spare the rod and spoil the child' in which the Victorians 

believed. 

 

The father was the head of the family and the household. He was mostly strict and 

obeyed by everyone. The children did not dare to talk back to him. They always spoke 

politely and respected him by calling him 'Sir'. When the father demanded peace and 

quiet time, he would retreat to his study and the rest of the family was not allowed to 

enter without permission. 

The mother would spend her time planning dinner parties, visiting the dressmaker, or 

calling on her friends. She did not engage in household chores like cleaning, cooking, or 

washing clothes. 

 

The children did not see much of their parents. They spent most of their time in the 

nursery or were brought up by nannies. Children were expected to rise early, because 

lying in bed was thought to be lazy and sinful. Some children would see their parents 

not more often than once a day. In some households the mother would teach their 

children how to read and write while the father would educate the sons in Latin. As the 
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children grew older tutors and governesses were employed and boys were usually sent 

off to boarding schools. The boys were expected to work hard while the daughters had 

to stay home and get married as soon as possible. 

Every household, except for the poorest families had servants for the everyday 

chores. The cook and the butler were the most important ones. The butler would 

answer the front door and waited on the family. The cook did the shopping and was 

operating the kitchen. Housemaids cleaned the rooms and footmen did the heavy work. 

Nannies were supposed to watch over the kids, dress them, amuse them, take them out 

and teach them how to behave. 

People often came from the country to work at townhouses as servants. The jobs were 

very popular because housing and clothing was offered. People usually spent their 

working lives in the households. 

Poor working class families feared to end up at a workhouse, where thousands of 

homeless and broke families were forced to live. This could happen to the families when 

the father grew sick or was for some other reason unable to work. In the workhouses 

the families would be split up and dressed in uniform with their hair cut short. Many 

children out of poor families died of diseases like scarlet fever, measles, polio and 

tuberculosis, which are all curable today. 

 

This was a world in which there was no contraceptive pill, and mechanical methods 

ofcontraception were ineffective and not widely available. The vulcanization of rubber 

in 1844 enabled the Goodyear tyre company to produce rubber condoms from the mid-

1850s (they were apparently about the thickness of a bicycle inner tube), but they 

were expensive and still unreliable. Other methods of contraception, including 

withdrawal, promoted by the sex manuals that began to be published from the 1820s 

onwards, were poorly understood and even less effective. The only safe method was 

abstinence, and since it was women who bore the risk of pregnancy and all the 

consequent burdens, it was women who began to repress their sexual feelings. The idea 

that women were incapable of sexuality, an idea that would have seemed strange in the 

eighteenth century, became more common, and it was reinforced by the growing male 

dominance within the middle-class and respectable working-class home, as the 

paterfamilias demanded deference and modesty from his wife and daughters, who 

would, it was feared, undermine his authority if they flirted with other men or 

displayed a threatening degree of sexual knowledge. Daughters had to remain chaste 

until marriage, for here too an unwanted pregnancy could ruin a family’s reputation and 

impose undesirable financial burdens. 

 



THE ANGEL IN THE HOUSE 

 

 

The popular Victorian image of the ideal wife/woman came to be "the 

Angel in the House"; she was expected to be devoted and submissive 

to her husband. The Angel was passive and powerless, meek, 

charming, graceful, sympathetic, self-sacrificing, pious, and above 

all--pure. The phrase "Angel in the House" comes from the title of an 

immensely popular poem by Coventry Patmore, in which he holds his 

angel-wife up as a model for all women.  

Believing that his wife Emily was the perfect Victorian wife, he 

wrote "The Angel in the House" about her (originally published in 

1854, revised through 1862). Though it did not receive much 

attention when it was first published in 1854, it became increasingly 

popular through the rest of the nineteenth century and continued to 

be influential into the twentieth century. For Virginia Woolf, the 

repressive ideal of women represented by the Angel in the House 

was still so potent that she wrote, in 1931, "Killing the Angel in the 

House was part of the occupation of a woman writer."  

The following excerpt will give you a sense of the ideal woman and 

the male-female relationship presented by Patmore's poem:  

Man must be pleased; but him to please 

Is woman's pleasure; down the gulf 

Of his condoled necessities 

She casts her best, she flings herself. 

How often flings for nought, and yokes 

Her heart to an icicle or whim, 

Whose each impatient word provokes 

Another, not from her, but him; 

While she, too gentle even to force 



His penitence by kind replies, 

Waits by, expecting his remorse, 

With pardon in her pitying eyes; 

And if he once, by shame oppress'd, 

A comfortable word confers, 

She leans and weeps against his breast, 

And seems to think the sin was hers; 

Or any eye to see her charms, 

At any time, she's still his wife, 

Dearly devoted to his arms; 

She loves with love that cannot tire; 

And when, ah woe, she loves alone, 

Through passionate duty love springs higher, 

As grass grows taller round a stone.  

Initially this ideal primarily expressed the values of the middle 

classes. However, Queen Victoria's devoting herself to her husband 

Prince Albert and to a domestic life encouraged the ideal to spread 

throughout nineteenth century society.  

 


