Lecture 8                                      The Victorian Age
The Victorian Age derived its only unity from the continuous presence of the Queen on the throne. Victoria reigned over England for 64 years (1837-1901), the longest reign ever by an English monarch. Popular respect for the Crown was at a low point at her coronation, but the modest and straightforward young Queen won the hearts of her subjects. 

Early Victorian England, from the beginning of the reign to the Great Exhibition in the Crystal Palace in 1851, was torn by social conflicts led by the Chartists, a working class movement, demanding the right to vote and to enter parliament. The movement appeared as a reaction to the Reform Act of 1832 which gave political power to the middle class only.

Mid Victorian England (1851-1873) was a symbol of material prosperity. New inventions, the railway, the telegraph and the steamship, to name but a few brought the products and the news of the world ready to the doorsteps of all. In towns, main streets were paved and better cleaned. In London, for example, life at night was safer because there was street lighting. Travelling was easier as there were more horse-drawn carriages and holidays by the sea were a possibility for many people.

This prosperity was demonstrated in the Great Exhibition of1851 where people from the entire world came to see the high level of development England had reached and great achievements. During this period, there were no working class movements. Chartism had died and social harmony prevailed. All the classes believed in two virtues or qualities: thrift and self-help. All the country believed in these Victorian values and their most defender was Samuel Smiles with his book Self-Help (1859).According to him, in order to progress and improve its conditions, the working class should adopt Victorian values as saving, self-help, hard work, competition and religious virtues. These values had made England a great and wealthy nation.

The belief in Victorian values, especially thrift and self –help led to the emergence of various associations such as the Savings Banks where small sums of money could be deposited and people received a small interest. In this way, the government encouraged people to save and practise thrift. In addition to Savings Banks, there were Friendly Societies. Their aim was to help in times of trouble, sickness, accident, unemployment, old age and death. These societies continued to exist and function until the beginning of the 20th century when social security became the responsibility of the government. Victorian England was also famous for its Co-operative Societies for consumers. Money was collected from the workers, and then a place was rented in which goods like butter, eggs or tea were sold at a low price. The goods went directly from the producers to the consumers.

All these solutions were a demonstration of the spirit of solidarity that was developing among the working class, especially with the Laisser-Faire policy which meant that no help could come from the government. In addition to that, the working class social organization was a proof that people accepted industrialism and adapted themselves to it

Late Victorian England (1873-1901)
Beginning in 1873, the favourable economic conditions of the 1850’ and 1860’ gave way to economic depression. This was due to foreign competition from powerful new countries, notably United Germany and an increasingly industrialized United States. The effects of such competition were particularly obvious in industries like iron, coal and steel. For example, German coal production increased by 53% between 1873 and 1883while that of Britain increased by 29%.In addition to that, the enormous demand of foreign countries for British iron and steel to build the railway decreased because America and some European countries could now produce great quantities of their own iron and steel.

In Political life, the Victorian Age saw a steady but limited progress of democracy both in National and local government with the Reform Acts of 1888-94 as landmarks. More and more people gained the right to vote. Education was opened to all. However, the social and political power of the aristocracy remained considerable. At the end Victoria’s reign, neither the working class nor the middle class succeeded in capturing power. The Conservative party was the most powerful party in the state and even the Liberal party included an influential aristocratic core. Victoria herself was no admirer of democracy although most of her actions were within the constitution.

Culturally, the Victorian Age brought a flowering in learning and literature. Charles Darwin made great contributions to our knowledge of biology as did Michael Faraday in the new field of electrical research. Browning, Tennyson and Rossetti gave a splendor to English poetry, Carlyle wrote history and Mill wrote philosophy while Dickens and a host of others made the Victorian Novel one of the noblest products of the time.

Expansionism
Another major characteristic of Victoria’s reign was the continued expansion of the British Empire. The pivot of the empire was India of which she was made empress in 1876.A new type of empire was being built in the dominions of white settlements, Canada, Australia and New Zealand. In the last 20 years of her reign, a tropical empire was created in Africa and Asia.
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