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POLITICAL, SOCIAL AND LITERARY BACKGROUND 

 

 The nineteenth century is divided into two main periods: The Romantic Period and the 
Victorian Period.  The Romantic Period started in 1798 with the publication of the Lyrical 
Ballads by Wordsworth and Coleridge and ended in 1832 when Queen Victoria ascended 
the throne.  The Romantic Period is subdivided into the Early Romantic Period and the Late 
Romantic Period.  The Victorian Period is subdivided into three periods: The Early Victorian 
Period (1830-1848), The Mid-Victorian Period (1848-1870) and the Late Victorian Period 
(1870-1901).  Queen Victorian died in 1901.  The final decade of the nineteenth century (the 
1890s) is also known as a transitional period between the Victorian Period and Modernism. 

 Two key words sum up the nineteenth century: democracy and reform 
o Political power shifted gradually from aristocracy to democracy.  This transition took 

place at three main stages with the Reform Bills of 1832, 1867 and 1884.  These 
“Reform Bills” were a series of proposals to reform the voting system in the British 
parliament.  The bills reformed voting by increasing the electorate for the House of 
Commons and removing certain inequalities in representation.  These bills expanded 
the right to vote to include more people outside aristocracy.  When the parliament 
included more and more people who represent more social classes, it began to 
improve the social and economic conditions of the people and thus achieve reform. 

o The empowerment of the middle class 

 The Industrial Revolution made English the “workshop of the world” and the riches nation 
of the world.   

 Scientific Progress was the hallmark of the age. 

 Colonization is one of the characteristics of the Victorian period.  England’s wealth and navy 
power helped it build colonies in India, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa.  
The saying “The Empire on which the sun never sets” has been used to explain the vastness 
of the British Empire. Historians established that roughly 25% of the earth landmass was in 
control of the British. The region was so extensive that at any one time there was daylight in 
one of the territories. 

 Factory working conditions were miserable.  The workers were exploited and were given 
little time to rest or eat.  They were made to work for many hours for low wages. 

 Child Labor was a phenomenon that emerged as a result of the Industrial Revolution. 

 Poverty and Inequality spread all over England.  The gap between the rich and the poor 
widened.  

 An Age of Contradictions.  The nineteenth century had advantages and disadvantages that 
contradicted each other.  For example, England became the wealthiest country of the world 
but at the same time it was the country that had the largest number of poor people.  
Another example was its stress on morality and ethics while the streets were full of 
corruption.  Charles Dickens wrote, “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it 
was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the 
epoch of incredulity, it was the season of light, it was the season of darkness, it was the 
spring of hope, it was the winter of despair.”  (Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities).  It was 



also an age of confidence and at the same time the age of doubt and anxiety.  There was 
also success on the one hand and failure on the other. 

 Repression spread all over England.  The gap between the rich and the poor widened.  

 The Emancipation Act of 1833 abolished slavery in Britain 

 The Factory Act of 1833 prohibited the employment of young children and reduced the 
working hours of women, boys ten years up and girls thirteen years up. 

 The Condition of Women: The century witnessed a gradual shift from the oppression of 
women to the emancipation of women 

 Earnestness: Nineteenth-century literature reflects the seriousness of the society at the 
time.  The religious movement known as Evangelicalism lent the age this attitude.  This 
movement began in the late eighteenth century among members of the established Church 
of England who were inspired by the teachings of John Wesley (1703-1791), the founder of 
Methodism.  Wesley emphasized individual religious experience and spiritual zeal.  The 
Evangelicals believed in a strict in a strict code of morality 

 Repression: The Victorians were very conservative and repressive in their attitude to 
worldly pleasures, private emotions and personal relationships. 

 Utilitarianism: This was a movement whose philosophy was developed by Jeremy Bentham 
(1748-1832).  It sought to subject all human practices and institutions to the scrutiny of 
scientific reasoning in order to determine their fundamental usefulness, or utility.  The 
Utilitarians’ basic standard for judging utility was whether a law, practice or institution 
contributed to the greatest happiness of the greatest number of people.   


