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The Changing Role of Women and Family in Victorian America

Change in duties, teachers, recipes, gaining education and independence, advances toward equality, women in the work force

SOCIAL STUDIES

· Social Studies Standard 6: Rights and Responsibilities of Citizens
· Social Studies Standard 11: Human Systems
· Social Studies Standard 15: Economic Interdependence
The role of women and the American family experienced great change and evolution during the Nineteenth Century. This period lay the ground work for the relative equality between the sexes experienced today and altered the concept of family in America.

In Colonial society, especially Puritan families, women gave up all personal property and freedom to her husband. Her job was to devote herself to the management of his household. In most cases, the home was also the place of business, and therefore, her role was defined further by a division between public and private duties. It was the man’s responsibility to supervise the design and decoration of his home. Men even picked out all the furniture for the family; women were charged simply with managing the household and keeping it clean. During this period, women were not supposed to have a temper or display passion of any kind. Instead, women were to be sharing and polite at all times, their primary goal being to service the man of the house. Privacy was non-existent, in fact, many families took in strangers as boarders with some regularity; staying in someone’s private home while traveling was far more preferable than staying in a public inn. It was the woman’s role to care for those lodgers, as well. 

As the nineteenth century began, women’s roles evolved. Although most chose to continue the traditional role of wife and mother, women began to experience greater status in society. For example, a woman’s role as teacher of her children became paramount during the 1800s. As the primary purveyor of values, virtues, and information, the mother possessed immense responsibility to her family. Women were still challenged with preserving and maintaining all family possessions and increasingly also dealt with issues of household economy, yet they began to receive recognition in their own right for what they did. Being a homemaker was increasingly viewed as more than a woman’s duty, but as her job. In fact, a genuine cult of domesticity became increasingly popular.

So what were these domestic responsibilities and how much time did they demand? Cooking and meals were of primary importance. The family had to be fed, and preferably, fed well. Cooking was one of the most time consuming tasks of the day – everyday. Even if a family had the means to support a cook, the woman of the house still supervised each meal’s production. All women were expected to be good cooks. Repairs and alterations to clothing were also the homemaker’s responsibility. By the nineteenth century, most people could by garments as easily as cloth. However, many still chose to make their clothing in addition to maintaining and fitting store-bought pieces. Pewter and silver had to be polished; all furniture buffed; doors, floors and walls were cleaned; and any brass, including locks and hinges were polished to a shine weekly. Generally, four days of the week were also devoted to the care of household linens. Even if a housewife was fortunate enough to purchase sheets and pillowcases, the linens needed to be fitted, hemmed, washed, bleached and ironed regularly. Additionally, special events like weddings and funerals were conducted at home and supervised by the woman of the house. These events involved elaborate social customs in the Victorian Age and consumed great time and energy. The woman of the house also cared for any sick members of the family – and illness was frequent. Again remember, this was all in addition to the mother’s role as primary teacher of her children. Daughters were encouraged to help their mothers with any and all domestic chores. It was believed that any work a child could spare their elders was the child’s duty. A sure sign of a girl’s proper education was her sewing skill. Samplers were prominently displayed at home as an indication of proper upbringing. Another object common to the home of a well-bred young lady was the piano. The ability to play suggested the girl’s parents had given their daughter a truly genteel education, probably at considerable expense. 

By the 1870s, working and middle-class families developed two different models for functioning in the changing and increasingly industrial United States. The cooperative family represented best by immigrant, minority and American-born workers’ families, operated with the assumption that the individuals’ aspirations and desires were secondary to the needs of the family as a whole. Decisions were dominated by the male head of the household, while all members of the family were expected to contribute to the family income, meaning taking in boarders, doing piecemeal work at home and finding other sources of income in addition to the head of the household’s were necessary. On the other hand, the compassionate family was characterized by a husband and wife team who were both friends and lovers. Children in the compassionate family attended school, instead of working and were encouraged to interact within a peer subculture. Both husband and wife were decision makers with equal say, however, through recreational programs and social agencies, parents in the compassionate family also relinquished some parental control and traditionalism and sought advice from educational institutions and a growing number of experts about childrearing and economic standing. In either scenario, the family was able to earn cash to buy goods and services. This greatly altered the character of the American home. 

By the close of the nineteenth century, mothers were not only responsible for caring for, but generally also for disciplining their children. The idea of the mother being the primary parent involved in childrearing was largely supported by authors and domestic advice givers like the National Congress of Mothers (which has evolved into the present-day Parent-Teachers Association). Men had assumed the role of provider, and although still a source of authority, the father was not as involved with everyday issues, as in earlier periods. It should be noted that the concept of childhood is a 20th century idea. Before about 1905, the transitional period between infancy and adult was not recognized as a life stage to be nurtured and valued. This greatly affected attitudes towards raising children at home and education. 

For those women who chose to work, housekeeping was by far the dominant career path. In the 1870 U.S. census, one- half of all woman wage-earners described themselves as domestic servants. (Women servants numbered one million – approximately 8% of the total work force.) Women also found employment fulfilling traditionally female roles like teacher, seamstress, nurse and laundress. Mass culture responded to the expanded role of women by producing a flood of magazines and advice books aimed solely at female readers. 

Although the lifestyle described here and depicted in the family scene In the Dooryard seems old fashioned by our current standards, women experienced great progress during the nineteenth century. And the evolution of the role of women and families during this time laid the ground work for the society we live in today. 

Discussion Questions for Students

Look at the painting In the Dooryard. It shows Weir’s second wife (the girl’s stepmother) and Weir’s three daughters outside their Branchville home. The concept of the purity and innocence of children was new when this picture was painted. Do you think Weir believed in this idea? How does he communicate this? How do you think Weir felt about his family based on this picture?

As a class, discuss the different roles of women in our current society. Encourage students to use women from their own lives (mothers, grandmothers, sisters, aunts, guardians, etc.) to illustrate the many possibilities open to women today. 

Discuss all the technological innovations that make being a homemake easier for parents today. What would we do without our dishwashers and vacuum cleaners, computers and telephones?

Anna Weir kept a hand-written cookbook as a record of her cooking expertise, even though the family employed a cook. Below is one of her best dessert recipes:

Chocolate Pudding

Boil 10 large tablespoons of bread crumbs in one quart of milk. Sweeten. While warm put in two tablespoons of butter. When cold add 5 tablespoons of grated chocolate, the yolks of five eggs, and the whole of two. Put in a pudding dish and bake. When cool beat the remaining whites and add sugar enough for a merangue and return to the oven to brown.
What does this recipe tell you about cooking one hundred years ago? How about the importance of family tradition and passing down old recipes.

Have a tasting party in your class. Have each student bring in a traditional food from their family. Enjoy!

