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Subject: English Language – 19th-century non-fiction texts 

Theme: Gender, behaviour and etiquette 

Rationale 

This thematic collection (drawn from Discovering Literature: Romantics and Victorians) will allow students to 

read and understand 19th-century non-fiction texts, and support them in identifying key features for a range 

of genres, audiences and purposes.  

Each source is accompanied by original images (follow the links to download higher resolution versions) plus a 

transcript. 
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Non-fiction sources from the site: 

1. ‘The Needle’ from Chatterbox 
2. Directions Concerning Pronunciation and Gesture 
3. The Handbook of Etiquette  
4. The Subjection of Women by J S Mill 
5. John Ruskin’s lecture, ‘Of Queen’s Gardens’  
6. The Daughters of England by Sarah Stickney Ellis 
7. Anonymous review of Jane Eyre 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Recommended further reading: 
Gender roles in the 19th century by Kathryn Hughes 
The middle classes: etiquette and upward mobility by Kathryn Hughes 
Victorian sexualities by Holly Furneaux 
 
Videos: 

Gender in 19th-century Britain 

Key questions 

Closely read one or more text extracts. Next, work through the following activities and questions: 

1. List up to 5 ideas or pieces of information conveyed by the writer about their chosen subject. 

2. How does the writer use language and tone for effect and to influence you as a reader?  

3. How has the writer structured the text for effect and to influence you as a reader?  

4. Compare and contrast ideas, audience and purpose across two or more texts. 

5. How does the text’s title and format appeal to its audience? 
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‘The Needle’ from Chatterbox 

 

Created:  7 July 1874, London 

Format:  Periodical / Illustration / Image 

Creator:  Chatterbox 

Held by: British Library 

Shelfmark:  P.P.5992.g. 

This short, moralistic reflection on ‘The Needle’ 

was published in popular weekly children’s 

magazine Chatterbox in 1874. 

The needle was a reassuring sign of traditional 

womanhood in the 19th century. Describing the 

needle’s presence in childhood, marriage and 

motherhood, this text displays typical 19th century 

attitudes towards gender.  
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WHO amongst us has not a great reverence for that little dainty tool, such a wonderful brightener and 

consoler ; our weapon of defence against slothfulness, weariness, and sad thoughts ; our thrifty helper in 

poverty, our pleasant friend at all times? From the first ‘cobbled-up’ doll’s frock, the first neat stitching for 

mother, or hemming of father’s pocket-handkerchief ; the first bit of sewing shyly done for some one who is 

to own the hand and all its duties ; most of all, the first strange, delicious fancy work, sewed at diligently, in 

solemn faith and tender love for the tiny creature as yet unknown and unseen:- truly, no one but ourselves 

can tell what the needle is to us women.   
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Directions Concerning Pronunciation and 

Gesture 

 

Created:  1749, London, Bristol 

Format:  Pamphlet 

Creator:  John Wesley 

Held by: British Library 

Shelfmark: RB.23.a.19233 

 

This pamphlet is by John Wesley, one of the 

founders of Methodism. It contains instructions for 

how his followers should speak, and how they 

should gesture and move their faces while 

speaking. He advises his followers to speak clearly 

and at an appropriate volume, and to vary the 

tone according to subject. 
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S E C T. III. 

Particular RULES for varying the Voice. 

1. If you speak of Natural Things, only to make the Hearers understand them, there needs only a clear and 

distinct Voice. But if you would display the Wisdom and Power of God therein, do it with a stronger and 

more Solemn Accent. 

2. The Good and Honourable Actions of Men should be described, with a full and lofty Accent : Wicked and 

infamous Actions, with a strong and earnest Voice, and such a Tone as expresses Horror and Detestation.  

3. In congratulating the Happy Events of Life, we speak with a lively and chearful Accent: In relating 

Misfortunes (as in Funeral Orations) with a slow and mournful one.  

4. The Voice should also be varied according to the Greatness or Importance of the Subject: It being absurd, 

either to speak in a lofty, Manner, where the Subject is of little Concern : Or to speak of great and 

important Affairs, with a low, unconcern’d and familiar Voice.  

5. On all Occasions let the Thing you are to speak be deeply imprinted on your own Heart: And when you 

are sensibly touch'd yourself, you will easily touch others, by adjusting your Voice to every Passion which 

you feel.  

6. Love is shewn by a soft, shooth, and melting Voice: Hate by a sharp and fullen one: Joy by a full and 

flowing one: Grief by a dull, languishing Tone: some Times interrupted by a Sigh or Groan. Fear is 

expressed by a trembling and hesitating Voice: Boldness by speaking loud and strong. Anger is shewn by a 

sharp and impetuous Tone, taking the Breath often, and speaking short. Compassion requires a soft and 

submissive Voice.  

7. After the Expression of any violent Passion, you should gradually lower your Voice again. Readiness in 

varying it on all Kinds of Subjects as well as Passions, is best acquired by frequently reading or repeating 

aloud, either Dialogues, Select Plays, or such Discourses as come nearest to the Dramatick Stile. 

8. You should begin a Discourse low, both as it expresses Modesty, and as it is best for your Voice and 

Strength: And yet so as to be heard by all that are present. You may afterwards rise as the Matter shall 

require. The Audience likewise, being calm and unmoved at first, are best suited by a cool and 

dispassionate Address. 

9. Yet … 
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The Handbook of Etiquette  

Full title: The Handbook of Etiquette: Being a 

Complete Guide to the Usages of 

Polite Society 

Created:  1860 

Format:  Book 

Creator:  unknown 

Held by: British Library 

Shelfmark: W2/4813 

The Handbook of Etiquette: Being a Complete 

Guide to the Usages of Polite Society was 

published in 1860. Priced at a shilling, it is 

definitely aimed at the upper end of the middle 

class market, with its sections on the ballroom, 

information on precedence of viscounts’ 

younger sons over baronets, and notes on when 

to serve champagne. 
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HAND-BOOK OF ETIQUETTE 

ETIQUETTE FOR LADIES 

In the following pages it will be observed that English etiquette differs slightly from that observed in the polite 

circles of France and America ; but the spirit of etiquette is the same in all civilised countries, viz., a proper 

regard for the feelings of others, and a due restraint on our own. It is especially on a few points relating to 

ladies that our notions of etiquette differ from those of other nations.  

ETIQUETTE OF MORNING CALLS 

Ladies do not expect visitors before two, nor after five.  

A lady may rise on receiving the visit of a gentleman, if she wishes, on account of his ages, &c., to pay him 

marked respect ; but, generally speaking, she need not rise from her seat on entrance of male visitors.  

Ladies and gentlemen who meet at a friend’s house, may, if mutually agreeable, enter into conversation 

without the ceremony of an introduction.  

A lady has the privilege of taking another lady or a gentleman to pay a visit to a friend.  

Fashionable ladies, during the London season, have their days fixed for receiving morning visitors, and on 

these occasions their drawing-rooms are crowded; and after paying her respects to the mistress of the house, a 

lady seats herself wherever she finds a vacant chair. … 

ETIQUETTE FOR GENTLEMEN. 

INTRODUCTIONS AND SALUTATIONS – THE PROMENADE. 

On being introduced to a lady, you must not expect her, as a matter of course, to shake hands with you ; but 

she may do so if you are introduced by a relative, as a particular friend, &c. 

Introduce gentlemen to ladies, not ladies to gentlemen, for etiquette takes a chivalrous view of the subject, 

and looks upon the lady as the superior.  

It is the law of introductions to introduce the inferior to the superior.  

Before you introduce persons, be sure that they will not object to make each other’s acquaintance ; it is better 

to ascertain the fact beforehand. If you feel convinced that a gentleman has no objection to make the 

acquaintance of another gentleman to whom you wish to introduce hime, you may proceed to do so without 

asking permission ; but, before presenting a gentleman to a lady, make a point of obtaining her leave.  

Still, even to this rule there are exceptions. You need not ask a lady’s leave to introduce a partner for the 

dance ; and where there exists intimacy, a mother may introduce her son, or a sister her brother, to a lady, 

without previously obtaining the lady’s permission.  
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There is a great tendency at evening parties to dispense with introductions, as preliminaries to general 

sociability. And where circumstances and mutual inclination lead to the commencement of a conversation, 

there is nothing contrary to etiquette in carrying it on. During the time you are guests under the same roof, 

you are on an equality ; and those who meet you at a friend’s house may consider your being there a 

sufficient guarantee for your respectability…   
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The Subjection of Women is an essay by 

philosopher and political economist John Stuart 

Mill. He argues in favour of legal and social 

equality between men and women. 

At the time that Mill wrote The Subjection of 

Women, women could not vote. A married 

woman was not a separate legal entity from her 

husband, and any property or money she owned 

came under his governance. 

 

 

 

  

The Subjection of Women by J S Mill 

 

Created:  1869, London 

Format:  Book 

Creator:  John Stuart Mill 

Held by:  British Library 

Shelfmark: 8413.p.36. 
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...rally disqualified for them. There can be little doubt that Spartan experience suggested to Plato, among 

many other of his doctrines, that of the social and political equality of the two sexes.  

But, it will be said, the rule of men over women differs from all these others in not being a rule of force: it is 

accepted voluntarily; women make no complaint, and are consenting parties to it. In the first place, a great 

number of women do not accept it. Ever since there have been women able to make their sentiments known 

by their writings (the only mode of publicity which society permits to them), an increasing number of them 

have recorded protests against their present social condition: and recently many thousands of them, headed by 

the most eminent women known to the public, have petitioned Parliament for their admission to the 

Parliamentary Suffrage. The claim of women to be educated as solidly, and in the same branches of 

knowledge, as men, is urged with growing intensity, and with a great prospect of success; while the demand 

for their admission into professions and occupations hitherto closed against them, becomes every year more 

urgent. Though there are not in this country, as there are in the United States, periodical Conventions and an 

organized party to agitate for the Rights of Women, there is a numerous and active Society organized and 

managed by women, for the more limited object of obtaining the political franchise. Nor is it only in our own 

country and in America that women are beginning to protest, more or less collectively, against the disabilities 

under which they labour. France, and Italy, and Switzerland, and Russia now afford examples of the same 

thing. How many more women there are who silently cherish similar aspirations, no one can possibly know; 

but there are abundant tokens how many would cherish them, were they not so strenuously taught to repress 

them as contrary to the proprieties of their sex. It must be remembered, also, that no enslaved class ever asked 

for complete liberty at once. When Simon de Montfort called the deputies of the commons to sit for the first 

time in Parliament, did any of them dream of demanding that an assembly, elected by their constituents, 

should make and destroy ministries, and dictate to the king in affairs of state? No such thought entered into 

the imagination of the most ambitious of them. The nobility had already these pretensions; the commons 

pretended to nothing but to be exempt from arbitrary taxation, and from the gross individual oppression of 

the king's officers. It is a political law of nature that those who are under any power of ancient origin, never 

begin by complaining of the power itself, but only of its oppressive exercise. There is never any want of…
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John Ruskin’s lecture, ‘Of Queen’s Gardens’  

Full title: Sesame and Lillies. Two Lectures.  

Published:  1865, London 

Format:  Book 

Creator:  John Ruskin 

Held by:  British Library 

Shelfmark: 8407.aaa.2. 

 

John Ruskin's essay 'Of Queen’s Gardens' was 

originally given as a public lecture before being 

published in his two-essay collection Sesame and 

Lilies (1865). It is regarded as epitomising the 

conservative Victorian ideal of femininity which 

defined women as passive and belonging to the 

private sphere of the domestic home – in 

comparison to the man who was 'the doer, the 

creator, the discoverer' of the public sphere. 
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146 SESAME AND LILIES. 

function. Let me try to show you briefly how these powers seem to be rightly distinguishable. 

We are foolish, and without excuse foolish, in speaking of the 'superiority" of one sex to the other, as if they 

could be compared in similar things. Each has what the other has not: each completes the other, and is 

completed by the other: they are in nothing alike, and the happiness and perfection of both depends on each 

asking and receiving from the other what the other only can give. 

Now their separate characters are briefly these. The man's power is active, progressive, defensive. He is 

eminently the doer, the creator, the discoverer, the defender. His intellect is for speculation and invention; his 

energy for adventure, for war, and for conquest, wherever war is just, 

OF QUEENS GARDENS, I47 

wherever conquest necessary. But the woman's power is for rule, not for battle and her intellect is not for 

invention or creation, but for sweet ordering, arrangement, and decision. She sees the qualities of things, their 

claims, and their places, Her great function is Praise: she enters into no contest, but infallibly adjudges the 

crown of contest. By her office, and place, she is protected from all danger and temptation. The man, in his 

rough work in open world, must encounter all perill and trial:-to him, therefore, the failure, the offence, the 

inevitable error: often he must be wounded, or subdued, often misled, and alaclays hardened. But he guards 

the woman from all this; within his house, as ruled by her, unless she herself has sought 

it, need enter no danger, no temptation, no cause of error or offence. This is the …



 

The British Library | www.bl.uk/discovering-literature  13 

 

The Daughters of England by Sarah 

Stickney Ellis  

 

Published:  estimated 1845, London 

Format:  Book / Illustration / Image 

Creator:  Sarah Stickney Ellis 

Held by:  British Library 

Shelfmark: 722.h.23. 

 

The Daughters of England by Sarah Stickney 

Ellis is a mid-19th century text providing 

guidance on young women's character and 

behaviour. 

Ellis published several other popular works on 

women's role, including The Women of 

England. In each she outlines that women 

must provide a virtuous influence on men – 

as wives, mothers, and daughters – as part of 

their contribution to society. 
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Whether you are rich, or poor, an orphan, or the child of watchful parents – one of a numerous family, or 

comparatively alone – filling an exalted or an humble position – of highly-gifted mind, or otherwise – all these 

points must be clearly ascertained before you can properly understand the kind of duty required of you. How 

these questions might be answered, is of no importance to the writer, in the present stage of this work. The 

importance of their being clearly and faithfully answered to yourselves, is all she would enforce. 

For my own purpose, it is not necessary to go further into your particular history or circumstances, than to 

regard you as women, and, as I hope, Christian women. As Christian women, then I address you. This is 

placing you on high ground; yet surely there are few of my young countrywomen who would be willing to 

take lower. 

As women, then, the first thing of importance is to be content to be inferior to men – inferior in mental power, 

in the same proportion that you are inferior in bodily strength. Facility of movement, aptitude, and grace, the 

bodily frame of woman may possess in a higher degree than that of man, just as in the softer touches of 

mental and spiritual beauty, her character may present a lovelier page than his Yet, as the great attribute of 

power must still be wanting there ones are immediately her business to inquire how this want may be 

supplied.  

An able and eloquent writer on “Woman's Mission”, has justly observed, that woman's strength is in her 

influence. And, in order to render this influence more complete, you will find, on examination, that you are by 

nature endowed with peculiar faculties – with a quickness of perception, facility of adaptation, and acuteness 

of feeling, which fit you especially for the part you have to act in life; and which, at the same time, render you, 

in a higher degree than men, susceptible both of pain and pleasure. … 
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Anonymous review of Jane Eyre 

Full title: ‘The Last New Novel’ [Unsigned 

review of Jane Eyre], The Mirror of 

Literature, Amusement and 

Instruction, 4th Series, II 

Published:   December 1847, London 

Format:  Periodical 

Creator:  anonymous 

Held by: British Library 

Shelfmark:  P.P.5681. 

Charlotte Brontë’s novel Jane Eyre is an example 

of a bildungsroman: a work that traces the 

education and development of its heroine, 

following her journey through life.   

This is an unsigned review of Jane Eyre from an 

American women’s magazine, The Mirror of 

Literature, Amusement and Instruction. It was 

published in December 1847, two months after 

the novel’s release.  

It is a largely critical, negative review. The 

reviewer's personal values are challenged by the 

novel’s representation of women and its female 

author. 
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From the lowest to the highest rank of society, the example of discontent is set. There is discontent among our 

poor, our middling classes, and our aristocracy; there is unsettledness in our policy; our very religion is not free 

from the attacks of innovators; new creeds are being blended with the old, discarded opinions are revived, 

obsolete maxims, and a leaning towards a faith we have abandoned, is observable. In this state of inquietude 

what wonder is it that many blows should be attempted to be aimed at our institutions, political and social? 

Against the latter, indeed, there is a steady though prolonged warfare. There are restless spirits abroad who 

aim at resolving society into its original elements, and substituting for an orderly, admirable harmony in the 

conduct of affairs, an unquiet spirit of insubordination. The number of the foe is large, but it will have ranged 

against it the legions of Honour, Justice, Truth, and Religion. A battle of opinion is to be fought, and in its 

issue the whole nation is interested. The question to be decided is, whether we shall continue to cherish 

respect for the faith, the customs, and religion of our ancestors, and go on in a steady course of improvement 

until we reach the perfection of human civilisation, or shall we pause in our career, and instead of the dictates 

of virtue, follow those alone which a debased nature awakens within us? In times past, it was the desire of 

most men to excel rather in good than in evil. To improve the human race-to elevate its notions, purify its 

passions, and inculcate the necessity of Strong virtue, a contempt for evil, a respect for good-was the object of 

such as came forward and placed themselves before the public. They were respected, and taught others the 

way to respect themselves. To hush the voice of discontent-to harmonise differences-to smooth down 

roughnesses upon the surface of society-to unite mankind in the bonds of brotherly love-was the professed 

object of the men who undertook the task of popular regeneration. People were once ashamed to stand forth 

as the advocates of vice-as the encouragers of immorality-as the promoters of every degrading vice; but such 

barriers are unhappily broken through, and not by men only, but by women, from whom we naturally look for 

all that is gentle and loveable. The desire of the present generation is to be bold and fearless. Their boast is, 

that they dare to overstep “conventional rules,' and by conventional rules they mean all moral, religious, and 

social laws. To be bold is to be wise, and writing young ladies, instead of endeavouring to win upon us by their 

gentle manners, intellectual conversation, and polished mind, seek to dazzle us by their peculiar displays of 

disregard of all modest diffidence, and the reserve which is the chief charm of their sex. Their delight is in 

startling a crowd of men by their new opinions. They love to show their freedom from all restraint-to declare 

before assembled multitudes that they have at once burst the fetters; and, having passed the rubicon, care not 

how far they now proceed. Most of the novels with an immoral tendency that have appeared this season are 

from the pen of women. We could enumerate a whole list of them, but that it is beside our purpose to do so 

at the present moment. In Jane Eyre" the immorality is peculiar. It does not, of course, profess in the least to 

encourage vice-on the contrary, it speaks in the strongest terms against it; but the writer evidently seeks 

throughout to show how impossible it is to reconcile love of religion with love of mankind. The authoress 

endeavours to persuade us-indirectly, it is true that the happiest persons are those who live on in the world 

with only an occasional thought of God, who remember him only in moments of anguish, who forget his very 

existence until acute pain or sorrow sharpens their perceptions, and makes them see all through a new 
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medium; true religion she evidently understands nothing of. She can prate about eternity and another world, 

talk glibly about the works of the Creator in general terms, but she cannot understand the pure ennobling 

influences of true Christianity; she cannot comprehend how his followers can love the Almighty with truth, 

and at the same time suffer their human affections to expand in hallowing circles around them, warming the 

hearts of their fellow men, and drawing near the bonds of brotherly love. The authoress of 'Jane Eyre' seeks to 

disgust people with all such as are imbued with strong principles of religion. She may, undoubtedly have met 

with a few unworthy specimens of clergymen who do dishonour to the name of Christ, but as a class it is an 

unworthy task to seek to cast obloquy upon them.  

In the clergyman of her story the authoress of “Jane Eyre' assembles all that is mean, despicable, and 

uncharitable. His discourse is the most orthodox that can be imagined, his doctrines are the purest, his 

opinions the most beneficent. He can talk for hours together about “the lake burning with fire and 

brimstone," humility and Christian grace, the necessity of mortifying the flesh, and so forth. And in order to 

carry the last rule into practical effect, starves the children of the charity school, feeds them on burnt porridge, 

and pockets the funds intended to support them in comfort. Had this been the only specimen of the kind we 

should have imagined it to be merely one result of our authoress's sad experience of life, but on every 

occasion a blow is sought to be struck at true religion. … 


