    VICTORIAN  MORALITY
 The late-Victorian Period during which Oscar Wilde and Henry James lived (1832-1901) 

may be characterized by sexual and moral panic. Religion and social orthodoxies 

anchored the moral realism of the Victorians, furthermore, the thriving sub-cultural 
decadent movement.  Starting in the late eighteenth century British society invested great 

strengths in reforming manners and morality in fear of moral and religious degeneration 

of their nation. 

     Britain started a crusade against immorality by proclaiming sexual 

asceticism, self- control, and spiritual and physical purity. Sexual purity and public 

morality was correlated and aligned with the nation’s body politic. It was believed that 

sexual purity and morality were the true formations of national honour and that the nation 

can be judged through the condition of the country’s morals. The moral man and woman 

was an inspirational image that symbolized the nation.  For this reason it was 

indispensable  for Victorian society to implant  this moralistic ideology into the minds of 

the Victorian populace through literature, science, philosophy, religion, and 

religious/ political organizations (Binhammer 413). 

    George Mosse’s study of masculinity in The Image of Man (1996) presents the 

dominant masculine stereotype, the manly ideal of the “moral” Victorian society.  At the 

focus of this was the perfectibility of the male body and soul, which was a sign of a 

man’s “moral superiority” and “inner strength of character” (Glover 56).The 

body was to be a locus of restraint. Discipline was to be encouraged in order to surmount 

obstacles and overcome emotional weaknesses. Furthermore, purification and purging the 

body of its imperfections was encouraged.  Thus, this ideal masculinity demands intense 

effort. Firstly, the man must struggle against himself, conceiving and viewing his body as 

an enemy causing him to repress his worldly and sexual desires.  This meant that mere 

bad examples had to be shunned and avoided at all costs. These negative images like 

desire and decadence were negative images that were lethal countertypes to man’s 

spiritual development , therefore causing and posing an immense threat to the healthy 

body and mind. The nineteenth century synonym for masturbation was “self-pollution”, a 

term that infers self- destruction leading to “enfeeblement”, insanity, and even death (for 

example, Roderick).

     The good of man, the moral ideal is to be compared  with the ideally healthy man who 

exercises intelligence, strength, and self-control. Thus, encapsulating morality and 

manliness. This moral ideal was instilled into the Victorians from a very young age.

   Manliness in the public schools was seriously instilled, the enjoyment of work was 

articulated and an extraordinary enthusiasm for virtue and morality was encouraged. The 

Victorians view education of young boys and religion inseparable. The aim was to bring 

the youth to personal and moral maturity (Richards 103). “The  application of the 

doctrine of godliness and good learning to the upbringing of boys 

in the public schools did much to create that breed of diligent, earnest, intellectual, 

eminent Victorians which has left its impress on  almost every aspect of the age” (ibid). 

For British society, manliness meant the application and practice of  religious and moral 

principles, gentlemanly conduct ,and intellectual ability. This was what characterized 

Christian manliness.

   “ Christian manliness  is a wonderful thing”,  noted the Bishop of Down, Connor and 

Dromore, addressing the Boys’ Brigade at a convention at the Queen’s  Hall, London, on 

3 May 1895 ( Springhall 52).  This quote reflects  that the public 

schoolboy was associated with training in manliness and morality. The ideal of Christian 

manliness  also known as “muscular Christianity” (ibid) and associated with Charles 

Kingsley, Thomas Hughes was communicated through such media as the Boys’ Brigade, 

juvenile literature such as Boy’s Own Paper, and the writers for boys, such as George 

Alfred Henty, whom I will also refer to in relation to the masculine ideal. 

    The Boys’ Brigade was founded in late Victorian Glasgow. It was said to have  “the 

advantage of Christ’s Kingdom among Boys and the promotion of habits of Obedience, 

Reverence, Discipline, Self-Respect and all that tends towards a true Christian 

Manliness” (Springhall 53).  We can see that the Brigade was a 

powerful instrument  for the  spreading of  Christian manliness. Their goal was to bring 

Christianity  down to the level of the average Victorian by emphasizing that religion was 

not  a feminine pious affair , but a manly affair and a heroic struggle. This organization 

inspired its members to abstain from personal comforts and desires. They cultivated truth, 

self-reliance, and independence. 

   Another prevailing trend was athletic manliness, which became deeply engrained in the 

public school system and in the household of the Victorian families.  This athletic 

manliness was propagated by two writers named Charles Kingsley and Thomas Hughes 

who had been very influential in popularizing this novel way of living.  This lifestyle was 

also in correlation with the ideologies of “muscular Christianity” , the combination of 

godliness and manliness. The principle themes of Kingsley were the popularization of 

physical strength , bravery, family life, duty and service, and last but not least the 

discovery of the divine.  Thomas Hughes actually even claimed  Christ himself for the 

league of  muscular Christians in his book entitled The Manliness of Christ. In 

this cause  games and sports were important to maintain a healthy, fit body, and to mould 

character in order to civilize the world. Christian manliness was compared to the state of 

purity (Springhall 65).

      Much of the enthusiasm for health reform was based on the optimistic view that the 

goal of attaining perfection was on the individual. Responsibility for the development of 

strength and character, like the responsibility of achieving health, was the individual’s 

task .  Physical illnesses and degeneration were seen as a spiritual and physiological 

problem.    

     The middle class public school system was where manliness was supposed to be 

established and to keep men masculine. Parents believed that the capacity to endure 

physical and psychological hardships was the best thing to ever happen to a boy-child.  

Yet the institutions that were supposed to protect men from sexual indulgence were 

where same-sex practices were thriving. After all, Greek and Roman texts and literature 

were part of the curriculum and such literature included the theme of same-sex love 

affairs. 

     Towards the end of the century , theories about health through training and exercise 

were an assortment based on traditional beliefs, which could be traced back to 

Hippocratic and Galenic tradition. One of the most elaborate debates concerned the 

theory that the nature of the mind had a close relationship to the body. It was believed 

that the mind was the seat of the will and that the will had a defining role in character 

development. Since the mind and body were in a direct relationship , it was  thought that 

by strengthening the body one could also strengthen the will (Haley 9). John Jeffries a 

Boston physician believed that physical culture was a moral obligation. Furthermore, he 

stated that “ The powers of the body should be cultivated, because of its connection with 

the mind” (Haley 9). His explanation was that the union of the body and the soul is such a 

mysterious thing ,which the Creator concealed. Jeffries saw a mutual action of the mind 

and the matter and that the strength of man  are all products of this law. Divine wisdom 

had established a harmony between structure and function. 

    Victorian society had to be careful what it willed for due to social conventions. As 

I have mentioned previously moral and health reform was the individual’s responsibility, 

however, the individual is part of a social whole, causing an interrelation and close link 

between man and its society.  Victorian society made its mission to save man, thus a 

vigilance association was founded. The National Vigilance Association (1885) prophesied 

morality, social purity and tried to prevent moral degeneration. The purity movement that 

arose the 1860s . By the 1880s this movement had developed into a social purity crusade 

aimed at terminating all public manifestations of vice and sin.

   Social purity movements had intention of purifying and moralizing society developed 

because of moral unease and quickly gained recognition due to winning the allegiance of 

the mass public through demonstrations, public meetings and through the diffusion of 

pamphlets. The main groups involved in the campaign included The Social Purity 
Alliance (1873); The Church of England Purity Society(1883); The White Cross League 

(1883). These movements were affiliated with the Anglicans also demanding a moral 

upright code. The various groups involved in the campaign put 

emphasis on monogamy which was thought to be the foundation of political stability and 

social cohesion. Thus, the threat was male infidelity. Syphilis was associated with 

debauchery and homosexuality. Both of these activities were thought to have threatened 

the “integrity of family and state” (Smith 216).

   The social purity organizations of the 1880s were convinced that if adolescents are 

taught the virtues of self- restraint and control , they will not give into decadence and 

immoral acts. In the 1880s religio-medical tracts spoke out against the evils of self-abuse 

penetrated the middle and upper-class schools and universities. Their goal was to warn 

the public of the “defiling effects” of masturbation on the mind, body and soul. During 

the 1880s the Church of England Purity Society founded a Schoolmasters Committee to 

address this subject. Reverend J. M. Wilson, Headmaster of Clifton College asked his 

students to  strengthen their will by practice, “subdue” their flesh through hard work, 

temperance, abhorring effeminacy and decadence (Smith 217). 

   Another trait that exists in Christian philosophy and history is the value of suffering and 

repression. The history of its doctrines focused in depth attention to pain, specifically, the 

deliberate seeking out of pain “as a substitute for the claims of the flesh” and privation  

(Comfort 66). The benefits and merits of privation was deeply ingrained in 

European culture. The concept of atonement and suffering are in relationship with the 

sense of guilt.  

    The impact of Christian teaching produced the thought that the morally delinquent 

commit the gravest sin and that sexual misdeeds are the most lethal.  In addition, that 

suffering, abstinence embody purity.  They also believed that repressed impulses, like 

sexuality may be worked out in harmless forms. This I will discuss in more detail in 

chapter four. 

  The associations between sexuality and the public mind stimulated scientific attitudes to   

rescue man. There was great fear of the physical effects of masturbation on man, for 

example the fear of neurosis haunted young men. This fear may be traced in multiple 

books and pamphlets dating from the mid nineteenth century. This neurosis may have 

been the cause of what the neighbours may surmise  about one’s sanity and physical state. 

The middle class man had no clue  how his peers behave and , whether his conduct 

resembles theirs. Lastly whether his impulses and reactions are a sign of degeneration 

(moral perversion)  (Comfort  67). 

   Now that I’ve touched upon scientific attitudes in Victorian England I would like to 

take the opportunity and address clitoridectomy, circumcision, an the politics of sexual 

pleasure.  

   As the Victorian professional experts and medical practitioners asserted medical 

science to be the safeguard of morality. They composed  medico-moral discourses that 

arranged gender polarities like health/disease, virtue/vice, cleanliness/filth, 

morality/depravity, civilization/barbarity. The sexuality of the labour and the aristocratic 

classes were associated with disease and depravity, the identity of the middle classes was 

centred around health,  restraint and purity.  There were further dichotomies 

set such as normal/pathological, and civilization/animality. A further development of this 

principle resulted in the experimentation with gynecology, which was set out to better 

instinctual , pathological, and primitive nature of femininity. 

   Medical practitioners saw it as their responsibility to popularize health by reforming 

habits and maintaining monopoly over the middle-class’ rule over moral hygiene.  

Doctors wanted to win victory over the evils of society by preaching moderation to the 

mass of the middle-class.  This was achieved by warnings against excess in sexual 

pleasures. Masturbation was the focal point of the practitioners’ concern. The 

masturbator was regarded as the archetypal degenerate. One abominable manifestation of 

this trepidation for this sin was the introduction of clitoridectomy, a cure for 

masturbation. Clitoridectomy is an element of a religious ritual, mostly in Muslim and 

African cultures.  It involves the “excision or removal of the whole clitoris with the labia 

minora or the removal of the hood of tissue that surrounds the organ”  (Mosucci 61). 

Until the mid nineteenth-century this operation was performed for grave diseases 

like tumors and malformations. 

  During the 1850s the excision of the clitoris and the labia were recommended by 

physicians as a cure and solution to masturbation and other sexual pleasures.  In 1848 the 

obstetrician named Samuel Ashwell  proposed excision “whenever an enlarged clitoris 

was marked by ‘exquisite sensibility of its mucous membrane giving rise to sexual 

passion’” (Mosucci 61). According to Mosucci the earliest account of a clitoridectomy 

was 1851 appearing in a work of an Italian physician named Riberi. Riberi evaluates 

onanism successfully treated by the excision of the clitoris and the nymphae. The late 

nineteenth-century American doctor, on the other hand, advised cutting the hood of the 

clitoris instead. This method was much favoured by American doctors. British doctors 

were a little more careful by taking on this surgical method since most had misgivings 

about the operation. However, Isaac Brown, a British gynecologist made the mistake of 

performing this procedure on a patient, resulting in his loss of membership in the 

Obstetricial Society of London.      

   Although this society did not object circumcision, in fact, favoured it fervently and was 

recommended as a treatment for masturbation for men. The procedure became so popular 

in the English-speaking countries, including Britain, of course, that by the 1930s two 

thirds of public school boys were circumcised.

  This craze with circumcision is quite surprising since it was unthinkable in Christian 

countries in the past. Seventeenth century writers were quite uncertain over this practice, 

which was thought to eradicate male sexual pleasure. 

   Many have thought of circumcision having a mutilating consequences. One 

anthropologist named Nancy Schepher-Hughes made a case against circumcision as a 

mother who  endevoured in preventing circumcision performed on her son without 

success. She claimed that circumcision was traumatic and that her son was permanently 

harmed and his sexual pleasure was denied him( Mosucci, 62).   

    Unease about masturbation began in the early eighteenth-century, when a book 

Onania or, The Heinous Sin of Self-Pollution (1707-1717) was published in Holland and 

sold multiple copies. Tissot’s famous discourse entitled On Onania: or A 

Treatise Upon the Disorders Produced by Masturbation (1760). Tissot argued that the 

loss of semen leads to physical illnesses like “debility”, “consumption”, “deterioration of 

eyesight”, and “disturbance of the nervous system”. From 1800 the evils of masturbation 

were in the spotlight and were widely discussed among medical experts and religious 

institutions. It was regarded as an egotistic  indulgence that polluted and debilitated the 

individual preventing marriage and procreation. Lesley Hall has shown that masturbation 

induced  disgust and self-loathing. Posters, pamphlets, and handbills illustrated the 

debilitating effect of the evil act.  For two guineas a piece  a device, which consisted of a 

metal ring with a screw passing through its sides was to be applied to the penis at bed 

time. Some doctors advised men to avoid arousing amusements and temptations like 

lolling in bed in the morning. Some suggested a more “robust approach” like the 

application of caustics to the urethra in order to inhibit masturbation. Sometimes 

vasectomy and castration were also practiced.  In 1870 the use of blisters were advised 

that caused soreness therefore making erection painful.    

   Interest in circumcision as the means of preventing masturbation began to become 

popular in the 1850s. Medical discourses focused on the uncleanliness of the 

masturbatory activity. James Copland was the first to have advocated circumcision 

,he advised his patients to get circumcised in order to attain genital 

cleanliness and gaining “physical resilience”(Mosucci 64). An American physician 

named Remondino claimed that circumcision was a way of gaining a longer life, greater 

capacity for labour, less nervousness, and better health.

     Ronald Hyam accentuated that circumcision was salient and important to the late-

Victorian “redefinition of manliness” in terms of restraint and purity (ibid). As the purity 

campaign took off in the last ten years of the nineteenth century, the meaning of 

masculinity shifted from the cult of moral integrity to the cult of muscular Christianity, 

where the emphasis was on athletics as a means of sublimating sexual desire. Be it the 

cult of moral integrity or muscular Christianity it is evident that Victorian society had a 

never-ending battle with lust requiring supervision and strict discipline. We can still see a 

strong correlation between physical and moral health.

  These medical methods shed light on the rigidly and stratified notions 

of gender and morality held by the Victorian public Debauched men and sexual women 
embodied a foreign infection in the eyes of the Victorians which is linked to social 

disorder. Sexuality was  controversial because it raises questions of disturbance about 
desire and social representation ,which Victorian society meant to restrain and keep in 

tact. 
