An Ideal Husband: The Play in Context

Victorian Era

The Victorian Era of Britain is considered the height of the industrial revolution in Britain and the apex of the British Empire. It is often defined as the years from 1837 to 1901 when Victoria of the United Kingdom reigned.

The Victorian period is now often regarded as one of many contradictions. It is easy for many to see a clash between the widespread cultivation of an outward appearance of dignity and restraint, and the widespread presence of many arguably deplorable phenomena. These include prostitution, child labour, and having an economy based largely on what many would now see as the exploitation of colonies through imperialism, and of the working classes. The expression “Victorian value” thus may be two-edged.

The term Victorian has acquired a range of connotations, including that of a particularly strict set of moral standards, often applied hypocritically.

Comparing the Victorian age to our own, some have observed that whilst the Victorians pretended to be much better than they were, we pretend to be a lot worse than we are. Others disagree.

Victorian Etiquette
In Victorian culture, rules of social interaction were remarkably defined, but if anyone was capable of commenting on the absurdity of Victorian high society, it was Oscar Wilde. An outsider due to his Irish birth, he nevertheless worked his way into the London upper-class social circle with his intelligence and charming wit. As an outsider with an insider's perspective, Wilde chose to satirize the society with which he was so familiar. Victorian rules were strictly adhered to because to do so was an indication of class and upbringing. Keeping up appearances was extremely important in Victorian high society. There were so many rules of etiquette that books were published as a sort of "cheat-sheet" for how to behave.
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The “Comedy of Manners” can be defined as a dramatic genre that is generally a satire upon social attitudes, most often attacking superficiality and materialism.

The genre has its roots in Restoration comedy, although there have been changes within the comedy of manners as a genre. The more romantic 18th- and early 19th-century works present the triumph of truth and virtue over vice and hypocrisy, while the darker perspectives of the early Restoration and of the late 19th century (such as those of Oscar Wilde) suggest that true virtue is either dead, or is confined to the lower classes. The most renowned 20th-century exponent is probably Noël Coward, who portrays self-seeking and self-gratifying personalities caught up in emotional and circumstantial entanglements.

Aestheticism

Wilde was a leader of the “Aesthetic Movement”, which professed a belief in “art for art’s sake”. This meant that art shouldn’t be influenced by politics, science, or morality, but should be an expression of whatever it wished to be. Art shouldn’t merely look to life or nature for inspiration, for art that too closely imitates life is a failure, according to Wilde. Plays with characters who spoke and acted just like they would in real life were utterly boring to followers of Wilde’s philosophy. “Realism,” Oscar Wilde said, “is a complete failure.” Wilde also believed that “art was superior to life and that the one obligation was to transform life into art — to be as ’artificial’ as possible.” In the fine arts, the Aesthetic Movement was the philosophy behind the Pre-Raphaelites. They strove to create beauty and emotion in their art, typically focusing on the female body.

The Victorian Era
The Victorian Period in England was an era of improvements.‖ Victorians seemed to have a positive mania for it. The Victorians improved public housing and public parks. They redesigned London’s sewers for better sanitation. They built many of the public buildings that characterize London today (the British Museum, Albert Hall, The Parliamentary Buildings at Westminster, Big Ben) even Buckingham House got a complete over-hall to become Buckingham Palace. 

The reforms also embraced government and policy makers as Britain scrambled to keep up with the changing world of the Industrial Revolution. Laws were passed that improved working conditions in the factories, that required education for all classes, and that redesigned England’s voting laws to give better representation. 

The advances in science, medicine, and technology during the 19th century were vast. There seemed to be nothing that human thought and human will could not improve. And it is perhaps inevitable that along with the making of ideal societies and systems, the Victorians should also attempt to make ―ideal‖ men and women. 

An Ideal Husband opened on London stages in 1895. It was the twilight of the Victorian Era. Oscar Wilde and the elite society to which he belonged were more inclined to mock the earnestness of their parent’s generation, but they were products of it none-the-less. The question of what ideal standard men and women should be held to was a topic of discussion in Wilde’s time driven in a large part by the growing women’s right movement in England. It had long been acknowledged that there was a double standard between the morality demanded of British women and that required of British men. How should this inequality be addressed? By relaxing the standards for women? Or by increasing the standards for men? 

As a general rule, the late Victorians favoured the increasing of standards for men. In the years preceding, An Ideal Husband there had been a number of plays on London stages addressing this topic. Almost always the plot began with a politician who seemed to be righteous but whose past held a guilty secret. Almost always the plot ended with the politician killing himself in an agony of remorse or being reformed by his angel of a wife and resigning from office. 

In An Ideal Husband, none of these things happens. In An Ideal Husband, Wilde shows his society the folly of expecting men or women to measure up to an ideal standard. Because no matter how much you improve on the outside, the fact remains that no man or woman is ideal. 

THE PLAY IN CONTEXT
Social Corruption

In An Ideal Husband, Oscar Wilde presents a very critical and cynical view of society. The play's irony relies more on the biting cynicism of political and social corruption than anything else. There are four major institutions the play portrays as corrupt.

Marriage 

The Chiltern marriage is predicated on Lady Chiltern's belief that Sir Robert must be morally above reproach. Rather than showing concern or sympathy for Sir Robert when he clearly is in great distress after Mrs. Cheveley's visit, Lady Chiltern forces him to remain true to his public image in a way that makes one wonder whether she is trying to protect herself or her husband. Self-interest clearly plays a huge role in the play, and within the sphere of marriage, it threatens the happiness of both the Chilterns. Wilde's language suggests that marriage is a dangerous institution. Mrs. Cheveley comments dryly that the London season is full of those hunting for husbands, or trying to avoid them. The sentiment suggests a type of predatory nature to marriage that contributes to Wilde's already cynical tone.

Media/Information 
 The media holds immense power through the commodity of information, but it does not always give the public all the information it needs. In the first three acts of the play, newspapers represent a threat to Sir Robert's public image and career, for the information Mrs. Cheveley holds would be deadly in the hands of the press. Yet, without ever receiving this information, the newspapers help Sir Robert's career in the final act, praising his speech denouncing the Argentine Canal scheme. Clearly, the newspapers have the power to influence careers of public figures, but rarely is their coverage complete.

Materialism 
Wilde constantly criticizes the materialistic values of his characters. Sir Robert's corruption is fuelled by his desire for money, but as the plot soon reveals, his greed leads him to the brink of scandal and unhappiness. Lady Chiltern's materialistic values are more obscure, but are certainly present in her dedication to Sir Robert's public image. Social status defines her husband, and separates him from the rest of England's politicians. Not until they both embrace love in its truest form does the play reach a happy conclusion.

Morality
 Most of the characters throughout the play are either morally corrupt or extremely hypocritical. Lady Chiltern's moral corruption lies in the subtle hypocrisy of her actions. She maintains a posture of moral rectitude, but throughout the play has trouble with the concept of forgiveness and what Lord Goring calls charity. The moral lesson he teaches her prevents the collapse of her marriage, and allows her to find happiness. Mrs. Cheveley represents the most obvious moral corruption, and her constant theft and blackmail speak for her complete lack of moral principle. However, in the end, her lack of morality leaves her with nothing. Sir Robert's lack of morality is demonstrated through his political corruption, but by sticking to his principles and denouncing the canal scheme, regardless of the result, he is finally rewarded. Wilde criticizes these corrupt aspects of society, but also gives directions away from them. The play suggests that love leads to happiness, and the plot seems to reward those characters willing to learn and improve upon their moral imperfections.

Victorians and reforms
In Oscar Wilde’s script, Lady Chiltern is a member of the Women’s Liberal Associations. In the late 19th century the Women’s Liberal Association was a women’s group that advocated social reform. Lady Chiltern talks about several of the reforms that the government signed into laws during the Victorian Period. 
“We [women] have much more important work to do than look at each other’s bonnets, Lord Goring.” 

~Lady Chiltern
FACTORY ACTS 

The Industrial Revolution created an unprecedented demand for labour. Often factories employed women and children to work long hours in dangerous conditions for very little pay. The Factory Acts were passed to limit the number of hours and the kinds of work that could be assigned to women and children. For example, in 1833, the textile mills could no longer hire children under nine. In 1847, women and children could not work for more than 10 hours a day in a factory. 

THE EIGHT HOURS BILL 
Like the Factory Acts passed earlier in the century, the Eight Hours Bill was an attempt to improve the working conditions of the labour force. This bill was put before the house in 1893 and proposed to regulate all businesses, trades and occupations in England so that all workers had a eight hour work day. 

FEMALE INSPECTORS 

Factory inspectors were appointed by the British government to make sure that factory owners complied with the new regulations. At first these inspectors were all men, but in the late 1890’s the government began to appoint female inspectors. The logic was that female factory employees would be more likely to confide in a female inspector and to tell her the truth if they were being mistreated. 

PARLIMENTARY FRANCHISE 

Prior to the reforms acts in the Victorian Era there was no standard national system for registering voters in Great Britain. The Representation of the People Act in 1884 created standardized rules and dramatically increased the number of British men who were able to vote. In England alone the number of eligible voters jumped from 2,338,809 (in 1880) to 4,094,674 (in 1885). Women did not received the right to vote, however, until 1918. 

HIGHER EDUCATION OF WOMEN

 The Education Acts of 1870 and 1878 required compulsory education for all girls. Working class girls were more likely to be trained with only domestic skills, but middle class girls had a chance at receiving a better education. By the 1890’s more English universities were offering degrees for women, but a women’s class still determined whether she would have the opportunity for higher education.
WOMEN IN SOCIETY

“Once a week is quite often enough to propose to anyone” ~Mabel Chiltern 
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UNMARRIED GIRLS
A girl signalled that she was ready for marriage and the social round by projecting her 'body image'. She achieved this by using a series of signs and symbols, the first of which was putting up her hair and wearing floor length skirts. This indicated that she was a woman now, and should no longer be treated as a girl. In the late 19th century, single women from upper class families had very rigid rules of ―good conduct‖ which they had to follow. ―If they offended against the rules, they could find their names struck off the guest lists and their chances of a good marriage ruined. The chief business of the upper class girl was to dine and dance until she married, eventually to become a society hostess. Even when safely engaged, she would not be allowed to drive alone in a carriage with her fiancé, and she was expected to remain innocent and virginal.

THE LONDON SUMMER SEASON
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Young girls came out during the London Summer Season which lasted from May to August. As early as February some would have received invitations for their presentation to the King and Queen at the first Court. In any one season approximately one hundred girls would be received at Court, with thirty or forty debutantes being presented at any one time. The London season was a series of events, balls, parties etc that members of the upper classes attended in London. It was a chance for single girls to meet prospective husbands.

BEING PRESENTED AT COURT

'Coming Out' and 'being presented' were landmarks in a young girl's life, - an official recognition of adulthood by parents and society in gen-earl. Despite having just left the schoolroom, debutantes were expected to look and behave with the dignity of the hostesses they would soon become. They were eligible for marriage now and would soon begin their lives and wives, mothers and society hostesses.
Victorian morality
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Victorian morality is a distillation of the moral views of people living at the time of Queen Victoria's reign (1837–1901) and of the moral climate of the United throughout the 19th century in general, which contrasted greatly with the morality of the previous Georgian period. Victorian morality can describe any set of values that espouse sexual restraint, low tolerance of crime and a strict social code of conduct. Due to the prominence of the British, many of these values were spread across the world.

The term "Victorian" was first used during The Great Exhibition in London (1851), where Victorian inventions and morals were shown to the world.[1]Victorian values were developed in all facets of Victorian living. The morality and values of the Victorians can be classed to Religion, Morality, Elitism, Industrialism and Improvement. These values take root in Victorian morality, creating an overall change in the British Empire.

Historians now regard the Victorian era as a time of many contradictions, such as the widespread cultivation of an outward appearance of dignity and restraint together with the prevalence of social phenomena such as prostitution and child labour. A plethora of social movements arose from attempts to improve the prevailing harsh living conditions for many under a rigid class system.

Historical background
The term Victorianum has acquired a range of connotations, including that of a particularly strict set of moral standards, often hypocritically applied. This stems from the image of Queen Victoria—and her husband, Prince Albert.[2]
Two hundred years earlier the Puritan movement, which led to the installment of Oliver Cromwell, had temporarily overthrown the British monarchy. During England’s years under Cromwell, the law imposed a strict moral code on the people (such as abolishing Christmas as too indulgent of the sensual pleasures).

When the monarchy was restored, a period of loose living and debauchery inspired too by the rise of French Court cultural influence all over Europe, appeared to be a reaction to the earlier religious based forms of repression. (See: Charles II of England) The two social forces of Puritanism and libertinism continued to motivate the collective psyche of Great Britain from the Restoration onward. This was particularly significant in the public perceptions of the later Hanoverian monarchs who immediately preceded Queen Victoria. For instance, her uncle George IV was commonly perceived as a pleasure-seeking playboy, whose conduct in office was the cause of much scandal.

Description
Victorian prudery sometimes went so far as to deem it improper to say "leg" in formal company; instead, the preferred  euphemism “limb” was used. Such ideas even pervaded seemingly unrelated aspects of daily life: there is a myth, started by Frances Trollope's Domestic Manners of the Americans, and later applied to the British, that furniture such as tables were covered with embroidery and tablecloths so that table legs were hidden from view, but no historical evidence suggest that this was actually practiced. Those going for a swim in the sea at the beach would use a bathing machine. However, historians Peter Gay and Michael Mason both point out that modern society often confuses Victorian etiquette for a lack of knowledge. For example, despite the use of the bathing machine, it was still possible to see people bathing nude. 
Another example of the gap between common preconceptions of Victorian sexuality and historical record is that, contrary to what might be expected, Queen Victoria liked to draw and collect male nude figure drawings and even gave one to her husband as a present. Typical middle-class brides likely knew nothing about sex and learned about their husbands' expectations for it on their wedding night; the experience was often traumatic. Contrary to popular conception, however, Victorian society recognized that both men and women enjoyed copulation. 

Verbal or written communication of emotion or sexual feelings was also often proscribed so people instead used the language of flowers. However they also wrote explicit erotica, perhaps the most famous being the racy tell-all My Secret Life by the pseudonym Walter (allegedly Henry Spencer Ashbee), and the magazine The Pearl, which was published for several years and reprinted as a paperback book in the 1960s. Some current historians now believe that the myth of Victorian repression can be traced back to early twentieth-century views, such as those of Lytton Strachey, a member of the Bloomsbury Group, who wrote Eminent Victorians.

Victoria ascended to the throne in 1837, only four years after the abolition of slavery in the British Empire. The anti-slavery movement had campaigned for years to achieve the ban, succeeding with a partial abolition in 1807 and the full ban on slave trade, but not slave ownership, in 1833. It took so long because the anti-slavery morality was pitted against powerful economic interests which claimed their businesses would be destroyed if they were not permitted to exploit slave labor. Eventually, plantation owners in the Caribbean received £20 million in compensation. (Prince Albert was president of the committee while Victoria was pregnant with her first child.)

In Victoria's time, the Royal Navy patrolled the Atlantic Ocean, stopping any ships that it suspected of trading African slaves to the Americas and freeing any slaves found. The British had set up crown in West Africa—Sierra Leone—and transported freed slaves there. Freed slaves from Nova Scotia founded and named the capital of Sierra Leone "Freetown". Many people living at that time argued that the living conditions of workers in English factories seemed worse than those endured by some slaves.

Throughout the Victorian Era, homosexuality held a vexed position in the culture. Homosexual acts were a capital offence until 1861. Michel Foucault has argued that homosexual and heterosexual identities didn't emerge until the 19th century; before that time terms described practices and not identity. Foucault cites "Westphal's famous article of 1870 on 'contrary sexual sensations'" as the "date of birth" of the categorization of the homosexual (Foucault 1976). The first known use of homosexual in English is not until Charles Gilbert Chaddock's 1895 translation of Richard's Psychopathia Sexualis, a study on sexual practices. 

In the same way, throughout the Victorian Era, movements for justice, freedom, and other strong moral values opposed greed, exploitation, and cynicism. The writings of Charles Dickens, in particular, observed and recorded these conditions. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels carried out much of their analysis of capitalism in and as a reaction to Victorian Britain.

The elite and middle class values
The Victorian Era began with the elite in total control of society and its politics. The elite class was made up of 300 families which were firmly established as the traditional ruling class. However, the development of new types of values, such as individualism, introduced changes throughout the Victorian Era. The idea of the self-made man became dominant in the middle class. Similar to the American Dream, the idea is that, if they work hard enough, all men can become wealthy.

Upper class values
The upper class (the elite) valued history, heritage, lineage and the continuity of their family line. They believed that they were born to rule through divine right and they wanted this right to continue. They had a paternalistic view of society, seeing themselves as the father in the family of society. Noblesse oblige was their belief that it was the elite's duty to take care of society. The elite hoped to continue tradition and the status quo, through institutions such as the law of primogeniture (first-born son inherits everything). The elite intended to stay on top and wealthy.]  However, when a financial crisis threatened their position, they adapted and opened up their ranks to the wealthiest of the middle class, allowing them to buy a place within the ranks of the elite.The elite were landed gentry and so they did not have to work, and instead enjoyed a life of luxury and leisure. While the elite maintained their traditional values, Victorian values and attitudes changed and the elite began to recognize and promote the middle class.

VICTORIAN MANNERS

“What dreadful manners you have! I am sure you were very badly brought up.”~ Mabel Chiltern
Victorians had very particular rules about polite behaviour. For Example: 
 The hours for walking and sitting in the Park are from 4 to 7 p.m. during the summer months. 
 A young lady can walk by herself in the Park for the purpose of joining her friends and ac-quittances, but she should not sit alone. 
 When riding in a carriage, a husband should sit with his back to the horses if another lady is riding with his wife. 
 A gentlemen should be the first to get out of the carriage with a view to assisting the ladies to do so. 
 It would be unconventional were a lady to drive alone with a gentlemen unless he were nearly related to her or unless she were engaged to be married to him. 
 When greeting friends and acquaintances ladies and gentlemen should bow and/or shake hands. 
 A lady should not bow to a person only known to her by sight, although she may frequently have seen them in the company of her friends. 
 The bow should be a graceful bend, or inclination of the head; not a hasty movement, nor a stiff jerk. 
 When bowing a gentlemen should raise his hat, indeed take it off his head, but not with a sod-den flourish, or seize it with a sudden dash. 
 The proper way to shake hands: Take the hand that you are offered firmly; be careful to grasp the hand, not the fingers merely, give it a gentle pressure, and then relinquish it; do not lift it up to shake, neither let it drop suddenly. 
 A lady’s step should be firm and her gait steady, let her not walk in too great a hurry, nor yet drag slowly along. Let her arms move with the natural motion of the body; they must neither swing to and fro nor dangle by the side. 

 A man should take a longer step than a woman, but steadiness and firmness of tread are as necessary for men as for women. 
 In the house a gentlemen may change his sitting position in an infinity of ways, lounge and loll, cross his legs, do anything but sit on the edge of his chair or clasp his hands around his knee. A woman, however, must sit still and upright and must not cross her legs. 
 A woman’s hands should also be still. The hands, if not occupied are so apt to fidget either with each other or with some part of the face or dress. Very often it is a nervous habit; but it should be at once and finally repressed. 

