
www.ijcrt.org                                                   © 2024 IJCRT | Volume 12, Issue 8 August 2024 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRTAN02023 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org 163 
 

The Shadow Of Society: Poverty Representation 

In Victorian Novels 

 

M. Karthikayini 

Assistant professor of English 

Idhaya College for Women, Sarugani 

 

Abstract  

        This article examines the representation of poverty in Victorian novels, focusing on the works of Charles 

Dickens, Elizabeth Gaskell, and the Bronte sisters. Through a critical examination of novels such as “Oliver 

Twist”, “Mary Barton", “Jane Eyre” and “Wuthering Heights”, this study divulges how these authors humanized 

the poor, revealing the social and economic injustices of their time. By explores the themes, characters and settings 

that portrayed poverty, this research highlights the significant role literature played in raising awareness about the 

plight of the poor and advocating for social change. This article contributes to a deeper understanding of the 

Victorian era’s social and literary landscape, demonstrating the incessant impact of these novels on our 

understanding of poverty and social responsibility.  
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Introduction   

      The Victorian era, spread over from 1837 to 1901, was marked by sudden industrialization, urbanization, and 

economic growth in Britain. However, this period of welfare also saw a specific increase in poverty and social 

inequality. The crisp contrasts between wealth and poverty were a defining feature of Victorian society, with the 

opulent enjoying luxuries while the poor struggled to survive. During the Victorian era, poverty was a prevalent 

and destroying reality, covered in silence and shame. However, a leash of literary quixotic- Charles Dickens, 

Elizabeth Gaskell, and the Bronte sisters- dared to confront this social malevolence, elucidate the dark recesses 

of poverty through their novels. Charles Dickens, Elizabeth Gaskell, and the Bronte Sisters, played a pivotal role 

in showing the harsh realities of poverty and its social and economic causes. Through their works, they humanized 

the poor, challenging the inducing attitudes of the time that blamed poverty on individual failings rather than 

structural issues.  

  

Depiction of the poor in “Victorian Novels”  

        The depiction of the poor in Victorian novels is a complex and multifaceted aspect of the  

Victorian era’s literature. Victorian authors humanized the poor, challenged societal stereotypes. They examined 

the emotional lives of the poor, divulging their struggles, hopes and fear. Many novels offer congenial depiction 

of the poor, highlighting their struggles and hardships. For example Charles Dickens “Oliver Twist” and “David 
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Copperfield” feature protagonists who are simulated to maneuver the raucous realities of poverty, including 

hunger, homelessness and exploitation. Some novels feature stereotypical and caricature representations of the 

poor, strengthening negative moods towards them. William Makepeace Thackeray’s “Vanity Fair” for instance, 

includes characters like Miss Swartz, a poor and eccentric spinster, who is portrayed as ridiculous and pitiful. 

Despite these contradictions, Victorian Novels often used the portrayal of poverty to comment on social issues 

like inequality, exploitation and the need for reform. Authors like Elizabeth Gaskell and Thomas Hardy 

highlighted the social and economic system that perpetuated poverty and advocated for challenge. Gaskell's 

“Mary Barton” for example explores the impact of industrialization on the working class. Hardy’s “Tess of the 

d’Urbervilles” critiques the social and economic systems that trap the poor in cycle of poverty. Dickens “Black 

House” and “Little Dorrit” for instance, vividly describe the overcrowding filth and despair of London slums. 

Furthermore, the depiction of poverty in Victorian Novels often emphasized the daily tussles of the poor survive, 

including finding food, shelter and employment. The novels also explored the effect on family, relationship and 

dynamics, as well as the importance of education and opportunity in escaping poverty. The depiction of poverty 

reflects sympathies and bigotry of the time.  

  

The setting of poverty in “Victorian Novels”  

       The setting of poverty in Victorian novels is a graphic and fascinating aspect of the Victorian era’s literature, 

including the urban slums and tenements, rural poverty and workhouses, factories and workshops. These settings 

highlight the harsh conditions and exploitation faced by the poor. As Charles Dickens wrote, “The streets of 

London are a wilderness of dirt and discomfort” highlighting the filthy and fester that. Elizabeth Gaskell’s 

Manchester is similarly depicted as a bare and befouls landscapes, with “streets of dull, grey houses, and a dull 

grey atmosphere” (Gaskell1848, 34). Dickens’s novels, such as “Oliver Twist” and “Bleak House” lucidly 

describe the streets of London, highlighting the overcrowding, murky and anguish, he noted “The slums of 

London are a disgrace to civilization’, reinforcing the need for social improve. As Dickens describes in Oliver 

Twist, “The work house was a cold, bleak and dismal place, with walls that seemed to press in upon the inmates” 

(1838, 43). In different, Thomas hardy’s Wessex is a bucolic terrain of poverty, separation and restriction chances. 

Hardy wrote, “The rural poor are a neglected class, left to struggle is obscurity” (1891, 45) spot lighting the 

noticed tussles of rural employees. His novels, such as Tess of d’Urbervilles and Jude the Obscure describes the 

raspy condition and tussles faced by those surviving in the countryside, involving poverty, starvation and 

deficiency of approach to education and hopes. Work house and institutions are also portrayed as spot of brutality 

and demoralize, where the stricken are demanded to reside and toil in swap for minimum support.   

  

Social commentary and reform  

       Victorian literature is famed for its coruscating social commentary, which worked as a cause for ameliorate 

throughout a period of huge social, economic, and political turbulence. Writers like Charles Dickens, Elizabeth 

Gaskell, and Thomas Hardy hired their writing as an influential tool to divulge the pinnacle of Victorian society, 

including poverty, inequality, and social injustice. Through their works, they shed brightness on the disastrous 

bottom of industrialization, divulging the disreputable situations faced by the working class, the endangered, and 

the marginalized. By preparing pertinent characters and narratives, these writers enlightened the tussles of the 

persecuted, triggering compassion and offend in their bibliophile. Their writing not only reviewed the societal 

peaky of their schedule but also provoked change, impacting public thoughts and giving to momentous reforms, 

such as the Factory Acts, the Poor Law Amendment Act, and the expansion of education and voting rights. 

Through their literary ventures, Victorian authors played a crucial part in molding the social scruples of their 

period, parting an ineradicable trace on the path of history.  
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Conclusion  

        The representation of poverty in Victorian novels provides a powerful commentary on the social and 

economic issues of the time. By examining these works, we gain a deeper understanding of the complex issues 

surrounding poverty during this era and the ways in which literature can serve as a powerful tool for social 

commentary and change.  
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