Victorian Law and (Dis)Order

Victorian Crime

1. It is difficult to say what is destined to be the ultimate fate of a country in which the progress of wickedness is so much more rapid than the increase of the numbers of people. Nor is the alarming nature of the prospect diminished by the reflection, that this astonishing increase in human depravity has taken place during a period of unexampled prosperity and unprecedented progress. (“Causes of the Increase of Crime.” Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, 1844)

2. It is clear that we have not yet found out what to do with our criminals. We neither reform them, nor hang them, nor keep them under lock and key, nor ship them off to the Antipodes. Our moral sewage is neither deodorised nor floated out to sea, but remains in the midst of us polluting and poisoning our own air. (Saturday Review, 30 August 1862)

3. It was in this horrible neighbourhood that the youth was now wandering. He was evidently shocked at the idea that human beings could dwell in such fetid and unwholesome dens; for he gazed with wonder, disgust, and alarm upon the houses on either side. It seemed as if he had never beheld until now a labyrinth of dwellings whose very aspect appeared to speak of hideous poverty and fearful crime. (G. W. M. Reynolds, The Mysteries of London, 1844-1848)

Victorian Attitudes to Crime

4. The Garrotters and their species have displayed themselves in the true colours of their class as the profound enemies of the human race, and their outrages must be suppressed before society can take time to consider how far any imperfect social condition is responsible for their perversity. (Times, 30 December 1862)

5. Such a man as this is a reversion to an old savage type, and is born by accident in the wrong century. He would have had sufficient scope for his bloodthirsty propensities, and been in harmony with his environment, in a barbaric age, or at the present day in certain parts of Africa, but he cannot be tolerated now as a member of a civilized society. (Daniel Tuke, “Case of Moral Insanity.” Journal of Mental Science, 1885)
6. Though Bill Sykes murders Nancy, it is Fagin who is legally executed as an accessory before the fact to a murder he did not actually—that is to say, physically—commit. Arguably Fagin dies not for what he does but for what he is. […] By separating intent from act, Dickens enacts a gap that, like the tensions between conduct and character, upsets our assumptions about criminal responsibility. (Rodensky, 37) [Oliver Twist 1837-1839]
Crime in Victorian Literature

7. The sensation novel, be it trash or something worse, is usually a tale of our own times. Proximity is, indeed, one great element of sensation. It is necessary to be near a mine to be blown up by its explosion; and a tale which aims to be electrifying the nerves of the reader is never thoroughly effective unless the scene be laid in our own days and among the people we are in a habit of meeting. (Henry Mansel, “Sensation Novels.” Quarterly Review, April 1862)
8. There is a secret, generally a crime, to be discovered. There are no apparent means ofreaching the discovery. But our modern police regulations have gone so far to reduce the detection of crime to a science, and there is nothing which the public are more eager to unravel than such mysteries as every now and then fill the newspapers. (E.S. Dallas, review of Lady Audley’s Secret, Times, 18 November 1862)

9. Wherever she went she seemed to take joy and brightness with her. In the cottages of the poor, her face shone like a sunbeam. […] For you see, Miss Lucy Graham was blessed with that magic power of fascination by which a women can charm with a word or intoxicate with a smile. Every one loved, admired, and praised her. (M. E. Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret, 1861-1862, vol. 1, ch. 1)
10. When you say that I killed George Tallboys, you say the truth. When you say that I murdered him treacherously and foully, you lie. I killed him because I AM MAD! Because my intellect is a little way upon the wrong side of that boundary line between sanity and insanity. […] (Lady Audley’s Secret, vol. 3, ch. 3)
11. I resolved in my future conduct to redeem the past; and I can say with honesty that my resolve was fruitful and of some good. You know yourself how earnestly in the last months of last year I laboured to relieve suffering; you know that much was done for others, and that the days passed quietly, almost happily for myself. Nor can I truly say that I wearied of this beneficent and innocent life; I think instead that I daily enjoyed it more completely; but I was still cursed with my duality of purpose; and as the first edge of my penitence wore off, the lower side of me, so long indulged, so recently chained down, began to growl for licence. Not that I dreamed of resuscitating Hyde; the bare idea of that would startle me to frenzy: no, it was in my own person that I was once more tempted to trifle with my conscience; and it was as an ordinary secret sinner that I at last fell before the assaults of temptation. (Robert Louis Stevenson “The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde,” 1886)

12. But this murder—was it to dog him all his life? Was he always to be burdened by his past? Was he really to confess? Never. There was only one bit of evidence left against him. The picture itself—that was evidence. He would destroy it. Why had he kept it so long? Once it had given him pleasure to watch it changing and growing old. Of late he had felt no such pleasure. It had kept him awake at night. When he had been away, he had been filled with terror lest other eyes should look upon it. It had brought melancholy across his passions. Its mere memory had marred many moments of joy. It had been conscience to him. Yes, it had been conscience. He would destroy it. (Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray, 1890)
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