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Note on the Text

All references to the Sherlock Holmes stories are taken from the Penguin
Complete Sherlock Holmes (London: Penguin, 1981). In English alone,
‘jujitsu’ has a variety of spellings, including ‘jiu-jitsu’ and ‘ju-jutsu’.
I have used the Japanese spelling of ‘jujitsu’ instead of the Westernized
form, ‘ju-jitsu’. Japanese names are anglicized, with forenames first, fol-
lowed by the surname, as this is how they were often referred to in the
Edwardian texts [ have examined.
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Introduction

When the young actress, Elizabeth Robins, came to London in late
1888, her father was concerned for her safety during her ‘wanderings
about the modern Babylon’ and considered that in London the ‘hours
and places of danger’ were more numerous ‘than in New York’.! Over a
hundred years later, my own mother expressed similar concerns when
I told her I wanted to study in London. She suggested I enrol in a
women’s self-defence class she had seen advertised on television.

Instead of hand-to-hand combat, the course emphasized crime pre-
vention. In Britain, the use of mace spray for civilian self-defence is ille-
gal so improvisation, based on the dictates of ‘reasonable self-defence’,
is necessary. Say ‘no’ with confidence, never give telephone callers the
impression you live on your own, do not listen to your iPod with both
ears deaf to the world, never wear clothing bearing your name and carry
the number of a taxi company. To stall an assailant in their tracks ask
them a ridiculous question to baffle them to buy time for escape or use
a personal attack alarm which will ‘scream’ for you. We did learn palm-
heel strikes and successfully defaced a number of polystyrene heads
whilst experimenting in ways of gouging out an attacker’s eyes. Some
of the activities raised intriguing points. We trembled at the thought of
biting an attacker or piercing their eyes. How would we respond in a
real-life situation, in darkness, amidst surges of adrenaline? Were we too
civilized to injure, too nice to defend our own lives? Why, as one par-
ticipant put it, were we suddenly behaving like ‘prim, Victorian ladies’?
It seemed natural to ask, therefore, if ladies living during the Victorian
era and pre-war years really were so unable or too squeamish to protect
themselves. )

This book investigates the everyday dangers facing British, middle-
class women from the mid-Victorian era until the outbreak of World
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2 Femininity, Crime and Self-Defence in Victorian Literature and Society

War L. In the age of self-help, novels were a form of self-instruction.
A study devoted to women'’s self-defence in Victorian and Edwardian
literature and history is long overdue in the light of the number of
classic bocks which have raised important issues in this area: Judith’s
Walkowitz’s City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in
Late-Victorian London (1992), Lucy Bland’s Banishing the Beast: English
Feminism and Sexual Morality, 1885-1914 (1995), Lynda Nead's Victorian
Babylon: People, Strects and Images in Nineteenth-Century London (2000),
Bleak Houses: Marital Violence in Victorian Literature (2005) by Lisa
Surridge and Antonia Raeburn’s The Militant Suffragettes (1973). Shani
D’Cruze’s Crimes of Outrage: Sex, Violence and Victorian Working Women
(1998) considers how- working women defended themselves with
pokers, clogs, rolling pins and chairs, against intruders who ‘assaulted’
them and how they used the court to reclaim their reputations. I will,
in the main, be considering civilian women of the middling classes
in this book as I focused on bourgeois manliness in my last volume.
Literature — both fiction and nonfiction - is a contemporary source of
public opinion and describes the little incidents in women's lives which
would not have found their way into courts but nonetheless affected
how they felt about themselves and their surroundings. While a novel
might be widely studied for its trenchant critique of marriage laws or
sex trafficking, it is the smaller events which are also of interest here.
One of the few works to look at a specific self-defence scenario in wom-
en’s literature is Stevie Davies’s introduction to The Tenant of Wildfell
Hall (1848), in which she argues that Helen Huntingdon defends herself
against her odious husband’s houseguest and would-be rapist by point-
ing her palette knife at him.? The palette knife is a symbol of Helen’s
profession, and represents her industrious, creative nature as opposed
_to the broken clasp knives and split razors she finds lying around, the
products of misdirected, self-destructive masculine anger.

My book is a sister volume to Masculinity, Crime and Self-Defence in
Victorian Literature (2010) where 1 argued that methods of minimally
aggressive forms of protection were explored and more widely adopted
as a response to the increasing severity with which interpersonal vio-
lence was regarded. As one mid-Victorian commentator announced:
‘The fist has expelled the sword and pistol’.3 A gentleman was gener-
ally expected to able to defend himself or to protect the weaker sex.
The Gentleman’s Book of Manners (c. 1881), stated that ‘[w]omen are
not endowed with the power of defending themselves, like men. They
must not resort to violence, either in word or deed. They are compelled
to use a certain delicacy of manner'.* The use of the knife was widely
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considered to be unpatriotic, sly and underhand. In Sarah Grand's The
Heavenly Twins (1893) the boy, Diavolo, uses a penknife to defend his
twin sister from attack from make-believe monsters but he accidentally
stabs himself. While pistols were still carried it was physical and mental
self-defence that tested manliness. A man was particularly lauded if he
could box well, adhere to principles of fair play and not shout ‘take
that!’ at his assailant. Self-control was key. Understatement became a
performance in itself. By venturing out into the world, the archetypal
man tested himself, his mental and physical strength and sought to har-
ness the aggressive side of his nature to positive effect. Could the reverse
be claimed of women who were expected to be domesticated?

Hot-House Flowers

Ruskin’s seminal daydream, ‘Of Queen’s Gardens’ (1865), was a feelgood
text for the middle-class wife, glorifying her role as her husband’s assis-
tant as ‘the centre of order, the balm of distress, and the mirror of beauty’
(“Of Queen's Gardens’, p. 120). The essay extolled the separate spheres,
advocating that wives be educated only so far as necessary to assist their
husbands, that they should look after their homes and let their husbands
fight in the dusty city for the trophies of commerce. Consequently,
according to Andrew Dowling, a woman who was ‘protected in her
domestic sphere had less depth as a person’ and ‘was more of a child,
or a saint, because she had not battled the dark forces of desire and pain
that the representative man battled, and overcame, everyday’.> Ruskin
argued that ‘[tlhe man’s power is active, progressive, defensive’ and he
is ‘eminently the doer, the creator, the discoverer, the defender’ (‘Of
Queen’s Gardens’, p. 99). Women should do more to quell men’s need to
fight. As he said, a ‘woman’s power is for rule, not for battle’ (‘Of Queen’s
Gardens’, p. 99). However, her work in the home has ramifications for
public life, namely she is responsible for ‘the beautiful adornment of the
state’ (‘Of Queen’s Gardens’, p. 120). Of course, the idea that all middie-
class women never ventured forth alone is a myth. Even Ruskin’s essay
admits that women might step outside the house gates, ‘where order is
more difficult, distress more imminent, loveliness more rare’ (‘Of Queen’s
Gardens’, pp. 120-121) and that perhaps they might wish to: ‘[Ulnless
she herself has sought it [a woman] need enter no danger, no temptation,
no cause of error or offence’ (‘Of Queen’s Gardens’, p. 100). But the ideal
of the ‘separate spheres’ nevertheless pervaded late-Victorian culture;
it was widely believed that only men should venture into the fog and
murky city to earn money while wives sweetened the home.



