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Victorian England, a period marked by strict social mores and a burgeoning industrial society, presented a
complex landscape for issues surrounding gender, sexuality, and morality. The era's approach to prostitution
and the often-overlooked phenomenon of instrumental rape reveal a society grappling with the
implications of its own values. Jared William Carter, a figure who has contributed to the discourse
surrounding these topics, provides insights into how societal attitudes shaped the experiences of women
during this tumultuous time. This article will explore the prevalence of prostitution, the concept of

instrumental rape, and the societal responses that emerged in Victorian England.

Prostitution in Victorian England

The Victorian era is often characterized by a stark dichotomy between public morality and private vice.
Prostitution was a pervasive reality, driven by economic necessity, social constraints, and gender

inequality.

1. The Nature of Prostitution

Prostitution during this period was not monolithic but rather a spectrum that included various forms:

- Street Prostitution: Women who solicited clients on the streets, often driven by dire economic situations.
- Brothels: Establishments where women provided sexual services, typically regulated by local authorities.
- Courtesans: Women who engaged in relationships with wealthy men, often providing companionship

alongside sexual services.

The motivations for women entering prostitution were diverse. Economic hardship, lack of employment

opportunities, and familial obligations were significant factors pushing women into this line of work.

2. Societal Attitudes Towards Prostitution

Victorian society held ambivalent views toward prostitution:

- Moral Outrage: Prostitution was often condemned as a moral failing, reflecting a broader societal anxiety



about sexual propriety.

- Necessary Evil: Some viewed it as an inevitable aspect of society, necessary to protect 'respectable’ women
from the advances of men.

- Victim Blaming: Women in prostitution were often blamed for their circumstances, seen as morally

corrupt rather than victims of economic and social pressures.

These conflicting attitudes led to a complex legal and social framework around prostitution, with varying

degrees of regulation and punishment.

Instrumental Rape: A Disturbing Reality

The term "instrumental rape" refers to sexual assault that is committed with a clear intent beyond mere
sexual gratification. In Victorian England, this concept intersected with the realities of prostitution and

broader societal views on sex and violence.

1. Defining Instrumental Rape

Instrumental rape can be characterized by several defining features:

- Utilitarian Approach: The act is committed for a specific purpose, such as exerting power, control, or
fulfilling a desire for domination.

- Contextual Factors: Often occurs in contexts where the victim is perceived as vulnerable or marginalized,
such as in cases involving sex workers.

- Legal Ambiguities: The legal definitions of rape during this period were often narrow, failing to

encompass the full range of sexual violence that women experienced.

2. Victims and Perpetrators

Victims of instrumental rape in Victorian England were often women involved in prostitution. The power

dynamics inherent in their work made them particularly vulnerable:

- Economic Dependency: Many women relied on their clients for financial support, creating a power
imbalance.

- Social Isolation: The stigma associated with prostitution often left women without support networks to
turn to for help.

- Legal Vulnerability: The legal system frequently failed to protect women in prostitution, often siding

with male perpetrators or dismissing their claims.



Perpetrators were often men who viewed women as disposable and used sexual violence as a means of

asserting dominance.

Legal Framework and Social Responses

The Victorian legal framework surrounding prostitution and sexual violence was fraught with

contradictions.

1. The Criminal Law

The laws governing sexual violence were often inadequate and inconsistently applied:

- Narrow Definition of Rape: The legal definition of rape focused primarily on the concept of consent, often
ignoring the complexities of coercion.
- Prostitution and Consent: The prevailing belief that women involved in prostitution were inherently

consenting to sexual acts complicated legal interpretations of rape.

The Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885 attempted to address some issues surrounding sexual offenses

but did not fundamentally alter the societal perceptions of women in prostitution.

2. Social Campaigns and Reform Movements

In response to the troubling realities of prostitution and sexual violence, various social reform movements

emerged:

- The Contagious Diseases Acts: Introduced to control venereal disease, these laws targeted women in
prostitution and often led to forced medical examinations, reflecting a moral panic rather than genuine
concern for women's health.

- The Abolitionist Movement: Led by figures like Josephine Butler, this movement sought to end the
regulation of prostitution and advocate for women's rights and welfare.

- Victorian Feminism: The emergence of feminist thought during this period began to challenge prevailing

notions of gender and sexuality, pushing for greater recognition of women's autonomy and rights.

These movements highlighted the need for systemic change and sought to address the underlying issues of

gender inequality and societal attitudes toward women.



The Legacy of Victorian Attitudes

The issues of prostitution and instrumental rape in Victorian England have had lasting implications for

contemporary discussions surrounding gender and sexual violence.

1. Continued Stigma and Discrimination

The stigma associated with sex work persists today, often complicating efforts to support individuals

involved in the industry. Women who engage in sex work still face societal judgment and legal challenges.

2. Evolving Legal Definitions

Modern legal frameworks have expanded the definitions of sexual violence and assault, acknowledging the
complexities of consent and coercion. However, challenges remain in ensuring that all victims receive

adequate protection and support.

3. Feminist Perspectives

Contemporary feminist discourse continues to grapple with the legacy of Victorian attitudes, advocating for

the rights of women and a more nuanced understanding of consent and agency in sexual relationships.

Conclusion

The exploration of prostitution and instrumental rape in Victorian England, as articulated by Jared William
Carter, reveals a society grappling with the implications of its own moral framework. The experiences of
women during this era highlight the intersections of gender, power, and violence, providing critical
insights into ongoing discussions about sexual violence and women's rights. The legacy of these issues
continues to resonate today, underscoring the need for continued advocacy, legal reform, and societal
change. By examining the past, we can better understand the present and work towards a more equitable

and just future for all individuals.

Frequently Asked Questions



What were the societal attitudes towards prostitution in Victorian
England as discussed by Jared William Carter?

Jared William Carter highlights that Victorian society viewed prostitution with a mix of moral
condemnation and fascination, often stigmatizing women involved while simultaneously relying on their

existence to uphold male sexual needs.

How does Carter connect instrumental rape to the broader context of

gender and power in Victorian England?

Carter argues that instrumental rape was often a manifestation of the patriarchal power dynamics in
Victorian England, where women's bodies were seen as commodities, and their consent was frequently

disregarded in favor of male desires.

What impact did the legal framework of the time have on the
experiences of women involved in prostitution according to Carter's

research?

Carter indicates that the legal framework in Victorian England often failed to protect women in
prostitution, allowing for exploitation and violence while reinforcing societal norms that marginalized these

women's rights and autonomy.

In what ways does Carter illustrate the intersection of class and

prostitution in Victorian society?

Carter illustrates that class played a significant role in the experiences of prostitutes, with working-class
women often facing harsher conditions and greater societal scorn, while middle-class women involved in

prostitution could sometimes escape stigma due to their social status.

‘What solutions or reforms did Carter suggest were necessary to address
the issues surrounding prostitution and instrumental rape in Victorian
England?

Carter suggests that reforms should focus on comprehensive legal protections for women, societal education
to challenge the stigma surrounding prostitution, and support systems to empower women to escape cycles

of exploitation.
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