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Many social eritics have decrisd 2 1"-century American socistyas obsessad with thirmess.
Citing modals like Kata Moss and actrassas liks Kizrm Enightlev, these commentators danmmes
the valuz placed on thimmass and wondar sbout the affect thess imagas have on the voungar
genaration. “Todsy' s moddls,” one writer remarks, “erow mors minimal bythe dav.™ Though
this fixation on sickly basuty is sseenas a modem-dayphanomenon it is not whelly n=w. The
idzal Victorian woman, forexample was mors phmp and curvacsous, bt 195 century sosisty
valuad othar unhaalthy traits in 2 woman’s appeasrance. Examining Victorian sodaty’s attraction
to illnzss and frailty showes that valuine woman for an unh=althy appsamnes {s not anaw trand.

Women's Changing Rolz in Victorian Socisty

In a time of incraasing industrislization and urbanization, rolas of all mambars of sociaty
wara changing rapidly. Mamv man new laftthe houss to werk, and mors childrenwars in school
duea to compulsery education lawes. Whila ruml women still had farm work and wodring-class
women worksd outsida the homs, middle-and upper-class women found themsalvesathoms
with littls to contributa to the family’ s incoms. Thus, roles changad as womsenwers axpactedto
become “the primary emotions snd phvsical caretakars of their familiss.™ Artists ofthe dav,
such as Marv Cassatt, show this idsalized picture of motherho od Even as much as women wera
supposad to findthis new rolewhelly fulfilling, not all did. Somewomsn did baein to wod:
outsidz thehoms for political causas suchas promoting womsan's suffragz or 2nding child labor.
This firstwave of faminismprovidad an cutlat for s oms frustrated wroman. Thacommon
illnzsses and complaints oftha day show that many other woman focused their unhappinass
inward, to the peint ofmakine themsslvesill, or appaarill. Disordars suchas dvspapsia hysteris

brain faver, and “the vapors’ wers applisd mostly to women or, in someecasas, axelusivaly to

Pe2lliz Tisdale, A Weight that Woman Carry” Harper's Migen e, March 1923, in The Gengration af s, od.
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