
 
 

Abstract  

Victorian women certainly faced various limitations that Victorian men did not, 

including limited job opportunities, education possibilities, and social expectations. This 

essay explores the place women had in Victorian society and compares it to the strong 

female characters in Lewis Carroll's books about Alice. The first book is Alice's 

Adventures in Wonderland, published in 1865, and the second book is Through the 

Looking - Glass and What Alice Found There, published in 1871. Both books allow 

readers to enter a young girl's imagination as she travels to fascinating worlds filled 

with exciting characters and peculiar settings. In the first book, Alice enters the 

enchanted world of Wonderland, and in the second, Alice journeys through a looking-

glass, where she ends up in another incredible place. The essay compares the 

expectations put on women regarding education, imagination, and knowledge and how 

Alice opposes these expectations. Men were considered the superior gender during the 

1800s. The primary purpose for women in the Victorian period was to find a husband 

and start a family; women who desired anything more were outcasts. Thus, the fact that 

Alice enjoys acquiring knowledge and exploring her imagination made both books 

daring for the era. By carefully considering the protagonist, this paper looks at how 

Alice portrays a strong, fearless, and curious girl who likes learning and experiencing 

new things. It further examines the pressures and expectations that women during the 

Victorian era faced and how that influenced Lewis Carroll's infamous character, Alice. 

Even though Alice is only seven years old, she possesses qualities such as 

independence, curiousness, and bravery, making her a remarkably influential female 

character. Finally, this work also explores how Alice threatens the social norms of the 

period, and how Carroll uses satire to comment on specific political beliefs such as 

gender roles, manners, and etiquette.  
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Introduction 

Lewis Carroll published Alice's Adventures in Wonderland in 1865, as well as 

publishing a sequel in 1871 titled Through the Looking - Glass and What Alice Found 

There. Both books are still to this day widely known as great pieces of children's 

literature and contain subjects and storylines that often also appeal to adults. Alice 

creates these incredible settings and characters through her imagination and her dreams. 

The first book follows Alice's eventful journey into Wonderland's enchanted world, 

filled with beautiful creatures, and magnificent environments, accessed through a rabbit 

hole. Furthermore, Alice also enters a magical world in the second book through a 

looking-glass where she continues her adventures with some of the same peculiar 

characters and beautiful settings, but she also finds new experiences and personas. Alice 

is a curious and adventurous child who also represents a strong, educated, and confident 

female character, therefore threatening the ideals and expectations by which Victorian 

women lived daily. She enjoys exploring new things, and she is excellent at tackling 

obstacles that come her way and is usually not afraid of the consequences, at least not 

for long. As mentioned, entering Wonderland in the first book, Alice encounters various 

interesting characters, such as the white rabbit wearing a waistcoat, a Hookah-Smoking 

Caterpillar, The Cheshire Cat, the King and Queen of Hearts, and several others. 

Throughout the book, she meets these unique characters, developing new friendships 

and outlooks on the journey of life; most of them teach her various life lessons; some 

are helpful, others not. Each character is bringing her something new and exciting to 

experience, an obstacle she either decides to tackle or escape, often depending on her 

priorities and goals at the time. The stories introduce multiple peculiar settings, along 

the lines of a seemingly never-ending rabbit hole, a perpetual tea-time with the Mad 

Hatter and the March Hare, and a trial for the Knave who allegedly stole the Queen's 

tarts, a life-size game of chess, and numerous others. These intriguing incidents actively 

demonstrate that entertaining storylines and memorable characters define the peculiarity 

of both books mentioned above. Along with the storylines and compelling characters, 

each book puts forth progressive narratives representing female empowerment and 

contains elements such as the unacknowledged intelligence of women, bravery, and 

humor of women, all of which threaten the Victorian ideals and expectations projected 

on women by Victorian society.  
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Women's role in society and literature during the Victorian Era was undoubtedly 

quite different from the diverse female characters known in literature in the twenty-first 

century and the place women have in modern-day society. There are some drastic 

differences between what women had to put up with during the 1800s and what modern 

women, fortunately, have gained regarding job opportunities, the importance of social 

class, educational opportunities, their place in the home, and numerous others. 

Challenges that Victorian female writers experienced include not being able or allowed 

to become writers, hence women disguised themselves as male authors, much like the 

Brontë sisters and Mary Ann Evans, who wrote under male pseudonyms. Women had 

significantly different roles from men during the 1800s, especially considering what 

society expected of them and their intentions and aspirations. Women were supposed to 

be gentle and emotional; their primary purpose was to find a husband, aspire to 

marriage, and have children (Altick 50-57). Men were considered the superior gender 

during the Victorian period; intelligence and aggressiveness defined them, and they 

were expected to work for the household and were seen as the family's head (Altick 50-

57). Thus, creating a character like Alice who, even though she is merely a child, has 

goals and aspirations beyond these expectations and wants things that threaten Victorian 

standards was considered bizarre when the books were published. Also, Carroll made 

multiple comedic protests on the Victorian ideals throughout both books, concerning 

matters such as manners, intelligence, etiquette, and the importance of women 

possessing ladylike attributes. Another important but less obvious way Carroll mocks 

Victorian ideals in the stories is that Alice is afraid of growing up as she fears the 

expectations put on young women at the time, and she does not want a life absent of 

curiosity and imagination to be her reality. Her fear and confusion of growing up are 

presented in the foods that make Alice either grow or shrink, depending on what she 

feels is right. Therefore, she actively protests these standards when she stands up for 

herself, her education, and her intelligence by believing in herself and her capabilities.  

Keeping in mind how society viewed women during the Victorian era, choosing 

to have a young female as the main character of a literary work was perhaps quite 

unusual, especially since Alice is such an influential, independent, and capable young 

girl. Possessing qualities such as bravery, fearlessness, and determination, Alice is an 

extraordinary character. Lewis Carroll could have easily chosen to make an adventurous 
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and fearless young boy as the main character of the stories, and during the 19th century, 

that would have been more logical, but he made the bold decision to make Alice the 

main character. By doing so, he mocks both Victorian gender roles and the notion that 

kids, especially young girls, should have no imagination and that it certainly holds no 

value in life (Lee "Education's Role in the Alice Books"). This feature indeed 

influenced the young Victorian girls who would read the books and the young girls who 

read the books today, as well as those who will read them in the future. Having a book 

that showed nineteenth-century-women the power of their imagination, intelligence, 

confidence, and curiousness was surely quite incredible. Alice is an educated, confident 

and adventurous character, all of which qualities considered unusual for a female during 

the Victorian era; looking at both Alice books, she is an influential figure who threatens 

Victorian women's standards and expectations. 

 

The Role of Women in 19th Century Society and Literature  

The role women had in the 1800s and what society expected of them are highly 

different from what women now know and represent. Widely different opportunities 

regarding jobs, education, and freedom to express an opinion are only a fraction of the 

differences Victorian women faced in contrast with the opportunities modern women 

have. Indeed, the treatment of women in the Victorian era depended mainly on their 

families' social and economic status, as Murdoch mentions in his book: "Moreover, the 

very ideals of womanhood as well as women's daily experiences varied depending on 

class, religion, race, age, and locality" (xviii). For instance, women who were middle-

class or eventually married middle-class men, resulting in them becoming middle-class 

women, would be referred to by society as ladies. However, the women who did not 

belong to the middle-class by family or marriage were addressed or called "woman," 

not "lady," thus dividing these women by their social classes. Newton addresses this 

divide briefly; "Victorian women, therefore, were not only divided between "ladies" and 

"women," categories which signified as much gender as economic and social meaning" 

(Newton 21). 

Another expectation put on women and wives by society was that they were required 

to take care of their children and their husbands, both physically and emotionally:  
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Not only was the Victorian wife expected to nurture her children physically and 

emotionally, but she was to nurture her husband emotionally as well. This sort of 

imperative to nurture, then, has been in existence for at least a century (Becker 101).  

Therefore, the mother was responsible for maintaining a good emotional state for every 

family member as well as her own emotional state, making her a crucial element to 

maintaining a steady and healthy environment for her children and husband. If these 

women belonged to the lower classes, who rarely had outside help such as servants or 

governesses, the expectations were higher. Added responsibilities such as keeping a 

neat home, overseeing the children's homework, and maintaining necessary 

maintenance around the household, signify only a fraction of added obligations placed 

on the lower classes' wives. Therefore, social classes determined living conditions, and 

lifestyles affected the ability to hire servants and governesses, which increased the 

responsibility put on these women. As is mentioned in the article on social class on 

the Victorian Web: "Different social classes can be (and were by the classes themselves) 

distinguished by inequalities in such areas as power, authority, wealth, working and 

living conditions, life-styles, life-span, education, religion, and culture" (Cody "Social 

Class"). This excerpt shows that many factors contributed to which social class people 

belonged to and portrays the inequalities often experienced by lower and working 

classes. 

Until the end of the 19th century, the second any woman attempted to challenge 

the social norms of only being a homemaker and caregiver, she was quickly reminded 

of her place in society. The female brain was considered weaker, and it supposedly 

could not comprehend the information needed in any profession as properly as the male 

brain could. Therefore, the opportunities to excel in any career other than a school 

teacher, servant, or governess were not an option for Victorian women. Secondly, solely 

based on them being female, women were advised not to mingle unnecessarily with the 

men, simply because it was ultimately a man's world, and women were only supposed 

to be living in it, unnoticed (Altick 54). Inevitably, this must have hindered many 

Victorian women from feeling comfortable with sharing their thoughts, ideas, and 

emotions. Thus, for Carroll to have written Alice as such an outspoken character was 

quite innovative for literature at the time. Alice having the courage to share her thoughts 

and the confidence to stick up for what she believes in was impressive and unusual for a 
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female in literature and real-life during the time of publication. Due to a lack of trust 

and confidence in women at the time, their job and career options were minimal. Job 

options for women were so limited at the time due to the fact that the only expectation 

put on women was becoming homemakers, taking care of the husband and kids, 

preferably nothing else:  

Nevertheless, until the last decades of the century almost the only occupation open to 

women of good family but reduced circumstances was teaching, as a schoolmistress 

(Charlotte and Emily Brontë) or, more likely, as a governess in a private family (Jane 

Eyre). In either case, the work was hard and the teacher's social status was as low as 

her pay; in most homes governesses ranked with the superior servants (Altick 55). 

This passage actively demonstrates the limited options and opportunities women during 

the 19th century so clearly had. A woman could become either a teacher or governess 

for a family; even then, people would judge her because, ultimately, women's primary 

purpose in life was supposed to be taking care of their homes and families. Families that 

belonged to the higher social classes were highly selective when it came to hiring 

servants and governesses; for this particular reason, working-class women rarely had 

the opportunity to become governesses for these families. Families of the higher classes 

did not trust working-class women to oversee their children's care, upbringing, and 

education (Adam 118). Additionally, most middle-class women had relatively high 

standards for jobs they were willing to do, and reputation impacted this significantly. 

Therefore, after most middle-class families and individuals found themselves destitute, 

the only viable option for the women was becoming governesses. They surely were not 

going to be caught working in shops or factories, so their only option was to work for a 

wealthier family as a governess (Hughes "The Figure of the Governess"). During the 

nineteenth century, there were a few different ideas as to what being a governess meant: 

"In mid-nineteenth century usage, the term "governess" could refer to a woman who 

taught in a school, a woman who lived at home and traveled to her employer's house to 

teach (called a "daily governess"). Or a woman who lived in her employer's home and 

who taught the children and served as a companion to them" (Peterson 8). Therefore, 

although the meaning or definition of being a governess varied, job options for women 

were confined to some form of school teacher or governess. 
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Unquestionably, being a male brought infinitely more opportunities in life, from 

education to job possibilities and overall freedom to pursue hopes and dreams. Men 

were the superior gender during the Victorian era; as Altick states, "woman was inferior 

to man in all ways except the unique one that counted most (to a man): her femininity. 

Ultimately, this meant that women always lived in the shadows of either their fathers, 

brothers, and, eventually, their husbands. Her place was in the home" (Altick 54). This 

quotation from Altick notes that women always lived in the shadow of the men around 

them. As is touched upon in Hughes's article; 

Wives, daughters and sisters were left at home all day to oversee the domestic duties 

that were increasingly carried out by servants. From the 1830s, women started to 

adopt the crinoline, a huge bell-shaped skirt that made it virtually impossible to clean 

a grate or sweep the stairs without tumbling over ("Gender Roles").  

Therefore, whether a woman was a housewife, daughter, sister, or servant, her place 

was always in the home. The duties around the home just depended on the women's 

marital and often social status. As Hughes mentions, women were expected to crave and 

daydream about marriage and what that meant for them and their lives. This dream 

would allow them to become mothers eventually, which was supposedly the primary 

goal for these women. However, they were advised not to actively show their desire for 

marriage and their want or need to obtain a man too eagerly because that could suggest 

that they wanted to pursue sexual or emotional pleasure (Hughes "Gender Roles").  

As mentioned, what was important when it came to women and men was their 

appearance and how they presented themselves to society. Women were supposed to 

prioritize beauty, no matter what social class they belonged to. The outward appearance 

of men, on the other hand, such as clothes, was often a lot more bland and unimportant 

during the nineteenth century because that was not considered necessary for males 

(Silver 28). Women's clothing was merely made for beauty and attractive purposes, not 

with the intent of being comfortable moving or working in because, ultimately, society 

expected nothing else of women except being pretty and maintaining the household. In 

contrast, men's clothing was made for working, moving, and beauty or attractiveness 

was certainly not as big of a factor or was not considered a factor at all (Silver 28).  

One interesting difference between literature from the Victorian era and modern-

day literature is the descriptive words used for male and female characters. For instance, 
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the words used for describing female characters in literature during the 1800s often 

involved wardrobe or appearance. The vast difference between the words used in 

literature to describe or narrate female characters and male characters is striking. The 

majority of the words commonly used while describing a female character during the 

Victorian era were dress, silk, lace, hair, gown, ribbon, and satin, whereas words such as 

cavalry, enemy, soldiers, troops, attack, officers, and advanced are common when 

narrating male characters (Jockers 755-759). Unmistakably, the most common 

descriptive words used mainly focused on the specific gender roles of the century. 

Unlike the 1800s, descriptions, and narratives between the female and male genders 

have drastically changed in twenty-first-century literature, and authors continually 

incorporate more genders and non-binary characters. Modern authors are assuredly not 

as restrained when it comes to descriptive words for the genders since gender roles have 

drastically changed since the 1800s. Today's authors do not limit their writing to these 

gendered and often outdated words used to narrative female and male characters. Most 

modern-day writers also make sure each gender is not stereotyped, with neither one 

made to seem weaker or not as capable as the other genders and characters.  

Most of the literature published during the 1800s represented Victorian women's 

place in society and the home astonishingly well, with a few exceptions, such as Alice's 

Adventures in Wonderland, and Through the Looking - Glass and What Alice Found 

There. Notably, most Victorian novels perfectly represented the reality of the limited 

job options, education, and lack of opportunities women had at the time. As Srayisah 

mentions, "More and more novels focused heavily on traditional, typical Victorian 

female characters and their interactions" (141). Classic Victorian literature pieces such 

as Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë and Great Expectations by Charles Dickens come to 

mind. Both Jane Eyre and Great Expectations represent the different opportunities open 

to women and men excellently during the Victorian era. These books present relevant 

topics such as women not having equal job opportunities to men other than teacher or 

servant, marriage ideals and laws, different classes and their place in society, and being 

allowed an education, which was only a part of the problems and obstacles Victorian 

women faced daily (Vicinus ix). Also, as was previously mentioned, women writers 

experienced in the world of Victorian literature a great deal of unfairness such as not 

being able and allowed to become writers and thus having to pretend to be male authors, 
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much like the Brontë sisters and Mary Ann Evans did who wrote under male 

pseudonyms. Even though  Alice's Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking 

- Glass are books written by a male Victorian author, they are great examples of 

literature that opposed the ideal Victorian storylines. By using satire, Caroll made sure 

his books about Alice are not confined to the classic Victorian literature 

expectations. Satire, by definition, is a way of commenting, criticizing, or opposing 

people or ideas in a playful and witty way, primarily used to make a political point 

("Satire"). Throughout both of his books about Alice, Carroll uses satire to comment on 

different political issues and social constructs such as children's imagination and 

appointed gender roles. 

 

Female Empowerment in the First Book 

Quickly after reading Alice's Adventures in Wonderland, one takes note of how 

adventurous, bold, and independent Alice's character is. Immediately on page two of the 

book Alice decides to follow the rabbit down the rabbit hole without clearly thinking it 

through, as the book mentions, "never once considering how in the world she was to get 

out again "(Carroll 16). She decides to follow the rabbit out of curiosity, never doubting 

herself and her capabilities of tackling any obstacle that may come her way, which is 

motivating and sets a great example for young readers. This excellent start to the book 

and Alice's mission to get into Wonderland is also the perfect example of how she 

opposes Victorian ideals, showing bravery, curiosity, and independence. Alice is 

wonderfully independent; she tackles every obstacle that comes her way with strength 

and resilience. This excerpt from the text portrays greatly how independent and goal-

oriented Alice truly is:" 'The first thing I've got to do,' said Alice to herself, as she 

wandered about in the woods, 'is to grow to my right size again, and the second thing is 

to find my way into that lovely garden. I think that will be the best plan'" (Carroll 45). 

She addresses the obstacle at hand, which unmistakably is that she needs to figure out 

how to grow to her correct size again; then, Alice can continue her adventure into the 

beautiful garden, which she is so curious and excited to explore. Interestingly, following 

her decision on what her next step should be, she wonders about the execution of her 

plan: "It sounded an excellent plan, no doubt, and very neatly and simply arranged; the 

only difficulty was, that she had not the smallest idea how to set about it" (Carroll 45). 
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Even though her plan is flawed, Alice never once doubts her ability to figure it out, 

which is an excellent quality to have, especially for a young girl growing up in the 

Victorian era. It shows a great example of just how trusting Alice is in her decision-

making and how fearless she tends to be. Even though Alice sometimes regrets and 

wonders why she decided to go down the rabbit-hole, her curiousness drives her:  

'It was much pleasanter at home, 'thought poor Alice, 'when one wasn't always 

growing larger and smaller, and being ordered about by mice and rabbits. I almost 

wish I hadn't gone down that rabbit-hole - and yet - and yet - it's rather curious, you 

know, this sort of life!'  (Carroll 41).  

This excerpt represents exceptionally how independent and goal-oriented Alice is; even 

though she feels defeated at the moment, her curiousness drives her to continue her 

adventures. She is curious to see what continuing her adventure into the beautiful 

garden may bring her; the possibility of new experiences and acquiring further 

knowledge excites her.  

Alice's incessant need to continuously flaunt her knowledge about anything and 

everything is the perfect example of how she protests the social norm of women not 

being allowed to learn and explore their interests during the 1800s. As was previously 

mentioned, education mainly focused on manners, language, and etiquette, and 

continuing education for women was unnecessary after acquiring a husband. Alice 

values education, knowledge, manners, and kindness, which is the perfect mixture of 

accepting and protesting Victorian views and ideals of what women were supposed to 

be. Even though she is a young girl, her having such great confidence and not being 

afraid of taking up space in situations is the perfect representation of a strong female 

character in literature during the era. She never hesitates to express her opinion, whether 

she feels someone is being mistreated or even if she feels that her advice is not taken 

seriously, making her a brave and inspiring character for anyone who reads the books, 

regardless of age, time, or upbringing. Alice indeed uses every opportunity to flaunt her 

knowledge even on occasions where no one is even around to listen to her or learn from 

her, and supposedly, she does so to practice:  

Let me see: that would be four thousand miles down, I think - ' (for, you see, Alice 

had learnt several things of this sort in her lessons in the schoolroom, and though this 
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was not a very good opportunity for showing off her knowledge, as there was no one 

to listen to her, still it was good practice to say it over)' (Carroll 16). 

 This passage introduces a new side to Alice, showing that she perfects and tests her 

knowledge even though no one is around to listen, which is quite advanced for someone 

her age. Alice continuously expands her intelligent side, which protests the belief that 

women should not grow intellectually during the 1800s, especially not after acquiring a 

husband. Society even made up a nickname for women who decided to pursue their 

dreams and believed their intellect was worth more than just being stuck as either a 

housewife or governess: "No-one wanted to be called a 'blue-stocking, the name given 

to women who had devoted themselves too enthusiastically to intellectual pursuits" 

(Hughes "Gender Roles"). The fact that a nickname existed during the 1800s for women 

who wanted to use their minds proves that even though Alice actively demonstrates the 

qualities of a middle-class Victorian school girl; she additionally often protests these 

ideals. 

By meeting various fascinating personalities throughout the book, Alice grows 

as a person and friend. She overcomes the barriers her adventures often bring her with 

wonder and confidence, even when these obstacles seem too big to conquer. For 

instance, when Alice encounters the giant puppy after finally entering the wonderful 

garden she so longed to experience, she quickly decides to pick up a stick to distract the 

dog as a solution for her to escape and continue her adventures into the garden (Carroll 

46). Despite being a lot smaller than the dog in size, she shows courage and intellect, 

making her noticeably larger as a character and, therefore, a powerful female figure. 

Regardless of often feeling like giving up, Alice brings herself to finish what she started 

and solve whatever it is that stands in the way of her achieving her goals and aspirations 

at the time. Thus, she would not let a giant puppy get in the way of her intention to enter 

the beautiful garden and explore it. Throughout the book, Alice uses her intellect and 

confidence to conquer the obstacles brought her way by events, mishaps, or other 

characters she meets in the story. Especially when she feels like her knowledge can be 

put to fair use, whether it is to solve a problem she encounters or inform other 

characters on specific issues and events, she always manages to succeed. Alice 

encounters these characters in both books, whom she often feels are absurd and not 

legitimate, and in reality, they are made up by her imagination. Alice often questions 
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these characters' realness because they rarely behave according to Victorian ideals of 

manners. They often fail to present themselves as well-behaved members of society, 

suggesting that Alice imagines these characters continuously protesting these Victorian 

ideals that she treasures. The perpetual tea-time with the Mad Hatter and the March 

Hare is an excellent example of characters in Wonderland that do not adhere to the 

Victorian rules and expectations regarding manners. 

Alice's experience with the King and Queen of hearts in the first book is quite 

eventful. Within minutes of encountering them, she recognizes that they are indeed not 

very nice people, especially taking note of the Queen's behavior towards her servants. 

However, that sparks this new side to Alice's character, where she is wild and feels this 

need to test the Queen's limits by provoking her and talking back (Gerken 3). Especially 

after Alice grows back to her correct size, she gains the courage to speak up when she 

feels the monarchs are either not being reasonable towards other characters or if she 

feels they are just blatantly rude. Alice asserts her dominance over the monarchs 

because, ultimately, they are merely a deck of cards. Although Alice does appear to be 

shocked by her boldness and ability to speak up to the Queen,"'How should I know?' 

said Alice, surprised at her own courage, 'It's no business of mine'" (Carroll 84). 

Resulting from this spiteful comment coming from Alice, the Red Queen gets furious 

and orders Alice's beheading. Even though the Queen is superior to Alice in theory, 

Alice still decides to protest this ordered beheading,"'Nonsense!' said Alice, very loudly 

and decidedly, and the Queen was silent" (Carroll 84). Here Alice is protesting the 

Queen's unfair behavior; doing so, Alice shows both great courage and confidence. This 

excerpt also touches upon the fact that speaking up for the underdog in any situation is 

extremely important to Alice. After all, Alice continues to stand up to the Queen when 

she decides shortly after to behead the guards, who were caught coloring the roses red 

after incorrectly planting white roses in the garden (Carroll 84).  

Not only were women expected to attract a husband using their beauty, 

innocence, and homemaker skills, middle-class girls learned the importance of using 

other accomplishments to lure men. Skills such as dancing, drawing, and knowledge of 

modern languages were considered a must for women. As Hughes touches upon, 

"Rather than attracting a husband through their domestic abilities, middle-class girls 

were coached in what were known as 'accomplishments.' These would be learned either 
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at boarding school or from a resident governess" (Hughes "Gender Roles"). 

Unquestionably the essential knowledge these girls acquired at school was how to 

obtain a husband successfully. One can see some of these abilities in Alice's character, 

such as how she views the importance of manners and how she presents herself to the 

world, but obtaining a man seems of no concern. Her views on the importance of 

manners are certainly something her upbringing in a middle-class Victorian household 

impacted. Throughout the book, Alice references her education and her favorite lessons, 

and most of the time, she is incredibly proud and excited about the knowledge she has 

acquired during these lessons. According to the Victorian Web, education during the 

Victorian era mainly focused on house systems, improving character, and morals (Gless 

"Public Schools as defined by the Clarendon Commission (1860s)"). After experiencing 

interactions with a few of the creatures in Wonderland, she realizes not many of them 

have been taught good manners; to her, it is essential to be polite and show kindness to 

others. Alice is fearless; she never lets any threat, difficulty, or obstacle make her feel 

less capable, at least not for long. She faces these difficulties she encounters through her 

adventure with strength and resilience. This extreme confidence in herself and her 

abilities is a perfect example of her bravery.  

One of the main strengths one notices when deciphering Alice and her character 

is her constant curiosity throughout both the first and the second books, as well as her 

persistent need to explore and acquire knowledge about something different and 

unknown to her. She values experiencing new things, both bad and good, to acquire 

more knowledge about life and her abilities to tackle it. One notices throughout the 

book that she finds many things exciting and wants to explore them further: the rabbit-

hole, the beautiful garden, the kingdom, and the life-sized game of chess, to name a 

few. One of the most famous incidents in Carroll's first book, Alice's Adventures in 

Wonderland, is when Alice says the phrase, "Curiouser and curiouser!" (Carroll 23). 

This strength that Carroll gives Alice would have been considered a weakness for 

women during the Victorian era, especially since imagination and women's intellectual 

growth was frowned upon by many. Alice uses her knowledge to portray independence, 

and she certainly enjoys learning and experiencing new things, thus opposing Victorian 

ideals of women preferably not using their minds, as Altick touches upon: "There was 

something unpleasant, even alarming, about strong-willed women who insisted on using 
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their minds" (Altick 54). As mentioned, women who wanted to explore the unknown 

and challenge social norms often faced judgments and social consequences, such as 

being excluded from society, not being wanted by any man, which was not ideal for 

women during the era. 

A great example of both Carroll using satire in the books and how Alice opposes 

women not using their minds during the 1800s is in chapter six. This incident happens 

after Alice encounters the Chesire Cat; "It was so large a house, that she did not like to 

go nearer till she had nibbled some more of the left-hand bit of mushroom and raised 

herself to about two feet high" (Carroll 69). This passage implies that Alices uses the 

food with growing abilities to tackle obstacles she is not entirely sure of how to 

undertake. Alice often uses the food that makes her either grow in size or shrink as a 

way to make herself more confident and fearless going into certain challenging 

situations she encounters in the stories. This endless circle of growing and shrinking 

Alice endures in the stories is undoubtedly also Carroll's way of displaying Alice's 

spiritual journey to growing up and changing, which comes with specific Victorian 

responsibilities and expectations which Alice fears. 

 

Character Development, Satire, and Gender Roles in the Second Book 

The significant difference in gender roles along with the drastic character development, 

mostly seen through Alice's personal growth, is what truly makes an impact while 

reading Carroll's second book. Along with subtle comedic and ironic remarks the author 

makes on Victorian manners, etiquette, and ideals, Lewis Carroll uses satire to do so. 

Alice is even more outspoken and unafraid to face the unexpected in Through the 

Looking - Glass and What Alice Found There, compared to Carroll's first book, Alice's 

Adventures in Wonderland. The noticeable switch in gender roles, primarily seen in the 

second book, was undoubtedly unconventional during the Victorian era. Carroll often 

uses satire throughout the book to comment on the idea of men having to be a 

gentleman, and what that assuredly represents. One of the leading examples of reversed 

gender roles is both the Red and White Queen and King's characters; their assumed 

gender roles often seem reversed. Both Queens appear to have more space to express 

themselves, and they often have more authority, in particular when it comes to making 

crucial decisions; oppositely, both Kings appear to be more timid, afraid to take charge 
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and express an opinion. They seem hesitant to express a concern to their spouse, 

supposedly due to the extremely hostile reactions they often receive after doing so.  

Instantly in the first chapter of the book, one notices the difference between how 

the Kings are described as opposed to the Queens. Straightaway, at the beginning of the 

chapter, descriptions such as "The poor King looked puzzled and unhappy" and "The 

White King, who was sitting sulkily among the ashes" (Carroll 146, 148). These 

descriptions are quite different from the Queens," 'It is the voice of my child! 'the White 

Queen cried out as she rushed past the King, so violently that she knocked him over 

among the ciders. "(Carroll 145). Following this incident where she knocks him over is 

an interesting description of how the King is supposed to feel: "He had a right to be a 

little annoyed with the Queen, for he was covered with ashes from head to foot." 

(Carroll 145). Interestingly it often seems as though the King is mildly afraid of his 

spouse, the Queen, or at least often admits to being more secondary to her. An example 

of the White King admitting to not being as great as his Queen," 'But aren't you going to 

run and help her?' Alice asked, very much surprised at his taking it so quietly. 'No use, 

no use!' said the King. 'She runs so fearfully quick'" (Carroll 226). This excerpt also 

shows Alice's kindness and thoughtfulness and also is an excellent example of the 

White King's low self-esteem compared to the White Queen.  

In chapter two of Through the Looking-Glass and What Alice Found There, one 

notices that Alice is a lot more aware of her surroundings socially: "Alice thought it 

would not be civil to say 'No,' though it wasn't at all what she wanted" (Carroll 162). 

This passage represents wonderfully how Alice has grown and developed as a girl and 

character since the first book; she reads the situation and decides what to do for the best 

possible outcome at that exact moment. There are quite a few examples of Alice 

growing and developing as a character in the second book,"'It seems very pretty,' she 

said when she had finished it, 'but it's rather hard to understand!' (You see she didn't like 

to confess, even to herself, that she couldn't make it out at all)" (Carroll 151). In this 

excerpt from the book, Alice acknowledges having a hard time understanding the poem, 

understandably so considering it being an advanced poem and she is very young, for her 

to admit not understanding it is a form of growth. Compared to the first book, she 

restraints admitting failure. Admitting not knowing or understanding is an excellent trait 

to acquire and shows confidence. Embracing not understanding but wanting to learn is 
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essential, especially since Alice values knowledge and wants to expand her 

understanding of Wonderland's world and Alice's imagination. Contrarily, to how Alice 

would tackle not knowing the answer to something or not understanding something 

someone said, she used to stay silent: "This answer so confused poor Alice, that she let 

the Dormouse go on for some time without interrupting it" (Carroll 78). Further into this 

conversation, "Alice was silent" (Carroll 78), which demonstrates that she prefers 

staying silent rather than admitting she does not understand in the first book. These 

excerpts from both books actively demonstrate that Alice has grown in the second book 

when it comes to admitting she does not know everything but is still eager to learn.    

Alice is a very friendly and kind young girl, probably due to her Victorian 

upbringing; she holds manners and kindness to a very high standard. Her thoughtfulness 

appears on multiple occasions throughout both books, and it is especially apparent how 

her kindness develops in the second book. Alice so clearly cares for the well-being of 

others, often even more so than other characters in the books, such as when she sees the 

King huddled up under a tree: "'I'm afraid he'll catch cold with lying on the damp grass,' 

said Alice, who was a very thoughtful little girl" (Carroll 186). As mentioned, during 

the events of this passage, Tweedledum and Tweedledee stumble upon the Red King 

snoring under a tree while accompanying Alice in the woods; the twins seem to pay no 

particular attention to the health or comfort of the King, just what he might be dreaming 

of during his nap. Minor occurrences similar to this incident with the twins, as well as 

other characters she encounters throughout the stories, suggest how kind Alice is. Alice 

genuinely does not want to harm anyone, which is another example of Alice's kindness 

and thoughtfulness. In the second book, she often withholds information in order to shy 

away from offending the other characters.  

Interestingly, a great example of how Alice withholds information to keep 

herself from hurting someone else's feelings is her encounter with the White Knight in 

the seventh square. Her encounter with the White Knight is also an instance where 

Caroll uses satire to comment on gender roles in the second book. Carroll criticizes the 

notion of what a gentleman and a lady should be; the most prominent example of this is 

the White Knight and how he presents himself. The Knight seems to think of himself as 

this proper gentleman, with excellent Knightly skills such as riding a horse properly 

(Lee "The White Knight and the Victorian Gentleman"). Multiple examples exists of 
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how Carroll protests and mocks this specific expectation of the male gender of 

constantly having to be a gentleman by using the Knight's character. For instance, when 

the Knight makes multiple failed attempts to put the dish into his bag while Alice holds 

it open, he somehow manages to fall into the bag himself and fails to take the dish with 

him (Carroll 235). This incident where the Knight falls into his bag is a great example 

of how unlucky and humorously written this character truly is. The Knight also seems 

to think he is an excellent horseback rider, yet Alice disagrees, but she is reluctant to tell 

him he is, in fact, an awful rider. As Lee mentions in her article on the Victorian Web, 

"However, his complete lack of riding ability and amusing, failed inventions render his 

attempts at maintaining a gentlemanly air ludicrous to Alice" (Lee "The White Knight 

and the Victorian Gentleman"). These instances with the White Knight suggest the 

differences between the expectations put on women and men during the Victorian era 

and present the defining personality traits Alice possesses, such as kindness and 

thoughtfulness. Alice tries to inform the Knight of his awful riding skills subtly, but the 

Knight gets offended. His reaction can be interpreted as though he does not care for 

hearing someone say he is not good at riding because that may affect his manhood and 

his ideal of being a gentleman. As was previously described, gender roles were a 

distinct and prominent factor in every aspect of life during the Victorian era. Gender 

roles were most visible during a social gathering, in the workplace, and most definitely 

in the home. Men had no role in the home except working for it, and the wife or 

servants took care of maintaining the home, depending on which social class the family 

belonged to. When it came to how males and females presented themselves to society, 

there were specific rules that society expected people to follow and abide by daily. 

Assuredly, these rules varied depending on the social class people belonged to, but 

ultimately manners, speech, and appearance were the basis of these rules.  

Throughout both books, Lewis Carroll often mocks Victorian manners, ideals, 

and etiquettes in obvious and less obvious ways. Interestingly, it was very much 

frowned upon for men to sit down at a table with a hat or gloves on, so on the occasion 

of the Mad Hatter tea party, where many of the guests seem to be wearing either a hat, 

gloves, or both, is quite the comedic remark on Victorian manners and etiquette. 

Although Alice makes no obvious comment on the lack of manners from the host and 

other guests, Carroll incorporates it in the story for the exact purpose of wanting to 
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mock these Victorian ideals in a not excessively obvious way. However, Alice does 

make some remarks when she feels manners are not being held to a high enough 

standard from Wonderland's creatures and individuals. For instance, when the March 

Hare offers Alice some wine in an encouraging tone, Alice looks around the table and 

notices that there is no wine on it. Alice finds the idea of offering a guest something that 

is not presented on the table quite uncivil:"'Then it wasn't very civil of you to offer it,' 

said Alice angrily" (Carroll 71). This incident with the wine is one of many subtle ways 

Carroll criticizes Victorian ideals using satire. Furthermore, as the tea party continues, 

the Hatter comments on Alice's hair; he felt she needed a trim but he unfortunately 

informs her of this rather harshly. To which Alice replies."'You should learn not to 

make personal remarks,' Alice said with some severity; 'it's very rude'" (Carroll 72). 

Alice's comment addresses the importance of manners, but it also shows a somewhat 

informed and educated side of Alice; she knows how people should treat others, 

kindness is important to her, and she despises insults.  

 

Conclusion 

While comparing the similarities and differences between the conditions and 

expectations of women in Victorian society and literature to Lewis Carroll's books 

Alice's Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass and What Alice 

Found There, one notices quite a few differences. Although the differences seem to 

overrule the similarities, characteristics such as a strong female lead, an apparent switch 

in conventional Victorian gender roles, and satire all differentiate the books from 

traditional victorian literature and ideals. Displaying comedic protests on manners, 

imagination, and gender is only a fraction of the Victorian ideals and expectations that 

Lewis Carroll intended on mocking with both of his books. Throughout both of these 

wonderful and captivating children's books, Lewis Carroll allows readers to follow 

Alice's journey while exploring her imagination and creating this fantastic world called 

Wonderland, where she flourishes into an even more spectacular young girl. Alice is a 

strong, confident, and intelligent female character who is not afraid to try and 

experience new things, such as taking part in a courtly hearing, participating in a 

perpetual tea-time, and a life-size game of chess. While partaking in these events, Alice 

also meets different peculiar residents of Wonderland, from whom she often learns 
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many lessons. Alice learns about different views and opinions on life from these 

characters, some of which she might not completely agree with but, which, nonetheless, 

widen her knowledge of the actual world she lives in and also her makebelieve world, 

Wonderland. She indeed threatens what Victorian women were ideally supposed to be 

according to the social standards of the era by being outspoken, brave, eager for 

knowledge, curious, and having a wild imagination. As was mentioned earlier, Lewis 

Carroll choosing to have such a brilliant, courageous, independent, and unique female 

as the main character of a literary work at the time was extremely rare. The decision to 

have a young girl as the main character instead of a young boy was a minor but very 

impactful choice, certainly quite risky for the era, but the outcome was undoubtedly 

spectacular.  

Assuredly, women's place in society was drastically different from what it is 

today. Expectations such as aspiring to marriage and becoming homemakers were the 

only options for women, and indeed they could not aspire to anything more 

extraordinary. Women who expressed their opinions were wild because women were 

ultimately supposed to be gentle, emotional, oppressed beings so as to not threaten the 

superior gender. Victorian women faced problems such as not having the same 

opportunities in education and finding jobs.  

In Carroll's second book, Through the Looking-Glass and What Alice Found 

There, one recognizes a significant change in gender roles. Carroll makes some of the 

story's notable characters go against the appointed gender roles that were ruling during 

the era, sometimes in a very subtle but impactful way. The monarchs of the story are a 

great example of how Carroll makes this obvious switch when it comes to the genders 

and what is expected of them. Carroll makes this switch in gender roles especially 

noticeable with the interactions between the White King and Queen. In addition, one 

notices quite drastic character developments in the second book, especially when it 

comes to Alice and her abilities. She is noticeably more daring and quite outspoken, 

even more so than in the first book. Alice is more aware of socially acceptable ways of 

communicating, which is quite interesting for such a young girl. As was previously 

stated, a great example of how Carroll takes a comedic approach to Victorian manners 

and the importance of being a gentleman is Alice's encounter and endeavors with the 

White Knight. 
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Alice's Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass and What 

Alice Found There are still widely known and read in today's society. Both books 

remain great literature pieces to date, ideally used to empower and educate young girls 

and women living in today's society. During their time of publication, both of Carroll's 

books certainly inspired young girls to want more out of life, and it unquestionably 

opened a new world for their imagination and curiousness. By presenting such an 

influential female character, the stories threaten the standards and expectations by 

which Victorian women lived daily. Alice tackles the obstacles and her adventures with 

curiosity, intelligence, and independence; despite often feeling like giving up, she 

brings herself to finish what she started and solve whatever it is that stands in the way 

of achieving all of her goals. The way Alice has mastered problem-solving at such a 

young age is quite remarkable; even though these problems occur in her dreams, she 

still shows excellent resilience and intelligence and often compares them to her reality. 

Also, both books appeal to adult readers; with Carroll's use of satire and the peculiar 

environment of Wonderland, the books are certainly a joyful read for everyone. 
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