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How Icons of Fashion Help or Hinder a Revolution: A Case 

Study of the Victorian Corset 

 

To understand how fashion could change and shape society, it must be understood 

that fashion is more than just clothing. Historians and sociologists are in 

accumulative agreement that fashion is a language because the study of costume 

history can reveal a great deal about history and people – if it is read correctly. They 

argue that clothing is not purely for functional purposes, but is a subtle way to 

communicate, as historic clothing can reveal hidden stories. What do historical 

clothes reveal, now we have the advantage of hindsight? One of the major 

revelations that has been discovered through studying fashion, history is how 

clothing reveals a plethora of information regarding the wearer’s standing in society. 

This is just a single example of how fashion can influence society and culture. As 

Linda Baumgarten affirms  

“The language of clothing speaks of status, occupation, aesthetics, social 

cohesive, propriety and a host of other meanings, subtle and overt.”1 

 

The accepted definition of fashion is a fundamental custom or style of dress, 

etiquette or socialising. The presence, awareness, and preferences of dress a 

particular preference of how one would like to physically portray themselves has 

always been present. This is evidence that fashion has an ingrained role in society. 

Within that role, fashion is unique in the way that it can affect anything and 

everything from encouraging the economy to influencing politics to standing alone as 

art. But its role is also multidimensional, manipulating itself smaller to directly affect 

the personal and individualistic side of fashion. Patently from that, fashion is 

arguably one of the major aspects that both effects and that can be effected by 

society.  

 

Fashion is more than just clothing; it is more than just picking what to wear for the 

day. It is a multidimensional and intricate facet that influences a broad selection of 

systems that correlate with society which could include social standing, political 

control and evolutionary development. Fashion is used to reflect the changes that 

                                                      
1 STEELE, V, (2005) The Corset A Cultural History, pg 53 
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occur in social, economic, political and cultural developments and changes. To 

comprehend why fashion was used to change social acceptance, it must first be 

revealed how fashion could do achieve this. This occurs because fashion is 

considered a language, as the language has to be reviewed to find the answer to 

history’s questions. Through this language it has learnt to portray meanings and 

lessons in societies, both past and present. Fashion is used in society to portray 

morals and social standing and this is evident in history – from the failure of the 

Victorian corset to the success of the mini skirt in the 1960s. These iconic pieces of 

clothing became social tools to manipulate and improve society for the future.  

 

There has not been sufficient significant notice paid to undergarments, with the 

majority of the focus of fashion historians being preoccupied with outer garments. 

However to understand the importance of fashion in society, we must first analyse 

the significance of underwear played in this. Though these garments are usually 

coupled with utilitarian function, it remains to be seen how deep the story of 

underclothes runs and whether they hold a multifaceted meaning in social history. 

Such garments are associated with eroticism but it’s through this that underwear 

became a ‘social phenomenon’. To understand their importance in psychological 

matters it is vital to visit the era that began the interest – the Victorian era.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
3 

Contrary to popular belief, the corset did not originate in the Victorian period. While it 

has become a symbol of femininity in this era, there is evidence (and speculation) 

that versions of the corset can date back centuries. It is genuinely accepted that 

corsets evolved from laced bodices. As for accepted verifications, the earliest 

evidence comes from women wearing animal hide bodices from 1500 BCE. It is 

widely assumed that this was a version of armour as pictures depicted queens and 

warrior goddesses wearing leather bodices for empowerment and protection. This is 

an idea that would be attributed to the development of the corset forever and that will 

be examined further in this discussion. The corset started as a bodice that cinched 

the waist and supported the body while boning was introduced further along into its 

journey. The popularity of the corset actually began in Renaissance Venice before 

becoming an icon of popularity into the 19th century.  

 

The crucial time period using clothing as a tool for change is the Victorian era, 

named after Queen Victoria, who was the longest reigning monarch, from 1837 – 

1901. The Victorians were notorious for their staunch stance on rules and morals. 

The middle class was the strongest sector who constructed their own morals that 

they strived to live by. They were the moral, financial and social models everyone 

aspired to be like. Even the Queen had a strict moral code and was seen as the 

beacon to which all women should endeavour to be like. She was seen as the 

greatest mother/wife/homemaker and all women would do right to follow in her 

footsteps. A place where this would come into fruition would be their homes as this 

was where women had the most responsibility because it was their job to decorate 

and maintain the house. The woman’s role was at home, while men went out and 

made a living.  

 

Victorian women were reportedly oppressed, suppressed and depressed with no 

freedom or rights. Their only refuge was their home and even then it was not 

completely theirs, as men had the overruling voice if they did not like something. 

However it was not as bad as the overruling voice of society; in the home, the 

woman did not have to fear being judged by other women. Victorian society had to 

follow harsh rules of the morally contempt society, meaning everything had to be in 

place and adhere to morally correct rules. Women were not even allowed to think, 

because society believed they were too unintelligent to formulate opinions – they had 
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to follow their husband’s totalitarian ways. In the idea of morals, men were 

immeasurably more superior. The woman’s role was that of a wife, mother, domestic 

manager and bearer of children. She was granted no freedom, as she was deemed 

too stupid to know what to do with it. Women were the property of their men and 

were expected to live as such. 

 

In comparison, men did not have an appointed role, just that of provider and keeper 

of women. If women did not follow the strict code of morals, they were ruthlessly 

judged, slashed with the harsh tongue of criticism. Women were constantly reminded 

of how to behave. Even in literature they were reminded of this, with poems like ‘The 

Angel in the House’ and stories like ‘Tess of the d’Urbervilles’. These works served 

as guidelines because they reiterated the notion of the ‘perfect’ women. ‘The Angel 

of the House’ refers to women’s main task as to oversee the upkeep of the home. 

Whereas Tess of the d'Urbervilles threatened what would happen if a women 

deviated from the moral path because Tess is punished for losing her virginity before 

marriage. Victorian society was built and based upon 

morals, including a strict code of ethics and values, 

specifically relating to gender roles and relationships. 

Victorian life was hardest on women, who had less rights 

than children. They were inferior beings and needed a 

man to tell them how to live.  

 

A vast part of Victorian life was dress. The idea of clothes 

represented a lot in Victorian life. Clothing in the Victorian 

period expressed a moral duty and a social construction. 

The changing Victorian period also saw the appearance 

of a fashion industry because up to now, women wore 

what society dictated. Women had little choice as to how 

clothes would look, they dressed according to how 

society required them to. Velda Lauder remarked about 

how women were a slave to what was accepted by 

saying, 

“The female silhouette tends to evolve as a result 

of what is considered socially acceptable and desirable at 

Figure 1 Polaire, a 
French actress who had 
a 14” waist at one point, 
in a typical Victorian 
dress. 
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any given time…women have worn the most elabourate 

contraption, involving strapping, binding and lacing, in order to 

achieve the perfect, fashionable shape…”2 

 

However, corsets were not just clothing, they also carried a deep, moral meaning for 

Victorian women. Clothing was not just used to adorn the body, it often carried 

meanings and reflections of the current time period and was used as a means of 

communication (that the historians have now analysed thanks to this). In this 

instance, the corset was used as a way to reflect a woman’s standing in society. It 

could also be seen as a physical embodiment of the Victorian culture, because the 

corset restricted the wearer from doing many physical activities, especially if the 

woman indulged in the act of tight lacing. It could be seen as dictating how a woman 

could live because of its restrictive nature, similar to a restrictive code of conduct. 

Women were expected to conduct themselves in certain ways, they were expected 

to show morality and wear a corset at all times. In the Victorian era, clothes were 

closely linked to morality, with society dictating to how women would dress – they 

would have to dress to show modernity. Few women could remove themselves from 

the class hierarchy that was associated with the corset.  

 

It was not just women that were compelled 

to wear a corset. It can be documented that 

there is evidence that some men ventured 

into exploring their feminine side to 

experience corsetry, to understand what 

their wives felt. However it should be noted 

that this arose further into the Victorian era, 

as a way to see whether wearing a corset 

was as bad as the press and doctors were 

now discovering.  As it happens, girls as 

young as 3 and 4 were laced into corsets, 

though it can be argued whether this act 

was driven by motives or morality. It was 

                                                      
2 LAUDER, V (2010) Corsets: A Modern Guide, pg 32 

Figure 2 a teenage girl in a redresseur 
corset designed to regulate the moral 
behavior as well as the body 
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more common for young ladies who were going to school (usually privileged 

boarding schools) to be fitted and laced into corsets to begin their training as morally 

correct young women and predestined wives. Gradually throughout their education, 

their corsets grew tighter and longer. By the time they were teenagers, they were 

unable to sit or stand for long periods devoid of the aid of heavy canvas fabric and 

strong, solid whalebone or steel. This would continue through to their budding adult 

lives.  

 

A woman was required by society to wear a corset at all times or she would be seen 

as morally corrupt (as only prostitutes go 

without corsets). If a middle class woman 

was seen without a corset, it was a form of 

social suicide. Much like if a woman was 

seen in public without her husband. Women 

were not permitted to do many things in the 

Victorian culture, which was exacerbated by 

wearing a corset.  They were also not 

permitted to do many things wearing a 

corset, although this would take on a more 

physical context and meaning. The 

impracticability of dress was an indication of 

someone’s position in life because only the 

fortunate could afford to wear clothing that 

restricted their movement. Is this just coincidence that the two could be compared? 

After all, the corset is understood to be an international symbol of oppression.  

 

The fashion in this period reflected gender roles in society. Gender specific clothes 

were completely different to each other, showing a distinct difference between men 

and women. They dressed to emphasis their separation from each other, so their 

roles could not be confused. It displays the gender divide and how society believed 

men and women were so dissimilar to each other, with women being the inferior 

beings. Their clothes could not be similar, because men and women were not similar 

(or so they assumed). Men’s costume did not have decoration, it was purely 

Figure 3 the natural body of the 
Venus of Milo compared to the 
corseted waist of the Victorian woman, 
1880 
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functional – it manifests masculinity, patriarchy and moral upstanding. Valerie Steele 

is quoted as saying,  

“An 18th century man in a silk suit and gleaming white linen shirt probably 

would not say aloud, I’m richer than you are and I don’t have to preform dirty 

physical labour; his clothes reveal his wealth and leisure in a much more 

socially acceptable way.”3 

 

Corsets were made solely by men, as it was not 

accepted nor expected that women should work. It 

was important for men to create corsets, because 

they were believed to be the only gender strong 

enough to make something that was so integral and 

important for a woman’s health and wellbeing. After 

all, at this point in time, corsets were believed to be 

what women needed to survive. Not only was the 

corset morally expected, but it was also medically 

necessary. With the physical connotations of 

wearing a corset, women were regularly seen 

fainting due to the restriction of lung capacity and 

blood flowing. It physically restricts the body, 

compresses the lungs and hinders everyday 

functional movement. However, men saw this as 

women being weak creatures, with not enough intelligence to live. It was believed 

that they needed a man around to help a woman back up, because they were such 

fragile beings.  

 

Corsets were made out of rigid fabrics. These fabrics were usually cotton or linen but 

made rigid by stiffening them with paste or starch. The reinforced fabric was known 

as ‘worsted textiles’. Linda Baumgarten, who wrote ‘What Clothes Reveal’ described 

the fabrics as such,  

“Women wore worsted textiles when working, as they were made sturdier. 

Constructed of long fibers of combed wools, spun tightly and woven firmly, 

                                                      
3 STEELE, V, (2005) The Corset A Cultural History, p 53 

Figure 4 an example of an 
1878 corset illustration 
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often pressed to impart a glazed surface. The textiles were either patterned or 

plain, with patterns including damask and stripe.”4 

Along with the symbolism that clothing represented (especially underclothes), it was 

also necessity to wear them. Underwear was needed to protect the delicate skin 

against rough fabrics and to keep warm. 

 

Corsets were used to sculpt the waist, raise and shape the breasts, support the back 

and keep posture straight. There seemed to be a corset for any and every one 

(although more styles evolved throughout the 

19th century). There was a corset for each 

social class, with the upper class getting the 

better quality and more elabourate designs, 

the middle class had a corset that allowed 

them to work (easier than the upper class’s 

version) and the lower class going as far as 

to make their own versions. There was a 

corset for every age including one for 

children because girls were expected to have 

their first corset fitted at 3/4. To premeditate 

that, there was even maternity corsets so 

there was no excuse for a respectable 

woman to be seen without a corset. Corset makers capitalised on this vital 

undergarment by making different ones for different ages, body types and that 

allowed for (certain and restricted) activities that included sports.   

 

Quietness and fragility were admired qualities in women. These qualities would be 

the epitome of femininity in Victorian times and as such would be associated with 

good morals. To be able to call herself a ‘good woman’, she must adhere to society’s 

rules and be inferior to her husband. The woman must be a value in good virtues 

(which includes dressing correctly and conducting herself well), a model for morals 

and not do anything at all unless approved by her husband. Her complete idleness 

was a reflection of his social status and that would boost his place in the class 

                                                      
4 BAUMGARTEN, L (2002) What Clothes Reveal 

Figure 5 a common, cheap stat 

fastened corset 
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hierarchy. This was represented in the fashion at the time when prudishness was 

paramount; the less you showed, the more morality you had. This was also true 

about the tightness of the laces on the corset. Loose laces were akin to having loose 

morals, because only a loose woman would have loose laces. The tight laces and 

heavy fabrics did not only serve as medical components, but were also used as a 

method of protection from men. A good woman’s virtue was as important to her as 

her morals. Having reinforced layers of clothing and a tight corset with taut laces 

served as armour, because men could not undress her easily and it protected her 

from the harsh world. 
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The fashion of the period reflected each gender’s role in society. As shown 

previously, the clothing of this era displayed an obvious segregation between 

genders. This could be because the roles of men and women were so diverse it was 

a natural step to further the gap by using clothing. It has been shown previously how 

clothing is seen as non-verbal speaking, but through gender specific clothing, it 

became a physical form of communication, in particular, a simile or a metaphor. 

Men’s clothing was formal and stiff, projecting their role in society as such. The 

formal clothing reflected that they were in charge and official, declaring that they 

were the dominant force in society. Men’s costume did not have decoration, it was 

purely functional – much like their role in the home. It manifests patriarchy and moral 

upstanding.  Throughout the era three piece suits grew in popularity. While the use 

of hindsight emphasizes how the suit is associated with masculinity, it is also evident 

in the Victorian period. The male attire played a crucial role in defining masculinity, 

which was an important proponent in society. Male clothing being stiff was almost a 

metaphor of their rigid place in the hierarchy. The idea that the suit, or Victorian male 

dress in general, was a vehicle in expressing their role in society was introduced by 

David Kuchta. He agrees that masculinity was used in clothing 

“Between 1750-1850 middle class reformers transformed meanings of 

consumption—transformed relations between class, gender, and consumption 

in order to transform political culture and economic policy.”5 

 

Women’s clothing was described as 

uncomfortable, fussy and overdone. It is 

also shown that Victorian women had to 

endure layers of clothing. This would 

include a chemise, drawers, a corset, 

corset cover, an under petticoat, a hoop 

skirt, an over petticoat and finally the dress. 

While using clothing as a metaphor, it 

could be said that these layers manifest 

themselves as the rules and morals women 

had to live by. Women had to wear clothing 

                                                      
5 KUCHTA, D (2002), The Three-Piece Suit and Modern Masculinity: England, 1550-1850, pg 135 

Figure 6 an example of the over-the-
top, over-layered and over-decorated 
18th century dress  
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that was exaggerated and over-the-top, with the extreme wide shoulders and hips 

and miniscule waist decorated with ostentatious ribbons and frills. This would result 

in an unnatural and unrealistic look for women that made it even more impossible 

(combined with the unreasonable restrictive corset) to live. It was almost as if women 

had conceal and hide themselves with layers of ‘approved’ clothing. C. Willet further 

supported this 

“…the garments which concealed her person as a frivolous affectation of false 

modesty.”6 

The sheer amount of ideals Victorian women had to encompass were suffocating 

and heavy, which made it difficult to complete the mundane activities of everyday 

life. This would also be true for the amount of clothing a woman had to wear every 

day just to be seen as morally correct. The irony is that despite the strict rules of 

morals, women’s clothing was designed to accentuate the breasts and the hips 

through corsetry. This is paradoxical because it is thought that women had to cover 

their entire bodies in clothing, even an ankle was scandalous. However it is now 

known that some skin was allowed to be seen, possibly illuminating a leniency in 

social conduct that could be taken advantage of. In contrast to the masculinity of the 

male suit, the corset exaggerated the woman’s femininity, showing the gender divide 

within society. The corset highlighted what society thought women were only good 

for – their sexuality.  

 

The corset was present during a 

time where women did not have 

a good quality of life. In fact, it 

could be argued that the corset 

encompassed everything that 

was wrong in a Victorian 

woman’s life. It could be seen as 

a physical embodiment of the 

restriction of her life. Clothes 

were used in social construction 

(the idea of creating curves with corsets) and to create an outward appearance. The 

                                                      
6 WILLET, C (1992) The History of Underclothes, p 122 

Figure 7 an example of a corset, 1890  



 
12 

corset was not just a garment, it was used to show health, correctness and morality. 

It could be seen as a metaphor for Victorian standards and morals – the tight corset 

could be society with its firm grasp on women, dictating how they lived. Each lace 

could signify the long list of societal obligations and regulations, each lace tightening 

its grip. The tighter the corset was, the more morally correct you were. The curve 

hugging corset could represent the hand of man, grasping his women with a steel fist 

(steel was sometimes used as boning), keeping them upright and stiff. The corset 

would physically restrict the wearer, causing shortness of breath, similar to how 

society restricted what women could do. Some people (even doctors) believed that 

corsets were a necessity because of the female biology – they were too weak to be 

able to support themselves and keep themselves (morally) upright. Women could not 

walk for long while corseted without feeling the physical consequences, much like 

how women were not allowed to leave their home for long without feeling judged by 

society. The corset dictated how women lived due to its restricting nature, just like 

how society dictated how women lived with its restricting code of conduct.  Women 

were being restricted in everyday life by what was socially acceptable and 

unacceptable.As said previously, only men could make corsets, implying that women 

needed something man-made to be able to live. Just like the social structure of 

Victorian times, sculpted and dominated by men, so was the corset. They were not 

permitted to do many things wearing a corset, although this would take on a more 

physical context and meaning. Is this just coincidence that the two could be 

compared? The corset is an international symbol of oppression - a physical 

representation of Victorian England. 

 

Rigid corsets could perhaps represent the rigidity of Victorian morality – the rigid 

fabric symbolising the rigidity of Victorian life. The corset is an international symbol of 

oppression so maybe Victorian England was the home of oppression (regarding 

women, anyway). Valerie Steele described the symbol 

“Today the corset is almost universally condemned as having been an 

instrument of women’s oppression. Historians argue that especially during the 

Victorian era, corsetry functioned as a coercive apparatus through which 

patriarchal society controlled women and exploited their sexuality…” 7  

                                                      
7 STEELE, V, (2005) The Corset A Cultural History, pg 67 
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Corsets also served as keeping women pure 

and virtuous, while keeping their feminine 

shape that were used to pro-create. The 

corset was associated with eroticism because 

of the exaggeration of the curves. 

Contrastingly they were seen as a sign of 

respectability as well because of the amount 

of control it held over the body. The 

accentuation of the fruits of women’s fertility 

would highlight what women’s greatest (and 

only use, according to Victorian beliefs) 

purpose. Another example of this is how 

women had to conceal their pregnant 

stomachs from society’s view because it was not ‘right’ for others to be reminded that 

women had sex. This is an indication of how hypocritical and paradoxical the corset 

is – drawing attention and promoting femininity yet banishing the outcome of such. 

On the contrary, it could be argued that the corset merely took the brunt of the 

backlash and gave the public an outlet to campaign against instead of themselves 

and the society they had created.  

 

On the other hand it could be argued that the 

corset was not a symbol of oppression and 

women were not suppressed in their roles in 

society. Women did not know any different and 

it could be reasoned that they enjoyed being 

wives and mothers. Although some historians 

debate that the corset was a formidable 

contraption that a patriarchal society used to 

manipulate and control women, others argue 

that women were not aware of what was 

happening. It should also be noted that 

through history, some things have been 

exaggerated to fit into stereotypes. Many 

fashion historians, including Valerie Steele, 

Figure 9 a satirical cartoon by 
Thomas Rowlandson showing the 
exaggerated effect of the corset 

 

Figure 8 Maternity corset ad from 
the Ladies' Home Journal  
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believed it was no accident that the history of the corset had been greatly overstated 

and inflated because  

“…the discourse on fashion has tended to stress its negative 

connotations…women have been positioned as ‘slaves’ or ‘victims’ of 

fashion.’” 8 

The main bone of contention when regarding the corset controversy is the act of tight 

lacing. Although some publications denounced the idea of wearing corsets, some 

readers wrote in to praise the act and professed to enjoy the practice. Historians 

have disputed that the corset was an ‘instrument of torture’, thus leading to modern 

people believing that.  

 

It is also apparent that the corset was not a traumatic experience for all Victorian 

women. The corset also had a wide range of positive aspects that are not commonly 

known now. It was (and still is) a controversial icon in fashion history with a variety of 

connotations and characteristics. It was used as a symbol of fashion communication 

with different meanings to different people at different times. Although some women 

did have harrowing memories of abuse to the body brought on by the corset, others 

had more positive recollections of the corset. To some women, it symbolized their 

social status, their amazing self-discipline, respectability, beauty and youth. The 

negative part of the corset that people believed was the idea of a tightened corset 

against their will. On the other hand, it is known that women wore different kinds of 

corsets; it is believed they laced their corsets on their own choice. In summary, 

Victorian women had significantly diverse experiences and memories of the corset.  

 

                                                      
8 STEELE, V, (2005) The Corset A Cultural History, pg 2 
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Fuelled by years of oppression, depression and 

suppression, the corset was the driving force behind 

a movement. Women were becoming despondent 

with the corset, growing sick of being physically 

restrained. This could be seen as also growing 

weary of the social rules that came with the corset. 

The driving force was a new collective who wanted a 

clothing reform. They believed that a revolution could 

be achieved by emancipating themselves from the 

corset. This is evidence that the corset could be 

utilised to change society’s opinions and rules. Many 

women realised the liberation of corsets would in 

turn liberate other repressions women were 

subjected to. The emancipation of the corset 

powered the Rational Dress Society, the National 

Dress Reform Association, and the Reform Dress 

Association. As the voice of concern regarding the 

damage a corset could inflict on a body began to 

grow louder, woman increasingly ignored the 

medical officials in favour of what they have always known. The medical issues 

doctors were uncovering were new and society comforted themselves with the old 

ways they knew best. Some doctors even still believed what society had always told 

them, even with the evidence of health problems caused by corsets.  

 

The changing times with clothing was fueled by the fact that women were embracing 

activities that were once only reserved for men. This thus raised an awareness for a 

change in clothing. The layered and restricted clothes they once were forced to wear 

would not be suitable for activities they were now branching out into, for example, 

bicycling. Corsets were appropriate for the restricted life of a woman banished inside 

her house, but as she began to loosen, so must the laces of her corset. This was the 

beginning of the Victorian Dress Reform, pioneered by the limitation of the corset. 

Women began to propose, design and wear clothing that were considered more 

rational and comfortable. Although the movement concentrated on the emergence of 

bloomers, it would not have occurred without the negative connotations of the corset. 

Figure 10 Mrs Bloomer’s 
bifurcated bloomer suit 
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The success was the fact that 

undergarments could be modified without 

the stress of disobeying the rules and 

regulations of the moral Victorian society, as 

the undergarments could be altered without 

the threat of social mockery. The dress 

reform tried to introduce clothing that was 

unfeminine (in society’s eyes). This was 

completely alien to Victorian ladies and 

maybe a reason why it failed – because it 

was so different from the norm. William 

Henry Flower called for a reform because 

modifying the natural body in any way (by 

creating an unnatural curve using corsets) 

deterred from the pure form and was seen 

as an immoral act. Although it could be 

challenged as to how much it helped or if it 

merely inspired a revolution rather than 

directly helping it, it cannot be supposed that 

the corset did not affect the fashion revolution in some way. Agnes Allen writes 

“…they began to dislike very much the idea of being tightly laced into heavy, 

stiff corsets…schoolgirls were no longer as a rule put into corsets at all.”9  

 

However, the liberation of the corset and the new clothing did not last for long. Soon, 

women went back to wearing corsets (though an edited version) - the heavy corset 

was replaced by a lighter fabric. People realised women still needed some shape 

under their garments, to be able to fit in with a morally correct society. It could be 

argued that the corset was similar to the new acceptations in society. No longer were 

the rules in Britain so heavy they restricted women, they were lighter and less 

suffocating, but still rigid enough to keep women in line and in shape. Clothes were 

so closely linked to morals in the Victorian period, it was hard for them to be 

changed. Perhaps it still was somewhat successful because if there was not an 

                                                      
9 ALLEN, A, (1969) The Story of Clothes,  pg 243 

Figure 11 Mrs White’s model reform 
dress, 1868  
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attempt of a reform, other reforms might not have taken place later. The less 

restrictive garments were too different from what they knew; in their eyes, it 

represented a world turned upside down. They were not ready for it yet but at least it 

was a start.  

 

After analysing letters sent in by Victorian women to popular magazines, it is like 

women were brainwashed or manipulated to like having corseted waists because it 

is what is ‘in fashion’ and so normal to them that they do not know any different. But 

maybe many generations and genders (in particular young women) are guilty of 

being slaves to trends and dressing for modern times. Perhaps we have more free 

will now due to women being able to express themselves so we do not see it as a 

sign of oppression as people reflecting back onto Victorian times would.  Through 

women having free will and reign over what adorned their bodies is due largely in 

part to the effect the corset had on women, because the corset affected the reforms 

that began a fight for women to be equal.  

 

On the subject of letters sent into magazines, it has shown that many readers 

actually enjoyed wearing corsets. They denounced the denouncing of tight lacing 

and argued for it, rather than against it. This is evidence that information has been 

exaggerated and historians have embellished the deprecation of the corset. 

However, this is just an indication of the views that Victorian women had. Although it 

does show that many modern people have the wrong idea of how Victorian women 

felt, it could also be argued that Victorian women did not know any better. They had 

been trapped in corsets since either childhood or adolescence – imagine wearing 

something body and mind altering for decades. It could be debated that this is 

substantiation that corsets do not only physically alter the body, but they also 

mentally alter the mind. Perhaps corsets become a physical embodiment of 

something women could trust – perhaps it is their emotion, mental and physical 

crutch. After all, it is all they have known. Or perhaps there is a more rational reason 

why women clung onto their beloved corsets – they had no other option. Velda 

Lauder brings up a good point 
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“Despite this censure, the corset survived; the brassiere was not to be 

invented until the 20th century, so women really had very few options available 

to keep their bosoms and waistlines in check.”10 

 

In contrast to the letters promoting corsetry, some women have written letters 

opposing it. One mother, only listed as ‘Edinburgh lady’ recalls to the 

Englishwoman’s Domestic Magazine of March 1867 how she sent her daughter 

away to boarding school and discovered her teenage daughter had been subjected 

to wearing a corset against her will. The mother describes her daughter’s agony due 

to tight lacing as such, 

“…daily imprisoned in vices of whalebone drawn tight…the torture was often 

intolerable…no relaxation of the cruel laces…so weakened by severe 

pressure of the last four years…her muscles were powerless to 

support…compelled to lace as tight as ever…she does not suffer as much 

inconvenience now…her muscles have been, so to speak, murdered…must 

submit to a life to be incased in stiff panoply of whalebone and steel…”11 

Her daughter had been subjected to 

corsetry for so long her muscles were 

now useless to hold her up and must 

now be encased in a corset to 

survive. Victorian society was so 

warped with what was ‘fashionable’ 

and appropriate to morality that they 

had to warped human bodies to fit 

into that.  

 

It has since been confirmed that 

corsets had medical consequences 

and complications, although sources 

vary as to what extent. Some doctors 

                                                      
10 LAUDER, V (2010) Corsets: A Modern Guide, pg 38 
11 LORD, W.B. (2007) The Corset and The Crinoline, pg 172-173 

Figure 12 illustration of tight lacing on the 
organs of the body. A shows the natural 
position on internal organs and B shows 
when deformed by tight lacing 
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lay the blame solely on corsets, stating that 

corsets were detrimental to the health of a 

woman and should be avoided at all costs 

(though this belief was explored more after the 

popularity of corsets diminished), while others 

believe that corsets merely exacerbated 

established, or yet to be established, medical 

conditions. It can be argued that the effects of 

wearing a corset could be varied from woman to 

woman, having variables as both medical 

history and personal experiences. An example 

of this comes from The Corset, A Cultural 

History which says, 

“Some 18th C women did complain that 

stays were uncomfortable, even ‘very 

nearly purgatory’. Others implied that any 

discomfort was less important than the results that might be obtained. The 

idea that one must suffer for beauty was common.”12 

 It cannot be said, however, that corsets did not affect the human body at all. The 

whole point of a corset is to alter the physical appearance of a woman’s waist and 

physically altering one’s body will always carry medical consequences, especially 

when paired with an extreme act such as tight lacing.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
12 STEELE, V, (2005) The Corset A Cultural History, pg 23 

Figure 13 Corset damage to a 
ribcage, 19th century London  
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Whether the argument is in favour of or against the corset, it can be said that the 

corset is a vital and instrumental component of history. It became an embodiment of 

an era of rigid and strict social constructs and morals. The corset became more than 

just an undergarment, it was a physical moral structure for women. The moral 

constraints society placed upon a woman was similar to the physical constraints the 

corset placed upon a woman’s body. It became a major icon for communication; 

giving the voiceless a voice, a cry for help. The corset personified everything that 

Victorian culture demanded of women. It kept them rigid and straight, which related 

to the social rules for women. It was man made, showing that a woman could not 

survive without a male influence in her life. It restricted her movement, exemplifying 

the restrictions and restraints a middle class Victorian woman was subjected to every 

day. It manipulated women physically, causing medical problems such as shortness 

of breath which would make it problematic for them to speak, representing the idea 

that women did not have a voice and were too weak to breathe (or even live) by 

themselves. 

 

The biggest argument in favour of corsets starting a revolution comes from writers 

crediting the dress reform and the women’s rights movement for finally abandoning 

the corset. This is finally stated by Valerie Steele who says “historians have usually 

credited the dress reform and women’s rights movements for the disappearance of 

corsetry.” 13 However, this did not mean women abandoned the corsets altogether, it 

merely credits the movements that started it. Women were not ready to let go of their 

corsets. 

 

A quote from Valerie Steele that seems to support the belief that the corset helped 

break down barriers and thus helped start a change reads, 

“The corset did function as a sign of gentility and respectability but...not only 

did fashionable dress fail to police class boundaries, it actually served to 

weaken them.” 14 

Perhaps this isn’t a direct quote to confirm that the corset changed the world, but it 

does say that it helped weaken a social structure that had been in place for years. 

                                                      
13 STEELE, V, (2005) The Corset A Cultural History, p 143 
14 STEELE, V, (2005) The Corset A Cultural History, p 49 



 
21 

This shows that this piece of fashion serves as a strong and important part of 

weaponry people could use to start a chain reaction.  

 

It was the first time a garment became a useful tool with deep undercurrents. The 

corset created enough influence it powered a revolution – the Dress Reform. 

Although the Dress Reform did not accomplish as much as they would have liked, it 

still created enough impact to change. It is clear that the movement would not have 

started without the views about the corset. Clothes were so closely linked to morals 

in the Victorian period, it was hard to change them. Women were not as willing to 

change their costumes because of the scrutiny from a strict society. This is why the 

dress reform failed, though some aspects were a success (especially further along in 

the future). There is room to argue that the beginning of the reform was successful, 

because it would go onto inspire other reforms that would be successful.  

 

The biggest debate regarding the Victorian corset is whether it was a symbol of 

oppression and abused the female body or was it overstated and exaggerated 

through time. Some historians argue that the corset harmed females, both physically, 

mentally and even socially. Whereas on the other hand, others argued that the 

corset was not as unpleasant as it has been perceived. They believe that the 

experience of the corset depends solely on the female wearing it. Some women felt 

pain and suffering through tight lacing and society’s demands on them. Others had a 

more pleasant experience, believing the corset did not embody oppression and 

cruelty from society and morals, but rather it gave them the grace to represent their 

beauty, youth and self-restraint. These people also believed that their corset were 

tightened upon their request, not society’s expectations.  

 

The reason clothing is so successful in influencing revolutions and changing social 

standing/morals because it is a language, an extension of who are person is and the 

physical embodiment of semiotics. Arguments are successful because of the use of 

words supporting their case and this is true regarding fashion. A controversial 

garment that is enriched in negative history would always be a powerful tool when 

debating for change. It can be compared to a well-researched point, adorned with a 

wide and diverse vocabulary that could discuss and win a debate. A piece of clothing 

with such a reputation and ability to divide opinion would always be influential in 
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trying to change women’s lives. While it can be said that the corset only changed 

women’s lives for a brief period and women soon found comfort in their age-old 

tradition, it made waves and created a diving board into other issues.  
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