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A. B. P., About to Marry: A Chat with an Old Friend (London, Victoria Press, 
[185?]). Reading University Library: Pamphlet Book T611.

The exact date of this slim volume, initialled A. B. P., is unknown. The 
archive catalogue states the publisher as the Victoria Press, which was 
founded in 1859. Although publication date is not exact this text comes 
between the health reforms of the 1840s and the Public Health Acts of 
1872 and 1875, making it a key text in the dissemination of public health 
issues to the poorer classes. Although not directly a� ributed to the 
Ladies’ Sanitary Association, the anecdotal style and pamphlet form, 
along with references to other books published in their name, positions 
it within the genre of such work. The Association was formed under 
the umbrella of the National Association for the Promotion of Social 
Science (NAPSS) and distributed pamphlets such as this to working-
class women in order to disseminate the developing knowledge on 
hygiene and health. Advocating the management of health as well as 
management of home shows a concern with a need to elevate domestic 
standards, still evident when Smiles published Character in 1871.1 Fur-
thermore, the knowledge necessary to maintain and promote health 
is seen as extensive, with this story serving as a general introduction 
with references for further, subject focused, reading.

The narrator of the story indirectly addresses the reader, who wit-
nesses a conversation between a teacher and a former pupil. This 
rhetorical strategy creates an air of intimacy in stark contrast to Freel-
ing’s authoritarian The Young Bride’s Book (see above, pp. 1–134), which 
directly addresses the reader. About to Marry includes women in 
education and progressive reforms whereas Freeling’s text acts as an 
authority that excludes women from that process, even as it instructs 
them.

The young bride-to-be is a servant, but the emphasis on good health 
practices is extended to all classes; the ranks of the privileged (repre-
sented by the girl’s previous employer) are shown to be knowledgeable 
in maintaining health and the poorer classes are presented as able to 
follow good practice if they are educated to do so. The responsibility 
for the health of self, husband and future children is placed fi rmly at 
the door of the intended wife. The story capitalises on the pervading 
acceptance of a woman’s occupation in the domestic sphere. How-

1 Samuel Smiles, Character (London: John Murray, 1871), p. 61.
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ever, rather than dogmatically prescribing a wife’s place within the 
home, this text acknowledges that women contribute fi nancially to the 
household economy. Indeed, by arguing that ‘everyone’ should have 
pertinent knowledge of domestic issues, this text accepts a diff erent 
domestic structure in the working classes than that expected in the 
middle classes.

This pamphlet emphasises the maintenance of health through 
practical education, rather than through moral conduct. Although 
degeneration of one’s health is a sin against God, this sin is o� en com-
mi� ed through ignorance rather than intent. The biblical story of Adam 
and Eve provides a powerful allegory that unites good sanitary prac-
tice with a familiar story, emphasising that poor sanitation is ungodly; 
social science and religious duty work in partnership with each other. 

This practical approach interpellates working-class women into a 
domestic role that is acceptable to the hegemonic middle-class under-
standing of domestic order. Furthermore, advocating that a woman 
from any class can maintain her health by the application of appropri-
ate knowledge indicates that a woman’s fragility and predisposition to 
illness was not seen as entirely pathological.

Se� ing the story in the country rather than the growing industrial 
city taps into the cultural memory of the new industrialised populace. 
Although the city is not mentioned, its absence is striking given that 
the promotion of personal health in this work (and others like it) was 
generated by a legislative response to poor sanitary provision in the 
developing cities.

About to Marry suggests an intimate dialogue between the classes 
with the aim of promoting be� er personal and family health amongst 
the working class specifi cally. However the interclass tensions cannot 
be entirely wri� en out. The prospective bride becomes symbolic of 
the hegemonic order’s expectations of her class: a capable people who 
should recognise the uses that practically applied learning can bring to 
their lives. This to an extent infantilises working families, although the 
advocacy of self-help – urging working-class women to explore further 
pamphlets – recognises the potential liberal autonomy of women. The 
counterarguments to pursuing good personal health (seen as excuses 
rather than a class-related genuine lack of time and resources) are 
resolved within the text by a reasoned application of social science and 
religion. Ultimately, however, the intimate mode of address the story 
adopts, and the outward cross-class unity of purpose, suggests a ten-
sion between the classes that the NAPSS tries to bypass.
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