
The Inflation of Mythos: Martha Finley's Elsie
Dinsmore
Martha Finley's Elsie Dinsmore series, published between 1867 and 1905,
was one of the most popular children's book series of the Victorian era. The
series follows the life of Elsie Dinsmore, a young girl who is raised in a
strict Calvinist household. Elsie is portrayed as a model of piety, purity, and
domesticity, and her adventures invariably revolve around her efforts to live
up to these ideals. The series was immensely popular, and it is estimated
that over 10 million copies of the books were sold during Finley's lifetime.
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However, the Elsie Dinsmore series has also been criticized for its
promotion of harmful stereotypes and its contribution to the oppression of
women. Critics argue that Finley's novels present an unrealistic and
unattainable ideal of femininity, and that they reinforce the idea that
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women's only role in life is to be subservient to men. Additionally, the series
has been criticized for its racist and classist undertones.

In this article, we will explore the ways in which Finley's Elsie Dinsmore
series inflated the myth of the perfect Victorian girl. We will examine the
ways in which the series promoted harmful stereotypes and contributed to
the oppression of women. Finally, we will consider the legacy of the Elsie
Dinsmore series and its impact on American culture.

The Myth of the Perfect Victorian Girl

The Victorian era was a time of great social and economic change. The
Industrial Revolution led to the rise of the middle class, and the increasing
availability of education and leisure time for women led to a new ideal of
femininity. The perfect Victorian girl was seen as pious, pure, and domestic.
She was expected to be subservient to her father and husband, and to
devote her life to raising her children and managing her household.

Martha Finley's Elsie Dinsmore series was one of the most popular
exemplars of this ideal. Elsie is portrayed as a paragon of virtue, and her
adventures invariably revolve around her efforts to live up to the
expectations of her family and society. She is constantly praised for her
piety, her purity, and her domestic skills. For example, in the first book in
the series, Elsie is rewarded for her good behavior with a new doll.
However, she is not allowed to play with the doll on Sundays, because it is
considered to be a frivolous activity.

Finley's novels reinforce the idea that women's only role in life is to be
subservient to men. Elsie is constantly deferring to her father and husband,
and she never questions their authority. For example, in the book Elsie's



New Relations, Elsie is forced to give up her dream of becoming a doctor in
order to marry her cousin. She accepts this decision without question, even
though it means that she will have to give up her own ambitions.

The Oppression of Women

The Elsie Dinsmore series has been criticized for its contribution to the
oppression of women. Critics argue that Finley's novels promote harmful
stereotypes and that they reinforce the idea that women are inferior to men.
Additionally, the series has been criticized for its racist and classist
undertones.

One of the most harmful stereotypes promoted by the Elsie Dinsmore
series is the idea that women are naturally weak and emotional. Elsie is
constantly portrayed as being delicate and fragile, and she is often fainting
or crying. This stereotype reinforces the idea that women are not capable
of handling the stresses of the outside world, and that they need to be
protected by men.

Another harmful stereotype promoted by the Elsie Dinsmore series is the
idea that women's only role in life is to be subservient to men. Elsie is
constantly deferring to her father and husband, and she never questions
their authority. This stereotype reinforces the idea that women are not
capable of making their own decisions, and that they need to be controlled
by men.

In addition to promoting harmful stereotypes, the Elsie Dinsmore series has
also been criticized for its racist and classist undertones. Elsie is constantly
praised for her white skin and her Anglo-Saxon heritage. Additionally, the
series often portrays African Americans and other people of color in a



negative light. For example, in the book Elsie's Friends at Woodburn, Elsie
is disgusted by the sight of a group of African American children playing in
the street. This portrayal of African Americans reinforces the racist
stereotypes that were prevalent in the Victorian era.

The Legacy of the Elsie Dinsmore Series

The Elsie Dinsmore series had a profound impact on American culture. The
series helped to shape the ideal of the perfect Victorian girl, and it
reinforced the idea that women's only role in life was to be subservient to
men. The series also contributed to the racism and classism that was
prevalent in the Victorian era.

The Elsie Dinsmore series is still popular today, and it continues to be read
by young girls around the world. However, the series has also been
criticized for its outdated values and its promotion of harmful stereotypes.
Critics argue that the series is not appropriate for children in the 21st
century, and that it should be retired from circulation.

Martha Finley's Elsie Dinsmore series was one of the most popular
children's book series of the Victorian era. The series inflated the myth of
the perfect Victorian girl, promoting an unattainable ideal of piety, purity,
and domesticity. The series also contributed to the oppression of women,
reinforcing the idea that women's only role in life is to be subservient to
men. The Elsie Dinsmore series is still popular today, but it is important to
be aware of its harmful stereotypes and its contribution to the oppression of
women.
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