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Coventry Patmore’s “Angel in the House” (1854)







Amelia Dyer hastened the deaths of at least 300 infants



25-year-old Evelina Edith Marmon







Doris Marmon, found in a carpet bag





Lyttelton Steward Forbes Winslow







Was Dyer Insane?

(Horace Avory: “If such a defence [of insanity] were to 
prevail, no murderer would ever again be convicted and 
lunatic asylums would have to be substituted for gaols”)



McNaughton Rules

1) Did not know the nature and quality of the act

2) Or, if did, did not know it was wrong.





“My hope is built on nothing less,
Than Jesus’ blood and 

righteousness.”

(Edward Mote’s 1830s hymn)



Executioner James Billington



“What did she think as she stood on the gallers,

Poor little victims in front of ‘er eyes?

‘Er ‘eart if she ‘ad one must have been callous,

The rope round ‘er neck – ‘Ow quickly times flies!”



Metropolitan Police Statistics
for the year ending April 1896:

found the corpses of 225 infants



Killing infants “quickly and cynically” 
like Mrs. Dyer

or

the “infinitely more cruel method 
of slow starvation” 



The rights of children?

1884: London Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children



The Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals
was formed in 1823 

but it took another 60 years 
for a similar organization to be established 

to protect children.



Catholic Archbishop Henry Edward Manning 
and Benjamin Waugh, founder of NSPCC:
“The Child of the English Savage” (1886)



Benjamin Waugh

“The vilest, blackest shame of our land” 
was the 

“famine and the pain of 

tiny staggerers to the grave”



Are infants truly able to feel pain?



The “great chain of feeling”

ran parallel to the “great chain of being”



James Sully and “recapitulation theory”



Hierarchies and political choices

1834 Poor Law Amendment Act

MPs rejected giving women 
the vote, property rights, access to divorce, and equal pay

Societies regulated cruelty towards animals (1823) 
but not infants (until 1884)



Infant life Protection Bill and Safety of Nurse Children Bill (1897)



Benjamin Waugh 

Mrs Dyer was 
“actually the most saintly of baby farmers I have come 

across… 
She gives 6 seconds of pain while the others give 6 

weeks…”



The professionalisation of child murder 
could be regulated 

but that would not change the 
underlying, systemic causes

that made unmarried mothers 
desperate enough to allow their own infants 

to “fade away”.





What are labelled 

“sane” and “insane” 

are historically mutable





Dyer: “I have no soul: my soul was 
hammered out of me in Gloucester Asylum”





Although the “natural instinct” of motherhood 
was certainly  “weaker than the poets have sung, 
yet they are not extinguished without an anguish  

that is no less terrible to bear 
than it is damaging to the moral nature of the unhappy girls 

who either themselves kill their infants 
or hand them over to the baby farmer, 

knowing well that this means their cruel death.”



Two people were responsible 
for bringing a child into the world







Easier to point fingers at individual women 
than at deliberately constructed systems of 

morality (religious dicta),  
law (women’s lack of rights 

over their own bodies and property), and  
finance (discriminatory employment practices), 

that made women’s lives unliveable.
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