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What can the Whitechapel murders tell us about the 
problems of Victorian society? 

 
This is a photograph of  Bucks Row, Whitechapel. It was taken in the 1960s but 
little had changed since 1888: 

 

 
 

The arrow points to the spot where PC John Neil discovered the body of Mary 
Anne Nichols (above), known as “Polly” in the early hours of Friday, 31st August 
1888. She was the first victim of the Whitechapel murderer, also known as 
“Leather Apron” or, most famously, as “Jack the Ripper”. 
 
The identity of Jack the Ripper remains a mystery to this day.  
 
In this study unit, each of you will build up your own profile of the murderer based 
on the evidence that survives. You will then use this profile to decide for yourself 

who exactly the murderer was from a list of the 15 most popular suspects. 
 
Why is the Ripper so famous? (Discuss as a group an d write your answers 
below).  
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1.WHAT WAS LIFE LIKE IN THE EAST END IN 1888? 

 
London in 1888 was a divided city. Just like today, the West End was the most 
wealthy area, and the East End was much poorer. Jack the Ripper operated in 
the East End, for a variety of reasons. 
 
Activity 1: How did social conditions in the East End help Jack the Ripper? 
Using the details below, fill in the right-hand column of the given table. 

 
Fact about East London in 1888 How this helped Jack  the Ripper  

The smoke and stinking gas fumes 
choked the streets so badly that at 
times it was not even possible to see 
your own hand in front of your face – 
these smogs were called “Pea 
Soupers” because of their greenish 
colour. 

 

Housing was disgusting. There was no 
sanitation and sewage ran openly 
through the overcrowded, maze-like 
streets. 

 

There was little work available for 
women, and no social security for those 
women who were unemployed. Many 
were forced to become prostitutes to 
survive. 

 

For many such women, their only 
escape from their terrible lives was 
drink, and they quickly became 
helpless alcoholics. 

 

 
Discussion Point: 
Throughout history, the East End of towns across Europe have always been 
poorer than the West. Have you any ideas why this might be the case? 
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Activity 2: More about the squalor of East London 
 
A passage from Andrew Mearns' The Bitter Cry of Outcast London serves to 
capture the misery of Whitechapel:  
Tens of thousands are crowded together amidst horrors which call to mind what 
we have heard of the middle passage of the slave ship. To get into them you 
have to penetrate courts reeking with poisonous gases arising from sewage and 
refuse scattered everywhere and often flowing beneath your feet; courts, many 
of them which the sun never reaches, which are never visited by a breath of 
fresh air. You have to ascend rotten staircases, which threaten to give way 
beneath every step, and which, in some places, have already broken down. You 
have to grope your way along dark and filthy passages swarming with rats. 
Then, if you are not driven back by the terrible smell, you can enter the dens in 
which these thousands of beings herd together. Eight feet square is about the 
average size of these rooms. Walls and ceilings are black with filth which has 
gathered upon them through long years of neglect. It is coming through cracks 
in the boards overhead; it is running down the walls; it is everywhere. The 
windows are half-stuffed with rags or covered by boards to keep out wind and 
rain; the rest is so dirty and obscured that light cannot enter nor anything be 
seen outside. Instead of beds there are simply heaps of dirty rags, shavings and straw, but for the most part 
these miserable beings find rest only upon the filthy boards. 
 
Every room in these rotten and reeking places houses a family, often two:  
 ▪ In one cellar a sanitary inspector reports finding a father, mother, three children, and four pigs!  

 
 ▪ In another room a missionary found a man ill with small-pox, his wife just recovering from her eighth 

confinement [pregnancy], and the children running about half naked and covered with dirt.  
 ▪ Here are seven people living in one underground kitchen, and a little dead child lying in the same 

room. 
 ▪ Elsewhere is a poor widow, her three children, and a child who had been dead thirteen days. Her 

husband, who was a cabman, had shortly before committed suicide.  
 ▪ Here lives a widow and her six children, including one daughter of 29, another of 21, and a son of 27.  

 
 ▪ Another apartment contains father, mother, and six children, two of whom are ill with scarlet fever.  

 
 ▪ In another nine brothers and sisters, from 29 years of age downwards, live, eat and sleep together.  

 
 ▪ Here is a mother who turns her children into the street in the early evening because she lets her room 

for immoral purposes until long after midnight, when the poor little wretches creep back again if they 
have not found some miserable shelter elsewhere.   

 ▪ The tenant of this room is a widow, who herself occupies the only bed, and lets the floor to a married 
couple for 2s. 6d. per week. 

 ▪ You are choked as you enter by the air laden with particles of the superfluous fur pulled from the 
skins of rabbits, rats, dogs and other animals in their preparation for the furrier.  

 
Task 
Number each bullet point in this list from (1) = the worst example of poverty to 
(10) = the least extreme case. Compare your choices with a partner, and then 
with the class. 


