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Today, Charles Darwin receives so much attention that it is easy to forget he was the 

voice that pulled together a wide evolutionary discourse.  For example, Charles Lyell’s 1830 

Principles of Geology was nearly as culturally earth-shattering as Darwin’s book, for in its thesis 

that former changes to the earth could be explained through current geologic forces, he brought 

method to James Hutton’s uniformitarianism, and many people began to believe that the planet 

was significantly older than the 6000 years accorded through biblical literalism.  This, of course, 

had the repercussion of threatening or destroying many Christian’s belief in their God, especially 

if something else had contributed to that ‘dark night of the soul’.  Poet Alfred, Lord Tennyson 

understood how deeply faith could be shaken.  In 1833, his friend and fellow poet Arthur Hallam 

died suddenly from a brain hemorrhage, and the tragedy lingered with Tennyson.  Over 

seventeen years, Tennyson turned his search for hope after the loss into his masterpiece, “In 

Memoriam, A. H. H.”  In the process of describing the loss, Tennyson turned to evolutionary 

discourse. 

 Tennyson begins prefacing his evolution-caused doubts in Canto 54 of the poem, which 

opens with the expression that humanity dreams that “somehow good/ Will be the final goal of 

ill”, and that no death, no matter how small—even a worm sliced by a trowel or a moth in a 

flame—is in vain.  By Canto 55, Tennyson reveals that these dreams come from the “God within 

the Soul”, and that they appear at odds with Nature, who is so concerned with the “type” or the 

species that she is “careless” with the single life and wasteful of so many single lives, bringing 

“but one [seed] to bear” of every fifty made.  It is this juxtaposition which causes the speaker to 

“falter where [he] firmly trod”, and blindly grope through dirt in the attempt to feel God and his 

hope again.  When Canto 56 begins, the speaker is met by screeching Nature who cries out that 
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she is not even “careful of the type”, for “A thousand types are gone” and all shall eventually go.  

Even Man-the-species, the “last work” atop Nature’s great chain of being for—unlike other 

creatures—he “trusted [that] God was love indeed” even though Nature railed against this belief, 

will someday be “no more.”  This revelation causes the speaker to lose his faith and doubt that 

God will present any “hope of answer” to Nature’s claims.  The doubt is so critically shaking that 

the speaker must actively “come away” from this line of inquiry in Canto 57 and abandon it for 

other meditations.  Eventually, the speaker’s Christian faith is reaffirmed by the end of the poem 

and the reader lays aside the doubt and despair an impersonal, Godless nature presented, and 

returns to hope:  a pattern that would persist in negotiating the interplay between evolutionary 

discourse and theology throughout the century. 

Charles Dickens, like Tennyson, wrote much of his body of work before Origin’s 

publication and would therefore been largely unable to directly engage with Darwin’s own 

evolutionary thinking.  Indeed, the only unambiguously Darwinian reference in all of Dickens’s 

work is in his 1861 novel Great Expectations where narrator Pip recalls that his five brothers 

“gave up trying to get a living exceedingly early in that universal struggle”, the last two words an 

apparent reference to Darwin’s line “Nothing is easier than to admit in words the truth of the 

universal struggle for life” (qtd. in Glick 92-93).  Unlike Tennyson, however, Dickens scientific 

interests lay far outside evolutionary discourse and the life sciences.  However, even though 

Dickens himself had little interest in evolutionary thought, he was interested in the play between 

individual independence and familial inheritance, the same characteristics present in the 

“entangled bank” closing Darwin’s Origin which display all the laws of his theory.  Therefore, 

Dickens’s works can be read as participating in the growing evolutionary discourse of the 

nineteenth century. 
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 In particular, Dickens’s works provide a voice for the importance of social forces in 

human evolution.  Indeed, the dominant biological evolutionary vector—inheritance—takes a 

notable secondary role to social pressures, especially those experienced during childhood, in how 

an adult person is fitted to his life’s position.  In Dickens’s 1853 novel Bleak House, the narrator 

Esther Summerson obviously inherits a great deal of biological similarity from her mother, Lady 

Honoria Dedlock, as Dickens makes much of how strongly the two women physically resemble 

each other.  When Mr. Guppy first sees a portrait of Lady Dedlock at her residence in Chesney 

Wold—the first time he had ever been at this home—he instantly recognizes the face, though he 

had never before seen the Lady.  Eventually he makes the connection, obtains an audience with 

Lady Dedlock, and reveals to her that he found “such a resemblance between Miss Esther 

Summerson and your ladyship’s own portrait, that it completely knocked me over” (285).  

Indeed, Guppy concludes by saying that now that he has seen both women in the flesh, the 

resemblance is “really more surprising than [he] thought it” (286).  Similarly, though Esther 

herself is not as blatant in her recognition as Guppy, she “kn[ows] the beautiful face quite well” 

the first time she beholds Lady Dedlock, makes multiple references to mirrors and broken glass, 

and sees likeness between Lady Dedlock’s face and her own godmother’s (really her biological 

aunt) (177).  Yet, for all the physiognomic similarity, Lady Dedlock and Esther have wildly 

different temperaments.  Lady Dedlock is cold, bored, and selfish—quite literally locked into a 

sort of living death.  Esther, on the other hand is as warm as a summer’s day and as selflessly 

giving as her biblical namesake, who risked her own life to stop a genocide. 

 As Dickens reveals in his narrative, the primary difference between these two genetic 

copies is the social force of having someone (or something) to love.  Lady Dedlock is as 

emotionally restricted as she is because she lost her child and found nothing else to direct any 
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compassionate feelings towards—indeed, she chose to marry Dedlock as almost a penance for 

her pregnancy.  Esther, on the other hand, was able to develop a remarkable compassion in the 

absence of receiving love as a child by deeply loving a doll.  In fact, Esther begins her narrative 

by directly telling the reader that “It almost makes me cry to think what a relief it used to be to 

me […] to run upstairs to my room […] and tell [Dolly] all I had noticed since we parted” (10-

11).  The love she gave to her doll seemed to feed the “noticing way” and a desire to understand 

what she noticed that Esther already possessed.  What Esther notices most, though, is what the 

people around her feel and need, and—as an adult—she realizes that “When [she] love[s] a 

person very tenderly, […her understanding] seems to brighten” (11).  Even as a child, the 

relationship with the doll teaches Esther to understand pathos (she compares her childhood under 

her wicked godmother to “some of the princesses in the fairy stories”) and is able to relate to her 

peers (she is invited to a birthday party) before her aunt directly intervenes (11).  Though 

Dickens does not permit the reader to know much of Lady Dedlock’s childhood, he reinforces 

this crucial social difference of having something with the introduction of Judy Smallwood, 

who—like Esther—assists an older benefactor, in this case her grandfather.  However, unlike 

Esther, the child “Judy never owned a doll, never heard of Cinderella, never played at any game” 

(205).  Because of this, Judy was unable to understand or “get on” with her peers, and Dickens 

writes that “she seemed like an animal of another species” (205).  In other words, the social or 

“nurture” aspects of individual development were so important to Dickens that they could trump 

all levels of inheritance and even appear to remove a person from the human species.  Perhaps, 

then, Dickens’s unintended contribution to the evolutionary debate was a strong reminder that a 

web of social variables mitigate the emphasis on heritability in natural selection among humans.   

Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell shared Charles Dickens’s social interests, and the two had a 
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cordial (if at times strained) business relationship.  Indeed, Dickens even provided the title for 

her 1855 work North and South.  Gaskell, other connections—Charles Darwin was a distant 

cousin, and Gaskell knew him well enough to model character Roger Hamley from him—gave 

her a stronger biological interest. Indeed, Gaskell’s interest in manufacturing and class struggle 

combined with her biological interests and some of her work appears to anticipate social 

Darwinism for, like the social Darwinists, Gaskell relies on the idea that certain underlying, 

irresistible forces act in societies much the same as natural forces act upon organisms. 

  Gaskell’s North and South begins, in fact, with preparations for the socially accepted 

transfer of genes: a marriage.  The union of Edith Shaw and Captain Sholto Lennox is painted as 

a delightful affair for all concerned.  The couple are in love, society happily approves, the 

mother-in-law is thrilled, and the fête promises to be a splendid party.  From later glimpses into 

the marriage through Edith’s correspondence with the protagonist, Margaret Hale, the marriage 

itself remains amicable and quickly becomes successful in ways that only marriages can:  the 

couple grow accustomed to each other, put on a little weight (Edith playfully complains that her 

husband is “getting stout and grumpy”), and start producing children (278).  But—as blessed as 

they are to live so pleasantly—this is all the Lennoxes ever do.  Even Captain Lennox, who—as 

an active military man—should perhaps be a little ‘warriorly’ becomes cozily domestic:  “kind” 

and “gentlemanly”, his days are spent sitting “with his wife in her dressing-room an hour or two 

every day; [playing] with his little boy for another hour, and [lounging] away the rest of his time 

at his club” (445).  As biologically productive as the marriage is, it contributes nothing to future 

generations save people—and there may already be too many of these. 

 In contrast with the Lennox marriage is the sort of ‘marriage’ of innovation that can 

advance civilizations.  Removed from country-farm Helstone in the south to industrial Milton in 
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the north, Margaret Hale comes face to face with the idea of mass production for the first time.  

Of course, the innovations inherent in such production promise much for society.  In Milton’s 

case, the cloth they cheaply produce can clothe those who can’t spin or weave for themselves, 

and the industry frees those who might be making fabric to pursue ends more compatible with 

their natures.  The greater division of labor effectively increases the total potential for the entire 

species.  Of course, as Margaret quickly discovers, the same mass production that can potentially 

elevate all can thoroughly crush individuals.  The workers’ weekly pay is barely enough to live 

upon, especially when multiple dependents are factored into the equation, and the mill conditions 

are often dangerous and unhealthy:  Nicholas Higgins’s daughter, Bessy, dies as a teenager from 

‘fluff on the lung.’  Sometimes the workers themselves contribute to the problem.  As Bessy tells 

Margaret, some people “didn’t like working in places where there was a wheel [to blow the fluff 

away], because they said as how it made ‘em hungry, at after they’d been long used to 

swallowing fluff, to go without it” (119). 

 When Margaret Hale—who has grown sympathetic to the workers’ plight—falls in love 

with mill owner John Thornton at the novel’s conclusion, their alluded-to marriage promises to 

be one that can help change the Milton environment so that all may not only live, but flourish.  

Margaret has already proven herself to be an adaptable person, transitioning from London 

society to country-parson’s daughter to a gentle activist to a wealthy property holder (she 

eventually inherits Thornton’s mill) with relative ease.  So too has Thornton, who not only 

brought his family out of poverty following the ruin and suicide of his father, but also paid off 

his father’s creditors and established Marlborough Millson his own.  Thornton further proves his 

adaptability under Margaret and Nicholas Higgins’s influences and pursues improvements for his 

workers such as establishing a cooperative dining hall for them.  Adept as both are with change 
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(and facilitating positive change at that), their marriage, though likely to produce as many babies 

as the Lennox’s, will also further improve the whole of Milton’s environment, for the 

innovations they bring to Marlborough Mills will eventually force the other mill owners to 

follow suit in order to attract their own workers. 

 Gaskell showed in her fiction how evolutionary forces could affect whole societies as 

well as individuals, and many other novelists of the era followed in her stead.  Thomas Hardy, 

however, presents a notable departure in the connection between evolution and literature, for—as 

a dedicated realist—Darwinian elements often work within his novels as a critical part of 

narrative structure itself.  In Tess of the D’Urbervilles (1891), for example, relies upon the 

requirements of sexual selection, which Darwin articulated in his 1871 Descent of Man, to give 

believable shape to a novel so reliant upon irony of circumstance.  In Tess, its eponymous 

heroine loses her virtue because she is innocent.  She then loses her chance at marital bliss 

because of her virtuous honesty, and only regains it after she commits a murder.  With such 

normally implausible material, Hardy needs an irrefutable ‘natural’ structure to realistically tie it 

all together. 

 That realism derives from playing the conflicting strategies each gender has in natural 

selection off each other.  In modern terminology, males—possessing the ability to produce two 

to five million gametes per ejaculation—strongly increase their chances of passing their genes to 

subsequent generations if they have multiple female partners.  This can be obtained through a 

form of polygyny, serial monogamy, or a combination thereof.  In any situation, time spent with 

any one female partner is significantly shorter than if that male were in a monogamous 

arrangement with that partner.  This results in a preference for short term sexual encounters.  

Conversely, females with their typical one gamete per cycle have a strong interest in being 
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selective.  Since human children require years of extensive care, females also have a strong 

interest in choosing a mate who would provide resources beyond conception.  These interests 

result in a preference for more long term encounters. 

 In Tess of the D’Urbervilles, two men—Alec D’Urberville and Angel Clare—desire Tess 

Durbeyfield.  Since Hardy describes Tess at one point as “a visionary essence of woman—a 

whole sex condensed into one typical form”, it is safe to assume that she is the platonic ideal of 

woman for her suitors:  strong, healthy, and receptive.  Only one of them, however, views Tess 

with more than physical attractions.  Angel Clare at one point says to Tess that “Distinction does 

not consist in the facile use of a contemptable set of conventions, but in being numbered among 

those who are true, and honest, and just, and pure, and lovely, and of good report—as you are, 

my Tess.”  The irony, of course, is that Tess is no longer many of these qualities, given her rape 

and her continued secrecy on the matter; yet, Angel’s abstract attractions reveal that his interest 

in Tess goes beyond surface qualities and hints that he is more interested in a sustained 

relationship.  Tess’s choice between the men may in turn seem ironic as well.  Though both are 

of a higher class than she, and both could provide for her, Alec D’Urberville is by far the 

richer—having inherited an estate—while Angel is still striving to make his fortune as a farmer.  

At any point in the narrative, Tess’s life would have immediate material improvements were she 

to consent to be Alec’s mistress or wife.  Yet, Tess marries and continues to pursue Angel Clare,  

Tess’s apparently ‘odd’ choice, especially given her low social status, however, is the 

most realistic one under biological requirements.  As the desired party, the choice is hers and; 

biologically speaking, Alec D’Urberville is not a suitable mate from the female position.  In the 

first place, he is described in unattractive terms for the period:  Hardy notes that he has “an 

almost swarthy complexion” with “badly moulded” “full lips”, a moustache styled in a fashion 
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more appropriate to older men, and “touches of barbarisim in his contours” (44).  Physical 

attractiveness is often considered a sign of health, which is very important in mate selection, but 

the “swarthiness” also carries period connotations of non-European, which also meant less-

advanced, especially when combined with the noun “barbarism.”  Alec’s sexual aggressiveness 

is also a strong detractor, socially for it obviously prevents Tess from maintaining the period 

virtues of chastity and purity, but also biologically for rape removes a woman’s ability to 

preference her mate choices.  Moreover, Alec’s interests are clearly in the short term only, as 

Tess recognizes with her incredulity at her mother’s suggestion they should have married:  “He 

marry her!  On matrimony he had never once said a word” (103).  Yet, even after Alec proposes, 

he would not have made a good, permanent match for he displays no ability or eagerness to 

improve himself in the world and is instead content to rest upon the laurels of his forebears.  

Conversely, Angel Clare is almost transcendentally handsome—all of the dairymaids at 

Talbothays Dairy where the pair meet again—fall madly in love with him.  His very name 

invokes the light and superiority absent in Alec’s swarthiness.  He is also incredibly intelligent—

of his siblings, he “was the only son who had not taken a University degree, though he was the 

single one of them whose early promise might have done full justice to an academical training” 

and even Tess first regards him more “as an intelligence rather than a man” (147, 160).  Unlike 

Alec, Angel has the ability to “do anything if he tried”, and is actively working to create his own 

fortune (147).  Moreover, Angel clearly desires a long-term commitment from Tess as he 

continually proposes marriage despite her rejections, and his primary attractions to her are more 

abstract, permanent qualities.  Given the choice between the pair, only the worst sort of woman 

would choose Alec. 

 In fact, the idea that there could be those sorts of people who would prefer traits such as 
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Alec D’urbervilles’s ‘swarthiness’ is one that another author, H. Rider Haggard, picks up in his 

1887 novel She.  In this text, Haggard experiments with the Victorian evolutionary concept of 

degeneration, later termed devolution.  Though degeneration is considered a biological fallacy 

since evolution has no progressive motif and therefore cannot have a reverse, many in the 

Victorian age attributed evolutionary theory with having the goal of perfection, and part of what 

detracted from that perfection was racial co-mingling, which Haggard clearly invokes in his 

fictional people, the Amahagger, who are an unidentifiable hybrid race:  “Their language was a 

bastard Arabic, and yet they were not Arabs […] they were too dark, or rather yellow.  I could 

not say why, but I know that their appearance filled me with a sick fear.” 

 Yet, much more than just the Amahagger rely on degeneration in She.  In fact, the 

majority of the plot depends upon it.  Abandoning civilized England for the deepest, most 

inaccessible parts of savage Africa, Horace Holley and Leo Vincey physically move back to the 

geographic origin of the human species.  Forced into hand-to-hand combat with both animals and 

natives, the adventurers also abandon the technological innovations in weaponry achieved by the 

Victorians for what was had in a time with no tools.  Haggard’s most obvious example of 

reversing Darwin’s “monkey theory” comes at its conclusion when the vampiric villainess, 

Ayesha or She, pulls herself into a pillar of flame and begins to rapidly age until the explorers 

realize with a cry that in “shriveling up”, “she’s turning into a monkey!”  As anticlimactic as this 

scene and theme may appear today, Haggard’s reliance upon degeneration throughout his tale 

served as its primary horror vehicle, and that motif one popularly established (and it was, for She 

is one of the best-selling books ever published) became a classic staple of horror fiction.  For 

example Bram Stoker’s Dracula, published ten years after She, relies on the same themes for 

much of its horror.  Count Dracula himself is a ‘lower-state’ barbarian who claims to descend 
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from Attila the Hun and his Transylvanian castle has been out of step with the ‘progressing’ 

world for centuries.  Dracula is all the more terrifying to other characters and to readers because 

he is so backward and, were he to turn someone, he would force them into a devolution, too. 

 Evolutionary thinking influenced British Victorian literature in many ways.  From 

establishing a primary mode of horror fiction to puzzling through personal grief and a crisis of 

faith, evolutionary discourse influenced literary art both formally and conceptually. 
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