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The success of Charles Darwin’s evolutionary theories in mid-
nineteenth-century Britain has long been attributed, in part, to his
own adherence to strict standards of Victorian respectability, espe-
cially in regard to sex. Gowan Dawson contends that the fashioning
of such respectability was by no means straightforward or unprob-
lematic, with Darwin and his principal supporters facing surprisingly
numerous and enduring accusations of encouraging sexual impro-
priety. Integrating contextual approaches to the history of science
with recent work in literary studies, Dawson sheds new light on the
well-known debates over evolution by examining them in relation to
the murky underworlds of Victorian pornography, sexual innuendo,
unrespectable freethought and artistic sensualism. Such disreputable
and generally overlooked aspects of nineteenth-century culture were
actually remarkably central to many of these controversies. Focusing
particularly on aesthetic literature and new legal definitions of obscen-
ity, Dawson reveals the underlying tensions between Darwin’s theories
and conventional notions of Victorian respectability.

gowan dawson is Lecturer in Victorian Literature at the University
of Leicester. He is co-author of Science in the Nineteenth-Century Peri-
odical: Reading the Magazine of Nature (Cambridge, 2004).
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Nineteenth-century British literature and culture have been rich fields for
interdisciplinary studies. Since the turn of the twentieth century, scholars
and critics have tracked the intersections and tensions between Victorian
literature and the visual arts, polities, social organization, economic life,
technical innovations, scientific thought – in short, culture in its broadest
sense. In recent years, theoretical challenges and historiographical shifts
have unsettled the assumptions of previous scholarly synthesis and called
into question the terms of older debates. Whereas the tendency in much
past literary critical interpretation was to use the metaphor of culture as
‘background’, feminist, Foucauldian, and other analyses have employed
more dynamic models that raise questions of power and of circulation. Such
developments have reanimated the field. This series aims to accommodate
and promote the most interesting work being undertaken on the frontiers
of the field of nineteenth-century literary studies: work which intersects
fruitfully with other fields of study such as history, or literary theory, or the
history of science. Comparative as well as interdisciplinary approaches are
welcomed.

A complete list of titles published will be found at the end of the book.
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For my mother and in memory of my father
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Senate House Library, University of Leicester Library and University of
Sheffield Library. I am also very grateful to those libraries and archives which
allowed me access to unpublished manuscript material in their possession:
the Bradlaugh Papers are used by courtesy of the Bishopsgate Institute; the
Darwin Manuscript Collection is used with the permission of the Syndics
of Cambridge University Library; the Huxley Papers are used by permis-
sion of the Archives, Imperial College London; the Tyndall Papers are
used by courtesy of the Royal Institution of Great Britain; the Pearson,
Robertson and UCL Council Papers are used by courtesy of University Col-
lege London Library Services. Both the Science in the Nineteenth-Century

xi

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-87249-2 - Darwin, Literature and Victorian Respectability
Gowan Dawson
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521872499
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


xii Acknowledgements

Periodical (SciPer) project at the Universities of Leeds and Sheffield and
the Department of English at the University of Leicester provided me with
extremely supportive and stimulating working environments whilst I was
writing the book, and I am particularly grateful to the University of Leices-
ter for granting me a period of study leave which enabled me to prepare
the final draft.

A portion of chapter one appeared in Victorian Poetry 41 (2003), and
earlier versions of parts of chapters two and five have been published in
Unmapped Countries: Biological Visions in Nineteenth-Century Literature
and Culture, ed. by Anne-Julia Zwierlein (London: Anthem Press, 2005),
and Science Serialized: Representations of the Sciences in Nineteenth-Century
Periodicals, ed. by Sally Shuttleworth and Geoffrey Cantor (Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 2004). Permission to reprint is gratefully acknowledged.

Finally, I thank my family and friends for their support, and not least
their patience, during the long time in which this book has gradually taken
shape. Helen Wilkinson in particular has given me all the encouragement,
love and good counsel that I could ever have expected. Similarly, my parents,
Stefanie and Paul, have always offered the unfailing support, both emotional
and material, that has enabled me to follow my own particular path, and
it is to them that the book is dedicated.

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-87249-2 - Darwin, Literature and Victorian Respectability
Gowan Dawson
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521872499
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

