
ENGLISH FICTION AND THE EVOLUTION
OF LANGUAGE, 1850–1914

Victorian science changed language from a tool into a natural phe-
nomenon, evolving independently of its speakers. Will Abberley
explores how science and fiction interacted in imagining different
stories of language evolution. Popular narratives of language progress
clashed with others of decay and degeneration. Furthermore, the
blurring of language evolution with biological evolution encouraged
Victorians to reimagine language as a mixture of social convention
and primordial instinct. Abberley argues that fiction by authors such
as Charles Kingsley, Thomas Hardy and H. G. Wells not only
reflected these intellectual currents, but also helped to shape them.
Genres from utopia to historical romance supplied narrative models
for generating thought experiments in the possible pasts and futures
of language. Equally, fiction that explored the instinctive roots of
language intervened in debates about language standardization and
scientific objectivity. These textual readings offer new perspectives on
twenty-first-century discussions about language evolution and the
language of science.

will abberley is a research fellow for the Faculty of English
Language and Literature, University of Oxford, exploring concepts
of natural mimicry and deception in Victorian literature and the life
sciences.
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Nineteenth-century British literature and culture have been rich fields for inter-
disciplinary studies. Since the turn of the twentieth century, scholars and critics
have tracked the intersections and tensions between Victorian literature and the
visual arts, politics, 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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