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Abstract 

My argument is that the rise of biology at the start of the nineteenth 

challenged the individualism of the Enlightenment, and that it fell to the novel to 

enable readers to reimagine themselves in light of the resulting contradictions. 

Chapter one considers how the eighteenth-century individual was dismantled, 

chapter two looks at the human organism erected in its place, and chapter three 

accounts for how human organisms form communities. By factoring fiction into 

the break between natural history and biology that Foucault identifies in The 

Order of Things (1966), I consider the effect of that epistemological shift on the 

history of subjectivity. In my first chapter I use Gillray’s satirical cartoon, The 

Cow-pock (1802), to show how the concept of a human being who is at once 

individual and organism was an unlivable contradiction, and how that 

contradiction played out in the cultural conflicts of the time. In the next chapter I 

use Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) to argue that the novel reimagined life within 

that contradiction by reconfiguring individuation into an uncertain process 

whose goal is both unattainable and dangerous. Finally, I use Dickens’s Dombey 

and Son (1848) to show how the novel developed a new conception of community 

suited to the self-contradiction of the individual as organism.
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1. Introduction: The End of Taxonomy 
The space of Western knowledge is now about to topple: the taxinomia, whose great, 
universal expanse extended in correlation with the possibility of a mathesis, and which 
constituted the down-beat of knowledge—at once its primary possibility and the end of 
its perfection—is now about to order itself in accordance with an obscure verticality: a 
verticality that is to define the law of resemblances, prescribe all adjacencies and 
discontinuities, provide the foundation for perceptible arrangements, and displace all the 
great horizontal deployments of the taxinomia towards the somewhat accessory region of 
consequences. Thus, European culture is inventing for itself a depth in which what 
matters is no longer identities, distinctive characters, permanent tables with all their 
possible paths and routes, but great hidden forces developed on the basis of their 
primitive and inaccessible nucleus, origin, causality, and history (Order, 251). 

In The Order of Things: An Archeology of the Human Sciences (1966), Michel 

Foucault identified an “epistemic” shift in the way that Western culture produced 

knowledge, and thus in the forms of knowledge produced (351). During what he called 

the final century of the “classical episteme,” the production of knowledge required men 

to observe the universal laws of grammar, the unchanging natural taxonomy of living 

beings, and the production and circulation of wealth. The abrupt shift to what can now 

be understood as the “modern episteme” in the late-eighteenth and early nineteenth 

century involved those who would become the important intellectuals of the period in 

establishing a new foundation for knowledge. The production of knowledge itself 

became the foundation for knowledge, which rested on the comparative analysis of 

evolving languages, the investigation of organic life and its processes, and the study of 

human labor. Of the three epistemological transformations elucidated by Foucault, I am 

concerned primarily with the second: the displacement of the study of taxonomy, or 
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natural history, by the study of life and its processes, or biology. My dissertation offers 

an explanation of how the novel contributed to this thoroughgoing revision of the 

classical episteme, claiming that, and demonstrating how, the imperative to 

accommodate the philosophical redefinition of man as an organism compelled novelists 

to reimagine human life. Implicitly and explicitly, novelists had to imagine how human 

beings could have evolved from primitive man, if not from lower animals, and 

simultaneously struggle against other forms of humanity for survival while forming a 

peaceable and civilized society. Thus, where The Order of Things focuses on the 

philosophical disruptions produced by the new science, I want to consider just how the 

new biological understanding of human life had an equally disruptive impact on the 

popular understanding of the relationship of personhood to social belonging that 

allowed literate Europeans to reimagine themselves, not merely as individuals, but also, 

and for the first time, as organisms, whose origins were to be located, if at all, on the 

plastic plane of organic life itself. 

As Foucault elsewhere acknowledged at length, the re-imagination of human life 

in biological terms produced serious and lasting challenges to well-established 

assumptions concerning the disposition of property, social identity, rights, personal 

wellbeing, and public health—indeed, all the problems that challenged British 

liberalism. The transformation of the conceptual architecture of scientific thought from 

fixed taxonomies to organic processes provided the framework for his later lectures on 
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biopolitics, which tracked comparable transformations at the various levels—

psychological, sociological, political, and economic—whose interplay not only troubled, 

but ultimately generated, the object of nineteenth- and twentieth-century Western 

government.1 During the same period, this interplay of forces also constituted the world 

that novels persuaded an expanding and diversifying readership to imagine they 

inhabited. 

Prior to the biological turn, seventeenth- and eighteenth-century philosophers 

looked out on a nature that God had created, and they understood the “development” of 

any one of its fixed categories as either progress toward perfection within that category, 

or a position within a gradated vertical system of types. That order of things, once 

bound to medieval conceptions of sovereignty, only gained new authority when the 

Glorious Revolution (1688) overthrew a form of sovereignty predicated on the 

metaphysics of blood, and created a new ideological basis for legitimizing government.2 

In Thomas Hobbes’s figure of the Leviathan (1651), the concept of the self-sovereign 

individual provided the means by which the concept of sovereignty could survive the 

emergence of social forces capable of beheading Charles I. According to Hobbes, at a 

purely imaginary place in time, prior to the history of civilization and providing the 

condition of its possibility, men spontaneously agreed to forfeit their individual 

                                                        

1 See Foucault (1975-6) Society Must Be Defended. 
2 See Kantorowicz (1957) The King’s Two Bodies. 
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sovereignty to a sovereign exempt, like God, from the very laws through which he 

governed.3 The sovereign returned the favor by giving each individual his property, 

now protected from the threat of encroachment by other men; property thus became the 

basis for sovereign individuality, an agreement by which all individuals would 

henceforth be bound. 

Taken up by John Locke in 1689, the concept of self-sovereignty left the divine 

sovereign out of the equation, making it a bargain between the individual and an 

aggregate of the same, based on that individual’s God-given right to property. Self-

empowerment began with property in oneself, or the individual’s right to own his labor 

and the obligation to sustain his life. At the same time, the individual’s potential for self-

sovereignty could not be realized in actual property over which he had sole command 

until that individual arrived at the point in his education indicated by his exercise of 

reason. In his second treatise, under the heading, “Of Paternal Power,” Locke predicates 

that capacity for self-command upon the successful completion of a developmental 

process allowing a man to rise to the estate of his father, at which point he would be 

entirely autonomous from any form of power to which he did not, al la Hobbes, consent 

(Two Treatises, II.vi). In keeping with this logic, the modern state still arguably derived 

legitimacy from a fictional contract predicated on the transcendent rights and qualities 

of the individual, whose formation as an autonomous, rational, and self-possessed 

                                                        

3 See Schmitt (1922) Political Theology. 
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human being was the objective of childhood development. This occurred when 

individuals attained sufficient property for themselves from a world established by God 

with the necessary bounty, such that they could become disinterested and therefore 

capable of representing the general interest. It was a world of property, and, 

conceptually, without conflict. 

The whole idea of transcendent government, whether institutional or individual, 

was met with a philosophical challenge in the early decades of the nineteenth century, as 

the biological redefinition of humankind displaced moral philosophy with psychiatry 

and social contract theory with anthropology.4 As Foucault tells the story, once the new 

scientific discourse severed the tie between organic life and its metaphysical origin, 

processes of living shed their categorical limits and transcendental goals, and the 

development of any one species, including our own, was thrown open to speculation. 

The study of man shifted accordingly—from a search for fixed universals to the 

discovery of the laws that governed biological change. In the wake of doubts about the 

sanctity of natural hierarchies and the teleologies attached to their respective notions of 

development, three systematic solutions contended for the privilege of scripting the 

history of mankind, each of which proposed a different means of reconciling 

Enlightenment ideals with the science of biology. 

                                                        

4 See Foucault’s History of Madness (1965), Psychiatric Power (1973-4), Abnormal (1974-5), History of Sexuality, 
Volume I (1976) and “About the Concept of the ‘Dangerous Individual’” (1978), and Stocking (1987). 
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Jean-Baptist Lamarck’s Philosophie Zoologique (1809) proposed that all natural 

species, including human beings, had evolved and would continue to evolve by means 

of acquired adaptations required by their natural milieux and transmitted as their 

biological heritage to future progeny. What was so shocking about Lamarck’s theory 

was not the idea that acquired traits could be inherited so much as that the contingencies 

of a shifting environment could reshape a species in ways that could not be predicted in 

advance, thus implying that the potential for future forms was not predetermined 

within the species. At the same time, Lamarck combined this radical proposal with 

another, more optimistic claim that predicated the organism’s development on its 

capacity for self-improvement. Lamarck’s contention that a watered down version of 

self-sovereignty could do the work of divinely ordained progress informed the 

argument of Robert Chambers, whose anonymously published Vestiges of the Natural 

History of Creation (1844) sold some of the basic principles of evolutionary theory to a 

popular readership, paving the way for the popular reception of Charles Darwin’s major 

works.5 Even after Chambers, it is fair to say, Lamarckian evolution lived on, first in the 

work of Herbert Spencer, one of the best know intellectuals of the Victorian period, and 

later in the official Soviet biology during the century that followed. Its influence on the 

novel is omnipresent, if generally undervalued, according to Ian Duncan, in novels by 

                                                        

5 See Secord (2003) Victorian Sensation. 
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Sir Walter Scott and Victor Hugo.6 Lamarck’s developmental model of adaptation and 

inheritance did nineteenth-century thought the tremendous service of doing away with 

the problem of creation by having the creator put the destiny of his favorite creations in 

the hands, teeth, and claws of those organism themselves. Man’s inherent capacity for 

the development of his species takes over in the conclusion of Vestiges, allowing 

Chambers, in an ironic rewriting of Locke’s concept of “property in oneself,” to forecast 

a moment when man will have so altered his milieu as to become master of his own 

development. He concludes the fable with a prophecy: “There may then be occasion for 

a nobler type of humanity, which shall complete the zoological circle on this planet, and 

realize some of the dreams of the purest spirits of the present race” (276). 

As Auguste Comte and Harriet Martineau (1853), the translator whom Comte 

credited with clarifying his ideas, were soon to note, Lamarck’s position presupposed so 

generous a view of nature that it served as a placeholder for divinely ordained self-

sovereignty: 

It is evident that if this double property is admitted without restriction [adaptation and 
inheritance], all organisms may be regarded as having been produced by each other, if we 
only dispose the environment with that freedom and prodigality so easy to the artless imagination 
of Lamarck” (Comte, 344, my emphasis). 

As proof that Comte was not wrong in detecting an otherwise unjustified generosity in 

the Lamarckian milieu, Chambers had no trouble reinserting God into the theory of 

progressive evolution his predecessor had proposed, and he was but one of many 

                                                        

6 See Duncan (2017) “Literature: Historicism and Organic Form in Nineteenth-Century Fiction.” 
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intellectuals to do so. In the name of fairness, I must point out that while Comte doubted 

the generosity of the natural milieu in which science had located man as an organism, 

his own quasi-evolutionary theory depended on Lamarck’s signature assertion that the 

milieu played an irreducible role in the form and distribution of species. Comte 

combined Lamarck’s emphasis on the milieu with the insights of Georges Cuvier (1800) 

and Xavier Bichat (1801) that the distribution the species depended on their success in 

the struggle to survive. According to Comte, there are “two elements whose concurrence 

is necessary to the general idea of life,” namely, a “being so organized as to admit of the 

vital state,” and “such an arrangement of external influences as will so admit of it” 

(Comte, 299). To identify his disagreement with Bichat’s supposition that “the whole 

environment of living beings tends to destroy them,” Comte summarized his position as 

follows: “The harmony between the living being and the corresponding medium [milieu] 

(as I shall call its environment) evidently characterizes the fundamental condition of 

life” (Comte, 299).  

Lamarck recuperates the concept of progress by endowing the organism with a 

capacity for self-improvement that allowed it to respond to a changing milieu. By 

contrast, the second system, proposed by Comte, insisted that the scarcity of natural 

resources provided by the milieu was beyond the adaptive capability of the organism to 

surmount. Instead, scarcity maintained the species best equipped to survive in a 

changing state of “equilibrium” that eliminated species not so equipped: 
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If all possible organisms had been placed in all possible media, for a suitable time, the 
greater number of them would necessarily disappear, leaving only those which were 
accordant with the laws of the fundamental equilibrium; and it is probably by a series of 
eliminations like this that biological harmony has become gradually established on our 
globe, where we see such a process [extinction] now for ever going on (Comte, 344). 

This process of elimination is much the same principle that Thomas Malthus had 

applied to human populations in his Essay on the Principle of Population (1798). The 

presupposition of scarcity undergirds a model in which the natural milieu instigates a 

struggle within and among various populations that ends in an unstable equilibrium 

among those who prove themselves the fittest to survive. Where Lamarck had retained 

individualism as self-directed progress, Malthus did so only insofar as he assumed that 

some of his readers would heed the lessons of their clergyman and decide to conserve 

the resources available to them by exercising self-discipline, that is to say, by curbing 

their expression of “the passion between the sexes” and so limit the number of mouths 

they would have to feed (Malthus, 12).  If we thus identify Malthus’s central concept as 

scarcity and Lamarck’s as adaptation, we might be tempted to identify Darwin’s concept 

of competing variations as their synthesis.    

To do so, however, would overlook what it was about Darwin’s theory that was 

completely new, namely, that the reproduction of any given species produces random 

variations of that species, some better equipped to survive in their given milieu than 

others. To quote from Comte’s critique of Lamarck in the Positive Philosophy (1853) a fifth 

and final time, “the whole conception [of biology] would be overthrown at once if the 
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organism could be supposed capable of modification, ad infinitum” (Comte, 344). While 

it is certainly not wrong to associate the theory that Darwin proposed with “the survival 

of the fittest,” the claim that “the organism could be supposed capable of modification, 

ad infinitum,” is precisely the alteration he makes to the synthesis of Malthus and 

Lamarck. Random variation was, in fact, the pea under the mattress that led fellow 

scientist, Charles Lyell, to roundly reject his theory. Yet it was also the concept of 

random variation that allowed Darwin to substitute Malthus and Cuvier’s brutal world 

of scarcity for the nature that struck his fellow Europeans as unrealistically generous in 

Lamarck’s formulation. In place of the narrative of development as progress, however, 

Darwin formulated a narrative in which natural selection reshaped the species by 

eliminating those variations less suited to survive the forms of scarcity specific to their 

milieu. Ruling out the concept of self-directed development by means of random 

variation and environmental contingency, Darwin rewrote the progressive 

historiography of speciation as inherently competitive (there were only so many 

resources to go around) and anti-teleological (there was no way of predicting what 

variations would emerge and prove advantageous). Thus, according to Darwin, random 

variation becomes the key to a species’ survival in a milieu of ever-changing forms of 

scarcity: “Therefore during the modification of the descendants of any one species,” a 

point Darwin takes from Lamarck, “and during the incessant struggle of all species to 

increase in numbers,” which he takes from Malthus, “the more diversified these 
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descendants become, and the better will be their chance of succeeding in the battle for 

life” (Origin 98-9). Variation itself, and not mere self-directed improvement, is thus the 

key to survival. This, finally, is how new species emerge: “the small differences 

distinguishing varieties of the same species, steadily tend to increase till they come to 

equal the greater differences between species of the same genus, or even of distinct 

genera” (99). This narrative synthesizes those of Lamarck-Chambers and Malthus-

Cuvier by means of the concept of random variation. Through a selective process at the 

level of discourse, this narrative eliminated those two precursors and came to dominate 

both the scientific-philosophical and popular-cultural fields. This is not to suggest, 

however, that Darwin conquered the values of the Enlightenment. To the contrary, as 

my dissertation argues, the Enlightenment inevitably returned in a new set of 

contradictions that arose within Darwinian thought itself.7 

Having differentiated three concepts—progress, scarcity, and random 

variation—in terms of which nineteenth-century intellectuals modified Enlightenment 

assumptions in order to make sense of human life in a rapidly changing world, let me 

                                                        

7 See Griffiths. The fundamental distinction between my work and this text—which traces a parallel 
narrative to my own whereby the shift into the nineteenth century amounts to a complete restructuring of 
thought best apprehended through the study of biology and literature—regards causation. For Griffiths, the 
shift is caused by the rise of a new conceptual technology developed by literature and science working in 
tandem: comparative historicism. In contrast, I begin my argument with Jenner’s cowpox vaccine in part to 
make the point that such conceptual technologies—which reimagine the world as dynamic rather than 
static—are themselves the product of a redefinition of human life that took place on human bodies. This is 
not to place literature in a subordinate causal position—indeed, I address the pedagogy of literacy as a 
physiological practice—but rather to elevate the history of subjectivity as the causal baseline from which 
conceptual technologies like comparative historicism (which, unlike the history of subjectivity, can explain 
neither the rise of vaccination nor the cultural resistance it encountered) arise. 
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call attention to the fact that, having created the discrepancy, the narrative generated by 

each concept also sought to reconcile the definition of man as an organism with the 

longstanding ideal of the human exception. Each narrative (Lamarckian, Malthusian, 

Darwinian) provided readers with a different way to imagine themselves as both 

individuals and organism at once, whether as self disciplined individuals who took 

charge of their own development and thereby benefited the species, as embattled 

individuals struggling for a position of equilibrium in a conflicted environment, or as 

organisms learning how to make social connections in an ecologically entangled world. 

The stakes for both individual and species would vary depending on the concept 

governing the story of man, but whichever narrative a philosopher or novelist chose to 

pursue, it would no longer reproduce Locke’s imagined world of adjacent patches of 

private property linked by self-governing individuals with interests in common. One 

way or another, philosophy and fiction, along with science, were called upon to 

reimagine human life in terms that situated both individuals and entire demographic 

groups in the kind of competitive arena that Malthus foresaw for Europe. The end of 

taxonomy was consequently the beginning of a struggle for the narrative of 

development, the narrative that would determine the relation between where an 

individual came from, the conditions of possibility for his or her change, and the 

possibilities for future development that such change might open up. 

To refigure the individual as an organism, nineteenth-century writers inserted a 
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new competitive drive, or life force, into their respective fields of discourse, and this 

principle troubled any stable relation among sexes, races, and social classes. Darwin’s 

early work re-construed mankind as the product of an inexorable drive to exterminate 

rival variations, a vision of race new to Western thought. As he observed in The Voyage of 

the Beagle (1839), “[w]herever the European has trod, death seems to pursue the 

aboriginal” (322). Far from a critique of European imperialism, Darwin refigures the 

irrational drive to exterminate as an innate feature of the human species: 

Nor is it the white man alone that thus acts the destroyer; the Polynesian of Malay 
extraction has in parts of the East Indian archipelago, thus driven before him the dark-
coloured native. The varieties of man seem to act on each other in the same way as 
different species of animals—the stronger always extirpating the weaker (322). 

One detects a note of sorrow in this passage above, a tragic sense of the perpetual 

attrition of the phenomena that he observed in South America, but also a note of 

triumph. The passing into oblivion of other races was a sure sign that the modern 

European was becoming dominant. There was an understandably deep and abiding 

ambivalence toward any claim to the effect that humanity’s past and future was in the 

hands of vital, instinctive forces.  

Where Darwin’s work is colored by this ambivalence, the novels of the period 

tried to imagine what personal and social possibilities could accompany such instinctive 

forces.8 What did it mean to be a human organism, what kind of life was that, and what 

                                                        

8 See Frederickson (2014) The Ploy of Instinct for a comprehensive account of the work done by “instinct” to 
gloss over contradictions within liberal ideology and governance. 
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threats and values did it offer?  As if to raise these very questions, the protagonist of 

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) pursues a scientific conquest of death. Driven by a 

“variety of feelings” that “bore [him] onwards, like a hurricane,” Victor Frankenstein 

finds that his existence could not be less like “the calm and peaceful mind” that once 

characterized the “human being in perfection” (36). Indeed, Victor’s ambition to produce 

the ideal man who masters his own development results in a mutation that threatens to 

supplant humanity with another, more ruthless competitor, and when he breaks his 

promise to fabricate a mate for his monstrous creature—effectively a break in the social 

contract—he does so on the basis of the bio-political fear that “a race of devils would be 

propagated upon the earth, who might make the very existence of the species of man a 

condition precarious and full of terror” (138). 

The same vital force unleashed in Shelley’s novel is arguably responsible for the 

disruptive relationship between Catherine Earnshaw and Heathcliff in Emily Brontë’s 

Wuthering Heights (1847). It materializes as a sexual passion so trans-individual that it 

bonds their socially and racially mismatched bodies as co-dependent organisms—as 

Catherine simply states, “he’s more myself than I am” (63). The vital force of nature 

operates in and through the human body but comes from elsewhere. Indeed, these 

creatures are of the very substance of the moors, where peasants claim to see them 

wandering even after death. They mobilize a force of nature that decimates two families 

in order to produce a generation of pure “English stock,” able to survive the turbulence 



 

 15 

 

of modernization by establishing a household that can harness this reproductive energy 

for productive ends. 

Once relegated to the “contagion” of the mob (Moral Sentiments, 179), nineteenth-

century fiction renders trans-individual passions of this kind essential to the human 

organism as such. Following the Brontës, Victorian novels invariably position their 

protagonists within an opposition between individual will and ambition and some form 

of instinct common to the species. Thus, for example, Arabella lobs the sex organ of a pig 

at Thomas Hardy’s Jude, who is on his way to Christminster to become an artist (1895). 

We see the same antinomies at work in the city novel, for example, as it toys with Pip’s 

desire to distinguish himself from the competitive throng in which it submerges him in 

Great Expectations (1861). Even in Middlemarch (1871), a novel F. R. Leavis celebrated for 

continuing Austen’s legacy of nuanced individualism, both novelist and protagonist 

confront the problem of becoming one of many Saint Theresas who must travel other 

paths to greatness than that of the exceptionalism marking Austen’s heroines. 

What seems to be a contradictory relation between individual and organism was 

both a topic of fierce scientific debate and a literary struggle to determine how literate 

Europeans would reimagine themselves, their histories, and their future possibilities. 

Where the Enlightenment individual aspired to materialize a timeless ideal and could 

develop only within the bounds of this category, the nature of the organism was 

mutable. Its capacity to adapt to a changing milieu was necessary to its survival. To see 
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how the novel dealt with this contradiction, we might turn to Wuthering Heights and 

consider how necessary the transformations between the generations of Earnshaws and 

Lintons is to the continuation of those lines. Where the Enlightenment individual was 

known for his self-government—indeed, his self-government had provided the 

philosophical basis for liberal government itself—the organism was always in excess of 

the Victorian individual in that he possessed or was possessed by affective surplus that 

provided the secret source of his vitality.9 Here, we might consider Catherine 

Earnshaw’s daughter, who has enough of her mother’s passion to survive incarceration 

with Heathcliff’s dying son Linton but not so much that she refuses, as her mother did, 

to observe the limits defining a woman of the respectable classes. Where the 

Enlightenment individual could claim autonomy, the organism was imbedded in and 

interpenetrated by the substance and force field of its milieu. There is perhaps no better 

example than the mutual imbrication of Catherine and Healthcliff in the moors of 

Yorkshire, where the decomposition of their bodies, helped along by the unwholesome 

climate, intermingle in a common grave. 

As the medium of personhood, the novel had no option but to reformulate the 

self that readers could imagine themselves to be under conditions of industrial 

capitalism, an economic theory that took as given and profited by the scarcity of 

                                                        

9 On the notion of excess as essential to the Victorian individual, consider Foucault’s (1976) concept of the 
“perverse implantation” in History of Sexuality Volume I, a vital dose of abnormality located within the very 
heart of the normal individual (36-49). 
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resources essential to life. To understand the role of fiction in what can only be called the 

production of conditions of scarcity and the distortions of human life that adapted to 

those conditions, there is, in my view, no more precise explanation than Karl Marx’s 

concept of “subsumption,” the process through which an agrarian and artisanal milieu 

of human life was transformed by capital, first by the imposition of the wage-labor 

system and the reorganization of existing forms of work to accommodate it, then by the 

technological displacement of an increasing amount of the work performed by human 

beings. In the sixth chapter later appended to the English translation of Capital, Volume I 

(1867), Marx explains: 

When a peasant who has always produced enough for his needs becomes a day laborer 
working for a farmer; when the hierarchic order of guild production vanishes making 
way for the straight-forward distinction between the capitalist and the wage-laborer he 
employs; when the former slave-owner engages his former slaves as paid workers, etc., 
then we find that what is happening is that production processes of varying social 
provenance have been transformed into capitalist production (1020). 

This process occurs, first, as a formal one, for “this change does not in itself imply a 

fundamental modification in the real nature of the labor process:” “On the contrary, the 

fact is that capital subsumes the labor process as it finds it…it takes over an existing labor 

process, developed by different and more archaic modes of production (1021). This 

formal shift, however, implies a transformation of subjectivity on two levels, the first in 

relation to need: 

With the formal submusption of labor under capital [arises] the compulsion to perform 
surplus labor [and] this compulsion implies also the necessity of forming needs, and…of 
supplying quantities of produce well in excess of the traditional requirements of the 
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worker (1026). 

The expansion of the wage-labor system depends on the generation of new needs in the 

laborer that require ever more production for fear of scarcity. This, despite the fact that 

the laborer “always produced enough for his needs” before the formal subsumption of 

labor by capital (1020).  

The second is a tension between freedom and personal responsibility that 

accompanies the payment of money rather than the necessities of life in exchange for 

labor: 

He [the worker] can save or hoard a little. Or else he can squander his money on drink. 
But even so he acts as a free agent; he must pay his own way; he is responsible to himself 
for the way he spends his wages. He learns to control himself, in contrast to the slave, who 
needs a master (1033). 

This sense of “responsibility” breeds competition, for “he, like any seller of wares, is 

responsible for the goods he delivers and for the quality which he must provide, he 

must strive to ensure that he is not driven from the field by other sellers of the same type 

as himself” (1031). Here, the Malthusian pairing of scarcity, artificially produced by the 

generation of new needs and the over-production of goods to meet them, when coupled 

with the worker’s responsibility for his own survival, results in a competitive 

relationship among precisely those people whose interests should be aligned against the 

owners of capital. Marx foresaw that this process, which he called “formal 

subsumption,” would inevitably create a purely fictional basis for the human struggle 

for survival. This was a process in which the novel played an essential role, whether in 
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naturalizing or mystifying the process by which capital reshaped and appropriated the 

vital energy of the individual’s natural heritage as an organism. 

The end of taxonomy, I have suggested, brought about a redefinition of 

individual personhood that transformed the philosophical tradition that had idealized 

that concept and invested the possibility of human progress there. Foucault did not 

regard this change as a new wrinkle in an old tradition but rather an epistemic break.  

The redefinition of man as organism brought about a reboot of the nature-culture divide 

that made that divide itself a product of culture, or what he calls “discourse.” Following 

closely in his footsteps, Giorgio Agamben (1995), Roberto Esposito (2004), and Michael 

Hardt and Antonio Negri (2013) have pursued the implications of the emergence of 

man-as-species through changes consequently wrought on medicine, science, 

philosophy, and political theory. If, however, the biological turn required people to 

reimagine from the bottom up the selves they had long considered themselves to be, 

then the top-down approach to changes in personhood pursued by scientists, 

philosophers, and political theorists, including even Foucault, will arrive at a limit 

precisely where reason meets imagination. The reverse no doubt holds true for such 

scholar-theorists of the novel as Nancy Armstrong (2006), Catherine Gallagher (2006), 

Kathleen Frederickson (2014), Benjamin Morgan (2017), Emily Steinlight (2018), and Ian 

Duncan (2019), all of whom turn to fiction to explain how the novel escorted an 

expanding reading public down the new paths of self-imagining opened up by the 
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scientific redefinition of man during the first half of the nineteenth century. As of yet, it 

remains to be asked how literate Europeans came to position themselves imaginatively 

within the contradiction that emerged as the new biology displaced the legacy of the 

Enlightenment. It was the novel, I believe, that rethought the prevailing model of 

subjectivity in terms of the nineteenth-century contradiction between individual man 

and man as organism. Insofar as the human subject was created by this contradiction, it 

was not a contradiction that could be resolved without recourse to fantasy—an 

individual with the capacity to meet the conditions of its milieu and still offer readers 

forms of gratification that they could consider happiness. 

1.2 The Human Organism and the Study of Nineteenth-Century 
Fiction 

The dissertation to follow lays out the major cultural shift that attracted Michel 

Foucault’s attention, from the Enlightenment idea of man as an exception to other 

natural creatures, to an idea of man as one among the various species of animals. 

Foucault’s account of the shift in socio-political priorities—from producing the self-

disciplined subject, to regulating a mass population—accompanied the philosophical 

and scientific redefinition of man as an organism. That shift, I will show, not only 

contradicted the liberal commitment to individuation, but also introduced a new 

element into the traditional opposition between the individual and the populace, from 

which the individual sought, through discipline, to distinguish him or herself. Rather 
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than the product of reason’s mastery over the claims of the body, or what we usually 

mean by “the self.” The human organism troubled both that distinction between the 

production of this basic unit of liberal society and the populace at large. As the 

constituent element of man as a species, the human organism was both a singular 

individual and a constituent part of the population. Precisely because it shared certain 

instincts with its bio-demographic group, any variation of that group was condemned 

for its survival as such in relation to a field of such variations. The discovery, during the 

early nineteenth century, of man as organism consequently vexed both the 

Enlightenment tension between self and society and the tension between any one 

member of a species and a species composed of any number of variations that struggled 

to survive as such. 

Setting it apart from the liberal self, three characteristics of the human organism 

threatened to collapse the traditional differences between that self and society as a 

whole, thus between the individual human being and his or her demographic, as well as 

between citizen and populace. First, while the Enlightenment individual had been self-

consistent according to Locke’s theories of the continuity of consciousness and memory, 

the organism is mutual, subject to perpetual change and self-transformation, often in 

chaotic or unpredictable ways. Second, while the individual was an autonomous being, 

fundamentally distinct from others, the organism is permeable, thoroughly imbricated 

in its social and physical milieux and shaped and reshaped by them continually. Third, 
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the individual had been self-sovereign, and ultimately capable of self-mastery, but the 

organism is always physiologically and affectively in excess of its own conscious control. 

In combination, these characteristics—mutability, permeability, and excess—proved 

capable of transforming the category of the human from its position as second in the 

great chain of being, as a category that both linked and differentiated God from all 

natural creatures, to a dynamic force that destabilized the stable taxonomy of life forms 

and ushered in a new form of knowledge. It was a way of thinking hostile to any spatial 

assemblage of discrete categories. 

 As I will acknowledge with more specificity later on, my project builds on a 

recent body of criticism and theory that explains the emergence of the “population” as a 

concept that conflicts with and compromises the concept of the liberal individual over 

the course of the long nineteenth century, and of the society, or community, imagined as 

an aggregate of such individuals. Scholars that I will cite have shown what happened to 

the traditional opposition of liberal individual and aggregate, as Victorian intellectuals 

and novelists reimagined the latter as a biologically defined mass, species, or industrial 

working class. My dissertation builds on this tradition of literary critical thought by 

focusing on the other side of the tradition, asking what the Victorian redefinition of man 

as species did to the eighteenth-century definition of the liberal individual. To do so, this 

dissertation focuses on points of convergence within the human body, where the 

individual mind confronts the claims of the species. This third concept—the human 



 

 23 

 

organism—is necessary to any explanation of how the science of biology altered the 

history of subjectivity.  

That change registers most immediately in the medium that depicted the process 

of socialization in a narrative form that addressed the widest possible demographic 

spectrum within a rapidly expanding reading public—namely, the novel.  The scholars 

mentioned all grant the novel a key role in producing and updating the human subject 

as the new social sciences turned their focus on the question of how to govern the new 

man-as-species. Thus I address the question of how novels made it possible for the 

reading public to recognize themselves in the subject newly relocated within a biological 

body inextricable from a body common to the species. Without novels, they suggest, 

there is little possibility that a mass of readers could imagine the human organism as the 

form of life they shared.  Without the novel, in my own view, there is absolutely no 

possibility that readers could imagine their struggle to distinguish themselves as 

individuals from the mass had the novel not made that struggle palpable in terms of the 

liberal subject’s personal struggle to distinguish him or herself from the subject that 

emerged not from the singular body but from the instincts, drive, affects, and forms of 

cunning common to the mass body. As Foucault acknowledges in The History of 

Sexuality, Vol. 1, the Victorian novel introduced its readership to a subject that that 

asserted its claims from within the liberal subject but cared little for the individual, 

strictly speaking, save as its wellbeing enhanced that of humanity as a whole. 
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Such a project will engage many, if not all the arguments organizing the field of 

Nineteenth-Century Studies. The first concerns the period itself and the degree to which 

gender and class come to be inflected by race, as put forth in the theory of polygenism. 

Robert Knox’s The Races of Men (1850) argues that the various “races of men” do not 

share a common human ancestor, as Darwin’s theory would eventually imply. 

Armstrong’s (2006) concept of the “polygenic imagination” argues that repetition of a 

fixed type, or monogenesis, reasserted itself against the transformative potential of 

biological reproduction to account for the emergence of new variations within the 

species of man. Where polygenesis saw hybridization as a creative force, repetition 

opposed the breakdown of categorical differences as akin to an infectious disease that 

transformed men into monsters. This dissertation also pertains to the Victorian tradition 

of such scientific self-experimentation as one finds in the works of George Henry 

Lewes’s The Physiology of Common Life (1859). Here, the issue is one of whether the 

scientist becomes at once individual and organism when treating himself or herself as 

both observer and object observed. The psychologist’s claim to occupy both sides of the 

subject-object divide produced a new, and characteristically Victorian, mode of 

introspective self-reporting. Such willful self-experimentation is not only the mode of 

Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, but also one that often inserts itself into sensation 

novels like Wilkie Collens’s The Moonstone and city novels like Charles Dickens’s Our 

Mutual Friend. Finally, there is the fact that, in formulating his notion of the “social 
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organism,” Herbert Spencer was clearly drawing on the concept of the human organism 

to naturalize his argument to the effect that the division of labor cut across distinctions 

of class, race, and gender. So vital to the evolutionism of the period, Spencer’s concept of 

man as a social organism is just one among many indications of the centrality of the 

human organism to population theory. 

 This concept also bridges the gap between nineteenth-century science and 

the tradition of criticism that addresses the literary response to scientific theory, and 

does so in ways that beg updating. Erich Auerbach’s Mimesis (1946), the first study of 

fiction to stress the concept of the milieu in a biological sense, is not as specific in 

clarifying the other half of the relationship, i.e. the organism. The milieu, however, 

identifies his mode of inquiry as one that is specifically appropriate to the nineteenth 

century, the period that Heidegger pronounced to be the age of “the world picture.” In 

Dombey, Dickens uses class-as-milieu to distinguish the forms of human life that are 

“Dombey” and “Toodles” in terms of their relation to different (class) milieux. Gillian 

Beer’s Darwin’s Plots (1983) and George Levine’s Darwin and the Novelists (1988), two 

works that paved the way for the study of biology and British literature in the 

nineteenth-century, continue and complete the Victorian novel’s work of popularizing 

Darwin’s theory. To carry their work forward, one has to reverse the presumed priority 

of scientific truth and fiction and determine what a major figure like Darwin learned 

from the novel. This means moving beyond the rhetorical tricks that Darwin developed 
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for selling his theory to a novel reading public, as they have been well accounted for by 

Beer, Levine, and two succeeding generations of criticism that follow in their footsteps. 

This dissertation’s reading Frankenstein, by contrast, points out how the threat of a proto-

Darwinian theory of development rears its monstrous head (with the creature) and 

curtails the novel’s ability to tell the story man (Victor) as a human exception. Similarly, 

at a time in Darwin’s career when he was simply unwilling or unable to apply the 

concepts of mutualism that allowed him to study the more remarkable elements of the 

natural world—the tangled bank, the bioluminescent polyp, etc.—to the human milieu, 

Dickens was already building entire novel worlds out of character systems based, for the 

first time in the history of the novel, on mutualism, symbiosis, and parasitism. Like 

Shelley, who anticipates Darwinian monstrosity vis-à-vis development, Dickens 

anticipates Darwinian ecology, which is itself based on the thoroughgoing account of 

biological interdependence that Darwin’s racism prevented him from seeing to its fullest 

extent in the social world. In both cases it was the novel that clarified in the public mind, 

if not for Darwin directly, what the theories of struggle of the fittest and mutualism were 

each arguing against—in both cases with each other. Finally, Alex Woloch’s The One and 

the Many (2003) posits a theory of character that sets the character systems of Charles 

Dickens in bas relief. Woloch transposes the logic of character to the Malthusian milieu, 

where characters must compete for the reader’s attention in a totally homogenous space. 

This is to say that, according to Woloch, characters can only go from minor to major in a 
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Darwinian fashion, by competing for scarce resources.  Like Malthus, however, Woloch 

considers only one kind of resource, reader’s attention, and only one mode of acquiring 

it, presence on the novel’s pages. This allows us to see that Victorian novelists like 

Collins and Dickens make two adjustments to the form of the novel. First, these novelists 

make the space of resources heterogeneous, forcing characters to compete for multiple 

forms of attention, and enjoy or suffer different modes of existence. Thus we have 

characters who receive very little attention in the way of page count but nevertheless 

endure in the minds of readers as those characters form new and often preposterous 

combinations with elements of the material world around them (as Magwitch does with 

the mud of the estuary, for example, in Great Expectations) and with each other (I am 

thinking here of Sol Gills and Captain Cuttle, who become Captain Gills in Dombey and 

Son.)  Perhaps most telling of all are those major characters who would develop a multi-

faceted, or round character in an earlier novel, now split apart into several simple, or 

flat, characters, for instance, John Harmon/John Rokesmith/Julius Handford in Our 

Mutual Friend, who interact with the modern city and its environment if different ways. 

Put another way, Dickens’s field of characters operates within a pseudo scientific 

framework that defined each by his or her unique way of adapting to a Malthusian 

milieu of scarce resources and redefined the city itself as an ecology of multiple niches 

and ways of occupying them. 

 I am far from alone in this attempt to read across the fields of Victorian 
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literature and science. Cannon Schmidt’s Darwin and the Memory of the Human (2009) tells 

a similar story to this dissertation about the changing definition of what it means to be 

human during the Victorian period. Where he emphasizes a shift that occurred in the 

middle of the century as the result of the discovery of the “South American Savage,” the 

chapter on Frankenstein focuses on the fact that the “savage” is at least as old as Hobbes 

in British culture. By doing so, it suggests that the shift from the savage-as-other to the 

savage-as-earlier is itself a consequence of the biological turn. Kathleen Frederickson’s 

The Ploy of Instinct (2014) correctly understands the concept of “instinct” as a rhetorical 

sleight-of-hand during the Victorian period. In this dissertation, however, the concept is 

also framed as a mode of world-making, one through which Darwin in particular could 

reconstruct the nature of human interaction such that what had been viewed as a moral 

world of human decision makers becomes a biological world of mutually transformative 

bodies. It takes a novelist like Dickens to flesh out a project that will emerge only in 

Darwin’s later work. 

I would be remiss in failing to note how indebted this project is to a more recent 

set of literary critics, one of the most important of which is Catherine Gallagher. In The 

Body Economic (2006), Gallagher definitively demonstrates the degree to which novelists 

made use of the very biopolitical assumptions that structured the economics they 

famously parodied and criticized. It is thanks to her that one can argue, in no uncertain 

terms, that fiction and science both operated within the discourse of biopolitics. To her 
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work I add an emphasis on the ways in which fiction not only made use of, but further 

developed and modified biopolitical discourse. Wuthering Heights, for example, takes on 

the Lamarckian logic of trait transmission in ways that transform property from the 

Lockean relationship of single ownership to an ecological relation of competing 

interests. Frankenstein goes beyond individual interest to frame conflict at the level of the 

population, and Dombey and Son, which follows so many of Gallagher’s insights in its 

emphasis on life and health, also adds the dimension of mutualism that functions, 

according to Supritha Rajan’s A Tale of Two Capitalisms (2015), as a counter current 

within economic discourse. In these ways and others I have sought to extend Gallagher’s 

project further into the ongoing development of biopolitical discourse as the novel used 

it to produce a bio-popular readership. 

Supritha Rajan’s A Tale of Two Capitalisms (2015), which was essential for 

explaining how biological and economic relations can be transposed by fiction through 

the means of the symbolic systems found explicitly in nineteenth-century anthropology, 

including but not limited to Darwin’s own contributions to that field. Rajan brings 

anthropology to bear on the interrelated problem problems of biology, economics, and 

fiction that Gallagher’s book put in the spotlight. One the one hand, this work offers a 

much-needed update to previous works that reduced the rise of economic discourse to a 

function of secularization, for it revealed the religious aspects of economic thinking so 

often hidden beneath the discourse of anthropology. In my own work, Rajan allows me 
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to transpose the problems of competition and mutualism by means of Darwin’s 

treatment of anthropology, and to highlight that mutualism, too, can be a violent 

practice. 

I would also like to refer to Emily Steinlight’s Populating the Novel (2018), the 

most thorough–going account of the figure of the population in nineteenth-century I 

have read. I have used her account of the figure of the population in every chapter, and 

have seen my own work as an attempt to reconcile that figure with the longer-standing 

attempt by literary critics to address the nineteenth-century novel’s ongoing 

commitment to the individual. It is for this reason that I decided to introduce a third 

term, that of the human organism. Thus this dissertation is in some sense a sequel to 

Steinlight’s book, in that it attempts to augment her own analysis by restoring the older 

work on the individual to her account of the population by means of their meeting point 

in the human organism. 

As for the engagement with Foucault, it became necessary to supplement 

Foucault’s discourse-based study of biopolitics with a genealogy of the figure of the 

human organism based on the novel. That is why this dissertation reads a sequence of 

novels for their role in producing a readership capable of understanding itself as a single 

biopolitical being and therefore in need of certain forms of management. That argument 

begins in the Frankenstein chapter with Kittler’s observation that, by 1800, new 

pedagogies for reading had developed from the assumption that even in print, language 
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is a biological process and triggers a biological response in children. Then, a relationship 

is established between Kittler’s work and Ranciére’s claim that the early novel observed 

a democratic principle, that it created a voice of vernacular readership, from which the 

literary institution would eventually distinguish certain texts as belonging to “writing,” 

namely, those in which the style would be that of any literate person addressing anyone 

else. Hence arose the popular author and the vernacular style, which required a more 

specialized reader, knowledgeable in the ways of literature. To this should be added 

Nicholas Dame’s observation of formal changes in the Victorian novel that Victorian 

critics read as attempts to attune fiction to readers’ physiological processes. Obvious 

examples include the various shocks located strategically throughout the novels of 

Wilkie Collins, such as when, after reading several pages of a heroine’s diary, to which 

we think only her friends have access, we learn, in one startling sentence, that the whole 

time, we have been reading alongside the monstrous Count Fosco. Or, as a sharp 

contrast, consider the deliberately even keeled writing of Anthony Trollope, who aimed 

to regulate the physiological experience of his readers with an eye toward tranquil 

contemplation. By means of these and other sources, this dissertation demonstrates how 

the novel presupposed a bio-popular readership, which made it the discursive mode 

that made it possible for readers, in turn, to locate themselves within a biopolitical 

world. As important as Foucault is to this project—indeed, it is thoroughly dependent 

on his work—the novel is a necessary supplement to his intellectual history of the 
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scientific and philosophical arguments that gave rise to biopolitical government. 

For historical context, this study necessarily addresses three factors in the 

development of the novel whose origins predate the nineteenth-century: fiction, 

infection, and monstrosity. The historical teratology that follows provides evidence for 

the claim that we can only understand the human organism as a product fashioned from 

an underworld of concepts writhing beneath the surface of eighteenth-century thought. 

The first of these is contagion. No account of the eighteenth-century individual would be 

complete without careful attention to the phenomenon that autonomy was meant to 

serve as a form of defense against. Thus, when it comes to physical contagion, we find 

an array of texts (such as Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Year) and technologies (quarantine 

chief among them) designed to frame the individual as beset by the de-individuating 

threat of contagion. Nowhere is this more evident than in invocations of the emotional 

or affective contagion one finds in texts such as Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral 

Sentiments, which threaten to transform rational individuals into irrational mobs. Next, 

there is the concept of fiction, reimagined during the period as a force capable of 

transforming the subject, even to the point of producing physical deformity. These two 

concepts, finally, come together in the notion of monstrosity, which had been a portent 

in ages passed, but which had also been transposed by the Enlightenment into the figure 

of the “unnatural,” a category outside of nature against which the natural taxonomy was 

constituted by contrast. Monstrosity brought fiction and contagion together in being the 
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byproduct of their interrelation, as it was so often the case that previously human 

monsters were said to result from the intervention of fiction and fantasy upon the 

human body. After the biological turn, the figure of the monster becomes natural, a 

variation on a spectrum of shifting norms. Infection, once framed as the opposite of the 

individual, becomes a constituent part of development, which cannot be avoided and so 

must be managed, and fiction becomes an essential means through which regulation is 

effected. Thus the need for a historical teratology that places a special emphasis on the 

interacting roles of fiction and infection to show how the human organism was 

fashioned. 

This contribution to the field of nineteenth-century studies amounts to the 

addition of a third figure, the human organism, to the currently dominant figures of the 

individual and the more recently addressed population. The individual and the 

population cannot be thought apart from the human organism in which they come 

together, and as of yet this third figure has been insufficiently theorized. This lack is in 

part because scholars of the individual in nineteenth-century fiction such as D.A. Miller 

and Nancy Armstrong drew heavily upon Foucault’s conception of discipline, the means 

through which the individual is formed, while more recently, the turn toward biopolitics 

spearheaded by scholars such as Catherine Gallagher, Emily Steinlight, and again, 

Nancy Armstrong, have emphasized the population as a rival formation. The contest 

between discipline and biopower has inadvertently revived that between self and 
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society, a dichotomy that the Victorians themselves dissolved. This dissertation takes 

steps to correct that misconception with a figure in which discipline and biopower are 

blended and mutually transformed, that of the human organism, the central figure 

underlying the biological turn and the reconfiguration of both the individual and the 

mass. 

1.2.1 A Historical Teratology, Part 1: Mary Toft 

On the 19th of November in 1726, London readers of the Weekly Journal 

encountered a narrative so astonishing that it came to the attention of King George I: 

From Guildford comes a strange but well-attested Piece of News. That a poor Woman 
who lives at Godalmin [sic], near that Town, was about a Month past delivered by Mr 
John Howard, an Eminent Surgeon and Man-Midwife, of a creature resembling a Rabbit 
but whose Heart and Lungs grew without its Belly, about 14 Days since she was 
delivered by the same Person, of a perfect Rabbit: and in a few Days after of 4 more; and 
on Friday, Saturday, Sunday, the 4th, 5th, and 6th instant, of one in each day: in all nine, 
they died all in bringing into the World. The woman hath made Oath, that two Months 
ago, being working in a Field with other Women, they put up a Rabbit, who running 
from them, they pursued it, but to no Purpose: This created in her such a Longing to it, 
that she (being with Child) was taken ill and miscarried, and from that Time she hath not 
been able to avoid thinking of Rabbits. People after all, differ much in their Opinion 
about this Matter, some looking upon them as great Curiosities, fit to be presented to the 
Royal Society, etc. others are angry at the Account, and say, that if it be a Fact, a Veil 
should be drawn over it, as an Imperfection in human Nature (quoted in Haslam, 30-1). 

According to the “Eminent Surgeon and Man-Midwife,” John Howard, a 25 year-old 

woman from Godalming, near Guilford, belonging to a station so low that she had to 

work the fields while pregnant despite having a husband, had given birth to rabbits. 

Within weeks of the discovery the king sent his own surgeon, Nathaniel St. André, along 

with the secretary to the Prince of Wales, Samuel Molyneux, to verify the story. The 
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result was the publication, on December 3rd of that year, of A Short Narrative of an 

Extraordinary Delivery of Rabbets, Perform’d by Mr. John Howard, Surgeon at Guilford, 

Published by Mr. St. André, Surgeon and Anatomist to his Majesty (1726), according to which 

every word of the tale was true. 

St. André’s date of publication was somewhat unfortunate. The following day, 

Mary Toft, the alleged mother of the infamous rabbits, confessed the delivery to be a 

hoax—though it must be admitted, in fairness to St. André, that she did so while in royal 

custody. Indeed, The Three Confessions of Mary Toft is a text worth considering: “I will not 

goe [sic.] on any longer thus,” she begins, “I shall sooner hang myself.” I leave it to the 

reader to imagine the circumstances that would have provoked such a beginning. In any 

case, she goes on, “I was delivered of a true monstrous birth.” The “monstrous birth,” 

though she calls it “true,” was accomplished, she claims, by hiding rabbits (and other 

animal parts delivered before and after) inside her vagina. Her motivation, she 

confesses, was the promise of wealth, made by a gypsy woman, who allegedly told her, 

“what I could do to get so good a living that I should never want as long as I lived.” 

At least one version of this story is apocryphal, and it is almost as certain that the 

“true” version contains more than a few fictions of its own. Indeed, one of the more 

comprehensive accounts the affair, The Anatomist Dissected; or The Man-Midwife Finely 

Brought to Bed, Being an Examination of the Conduct of Mr. St. André, Touching the Late 

Pretended Rabbit-Bearer; as it Appears from his own Narrative (1727) was, according to its 
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cover, penned by none other than “Lemuel Gulliver, Surgeon and Anatomist to the 

Kings of Lilliput and Blefescu, and Fellow of the Academy of Sciences in Balnibarbi.” 

The story is thus a kind of fiction either way, but what kind of fiction? What was the 

cultural function of this particular conception of monstrosity, and what are we to make 

of the choice the Daily Journal gives us, either to consider the case as one of a number of 

“great Curiosities, fit to be presented to the Royal Society, etc.,” or, to be “angry at the 

Account, and say, that if it be a Fact, a Veil should be drawn over it, as an Imperfection 

in human Nature?” 

Let me begin by pointing out that the Daily Journal associates the use of 

scientifically applied reason with the study of monstrosity, while it associates “anger” 

with the recognition of monstrosity as an “Imperfection in human Nature” over which 

“a Veil should be drawn.” Neither choice is favored—rather, they compose two 

mutually necessary components of a changing conceptualization of monstrosity in the 

early eighteenth century, one that required both empirical science and a belief in the 

perfection, or at least the perfectibility, of human nature. How, then, do these two 

components work together? To start with, consider that Jonathan Swift, among others, 

joked that Mary Toft’s monstrous births were portents of a political revolution. On 

January 7, 1727, Mist’s Daily Journal published a satirical article praising rabbits and 

referring to “the blessed Age of Forty One,” or 1641, the year in which the revolution 

against Charles I began (quoted in Cody, 131). If “the Force of Imagination in the Female 
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Sex should be able to bring about such strange Effects,” the article asks, “who can say 

how far that Mischief might spread” (quoted in Cody, 131)? The article concludes by 

warning that, “this Way of Breeding might spread upwards, that we might come at last 

to be govern’d by Rabbits,” but promises that this will be an improvement, since, 

“Rabbits have but few Desires and few Appitites [sic.] to gratify” (quoted in Cody, 131). 

If it came naturally to the satirists of the time to joke that monstrosity portended 

political upheaval, that is because, prior to the revolution of 1641 itself, that is precisely 

how monstrosity was construed. Under the “Renaissance episteme,” as Foucault calls it, 

accepted cosmology had it that if one part of the natural order went astray, it was a sign 

and an expression of the fact that the natural order itself was off kilter. One need only 

consider Martin Luther and Philip Melanchthon’s celebrated “pope-ass,” a monster with 

the head of the pope and the body of an ass. To those who accepted its existence, such a 

creature was enough to prove that the church was disordered at its head.10 The 

Enlightenment, with its linear conception of cause and effect, made quick work of such 

allegorical reasoning, but for that very reason the joke is a clever one. 

By the end of the article, the reign of George I is as laughable as the conception of 

portentous monstrosity still familiar from the early modern period. On a deeper level, 

however, these texts play with the way that a new conception of monstrosity operates, 

one that obeys the laws of cause and effect. In the end, empirical science was necessarily 

                                                        

10 For a discussion of the “pope-ass,” see Davidson (2001) The Emergence of Sexuality, 93-124. 
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brought to bear on the monstrosity in question, just as the Daily Journal proposes in its 

two-part response: “On examination of the rabbit parts he had taken back to London, 

Ahlers [the king’s German surgeon] found that the dung pellets in the rectum of one of 

the rabbits contained corn, hay and straw, which proved that it could not have 

developed inside Mary” (“The Curious Case of Mary Toft”). Toft is either a monster or 

she is not, and only scientific reasoning can determine which of those two possibilities is 

factual. At the same time, the Daily Journal encouraged readers to be “angry at the 

Account, and say, that if it be a Fact,” that it should be concealed as a violation of nature. 

Monstrosity was not only an empirical category, but also one opposed to “human 

Nature.” If for the early modern intellectual monstrosity was a sign and expression of 

upheaval in the natural order, then, for the eighteenth century intellectual, monstrosity 

had become a phenomenon to be observed and classified in opposition to ideal or 

perfectible “human Nature.” 

A final point can be made about the case of Mary Toft that calls attention to the 

instrumental role of fiction in eighteenth-century medicine, or what Mist’s refers to as 

“the Force of Imagination” and how especially “in the Female Sex” it can “bring about 

such strange Effects,” that who knows “how far that Mischief might spread.” The 

scientific term for this “Force of Imagination,” that lead so many of the medical 

profession to take St. André at his word, was “maternal impression,” a medical 

explanation for “the existence of birth defects and congenital disorders.” As the author 
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of “The Curious Case” goes on to explain, “[t]he theory was that an emotional stimulus 

experienced by a pregnant woman (such as Mary's rabbit dreams and her desire for 

rabbit meat) could influence the development of the foetus.” The power of the 

imagination—of fiction—to transform the natural into the monstrous is, in the final 

instance, the point of the story. If rabbits might make better rulers, it is because they lack 

this faculty, and have no “Desire” comparable to the one that made Mary Toft the 

mother of rabbits. Toft herself was not simply a talented hoaxer but also the subject of a 

world-historical debate about the power and reach of fiction and its infectious capacity 

to transform human beings. In moving from the age that produced a Mary Toft into the 

nineteenth century, I want to hold onto this relationship between fiction and infection as 

my through-line in a history of teratology that sheds light on the relationship between 

the redefinition of man as organism and the monstrous turn in British fiction. 

1.2.2 A Historical Teratology, Part 2: William Ince 

As the founding document of immunology, Edward Jenner’s Inquiry Into the 

Causes and Effects of the Variolæ Vaccinæ (1798) gained the approval of the medical 

community in a mater of months. However, then as now, the practice of vaccination met 

with vocal opposition from other quarters. The Anti-Vaccination Society, made up of 

clergymen and skeptical physicians, was an expression of broad-based resistance among 

the professional class in the first half of the nineteenth century, and a powerful popular 
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movement continued to oppose mandatory vaccination in Britain well into the 1890’s.11 

The opposition of those lacking education is perhaps easy to understand, but one has to 

wonder why it was so hard for so many clergymen, and even a handful of prominent 

doctors, to accept Jenner’s findings. An older practice of immunization had finally been 

accepted, which was both less effective and far more likely to kill the patient, so why did 

members of the Anti-Vaccination Society and those for whom they spoke fail to 

understand the new method of vaccination an improvement?12 Perhaps more peculiar, 

their objection was posed in expressly religious terms. According to the oft-rehearsed 

narrative that Andrew Dickson White generated in his History of the Warfare of Science 

With Theology in Christendom (1896), Jenner’s vaccine was an inevitable step in the 

“steady evolution of scientific medicine,” and just as inevitable were the “sundry vague 

survivals of theological ideas” that “caused many of the clergy to side with retrograde 

physicians.” As White, records, such opponents asserted that vaccination was “‘bidding 

defiance to Heaven itself, even to the will of God,’ and declared that ‘the law of God 

prohibits the practice’” (White, 58). The question is, why? 

                                                        

11 For a history of vaccination in nineteenth-century Britain, see Porter & Porter (1988) “The Politics of 
Prevention.” 
12 Lady Mary Wortley Montagu discovered the practice of immunization in Turkey and introduced it to 
England in 1721. That same year the experimental physician Zabdiel Boylston and the preacher Cotton 
Mather introduced it to the United States to a reception of general outrage and threats of physical violence. 
For a fuller history of immunization, its critics, and its eventual adoption, see Miller (1957) The Adoption of 
Inoculation for Smallpox in England and France. 
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 For the answer we must turn to the writings of Dr. Benjamin Moseley, the 

physician and Anti-Vaccination Society member that White names as: “Perhaps the most 

virulent of Jenner’s enemies” (White, 58). In A Treatise on the Lues Bovilla, or Cow Pox 

(1805), Moseley intones: “Can any person say what may be the consequences of 

introducing a bestial humor—into the human frame, after a long lapse of years? … Who 

knows, also, but that the human character may undergo strange mutations from 

quadrupedan sympathy; and that some modern Pasiphaë may rival the fables of old” 

(11)? Moseley himself does so in all earnestness in An Oliver for a Rowland; or, A cow pox 

epistle to the Reverend Rowland Hill, “Under the wing of Surrey Chapel” (1806), where he 

provides multiple examples of how the vaccine has mutated normal individuals into 

half-animal monsters. Some notable examples are Sarah Burley, “whose face was 

distorted, and began to resemble that of an Ox; and Edward Gee who was covered with 

sores, and afterwards with patches of Cow’s Hair,” to say nothing of William Ince, 

“vaccinated when four months old:” there “appeared on his back and loins, patches of 

hair; not resembling his own hair, for that was of light colour, but brown; and of the 

same length, and quality, as that of a Cow” (quoted in Rosner). According to Moseley’s 

epistle, distraught members of the Anti-Vaccination Society opposed the vaccine on 

religious grounds because they believed that the vaccine turned people into animals, 

and they were right. 

During the process of vaccination pus is removed from the infected nipple of a 
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cow and inserted with a lancet beneath the skin of a human being. This person comes 

down with a mild case of cowpox, which a physician or caretaker can monitor and 

mitigate, after which that individual will be immune to the far more deadly smallpox. 

Moreover, in order for the cow to catch the pox in the first place, a mucosal pus will 

have been transferred to the cow from the heal of an infected horse, usually by the hands 

of some farm worker (Jenner, 3). Thus we have an ecological network: from the horse to 

the man to the cow to the dairymaid.  Where, even from a secular perspective, human 

beings were set physiologically apart from animal nature, Jenner’s method embedded 

man within a biological system that blurred that basic distinction. Thus we can say that 

Moseley’s epistle is a work of fiction insofar as its fictitious character allows the author to 

capture the emergence of the story of man’s creation as a human organism. 

This account is indeed but one of many in which the human animal-distinction 

breaks down, but while others tended to work by analogy with animals and machines, 

Jenner’s vaccine literally broke through the barrier separating man from animal.13 The 

human animal emerged not only as a human that was also an animal, but also as an 

organism inseparable from its physiological milieu. As with Mary Toft, the problem is 

one of infection, but where, in her case, the idea of a rabbit instigated monstrosity, 

Jenner materializes the same categorical collapse. The Anti-Vaccination Society rebelled 

                                                        

13 Jenner’s vaccine may have been so controversial precisely because it materialized an idea that had 
haunted European philosophy for 150 years in the work of such writers as Thomas Hobbes (1651), René 
Descartes (1664), Baruch Spinoza (1677), David Hume (1748), Jullien Offray de la Mettrie (1748), and 
Erasmus Darwin(1794), to name only a few. 
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against a whole new way of conceptualizing the human being and the world in which it 

participated. The disruption of natural taxonomy brought with it a pervasive upheaval 

in political thinking as well, which established the historical conditions of possibility for 

the argument of Malthus’s Essay on the Principle of Population (1798). Published in the 

same year as Jenner’s Inquiry, the Essay, provided the first analysis of human society 

based only on those facts of human nature that are equally true for virtually all animal 

life—namely, survival and sexual reproduction (Malthus, 14). 

Jenner and Malthus thus emerge on the near side of a cultural shift from the 

world of reason and medical self-enclosure to the ecological world of the human 

organism, a world, in the words of James Mackintosh (1830), where “governments are 

not made, but grow” (Mackintosh, 73). Neither Jenner and Malthus, writing from our 

side of the shift, nor the Anti-Vaccination Society, writing from the other, were in a 

position to narrate the shift itself. Thus, even as the distinction between categories is 

violated, the distinction between monster and man nevertheless remains. To gain a 

fuller understanding of its persistence, my second chapter turns to a novel, that, by 

contrast to eighteenth-century medicine, understands itself, as fiction, within a modern 

opposition of fiction to science. A product of the period, Frankenstein (1818) is unique for 

the world it creates, the world it destroys, and the routes it charts from there to here. 

1.2.3 A Historical Teratology, Part 3: Frankenstein’s Creature 

Willfully ignoring the causes of inequity, Malthus’s Essay is aimed at reforming 
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the poor law so that “natural” attrition will diminish the number of excess mouths to 

feed. In doing so, however, it is also an argument for supplementing the economic 

rationalism of the Enlightenment with a political system predicated on the needs and 

limits of the organism, and regulated by an unfettered economy. This is not a matter of 

simply abandoning one system for another, but a matter of rethinking the faculties in a 

different relation to the instincts and passions. Malthus is one of the first turn-of-the-

century intellectuals to consider a possibility new to the reading public, namely, man-as-

species. At the same time, he holds out the hope that his readers might acquire sufficient 

reason to understand that they would increase their likelihood of surviving and even 

thriving, paradoxically, if they curbed their sexual instincts. On the other hand, while 

curbing sexual desire might allow an individual prosper, that did not necessarily hold 

true for the species as a whole. Although the Essay implies that what is good for the 

individual is good for the species, Malthus had in fact opened up a conflict between the 

biological organism and the rational individual, on whose outcome hung the fate of man 

as such. To see why, my dissertation turns to Mary Shelley, wife of the poet P.B. Shelley 

and daughter of the philosopher William Godwin, and one of Malthus’s primary 

interlocutors. 

At a certain point in Shelley’s best known work, the creature that Frankenstein—

in an attempt to assemble a human being on then scientific principles and from natural 

parts—persuades his maker to complete his act of creation by providing him with a 
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mate. The creature wins him over by means of this plea: “My vices are the children of a 

forced solitude that I abhor; and my virtues will necessarily arise when I live in 

communion with an equal” (121). Initially hitting all the right notes, his appeal elicits a 

response couched in terms of reason and universal justice: “After a long pause of 

reflection, I [Victor Frankenstein] concluded, that the justice due both to him and my 

fellow-creatures demanded of me that I should comply with his request” (122). 

Continuing in this vein, Frankenstein turns to the creature and makes this offer: “‘I 

consent to your demand, on your solemn oath to quit Europe for ever, and every other 

place in the neighborhood of man, as soon as I shall deliver into your hands a female 

who will accompany you in your exile’” (122). Even though he is the one to make this 

offer, Frankenstein is the first to break the contract, and he tears apart the woman he is 

in the process of assembling. The following is the reasoning behind his change of heart: 

Even if [the monster and his would-be mate] were to leave Europe, and inhabit the 
deserts of the new world, yet one of the first results of those sympathies for which the 
daemon thirsted would be children, and a race of devils would be propagated upon the 
earth, who might make the very existence of the species of man a condition precarious 
and full of terror” (138). 

Frankenstein comes to his conclusion, as Maureen McLane (2000) observes, by way of a 

Malthusian calculation: limited resources, limitless fecundity, and necessary 

overpopulation all inevitably pose a threat to man. The “power of population” trumps 

the power of the social contract only because the threat posed by man-as-species to man 

as a collection of self-governing individuals leaves no room to doubt the outcome. As he 
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confronts the possibility that his manufactured man might become a rival species, 

Frankenstein implicitly redefines humanity as a mere species, just as Malthus does, by 

divesting humanity of the exceptional capacity for self-government. At the very least, his 

demonstration that human consciousness and language can spring from the butcher 

shop and charnel house does not prove that his own consciousness derives from a 

different and more elevated source.14 

 There are several scenes that take careful note of the transformative power of the 

creature: “when I looked upon him, when I saw the filthy mass that moved and talked, 

my heart sickened, and my feelings were altered to those of horror and hatred” (121).  

Frankenstein here equates the creature’s appeal to sympathy with a kind of emotional 

contagion, 15 and so he is doubly infected: physiologically, by affect, and then by the 

Malthusian narrative that puts an end to his Lamarckian hopes of shaping what he 

considered a higher order of human being as the means of introducing traits into the 

species that would be transmitted to future generations. Frankenstein’s own 

                                                        

14 See Knox. The theory of “polygenism,” which asserts that the races of human beings are in fact distinct 
species with distinct origins, is conspicuously preempted by Frankenstein, in which the creature has a 
distinct origin from his creator and confronts him as a rival species. Following Nancy Armstrong’s (2006) 
concept of the “polygenetic imagination,” I would argue that the ideological underpinnings of the 
polygenism-monogensim debate are, first, scientific racism, and second, a latent conflict between the 
concepts of sexual reproduction and physiological repetition. Doing so explains a deeper dimension of 
Shelley’s response to the progressivism eventually formalized by Chambers, namely, an insistence upon 
biological repetition that foregrounds contagion (permeability) as one of three fundamental features of the 
human organism. 
15 I take the ideas of emotional and narrative contagion from Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759): 
“In a nation distracted by faction, there are, no doubt, always a few, though commonly but a very few, who 
preserve their judgment untainted by the general contagion” (Smith, 179). 
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intelligence— twisted by his overweening ambition to conquer death—consequently 

becomes no less monstrous than the physical superiority of his creation. The creature 

consequently becomes an exaggerated and negative materialization of his creator’s 

desires, consequently anticipating the coming age of monsters as manifest in Robert 

Browning’s gothic personae (1842), Dickens’s Miss Havisham (1861), George Eliot’s 

Grandcourt (1876), Stevenson’s Mr. Hyde (1886), H. Rider Haggard’s “she who must be 

obeyed” (1886), Oscar Wilde’s Dorian Gray (1890), and others. 

Appearing truly deformed to his maker’s eye and proving himself capable of 

wiping out his biological competitors, Frankenstein’s creature understands himself as 

the other side and rival of his creator. Fashioning himself on Lucifer, the creature’s 

narration simulates the rhetorical style of the Miltonic epic in an age where it does not 

belong. Shelley stages the debate over the future of mankind in terms of the outmoded 

rhetoric of an earlier modern anti-hero and the no less grandiose rhetoric of his modern 

scientific counterpart, neither of which offer very much in the way of a future for 

mankind. As the debate between the two collapses into a damned-if-you-do-damned-if-

you-don’t pair of options that are no longer options at all, a new and distinctively 

nineteenth-century binary comes to the fore between the human exception, now 

refigured as the abnormal, and what Audrey Jaffe (2010) calls the “average man,” 

personified by Shelley’s first and final narrator, Robert Walton. Despite his inclination to 

follow in Frankenstein’s footsteps, Walton bows to the will of the shipboard community 



 

 48 

 

whom he commands, sacrificing his opportunity to go down in history for discovering 

the Northwest passage in exchange for the survival of his crew and their return to their 

ordinary homes in Europe. “Even the sailors feel the power of his eloquence,” Walton 

acknowledges with respect to Frankenstein: “when he speaks, they no longer despair; he 

rouses their energies, and, while they hear his voice, they believe these vast mountains 

of ice are mole-hills, which will vanish before the resolutions of man” (181). Delegates 

have nevertheless “been chosen by the other sailors…to make…a demand, which, in 

justice,” Walton feels he must “not refuse,” and, bowing to the will of the community, he 

turns the ship toward home (182). Like his plainspoken vernacular style of writing, his 

actions are neither heroic nor monstrous, but that of the average man. This is the basis of 

a new social order that can survive the new competitive economy. The Enlightenment 

conception of nature had allowed any species to excel within a category, and thereby to 

become great, but not to cross into another category, which would render it monstrous. 

However, where Frankenstein should have become exceptional, and his creature 

monstrous, when opposed to the figure of Walton, the average man, both great and 

monstrous collapse to form the biological concept identified by Foucault (1974) as “the 

abnormal.” Walton is, by contrast, normal, his individuality moderated by the needs of 

his community, and Frankenstein and his creature are equally dangerous. Based on the 

norm embodied by the average man, the abnormal amounts to a “variation” from the 

prototype, capable of inaugurating another genotype that might displace the 
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prototype.16 

In the end, Shelley’s novel, just like Frankenstein’s creation, is the result of an 

experiment that grossly disfigures the novel form as Jane Austen had established it. 

Where Austen’s fiction depended on the distinction between the eighteenth-century 

landowner and the stranger who must be excluded from even the most cosmopolitan 

household if that household is to perpetuate and improve the European individual, 

Shelley collapses the distinction between insider and outsider by refiguring both as 

abnormal. In portraying Frankenstein and his creature in terms at once aristocratic and 

monstrous, she makes room for all those people in the middle who aspire to move 

upward in the social order of Victorian fiction. At the same time, she maps out that 

process in microcosm, offshore, and in abstraction, and rather than a full blown 

Victorian novel, she offers us an especially clear picture of the necessary role to be 

played by the monsters to come. It fell to the novelists of following generations, as 

exemplified by the Brontës and Charles Dickens, both to exploit the monster for its 

natural vitality and to tame it to accommodate a society undergoing industrialization. 

                                                        

16 Here I come to a similar conclusion as Mitchell (forthcoming), who argues that Walton is a figure of self-
regulation that encourages “readers to reimagine the components of liberalism in more equitable forms” (1). 
His argument, however, is based on Walton’s role as a navigator seeking to help sailors regulate nautical 
navigation by finding the North Pole, and his claim is that Shelley uses Walton to take an ethical stand in 
favor of equity. My own view is rather different. My claim is that Shelley portrays Walton as a figure of self-
regulation in a way that borders on melancholic, for, as the new average man, his mediocrity, which allows 
him to be socially functional and responsible, displaces an epic greatness that the biological turn has recast 
as socially destructive and monstrous. On my reading, Walton is less an ethical paragon to be emulated than 
the sad consequence of biological necessity. Nevertheless, Mitchell’s incisive reading of Walton’s 
navigational project contributes much to the understanding of Walton as a figure of self-regulation. 
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1.2.4 A Historical Teratology, Part 4: Heathcliff 

Frankenstein collapses the great and the monstrous into the category of the 

abnormal, but Shelley leaves the normal and the abnormal intact as distinct and 

opposing categories. As we move into the Victorian period, however, we find that 

fiction will collapse that dichotomy as well, producing a spectrum of competing 

variations within which the abnormal becomes a constituent part of the normal itself, 

rather than an ontologically different being. This transformation is the result of a 

narrative process that integrates the abnormal, with all its power as greatness and 

monstrosity, into the prototypical British character as a means of adjusting that character 

to new historical conditions.17 The narrative that first emerges is generational, and the 

exemplary case is Emily Brönte’s Wuthering Heights (1847).18 

If we treat the first and second generations of Wuthering Heights as a biologist 

would several times that many generations of pea plants in today’s genetic laboratory, 

we can isolate the types that Brönte has chosen to combine in her experiment. The most 

conspicuous—and wild—of these types is Heathcliff, a parentless child. That no one 

knows his true parentage—when the narrator asks, he is told only that it’s “a cuckoo’s, 

sir”—is surely significant (28). Brought into the Earnshaw household as a child, he 

                                                        

17 Here I disagree with Cory (2004) who argues that the novel ends with a temporary respite before which 
the older, patriarchal order will be restored. 
18 For an account that looks at cannibalism rather than mutualistic combination, see Beaumont (2004). While 
I take his point, I see the amalgamation of characters as preserving and mixing elements as opposed to the 
merely destructive act of consumption. 
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struck the family caretaker as “a dirty, ragged, black-haired child; big enough both to 

walk and talk…yet, when it was set on its feet, it only stared round, and repeated over 

and over again some gibberish that nobody could understand.”  Clearly a foreigner and 

just as clearly a savage, Nelly wonders, how [Mr. Earnshaw} “could fashion to bring that 

gypsy brat into the house, when they had their own bairns to feed and fend for? What 

he meant to do with it, and whether he were mad” (29)?  The use of “it” to describe 

Heathcliff places him not only outside the human family but beyond the reigning 

definition of the human as well. Heathcliff is a particular form of “abnormal:” though 

great and monstrous, he is a throwback to the primitive racial origins of man.19 

The first and only character to recognize herself in Heathcliff is perhaps the least 

expected: Catherine Earnshaw, the daughter of the landowning father who brought 

Heathcliff home with other commodities from the trading depot of Liverpool. “She was 

much too fond of Heathcliff,” Nelly tells us, which would be completely out of character 

with earlier novels, given Catherine’s high-spirited, aristocratic nature: “In play, she 

liked, exceedingly, to act the little mistress; using her hands freely, and commanding her 

companions” (33). Her attraction to Heathcliff transgresses the reigning hierarchy and 

he recognizes her as his only competitor and potential equal: “her pretended insolence,” 

Nelly recounts, “had more power over Heathcliff than [the servant’s] kindness;” and 

                                                        

19 The unviability of Heathcliff initially struck some critics, arguably reading him incorrectly as an 
individual in the Enlightenment sense, as improbable. A good example is the outrage evident in The 
Spectator (1847). 
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“the boy would do her bidding in anything” (34).20 What may strike Nelly as a 

hierarchical relation, however, soon takes on a character that inverted the socially 

hierarchy established by earlier novels and therefore anticipated by this novel’s the 

readers: 

[It] was one of their chief amusements to run away to the moors in the morning and 
remain there all day, and the after-punishment grew a mere thing to laugh at. The curate 
might set as many chapters as he pleased for Catherine to get by heart, and Joseph [the 
servant] might thrash Heathcliff till his arm ached; they forgot everything the minute 
they were together again, at least the minute they had contrived some naughty plan of 
revenge; and many a time I’ve cried to myself to watch them growing more reckless 
daily, and I not daring to speak a syllable for fear of losing the small power I still retained 
over the unfriended creatures” (37). 

Together, Catherine and Heathcliff are able to escape and laugh at the “discipline” that 

Nelly recalls, a fact that indicates an extra social connection between the sexes. The so-

called “unfriended creatures” are rendered creaturely by their wild, and implicitly erotic 

connections to both each other and the moors in which they naughtily spend their time.21 

The scripture Catherine is made to memorize as punishment is “forgot… the minute 

they were together again,” and replaced by a different kind of narrative, “some naughty 

                                                        

20 Ward (2012), like Gilbert (2017), emphasizes (incorrectly in my view) the notion that the novel preserves 
and criticizes an outmoded model of patrician, rather than capitalist, property. I would cite Sanger (1926) to 
reinforce my own analysis of the model of property transmission as in keeping with the laws accompanying 
early capitalist conceptions. 
21 See Graham’s (1848) for a typical example of the revulsion with which the novel was initially met by 
professional critics. 
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plan of revenge,” which is a narrative given over to a passion that can be read as a 

kissing cousin to the competition among variations that vie to displace the prototype.22 

Heathcliff is initially a poor gypsy marked as inferior to Catherine, the imperious 

white aristocrat, but their relationship transmits his wildness to her, and her 

highhandedness to him, in a mutually lateral exchange.23 As an adult, Catherine 

recounts a dream in which she has died and gone to heaven, only to realize “that heaven 

did not seem to be my home; and I broke my heart with weeping to come back to earth; 

and the angels were so angry that they flung me out, into the middle of the heath on the 

top of Wuthering Heights; where I woke sobbing for joy” (63). She concludes this 

seemingly whimsical prognostication with the declaration, “I’ve no more business to 

marry the genteel Edgar Linton than I have to be in heaven; and if the wicked man in 

there had not brought Heathcliff so low, I shouldn’t have [had to think] of it. It would 

degrade me to marry Heathcliff now.” She nevertheless decides against her instincts to 

marry the temperamentally unfit Edgar Linton even though, as she tells Nelly, 

Heathcliff is “more myself than I am. Whatever our souls are made of, his and mine are 

the same, and Linton’s is as different as a moonbeam from lightening, or frost from 

                                                        

22 My own argument that Wuthering Heights posits a biological, and thus immanent form of transcendence—
in the sense of reaching beyond the limits of the individual into other organisms and the earth itself—is 
indebted to Nussbaum’s account of the novel as a secular construction of ascent. 
23 It is worth considering the work of Torgerson (2005) on “metaphorical vampirism” as an alternative 
account of character amalgamation in this novel, if only for the emphasis it lays on the perceived 
permeability of the human organism during the period. 
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fire.”24 Her “soul,” is a thing of nature, acclimated to the moors and her reciprocal 

relation to Heathcliff. Catherine and Heathcliff are too far apart in social terms—and 

perhaps too close emotionally—to produce a hybrid of the lowest of the low and the 

ruling class. As her mésalliance to Linton and subsequent death suggest, she is too wild, 

to closely akin to Heathcliff emotionally, to survive without him.25 Catherine’s double 

pairing—emotionally with Heathcliff, physically with Linton—nevertheless provides the 

material for a new generation of characters.26 

By his marriage to the romantically inclined Isabella Linton, Heathcliff produces 

a boy who combines the predatory instincts of the underclass (inherited from Heathcliff) 

with the debility of a degenerate hereditary ruling class (inherited from Isabella, Edgar 

Linton’s sister). By contrast, Catherine’s marriage to Edgar Linton produces a girl who 

combines the passion of her mother displayed in her connection with Heathcliff with the 

moral self-possession and disciplinary tendencies of the ruling class, inherited from her 

father. As the two children mature, Heathcliff schemes to have them married and 

cement his takeover of the Wuthering Heights estate, which he has won from 

                                                        

24 I am not the first literary critic to note the dissolution of boundaries between individuals and property in 
this novel, and I owe much to the path-breaking work of Napier (1984). 
25 See Gorsky (1999) for an account of the body as anorexic in this novel, an argument that runs counter to 
my own in the sense that I treat the means of subsistence here as pertaining to affect and property rather 
than food as such. Nevertheless, her argument remains compelling with regard to the viability of the form of 
life embodied by Catherine and Heathcliff. 
26 Woods (2015) lays an emphasis on pregnancy that is missing from my own account of Wuthering Heights. 
Insofar as it figures sexual reproduction, which follows a non-Lamarckian conception of trait transmission, I 
have sidelined the problem for now, but it obviously remains a vital part of the novel’s biology. 
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Catherine’s brother Hindley in a game of chance.27 The prospects do not seem promising 

as Catherine the younger expresses some of the same reservations concerning Linton 

Heathcliff as her mother did regarding her husband Edgar Linton, the boys’ maternal 

uncle:  

He said the pleasantest manner of spending a hot July day was lying from morning till 
evening on a bank of heath in the middle of the moors, with the bees humming dreamily 
about among the bloom, and the larks singing high up overhead, and the blue sky and 
bright sun shining steadily and cloudlessly.  That was his most perfect idea of heaven’s 
happiness. Mine was rocking in a rustling green tree, with a west wind blowing, and 
bright white clouds flitting rapidly above; and not only larks, but throstles, and 
blackbirds, and linnets, and cuckoos pouring out music on every side, and the moors 
seen at a distance, broken into cool dusky dells; but close by, great swells of long grass 
undulating in waves to the breeze; and woods and sounding water, and the whole world 
awake and wild with joy (189-90). 

 

If Linton’s lassitude fills Cathy with contempt, then her animal spirits leave him peevish. 

Under the pressure of their marriage, his underdeveloped masculinity manifests itself in 

tendencies at once infantile and effeminate, as when he competes with Cathy’s cousin, 

Hareton Earnshaw, for dominance. As Cathy recounts the incident, “I took hold of 

Linton’s hands, and tried to pull him away; but he shrieked so shockingly that I dared 

not proceed. At last, his cries were chocked by a dreadful fit of coughing; blood gushed 

from his mouth, and he fell on the ground” (192).28 

                                                        

27 Sanger (1926) has provided the invaluable service of showing that in every respect, the legal processes 
through which Heathcliff amasses his power were perfectly accurate for the time. 
28 Lemon (1963) carefully details the way that illness precedes virtually every significant act conducted by 
the novel’s characters, lending further weight to my own emphasis on infection as the primary mode of 
interaction between the human organism, newly defined as permeable, in the novel after the biological turn. 
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Hareton Earnshaw is the son of Cathy’s mother’s brother and would have been 

rightful heir to Wuthering Heights, had not an older paradigm of inheritance been 

displaced by one that anticipates Darwin’s redefinition of the concept.29 In contrast to 

Cathy, however, Hareton is not naturally wild but has instead been reduced by 

Heathcliff to peasant status, and thus is in a Lamarkian, rather than Darwinian sense, a 

hybrid. Hareton’s animal fury is often on display when he successfully asserts his 

dominance over his two housemates: “He swore at us,” says Cathy, “and left Linton no 

time to answer, nearly throwing him into the kitchen; and he clenched his fist, as I 

followed, seemingly longing to knock me down. I was afraid, for a moment, and I let 

one volume fall; he kicked it after me, and shut us out” (192). Together with Cathy 

Linton and Linton Heathcliff, Hareton constitutes the novels’ second and distinctively 

nineteenth-century generation. What, then, does Emily Brönte accomplish by adding 

Heathcliff’s fundamentally mongrel and implicitly savage vitality into the mix, even 

insofar as their bodies are integrated in death?30 Doing so does not countermand 

degeneration—witness Heathcliff’s son with Isabel Linton, the one product of these 

                                                        

29 In this my account aligns with Eagleton (1974) who identifies Heathcliff as an arch-capitalist as opposed to 
more recent critics such as Cory (2004), Ward (2015), and Gilbert (2017) who emphasize an older model of 
patriarchal property over the rising model of capitalism. 
30 For an astonishing account of the relation between dissolution and the bodily dissection manuals of the 
period, see May (2011). In essence, Brönte must had had some comprehension of the processes of the 
biological degeneration of human bodies after death, though it is unclear how she acquired such 
comprehensive knowledge. 
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hybrid marriages that does not survive to reproduce. In that Heathcliff’s viciousness is 

ultimately winnowed out, he must contribute something else.31 

His lasting contribution is to disrupt the reproduction of the same—even in the 

case of Hareton, in a sense his true descendant—and triggers the production of 

variations.32 This intervention forces a transformation of the logic of dominance, from 

the sense of entitlement defining the privileged Hindley and Linton, to the competitive 

prowess of Hindley’s son, Hareton, reared under Heathcliff’s supervision to replicate 

the gypsy child brought to the Heights from Liverpool.33 The family that emerges at the 

novel’s end is a relation, not between Cathy and Linton, but between Cathy and 

Hareton, and this family looks very different from the “unnatural pairing” of 

Catherine’s relation with Heathcliff: “[Hareton] Earnshaw was not to be civilized with a 

wish; and my young lady [Cathy] was no philosopher, and no paragon of patience 

(241).34 Indeed, both Cathy and Hareton contain the abnormal within themselves, but 

that power is precisely what allows Cathy to civilize Hareton “in their several 

                                                        

31 On the question of the unviability of Catherine and Heathcliff’s modes of living, see Gates (1976), who 
argue persuasively that the novel sets forth a new modality of suicide for the period. 
32 My emphasis on “repetition” as opposed to sexual “reproduction” comes from Nancy Armstrong’s (2006) 
concept of the “polygenic imagination,” according to which infection serves as a more fundamental model 
for the spread of biological traits. At the same time, I also take this emphasis from Miller (2003), who 
highlights the gothic, or “uncanny” quality of this novel’s dependence upon repletion as a form of 
generation. 
33 See Gilbert (2017) for an account of property in Wuthering Heights that emphasizes the persistence of 
patriarchy rather than ecology. 
34 For a comprehensive account of the property law governing the narrative, see Samuel (2013). What makes 
his work relevant here is the displacement of a clear relationship of ownership, predicated in the individual, 
by an intricate web of “interests” that ends of looking for more systematic, and thus, ecological, during the 
period with which the novel is concerned. 
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occupations, of pupil and teacher” (246). The key, almost paradoxically, is the same 

thing that destroyed Catherine the elder, namely, the intense passion that attracted 

them, but here that passion has been incorporated into the process of socialization: “both 

their minds tending to the same point—one loving and desiring to esteem, and the other 

loving and desiring to be esteemed—they contrived in the end to reach it [education]” 

(241). As Lockwood remarks, “I could hardly fancy it [Hareton] the same individual I 

had beheld on the day I discovered my little lady at Wuthering Heights, after her 

expedition to the Crags” (246). 

Ultimately, the new family formed by the end of the novel is the product of 

Catherine’s landowning blood coupled with the power with which she has been infected 

by Heathcliff, and in this way, the abnormal has been incorporated into the normal and 

socialized to produce the new human organism of the Victorian period. The Brontës deal 

with the opposition of larger than life characters, using the logic of inheritance and 

infection to create women to domesticate the devil. Emily takes two generations to 

integrate the sheer vital energy of Heathcliff into the Earnshaw lineage, while weeding 

out the weakness of Linton Heathcliff, who combines the predatory instincts of the 

underclass with the debility of the degenerate hereditary ruling class. In the process of 

creating the human organism, as opposed to the autonomous individual, and then 

redefining the individual as a form that develops from the organism, the novel 

reformulates itself as well. The chapters that follow locate the beginnings of this process 
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in Edward Jenner’s vaccination, a method of introducing material from an infected cow 

into the health human body, in effect defensively compromising the categorical 

boundary between human and animal, individual and species. 

1.3 Competition and Mutualism 

The disruptive arrival and incorporation of Heathcliff—the very figure of the 

abnormal—into an ancient landowning British family line produces a new paradigm of 

descent that forces a culture-wide rethinking of “the normal” self, family, and social 

order. Where the traditional model of inheritance equated blood with family name, 

refined education, and social connections with a landed estate, the new model of 

inheritance equated the traits of physical appearance and a person’s innate disposition, 

whether kindness or cruelty toward others, with his or her biological inheritance.  These 

two paradigms of descent imply divergent models of subjectivity. According to John 

Locke (1690) and other Enlightenment philosophers, descent meant a God-given right of 

property in the person that manifests itself in the twofold accumulation of ideas (aka 

understanding) and material property which do not necessarily extend to his progeny, 

each man being responsible for the labor that provides for his wellbeing and that of his 

wife and children. According to the redefinition of man as organism, however, this 

individualistic concept of descent is a cultural tradition without foundation in biology.  

Like Frankenstein, this novel there is a confrontation between traditional culture (race in 

French) and race in what will become its nineteenth-century meaning as personified by 
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Heathcliff, a Gypsy child of otherwise unknown parentage who infects Catherine with 

savage unruliness, just as she endows him with her haughtiness. Finding it impossible to 

maintain her bond with Heathcliff while married to a suitably traditional male (woefully 

lacking Heathcliff’s testosterone), she conveniently dies in childbirth, transmitting a 

mutually moderating version of those extremes to her daughter, Cathy. Heathcliff, 

meanwhile, manages to swindle Catherine’s brother, Hindley, out of his inheritance, 

both his title to Wuthering Heights and the right to raise Hindley’s son whom he 

subjects to much the same brutalizing effects that Hindley once visited on the young 

Heathcliff. At about the same time, Isabel Linton, sister of Edgar, Catherine Earnshaw’s 

husband, becomes enchanted with the rude Gypsy child-cum-gentleman and thus 

proper husband material, simply because he has, by whatever means, acquired the 

wealth and manner that paint his natural cleverness and predatory instincts with the 

varnish of refinement. Both households, the Grange and the Heights, enact much the 

same conflict between two notions of inheritance dramatized in the debate between 

Frankenstein and his creature. Brontë has them do so in order to produce a new 

generation that spells out the later historical conflict I have identified in Dickens’s 

Dombey and Son. In conclusion, let me spell out the new problematic that marks certain 

novels as indelibly Victorian, organizes a major shift in Darwin’s evolutionary thinking, 

and both accommodate and critiques the onset of industrial capitalism. 

Where Enlightenment epistemology and moral philosophy held that emotions 
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arose from within the individual (Locke attributed them to the individual’s sense of dis-

ease with the discrepancy between what he felt was right and things as they were), the 

Victorians conceded to earlier theories that emotions, desires, and impulses were a 

product of the body. But these were not the early modern passions that disposed mortal 

man to the sins of the flesh. These were not dispositions of the body that prevented one 

from transcending it and enjoying eternity in heaven. Quite the contrary, these were 

traits that enabled the body to survive and reproduce itself. In endowing a given 

individual with such traits, nature was interested in his or her particular survival only so 

far as it enabled the survival of the species as a whole. The conflict between the self 

governing Enlightenment individual and the nineteenth-century man-as-species 

consequently gives way to a new and distinctively Victorian opposition within the 

concept of man as a biological organism between the competitive instinct and a counter 

impulse by which people knew that to survive at all, they had to survive together. At the 

poles of what Darwin came to see as a spectrum of natural emotions, what we now call 

“affects,” the forms of expression blossomed, from species to species, and from the 

exalted heights to the depraved depths of competition and love respectively. Novelists 

were instrumental in developing the possible emotional responses in between these 

poles in countless and still referenced ways as the individual responded instinctively, as 

Dombey did, intent on having his name and business survive the economic turbulence 

of the 1840’s to live on in the person of his son, only to discover his inability to survive 
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without the shelter of a household and his daughter’s care. 

The Victorian period left us with the two most tenacious ideologies shaping 

modern culture. One is a communitarianism that extends from Charles Fourier and 

Henri Saint-Simon through Karl Marx and Robert Owen to the art and poetry of William 

Morris, Oscar Wilde, and others associated with English socialism. The other, the free-

market, or laissez-faire ideology, extended from Thomas Malthus through Harriet 

Martineau and into the “marginal revolution” begun by William Stanley Jevons to 

provide a basis for the neoliberal policies that emerged after World War II. Although 

diametrically opposed in terms of whether economic prosperity or mutual aid would 

lead to individual happiness, both systems of belief, as well as their fundamental 

incompatibility, arise from the redefinition of man as a biological organism and 

expression of the inheritance that was perpetuated through him or her. As the 

nineteenth century progressed, a dwindling number of scientists disagreed with Mary 

Shelley’s prognostication in her 1826 post-apocalyptic novel The Last Man, namely, that 

no individual could survive alone. At the same time, an increasing number of social 

scientists disagreed about the best way to survive as a species—whether by means of 

society that compensated for economic unevenness or by relying on open economic 

competition to redistribute the good, services, and information necessary to everyone’s 

wellbeing.  Once a materialistic theory of speciation has gather sufficient evidence to 

render the Providential operations of the British economy obsolete, there was nothing to 
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stop the concept of economy not only from subsuming the role of Providence (as Adam 

Smith’s “invisible hand”) but also from deferring to the authority of a law of nature that 

equated the struggle of the fittest with the development of a species increasingly fit to 

thrive and monopolize the resources of the world. It was the novel, with its unspoken 

obligation to make human life intelligible from the perspectives of both an imaginary 

overseer and manager of information and imagined subject as he or she experienced 

being overseen and managed, that most consistently exposed the new religion of money 

and its source in the illusory magic of exchange. It was also the novel that countered that 

magic with the magic of imagination to create imaginary spaces, the Toodles household 

for example, over which an alternative law of nature prevailed. Here, we find that rather 

than competing for narrative space, the narrative perspective is dispersed among minor 

characters; scarcity prompts sharing and promptly disappears. Such spaces hold a 

power in the novels of Charles Dickens to gather diverse characters to them, often 

predatorily in the zero-sum game of property but more conspicuously by a principle 

mutual attraction that enhances of the welfare of each. 
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2. The Human Organism 
Literary studies that focus on “the individual” in Romantic and Victorian fiction 

often pay little heed to what nineteenth-century biologists decided the individual was.1 

The science of the period broke the individual down into a mobile set of psychological 

and physiological parts—some acquired from the environment, and others inherited 

from what would come to be thought of as our evolutionary predecessors.2 Engaging 

with this scientific assault on individual self-sovereignty, novelists from Mary Shelley to 

Thomas Hardy openly acknowledged the composite character of the embodied mind, 

the delusive status of autonomy, and the irresistible powers of physiology and the 

environment. Thus it was that around the beginning of the nineteenth century, science 

and literature together began to redefine the self-governing, self-enclosed, and self-

identical individual that scholars trace back to Locke in relation to an arguably new 

figure of humanity: a mutable biological organism, permeable to its environment and in 

excess of itself. 3 According to Michel Foucault, these two terms—the individual and the 

organism—have carried on a mutually defining relationship since the start of the 

nineteenth century, and while one may on occasion occlude the other, we cannot fully 

account for either without accounting for both (Society 249). 

                                                        

1 Nineteenth-century British fiction has generally been read as an account of the individual, whether in the 
sense of Amanda Anderson’s (2001) “critical distance” (4), Nancy Armstrong’s (2006) “class- and culture-
specific subject” (3), or Elaine Hadley’s (2010) “liberal citizen” (37). 
2 See Butler (1998) for an account of Shelley’s own reading of such so-called “radical science.” 
3 When I refer to scholars who trace the liberal individual back to Locke I am thinking of works ranging 
from Ian Watt’s The Rise of the Novel (1957) to Franco Moretti’s The Bourgeois (2013). 



 

 65 

 

As scholars have suggested by way of allusions to The Order of Things, this shift 

amounted to a significant break with the human exceptionalism of the British 

Enlightenment, a definition of the human being that relied on property (including 

knowledge) rather than biology as the ground for self-sovereignty. According to that 

model, the individual was comprised of a mind in possession of a body and a collection 

of experiences acquired from the world and retained as continuous memory, which then 

extended though labor into new possessions including the family and the landed estate.4 

Sovereignty was therefore figured in the control that the individual mind wielded over a 

body that was its property. Such proprietary individuality stabilized the political order 

by anchoring the identities of individuals in a taxonomy of economic classes with 

corresponding properties and rights, the stability of which was both signified and 

guaranteed by the stability of land. 

In the nineteenth century, the century in which the franchise would extend 

beyond anything conceivable in the century before, political subjectivity could no longer 

be defined in relation to such stable and exclusive criteria. As is well known, 

industrialization completely reconfigured British demography: laborers moved to the 

cities, cash and credit took on much greater roles as media of exchange, and money 

came to displace land as the primary signifier of wealth.5 Thus the older alignment of 

                                                        

4 See Locke’s Second Treatise of Government (1689). 
5 My understanding of this shift aligns with Raymond Williams’s The Country and the City (1973). 
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identity with the stability of the landed estate made less and less sense, and where 

eighteenth-century individuality had been anchored ontologically in property, 

nineteenth-century individuality had to make do without that ontological anchor. Like 

capital itself, which only exists as exchange value while detached from any particular 

use, nineteenth-century individuality would not be ontological, but differential, defined 

in relation to its variants. Specifically, the nineteenth-century individual would take 

shape in opposition to the “population,” a de-individuated, heterogeneous mass of 

variations governed by nothing but impulse, affect, and chance, the control of which is 

the subject Foucault’s work on biopower.6 

At the same time and for the same reason—the need to differentiate the 

individual from the population—new sciences like phrenology and psychiatry were 

designed to bring those irrational physiological forces under rational control. The effect, 

as Foucault documents in Society Must Be Defended (1975-6), was that the human could 

either be broken down into traits or tendencies and folded into the population, or 

“individualized as an organism” (249). Thus, consciousness, that reasoning repository of 

personal experience, could have no home outside the organism, and so came to be 

grounded in and limited by the brain, which endangered its individual integrity in a 

whole new way. The population is an entity without reason because it is made of bodies, 

                                                        

6 See especially Society Must Be Defended (1975-6), The History of Sexuality Volume I (1976), Security, Territory, 
Population (1977-8) and The Birth of Biopolitics (1978-9). 
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a mass of “nerves” that worried Mathew Arnold, H. L. Mansel, and other self-appointed 

guardians of Victorian culture.7 And yet, in using science to bring those nerves under the 

control of individuated human reason, scientists reduced consciousness itself to nerves, 

putting the individual mind in danger of collapsing into continuity with the very 

population they worked to overcome. George Henry Lewes would one day express the 

situation as follows: 

Consciousness, in the general sense, is the sum total of all our sensibilities, the confluence 
of many streams of sensation. Consciousness in the particular sense is only another word 
for Sensibility: we have as many different forms of consciousness as we have different 
kinds of sensation (Lewes vol. II pg. 65). 

Individuation, the act of definitively and autonomously separating oneself from 

the population, became a materially unachievable goal approached only asymptotically, 

and for that reason, a continually repeated performance. 

2.1 Gillray’s “The Cow-Pock” and the Emergence of the Human 
Organism 

To put conceptual flesh on this shift—from the body as private property of the 

mind to consciousness as organic function—let me turn to James Gillray’s The Cow-Pock 

(1802), a caricature of Edward Jenner administering his newly invented cowpox vaccine. 

(See Figure 1.8) This image, as we will see, manages to capture and critique precisely 

                                                        

7 Some relevant texts here are much of Arnold’s work, especially Culture and Anarchy (1869), and H. L. 
Mansel’s article in the April 1863 issue of the Quarterly Review warning about the violent effects of sensation 
fiction, which he famously accuses of “preaching to the nerves.” 
8 The Anti-Vaccination Society published this image by James Gillray in England in 1802. The scene is of 
Jenner administering the cowpox vaccine beneath the image of a gilded calf in the Inoculation Hospital at St 
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those aspects of the human organism that fly in the face of proprietary individualism: its 

total materiality, its consequent openness to the environment, the mutability that results, 

and the monstrosity of such egregious categorical violations. 

 

Figure 1: "The Cow-Pock, or, the Wonderful Effects of the New Innoculation!" by 
James Gillray, 1802. 

                                                        

 

Pancras in London. Those who have been vaccinated have begun to develop swellings and tumors, many of 
which resemble cows, while the figure furthest to the right appears to be both vomiting and giving birth to 
cows, and the figure behind her to be transforming into a cow. The boy standing next to Jenner is holding a 
container labeled “VACCINE POCK hot from the COW,” the tub to the left is labeled “OPENING 
MIXTURE,” and a bottle next to the tub is labeled “VOMIT.” There are no known restrictions on the 
publication of this image for fair use. 
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To understand the chain of disfigurations that vaccination sets off in this 

illustration it is necessary to take stock of the world into which Jenner introduced his 

vaccine. This was a world whose proprietary individualism provided the means of 

managing the population, especially in times of plague. As Foucault tells the story, when 

a plague hit Europe during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the government 

quarantined the population, confining individuals to their respective households and 

subjecting them to “regulation into even the smallest details of everyday life,” the 

function of which was to assign “to each individual…his ‘true’ name, his ‘true’ place, his 

‘true’ body, [and] his ‘true’ disease” (Discipline 197-8).9 The government thus “met the 

plague with order” by separating the infected from the healthy and treating them as two 

different classes of being (197). Foucault famously shows how these processes of 

incarceration, medical classification and evaluation, and the accumulation of statistical 

data were readily translated into technologies of subject-formation: 

It [quarantine] lays down for each individual his place, his body, his disease and his 
death, his well-being, by means of an omnipresent and omniscient power that subdivides 
itself in a regular, uninterrupted way even to the ultimate determination of the 
individual, of what characterizes him, of what belongs to him, of what happens to him 
(197). 

Here the procedures of quarantine prefigure the disciplinary institutions that will 

produce the self-governing individuals needed to populate liberal society. It is 

important to add, however, that these techniques underwent significant modifications to 

                                                        

9 See Mitchell (2018) for an account of how important the term “regulation” was at the turn of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries. 
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accommodate the individual as defined by the biological sciences at the start of the 

nineteenth century. The Cow-Pock, commissioned and published by the Anti-Vaccine 

Society, provides a concise picture of how the changes Foucault describes in his work on 

biopower were viewed at the time.10 

Jenner developed the theory and practice of vaccination in 1796. Having learned 

from farmworkers that cowpox produced immunity to smallpox, he began inoculating 

people with pus from infected cows as well as from other human beings. His notion that 

what worked pharmacologically in one species could also work in another was 

reinforced by his discovery that cows caught the pox from horses suffering with 

“grease,” an ailment that caused them to ooze a mucous-like substance from sores near 

their heals (Jenner 2). On this basis Jenner reasoned that grease, cowpox, and smallpox 

were not only related, but that they also must have undergone transformations as they 

moved from one organism to the next (52-3). It seemed clear to him that organisms could 

and did change each other, much like the wolves that had been turned into dogs (2). 

Working on this hypothesis, he demonstrated that like diseases, immunities could move 

from one person to another, and what is more, that both could move from horses to 

cows to human beings. Despite its rapid acceptance by the medical community, a 

process that committed such an egregious violation of species distinctions was destined 

                                                        

10 See especially Society Must Be Defended (1975-6), The History of Sexuality Volume I (1976), Security, Territory, 
Population (1977-8) and The Birth of Biopolitics (1978-9). 
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to offend any number of people on religious grounds. The Anti-Vaccine Society was 

formed, an expression by the professional classes of a broad-based resistance that 

persisted throughout the nineteenth century.11 The print they commissioned from 

Gillray is designed to critique what amounts to a nineteenth-century technique of 

population management and to do so from an eighteenth-century perspective. 

To read Gillray’s print we must identify its idiom, a literary tradition that 

depicted plague-ridden towns not as controlled spaces of incarceration and surveillance, 

but as carnivals of leveling and licentious behavior, which Foucault glosses as follows: 

A whole literary fiction of the festival grew up around the plague: suspended laws, lifted 
prohibitions, the frenzy of passing time, bodies mingling together without respect, 
individuals unmasked, abandoning their statutory identity and the figure under which 
they had been recognized, allowing a quite different truth to appear (Discipline 198). 

Gillray’s cartoon updates the early modern contrast between hierarchical Patrician 

bodies and the grotesque body of the carnival as a full-blown conflict between the 

eighteenth-century conception of the individual as exceptionally human and the 

nineteenth-century conception of the human as a mere organism. The performance of 

the grotesque body in Gillray hardly portrays a “collective festival” of “bodies mingling 

together” before the beginning of Lent, but has been reframed by the hospital setting, a 

space that should resemble the city under plague with the “strict divisions” and 

“complete hierarchy” needed to separate the sick from the healthy. 

                                                        

11 For an overview of British government policies on vaccination and popular resistance to those policies in 
the nineteenth century, see Porter and Porter. 
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Jenner’s process has not accomplished that separation but infused the healthy 

with disease, bringing about something like the grotesque disfiguration of the patrician 

body that occurs in carnival. The visual intermingling of social classes indicates the 

erosion of hierarchy. Cow-like excrescences emerge from every orifice—mouths, 

pustules, rear ends, and skirts, linking the various elements of the scene by a viscous 

organic material the filthier for connecting men to women and high to low. As a result of 

this jumbling of essential features, human figures are caught in a process of 

transformation that defies classification and combines them to form something that acts 

as a single frenzied creature. They have become a mob, and in addition, they are all 

becoming cows. At the center of the chaos—at once literally and logically—stands 

Jenner, poised to deliver the fluid that creates this monster to a terrified woman of the 

respectable classes. The scene makes Jenner the god of this perverse act of creation by 

reversing the operative principles of quarantine, separation, stasis, and control. 

In so portraying Jenner as a god of misrule, Gillray inadvertently updates the 

figure of carnival, which, as Mikhail Bahktin (1965) describes it, once served as a ritual 

performance of popular power that testified to sovereign authority by releasing popular 

energy associated with the low parts of the body. This antic power, as he explains it, 

had to be tolerated and even legalized outside the official sphere and had to be turned 
over to the popular sphere of the market place. … [The] carnival celebrated temporary 
liberation from the prevailing truth and from the established order; it marked the 
suspension of all hierarchical rank, privileges, norms, and prohibitions (Bakhtin 9-10). 

By allowing the necessary release of social tension between hierarchy and collectivity, 
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the festival revitalized the “natural” hierarchy. The release of popular energy was 

therefore temporary and reversible by definition. By contrast, Gillray’s lithograph 

portrays the expression of collective energy as irreversible, not least of all because the 

change is physiological rather than behavioral. It changes the very substance of the 

human body. Using a lancet, Jenner introduces a small quantity of material into the 

body of his reluctant patient, and judging from the figures by which she is surrounded, 

that almost imperceptible substance is about to alter her physiology in a profoundly 

perceptible way.  

Here the individual is subject to the introduction of new material from an 

external source rather than the release of tension from within, which will make her 

materially different from the person she was before. Such an effect might be reversible if 

it were only a disease that could be cured, in which case the woman’s essential 

humanity, if not her individual identity, would persist despite some temporary 

deformation. Given the cows and cow-parts protruding from their bodies, however, the 

cure has proved worse than the disease, and whoever takes in the vaccine goes from 

being purely human to becoming a human-animal hybrid. That this effect is not 

contained within the individual but extends to the species is clearly suggested by the 

woman at the far right of the image who appears to be giving birth to a cow. This change 

is thus also irreversible at the level of species, where it produces a new form of biological 

mutation, a monstrosity of a distinctly nineteenth-century kind. 
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Consider the case of the hermaphrodite, a so-called “monster” of the century 

before. The hermaphrodite had been classified as “unnatural” on the grounds that he or 

she was outside the natural order in which a person had to be either one sex or the 

other.12 More precisely, hermaphrodites and other “aberrational” figures were seen as 

exceptions to the taxonomical principle of living beings, which was reinforced by 

exceptions that prove the rule. Now, in contrast, consider Gillray’s monsters. They differ 

from those of the eighteenth century first and foremost in that they are in the process of 

changing from a once classifiable form of life into one that no longer is. Unlike the 

eighteenth-century hermaphrodite, whose unnatural status outside of the taxonomic 

order was stable and a-temporal, these monsters are in between one thing and another, 

having once belonged to taxonomic categories. The figure to the far right of the 

background was once a middleclass woman, the figure in front of her was once a 

servant, and that in front of her once an outdoor laborer, as is indicated by their 

clothing. These differences are becoming purely sartorial as the vaccine creates 

biological continuities more fundamental than class distinctions, and the continuity 

among organic life forms grows to extend even across the division between animals and 

human beings. Monstrosity ceases to be external to nature and becomes a manifestation 

of nature that moves across the categories of the taxonomic table, revealing them to be 

fundamentally continuous rather than discrete. Monstrosity thus becomes a condition 

                                                        

12 Foucault discusses eighteenth-century conceptions of hermaphroditism in Abnormal 68-73. 
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rather than a violation of nature: the underlying unity of which renders categories mere 

ephemeral expressions. In the world according to Jenner, the lithograph warns, 

monstrosity will become coextensive with life itself, as is figured by the endless queue of 

people in line for Jenner’s transformative vaccination, fading into the background 

through the doorway in the upper left. 

Monstrosity is therefore no longer a label or category: it is the irreducible risk of 

the organism itself, a fact of its existence as a dynamic being. Virtually every figure in 

the lithograph is undergoing transformation. Limbs, both human and bovine, are poised 

in unstable positions that suggest motion. Facial expressions are also dynamic, like that 

of the figure of the man to Jenner’s right, who seems to be only just realizing what is 

happening to his cheek, or the shock of the man grabbing his buttock in the foreground. 

All the swellings, cows, and cow parts are emerging and growing, suddenly adding 

weight or volume to certain parts of people’s bodies and causing them to respond with 

the motions described, overfilling a room that is already too full of life. At the time, 

natural philosophers and historians had begun to feel the need to explain how one 

species might become another over time, and Jenner himself openly acknowledged that 

domesticated species were modified in the first paragraphs of his report. Gillray, by 

contrast, treats mutation as a political problem: what kind of sovereignty can belong to 

figures who are in excess of themselves, incapable of remaining self-identical, and only 

human insofar as they are animals? The Cow-Pock insists that power has become 
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physiological, belonging to neither reason nor passion, but to the substance with which 

Jenner injects his patients and the bodies it transforms. Simply put, power has ceased to 

be a matter of will—sovereign, general, or otherwise—and become a matter of matter. 

So much is implied by the various materials Jenner has ready to hand for 

performing his transformation of the species: “OPENING MIXTURE,” “VOMIT,” and 

“VACCINE POCK hot from the COW.” Filling a large tub, the “OPENING 

MIXTURE”—most likely a powerful laxative—emphasizes the permeability with which 

Jenner endows the bodies he treats. The healthy individual has a body that keeps the 

outside out and the inside in, incorporating as property only what reason, instinct, and 

convention deem fit. Jenner opens the bodies of his patients, however, so that the inside 

can come out and the outside in. Hence the “VOMIT.” Packaged in a tube that signifies 

its elevation from human waste to medicine, vomit indicates the flow of material from 

within one body to the next. This flow amounts to an inversion of proprietary digestion: 

instead of bodies that take something in and make it a part of themselves, these bodies 

expel that which should increase their girth and enhance their welfare to compromise 

the health of others. Jenner thus does the work of disease itself by transmitting the 

effluence of that disease rather than confining it to the unhealthy individual. Where 

quarantine individualizes, vaccination links and amalgamates, compelling different 

individuals to share the same bodily fluids as it travels through the crowd. Finally, the 

“VACCINE POCK hot from the COW” completes the dissolution of categorical 
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boundaries by opening the human species up to the substance of another animal. 

Injecting patients with puss formed in other people or cows, Jenner produces a common 

social body even more categorically devastating than the traditional mob. The image, 

already crowded, suggests it will only become more so as bodies continue to come in the 

door, swell and grow, overlapping to the point that all one sees is an indistinguishable 

mass of cow and human parts, with the capacity to give birth to more. 

By transforming distinct individuals into a single being in which animal parts 

have been mixed, according to the illustration, Jenner has transformed the world 

organized by the great chain of being into what later came to be called a “milieu,” a 

biological “medium” or “environment” in which organic and inorganic materials 

interact in mutually transformative ways. We can see this concept playing an important 

role in theoretical biology as early as Erasmus Darwin’s Zoonomia (1794-6),13 but it is 

commonplace to say that Jean-Baptiste Lamarck first made “milieu” into a biological 

concept in Philosophie zoologique (1809), where it names the external factors to which 

organisms adapt.14 For Foucault, Georges Cuvier’s Leçons d’anatomie comparée (1800) 

marks the introduction of salient features of the external environment—in the case of 

                                                        

13 See especially Zoonomoia, chapter XXIX, section 4, paragraphs 8 and 9, where Erasmus Darwin begins to 
anticipate his grandson’s theories of sexual and natural selection. 
14 Milieu or “medium” first appears as a term in the life sciences in Lamarck’s Philosophie zoologigique (1809), 
after which it recurs throughout the work of Georges Cuvier, August Comte, Étienne and Isidore Geoffroy 
Saint-Hilaire, Charles Darwin, Herbert Spencer, and others. See Canguilhem’s “The Living and its Milieu” 
and Mitchell’s Experimental Life, 144-89, for concise historical analyses of the use and meaning of “milieu” in 
biology and natural history. 
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Gillray’s illustration, Jenner’s clinic—into a mutually formative relationship with 

biological life. Being open to each other, Gillray’s figures are open to their environment 

as well. As in the evolutionary theories of Lamarck and Erasmus Darwin, their 

permeability to the world of the clinic renders human beings susceptible to 

transformations that make them ineligible for that category. Nor has Gillray merely 

stumbled on the notion of environmentally incited mutation serendipitously. Indeed, the 

idea is fundamental to Jenner’s theory of epidemics, which is why he begins his report 

with the work of his mentor, John Hunter, on the evolution of dogs. According to 

Jenner, organisms are transformed by contact with other organisms just as they are 

transformed by infection, and what is more, infections themselves transform as they 

pass from one type of organism to another: 

May it not then be reasonably conjectured that the source of the smallpox is morbid 
matter of a peculiar kind, generated by a disease in the horse, and that accidental 
circumstances may have again and again arisen, still working new changes upon it until 
it has acquired the contagious and malignant form under which we now commonly see it 
making its devastations amongst us? And, from a consideration of the change which the 
infectious matter undergoes from producing a disease on the cow, may we not conceive 
that many contagious diseases, now prevalent among us, may owe their present 
appearance not to a simple, but to a compound, origin (52-3)? 

It would be difficult to overstate the epistemological break such thinking amounts to 

with regard to the logic of quarantine and its reliance on the idea of “true” natural 

forms. Suffice it to say that here Jenner acquires his status as the father of modern 

epidemiology by making evolution central to the theory of disease. If Foucault is right to 

argue for the historical primacy of unquestioned practices over explicit theory, then 



 

 79 

 

vaccination shows us that evolution was always already inherent in the concept of the 

organism. 

What Gillray ultimately suggests is that vaccination not only produces a new 

type of monstrosity, but also creates a new form of life. Based on a static conception of 

species, the procedures of quarantine assumed that once the “true” form of a living 

being is lost what remains is unnatural, dying, or dead. Jenner undermines that life-

death distinction by treating the living being as a dynamic process subject to 

transformation, no longer defined in relation to some “true” or “ideal” form. In contrast 

to quarantine, Jenner’s vaccine allows a living thing to change rather than die, to 

improve by acquiring a new immunity, but also to come to life as something that has 

been transformed. Vaccination, rather than defending life against death in the style of 

quarantine, actually alters life by means of the very pathogens that threaten it. Consider 

that no two figures in Gillray’s lithograph are identical to one another: even though all 

are developing cow features, their common “cowness” manifests itself differently in 

each. The scene is consequently one of variation, both the ongoing production of 

variation and the comparative variation between forms. The population is thus a 

growing, mutating rhizome.15 

                                                        

15 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari juxtapose the non-hierarchical, non-taxonomic dynamic of the 
“rhizome” to the hierarchical taxonomic structure of the “tree” in A Thousand Plateaus (1980), 3-25. 
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Indeed, the lithograph might be characterized as an early example of what 

Robert Mitchell has named “population aesthetics:” the proliferation of random 

variation resulting in the emergence and retention of new forms.16 Gillray’s illustration 

of The Cow-Pock indicts vaccination for redefining life along these lines, no longer as the 

manifestation of a “true” form but rather as the very dynamism of transformation itself. 

Before our eyes, the vaccine turns the human figures that enter Jenner’s clinic into the 

aggregated form of life that Malthus calls a “population” and Darwin calls a “species.” 

By so disarticulating the individual form into a hybridized collection of parts, The Cow-

Pock provides a visual demonstration of what the concept of the human “organism” did 

to the Enlightenment notion of the individual with “property in himself.” From the 

viewpoint of the Anti-Vaccination Society, this change produced a monster stripped of 

the magical element that allowed us to see ourselves as an exception to animal nature, 

lower even than animals by virtue of being hybrids. However, to see the shift from a 

metaphysical to a biological definition of human life from this perspective is to see but 

one side of the coin of historical change. What Gillray portrayed as monstrous and thus 

by nature opposed to the very principle of government presupposes yet another fantasy 

of government, and with it, the very grounds on which the liberal individual of the 

nineteenth century would flourish. If there is no reversing the process of becoming-cow, 

                                                        

16 Robert Mitchell coins the term “population aesthetics” in “Population Aesthetics in Romantic and Post-
Romantic Literature” (2016). 
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then it follows that the concept of the individual must be rebuilt on a footing 

ontologically hostile to that of the Enlightenment, now relegated to the world beyond 

the doorway from which humanity pours into Jenner’s clinic. Here let me leave the 

uninhabitable future of Gillray’s phobic illustration and instead see how the nineteenth 

century refigured the destabilizing dynamism of life and its potential monstrosity as 

essential components of the new individual and the organism on which it was based. 

2.2 Chamber’s Vestiges and the Order of the Organism 

Assuming, with Foucault, that every scene of social disorder can provide the 

basis for a fantasy of order, let me consider what form of order the scene depicted by 

Gillray would imply, and what form of subject would be required to authorize and 

sustain it. To do so I will turn to one of the most popular attempts to bring order to the 

biological type of monstrosity that The Cow-Pock displays. Published anonymously in 

1844, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation was one of the first significant works of 

Natural History to predicate humanity not on a transcendent quality like an immortal 

soul or mortal reason, but on a capacity for change that entailed a developmental history 

“in which man is allowed the place to which he is zoologically entitled” (267). Vestiges 

first appeared as an authorless argument for the Author of the universe, and alongside 

Charles Babbage’s Ninth Bridgewater Treatise (1837) was one of only two books then in 
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print written to prove God’s existence on the basis of natural law to the exclusion of 

special creation.17 

Of all the intellectual difficulties Robert Chambers must have faced in order to 

write Vestiges, my guess is that his greatest challenge was to bring order to the chaos of 

new geological time scales, fossilized species, and research on fetal development, a task, 

as he conceived it, that required him to subdue all of that apparently inexplicable change 

to a principle of continuity. He therefore had to create a new form of continuity between 

various species that could replace the ideal forms that had undergirded the taxonomic 

tables of the eighteenth century. To reconcile the continuity required for a natural order 

of discrete species with the periodic disruptions and discontinuous sets of living beings 

indicated by Lyell’s fossils,18 Chambers developed an ingenious notion of progressive 

change: 

Let us trace this law also in the production of a certain class of monstrosities. A human 
foetus is often left with one of the most important parts of its frame imperfectly 
developed: the heart, for instance, goes no farther than the three-chambered form, so that 
it is the heart of a reptile. There are even instances of this organ being left in the two-
chambered or fish form. Such defects are the result of nothing more than a failure of the 
power of development in the system of the mother, occasioned by weak health or misery. 
… Seeing a complete specific retrogression on this point, how easy is it to imagine an 

                                                        

17 Babbage’s Ninth Bridgewater Treatise took its name from the eight Bridgewater treatises, works of Natural 
Theology that were awarded funding by the Earl of Bridgewater. Babbage, having been denied funding, 
named his own work of Natural Theology the “ninth” Bridgewater treatise in response. Babbage’s treatise 
stands apart for its insistence that the bible must not be read literally, that Christianity was compatible with 
then emerging science on the pre-historical ages of the planet, and that God could be best understood as a 
“divine legislator” who operates exclusively through natural laws. 
18 Charles Lyell had discussed what was then the accelerating expansion of the fossil record in Principles of 
Geology (1830-3) where it served as evidence for his argument that the earth is far older than most geologists, 
working from the bible, were prepared to admit. 
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access of favorable conditions sufficient to reverse the phenomenon, and make a fish 
mother develop a reptile heart, or a reptile mother develop a mammal one? (218-19). 

These figures are arguably as monstrous as those in The Cow-Pock, but where Gillray 

phobicizes taxonomic mobility as unnatural, Chambers naturalizes that mobility by 

enchanting it with a promise of novelty reminiscent of commodity fetishism: “how easy 

is it to imagine an access of favorable conditions sufficient to reverse the phenomenon, 

and make a fish mother develop a reptile heart, or a reptile mother develop a mammal 

one?”19 Like Gillray, Chambers presents us with human-animal hybrids, fetuses with the 

hearts of reptiles and fish, “defects” caused by “a failure of the power of development in 

the system of the mother.” But even this apparent “failure” is made to testify to “the 

power of development” in a narrative that emphasizes the possibility of moving on to 

higher states of being. A birth defect is simply the reverse of progress, a reverse that is 

itself reversible, and so in Chambers’ term “retrogression” we can find both regression 

and its opposite, the plasticity that allows the organism free play along the hierarchy of 

being. This he extrapolates from the now familiar notion that ontogeny recapitulates 

phylogeny, and as he notes a little earlier: “It is only in recent times that physiologists 

                                                        

19 Max Weber not withstanding, figurations of enchantment are regularly deployed by Karl Marx and 
Marxists to describe the relation of consumer to commodity, two well-known examples being the table that 
“stands on its head, and evolves out of its wooden brain grotesque ideas, far more wonderful than if it were 
to begin dancing of its own free will” in Capital Volume I (1867) (163-4), and “the soul of the commodity…the 
most empathetic ever encountered in the realm of souls, for it [must] see in everyone the buyer in whose 
hand and house it wants to nestle” (55), which appears in Walter Benjamin’s essay, Charles Baudelaire: A 
Lyric Poet in the Era of High Capitalism (1969). In each of these quotes we can see the magically mediated 
interplay of promise and threat we also find in the mutability of the organism, a concept Marx admired in 
the work of Darwin and refers to obliquely with the word “evolves.” 
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have observed that each animal passes in the course of its germinal history, through a 

series of changes representing the permanent forms of the various orders of animals 

inferior to it in the scale” (198, original emphasis). 

Chambers’ use of monstrosity is historically significant to say the least. In the 

eighteenth century, monstrosity had amounted to an occurrence outside of taxonomy 

and consequently outside of nature. Accordingly, in The Cow-Pock monstrosity signifies 

the collapse of taxonomic categories into a mass of hybrids. In Chambers, by contrast, 

the figure of the hybridized monster provides a developmental link between taxonomic 

categories, either progressing upwards, as in the case of the mammal-hearted lizard, or 

downward, as in the case of the fish-hearted human fetus. Where older conceptions use 

monstrosity to signify the failure of taxonomy, this model preserves taxonomy by using 

monsters as links in the great chain of being, turning monstrosity into part of the process 

that produces the natural order. 

It is especially telling that Chambers emphasizes neither the limbs nor the face, 

but rather internal organs such as the brain and the heart. In rhetorical terms we might 

say that Chambers solves part of the problem of making order out of monstrosity by 

transforming outward in-between-ness into internal stage-ism. Instead of Gillray’s 

Minotaurs, stranded between categories in an endless process of becoming, the 

developmental pathway of trans-categorical movement is now both preordained and 

internally contained. Writing again about the heart, he observes, “in the mammal foetus, 
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at a certain early stage, the organ has the form of a prolonged tube; and a human being 

may be said to have the heart of an insect” (201).20 This is to inscribe monstrosity within 

the organism as a history of becoming rendered visible by dissection, much as geological 

history is by excavation. 

Chambers’ figures of “retrogression” help us to see how monstrosity takes on the 

doubled character of a threat and a promise as he makes it the engine of biological 

change. The “law of progress” cuts both ways, toward the fish-hearted fetus as well as 

the lizard-hearted fish, and monstrosity is both vital to the system and a persisting 

problem for the human being. As a figure of endless change, the organism is always on 

the verge of under- or overdevelopment, and is thus by nature at odds with its own 

ideal form. This aspect of the organism, which so horrified the lingering sensibilities of 

the eighteenth century, will provide the dynamic for a new type of individual, fit to 

inhabit the nineteenth-century world. 

2.2.1 Autogenesis 

Evolutionary change emerges in Vestiges as a byproduct of Chambers’ effort to 

create order from chaos, to rearticulate the wreckage of natural philosophy—whose 

claims had been seriously undermined by the expanding fossil record and the findings 

of embryology—into a newly revolutionized and more expansive taxonomy. Confronted 

                                                        

20 The figure of a human with the heart of an insect calls to mind both Kafka and the occasion Deleuze and 
Guattari make of his Metamorphosis (1915) to talk about “becoming” as an epistemological threat to 
outmoded ontologies of subject and species. 
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with a confusing assemblage of empirical data, Chambers attempted to discern a 

providential design. Not unlike another myth-maker, the bricoleur of Claude Lévi 

Strauss’ The Savage Mind (1962): 

His universe of instruments is closed and the rules of his game are always to make do 
with ‘whatever is at hand,’ that is to say with a set of tools and materials which is always 
finite and is also heterogeneous because what it contains bears no relation to the current 
project, or indeed to any particular project, but is the contingent result of all the occasions 
there have been to renew or enrich the stock or to maintain it with the remains of 
previous constructions or destructions (17). 

Previous advocates of progress and providence like Adam Ferguson, Immanuel Kant, 

Mary Wollstonecraft, and William Godwin had mainly rhetoric to contend with,21 but 

Chambers was compelled to construct his providential narrative both in spite of and on 

the basis of a set of seemingly incongruous facts in need of articulation. Perhaps that 

capacity is part of what led him to refer so often to those species that themselves seem 

cobbled together from heterogeneous parts, like the platypus and the ostrich in the 

following passage: 

…the marsupials, standing at the bottom of the mammalia, shew their affinity to the 
oviparous vertebrata, by the rudiments of two canals passing from near the anus to the 
external surfaces of the viscera, which are fully developed in fishes, being required by 
them for the respiration of aerated waters, but which are not needed by the atmosphere-
breathing marsupials. We have also the peculiar form of the sternum and rib-bones of the 
lizards represented in the mammalia in certain white cartilaginous lines traceable among 
their abdominal muscles. The struphionidae (birds of the ostrich type) form a link 
between birds and mammalia, and in them we find the wings imperfectly or not at all 
developed, a diaphragm and urinary sac, (organs wanting in other birds,) and feathers 
approaching the nature of hair. Again, the ornithorynchus [the platypus] belongs to a 

                                                        

21 See Ferguson’s Essay on the History of Civil Society (1767), Kant’s “Idea for a Universal History with a 
Cosmopolitan Purpose” (1784), Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790) and Godwin’s Enquiry 
Concerning Political Justice (1793). 
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class at the bottom of the mammalia, and approximating to birds, and in it behold the bill 
and web-feet of that order (194-5)! 

Using the ostrich and platypus as intermediary types Chambers tinkers with a major 

metaphor of the natural order, metaphorically refashioning the great chain of being by 

allowing certain species to serve as links between others. The result is that natural 

history appears as neither a fixed table of classes nor a jumbled assemblage of facts, but 

rather as a systematic process of gradual improvement in which each taxon emerges 

from the one that preceded it. 

In contrast to The Cow-Pock, in which mutations are caused by the insertion of 

foreign matter, these changes are autogenic, by which I mean that transformation 

emerges from within the organism rather than being introduced from outside. Where 

mutability is an externally imposed disruption of nature in Gillray’s lithograph, 

autogenesis turns it into an internal basis for natural order. What was once a table of 

categories superimposed on the natural world now flows out from within the organism, 

and each species is accorded a place in a taxonomy that unfolds over time rather than in 

a timeless taxonomy. In place of Gillray’s catastrophic mutations, rudimentary organs 

attest to a rational sequence of gradual improvement. Never mind that mammals did 

not, in fact, evolve from birds: what matters is the gradual emergence of species from 

within species, preserving the taxonomic distinction between primitive and developed 

forms. Creatures that might once have appeared as monsters or “curiosities,” if not 
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purely mythological constructions, here acquire a rational and rationalizing function, as 

even something like a sea monster seems to have a place in the orderly procession of 

species: 

The animal to which the name ichthyosaurus has been given, was as long as a young 
whale, and it was fitted for living in the water, though breathing the atmosphere. It had 
the vertebral column and general bodily form of a fish, but to that were added the head 
and breast-bone of a lizard, and the paddles of the whale tribes. The beak, moreover, was 
that of a porpoise, and the teeth were those of a crocodile (97). 

The language of this passage is almost biblical, using phrases like “to that were added,” 

as if Chambers were narrating an act of creation. Nevertheless, the figure plays its anti-

creationist role, shuttling the reader from the strictly piscine world gone by to the 

saurian world then emerging, its dragon-like form reinforcing a progressive narrative 

just as surely as the ostrich’s hair and the platypus’ beak. 

Such occasionally inaccurate narratives of gradual development and transitional 

types have been vital to the success of evolutionary theory. The claim that organisms 

change over time becomes more persuasive as more links or intermediate forms can be 

brought forward as evidence, because these links reduce the extremity of the jumps from 

species to species. Instead of a fish becoming a lizard, we have the ichthyosaurus 

halfway between the two; between the birds and the mammals, we have the ostrich and 

platypus, etc. As these jumps get sufficiently small it becomes possible to trace a 

developmental history that produces a continuous taxonomy from primitive to 

developed forms, even if the various taxa are not, strictly speaking, discrete. However, 
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while such narratives seem to provide plausibility, they do not explain what causes 

organisms to change. 

Chambers had read and Lamarck and praises him in Vestiges as “a naturalist of 

the highest character,” but dismisses his explanation as “obviously so inadequate to 

account for the rise of the organic kingdoms, that we can only place it with pity among 

the follies of the wise” (230-1). To describe the platypus, Chambers focuses on the anal 

canals of the fish, the remnants of the sternum and ribs of the lizard, and the bill and 

webbed feet of the bird, all while recognizing it as a mammal. To tell a Lamarckian story 

it would have been enough to emphasize the proximity of the platypus to the bird and 

then to note the utility of hair over feathers or something along those lines. By contrast 

Chambers directs our attention to what in the platypus is proper to the fish and what 

remains of the lizard in addition to what connects it to the bird. He thus counters 

evidence for external causes of adaptation in order to show us that the organism caries 

its development within itself, the implication being that under the right circumstances 

the platypus might give rise to some new species of fish, lizard, bird, or “higher” form of 

mammal, perhaps even a primate. In this way Chambers uses organs to create 

connections across taxonomic categories, transforming the hybridity that Gillray saw in 

vaccination from something purely degenerative into the progressive force of life. Doing 

so allows him to explain evolution by claiming that each organism already contains the 

possibility for every other, and only the right circumstances are wanted for any given 
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form to arise. 

The idea that a species of primate might emerge from the platypus may seem a 

radical overstatement of Chambers’ case for autogenesis, but if we recall the insect-

hearted human and the lizard-hearted fish with which I began this line of reasoning, it 

may not be so far fetched. Chambers insists that all of natural history was already 

contained in the “first seeds of life,” and regularly reminds us of our immanent 

possibility in early organisms: “in the fleshy living mass which surrounds the boney and 

hollow axis of the polypi natantes, we have a sketch of the vertebrata” (249); or, “the 

vulvox globator [an animalcule] has exactly the form of a germ which…becomes a 

mammifer [mammal], an animal of the highest class” (172). Chambers thus reconfigures 

the organism so that in addition to retaining its past it also contains its future. This is 

autogenesis, the organism’s ability not only to change but to change on the basis of its 

own self-contained multiplicity. 

At the same time, such radical plasticity must necessarily pose a threat to any 

system of classification, raising the question of how Chambers manages to use 

monstrosity to confirm what amounts to a rather conventional and formally closed 

taxonomy. The answer is evident in the difference between Chambers’ hybrids and 

Gillray’s. While the hybridized figures of The Cow-Pock vary significantly, they have in 

common the fact that they are all becoming cows, which situates them between rather 

than inside taxonomic categories. This cannot be said of the platypus or the ostrich, 
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species in their own rights and hybrids insofar as the various taxa from which they draw 

their components remain clear and distinct. Put another way, the platypus is a stop on 

the road from the duck to the otter, and something comparable is true of the mammal-

hearted fish and the lizard-hearted mammal, even though these last two are moving 

through the taxa in opposite directions. Chambers thus sublimates the population 

aesthetic unleashed by Jenner’s cowpox vaccine by channeling monstrosity through a 

developmental taxonomy in accord with logic borrowed from Charles Babbage. 

Chambers quotes extensively from a passage in which Babbage asks his reader to 

imagine a machine counting up one number at a time, “1, 2, 3, etc.” When the machine 

arrives at the number “100,010,002,” it suddenly jumps by twenty thousand and one to 

the number “100,030,003,” and then proceeds to increase at a regular rate but according 

to a different rule (207). Babbage argues that if a man can create a machine that operates 

according to one rule for a certain time and then shifts to another determined in advance 

by a built-in mechanism then certainly God can do so as well. Like Babbage, Chambers 

compares two different conceptions of God: an ever-tinkering creator who moves 

through the universe making changes in real time, and a great programmer who builds 

transformation into the system from the start. Which, they ask, is more God-like and so 

more likely?22 

                                                        

22 Archdeacon William Paley, participating in a long-standing debate between deists like Babbage and 
special creationists like himself, famously chose a “watch” found on the beach as proof of special creation. 
His choice of a watch as an exemplary model is particularly telling, for he chooses the very model of deism 
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Superficially the image of the universe as a cosmic counting machine is designed 

to convince a skeptical reader that the theory of evolution elevates God rather than 

demeaning him. At a deeper level this biological predetermination reinscribes the 

chaotic plasticity of the autogenetic organism, visible in Gillray’s lithograph, within a 

taxonomic order. Biological predetermination thus allows Chambers to create a 

distinction between the virtual possibilities contained within the organism—a kind of 

genotype avant la lettre—and the forms or phenotypes that are gradually actualized over 

time. The autogenetic organism thus becomes a kind of time capsule in that each one of 

its potential forms is preemptively affixed to its proper moment in natural history. 

There are exceptions, more Ovidian instances involving lateral and apparently 

arbitrary rather that progressive or regressive change—as when “the ribs become, in the 

serpent, organs of locomotion, and the snout is extended, in the elephant, into a 

prehensile instrument” (193). If the snake and the elephant are organisms in the middle 

and toward the end of evolutionary history respectively, why would ribs become legs 

only to later become ribs, or a nose grow only to shrink again? Such apparent violations 

                                                        

 

as proof for his own case against it, the implication being that the regulation of the world required ongoing 
divine intervention. As Mitchell (2018) points out, Ephraim Chambers (1778) “defines the regulator of a time 
keeping-device as ‘a small SPRING belonging to the balance, serving to adjust the going, and to make it go 
either faster of slower’ (entry: ‘Regulator’)” (7). My point here is that for Paley, God, ironically, and contra 
Babbage, plays the role of that “SPRING.” Babbage, on the other hand, and Frankenstein himself, have 
removed the God-SPRING from their account of nature, and one of the functions of Shelley’s novel is to 
demonstrate what happens to development in its absence, which is not that it ceases to occur, but to the 
contrary, that it occurs without regulation. As a consequence, development becomes, irregular, 
unpredictable, and by its very nature, aberrant relative to any presupposed norms. 
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of his own principle of progress necessarily result from Chambers’ contradictory effort 

to recognize the mutability of the organism while insisting on the ascending order of 

distinct species, and they testify to a different principle: the random variation so central 

to Darwin and already present in Jenner and Gillray. While Chambers requires these 

monstrous mutations to make his hierarchical system work, random variation is, for the 

most part, subdued in Vestiges by predetermination and the check it imposes on the 

organism’s plasticity. Here, however, he encounters a problem, which is that the check 

on plasticity cannot be internal to an organism that must remain open to monstrosity in 

order to evolve. He still needs a mechanism for providential control. 

2.2.2 Milieu 

 As had been true for Malthus and would be true for Darwin, Chambers 

limits the organism primarily in relation to the geography, resources, and other 

organisms with which it interacts, a set of conditions that Lamarck first termed the 

milieu. The precise function of the milieu in Chambers’ system is easiest to explain with 

reference to specific examples, and one of his first is the continent of Australia: 

It is…evident, from the geological record, that the progress of organic life has observed 
some correspondence with the progress of physical conditions on the surface. … The 
huge saurians appear to have been precisely adapted to the low muddy coasts and sea 
margins of the time when they flourished. Marsupials appear at the time when the 
surface was generally in that flat, imperfectly variegated state in which we find Australia, 
the region where they now live in the greatest abundance, and one which has no higher 
native mammalian type. Finally, it was not till the land and sea had come into their 
present relations, and the former, in its principal continents, had acquired the irregularity 
of surface necessary for man, that man appeared (149-50). 
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A little later on, Chambers describes Australia as “a portion of the earth which has, from 

some unknown causes, been belated in its physical and organic development” (258). The 

developmentally arrested continent is “flat,” “imperfectly variegated,” and populated 

by our evolutionary forbearers, the marsupials. Banishing the Australians themselves, 

who were in fact suffering tremendous loses due to colonialism at the time of his 

writing,23 he even goes so far as to inform us that, “Australia…has no higher native 

mammalian type.” The platypus, for example, is an inhabitant of Australia and no other 

continent, and like the platypus, Australia serves as an intermediate form. A transitional 

species like the platypus thus requires a transitional milieu like Australia, while humans 

could not have evolved in there because the environmental conditions are insufficient: 

“it was not till the land and sea had come into their present relations, and the 

former…had acquired the irregularity of surface necessary for man, that man appeared.” 

This is despite the fact that humanity was latent in earlier forms. Here we see how for 

Chambers, as opposed to Lamarck, the milieu can perform the negative function of 

holding autogenesis in check. 

But if we look more closely at this passage we see that it begins by collapsing the 

geological record into evolutionary history, only to turn the former into a cause for the 

                                                        

23 In Voyage of the Beagle (1839) Darwin observes that the “number of aborigines is rapidly decreasing,” and 
initially blames “the introduction of spirits,” “European diseases,” and “the gradual extinction of the wild 
animals” (321). Ultimately, however, he comes to this strikingly written conclusion: “Besides these several 
evident causes of destruction, there appears to be some mysterious agency generally at work. Wherever the 
European has trod, death seems to pursue the aboriginal” (322). 
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latter: “The huge saurians appear to have been precisely adapted to the low muddy 

coasts and sea margins of the time when they flourished.” Does the organism exercise a 

form of agency implicit in its plasticity by adapting to its milieu? Or has the milieu 

shaped the organism from outside? If all it takes for a fish to become a lizard are 

“favorable conditions,” then humanity, though present in the “first seeds of life,” also 

required “favorable conditions” before it could arise. This is the other regulatory 

function of the milieu in Chambers’ system: not merely to limit the organism’s plasticity, 

but also to encourage the manifestations of its potential. Later in the text Chambers 

illustrates this process with concrete examples: 

The reader has seen physical conditions several times referred to, as to be presumed to 
have in some way governed the progress of the development of the zoological circle. This 
language may seem vague, and, it may be asked, — can any particular physical, 
condition be adduced as likely to have affected development? To this it may be 
answered, that air and light are probably amongst the principal agencies of this kind 
which operated in educing the various forms of being. Light is found to be essential to 
the development of the individual embryo. When tadpoles were placed in a perforated 
box, and that box sunk in the Seine, light being the only condition thus abstracted, they 
grew to a great size in their original form, but did not pass through the usual 
metamorphose [sic] which brings them to their mature state as frogs. The proteus, an 
animal of the frog kind, inhabiting the subterraneous waters of Camiola, and which 
never acquires perfect lungs so as to become a land animal, is presumed to be an example 
of arrested development, from the same cause. When, in connexion [sic] with these facts, 
we learn that human mothers living in dark and close cells under ground, — that is to 
say, with an inadequate provision of air and light, — are found to produce an unusual 
proportion of defective children, we can appreciate the important effects of both these 
physical conditions in ordinary reproduction (228-9). 

There are three figures in this passage: the tadpole, the proteus, and the human mother 

of defective children, each of which makes a somewhat different point about the 

evolutionary role of the milieu. 
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As a first step Chambers identifies “air” and “light” as concrete “physical 

conditions.” Having done so, he submerges “tadpoles…in a perforated box… in the 

Seine, light being the only condition thus abstracted.” In the absence of light (and the 

presence of every other physical condition typically attendant upon amphibious 

development) he notes that the tadpoles “grew to a great size” but never developed into 

adult frogs. When thus altered, the milieu distorts and arrests the development of a 

transitional form. The tadpoles have become something that would never appear in the 

typical lifecycle of a frog. But these tadpoles, being tadpoles, do not arrive at sexual 

maturity, so their deformity is not passed on. Here we see the milieu perform its 

negative function by preventing the development of a new form already latent in the 

organism. 

Not so in the case of the proteus, “an animal of the frog kind, inhabiting the 

subterraneous waters of Camiola,…which never acquires perfect lungs so as to become a 

land animal.” Chambers identifies the proteus as another example of “arrested 

development,” which, in this instance also counts as a separate species. This organism 

does arrive at sexual maturity and so it retains and reproduces its form, arrested or not, 

which demonstrates how the milieu can curb development to generate a new species of 

what are, in an embryological sense, immature frogs. The proteus thus serves as a 

rhetorical transition from the limiting function of the milieu to its generative function by 

illustrating a form of retrogression, showing how even developmental arrest can 
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generate new species. In parallel with Darwin, who juxtaposes random variation and 

natural selection, Chambers situates the locus of evolutionary change at the meeting 

point of autogenesis and the milieu. 

Finally, Chambers recovers something akin to an “ideal type” in his account of 

development in the third figure: “human mothers living in dark and close cells under 

ground [who] are found to produce an unusual proportion of defective children.” Here 

Chambers figures the interaction of autogenesis and milieu as a threat to organic human 

development, effectively replaying the tadpole experiment with human children. Such 

passages as this are common in Vestiges: 

It is remarkable that prominence of the jaws, a recession and diminution of the cranium, 
and an elongation and attenuation of the limbs, are peculiarities always produced by 
these miserable conditions, for they indicate an unequivocal retrogression towards the 
type of the lower animals. Thus we see nature alike willing to go back and to go forward. 
Both effects are simply the result of the operation of the law of development in the 
generative system. Give good conditions, it advances; bad ones, it recedes (218). 

These passages confront the reader with retrogression in the population of Great Britain, 

the byproduct of a “nature alike willing to go back and to go forward.” But is there more 

to say about nature’s willingness to go forward? If the causes that retard the 

development of the tadpole can produce a new species of frog, can the interaction of 

autogenesis and the milieu produce a comparable degree of novelty from something as 

developed as the human being? 

2.2.3 Excess 

The key to understanding the impact of Vestiges on nineteenth-century 
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conceptions of the human being is to see how Chambers rationalizes the biological form 

of excess, pathologized by Gillray, to make it compatible with a more or less traditional 

taxonomy. We saw how The Cow-Pock equated vaccination with the insemination of a 

human being by a cow, the necessary result of which was monstrosity. As far back in 

British history as the rediscovery of Ovid, transformations of humans into animals 

invariably signified a breakdown of natural order. During the reformation, for example, 

creatures such as Martin Luther and Philip Melanchthon’s “pope-ass” indicated 

disruptions of that order,24 while later thinkers like John Locke used similarly monstrous 

figures to explore the limits of personhood.25 Gillray was therefore drawing on an 

established tradition when he characterized Jenner’s immunization of people with 

infected material from cows as the unnatural production of monsters. How then does 

Chambers rationalize the excess that Gillray pathologizes as a violation of taxonomic 

categories? 

Vestiges was written at a time when Malthus had already redefined biological 

excess with the figure of the population. For Malthus, the human organism was 

excessive first of all in its appetites for food and sexual reproduction. Historically 

unwavering sexual desire, he argued, led inevitably to increased numbers, while the 

land, a finite agricultural resource, would eventually be unable to supply food to 

                                                        

24 For a discussion of the “pope-ass,” see Davidson (2001), 93-124. 
25 Locke’s monstrous figures can be found in An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), book II, 
chapter xxvii. 
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accommodate the entirety of the species.26 By contrast, Chambers tellingly excludes 

sexual reproduction from his conception of life, replacing it with something that bears a 

striking resemblance to parthenogenesis, the emergence of one organism from another 

without sexual reproduction. Nowhere in Vestiges does he explicitly address the issue of 

sexual desire or biological reproduction, implicitly taking for it granted, as did Malthus, 

that sexual reproduction always produces more of the same. Emphasizing difference, 

Chambers focuses instead on autogenesis and the milieu that regulates it, ascribing no 

part of transformation to sexual reproduction itself. In place of the Malthusian 

population, an ever-increasing and homogenous mass whose numbers are governed 

chiefly by the natural checks brought on by scarcity—famine, disease, war, and death—

Chambers posits the emergence of different species from possibilities contained within 

the organism itself, which thrive and reproduce only when encouraged to do so by the 

milieu that calls them into existence. Here the limitation of the milieu, or scarcity, gives 

rise to species that can live even where the resources of life are lacking, like the giant 

tadpoles discussed above. 

Excess for Chambers is clearly not Malthus’ realized excess of an excessive 

population driven by its own excessive appetites; it is rather the unrealized potential for 

transformation housed within the organism, everything the organism might become in 

the right milieu but is not yet. Chamber’s organism is not, therefore, merely self-

                                                        

26 See Malthus’ Essay on the Principle of Population (1798). 
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identical: it is in excess of itself. The negative function of the milieu is to regulate the 

organism’s inherent plasticity, ensuring that excess is never destructive, as it is for both 

Malthus and Gillray, but always adaptive. At the same time the milieu has the positive 

function of providing the conditions for new forms of life to emerge. In Chambers’ 

theory of evolution the organism is always something in addition to itself, something 

new and different that sustains rather than threatens its existence. Excess, in other 

words, is what enables the organism to adapt. 

The ultimate expression of the positive function of excess, and the promise that 

rendered the new evolutionary system, for all its monsters, both orderly and acceptable, 

is progress. Raising the touchy question of whether humanity itself is susceptible to the 

same forces of improvement that brought it into existence from the “lower” animals, 

Chambers answers as follows: 

Such a question evidently ought not to be answered rashly; and I shall therefore confine 
myself to the admission that, judging by analogy, we might expect to see several varieties 
of the being, homo. There is no other family approaching to this in importance, which 
presents but one species. The corvidae, our parallel in aves, consist of several distinct 
genera and sub-genera. It is startling to find such appearance of imperfection in the circle 
to which man belongs, and the ideas which rise in consequence are not less startling. Is 
our race but the initial of the grand crowning type? Are there yet to be species superior to 
us in organization, purer in feeling, more powerful in device and act, and who shall take 
a rule over us! There is in this nothing improbable on other grounds. The present race, 
rude and impulsive as it is, is perhaps the best adapted to the present state of things in 
the world; but the external world goes through slow and gradual changes, which may 
leave it in time a much serener field of existence. There may then be occasion for a nobler 
type of humanity, which shall complete the zoological circle on this planet, and realize 
some of the dreams of the purest spirits of the present race (275-6). 

Comparing our own case with that of the other taxa organized by his evolutionary 
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system, Chambers is able to posit that we may very well be only the first representatives 

of our “circle.” The next taxon to emerge, he promises, will be “purer in feeling, more 

powerful in device and act.” So much is a potential latent within our own species, “rude 

and impulsive as it is,” though “perhaps the best adapted to the present state of things 

in the world.” However, “the external world goes through slow and gradual changes, 

which may leave it in time a much serener field of existence.” Put another way, our 

milieu is subject to change, and just as Australia could only house the lower mammals, 

while more developed continents could give rise to human beings, a “serener” world 

“may then be occasion for a nobler type of humanity, which shall complete the 

zoological circle on this planet, and realize some of the dreams of the purest spirits of the 

present race.” Autogenesis and the milieu interact to keep negative excess from 

producing competition. Without the sexual drive in the picture, the organism’s potential 

to generate novelty can be seen as a purely positive force. 

Progress, finally, allows Chambers to recover the human exception, for in his 

system humanity become the most developed form of life, and what is more, a form 

whose development is preordained. Where Darwin, with his emphasis on Malthusian 

competition, elevates sharks and worms (the latter of which was the subject of his last 

book) as forms whose fitness had been proven by their persistence,27 Chambers bases 

                                                        

27 See Darwin’s The Formation of Vegetable Mould Through the Action of Worms (1881) in which he famously 
writes: “It may be doubted whether there are many other animals which have played so important a part in 
the history of the world as these lowly organized creatures” (313). 
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perfection on complexity alone. He does so by displacing sexuality with design, the 

gradual realization of a plan for nature explicable without reference to the contingency 

of sexual reproduction or the competition that results. As a consequence, Natural 

History does not need to reduce humanity to its appetites to explain its origin, its 

present state, or its future. Chambers thus recovers the human exception from both its 

origin, since humanity is the height of progress, and from its appetites, since these have 

been rhetorically replaced by design, itself a type of “mind” or “spirit” shaping nature. 

2.3 The Order of the Organism 

I have attempted to describe a double historical move by which the human 

organism dissolved the eighteenth-century man and re-inscribed his components within 

a newly dynamic order. To do this I first read Gillray’s illustration of The Cow-Pock as a 

phobic response to the piercing of the human-animal boundary, in which Jenner appears 

as a bad father or progenitor, penetrating a reluctant bourgeois woman who 

consequently spawns a “race of devils” comparable to the offspring Frankenstein 

imagines his manufactured monster reproducing should he provide an appropriate 

mate (Shelley 119). Then I argued that in order to incorporate the idea of evolving 

species within an earlier taxonomy Chambers excluded sexual reproduction as the 

means by which such change could occur, also like Frankenstein, who ultimately 

deprives his monster of sex. In place of sexual reproduction Chambers attributes agency 

to providential design, avoiding the subject of sex and sexual appetite entirely in Vestiges 
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and writing instead in the language of development and predetermination, making even 

the womb into another milieu.28 Thus where Jenner’s opponents felt that his vaccine 

injected a form of hybridity into our species that irrevocably destroyed human 

exceptionalism, Chambers repairs the damage by replacing sex with a mechanism that 

holds the organism’s plasticity in check until the milieu is conducive to the emergence of 

an adaptive form already contained within. 

On the basis of this system Chambers is able to maintain the ideal features of the 

old taxonomy while redefining life as a process of change. In so doing, he is able to 

reestablish human exceptionalism on a new foundation, first through the sovereign 

exception of God, whose providence restores order to an evolving nature, and second by 

reimagining the sovereignty of man himself. Beginning with the body, Chambers 

narrates a developmental process planned by God, contained in the organism, and 

regulated by the milieu, at the end of which we arrive at “the purest spirits of the 

present race” whose “dreams” an even “nobler type of humanity” will one day 

“realize.” What is required to see those dreams realized, to actually cultivate this “nobler 

type of humanity?” As Chambers expresses it: “Give good conditions, it advances; bad 

ones, it recedes.” Put another way, human sovereignty consists in our power over the 

                                                        

28 In fact, Chambers (1844) treats animal bodies in general as milieux, going so far as to credit them with the 
evolution of “the entozoa, or creatures which live within the bodies of others. These creatures do, and 
apparently can, live nowhere else than in the interior of other living bodies, where they generally take up 
their abode in the viscera, but also sometimes in the chambers of the eye, the interior of the brain, the serous 
sacs, and other places having no communication from without” (180-1). 
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material conditions of our milieu, our ability to regulate that which regulates us. 

Through this power we can guide the process of our own development, appropriating to 

ourselves the regulatory force once entrusted to the laws of nature and taking 

possession of the capacity for design that has come to define the sovereign 

exceptionality of God. This is to say that the sovereign exception emerges from precisely 

what it subjugates: the evolving human body.29 The human being, finally, is exceptional 

for being the only organism that evolves to the point where it can take control of its own 

evolution, taking on the sovereignty of a God who turns out to have been a placeholder 

for consciousness itself.30 

In this way Chambers restores humanity’s self-sovereignty by bracketing out 

sexual reproduction, a move that allows him to set aside the problems of desire and 

surplus population. In the absence of sex he never has to confront the way that desire 

undermines self-control, an insight upon which Malthus builds his entire theoretical 

framework. Instead, Chambers predicates biology on something rational: design. For 

Malthus sexual desire leads inevitably to the exponential growth of populations that 

exceed the agricultural limits of their milieu and the result is a natural economy based 

                                                        

29 The model whereby the sovereign exception emerges from what it subjugates comes initially from 
Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan (1651), for readings along these lines see Giorgio Agamben’s Homo Sacer (1995) 
and Roberto Esposito’s Bíos (2004). 
30 Read this way, Chambers’ project resonates strongly with the developmental narrative in G. W. F. Hegel’s 
Phenomenology of Spirit (1807) and its humanist interpretation in Ludwig Feuerbach’s The Essence of 
Christianity (1841), which was translated into English by George Eliot in 1854 and published three times in 
the nineteenth century. 
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on scarcity and competition. For Chambers species emerge by design from an interaction 

between the autogenetic potential of the organism and a regulatory milieu, which 

guarantees that a species will be suited to the limits of its milieu and so precludes 

scarcity and the competition it would cause. By thus reconfiguring biology to explain 

human progress Chambers implicitly recovers natural science for the liberal 

progressivism of Ferguson, Kant, Wollstonecraft, and Godwin, a tradition that Malthus 

successfully opposed with an argument predicated on the assertion that human nature 

remains constant with regard to the need for food and sexual desire.31 That said, 

Malthusian competition reappears in biology as a central pillar of Darwinism, 32 which 

may be why Vestiges languishes in obscurity today. Or does it? 

What would it mean to retain the evolutionary model of Vestiges, structured as it 

is by the concepts of autogenesis, milieu, and excess, but to remove providential design? 

Consider the following passage, one of the most well known in On the Origin of Species: 

It is interesting to contemplate a tangled bank, clothed with many plants of many kinds, 
with birds singing on the bushes, with various insects flitting about, and with worms 
crawling through the damp earth, and to reflect that these elaborately constructed forms, 
so different from each other, and dependent upon each other in so complex a manner, 
have all been produced by laws acting around us. These laws, taken in the largest sense, 
being Growth with Reproduction; Inheritance which is almost implied by reproduction; 

                                                        

31 Malthus begins from two “postulata:” first, that “food is necessary to the existence of man,” and second, 
that “the passion between the sexes is necessary, and will remain nearly in its present state” (12). 
32 As Darwin relates in his Autobiography (1887): “In October 1838, that is, fifteen months after I had begun 
my systematic inquiry, I happened to read for amusement Malthus on Population, and being well prepared 
to appreciate the struggle for existence which everywhere goes on from long-continued observation of the 
habits of animals and plants, it at once struck me that under these circumstances favourable variations 
would tend to be preserved, and unfavourable ones to be destroyed. The results of this would be the 
formation of a new species. Here, then I had at last got a theory by which to work” (120). 
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Variability from the indirect and direct action of the conditions of life, and from use and 
disuse: a Ratio of Increase so high as to lead to a Struggle for Life, and as a consequence 
to Natural Selection, entailing Divergence of Character and the Extinction of less-
improved forms. Thus, from the war of nature, from famine and death, the most exalted 
object which we are capable of conceiving, namely, the production of the higher animals, 
directly follows. There is grandeur in this view of life, with its several powers, having 
been originally breathed by the Creator into a few forms or into one; and that, whilst this 
planet has gone cycling on according to the fixed law of gravity, from so simple a 
beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being 
evolved (528-9). 

Darwin is rightly credited with offering the first thoroughgoing account of human 

evolution that does not depend on Providence, so let us see what we can make of 

Chambers’ model as a guide for reading Darwin’s. Like Chambers, Darwin begins with 

the “laws acting around us,” but his conform, “in the largest sense,” to “Growth with 

Reproduction.” Sexual reproduction has therefore returned to the system, taking the 

place of design as the primary source of change, and so the question becomes: what does 

replacing design with sex do to autogenesis, milieu, and excess? To start with, 

autogenesis, once the preordained development of every species from every other, now 

manifests as the “Inheritance…implied by reproduction,” and the “Variability” to be 

inherited. The determination of species is no longer done in advance, for it is no longer a 

process whereby the milieu elicits some possible, appropriate form. Instead we have a 

proliferation of forms, i.e. “Variability,” while those that confer reproductive success are 

passed on through “Inheritance.” Autogenesis has therefore become unpredictable. 

What does this mean for the milieu? For one thing, the milieu is no longer perfectly 

adequate to the species it contains because it has not called them into being. Scarcity 
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once again becomes inevitable, caused by “a Ratio of Increase so high as to lead to a 

Struggle for Life,” but the competition is no longer exactly Malthusian. For Malthus, 

competition occurred between organisms defined exclusively by their similarities—their 

need for food and sex—whereas Darwinian competition occurs between variants. These 

variants compete, moreover, in a context where their fitness is determined in relation to 

their milieu, which is no longer simply the limited supply of food, but now refers to 

every factor of geography and chemistry as well as every other living being, “so 

different from each other, and dependent upon each other in so complex a manner.” 

Thus we arrive at “Natural Selection, entailing Divergence of Character and the 

Extinction of less-improved forms.” As in Vestiges, changes to the milieu will affect the 

evolution of species, not because the milieu regulates autogenesis in advance, but 

because fitness is now relative to the world in which variants compete. What, finally, 

does this mean for excess? Excess is no longer the simple excess of desire, nor the excess 

of homogenous populations, nor even the unrealized excess constituted by the adaptive 

potential of the organism, because this potential is necessarily realized in the 

proliferation of variations. What we have now is the excess of The Cow-Pock, a world of 

monsters, but these monsters are in competition for resources dispersed in a milieu in 

relation to which their relative fitness is determined. Organisms are thus not only too 

many, but also too different, and anything like an ideal form would have to arise “from 

the war of nature, from famine and death.” 



 

 108 

 

And yet, in one sentence Darwin is able to get “from the war of nature, from 

famine and death” to “the most exalted object which we are capable of conceiving, 

namely, the production of the higher animals,” which he claims “directly follows.” We 

have arrived at ourselves, not only “higher,” but “the most exalted object which we are 

capable of conceiving.” We may have gotten here by “conceiving” rather than by design, 

but what is this if not Chambers’ logic, according to which the human exception evolves 

from the material world it subjugates? Nor is this an isolated moment, for in the Descent 

of Man (1871), published twelve years after Origin, Darwin argues for the evolution of 

“social instincts” that he equates with morality, and goes so far as to provide a 

materialist explanation for conscience: “Hence after some temporary desire or passion 

has mastered his social instincts, he reflects and compares the now weakened 

impression of such past impulses with the ever-present social instincts; and he then feels 

that sense of dissatisfaction which all unsatisfied instincts leave behind them, he 

therefore resolves to act differently for the future,—and this is conscience” (680). There 

is, in other words, room in Darwin’s system for the evolution not only of rationality, but 

morality, and what is more, self-control. That control can even extend, as it does for 

Chambers, to the guidance of the evolution of our species, either through our insistence 

on nurturing the “social instincts” in opposition to natural selection, as when we “bear 

the undoubtedly bad effects of the weak surviving and propagating their kind” so as to 

avoid “deterioration in the noblest part of our nature” (159), or in using reason to aid 
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natural selection in opposition to the potentially deleterious effects of sexual selection 

“by ascertaining whether or not consanguineous marriages are injurious to man” (688). 

To return to the quote from Origin above, there “is grandeur in this view of life,” 

and we can add that the “grandeur” here is akin to the greater dignity that Babbage and 

Chambers ascribe to their vision of God as programmer. Like Chambers, Darwin 

requires “grandeur” to make his system work; there has to be some prevailing elegance, 

a set of laws, and even if there is no design at the beginning, there still must be a mind 

capable of design that “directly follows” from those laws at the end. This is what 

separates Darwin’s “tangled bank” from Gillray’s “Inoculation hospital,” and what 

allows him to recover the figure of paternal insemination, still productive of variation, 

but now defined explicitly as “life, with its several powers, having been originally 

breathed by the Creator into a few forms or into one; [so] that, whilst this planet has 

gone cycling on according to the fixed law of gravity, from so simple a beginning 

endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being evolved.” 

This type of romantic, vitalist set piece is a regular feature of Darwin’s work, and it 

dramatizes the way in which he continues to disavow and incorporate Chambers’ 

thinking, as did the Victorians, and as do we. We must therefore get beyond the meta-

evolutionary narrative according to which Darwin’s theory simply managed to out-

compete those that came before and drive them to extinction with its progeny. The fact 

is that Chambers’ logic persists in Darwin as a source of conflict and structure as he 



 

 110 

 

works out how the interplay of autogenesis, milieu, and excess exclusively and 

inevitably gives rise to a materially determined and fundamentally dynamic form of 

human exception. 

2.4 The Organism, The Individual, and the Novel 

Georg Lukács read novels as world-building apparatuses that produce imperfect 

totalities whose gaps allow for the dynamic processing of internal contradictions in the 

worlds they construct.33 Read this way, novels function much like Darwin’s theory of 

evolution, which follows Chambers’ in continually positing a totalizing conception of 

nature even as its dependence on random variation makes prediction, and by extension 

totality, an unachievable goal. Following Lukács, we can add that novels pursue totality 

in the first place because the cultural function of the novel is to lend intelligibility to the 

world, which is a function it shares with science, but on a very different register. 

Specifically, the novel must call for a subject who is capable of finding the world 

intelligible in its terms, and I will argue that the terms of the nineteenth-century British 

novel are those I have been tracing here: autogenesis, milieu, and excess.34 These novels 

insist that instead of taking the individual as a given fact, we read the individual 

through the fracturing lens of the organism, and in so doing they provide us with a 

                                                        

33 Lukács considers novel worlds as imperfect totalities in Theory of the Novel (1916) and explores their 
dialectical capacity most thoroughly in The Historical Novel (1937). 
34 If British fiction retains any hope for a biologically based totality, as opposed to treating biology as the 
amoral other of spiritual moral coherence, that may be why, even after Darwin and the death of sentimental 
fiction, a thoroughgoing genre of British naturalism never arises. 
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greater insight into the biological culture that we still inhabit than even Darwin or 

Chambers. 

This means that we cannot learn there is to know by simply applying science to 

nineteenth-century British fiction, even with the aim of reimagining science in turn. 

Indeed, I have attempted to demonstrate that we cannot even read science itself in that 

way if we want to understand its cultural logic. To this end I have tried to show how 

scientific systems that are historically adjacent, though they may be as apparently 

oppositional as Chambers’ natural theology and Darwin’s natural selection, can be 

juxtaposed to highlight a common plane of consistency, in this case the human 

organism. At the same time, while science shares the novel’s goal of lending 

intelligibility to the world, the novel has a second, even more insistent function, and that 

is to explore the limits of intelligibility, even at the cost of its pursuit of totality. This 

makes the novel an invaluable tool in the work Foucault calls for in one of his final 

essays, namely, “the historical analysis of the limits that are imposed on us and an 

experiment with the possibility of going beyond them” (“Enlightenment” 56). Novels do 

this work themselves, and so, as I endeavor to account for the biological culture in which 

we still live, novels will be my focus. 

This will mean reading according to the logic of autogenesis, milieu, and excess, 

mapping out the way these terms interact to see if they can indeed produce the 

individual they do for Chambers and Darwin, or if, as in Gillray, monstrosity prevails. 
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As an experiment I read Darwin in these terms, in part to see how they function, or if 

they function, when the support of design is withdrawn. Turning now to the novel, the 

task will be to understand how the dynamics of autogenesis and milieu generate 

characters and institutions, and whether they promote, arrest, or reverse development, 

or if they lead to something else entirely. Through the concept of excess I will be able to 

identify the catalysts and excluded factors that create the possibility for change. Treating 

design and random variation as two models for this kind of thinking, but not necessarily 

the only two, I want to begin with Frankenstein. 

Part of what makes Frankenstein such an intriguing possibility is that like 

virtually all of the figures that populate this chapter, the creature himself is a hybrid. 

Made out of parts collected from the “dissecting room and the slaughter-house” (32), we 

are never any clearer on how human his components are than how human his behavior 

might potentially be. In this sense he would not look out of place in Gillray’s lithograph, 

where he could easily be taken for just another recipient of Jenner’s transformative 

vaccine. And yet, even as he seems to embody the very taxonomic incoherence that The 

Cow-Pock puts on display, he is also unquestionably the product of design, specifically 

Victor Frankenstein’s. Most interesting of all may be the question of his consciousness, 

whose basis in the material universe is all but guaranteed by the fact that his creator was 

not God, but a human being. Might he then be compared to the figures of humanity 

discussed above? We know that he demands the means to take control of his milieu and 
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to reproduce his species, but we also know that this is denied him. My hypothesis is that 

he is something else entirely, and that to get to the bottom of what he is we must step 

back from the models of Chambers and Darwin and analyze the terms of autogenesis, 

milieu, and excess as they function specifically in this novel. By doing this I hope to 

show how Shelley provides us with yet another way to conceptualize the human 

organism, one that is no less essential for explicating the cultural logic of biology and the 

legacy with which we continue to reckon as inheritors of romantic fiction. 
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3. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein: The Subject in the Age 
of the Organism 

I began this enquiry with James Gillray’s anti-vaccination lithograph, The Cow-

Pock (1802), an image in which Edwin Jenner’s cowpox vaccine transforms a queue of 

patients into an unruly mob of mutating monsters. Like the older practice of 

immunization, Jenner’s vaccine was designed to induce immunity by producing a mild 

infection, but unlike immunization vaccination involved injecting human beings with 

pus from infected cows. Edwin Jenner developed the theory and practice of vaccination 

in 1796 when he tested the hypothesis, already known to farmworkers, that cowpox 

produced immunity to smallpox. To do so he inoculated people with pus from infected 

cows and other human beings. Observing that that cows caught the pox from horses 

infected by “grease,” a mucous-like substance oozing from open sores (Jenner 2), he 

argued that grease, cowpox, and smallpox were one diseases that changed as it moved 

between organisms (52-3). This lead him to reason that organisms could and did change 

each other, as, for example, the wolves that humans had bread into dogs (2). Jenner thus 

proved that both disease and immunity could move not only from one person to 

another, but from one species to another, and he developed a theory of treatment that 

depended not on quarantine, but deliberate exposure. Indeed, vaccination presupposes 

a very different kind of subject than quarantine. Where quarantine starts from an 

individual who can and must be isolated and contained, vaccination starts with a human 
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organism inextricably interwoven into its milieu, not just of other humans, but of other 

species as well. In other words, where quarantine presupposes an individual, 

vaccination presupposes a population, and where quarantine treats human beings as 

above and apart from other living things, vaccination assumes the physiological 

continuity of an ecological network. 

Vaccination, while widely accepted by the medical community, was 

simultaneously and almost universally criticized for threatening humanity’s place in 

nature above and apart from other living things. The most avid critics of the new vaccine 

formed an “Anti-Vaccination Society” lead by clergymen and physicians such Benjamin 

Moseley, the author of A Treatise on the Lues Bovilla, or Cow Pox (1805) and An Oliver for a 

Rowland, or, A Cow Pox Epistle to the Reverend Rowland Hill, Under the Wing of Surrey 

Chapel (1807). These texts include a number of case histories intended to demonstrate 

that the vaccine punctured the barrier between human and animal in grotesque material 

ways. Here is a typical passage: “Add to the afflictions of these infants, those of Sarah 

Burley, whose face was distorted, and began to resemble that of an Ox; and Edward Gee, 

who was covered with sores, and afterwards with patches of Cow's Hair, both Cow 

Poxed [vaccinated] by you; and let the Publick judge of your veracity, Rowland; and 

whether or not “terrible Cases” have not occurred in your own practice” (Moseley 1807, 

17). 

 A de facto challenge to the human exception, vaccination implicitly but 
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definitively redefined the human: no longer a stable autonomous individual, but a 

changeable physiological assemblage inextricably bound and subject to a material 

milieu. Put another way, medical biology challenged the exceptionalism of the 

Enlightenment “individual” when it redefined the human being as an organism, and 

Gillray’s lithograph plays out the consequences of that redefinition. Where the 

individual had been autonomous and self-contained, the organism was permeable to its 

milieu. Where the individual’s self-containment had allowed for self-possession, the 

organism had no way to control its excesses. Thus, where the individual could develop 

within limits that maintained a consistently self-identical self, the organism was always 

becoming something new. 

Having shown how the medical treatment of human beings as organisms 

canceled out those qualities that elevated the human above the animal, I turned to 

Robert Chambers’s Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (1844). This popular 

“sensation” resolved the contradiction between the human organism and the human 

exception illustrated in The Cow-Pock by transposing the human exception from an 

eternal state of being into a potential for becoming and a goal. 1 For this purpose 

Chambers developed a new conceptual technology that outlived the use he made of it: a 

                                                        

1 In Victorian Sensation: The Extraordinary Publication, Reception, and Secret Authorship of Vestiges of the 
Natural History of Creation (2000), James A. Secord argues that that Vestiges made the theory of evolution 
an essential part of Victorian culture. His argument hinges neither on intellectual history nor on close 
reading, but on a richly detailed account of how Vestiges was published, distributed, and received by a wide 
variety of groups and individuals from across the socioeconomic spectrum. 
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narrative of progress in which generations of what appear, from the perspective of the 

moment, to be monsters, give way to what, from a later human historical period, are 

clearly higher forms of life. Chambers builds his evolutionary narrative along two lines: 

the empirical evidence of the fossil record and the natural theology of Charles Babbage. 

Babbage’s account of natural history, outlined in his Ninth Bridgewater Treatise (1837), is 

based largely on comparing the universe to his then theoretical “difference engine,” a 

machine that was eventually built and is considered to be the first computer. Chambers 

quotes Babbage, who asks us to imagine a machine counting up one number at a time, 

“1, 2, 3, etc.” When the machine arrives at the number “100,010,002,” it suddenly jumps 

by twenty thousand and one to the number “100,030,003,” and then proceeds to increase 

at a regular rate but according to a different rule (quoted in Chambers, 207). This, 

Babbage claims, is how God has engineered the universe: it operates according to one 

rule for a certain time and then shifts to another rule determined in advance by a built-in 

mechanism. According to this evolutionary model, any incremental, merely quantitative 

change within a given type has the potential to trigger a much larger change—a change 

that effects how change itself proceeds. Armed with this narrative Chambers could use 

the fossil record to describe natural history as the providential unfolding of a plan built 

into matter from its creation, comparing nature to one of Charles Babbage’s “difference 

engines,” in which all change is built into the system from the start, thus rendering 

change as such autogenetic, or immanent to matter. 
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Babbage allowed Chambers to relocate divine intelligence in nature, 

reorganizing the disarray that Jenner wreaked on Enlightenment taxonomy into a 

natural process through which a traditional, anthropocentric order would emerge 

according to a providential timetable. Indeed, Foucault (1966) succinctly summarizes the 

disarray produced by the biological turn, arguing that, “the universal taxinomia of 

being” that defines nature throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries shatters 

at the turn of the nineteenth-century, when: 

[The] living being wraps itself in its own existence, breaks off its taxonomic links of 
adjacency, tears itself free from the vast, tyrannical plan of continuities, and constitutes 
itself as a new space: a double space, in fact—since it is both the interior one of 
anatomical coherences and physiological compatibilities, and the exterior one of the 
elements in which it resides and of which it forms its own body (275). 

In other words, the science of pure taxonomy gives way to the study of organisms and 

their milieux, i.e. biology. My reading of Chambers, however, reveals that the older 

conception of a taxonomically ordered nature does not simply vanish or become 

incoherent. Instead, taxonomy, its ideal types, and its privileged place for man reemerge 

in the form of a progressive developmental narrative in which man and God eventually 

become interchangeable terms. At the same time, when Chambers recovers natural 

order, it returns with a difference: human exceptionalism no longer consists in 

humanity’s transcendent or transcendental essence, but in the fact that the human 

species has evolved the intelligence to shape its own continuing evolution. Chambers 

even goes so far as to say that God has ceded control, claiming that education and the 
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environment could be improved to the degree that humanity would transform itself into 

a nobler species, able to accomplish what at present it only dreams. 

In this chapter I will argue that Mary Shelley’s novel performs the same 

redefinition of the human being from an exception to the rest of nature to an organism 

that is part of nature.2 However, she takes issue with those who would, like Chambers, 

synthesize these two claims by anchoring human exceptionality in biology.3 She writes a 

novel that performs what will become Chambers’s synthesis, but only to show what 

happens when the human individual attempts to direct his own evolution by producing 

an exceptional human being. The new type of human created in Frankenstein (1818) is 

exceptional, and the possibility of transforming the species is clear, but the function of 

the exception shifts in the context she creates, that of a truly material evolution in which 

God has no hand.4 The result is a narrative where the idea of progress motivates a form 

                                                        

2 Frankenstein may seem like a peculiar choice for an exemplary text of the construction of the human 
organism by fiction, for, as Hitchcock (2007) notes, the novel was out of print for several decades of the 
nineteenth-century. However, as Hitchcock also demonstrates, the novel not only returned to print later in 
the century, but also became a major cultural touchstone, not least of all for its transposition to the theatre. 
3 This is not to say that the debate between deism and special creation is merely a problem of the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Indeed, as per Canguilhem (1988) we know that this argument 
goes back to the mid-seventeenth century at least. My claim, however, is that Shelley’s novel surpasses the 
deism-special creation debate by staging a vision of biology in which regulation is neither ongoing nor 
preordained, but immanent to the organism. Such an immanent form of regulation is utterly free from any 
kind of top-down control other than that of the unreliable and often failing self-regulated individual, whose 
own weak powers extend no further than the self, and generally not even so far as that. As for “nature,” its 
immanent regulation is irregular at best, for, in the absence of God, it has no governing consciousness. The 
result is less deism than proto-Darwinism. 
4 As Levine and Knoepflmacher (1979) document, Frankenstein is of particular relevance to my argument for 
its ongoing role in shaping the perception of the human being as an organism. 
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of transformation that undermines progress as an idea, setting up a series of problems 

that will define the nineteenth century. 

The goal of my first chapter was to explain how the rise of biology dismantled 

the Enlightenment individual only for pre-Darwinian evolutionary theory to recuperate 

it as the future outcome of a biological process. That, however, is far from the full story, 

for, as I hope I have made clear, pre-Darwinism’s recuperative project was animated by 

profound dialectical tensions. My goal in this chapter is to explain how those tensions 

produce the working model of subjectivity defining power and culture in the centuries 

to come, and I will do so with a reading of Frankenstein. Shelley’s novel surpasses the 

limits of pre-Darwinism by bringing its transitional subject to life and letting it develop 

in narrative time to show it for what it is: a developmental failure, an epic monstrosity, 

and ultimately, a mythically “average man.” Each of her protagonists performs a now 

familiar configuration of subjectivity in a culture committed to the conception of itself as 

trying and failing to reconcile its Enlightenment values with its biological demands. 

Frankenstein, like the human exception in Vestiges, works to transcend his material 

limitations in a rationally materialist way—developing toward greatness and pushing 

the species forward—but he must do by overturning Providence, the only safeguard 

progress ever had. His inevitable failure produces the creature, who follows a different 

but equally likely path: pursuing biological supremacy by means of violent conflict, his 

revolutionary will to power proves equally ineffective as a means for shaping the world 
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in a deliberate and lasting way. Shelley’s final protagonist, Robert Walton, inherits the 

chronotope from which the first two are mutually expelled, and does so by forgoing 

greatness, exchanging the Enlightenment ideal for a new normativity that precludes 

individual perfection in the name of the greater good. What Shelley shows us is that the 

tensions of a biologically conceived subjectivity are required for the continual 

reproduction and revision of our socially mediated norm: the average man that no one 

and everyone is, lest he become some monstrous other thing. What is more, by 

accomplishing this task with narrative and rhetoric she shows in no uncertain terms that 

reading—literacy itself—is how the trick is done: each narrator writes in his own 

particular way, and each takes pains to tell us exactly how he learned to read. These 

subjects, then, for all their biological character, are creatures, first, of discourse. By 

following the logic of the novel’s narratives—each of which will be the focus of one of 

the following sections—I will show how Shelley sets the discourse of biology in motion 

to produce the average man. 

3.1 The Human Exception: A Contradiction in Terms 

It is not difficult to imagine that in 1844 at least a few of Chambers’s many 

educated readers would have noticed something familiar in his prediction that human 

beings could engineer their own evolution. A few especially well-attuned readers might 

indeed have recalled a fictional character saying something along these lines: “A new 

species would bless me as its creator and source; many happy and excellent natures 
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would owe their being to me” (Shelley, 36). A practical Chambers avant la lettre, Victor 

Frankenstein embraces the very logic of progress that Chambers will later incorporate 

into his theory of evolution. Like Vestiges, Frankenstein (1818) takes up the task of 

rethinking the human exception as a state of being that arises from and transforms its 

biological origins.5 Like Vestiges, too, Frankenstein uses a purely biological assemblage of 

human components to test out the possibility of humanity transforming its own nature. 

This is all to suggest that Mary Shelly’s memorable novel anticipated the concepts that 

Chambers would later bring to bear on the natural classification system that Jenner 

threw into chaos by vaccinating human beings with cowpox. We might say that she 

opens up the conceptual contradiction within the classical order of species whose 

metaphysics Chambers relocates in a nature grown suddenly hostile to it. 

Put another way, Shelley’s novel plays out, or performs, what happens when 

man takes over the management of improving his species. Chambers proposes that our 

capacity for self-improvement will allow human beings to play the role of Providence 

and do for themselves what God did for the duck when he arranged for it to evolve into 

the platypus. Frankenstein puts flesh on that proposition when he adopts the mantle of 

creator and reconfigures the ideal human form as a kind of human platypus, a more 

                                                        

5 While Shelley anticipates Chambers she may also be responding to Godwin, who, like Chambers, frames 
human progress as a function of human agency. In his Enquiry concerning Political Justice, and its Influence on 
General Virtue and Happiness (1793) Godwin famously posited that with the proper social structures in place 
humanity would “progress” to the point of extinguishing sexual desire and, in the first edition only, achieve 
physical immortality. These developmental possibilities are only two instances of Godwin’s broader 
principle of “perfectibility” but I highlight them here to emphasize the materialism of that principle. 
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advanced species comprised of “selected” biological parts: “His limbs were in 

proportion, and I had selected his features as beautiful” (39). Having her protagonist 

strive for self-improvement by engineering a superior human being is Shelley’s way of 

giving life to a monster of her own, as she uses the novel form to test out the early 

nineteenth-century concept of exceptionalism that designates human beings the sole 

species capable of managing its own evolution. The following passage brings the 

consequences of Frankenstein’s experiment into focus: 

I suddenly beheld the figure of a man, at some distance, advancing towards me with 
superhuman speed. He bounded over the crevices in the ice, among which I had walked 
with caution; his stature also, as he approached, seemed to exceed that of man. I was 
troubled: a mist came over my eyes, and I felt a faintness seize me; but I was quickly 
restored by the cold gale of the mountains. I perceived, as the shape came nearer, (sight 
tremendous and abhorred!) that it was the wretch whom I had created. I trembled with 
rage and horror, resolving to wait his approach, and then close with him in mortal 
combat. He approached; his countenance bespoke bitter anguish, combined with disdain 
and malignity, while its unearthly ugliness rendered it almost too horrible for human 
eyes (76). 

Frankenstein has indeed produced a human life form superior to that of Frankenstein 

himself. The creature moves “with superhuman speed,” “his stature…exceed[s] that of 

man,” he bounds “over crevices in…ice” where Frankenstein walks “with caution,” and 

he turns out to be a deeply sensitive autodidact with an almost unprecedented capacity 

for the acquisition of knowledge. Finally, the fabricated creature emerges from biological 

material as a perfect realization of Chambers’s argument that man alone, among the 

species, has the cognitive capability to produce the form that will transcend him. 

Paradoxically, in succeeding Frankenstein fails spectacularly. Although he has 
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“selected his features as beautiful” (39), the creature’s face nevertheless possesses an 

“unearthly ugliness…almost too horrible for human eyes” (76). Drawing an analogy to 

Chambers, we could say that here, from the perspective of the duck, the platypus 

appears to be hideously disfigured. Nor can we see the distorted figure of the new man 

as a projection of Frankenstein’s remorse, for the creature is by nature hostile to any 

ideal realization of human potential, and specifically to the Romantic ideal embodied in 

figures like the protagonist of P.B. Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound (1820), who personifies 

all that is noble, including physical beauty, and nothing that is not. Shelley makes a 

point of discounting this possibility, when she has the creature encounter a “beautiful 

child…unprejudiced…[having] lived too short a time to have imbibed a horror of 

deformity,” whom he attempts to kidnap in the hope of “educat[ing]…as a companion 

and friend” (116-7). Putting aside the possibility that the child would be horrified by 

such an attempt on the part of a normal human being, we have to understand the child’s 

spontaneously negative reaction, not as the expression of acquired “prejudice,” but as an 

instinctive revulsion to the very difference that makes the creature superior to ordinary 

men. That revulsion calls up an equally negative response in the creature, who 

impulsively strangles the child, his “heart [swelling] with exultation and hellish 

triumph” as he claps his hands like a child himself (117). Later in the century, 

psychology texts books like The Emotions and the Will (1859) by Alexander Bain would 

theorize such gestures as expressions of affective excess, and this spontaneous violence 
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speaks not only to the creature’s physical superiority but also to his lack of the most 

basic social training. He is a monstrous child.6 

Rather than a man elevated by reason above physical necessity and impulse, 

Frankenstein’s manufactured offspring is immersed in the biological body and 

responsive to the material milieu in which it happens to be located. Insofar as he fails to 

subject these responses to reason, such a creature would be judged deficient in terms of 

traditional moral philosophy but superior in terms of the evolutionary psychology that 

would eventually challenge and override that model. By extension, he is biologically (if 

not philosophically) superior in that he is suited by nature to dominate his competitors. 

The biology of Frankenstein is thus “plastic” in the sense of Catherine Malabou’s (2004) 

use of term “plasticity,” a concept that comes from both Hegel and neuroscience: “it 

[plasticity] means at once the capacity to receive form…and the capacity to give form” 

(5). In addition, plasticity can be destructive, like explosive plastique, for it is also the 

capacity to destroy formal limitation as such: “We thus note that plasticity is situated 

between two extremes: on the one side the sensible image of taking form (sculpture or 

plastic objects), and on the other side that of the annihilation of all form (explosion)” (5). 

The emergence of the creature in Shelley’s novel destroys the formal taxonomy of living 

beings that had defined a natural world in which individuals are born and die but the 

                                                        

6 Following Mitchell (forthcoming) it is worthy of note that, according to Alan Bewell (1988) Frankenstein 
seems to deliberately depart from the advice offered by the obstetrics manuals of Shelley’s time. 
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human form remains constant. The creature introduces a radical plasticity into nature 

that redefines it as a process with no telos. 

The words Frankenstein uses to describe the creature’s “unearthly ugliness” are 

thus well chosen. The term “unearthly” calls to mind the protagonist’s desire to 

transcend the fragile human form only to stress the ugly truth that his creature’s 

superiority over other men depends on his natural capacity to far exceed their force and 

cunning. To understand why biological difference manifests itself as ugliness, we must 

pay attention to the physiological nature of the response of creature to boy, boy to 

creature, and creature to boy again. If the monster cannot help but be attracted to the 

boy, the boy in turn cannot but be repelled by the creature. The boy, for all his beauty, is 

no less an organism than the creature, whose response to the boy’s response is as 

negative as his attraction was positive. That the monstrous child would displace the 

beautiful one in this encounter was ordained by the superiority of the former’s passion 

and physical strength. 

As for Frankenstein, he too has a powerfully negative physiological response to 

the creature even before he recognizes that figure as his creation, or progeny, so to 

speak: “a mist came over my eyes, and I felt a faintness seize me” (76). Here we have an 

early precursor of William James’s infamous late-Victorian dictum that “we feel sorry 

because we cry, angry because we strike, afraid because we tremble, and not that we cry, 

strike, or tremble, because we are sorry, angry, or fearful” (James 1884, 190). 
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Frankenstein’s response assaults the senses from without and overrides and 

overwhelms not only his rational processes but also consciousness itself. Rendered all 

but unconscious by the mere sight of this strange new element in his milieu, 

Frankenstein is “quickly restored by the cold gale of the mountains,” which is to say that 

the physical force field that deprived him of full cognition it is also responsible for 

reviving him. In this instance Frankenstein’s state of mind arises from interactions 

between his physiology and the environment rather than from a noumenal source. The 

encounter with the botched superman he himself created thus transforms the man of 

reason and science from a self-sovereign citizen into an organism who must compete 

with others of his kind for dominance of the material world. Once placed on a level 

playing field with the purely biological being he has fashioned, Frankenstein’s behavior, 

like his creature’s, will be produced by the force field of which both are elements. On 

this basis, it is fair to say that Frankenstein’s attempt to manage his own transcendence 

ends up managing him. His introduction of a superior variety of human into the world 

of the novel has changed the very nature of that world from a stable hierarchy of living 

beings into a differential system of relationships, the alteration of any of which changes 

the system itself. 

“Ugliness” is the operative word here. From the moment they set eyes on the 

creature, Shelley’s characters are subject to involuntary, intuitive, and fundamentally 

collective ebbs and flows of feeling. Motive and method arise not from within them to be 
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mediated and perhaps mastered by the rational faculties, but from the interaction 

between their bodies and the things and people of a world that has been radically 

altered by incorporating the creature. This change in the basic conceptual architecture of 

character, however, is more than an allegorical reading of the historical shift that 

Foucault elaborates in The Order of Things (1966). Rather than merely allegorizing the 

turn from Enlightenment individualism to human biology, Shelley’s characters function 

as organisms, reacting to and transforming each other and their milieux in 

fundamentally material ways. Interactions with the creature specifically maneuver 

characters between these two different functional modes, from individual to organism. 

His presence, we might say, inverts the process of interpellation that, according to 

Althusser (1969), turns bodies into individuals. 

Where “hailing” is a speech act that turns a person into the individual s/he 

“always already” feels s/he is (Althusser, 117), revulsion in the face of the creature’s 

“ugliness” triggers a physical response that returns to the individual the multiple 

potentials for becoming an individual that it had as the organism it always already was. 

Nor is this inversion Shelley’s move alone. Every major nineteenth-century biologist 

makes a point of relocating the force shaping the individual in the system of relations of 

which s/he is but a part; the individual itself is a factor only insofar as external factors 

operate qualities already within him or her. It would be possible to cite a number of 

nineteenth-century biologists on this point, including Lamarck and Darwin, but Auguste 
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Comte and Harriet Martineau put the point succinctly in their synthetic account of the 

science as a whole, “General View of Biology,” in Volume I of The Positive Philosophy of 

Auguste Comte, Freely Translated and Condensed by Harriet Martineau (1853): 

M. de Blainville characterizes life as the double interior motion, general and continuous, 
of composition and decomposition, which in fact constitutes its true universal nature. I 
do not see that this leaves anything to be desired, unless it be a more explicit and direct 
indication of the two correlative conditions of a determinate organism and a suitable 
medium (300). 

In other words, the individual organism is continually reconstituted through relations 

between its physiology and its milieu. Comte calls this “the first elementary basis of true 

biological philosophy” (300). As I argued with regard to the cowpox vaccine, such 

dependency has a devastating effect on the Enlightenment conception of individual 

autonomy. This is because biological interdependency makes the eighteenth-century 

concept of emotional “contagion” into the basic condition of human behavior. 

In The theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) Adam Smith deploys a juxtaposition 

dating back to Thomas Hobbes between the rational individual and the irrational 

collective, identifying emotional “contagion” as the force that transforms the former into 

the later: 

In a nation distracted by faction, there are, no doubt, always a few, though commonly but 
a very few, who preserve their judgment untainted by the general contagion. They 
seldom amount to more than, here and there, a solitary individual, without any 
influence, excluded, by his own candour, from the confidence of either party, and who, 
though he may be one of the wisest, is necessarily, upon that very account, one of the 
most insignificant men in the society (179). 

Later in the paragraph he returns to his central trope, the “impartial spectator” that 
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figures the individual’s implicitly noumenal agency over and above embodied emotion, 

an agency that the collectivizing force of emotional “contagion” displaces: “The real, 

revered, and impartial spectator, therefore, is, upon no occasion, at a greater distance 

than amidst the violence and rage of contending parties” (179). Biology, however, makes 

such “contagion” into the very basis of human life, to the point that the individual must 

continue to depend on the physiological and ecological milieu, affect and all, not only 

while trying to be rational, but even in order to be rational. The creature’s “unearthly 

ugliness” is generated by an involuntary response of this order. The fact that 

Frankenstein and everyone who encounters his creature are themselves transformed on 

the spot into creatures of impulse suggests that they were already susceptible to such 

transformative interactions. In having her protagonist redefine the human being as a 

biological organism, Shelley implies that humans have always been organisms.  

We might think of Frankenstein’s behavior as an organism in light of the novel’s 

departure from a concurrent genre like the Bildungsroman.7 Consider how deliberately 

Frankenstein’s narrative starts out to become a story of personal development—with his 

childhood in the home of his father—where a love interest is introduced and a best 

                                                        

7 Goethe’s (1795) Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship consolidated the genre of the Bildungsroman at almost the 
same moment when Shelley wrote Frankenstein, demonstrating that the history of the novel is a forking 
road. To one side runs the Romantic narrative of gradual progress, and to the other, a counter-narrative of 
radical change. Georg Lukács makes a similar claim in The Historical Novel (1937), in which the revolutionary 
sensibility exemplified by Scott’s historical fiction opposes, first, Romanticism, “the ideology of moderate 
progress,” and second, “important writers like Goethe and Stendhal who preserved in tact much of the 
eighteenth century outlook and whose humanism contains to the end strong elements of the enlightenment” 
(63). 
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friend cultivated—and culminates with his setting off into the world: “my father 

thought it necessary, for the completion of my education, that I should be made 

acquainted with other customs than those of my native country” (26). So far he pursues 

the course of individual development as imagined by eighteenth-century fiction and 

pedagogy.8 Soon after he arrives at the university at Ingolstadt, but true to form, this 

narrative is derailed by confrontations that either repulse or attract him. Shaped neither 

by traditional patterns of familial duty nor by some higher faculty of mind, this 

protagonist’s character is engineered by physiological responses that redirect his desire 

and shape his reasoning.9 

The sequence of encounters that make him who or what he is begins with M. 

Krempe, a professor of natural philosophy: “M. Krempe was a little squat man, with a 

gruff voice and repulsive countenance; the teacher, therefore, did not possess me in 

favor of his doctrine” (29). Frankenstein’s is so repelled that he considers neglecting his 

                                                        

8 In philosophical works like Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1693) or Rousseau’s Emile (1762a) 
and in novels like Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship (1795-6) educators are directed to provide a child 
with domestic stability to a point and then to encourage the development of his or her own essential 
character with a period of freedom. In the mold of Frankenstein, however, we see how Victorian fiction 
mutates that pattern as protagonists such as Pip (Dickens 1861), Maggie Tulliver (Eliot 1860), Daniel 
Deronda (1876), Jude (Hardy 1895) and countless others begin their development before being waylaid by 
Estella, Ariella, etc. 
9 See Duncan. Duncan observes that the novel form splits in the nineteenth-century in terms of how the 
romantic conceptual technologies of “self” and “prospect” are deployed differentially to deal with the new 
definition of monstrosity for which the period ought to be known. While I take his point, I also take issue 
with his excision of monstrosity from Darwinian thought, a move that prevents him from attending to the 
dynamics of mutualism and competition so necessary to understanding why and how that split occurs in 
the way it does. At issue in nineteenth-century fiction is not merely the fact of making monstrosity 
progressive, but the different modes by which that project is accomplished, one of which is simply to make 
progress itself monstrous. It is for this reason that the nineteenth-century Bildungsroman predicates 
development on the derailment of individuation. 
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education altogether until he encounters M. Waldman, whose “voice [is] the sweetest 

[Frankenstein] had ever heard” (30). Frankenstein is “possess[ed]” by his own sensory 

response, this time to how the man sounds, his voice. This in turn, as he says, “inclined 

[him] more to that branch of natural philosophy which [Waldman] professed, than an 

intrinsic love for the science itself” (32).10 Waldman’s voice passes into him from outside 

and changes not only the course of his life but also who he is, or as he claims, his 

interaction with M. Waldman “decide[s] [his] future destiny” (32). With this extended 

digression—or series of digressions really—comes a gradual transformation of character 

from the self-contained and rational man into one driven by his affective responses to 

sensory information. It is fair to say that the novel is reimagining the story of human 

development under conditions that subject the very idea of what it means to be 

“human” to continuous redefinition.11 

In setting up the Bildungsroman plot for a fall, the novel offers opportunities to 

contrast the narrative of repeated and often violent redefinition with an older model of 

                                                        

10 See Mellor (1987) for the argument that Frankenstein is a critique of science. 
11 On the question of how the labor of science transforms the self, see Lewes. I take Lewes as exemplary of 
the Victorian tradition of self-experimentation, whereby the scientist self-identifies as both individual qua 
observer and organism qua object of observation. It is from this tradition that the psychological method of 
introspective self-reporting emerges, for it implies that we can study ourselves as organisms even as we 
function as individuals. For Lewes, this method extended beyond his own experiments, often purely 
cognitive in nature, into various injunctions to readers that they investigate their own sensoria by means of 
his methods. In this way, Lewes inducts his relatively vast readership into the duality of individual-as-
organism by the same means through which he himself exemplifies the role. In its most extreme, fictional 
form, we can consider Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, which, even while being a story about the use of 
medicine, deploys the discursive technology of introspective self-reporting to accomplish the task of 
constructing the human organism. 
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human “progress” predicated not on transformation but on improvement. Frankenstein 

tells us that his “improvement and health were [his parents’] constant care” (19) and 

considers leaving Ingolstadt when his “residence there” is “no longer conducive to [his] 

improvements” (33). But once Shelley’s protagonist takes up the project of producing a 

higher human being, the notion of progress loses the meaning Chambers takes care to 

give it. Taking issue with the very notion that man can choreograph his progress to a 

higher state, Shelley instead uses the concept of “improvement” to indicate her 

protagonist’s return to his former state of health from one of disease when his childhood 

friend, Henry Clerval, urges Frankenstein: “do not discompose yourself, but get well as 

fast as you can” (44). Clerval’s choice of words establishes a parallel between wellness 

and self-composure, framing disease as a temporary disruption of the self, and 

improvement as the restoration of Frankenstein’s ownership of his mind and body.  

Within a taxonomic system (such as the Great Chain of Being) the only form of 

change possible for those who occupy a category would be to progress asymptotically 

toward the perfect realization of that category, or else of course to fall away from that 

ideal. Clerval embodies this concept of human progress, and so long as he is with 

Frankenstein the protagonist does prove capable of improvement. He makes it possible 

for Frankenstein to set aside his misbegotten project of trying to transcend the limits of 

the category human—which would, if successful, necessarily disturb the hierarchy that 

keeps the taxonomic view of nature in place. For a short period of time, Clerval joins 
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Frankenstein in a series of courses in the Humanities, including one on “the 

Orientalists.” “When you read their writings,” he maintains, “life appears to consist in a 

warm sun and a garden of roses” (50). Nature for Clerval has the anthropocentric order 

of a garden, which positions Frankenstein as a human being securely above a 

providentially ordered nature: “Study had before secluded me from the intercourse of 

my fellow-creatures, and rendered me unsocial; but Clerval called forth the better 

feelings of my heart; he again taught me to love the aspect of nature” (50-1). 

By contrast to M. Waldman, whose voice bypasses individual reason and 

attaches desire obsessively to certain ideas, Clerval coaxes “better feelings” from within 

Frankenstein himself, a process that Shelley’s readers may well have recognized as 

“sympathy” from Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759). According to Smith, 

the autonomous individual cannot feel the sensations of others. The sympathy of such 

an individual is elicited by another only insofar as he can imagine, on the basis of his 

own sensations, what it would be like to be in the situation of the one with whom he 

sympathizes: “As we have no immediate experience of what other men feel, we can 

form no idea of the manner in which they are affected, but by conceiving what we 

ourselves should feel in the like situation” (Smith, 15).12 In other words, sympathy 

                                                        

12 As Smith memorably elaborates: “Though our brother is upon the rack, as long as we ourselves are at our 
ease, our senses will never inform us of what he suffers. They never did, and never can, carry us beyond our 
own person, and it is by the imagination only that we can form any conception of what are his sensations. 
Neither can that faculty help us to this any other way, than by representing to us what would be our own, if 
we were in his case. It is the impressions of our own senses only, not those of his, which our imaginations 
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reinforces individual boundaries even as it connects people, for it is a strictly imaginary 

connection that allows one to engage another’s feelings without literally feeling them 

oneself: “Henry rejoiced in my gaiety, and sincerely sympathized in my feelings: he 

exerted himself to amuse me, while he expressed the sensations that filled his soul” 

(51).13 Clerval’s sympathy can therefor play a stabilizing role at the sorrowful moment in 

which Frankenstein receives a letter from his father recounting his little brother’s 

murder. He meets his friend’s despair with an exhibition of “the truest sympathy” (54), 

and Frankenstein makes his way home as fast as he can to provide the same kind of 

comfort to his family: “At first I wished to hurry on, for I longed to console and 

sympathize with my loved and sorrowing friends” (54). His sense of obligation, 

however, lasts only as long as he is under Clerval’s salutary influence: “as I drew near 

my native town, I slacked my progress” (54).14 Frankenstein has already linked 

“progress” to the concept of “improvement,” not as an elevation to a higher state, but as 

a return to a former state of health and wellbeing. Here progress takes another blow as 

                                                        

 

copy” (Smith, 15). This exclusively cognitive account of sympathy was in keeping with Locke’s association-
based proto-psychology and has since given way to the human sciences, which insist on the existence of 
direct, precognitive communication between bodies. Examples include Franz Mesmer’s (1779) “animal 
magnetism,” Darwin’s (1871) “expression of the emotions,” Robert Vischer’s (1873) “empathy,” Freud’s 
(1900) “unconscious,” and Giacomo Rizzolatti and Corrado Sinigaglia’s (2008) “mirror neurons.” 
13 My analysis of sympathy as a mechanism for individuation comes in part from Marshall (1988). 
14 For an account of sympathy in Frankenstein that emphasizes male bonding, see Daffron (1999). 
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Frankenstein discovers that he cannot physically or epistemologically go home again. 

That ideal is no longer possible in the world of Shelley’s novel. 

While in Clerval’s presence, sympathy has individuates Frankenstein by giving 

emotion a source within the self. This notion of emotion as individually generated and 

circumscribed allows the individual to reflect upon and control his feelings. As he leaves 

Clerval, however, Frankenstein proves himself to be anything but a self-reflexive 

individual, as he himself declares: “I could hardly sustain the multitude of feelings that 

crowded into my mind” when he enters his native town (54). In sharp contrast to 

sympathy, the feelings that “crowd into [his] mind” not only come from an external 

source, but also constitute a “multitude,” the term for a chaotic mob resembling the 

unruly and interpenetrating bodies that populate Gillray’s lithograph. This is the human 

organism as man qua species, a being forever passing into a population in the sense of 

his composite character and its tendency to participate in such mass behavior. Removed 

from Clerval’s influence, Frankenstein is given to exaggerated affective responses 

triggered by external factors fundamentally beyond his control. 

Once situated on the plastic plane of the milieu, Frankenstein understands what 

has destabilized his native town. Had it not been for the “[o]ne sudden and desolating 

change” wrought by the monster, he reasons, a “thousand little circumstances might 

have by degrees worked other alterations, which, although they were done more 

tranquilly, might not be the less decisive” (54). Here, if not well before, Mary Shelley is 
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clearly tormenting her protagonist with the dawning awareness that he has helped to 

usher in the absolute conflict between the natural order inhabited by Clerval and the 

dynamic order in which humanity steers its own course without divine guidance. We 

have already seen that conflict play out in the breakdown of the man Frankenstein was 

raised to be. But when Frankenstein returns to his bucolic homeland, we see that by 

producing the creature he has reproduced the conflict he experienced in doing so as a 

potential catastrophe wherein “[o]ne sudden and desolating change” could annihilate 

the entire species. By reading the change he has wrought in the species as an aberrant 

event rather than a step in the species’ development, Frankenstein is taking up the anti-

evolutionist position of catastrophism, a theory used to explain the fossil record by 

eighteenth-century pre-evolutionists like James Hutton (1788) and nineteenth-century 

anti-evolutionists like George Cuvier (1800-5) and Charles Lyell (1830-3) in a way that 

obviates the need for a theory of evolution. This concept will get him nowhere, however, 

because it is based on a denial of the very problem Frankenstein created when he set out 

to improve on human nature. Contrary to the dynamic struggle of competing life forms 

he has put in motion, catastrophism presupposes the stability of the order whose 

disruption it was meant to explain. 

This is how Shelley’s novel stages the historical moment that transformed the old 

taxonomic system into a snake’s nest of competing theories. Vying for the authority to 

explain why new forms of life suddenly emerged as earlier ones vanished from the fossil 
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record, the new scientific explanations behaved as competing variations of a species 

would in Darwin’s magisterial account. In the conflict among theories, two hallowed 

concepts bit the dust: “the human exception,” and with it, the catastrophism that offered 

an alternative to theories of evolution that would have human beings arise from animal 

ancestors. Displacing both catastrophism and the notion of the human being it protected 

were various theories of evolution as a gradual process perhaps most famously 

formulated by Erasmus Darwin (1794-6), Jean-Baptiste Lamarck (1809), and Robert 

Chambers (1844).15 Theirs was a narrative of “improvement” that hung onto the notion 

of providence as the agent of gradual development from one species to another, a 

process eventually to be taken over by man himself. These early “gradualists,” as they 

were called, argued for the transformation of existing species in exactly the same terms 

as Frankenstein’s alternative version of catastrophism, that is, by means of a “thousand 

little circumstances [that] might have by degrees worked other alterations, which, 

although they were done more tranquilly, might not be the less decisive.”16 Shelley’s 

novel not only rejects catastrophism; it rejects gradualism as well.17 

                                                        

15 Erasmus Darwin (1794-6) advocated the theory that species evolve on the basis of their own autogenetic 
capacity to do so, Lamarck (1809) attributed evolution to the organism’s self-transformative striving within 
its milieu and its capacity to transmit acquired traits to offspring, and Chambers (1844) emphasized a 
system of interactions between the organism’s autogenetic capacity and the influence of the milieu in the 
form of a cosmic difference engine. 
16 Charles Darwin would eventually modify gradualism by removing its teleology, thereby transforming it 
from a theory of progress into a probabilistic yet directionless theory of biological change. 
17 See Levine. Levine claims that certain Victorian novels follow the narrative path of what he identifies as 
Darwinian gradualism, while others resist it in ways that are equally telling. Our projects relate insofar as 
he, too, insists that a novelist need not have read Darwin to engage what has come to be known as 
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Frankenstein’s own misbegotten attempt at improving the species cancels out 

both alternatives in a way that invites us to proceed on new conceptual ground. One can 

indeed hear echoes of Shelley’s scorn in words later composed by the catastrophist 

Auguste Comte (1853), the great synthesizer of early nineteenth-century science, who 

claimed evolution would be possible only if we “dispose the environment with that 

freedom and prodigality so easy to the artless imagination of Lamarck” (344). In sharp 

contrast with Lamarck, Shelley understands nature as plagued by scarcity that in turn 

necessitates violence. She uses the medium of fiction to pose rather than answer the 

question of the future of human life in such a milieu. Rather than take a position in the 

struggle among contending theories of that future, her novel stages the problem of what 

happens to the human exception if biological nature is a process of change, and it enacts 

the theoretical resolution that the early gradualists proposed. Each of the three stories of 

human development that compose the novel demonstrate that any such compromise 

formation—perfectibility, catastrophism, gradualism—will produce the very 

contradiction that all three disavow, though each in its own way. That is to say, these 

natural philosophers presupposed a fundamentally ungovernable nature that accords no 

                                                        

 

Darwinism, that these ideas were ubiquitous. However, he does not consider how fiction reconstructed 
subjectivity or produced the figure of the human organism, and while I also attend to questions of plot form, 
I am more concerned with the restructuring of developmental narratives as monstrous or abnormal than 
gradual. Gradualism remains an important concept, and I credit Levine’s arguments here insofar as it 
emerges in Frankenstein as noted above. 
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more privilege in this respect to human beings than to any other form of life. In 

attempting to see their way clear to human progress, then, these theories had to deny the 

very explanatory mastery over nature that they presumed to exercise. Following 

Godwin and Chambers, critical readers are persuaded by Shelley’s protagonist to call 

Frankenstein’s creature a “monster” and refer to the version of humanity he is poised to 

replace as “man,” the very distinction that the novel calls into question. 

3.2 The Creature 

Frankenstein challenges the distinction between human and non-human, and 

does so without losing sight of the broader implications of that distinction or the cultural 

shift performed by overcoming it. In showing how the practice of vaccination 

presupposed a new understanding of human beings as organisms, I have suggested 

why the concept of man as the product of matter, rather than as a part of God’s plan, 

gained popular traction when it did. Confronted with a definition of humanity that 

challenged the status of the self-sovereign individual, progressives like Godwin and 

Chambers formulated providential theories of evolution that sought to recover the 

human exception as an ideal that would emerge in time—hence Frankenstein’s hope of 

eliciting human progress from the human organism. Once he puts the theory into 

practice, however, Shelley’s protagonist discovers that the organism transforms 

humanity in ways that overturn his intentions. 

For this reason, critics have characterized Shelley as the Daedalus of modern 
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science fiction and Frankenstein as her Icarus for his failure to transcend the limits of the 

human being. Frankenstein succeeds in creating a superior being, however, only insofar 

as he has created one better suited to the natural milieu and able to meet the exigencies 

of creaturely life there. Rather than take up a position against the biological sciences, 

Shelley translates the providential theories of evolution put forward by Godwin and 

others into a discourse that comes much closer to the theory of evolution we have faith 

in today. I regard that move on the part of the novelist as symptomatic of a shift in the 

reigning form of subjectivity as she comes to terms with the creature: a human being 

that is at once superior and monstrous. 

If few critics have attended to Shelley’s transformative elimination of the 

distinction between the human and the non-human, this argues for reading Frankenstein 

against the grain of our literary training—a reading method on the order of the one J.M. 

Coetzee performs in The Lives of Animals (1999), when his protagonist, Elizabeth Costello, 

reads Ted Hughes’s poem, “The Jaguar.” “Hughes is feeling his way toward a different 

kind of being-in-the-world,” she tells us: “The poem asks us to imagine our way into 

that way of moving, to inhabit that body” (51). Of the four responses collected in the 

published version of Lives of Animals, the one by primatologist Barbara Smuts is 

especially relevant to the argument here for her description of how she “became…an 

animal” while doing field work (109). She explains that in order to avoid predators and 

snakes she had to think and live like the baboons she studied: “Abandoning myself to 
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their far superior knowledge, I moved as a humble disciple, learning from masters about 

being an African anthropoid” (109). Smuts is helpful for demonstrating by example 

what “becoming” is, not an act of identification, but a matter of practices, a way of 

moving and seeing, or in our case, reading. Like Smuts, who sees the forest through the 

knowledge of the baboon without anthropogenic projection, we must see the world of 

the novel through the knowledge of the creature without the projection of individual 

psychology. In that it also presents us with a phenomenological account of experience,18 

Shelley’s novel similarly demands that the nineteenth-century readership “imagine [its] 

way” “toward a different kind of being-in-the-world.” Unlike Frankenstein’s imperious 

account, the creature’s story proceeds from the bottom up, offering an animal-eye-view 

of evolutionary development rather than the Olympian perspective of a scientist seeking 

to shape it. This bottom up view is Shelley’s means of transforming evolution from a 

providential theory of human development into an entirely different narrative of 

uncertain cause and outcome. 

But to see how, it is necessary to examine the creature’s account as rhetorically 

the most literary of the three narratives composing the novel. This will require us to 

curtail the habit of identification whereby we imagine how we would feel in another’s 

                                                        

18 The Lives (1999) exemplifies a reading practice that shows how language can induce what Deleuze and 
Guatarri (1987) have called “becoming animal,” an ongoing modification of human subjectivity that 
approaches the non-human without necessarily reaching it. In their (1986) reading of Kafka’s Metamorphosis 
(1915) they deploy this practice themselves, showing how Samsa’s joyful experience of movement as a 
cockroach empowers him and pushes the reader beyond the ostensible limits of human subjectivity. 
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position for a more radical attempt to “inhabit another body” (Coetzee, 51). By narrating 

the creature’s story from the perspective of a biological organism that surpasses the 

human norm as characterized by the de Lacey family, Shelley transforms evolution from 

the means of displacing the eighteenth-century concept of the human exception with the 

nineteenth-century concept of the human organism that puts it in the past. Consider the 

first sentences the creature utters. Despite their deeply phenomenological character, he 

is clearly paraphrasing the Book of Genesis, thereby putting the creationist viewpoint to 

the test: 

It is with considerable difficulty that I remember the original era of my being: all the 
events of that period appear confused and indistinct. A strange multiplicity of sensations 
seized me, and I saw, felt, heard, and smelt, at the same time; and it was, indeed, a long 
time before I learned to distinguish between the operations of my various senses. By 
degrees, I remember, a stronger light pressed upon my nerves, so that I was obliged to 
shut my eyes. Darkness then came over me, and troubled me; but hardly had I felt this, 
when, by opening my eyes, as I now suppose, the light poured in upon me again (79-80). 

This is an origin story. The world into which the creature is born lacks differentiation, as 

“confused and indistinct” in terms of categorical differences as the world in the 

beginning of Genesis is “without form.” In retelling the creation story, then, the creature 

is retelling it as a story where the world emerges, not from the mind of God, but from 

the creature’s own “strange multiplicity of sensations.” As such it is the creature’s own 

creation, but in place of the biblical account of the origin of the world, the Creature 

offers a phenomenological account of what von Uexküll (1934) would later call an 

“umwelt” or “lifeworld,” a world constituted by the requirements and experiences of an 
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organism. By having him tell the story of his emergence into conscious in this way, 

Shelley re-inscribes Genesis within the developmental logic of John Locke’s An Essay 

Concerning Human Understanding (1690), according to which all ideas arise “from 

experience. In that all our knowledge is founded and from that it ultimately derives itself” 

(II.1.2). 

Like Locke’s, the creature’s world is initially derived entirely from “the 

operations of [his] various senses,” and his creation, obviously left unfinished by the 

scientist Frankenstein, consists of his responses to his environment, to whose material 

components he lends his own meaning and value.19 But while the creature’s early 

development is Lockean, his social development reveals an affective dependence on his 

environment in a way that Locke’s subject is not. From the outset, the perceiver and the 

things perceived coexist within a milieu that is as much a material world as an 

embodied mind, and is defined by the interaction of the two.20 When the creature shuts 

his eyes, he not only perceives the darkness but also is immediately “troubled” by it. 

That a “light pressed upon my nerves,” as he says, “so that I was obliged to shut my 

eyes,” indicates the reciprocity of material phenomena and mind. From the very 

                                                        

19 On the question of endowing nature with value, Locke provides the following example: “For when a man 
declares in autumn when he is eating them, or in spring when there are none, that he loves grapes, it is no 
more but that the taste of grapes delights him: let an alteration of the health or constitution destroy the 
delight of their taste, and he then can be said to love grapes no longer” (1690, II.xx.4). 
20 One could argue that this version of subjectivity is closer to that of Baruch Spinoza (1677), according to 
whom the subject is always simultaneously affected physically and mentally by encounters with the rest of 
the world: “Whatsoever increases or diminishes, assists or checks, the power of activity of our body, the idea 
of the said thing increases or diminishes, assists or checks the power of thought of our mind” (Ethics, III:13). 



 

 145 

 

beginning, the creature’s story opens a new world within the novel run by very different 

principles than the homocentric world of Victor Frankenstein. Once brought to life, the 

creature not only creates but is also created in turn by the interplay of affects, needs, and 

limits that compose a milieu that sharply contrasts with Locke’s world of objects. The 

creature is both empowered and limited by his embodied relation to his milieu—he is an 

embodied mind, or perhaps more accurately, an intelligent body. 

As the protagonist of his own story, the creature is a biological being capable of 

developing in relation to his environment all the qualities that make us human: 

consciousness, higher forms of intelligence, social impulses, and a sense of beauty. The 

process begins with his biological needs; pain, hunger, and thirst are his initial 

motivations: 

The light became more and more oppressive to me; and, the heat wearying me as I 
walked, I sought a place where I could receive shade. This was the forest near Ingolstadt; 
and here I lay by the side of a brook resting from my fatigue, until I felt tormented by 
hunger and thirst. This roused me from my nearly dormant state, and I ate some berries 
which I found hanging on the trees, or lying on the ground. I slaked my thirst at the 
brook; and then lying down, was overcome by sleep (80). 

The pain of heat and light compel him to find shade, just as hunger and thirst prompt 

him to find food and water, which he effortlessly extracts from his surroundings before 

fatigue overcomes him. On waking, his biological needs again demand satisfaction: “It 

was dark when I awoke; I felt cold also, and half frightened, as it were, instinctively, 

finding myself so desolate” (80). It makes sense that cold follows from the absence of 
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sunlight, but the choice of “desolate” as opposed to “isolated” to describe his condition 

blends loneliness with his otherwise straightforward sense of peril from the darkening 

landscape. Even as the term “instinctively” describes his sense of desolation as a 

physical response, his practical approach to staying alive has begun to slide into the 

register of affect. 

The lack of any clear distinction between social and ecological, mental and 

physical, defines the creature’s “mind” as produced not by the innate faculty of reason 

but by the instinct to stay alive. Such instinctive motivation is foreign to the eighteenth-

century,21 and while Francis Hutcheson, Adam Smith, and David Hume amended 

Locke’s “white paper” picture of the mind with sympathy and moral sense (II.i.2), they 

accepted his account of “desire” as cognitive.22 In Locke’s words: “The uneasiness a man 

finds in himself upon the absence of anything whose present enjoyment carries the idea 

of delight with it, is that we call desire” (II.xx.6). Desire, as he explains it, is produced by 

the conscious contemplation of a thing of which one has an idea but that one does not 

have. This discrepancy is responsible for the state of “uneasiness” that seeks resolution 

in “delight.” In Locke’s view, it is “sometimes occasioned by disorder in the body, 

sometimes by thoughts of the mind” (II.xx.2). The creature’s desolation comes from 

                                                        

21 Foucault discusses the rise of “instinct” as a distinctively nineteenth-century concept at length and with 
great clarity in his lecture from “12 February 1975,” chapter six of Abnormal, 137-166. See also Frederickson 
(2014), who analyses the role of instinct in nineteenth-century liberal governance. 
22 Nancy Armstrong and Leonard Tennenhouse (2006) make this argument in “A Mind for Passion.” 
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neither source but from the innate, pre-cognitive desire of the organism to live, grow, 

and develop.23 

Our first indication that the creature experiences community as one of his 

biological needs occurs as he recounts how the moon once eased his sense of desolation. 

Read this way his first experience of the moon sheds light on how Shelley’s creature, like 

the poets of her era, uses the pathetic fallacy to project a sympathy onto his natural 

milieu that gratifies his need for an entirely compliant response. Indeed, he describes his 

instinctive response to natural beauty in terms that could be taken for a parody of 

Wordsworth: 

Soon a gentle light stole over the heavens and gave me a sensation of pleasure. I started 
up and beheld a radiant form rise from among the trees. I gazed with a kind of wonder. 
… No distinct ideas occupied my mind; all was confused. I felt light, and hunger, and 
thirst, and darkness; innumerable sounds rang in my ears, and on all sides various scents 
saluted me; the only object that I could distinguish was the bright moon, and I fixed my 
eyes on that with pleasure” (80). 

The “only object” the creature is able to fix on in his otherwise confused state is the one 

that gives him pleasure. These first paragraphs play out a narrative of sensations in 

which affects and indistinct perceptions cohere around needs, responses, limits, and 

adaptations. The creature gives us to understand these needs not as those of an 

individual, except in the sense that he is one of a kind, but rather as the needs of a 

creature in the process of being redefined as a biological organism. The romantic 

                                                        

23 This is in stark contrast with Locke (1690), for whom every passion he lists from “love” to “envy” is 
defined explicitly as a “pleasure” or an “uneasiness,” always “in” or “of the mind,” and always brought on 
by “reflecting” on a “thought” (II.xx.4-13).  
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representation of this process in terms of his affective interaction with his material 

environment establishes a relation to sensation that is loaded with affect prior to any 

learned cogitative association.24 This displacement of mental association by biological 

instinct confirms the absence of any boundary between subject- and object-worlds just as 

the emergence of man as an organism obviates the traditional boundaries between the 

mind and the body. 

The creature’s development is not complete until his first encounter with another 

human being, a scene that puts the self-sufficiency of this manufactured man on display: 

He [an old shepherd] turned on hearing a noise, and perceiving me, shrieked loudly, and 
quitting the hut, ran across the fields with a speed of which his debilitated form hardly 
appeared capable. His appearance, different from any I had ever before seen, and his 
flight somewhat surprised me. But I was enchanted by the appearance of the hut; here 
the snow and rain could not penetrate; the ground was dry; and it presented to me then 
as exquisite and divine a retreat as Pandemonium appeared to the demons of hell after 
their sufferings in the lake of fire. I greedily devoured the remnants of the shepherd's 
breakfast, which consisted of bread, cheese, milk, and wine; the latter, however, I did not 
like (83). 

Here the creature meets a shepherd, so overcome by fear that he flees with speed his age 

would not normally permit. Seeing this reaction as no different from that of any other 

animal, the creature is delighted with the “appearance of the hut,” which affords a 

refuge from the winter weather that satisfies his needs. If the milieu satisfies his needs, 

then the creature feels self-sufficient. 

                                                        

24 By narrating his world from affects rather than objects the creature contradicts the associationist proto-
psychology developed in Locke’s Essay (1690) despite its dominance throughout the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. In this Shelley anticipates von Uexküll’s (1934) concept of umwelt and some of the 
phenomenological theory to which it gave rise, such as, for example, Heidegger’s (1927) insistence that the 
fundamental orientation of dasein to the world is one of “concern” (56). 
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In stark contrast to Frankenstein, the creature begins his story in a state of 

biological self-sufficiency, where Frankenstein’s story recounts his journey through the 

dreams of ancient thinkers and advances of modern science to the mastery of the 

knowledge that will allow him to create a higher form of human life, just as Chambers 

would have it. While Frankenstein’s narrative is about what makes human beings 

exceptional, the creature’s is about a world of biological beings. By supplementing a 

narrative of human exceptionalism with the autobiographical narrative of a biological 

being that is initially human in that respect alone, Shelley allows a “creature” to usurp 

the traditionally human authority of narration. It is obvious why Frankenstein, the 

exceptional man, should be able to tell us his story, but why should Shelley authorize a 

mere creature, without social position, lineage, or education, to tell us his? How is it that 

such a creature is able to usurp the authority of narration, and what becomes of the 

traditional narrator when he does so? 

3.2.1 How to Become a Monster 

We can regard this central narrative thread and perspective of the novel as 

Shelley’s response to these questions, which consists of an experiment designed to 

expose the limits of the linguistic community, and thus the limited power of language to 

create a community. The heart of the experiment—and the turning point in a narrative 

about the creature’s human development—is dramatized through the creature’s attempt 

to join the de Lacey family, an eighteenth-century ideal of sentimental domesticity and 
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liberal cosmopolitanism. Tellingly juxtaposing the educations of Frankenstein’s creature 

and an Arabic woman with whom the son and de Lacey heir has fallen in love, this 

episode exposes the discrepancy between the linguistic community and the community 

of rights-bearing individuals. Shelley’s experiment demonstrates what happens when 

membership in the first community is extended to those who cannot be assimilated into 

the second. 

Like another theorist of the social contract, Shelley begins by establishing the 

self-sufficiency of her protagonist, “man in the state of nature.” But unlike Locke, who 

imagined individuals learning to read with the mother’s help before they achieved 

reason and came to understand the law, the affects and impulse of Shelley’s creature are 

unschooled. What we learn from his first observation of human interaction is that these 

affects do not fit into the categories he acquires in relation to his material milieu—

warmth, cold, pleasure, pain—and thus exceed the limit of what he has learned from 

experience so far: 

He [de Lacey] played a sweet mournful air, which I perceived drew tears from the eyes 
of his amiable companion [his daughter], of which the old man took no notice, until she 
sobbed audibly; he then pronounced a few sounds, and the fair creature, leaving her 
work, knelt at his feet. He raised her, and smiled with such kindness and affection, that I 
felt sensations of a peculiar and overpowering nature: they were a mixture of pain and 
pleasure, such as I had never before experienced, either from hunger or cold, warmth or 
food; and I withdrew from the window, unable to bear these emotions (85). 

This picture of human life could not be further from that of a self-sufficient individual 

like Daniel Defoe’s (1719) Robinson Crusoe, whose immediate response to evidence of 
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another human being on his solitary island—a footprint in the sand—is fear. Here the de 

Lacey girl is overwhelmed with emotion that the creature does not understand. By 

virtue of his age and blindness, the father needs his daughter, just as she needs him in 

order to survive. Music transforms their respective insufficiencies into an affective 

surplus: “mournful” airs, tears and sobbing, “kindness and affection.” Looking in on the 

de Laceys, the creature sees a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts, a 

community whose interdependence generates a sentimental surplus that binds and 

sustains them. He is, by contrast, a being whose physical and intellectual superiority 

allows him to survive alone, and for that very reason, paradoxically, he suffers from a 

lack that, in contrast to cold or hunger, provokes a “mixture of pain and pleasure” that 

eludes emotional codification and that he is unable to bear. Physically self-sufficient he 

may be, but this mixture of affection and sorrow displayed among the de Laceys makes 

the creature feel something beyond simple sensations, a feeling for which he has no 

vocabulary. 

Thus affected, the creature will find that the need for food, shelter, and water 

gives way to a new kind of need, one he is unable to satisfy on his own: 

I lay on my straw, but I could not sleep. I thought of the occurrences of the day. What 
chiefly struck me was the gentle manners of these people; and I longed to join them, but 
dared not. I remembered too well the treatment I had suffered the night before from the 
barbarous villagers, and resolved, whatever course of conduct I might hereafter think it 
right to pursue, that for the present, I would remain quietly in my hovel, watching, and 
endeavouring to discover the motives which influenced their actions (87). 

He wants to enter into the flow of affective and material exchange the de Laceys display, 
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and to partake of the sentimental surplus it produces. In grasping his attraction to the de 

Laceys as an attraction to their collective interactions, or, as he puts it, “the gentle 

manners of these people,” he is made aware not only of his exclusion, but of a lack in his 

life that did not exist before, a need for inclusion that subverts his otherwise perfect 

contentment and self-sufficiency. Indeed, sentiment has transformed him from a purely 

self-sufficient creature into one for whom self-sufficiency has become a deficiency. 

Simply entering into the family, however, is not possible, because the fearful shepherd 

who ran from him and “the barbarous villagers” who assaulted him have already 

interpellated him into a particular social role, a role that precludes him from the 

hospitality ordinarily accorded to strangers. 

The creature must determine under what conditions he will be accepted into the 

de Lacey home. In The Servant’s Hand (1986) Bruce Robbins explores a form of partial 

inclusion predicated on invisibility: that of the domestic servant.25 The creature also 

considers the advantages of assuming a position of this kind: 

I remembered too well the treatment I had suffered the night before from the barbarous 
villagers, and resolved, whatever course of conduct I might hereafter think it right to 
pursue, that for the present, I would remain quietly in my hovel, watching, and 
endeavouring to discover the motives which influenced their actions (87). 

If he is to be included, it can only be at the margins, invisibly and inaudibly. Such a 

position, however, is also a position of power, for as Robbins reminds us, Bakhtin has 

                                                        

25 See O’Flinn (1983) for the argument that Frankenstein offers a critique of capitalist class relations, to which 
I would add that it also transposes class onto race. 
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shown that the servant is endowed with the power of surveillance: “In the Dialogic 

Imagination Mikhail Bakhtin suggest that the ‘spying and eavesdropping’ of servants 

represents ‘that distinctive, embodied point of view on the world of private life without 

which a literature treating private life could not manage’ ” (Robbins, 108). The creature 

is eager to survey, and as Bakhtin would have it, this is the condition of possibility for 

the sentimental fiction that unfolds in the midst of the creature’s narrative. That 

possibility, moreover, is twofold, for in opening up the space for sentimental fiction by 

taking the place of the narrating servant, the creature also benefits from the affective 

possibility of contact with the sentimentality itself.26 

Domestic servitude, however, consists as much in labor as in surveillance, and it 

would be a mistake not to recognize that the creature is no less aggressive in his 

grasping of one than the other: 

When they had retired to rest, if there was any moon, or the night was star-light, I went 
into the woods, and collected my own food and fuel for the cottage. When I returned, as 
often as it was necessary, I cleared their path from the snow, and performed those offices 
that I had seen done by Felix (91). 

The creature takes on “those offices” normally “done by Felix” and, in the process of 

serving them, makes the de Laceys’ dependent on his labor. He enters the family by 

becoming indispensible, but what is more, he enters into an economy in which socially 

                                                        

26 This idea of being empowered by contact with other human beings calls to mind Deleuze’s (1978) 
illustration of Spinoza’s “geometrical” vision of human interaction: “When the idea of Paul [who I like] 
succeeds the idea of Pierre [who I dislike], it is agreeable to say that my force of existing or my power of 
acting is increased or improved; when, on the contrary, the situation is reversed, when after having seen 
someone who made me joyful I then see someone who makes me sad, I say that my power of acting is 
inhibited or obstructed.” 
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necessary labor is the sin qua non of survival. This is a shift from the barbaric state of so-

called primitive accumulation that sustained him as a natural man to the early capitalist 

society to which the de Laceys and everything they represent belongs.27 The association 

of labor and survival, moreover, is an inescapable fact of the novel under capitalism, 

and, as Bruce Robbins demonstrates persuasively, the figure of the servant was often 

used to test the dynamics of the association between labor and survival in nineteenth-

century fiction: “Work does not consume life, but produces life and preserves from 

death” (Robbins, 121). 

The creature grasps his place as a worker with all the force to be expected of one 

for whom work is the condition of survival, but what sets him apart from the 

Enlightenment’s autonomous individual is the extent to which his being shapes and is 

shaped by his immediate social milieu, in this case the de Lacey household. Even as he 

passes from a state of “barbarism” to one in which the exchange of labor for wages is the 

means of survival, he never attains the visibility—let alone the formal, self-sovereign 

subjectivity—of the contracting individual. Instead, he is an economic, emotional, and 

educational parasite, inserting himself into an enclosed economy without any explicit 

acknowledgment, invisibly transforming that economy as it transforms him: “I 

afterwards found that these labours, performed by an invisible hand, greatly astonished 

                                                        

27 Karl Marx describes the passage from primitive accumulation to capitalist production in Capital (1867), 
chapters 29 and 30. 
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them; and once or twice I heard them, on these occasions, utter the words good spirit, 

wonderful; but I did not then understand the signification of these terms” (91). By 

invoking the “invisible hand” Shelley sets up the betrayal of the magical thinking 

through which labor is rendered invisible and the production of value is mistakenly 

attributed to quasi-Providential forces that are, at once, all-knowing and unconscious. 

Moreover, the equally idealistic conviction that evolution tends toward progress will be 

betrayed as well, and both betrayals occur at the same narrative moment, when the 

creature finally becomes visible and asserts his power, at which point the story will take 

a truly Darwinian turn. Just as the faith of the de Laceys in their “good spirit” will turn 

out to have been misplaced, so too will the faith that Frankenstein (and Chambers) have 

in progress. Until then, the de Laceys persist in the false attribution of the creature’s 

invisible hand to a good spirit, and the narrative itself holds out the possibility that the 

creature will indeed find acceptance and take his rightful place in the noble progression 

of man.28 

From the outset the creature knows that that his inclusion in the family will not 

be complete until he has become visible to them, which is to say, he knows that he must 

elevate himself above the position of the servant in order to be a full-fledged member of 

the little society. Such elevation, he realizes, must consist, at least in part, in gaining 

                                                        

28 For an account of liberalism and slavery missing from my own emphasis on servitude in this novel, see 
Koretsky (2015). 
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access to the linguistic community, a community into which he will be able to insert 

himself only through education. He needs a voice. In this he is not unlike reformers such 

as Maria Edgeworth, who saw education as a means through which to transform the 

working class into full-fledged members of society. To understand what a linguistic 

community would have been in early nineteenth-century Europe it is helpful to consider 

what Friedrich Kittler (1985) calls the “discourse network of 1800,” in which language 

learning was relocated in the body and then carried over into reading as a natural 

extension of speech through the lure of the mother’s mouth: 

The Mother’s Mouth thus freed children from books. Her voice substituted sounds for 
letters, just as in the course of his Scholar’s Tragedy Faust substituted meanings for 
words. The phonetic experiment gave rise to a psychology or psychagogy that made 
possible the complete consuming of texts. Only the mother’s pointing finger retained any 
relation to the optic form of the letter. And when later in life Children picked up a book, 
they would not see letters but hear, with irrepressible longing, a voice between the lines 
(Kittler, 34). 

This “irrepressible longing,” according to the theorists of the late eighteenth-century, 

must be activated early on in the mother-child relationship in order for the rest of the 

child’s education to proceed without failure or aberration. This pedagogical ethos of 

parental attention and childish desire is presumably operative in Frankenstein’s home 

schooling before being short-circuited, as I have explained, when he goes off to 

Ingolstadt: 

Our studies were never forced; and by some means we always had an end placed in 
view, which excited us to ardour in the prosecution of them. It was by this method, and 
not by emulation, that we were urged to application. … Perhaps we did not read so 
many books, or learn languages so quickly, as those who are disciplined according to the 
ordinary methods; but what we learned was impressed the more deeply on our 
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memories (21-2). 

The creature, by contrast, does not begin life under parental tutelage but stumbles into 

it, and rather than education by the mother’s moth his learning resembles an older 

method, namely, mimetic development through the imitation of an example: 

I found that these people possessed a method of communicating their experience and 
feelings to one another by articulate sounds. I perceived that the words they spoke 
sometimes produced pleasure or pain, smiles or sadness, in the minds and countenances 
of the hearers. This was indeed a godlike science, and I ardently desired to become 
acquainted with it (88). 

The creature makes the connection between speech and a certain kind of power 

instantly, and even at a stage in his development when one might call his primary 

feeling toward the de Laceys “love,” there are Miltonic resonances in his desire for the 

“godlike science” of speech. At the same time, he develops the idea that he might be able 

to use language to gain access to the human family: 

I improved, however, sensibly in this science, but not sufficiently to follow up any kind 
of conversation, although I applied my whole mind to the endeavour: for I easily 
perceived that, although I eagerly longed to discover myself to the cottagers, I ought not 
to make the attempt until I had first become master of their language; which knowledge 
might enable me to make them overlook the deformity of my figure; for with this also the 
contrast perpetually presented to my eyes had made me acquainted (90). 

Language, we are told, will grant inclusion. Having been made all too aware of his 

exclusion from the human family, he tries to gain access by acquiring language in much 

the same way as early nineteenth-century educators imagined for the nation: 

This preparation of a general, purified, homogenous medium was something new. Until 
the time of Johan Bodmer and Johan Breitinger, who sent their manuscripts to Leipzig for 
proofreading, the standard of High German was empirical rather than transcendental: 
the Meissen idiom (which was later to become the norm) functioned as one among many 
and was distinguished only be use and respect. The Mother’s Mouth, by contrast, 



 

 158 

 

assured that the high and literary idiom would consist in the very absence of dialect. The 
young Goethe had only the beloved dialect of his native region to counter the “pedantic 
regime” of Saxony. With the planned normalization of speech circa 1800, a campaign 
against all dialects began (Kittler, 36).  

This “campaign” produced a concept of national identity on the basis of purified speech, 

a community fostered by the nuclear family, but one that nevertheless transcended the 

limits of the family through the universality of a “natural” language. 

In spite of the creature’s faith in the universalizing promise of language—a faith 

shared by the reformers of his age—Shelley weaves his steady linguistic progress and 

the intensification of his alienation into a single sentence, grammatically holding 

together trajectories that should move in opposite directions: 

…I easily perceived that, although I eagerly longed to discover myself to the cottagers, I 
ought not to make the attempt until I had first become master of their language; which 
knowledge might enable me to make them overlook the deformity of my figure; for with 
this also the contrast perpetually presented to my eyes had made me acquainted (90). 

Yet again Shelley dispenses with any straightforward representation of progress as the 

creature moves simultaneously toward and away from the human community, gaining 

both language and an awareness of his isolated condition. This dual trajectory is, 

moreover, not merely a matter of seeing difference with his eyes while becoming 

assimilated in his mind, as is clear in what he takes from Felix de Lacey’s lectures on 

history and culture: 

I learned that the possessions most esteemed by your fellow-creatures were, high and 
unsullied descent united with riches. A man might be respected with only one of these 
acquisitions; but without either he was considered, except in very rare instances, as a 
vagabond and a slave, doomed to waste his powers for the profit of the chosen few. And 
what was I? Of my creation and creator I was absolutely ignorant; but I knew that I 
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possessed no money, no friends, no kind of property (96). 

The creature learns that two things determine one’s place in the social hierarchy: wealth 

and “unsullied descent.” Like the creature, the de Laceys are hardly wealthy, but their 

“descent,” in contrast with his own, is “unsullied.” “Descent” is a word that resonates in 

terms of class, but also biology, and it would later become synonymous with “race.” 

These biological connotations are anticipated in his next sentence, in which he folds the 

problem of class into what turns out to be the more fundamental discourse of biology: 

I was, besides, endowed with a figure hideously deformed and loathsome; I was not even 
of the same nature as man. I was more agile than they, and could subsist upon coarser 
diet; I bore the extremes of heat and cold with less injury to my frame; my stature far 
exceeded theirs. When I looked around, I saw and heard of none like me. Was I then a 
monster, a blot upon the earth, from which all men fled, and whom all men disowned 
(96)? 

The creature makes a familiar point, “I was…endowed with a figure hideously 

deformed and loathsome,” but he goes on to say something new: “I was not even of the 

same nature as man.” Of course he identifies himself as “hideously deformed,” but even 

he does not explain his biological difference as simple deformity. To the contrary, he 

goes on to list his virtues, his physical self-sufficiency itself, as aspects of his difference: 

“I was more agile than they, and could subsist upon coarser diet; I bore the extremes of 

heat and cold with less injury to my frame; my stature far exceeded theirs.” But ending, 

as it does, with a question mark, the claim that the creature is a monster to be disowned 
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by mankind remains uncertain, and we are left wondering why education should make 

him aware of not only of his subjection but also his superior power.29 

To begin with, the creature’s education diverges from Kittler’s account of early 

nineteenth-century pedagogy in a way that Safie’s does not. According to his study of 

the profound change in the teaching of language occurring around 1800, children not 

only learned to read speech that came from their mother’s mouths but also by 

implication to hear speech when reading the written word. Having been read to as 

infants, individuals would hear the familial voice in the letters on the page, which 

consequently became infused with the pleasure of remembering having been read to. 

The effect was to collapse speech and writing. The creature, by contrast, learns to read 

according to what was then becoming the obsolete method of imitation from example: 

“My days were spent in close attention, that I might more speedily master the language; 

and I may boast that I improved more rapidly than the Arabian [Safie], who understood 

very little, and conversed in broken accents, whilst I comprehended and could imitate 

almost every word that was spoken” (95). Where the pedagogues of the age insisted on 

the primacy of sound over meaning, the creature grasps the meanings of words almost 

instantly, and while Safie slowly learns to reproduce the sounds formed by Felix’s 

mouth, the creature has a precocious abylity to “imitate” words in their entirety. Speech, 

                                                        

29 While I disagree with Moretti’s (1988) reading of Frankenstein as a “fable,” I would argue that the passages 
involving the de Lacey family do have that structure, the lesson being that an unacknowledged underclass, 
however unavoidable such a state of affairs may be, will unleash the revolutionary violence always latent 
within the organism. 
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for him, does not arise from writing infused with the sense of intimacy between parent 

and child, and in this sense he has no natural language, no mother tongue. 

To make matters worse from the perspective of the pedagogy then in practice, 

the creature abandons Felix’s lessons as soon as he has learned the rudiments of reading 

and proceeds to teach himself using a set of books discovered while collecting firewood, 

namely, The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774), Plutarch’s Lives (~100 CE), and Paradise Lost 

(1667): “The possession of these treasures gave me extreme delight; I now continually 

studied and exercised my mind upon these histories, whist my friends were employed 

in their ordinary occupations” (103). This is the farthest thing from writing subsumed by 

speech, it is writing qua writing, and it manifests the danger of learning to read alone, 

echoing Frankenstein’s own ill-fated autodidactic study of the ancient mystics as a child. 

Writing subsumed by speech, i.e., the kind of literacy that Safie learns through Felix’s 

patient, oral teaching, allowed reading to become a means though which people could 

form broad communities anchored in so-called natural language. The creature, a very 

different kind of reader, has no access to this type of allegedly fundamentally human 

community despite having learned to speak their native tongue proficiently. What he 

learns is not spoken writing, but written speech, oratory. 

The rhetoric of oratory is quite another thing from that of the written vernacular, 

and it has different purposes, among them to distinguish between different registers of 

verbal expression, from the everyday speech of the de Lacey household to the high 
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oratorical style that the creature will use to address his creator. We might think of the 

difference between the oratorical and the everyday in terms of the difference between 

theatre and the novel, a comparison the creature himself invites: “As yet I looked upon 

crime as a distant evil; benevolence and generosity were ever present before me, inciting 

within me a desire to become an actor in the busy scene where so many admirable 

qualities were called forth and displayed” (102-3). Where novel readers consume writing 

as speech, interweaving the voice of the novel’s narrator and the dialogue of its 

characters, theater is consumed only as oratory, the script hidden behind the 

performance of speech acts. As a subject formed by concepts of sensations distinct from 

speech and speech distinct from writing, the creature presents himself to the other 

characters and consequently to us in a sequence of theatrical performances. He is, in a 

sense, out of place in the novel, playing roles in a field of characters that perform only 

themselves, or what they already are. Where they, deliberately or not, reveal something 

of their inner nature, the creature is consequently ineluctably deceptive. 

These two modes of characterization, the novelistic and the theatrical, necessarily 

talk at cross-purposes, for while the one appeals to sympathy, the other strives for 

rhetorical advantage. From Dickens’s (1843) Ebenezer Scrooge to Brönte’s (1847) 

Heathcliff, Doyle’s (1890) Sherlock Holmes and Stoker’s (1897) Count Dracula, Victorian 

fiction has bequeathed us characters that leap off the page and continue to live outside 

the social milieux of the novels in which they were first conceived, characters whose 
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actions are as inhuman as their minds are inscrutable. We must read these one-of-a-kind 

characters as if they were variants suddenly introduced into a field of characters and try 

to understand how they alter the principle organizing that field and for whose benefit. 

There is no if’s, and’s, or but’s about it, Shelley constituted the creature so that he would 

be abandoned by his creator and rejected by the de Laceys. We can also assume that she 

did this for the very reason I have stressed to this point: to call attention to the 

developmental difference of the creature and his consequent status as a powerful actor 

on the stage of biopolitics, both in terms of his physical prowess and his ability as an 

orator cast in what we can now recognize as a proto-Nietzschean (1883) mold. He not 

only embodies but also performs a new concept of the human exception. 

Having recognized that the creature receives a very different kind of education 

than Safie, we can se how Shelley stages a comparison between “natural language”—

which is anything but, and only arises when one learns language from one’s family—

and theatrical performance. In the first instance, one speaks from the heart and performs 

the self so others can know how one thinks and feels, while in the second instance one 

performs from a script, as a character on a stage from which one is, in some sense, 

absent. The stage is a world apart, just as the de Lacey family is for the creature when he 

observes and learns his lines. Thus he learns to think in terms of roles and positions, and 

in place of the mollifying influence of the familial voice, which disciplines impulses and 

enables sympathy, he has learned to arm his desires with rhetoric, his eye ever turned 
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toward advantage. Shelley’s lesson is this: biology entails the possibility of reorganizing 

the social classes, in this case masters and servants, according to a new concept of 

“descent,” later defined as race, and any attempt to overcome that division through the 

elevating power of education, which was Godwin’s project, can have only one 

consequence, and that is not progress, but competition. The newly educated underclass, 

once understood as an inferior race, will not be incorporated into the community in the 

manner of a master’s child, but will instead be driven by their necessary, now 

biologically based exclusion to develop rhetorical tools with which to present an even 

greater threat to any existing social order. Thus the new, biological version of the human 

exception is not the realization of humanity’s potential, but is instead an aberration, a 

being eventually identified, according to Foucault, as a “dangerous individual,” not 

Samuel Johnson, but Jack the Ripper. 

In “About the concept of the ‘dangerous individual’ in nineteenth-century legal 

psychiatry” (1978), Foucault describes “the dangerous individual” as a paradoxical 

creature whose criminality consist in what he is rather than what he does: “it entailed 

identifying crimes whose reason, whose author, whose ‘legally responsible agent’ so to 

speak, is that part of the subject which is beyond his responsibility; that is, the insanity 

which hides in him and which he cannot even control” (5). As he asks toward the end of 

his essay, “by bringing increasingly to the fore not only the criminal as author of the act, 

but also the dangerous individual as potential source of acts, does one not give society 
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rights over the individual based on what he is?” (17). This, he observes, marks a 

profound shift from the legal framework of the eighteenth-century: “A form of justice 

which tends to be applied to what one is, this is what is so outrageous when one thinks 

of the penal law of which the eighteenth-century reformers had dreamed, and which 

was intended to sanction, in a completely egalitarian way, offenses explicitly defined 

beforehand by the law” (17). Decades before the “dangerous individual” was “invented” 

by “Nineteenth-century psychiatry” and codified by law (5), Shelley recognized it as an 

inevitable entailment of the newly biological conception of man and brought it to life on 

the pages of Frankenstein. 

To see precisely what education does to the creature instead of bringing him into 

the family, we need look no farther than the effect of Paradise Lost: 

Like Adam, I was created apparently united by no link to any other being in existence; 
but his state was far different from mine in every other respect. He had come forth from 
the hands of God a perfect creature, happy and prosperous, guarded by the especial care 
of his Creator; he was allowed to converse with, and acquire knowledge from beings of a 
superior nature: but I was wretched, helpless, and alone. Many times I considered Satan 
as the fitter emblem of my condition; for often, like him, when I viewed the bliss of my 
protectors, the bitter gall of envy rose within me (105). 

The creature identifies with Adam insofar as he is “united by no link to any other being 

in existence,” but unlike Adam he is not made in the image of his maker and so lacks all 

hope of a companion or counterpart among those humans now populating the earth. 

Although he claims to read Paradise Lost “as a true history,” he rules out the possibility 

of a benevolent creator with a reason for making him monstrous to other men. The result 



 

 166 

 

of his humanistic education, therefore, is not only to heighten his feeling of desolation, 

but also to provide him with a form of identity in the prototype of all the early modern 

protagonists who tested the ultimate sovereignty of God: Milton’s Lucifer. 

Thus he plays the role of sovereign rebel when his final attempt to join the 

human community fails, the scene in which he snatches William—who is supposedly 

too young “to have imbibed a horror of deformity” and who is therefore 

“unprejudiced”—in the hope of raising the boy to become his friend (116): 

He [William] struggled violently; “Let me go,” he cried; “monster! ugly wretch! 
you wish to eat me, and tear me to pieces – You are an ogre – Let me go, or I will tell my 
papa.” 

“Boy, you will never see your father again; you must come with me.” 
“Hideous monster! let me go; My papa is a Syndic – he is M. Frankenstein – he 

would punish you. You dare not keep me” (117). 
 “Frankenstein! you belong then to my enemy–to him towards whom I have 

sworn eternal revenge; you shall be my first victim.” 
The child still struggled, and loaded me with epithets which carried despair to 

my heart: I grasped his throat to silence him, and in a moment he lay dead at my feet. 
I gazed on my victim, and my heart swelled with exultation and hellish triumph: 

clapping my hands, I exclaimed, “I, too, can create desolation; my enemy is not 
impregnable; this death will carry despair to him, and a thousand other miseries shall 
torment and destroy him” (117). 

Clearly, the creature reads William’s words not as the desperate pleas of a terrified child, 

but as the indignant citation of the authority of his family name and his father’s position 

in government. Rather than seeing William as little boy, with whom anyone else would 

be expected sympathize, the creature understands himself to be facing an agent of the 

ancien régime. He does not engage with the child in the register of everyday speech, and 

indeed makes no real effort to communicate. Instead, he declaims: “you will never see 
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your father again” and “you must come with me,” and later, talking at William rather 

than to him: “Frankenstein! you belong then to my enemy–to him towards whom I have 

sworn eternal revenge; you shall be my first victim.” No real explanations are offered to 

the boy, who cannot possibly have any idea of what is happening or why, because the 

creature is not so much speaking as performing, and the lines he recites with the most 

pathos amount to nothing less than a soliloquy delivered over William’s corpse: “I, too, 

can create desolation; my enemy is not impregnable; this death will carry despair to him, 

and a thousand other miseries shall torment and destroy him.” While it might make 

sense for the creature to think such a thing, saying it out loud is neither “true to life” nor 

a conventional of the novel, and even the gesture of clapping his hands belongs less to 

the novel than to melodrama. When he completes the scene with a blatantly Miltonic 

reference to “hellish triumph,” he leaves no doubt whatsoever that he is playing a role. 

In fact, he literally reverses the idea of natural language, which is the expression of true 

feelings in everyday speech, and takes to speaking writing, i.e. stage performance. Even 

his feeling of “hellish triumph” is not his own, but Lucifer’s—he merely performs it. 

This is the new human exception, the superman biologically defined, unknowable and 

epically sovereign. 

To understand what Shelley is doing by giving this Enlightenment concept a 

biological form and letting it loose in eighteenth-century Europe, the time of the story, 

we have to understand what conceptual incompatibility makes it impossible for the 
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creature to coexist with the traditional household. Even prior to their different 

educations, we have yet to understand why Safie can be admitted to the family but he 

cannot. Consider the scene in which the creature finally approaches the father of the de 

Lacey household. Though blind, he only needs to hear the creature speak in order to 

assure him: “I am blind, and cannot judge of your countenance, but there is something 

in your words which persuades me that you are sincere. I am poor, and an exile; but it 

will afford me true pleasure to be in any way serviceable to a human creature” (109). 

While absolutely sincere, the creature has nevertheless presented himself as a man like 

any other, knowing he has perfected the idiom of the household to the point where he 

can pass as one of them. At the level of rhetoric alone his performance succeeds, but 

then Felix, Safie, and Agatha enter the scene: 

Who can describe their horror and consternation on beholding me? Agatha fainted; and 
Safie, unable to attend to her friend, rushed out of the cottage. Felix darted forward, and 
with supernatural force tore me from his father, to whose knees I clung: in a transport of 
fury, he dashed me to the ground, and struck me violently with a stick (110). 

To hear the creature is to be persuaded of his humanity; to see him is to be overcome by 

violent affect. Given these facts, we must consider what his “deformity” is that it should 

elicit such an extreme reaction. 

This is a question of biological aesthetics, a new way of seeing the world 

illustrated beautifully by the first and most convincing of its practitioners in the early 

nineteenth century, Archdeacon William Paley. Decades before Robert Chambers 

published Vestiges, Paley argued for God’s existence on the basis of biology in his 
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influential book, Natural Theology (1802). Although the main thrust of his argument is 

that the proof of intelligent design rests on the precision of organic function—the 

famous “watchmaker” parable—he also makes a claim on the basis of natural beauty: 

In our own species, for example, only consider what the parts and materials are, of which 
the fairest body is composed; and no further observation will be necessary to show, how 
well these things are wrapped up, so as to form a mass, which shall be capable of 
symmetry in its proportion, and of beauty in its aspect: how the bones are covered, the 
bowels concealed, the roughnesses of the muscle smoothed and softened; and how over 
the whole is drawn an integument, which converts the disgusting materials of a 
dissecting-room into an object of attraction to the sight, or one upon which it rests, at 
least, with ease and satisfaction” (126). 

In its simplest form, Paley’s argument here is that special care appears to have been 

taken to endow nature, in this case the human organism, with a beauty that testifies to 

the existence of a God who is as artful as he is ingenious. This claim is repeated many 

times over with regard to animals, trees, flowers, and so forth, but in the case of the 

human being he supplements his praise with a reference to “the disgusting materials of 

a dissecting-room.” What appears before us as the beauty of the human form thus 

protects us from the grisly biological facts of human existence: 

…were beauty, or agreeableness of aspect, entirely out of the question, there is another 
purpose answered by this integument [the skin]…which is of still greater importance; 
and that purpose is concealment. Were it possible to view through the skin the mechanism 
of our bodies, the sight would frighten us out of our wits” (Paley, 129; original 
emphasis). 

Put another way, natural beauty exists not only for its own sake but also to hide a truth 

that is too horrible bear. If the presence of beauty in nature provides us with proof of a 

Creator, then the logical implication is that in the absence of natural beauty our belief in 
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God must falter. The “disgusting materials of a dissecting-room” are disgusting not only 

by virtue of their contrast to the beauty of the living form, but also by virtue of being 

merely “materials.” It is God’s absence that natural beauty conceals. Thus Paley 

contradicts himself in ways that Shelley will exploit: working so hard to maintain the 

integrity and perfection of each natural form of life, he pulls the skin too tight on his 

theory, exposing the merciless machinery of nature within.30 

Like Marx, who embraced capitalism only to animate its contradictions, Shelley 

exposes Natural Theology’s contradictions by setting them in motion, embodying the 

concept of the organism to reveal God’s absence in exactly the way that Paley seeks to 

obscure. Recall Frankenstein’s first impression of the creature after bringing him to life: 

How can I describe my emotions at this catastrophe, or how delineate the wretch whom 
with such infinite pains and care I had endeavored to form? His limbs were in 
proportion, and I had selected his features as beautiful. Beautiful!—Great God! His 
yellow skin scarcely covered the work of muscles and arteries beneath; his hair was of a 
lustrous black, and flowing; his teeth of a pearly whiteness; but these luxuriances only 
formed a more horrid contrast with his watery eyes, that seemed almost of the same 
color as the dun white sockets in which they were set, his shriveled complexion and 
straight black lips (39). 

                                                        

30 See Morgan. In further work on Victorian aesthetics, I would take Maurice Maeterlinck’s key claim in The 
Intelligence of Flowers (1907), that there is no uniquely human concept of beauty, as a jumping of point for the 
argument, contra Morgan, that we cannot fully understand Victorian aesthetics as the transformation of 
aesthetics into a science. The reason that aesthetics became a subject of scientific study during the end of the 
period was because beauty had already been transformed into a sometimes-fatal, sometimes-vital mode of 
relation between organisms during the earlier part of the period. We can still see this conceptual move in 
contemporary works like Michael J. Ryan’s A Taste for the Beautiful (2018). This shift—from beauty as a 
philosophical concept of the ideal to beauty as a potent biological relation—was a consequence of the 
reconceptualization of the individual as an organism. It was only later—decades after novelists, poets, and 
painters had redefined beauty in order to reimagine the individual as an organism—that scientists got 
around to studying beauty in a systematic way. 
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Frankenstein “selected” the “features” of his exceptional man for their beauty. However, 

having brought to life his theory that the sum of such parts must be a whole that exceeds 

the ordinary human form in beauty, the combination proves hideous by virtue of its 

excess. To identify Victor’s purely biological assemblage as a radical misconception of a 

human being, Shelley has him make the creature out of the very “materials of a 

dissecting-room” that Paley finds so antagonistic to the beauty of natural creation: large 

“limbs,” “yellow skin,” “the work of muscles and arteries,” “flowing” “hair…of a 

lustrous black,” “teeth of a pearly whiteness,” “watery eyes” in “dun white sockets,” a 

“shriveled complexion,” and “straight black lips.” (37). As an assemblage of parts 

gleaned from a larger and obviously heterogeneous population, he personifies the inter-

species heritage that defines an organism with an innate capacity to evolve and assume 

new forms. Even if his parts were strictly human, the production of his body and mind 

make him unique among the characters in Shelley’s novel in that he visibly displays a 

body and disposition that has neither been fashioned by a divine creator nor schooled 

for a position within human society. The creature’s existence amounts to the emergence 

of random variation into a providential narrative that should rule out exactly such an 

occurrence. 

Over and against the concept of preordination held by Paley and later by 

Chambers, emergence is an event where something new comes into existence within a 
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closed system and on the basis of material contingency alone.31 With the creature’s 

emergence, then, the very idea of emergence displaces teleology, eliminating the 

predictable improvement and the narrative of progress. When Shelley makes this move 

from teleology to emergence, she does so not only in implicitly metaphysical terms, but 

also in formal terms that hijack the bildungsroman. Frankenstein is born, educated at 

home, and sent out into the world for his own improvement so that he may in turn 

contribute to the improvement of the world. But when he tries to implement his 

education, which aims at making him the master and manipulator of nature, the 

emergence of the creature throws the entire novel off that trajectory and onto another, 

which becomes evident as soon as the creature begins to narrate his own story. Nothing 

about his life goes according to plan, and his education consists of a series of chance 

encounters with nature, with various human beings, with language, and with books. 

While education makes him wise in the ways of men and able to use their language, it 

does not socialize him. Rather than prepare him to contribute to the wellbeing of 

humankind, which he is initially inclined to do, his education transforms him into a 

threat. Where the story of Frankenstein set out to fulfill a narrative of improvement, the 

creature’s narration reverses that premise. He not only renders the future of the species 

                                                        

31 In Problems of Life and Mind, Volume II: The Foundations of a Creed (1875), Lewes coined the term “emergent” 
as a noun naming the result of any combination of unlike components that does not resemble any of its 
components: “The emergent is unlike its components in so far as these are incommensurable, and it cannot 
be reduced either to their sum or their difference” (369). 
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uncertain, but also suggests that the narrative of progress is bound to produce such 

mistakes, for it is Frankenstein’s effort to improve the species that has jeopardized it. 

Nearly a century later G.H. Lewes’ would coin the term “emergent,” and that 

would make it possible for thinkers like Henri Bergson and C. Lloyd Morgan to identify 

something that had been implicit in biological science from the outset, namely, that 

random variation is the inevitable byproduct of the unpredictable, emergent character of 

life itself.  Bergson’s Creative Evolution (1907) was the first widely read text to link 

evolution and emergence in an obvious way. Morgan’s Emergent Evolution (1922) was 

the first work of mainstream evolutionary theory to introduce emergence as an 

explanation for biological variation. Both authors treat their claims as evident from The 

Origin of Species, while Darwin traces his own ideas about the randomness of biological 

variation to earlier biologists like Isidore Geoffroy St-Hilaire, from whom he takes the 

law of “correlated variation,” the notion that: “In man, as in the lower animals, many 

structures are so intimately related, that when one part varies so does another, without 

our being able, in most cases, to assign any reason. … Various monstrosities, as I. 

Geoffroy repeatedly insists, are thus intimately connected” (Descent 62).32 Thus, while 

“emergence” may be an idea credited to Lewes in 1875, it has been a part of modern 

biological science from its conception. That we should find it playing a definitive role in 

                                                        

32 Though he offers no citation himself apart from the man’s name, Darwin presumably gets the law of 
correlated variation from St-Hilaire’s (1832-1837) Histoire générale et particulière des anomalies de l’organisation 
chez l’homme et les animaux. 
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Frankenstein is not a peculiar anachronism but rather a testament to the extent to which 

biology is a system of thought that Shelley’s novel skillfully sets in motion. In place of 

providential planning, the evolutionary dynamic animating Shelley’s novel ushers in a 

world where variations emerge, compete, and change or die, all without the benefit of a 

transcendent overseer. Through his reading of Paradise Lost, the creature comes to 

understand this world, well before his creator does, as one in which immanent power 

has displaced transcendent preordination. Such a world is ruled by irreducible 

uncertainty, which sets the stage for a debate between the creature and his creator, a 

debate that asks to be read as one between man-as-species and the Enlightenment, in 

which competing narratives of emergence and progress directly confront each other and 

fail to find a resolution. 

3.2.2 One Bad Turn Deserves Another 

The debate between the creature and his creator, the agreement they come to, 

and Frankenstein’s failure to keep that agreement, amount to a conceptual working 

through of the conflict between Enlightenment man and man-as-species, a conflict that 

will relegate Enlightenment man to the past and set modern men against each other in 

an anti-social struggle for survival. In their first verbal exchange, the creature takes up 

the now hopeless task of the traditional novel, which is to have Frankenstein 

acknowledge his status as a rational individual with whom it will be possible to contract 

a binding agreement. Insofar as the very category of “individual” is a social category 
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that differentiates the man of reason and property from his dependents—women, 

children, servants—whose interests he serves, this is clearly asking too much. By means 

of his oratorical skill and uncanny political sense, however, the creature temporarily 

persuades Frankenstein that, like Rousseau’s (1762b) “first man,” he represents himself 

and potential dependents and can, if allowed, become the individual of the “social 

contract.” In so doing, the creature reframes his debate with Frankenstein as to whether 

or not the latter is obliged to create a mate for the creature. Rather than a debate between 

human and non-human perspectives, the debate temporarily brings them together as 

two rational human perspectives in the public sphere. This delicate equilibrium allows 

Shelley to dramatize the problem of the new biology for Enlightenment humanism, 

namely: is human nature inherently reasonable and social, or is human nature, being 

biological at base, inherently opposed to reason? If the former, then the creature will, if 

granted his wish, live within the contractual equilibrium of the debate. The creature 

indeed proposes to cohabit the earth with human beings under a Hobbesian contract 

whereby he gives up his violence against mankind and in return is granted property and 

a household of his own. Because it rests on the assumption that the new biological man 

can be incorporated within a modern contractual society, however, this détente is short 

lived. Enlightenment man and the new biological man cannot cohabit the same 

conceptual framework, nor can the novel imagine them cohabiting the earth, each in his 
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own way.33 Henceforth, nature is opposed to reason and requires discipline to make it 

sociable. 

While the creature’s oratorical virtuosity allows him to perform as a rational 

individual, it does not prevent Frankenstein, when left to the work of assembling a 

second creature of female parts, from coming to the recognition that the biological 

organism he is assembling will have neither an individual’s self-consistency nor his self-

containment and therefore lacks the capacity for self-sovereignty. The conflict between 

the two concepts of the human being reemerges as Frankenstein imagines the 

consequences of his work: what will it mean for the future of the human species that he 

has produced not only an individual but now, with the creation of a female, also a 

different and potentially hostile species? This recognition moves the goalposts of his 

initial debate with the creature. What began as an argument between two different 

human perspectives proves to be a difference between humanity and a potentially 

different species, a difference in kind that nullifies the basis for a contractual agreement. 

Even though he knows that vengeance will descend upon him and every human being 

with whom he has a meaningful relationship, it is only reasonable that he should tear up 

the half constructed female and incur the creature’s wrath. The future of the human 

species hangs in the balance. We must note that Frankenstein buys into the new ethos of 

                                                        

33 See Mellor (2001) for the argument, very much opposed to my own, that Frankenstein offers a critique of 
race. I would argue, instead, that it emphasizes racial rivalry in a way that Darwin would later in Voyages of 
the Beagle (1839). 
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primitive warfare in which his kind must survive and bequeath their features to 

posterity. In terms of the conceptual battle, then, the nineteenth-century definition of 

man as organism will have won. 

Tempting though it may be to respond to the creature as a “noble savage” who 

might have lived in harmony with nature if provided with a mate and territory of his 

own, we should remember that not one character in the entire novel could cast eyes on 

the creature and acknowledge his humanity.34 We should also remember that the British 

imperial effort to civilize the dark places of the world was underway. Thus it is again in 

speech alone that the creature successfully lays claim to fully human status. Unless and 

until his human interlocutors confront the overwhelming reality of his appearance, they 

are incapable of resisting his power of eloquence, which overcomes his hideousness only 

during his debate with Frankenstein. The tension between that performance and the 

spectacle of his variation from the human norm reappears as Frankenstein resumes 

narration: “The being finished speaking, and fixed his looks upon me in expectation of a 

reply. But I was bewildered, perplexed, and unable to arrange my ideas sufficiently to 

understand the full extent of his proposition” (118). 

                                                        

34 By reading the creature as fundamentally biologically inassimilable, my argument runs counter to a long-
standing tradition of treating the acceptance of the creature as the moral imperative of the novel. This 
tradition includes but cannot be limited to exemplary text such as Poovey (1980), Spivak (1986), Veeder 
(1986), Johnson (1986), Mellor (1998), Wolfson (1990), Lew (1991), and Latour (1996). I am indebted to 
Mitchell (forthcoming) for my reading of this list of texts as exemplifying the tradition of treating the 
acceptance of the creature as Frankenstein’s moral injunction. 
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Frankenstein’s initial bewilderment as to the implications of the creature’s 

proposition results from his sudden inability to “arrange [his] ideas sufficiently,” and he 

has every right to be confused. A “being” he does not recognize as human argues like 

the best of men on behalf of a proposition that would indeed be perfectly reasonable if 

he were in fact a human being. For his part, the creature is acutely aware that his status 

as an interlocutor, and thus the success of his proposition, hinges on his antagonist’s 

willingness to recognize of him as an equal. Paradoxically, however, what the creature 

proposes is exactly what he lacks in order to compete on an even playing field: “You 

must create a female for me, with whom I can live in the interchange of those 

sympathies necessary for my being. This you alone can do; and I demand it of you as a 

right which you must not refuse” (118). Notice how he splits apart two modes of 

relation, “sympathy” and “right,” both of which the Enlightenment had conceptualized 

as fundamentally human and thus as inherently compatible. For Adam Smith, sympathy 

is something one rights-bearing individual feels for another-rights bearing individual, 

but only insofar as he is able to imagine himself in the other’s position. This capacity, the 

foundation of human sociality for Locke (1690) and Hutcheson (1755) as well as Smith 

(1759), does not extend to the mob of non-individuals in which affect spreads like a 

“contagion” (Smith’s word). By contrast, as an older form of discourse, rhetoric does not 

elicit sympathy. The figures of logic (logos) persuade syllogistically, whereas the figures 

of pathos “move” the listener to agree with the orator’s position. A powerful argument 
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in Renaissance rhetoric is composed of both, along with “ethos,” or figures of moral 

justification. The creature is obviously mobilizing all three categories, as does Miton’s 

Lucifer. Thus he uses rhetoric to remain persuasive while he divides sympathy from 

right, demanding one partner for sympathy (the mate) while demanding only the 

recognition of his rights from his interlocutor, from whom he readily admits that 

sympathy is impossible. Contrary to the Enlightenment discourse of “moral sentiments,” 

reason and feeling have begun to operate in opposite directions, and while “rights” may 

be owed to the creature as a self-sovereign being, “sympathy” is owed to him only by 

his own kind. Right and sympathy now amount to different orders of recognition, 

respectively political and personal. Having used oratory to perform as an individual, he 

issues a demand for the “right” to self-sovereignty from Frankenstein and for sympathy 

from another of his own kind. 

No sooner have reason and feeling split apart than do they enter into conflict 

within and between this pair of characters, a conflict in which reason increasingly comes 

to operate as a curb that socializes feeling. Thus, by passionately refusing “consent” and 

claiming that he will not change his mind even under “torture” (119), Frankenstein 

hands over the position of rationality to the creature, who finds Frankenstein lacking in 

his own (Enlightenment) terms: “‘You are in the wrong,’ replied the fiend; ‘and, instead 

of threatening, I am content to reason with you’” (119). Arguing for nature over nurture, 

the creature claims to be “malicious” only because he is “miserable,” asserting: “Let 
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[man] live with me in the interchange of kindness, and, instead of injury, I would 

bestow every benefit upon him with tears of gratitude at his acceptance.” “But,” he 

acknowledges realistically, “that cannot be; the human senses are insurmountable 

barriers to our union” (119). Here, still following the creature, we encounter the 

biological “barriers” to any kind of “union” of the creature with the human family, as 

this one sentence lays bare the absurdity of his own arguments to the effect that he be 

treated as a fellow human, making tolerance antithetical to reason. Indeed, the creature 

reframes his renewed demand for a mate as the logical alternative to tolerance. 

To do so, he abandons the language of “consent” and “reason” in favor of an 

overtly bellicose oratorical style appropriate to that which Milton’s Lucifer resorts after 

breaking his contract with God. In accepting his exclusion from the company of human 

beings, the creature warns his creator, “mine shall not be the submission of abject 

slavery. I will revenge my injuries: if I cannot inspire love, I will cause fear; and chiefly 

towards you my arch-enemy, because my creator, do I swear inextinguishable hatred. 

Have a care: I will work at your destruction, nor finish until I desolate your heart, so that 

you curse the hour of your birth” (119). This is the language of Jacobean revenge 

tragedy, such as one finds in Percy’s Cenci (1819). If humanity finds his difference 

intolerable, he will coexist as an equal, peaceably or otherwise; their interaction will 

depend entirely on man. Thus the creature dramatizes what character he will assume: if 

left alone and scorned by man, then Lucifer, but if granted a companion, then a noble 
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savage and potentially a reasonable man. 

Ceding no ground, the creature “calm[s] himself,” and in an obviously calculated 

move, he continues: “I intended to reason. This passion is detrimental to me; for you do 

not reflect that you are the cause of its excess” (119). No sooner has he displayed his 

“excess” of “passion” in becoming what he is in relation to his milieu than he reasserts 

his rationality by bringing it under control and attributing his excess to Frankenstein. He 

signals this supplicatory turn with words like “benevolence” and “peace” before 

insisting that his is the “reasonable and moderate” position of the two (119). 

Frankenstein has to admit that he has been “moved” to see there is “some justice in his 

argument,” that his opponent’s “tale, and the feelings he now expressed, proved him to 

be a creature of fine sensations” (120). It is only now, after establishing his rights, 

identifying the biological impossibility of a “union” with mankind, and brandishing his 

tremendous capacity for violence that the creature offers his solution: “If you consent, 

neither you nor any other human being shall ever see us again: I will go to the vast wilds 

of South America” (120), quitting “Europe for ever, and every other place in the 

neighbourhood of man” (122). 

Offering Frankenstein options like Lucifer, who offered Adam the option of 

eating from the tree of knowledge and compromising God’s absolute sovereignty, this 

secondary social contract radically alters the first. Having thrown in his lot with science, 

Frankenstein has destroyed the security enjoyed as the human exception and thrown in 
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his lot with secular materialism and the principle of emergence. On the cusp of the 

nineteenth century, the modern individual confronts a new set of options. These begin to 

play out in the final stage of the debate, when the tension between creature’s 

appearance-as-organism and his performance-as-individual becomes a preoccupation 

for Frankenstein himself, and by extension, for Enlightenment man: 

His words had a strange effect upon me. I compassionated him, and sometimes felt a 
wish to console him; but when I looked upon him, when I saw the filthy mass that 
moved and talked, my heart sickened, and my feelings were altered to those of horror 
and hatred. I tried to stifle these sensations; I thought, that as I could not sympathize 
with him, I had no right to withhold from him the small portion of happiness which was 
yet in my power to bestow (121). 

Frankenstein must struggle to “stifle” his own “sensations”: he cannot “sympathize,” 

and is instead tossed between the emotion provoked by the creature’s rhetoric and the 

“horror and hatred” provoked by “the filthy mass” of his body. Clearly he cannot stifle 

his sensations; they are no longer his to stifle. They are in excess of him and mediate his 

relation to his milieu, shaping reason, not shaped by it. Thus he emerges from his 

encounter with a sub-human variation as an organism, one of the human species, and no 

longer an individual in the Enlightenment sense. I have already shown that the 

creature’s existence as Miltonic fiend or noble savage hinges on external material factors, 

factors Frankenstein is in some position to affect. Now, however, the same has become 

true of Frankenstein, whose “sensations”—disgust and compassion alike—arise not 

from within, but from interactions that are as ecological as they are social. Here, then, 

are the new options, not between the absolute monarchy of Providence and the wild 
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ontology of secular materialism, but rather between discipline and population control, 

both of which are management strategies for a secular, material world. Frankenstein 

concludes: “the justice due both to him and my fellow creatures demanded of me that I 

should comply with his request” (122), but the word “justice” here is a screen. The 

“justice due” to the creature amounts to a speculative proposition: if I treat him as a man 

perhaps he will become one. The “justice due” to Frankenstein’s “fellow creatures,” an 

apt description of what humanity has become, amounts to an attempt at damage control: 

if I give the monster what he wants perhaps he will go away and stop killing people. 

Thus he opts for discipline, hoping that the contract will do the work of shaping the 

creature into the individual it presupposes him to be, but it is a changed Frankenstein 

who goes back to work. 

It is only when back at work that Frankenstein re-litigates the debate, and by this 

means Shelley lifts the screen of Enlightenment words like “justice” to reveal the 

biopolitical concerns that have come to structure sovereignty and its subject: “I was now 

about to form another being, of whose dispositions I was alike ignorant; she might 

become ten thousand times more malignant than her mate, and delight, for its own sake, 

in murder and wretchedness” (138). When he first approached the problem of creating 

life, he did so from within a narrative of progress, which has since been hijacked by the 

emergence of a variation that threatens the very existence of humanity. The process of 

repeating his initial mistake breaks the spell of the creature’s oratory. Thus as he 
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continues to work, the unpredictable factors multiply: “He [the creature] had sworn to 

quit the neighbourhood of man, and hide himself in deserts; but she [the mate] had not; 

and she, who in all probability was to become a thinking and reasoning animal, might 

refuse to comply with a compact made before her creation” (138). Hobbes thought it 

altogether reasonable that successive generations would observe the contract to which 

their forebears had agreed—after all, why would they not prefer a world in which every 

man was not at war against all others? It is on this point that nineteenth-century biology 

sweeps away the logic of the social contract once and for all. Sexual desire itself poses a 

problem, for the newly made female “might turn with disgust from” the creature “to the 

superior beauty of man; she might quit him, and he be again alone, exasperated by the 

fresh provocation of being deserted by one of his own species” (138). The fact is that 

there can be no political stability in the absence of a rational social order, to which the 

organism, by the creature’s own admission, can never belong.35 

In this respect Shelley’s creature anticipates the driving theme of H. Ryder 

Haggard’s She (1886), that of an alternative and far more powerful race: “Even if they 

were to leave Europe, and inhabit the deserts of the new world, yet one of the first 

results of those sympathies for which the dæmon thirsted would be children, and a race 

                                                        

35 I would go so far as to say that the opposition between social contract theory and biopolitics stages, at the 
level of the individual qua organism, a tragedy not unlike Hegel’s (1807) reading of Antigone (441 BCE) in 
“The Ethical Order” in the Phenomenology of Spirit. We are confronted not with a single ethical system 
according to which one side should prevail, but with two, between which there can be no accord, and so 
might becomes right. 
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of devils would be propagated upon the earth, who might make the very existence of the 

species of man a condition precarious and full of terror” (138). This may be the first time 

in history that the extinction of the human race is imagined as a possibility for other than 

Providential reasons.36 Emergence displaces the transcendent planner and renders the 

engine of change immanent to a material world governed by principles that often elude 

human understanding. Population discourse is as good a descriptor as any for the idea 

that human life is governed by the limits of the material milieu rather than the foresight 

of a deity. 

With the rise of “population” to invoke the threat of surplus humanity, the term 

“scarcity” comes into prominence. From the moment the creature emerges into 

consciousness to the moment when Frankenstein breaks his promise, scarcity slowly but 

surely creeps across the landscape of the novel until it governs the world in which 

Shelley plays out her conflict of ideas: scarcity of food, of land, of sympathy and sexual 

gratification. The world of scarcity brings with it the risk of an increasing and 

unmanageable population, one that will not submit to discipline. The debate, which 

began as a debate between Enlightenment man and man-as-species, has progressed from 

a difference of opinion that observes the protocols of rational intercourse to an absolute 

                                                        

36 As I have argued in Stillman (2015), the Victorian discourse of city management begins from the premise 
of extinction as a possible outcome for the human species, and that sarts with Malthus and Frankenstein. It is 
from this discourse, I claim, that we get our own discourse of the “anthropocene,” a time during which the 
management of the global ecosystem is akin to that of the Victorian city in being a matter for top-down 
control. See Davies (2016) for an account of the anthropocene. 
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difference that requires the educated individual to defend himself against man-as-

species: a ruling social class individual pitted against a subspecies it must control. 

3.3 The Average Man 

I have explained the kind of subjectivity performed by Frankenstein’s narrators 

as one that operates in relation to an “ideal” type. This is the concept of human 

“improvement” that governed theories of development, as well as the disciplinary 

methods they spawned, from Locke (1693) to Wollstoncraft (1792). I have shown how 

such an ideal drives Frankenstein’s narrative until it goes off the rails, which happens 

because he attempts to exceed the limit of the ideal. Thus the ideal also drives the project 

that derails him, i.e., an improvement on the ideal human type. That is how 

Frankenstein’s story becomes entwined with the creature’s, in which the ideal defines 

the creature as a monster by contrast with the model he actually realizes. The greatness 

that Frankenstein and his monstrous creation achieve is consequently that of Milton’s 

(1667) Satan and Goethe’s (1806) Faust, manifesting itself in the epic rhetoric in which 

they rewrite their respective failures to achieve normative humanity. Shelley’s first and 

final narrator, however, is not such an epic figure. Where Frankenstein and his creature 

exist in relation to metaphysical ideals, this narrator’s story, as we will see, is modulated 

by the consensual community norms presiding over the novel as a written form. 

Lacking the rhetorical prowess of his counterparts, Walton’s language transforms 

the rhetoric of Shelley’s other narrators into the vernacular style of the novel, not only 
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recapitulating the modern fall into prose, but also demonstrating how writing in the 

language of the everyday produced the nineteenth-century subject. His use of the 

traditional epistolary mode stands in sharp contrast with the theatrical oratory of his 

counterparts, and, as such, offers a clear instance of what Kittler calls writing-as-speech, 

or writing that speaks directly to all readers. When considered in light of Kittler’s work 

on early nineteenth-century pedagogy and the rapid spread of vernacular prose, these 

two rhetorical styles—epic and vernacular—become expressions of how different kinds 

of educations in literacy produced different kinds of subjects. Walton’s development in 

particular emerges as an account of the formation of what would come, within two 

decades, to be called the “average man”.37 Where Frankenstein, a figure of the 

Enlightenment individual, measures himself against a standard of absolute perfection, 

Walton must adapt his ambitions, aspirations, and sense of capability against norms 

formulated by a community. The bottom line for nineteenth-century man is whether he 

diminishes or enhances the wellbeing of his community and does so without violating 

the social norms that constitute belonging.38 Along these same lines, Walton’s language 

                                                        

37 I am referring to Adolphe Quetelet’s Sur l'homme et le développement de ses facultés, ou Essai de physique 
sociale (1835), in which he invents the concept of the “average man,” a set of statistical averages of the parts 
of men amalgamated into a single imaginary figure. It was translated as A Treatise on Man and the 
Development of his Faculties in 1842. 
38 See Spencer. Spencer’s was the first thoroughgoing formalization of the social organism as a concept, but 
the oft-recognized highlights are twofold: first, that the health of a society must be studied in terms of its 
social relations, rather than individual health per se, and second, that these relations, in their proper 
function, are naturally and progressively normative. Thus the division of the labor, including the sexual 
division of labor—a central concept for Herbert Spencer’s evolutionism—is rendered a natural function of 
the human organism both in terms of its internal construction, which varies by class, race, and sex, and in 
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exemplifies writing-as-speech and by virtue of that fact records the ascendance of the 

novel as a form of vernacular writing that both individuates and limits a writer’s 

ambition to distinguish himself as an individual. 

As the de facto product of the conflict played out by the novel’s other narrators, 

Walton’s story demonstrates the rise of vernacular prose over the classical rhetoric of the 

Enlightenment. Kittler informs us that vernacular writing rapidly expanded popular 

literacy at the start of the nineteenth century, and according to Jacque Ranciére (2004) 

this newly ubiquitous writing was uniquely “democratic” (21), for it was a kind of 

writing “in which the writer is anybody and the reader is anybody” (14).39 Where 

classical oratory was meant to place speakers and listeners in a social hierarchy in which 

each social register mastered those below, democratic writing was, well, democratic. 

Thus the metastasis of print vernacular, or what Foucault considers government by 

“discourse,” emerged as a technology of writing that replaced hierarchical differences of 

kind with new differences within the same leveled population of readers. 

                                                        

 

terms of its normative relations to others. The Bröntes, Shelley, Dickens, and other novelists, take on the 
problem of the social organism in largely the same terms as Spencer, but remove his normative, teleological 
frame. This allows them to explore the problem of “artificiality,” in much the same way as Darwin does, as a 
non-normative outgrowth and sub-category of the “natural.” Put simply, Spencer gives us the terms of the 
discourse, and fiction animates them, the result of which is their transformation. 
39 I say “vernacular writing” rather than “literature” or “fiction” because literature would soon authorize 
itself as an institution by devising rules to distinguish itself from the kind of “democratic writing” with 
which Ranciére (2004) equates the popular nineteenth-century novel. 
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The parallel between the new readership and a biological population, first 

imagined by Malthus and later essential to Darwin, should by now be obvious. Both are 

capable of spreading exponentially, and both therefore force us to formulate regulatory 

norms retroactively. Both phenomena aim at maximizing life, even though that effort 

necessarily requires putting controls on its proliferation: communication proliferates by 

literary rules of appropriateness, and biological species proliferate through the (equally 

rule bound) struggle for survival. In terms of print, vernacular writing allows one author 

to multiply himself in many readers, some of whom become writers themselves, of 

which attract some readers in turn, ad infinitum, and this explains how certain 

variations of prose narratives gathered steam over the last half of the eighteenth-century 

and into the Victorian period: the more novels are read, presumably, the more are 

written, as Franco Moretti (2000) explains in his account of detective fiction. 

Alternatively, as he also points out, they may go extinct.40 Generic normativity is 

consequently conferred retroactively as readers reproduce a certain form and attract 

more readers to it. This means that normativity in species of both writing and of 

biological life forms will emerge with those anomalies that take hold and displace their 

predecessors, with changes to the technology of print and the social or biological 

character of the specific milieu in which they must survive. 

                                                        

40 See Moretti (2000) “The Slaughterhouse of Literature.” 
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We might at this point recall that what upset the religious critics of Jenner’s 

cowpox vaccine was its power to reduce the human being to the level of an organism 

subject to the same biological principles as any other. Shelley’s novel suggests that 

vernacular prose does something similar to the world by eradicating the hierarchies of 

oratory, thereby producing populations that acquire a sense of themselves and how they 

feel about the world according to norms that shift over time. Such a world is not 

organized by timeless principles that define individual beings in relation to a fixed 

hierarchy of ideal types. As the average man suited to this new social landscape, Walton 

must observe the principles that aim at maximizing life both biographically and in his 

written narrative. In him, the epic war of individual and species has resulted in a new 

form of species being, a man who is both at once, and that contradiction will frame the 

fiction to come. 

3.3.1 The New Normal 

The devastating influence of books, from the ancient mystics to Milton to the 

seafaring stories Walton reads as a child, leave no doubt that Shelley is concerned with 

the power of fictional narrative, especially that of the epic variety, to narrate human life 

on the grounds that such narratives authorize the individual to shape the destiny of the 

species. If we want to understand what she has to say about language, therefore, we 

must attend not merely to how it sounds—whether the diction is high or low, the style 

classical or everyday vernacular, and what act such a voice performs—but also what 
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language does.  Frankenstein’s voice is injunctive: “Even the sailors feel the power of his 

eloquence: when he speaks, they no longer despair; he rouses their energies, and, while 

they hear his voice, they believe these vast mountains of ice are mole-hills, which will 

vanish before the resolutions of man” (181). Frankenstein’s “eloquence” serves as a 

countervailing force that recruits them for his purpose by overriding common sense and 

sentimental attachment to the ordinary patterns of life. Stirred to action only 

momentarily, they have no intention of sacrificing their lives on the vague promise of 

greatness; a delegation from the crew is commissioned to say that they have “been 

chosen by the other sailors…to make…a demand, which, in justice”, Walton claims, he 

must “not refuse” (182). Fearing that Walton will “be rash enough to continue [the] 

voyage, and lead them into fresh danger,” they demand he submit to the will of the crew 

and agree to turn the ship toward home (182). This request is based on a form of justice 

that holds to the standard of the general interest. Frankenstein, however, responds with 

an oratorical torrent aimad at shaming them: “Oh! be men, or more than men! … Return 

as heroes who have fought and conquered, and who know not what it is to turn their 

backs on the foe” (183). This call to be “more than men” is a call for the men to be, 

collectively, the epic hero. They, meanwhile, appeal in the register of commonsense to 

the norm of collective survival. Here is an earlier heroism (not unlike that embodied in 

Walter Scott’s (1815) Fergus and Flora, which also despised ordinary behavior and 

embraced sacrifice instead of compromise) confronting the very principle of 
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compromise, a notion of democracy that prefers reasonableness over Burkean (1790) 

forms of reasoning in a higher register.41 

By contrast to Frankenstein, who is described as no longer belonging to the 

world of ordinary men (and has not for a long time), Walton is subject to the normative 

restraints of his community, restraints that bring his ambitions down to earth and tether 

him to the logic of the “average man.” “Greatness,” if it is to be measured, will be 

measured against the norm and in strictly material terms. Thus, as Frankenstein urges 

him on, Walton relinquishes his “hopes of utility and glory”, insisting that he “cannot 

withstand” the “demands” of his crew or “lead them unwillingly to danger” (184). 

Shelley couples Frankenstein’s destructive rhetoric with other symptoms of illness to 

pathologize his grandiosity and resituate the rhetoric that Frankenstein has caught from 

his creature within the framework of democratic writing. Democratic writing, by 

contrast, is normative. These redefinitions transform what starts as glorious movement 

toward the ideal into a perverse movement away from the norm, and that gives 

Walton’s narrative its distinctive, anticlimactic structure, in which the seafaring tale 

stalls out when greatness is abandoned in favor of the average man and the greater 

good. But for his death, the allure of Frankenstein’s commanding rhetoric, caught from 

that of his creature, might remain a threat to the lives the crew but for his death.  

                                                        

41 See Fullford et. al. (2004) for the argument that Frankenstein is ambiguous on the validity of Walton’s quest. 
I would argue, to the contrary, that the quest itself is a figuration of greatness that the novel consigns to an 
older conception of the human being. 
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The creature is a different iteration of greatness: where Frankenstein is a 

secularized sacrificial hero who urges Walton and his crew to follow suit, the creature, 

who has been deemed unfit for everyday vernacular exchanges, develops into a pre-

modern figure of Faustian proportions whose heroism is redefined by the nineteenth-

century as the superior capacity for violence of a rival species. Both epic figures defy the 

efforts of pre-Darwinian evolutionary theorists to find a place for the human exception 

among the creatures populating their taxonomic table of the biological world. At the 

same time, each is a familiar interpretation of human evolution: Frankenstein, as a 

scientists using his mind to improve the species, is a self-effacing transcendence of 

biology by itself, the rational man evolved from the ape; the creature, as a dangerous 

rival, is a willful embrace of power, violence, and conflict, the ape armed with 

instrumental reason. These figures, however, effectively drive each other out of the 

narrative, leaving only Walton. As the creature laments: “He is dead who called me into 

being; and when I shall be no more, the very remembrance of us both will speedily 

vanish” (190). Of course, both of these pre-Darwinian evolutionary fantasies would 

recur, now and then, throughout the following centuries, but Shelley was canny enough 

to know that neither would wield the determining power of the figure of the average 

man. 

It should be evident from my argument so far: Walton is average, but not 

simplistically so. It is by group coercion that he shakes off heroic ambition and accepts 
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not only normativity but also the fact that limitations of the material world and its 

abiding laws are not be transcended.  By contrast, the members of his crew have no 

doubt that the time has come to reverse course; they have no problem rising up against 

the call for greatness insofar as calls for “greatness” and exceeding the normative in 

order to grasp for an “ideal” poses a threat to life. Walton’s grandiosity is pathological 

for the very reason that he is not essentially different from other men and can, for their 

sake as for his, be constrained and normalized. Frankenstein and the creature, by 

contrast, from the novel’s very beginning, stand apart from the social world and glorify 

exactly the faculties of speech and imagination that the eighteenth century considered 

madness. Indeed, Walton is lost in the arctic when he finds them. So how, we must ask, 

does the madness originating in Frankenstein become so contagious as to infect both the 

creature and the average man, as played by Walton, if not in the same way it infects 

Frankenstein—that is to say, through reading.  You are what you read in this novel. As 

Walton confesses: 

This expedition has been the favourite dream of my early years. I have read with ardour 
the accounts of the various voyages which have been made in the prospect of arriving at 
the North Pacific Ocean through the seas which surround the pole. You may remember, 
that a history of all the voyages made for purposes of discovery composed the whole of 
our good uncle Thomas’s library. My education was neglected, yet I was passionately 
fond of reading. These volumes were my study day and night, and my familiarity with 
them increased that regret which I had felt, as a child, on learning that my father’s dying 
injunction had forbidden my uncle to allow me to embark in a sea-faring life (6). 

As Ranciere remarks: “Literature is the art of writing that specifically addresses those 

who should not read. This paradoxical relationship is the subject matter of many 
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nineteenth-century works” (Ranciére 2004, 15, original emphasis). Shelley’s novel is 

certainly one of these, for every one of her protagonists reads books he should not and 

comes out the worse for having done so. However seemingly improbable, there is a 

relationship here between Frankenstein and Madam Bovary (1856). In “Why Emma Bovary 

Had to be Killed” (2008) Ranciére argues that “her suicide happened to be the last 

consequence of a chain of causes that reached back to a first mistake: as she had too 

much imagination, she had mistaken literature for life” (233). When we consider that 

Walton’s “education was neglected,” that he lacks, therefore, the mother’s normative 

tutelage, and that his desire to set sail goes directly against his father’s last injunction, 

we are lead ineluctably to comparison with Frankenstein’s own reading of the ancient 

alchemists. Once novels made the certain aspects of aristocratic sensibility available to 

ordinary people, they tried to materialize it, incorporate those objects and behaviors in 

their lives in hopes of living a life of aristocratic pleasure, and there is a parallel with 

Walton’s reading of the adventures of great men. He is the inverse of Frankenstein, who 

was on the cusp of the great shift in sensibility and consequently produced a monster in 

opposition to the democratic community.  As the product of an abnormal childhood, 

Walton’s impulse to greatness is a divergence from the proper developmental path. 

Having begun the novel with some sense of him as, if not a hero, at least a man with 

heroic aims, we end with the conclusion that his would-be greatness is a misbegotten 

threat to himself and others. What Shelley shows us is that this shift, the reconstitution 
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of the ideal man as a potential for dangerous abnormality within the average man, was 

accomplished by reading. This new subject, the average man whose capacity for 

abnormality both motivates and justifies normative social control, is inextricably bound 

to literacy. By the end of Shelley’s novel, literature has identified the grandiosity that 

once defined the epic hero within the democratic subject and redefined it as a threat, a 

capacity for pathology that must be policed by the community according to its norms. 

Walton (as the new man) and the novel (as democratic writing) enclose the 

superhuman within the normal as a potential for abnormal that might be called bad 

sovereignty over and against popular resistance. As a corollary, the human ideal which 

used to drive the narrative of progress, gives way to the culture of the norm: not an ideal 

norm but a moving goalpost that aims at equilibrium, with no great men, no great 

discoveries, and no high rhetoric—only novels in the vernacular written for a reader 

who could be anyone. This implies that there will not be any novels about great men or 

great discoveries, but there can now be novels about populations (city novels and 

historical fiction), accidents (science fiction and adventure novels), freaks (gothic and 

sensation fiction), and the vicissitudes of conjugal love. Frankenstein is thus a transitional 

form, somewhere between the rhetorical tradition and the life of the imagination that it 

relegates to the past, and the democratic writing it predicts, novels that play out the 

conflicts of the organism and its norms: the abnormal, the emergent, and the multitude. 
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3.4 Victorian Fiction 

This new subject—the human organism, at best the average man, at worst a 

monster—had to be governed, and not by any self-directed, providentially guaranteed 

progress toward perfection. Such metaphysical hopes became worse than useless as 

biology transformed Enlightenment concepts like progress, perfection, and the ideal into 

material threats to social stability and mental and physical health, themselves practically 

indistinguishable. As Foucault described in The History of Sexuality, Volume I (1976), 

Victorians sought to govern one another by means of empirical norms taken from life 

and subject to endless revision. But it was also true that no single individual could 

embody a norm derived from a population, so the average man was also his monstrous 

opposite, and the population was necessarily a population of monsters. Normativity, 

designed to reproduce the same, was rather the source of an endless flow of difference, 

while abnormality, the thing that makes one different, became the sin qua non of the 

individual—provided, of course, that it was kept within limits.42 

At the same time, the notion of deriving a norm retroactively from empirical data 

subverted the classical conception of normality as a universal a priori fact of human 

nature, and so transcribed an old political conflict between partisanship and 

universalism in biological terms. In Society Must Be Defended (1975) Foucault describes a 

                                                        

42 Foucault describes how abnormality was incorporated into the norm in The History of Sexuality, Volume I 
(1976) in a section entitled “The Perverse Implantation,” where he claims: “This new persecution of the 
peripheral sexualities entailed an incorporation of perversions and a new specification of individuals” (42-3). 
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new “politico-historical discourse” that arose “after the civil and religious wars of the 

sixteenth century” (49), an eschewal of the hitherto unquestioned authority of the 

“universal, totalizing, or neutral subject” (52), such that: “a battlefront runs through the 

whole of society [and] puts us all one on side or the other. There is no such thing as a 

neutral subject” (51). This discourse, he claims, has been continually rediscovered and 

deployed, including by “the racist biologists and eugenicists of the late nineteenth 

century” (50), and its relevance is equally evident in the biological redefinition of class 

warfare hinted at in Vestiges. In this recasting of what had been a conflict between the 

savage and the universal ideal man, the population played the part of enemy at (and 

now within) the gates, while the hero of civilization became the well-regulated 

individual, not free from abnormality, but in control of it. When “our way of life” 

became contingent, it had to be defended. 

This new world, which became the world of the Victorians, was already the 

world of Frankenstein. In Shelley’s novel we saw the breakdown of the universalism of 

the social contract into the racial warfare that drove Frankenstein to destroy his 

creature’s would-be mate to prevent sexual reproduction. We saw the failure of great, 

epic heroes, the destructive mania of their notions of the ideal and their quests for 

perfection, and we saw the triumph, or rather the sustainability, of the average man and 

his adherence to democratic norms. Frankenstein was a watershed novel that 

transformed the form to make possible a new kind of story, a new kind of protagonist, 
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and ultimately, a new kind of subject. In the following chapter I will turn to Victorian 

fiction, reading it alongside the emerging thought recorded in Darwin’s early writing to 

explain what the novel, biology, and the worlds and subjects they produced became. 
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4. Dombey and Son and The Problematic of Darwinism 
While readers of Darwin tend to emphasize his privileging of competition, there 

have been those, from Peter Kropotkin (1902) to Elizabeth Grosz (2011), who call 

attention to the importance of biological interdependence, mutualism, or mutual aid, in 

determining the survival of species and the forms that distinguish them. At stake in the 

distinction of emphasis on competition or mutualism is a fundamental disagreement 

about the world that Darwin took as given, a world that is very much our own. In light 

of the fact that no other scientific theory so quickly, pervasively, or universally revised 

the master narrative of human history, we might be tempted to regard the relationship 

between Darwinism and social Darwinism as a chicken-and-egg kind of problem. 

Darwinism has been used to justify social hierarchies, but also to oppose them. It has 

been used to validate the competitiveness “innate” in human beings as a biological 

species, even as equally innate “social instincts” have been called upon to curb that 

competitiveness. What makes those two seemingly contradictory uses possible is the 

problematic that animates Darwin’s thought. In order to understand that problematic, 

which at once produced and was naturalized by Darwinism, I will not consider whether 

or not Darwin favors mutualism but rather what Darwinian mutualism is and how it 

functions.1 

                                                        

1 See Rajan (2015). By rendering Homo economicus and Homo communis two parts of a single paradigm—the 
dual narrative of capitalism produced by the consolidation of anthropology, economics, and literature as 
distinct discourses—Rajan’s argument is similar to my own with regard to my emphasis on the 
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In what may be the most quoted passage in The Origin of Species (1859), Darwin 

had this to say on the subject of biological interdependence: 

It is interesting to contemplate an entangled bank, clothed with many plants of many 
kinds, with birds singing on the bushes, with various insects flitting about, and with 
worms crawling through the damp earth, and to reflect that these elaborately constructed 
forms, so different from each other, and dependent upon each other in so complex a manner, 
have all been produced by laws acting around us (my emphasis, 360). 

In the phrase I have italicized above, Darwin observes that nature’s “elaborately 

constructed forms” are interdependent in multiple ways, choreographed by invisible 

laws that act in the world “around us.” That idea would not have seemed controversial 

to early nineteenth-century biologists, who were by then accustomed to thinking of 

organisms as inextricable from their respective milieux.2 

Less obvious to the lay reader, if not to the sophisticated naturalist, was that 

Darwin understood the entangled bank as a process as well as a paradigm: the laws that 

have “produced” it are still “acting” in a continuous present. This tension within the 

tautology of nature as the product of nature as a process—or “natura naturans” in 

                                                        

 

interdependence of competition and mutualism in biological thought. The key difference, however, is that 
while her project reveals a master narrative for the conceptualization of “culture,” mine does so with regard 
to subjective experience. She does not, moreover, account for how the subject as such is being reconstructed 
in that text by means of an imbrication of competitive and mutual relations. Finally, Homo communis, as she 
understands it, lacks the violent dimensions of mutualism, thereby further distancing our frames of analysis. 
Nevertheless, her account of sacred economics may very well provide a mechanism through which 
biological and economic modes of though are transposed. 
2 See Beer. Beer was the first to discuss the formal features of Darwin’s texts and read them using the 
techniques of literary criticism, and so my work is indebted to her methodologically. However, unlike Beer, 
I do not read novels as metaphors or allegories for Darwin’s narratives. Instead, I treat both Darwin and his 
literary interlocutors as participating in the production of a new mode of subjectivity, namely, the human 
organism. 
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Spinoza’s (1677) idiom—elides a fixed point of origin, and so propels the reader toward 

a stable set of laws for the production of living forms: 

These laws, taken in the largest sense, being Growth with reproduction; Inheritance, 
which is almost implied by reproduction; Variability, from the indirect and direct action 
of the conditions of life, and from use and disuse; a Ratio of Increase so high as to lead to 
a Struggle for Life, and as a consequence to Natural Selection, entailing Divergence of 
Character and the Extinction of less improved forms (360). 

The laws of evolution operate sequentially in one sense, as “reproduction” leads to 

“Inheritance,” which leads to “Variability,” which in turn leads to a struggle for life that 

selects only the most improved forms for survival. But they are also all in operation at all 

times and only make sense in relation to one another. Interdependence and competition 

are, from the outset, simultaneous. The temporal simultaneity of evolution’s laws, 

moreover, expresses the deeper, dialectical character of laws that not only coexist, but 

logically presuppose each other. The biological interdependence entailed by sexual 

reproduction produces the variations that wage the “war of nature,” even as natural 

harmony justifies the violence from which it emerges, when “from the war of nature, 

from famine and death, the most exalted object which we are capable of conceiving, 

namely, the production of the higher animals, directly follows.” In addition to being 

simultaneous and ongoing, mutualism both causes and results from competition, thus 

serving as both its point of origin and its ultimate justification. 

 Indeed, while violence lies at the heart of Darwinian evolution, contemporary 

readers have tended to ignore the astronomical harmony that serves, somewhat 
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perversely, as its logical basis. As sex is eclipsed by war, war is eclipsed by the 

emergence of “the most exalted object,” modern man, who is then eclipsed by the 

benevolent figure of God, only for God to be eclipsed in turn by heliocentric astronomy: 

There is grandeur in this view of life, with its several powers, having been originally 
breathed by the Creator into a few forms or into one; and that, whilst this planet has gone 
circling on according to the fixed law of gravity, from so simple a beginning endless 
forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being, evolved (360). 

The very structure of Darwin’s writing in this passage discourages analysis: ideas are 

packed into long, fluid sentences that move swiftly from the direct observation of a 

riverbank to the heavens and through God to the ongoing process of evolution. The loop 

through the divinity his system relegates to the past infuses the final statement of the 

Origin with the secondhand sublimity of residual metaphysical power: “from so simple 

a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being, 

evolved.” Darwin’s rhetorical emphasis on the “war of nature,” the most striking and 

well remembered phrase in the passage, is invoked as testimony to the fact that it 

produces astronomical harmony, suggesting that the struggle for life is ultimately a 

mutual endeavor to which everything lends a hand—or tooth or claw. 

This is not to say that mutualism smuggles Providence into Darwin’s 

evolutionary theory. By naming sexual reproduction first among the laws he identifies, 

he implies that without the biological interdependence of reproductive sex, the process 

of competition would grind to a halt. At the same time, he claims that life was 

“originally breathed by the Creator into a few forms or into one.” However, as the 
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breath of life, God becomes a generative force, subsumed by the reproductive drive as 

something akin to the pleasure principle, or transformed into what Nancy Armstrong 

has dubbed “aesthetic selection,” the attraction to novelty itself (On Charles Darwin’s 

The Descent of Man). Mutualism redeems competition through mutualism even as it 

produces competition by means of the mutual, reproductive act that generates variation. 

Rather than buy into the traditional association of mutualism with progressive 

alternatives to social Darwinism, I see mutualism as Darwin’s vital or generative 

principle, in which role it serves a twofold function in his theory, first, to generate 

conflict, and second, to justify and resolve that conflict and so transform the world. 

 Understanding Darwinism as the cultural framework within which questions 

are asked and answers must be formulated provides a way of situating Darwin within 

the arguments that he set off.3 This chapter will bring the tautology of mutualism and 

competition that Darwin formulated in place of God to bear on Charles Dickens’s 

Dombey and Son (1848) in order to explain the role of mutualism in early Victorian 

culture. To do so, I must first show how this argument explains Darwin’s personal 

engagement with Britain’s peculiar form of “primitive accumulation,” namely, empire. 

Reading The Voyage of the Beagle (1839) in light of Darwin’s later work will demonstrate 

that Darwinism is not only a theory of evolution but also a justification for the 

                                                        

3 Notably, Darwin must be situated within the gradual demolition of universalism that Foucault (1975-6) 
charts from “the end of the sixteenth” to “the end of the nineteenth century” (Society, 58), through which the 
universal reason often identified with God gives way to a biopolitical relativism in which the true force of 
history is not truth, but strength. (See Society, 52-9.) 
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reproduction of social relations that came to be associated with class in Britain in the 

nineteenth century. 

4.1 Mutualism and Competition in The Voyage of the Beagle 

It is fair to say that Darwin was always concerned with the development of 

modern man and the questions of whether he improves the species, in what sense, how, 

and for whom. To produce a world where the people physically adapted to dominate 

would be displaced by those mentally capable of controlling the field of competitive 

interaction, he had to rewrite the story of speciation so that mutualism would be the 

starting point and conclusion of a competitive process that progressively transformed 

the species. To show that this counter-theory was already at work in his tremendously 

popular early publication, The Voyage of the Beagle (1839), I plan to focus on his 

fascination with the forms of mutualism he attributes to the survival of the lower 

species. This is preparatory to examining the relationship between the development of 

modern European man and the aborigine’s apparent inability to do so. This will allow 

me to explain how Darwin’s account of human improvement squares with his early 

formulation of the evolution of species, and with European domination at the moment 

when it was about to spread around the globe. 

Reading the Voyage from the perspective of the Origin, published twenty years 

later—as it would come to be interpreted by the vast majority of its readers—we tend to 

overlook the fact that several forms of mutualism catch Darwin’s eye. The zoophyte 
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provides an especial striking example. It is a “compound animal” made up of many 

mutually dependent polyps: 

Each of these bristles and each of the vulture-like heads generally moved quite 
independently of the others, but sometimes all on both sides of a branch, sometimes only 
those on one side, moved together coinstantaneously, sometimes each moved in regular 
order one after another. In these actions we apparently behold as perfect a transmission 
of will in the zoophyte, though composed of thousands of distinct polypi, as in any single 
animal (Voyage 194). 

Although each polyp is a discreet individual, it moves as part of the colony in which 

individual interests are inseparable from the general interest. The individuals so 

adapted to biological interdependence respond to a principle beyond themselves that 

Darwin refers to as “a transmission of will,” a force that overrides individual 

peculiarities to ensure cooperation. Well before his famous image of the “entangled 

bank,” Darwin grants the mutualism among species in a state of nature an elevating 

beauty: 

Having kept a large tuft of it [the polyp] in a basin of salt water, when it was dark I found 
that as often as I rubbed any part of the branch, the whole became strongly 
phosphorescent with a green light: I do not think I ever saw any object more beautifully 
so. But the remarkable circumstance was, that the flashes of light always proceeded up 
the branches, from the base towards the extremities” (192-3). 

Darwin’s awe in response to the glowing zoophyte is one instance of his willingness to 

see aesthetic “grandeur” where his reader might otherwise disapprove of the often 

violent, always de-individuating excesses of animal behavior. This conflict will reassert 

itself in his observation of the social behavior of “primitive” man. 

Darwin insists that as with any other species, the competitive struggle has and 
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will continue to drive some human populations into extinction. When it comes to human 

beings, however, “there appears to be some more mysterious agency generally at work” 

beyond the checks proposed by Malthus and instrumental in Darwin’s eventual 

formulation of the theory of natural selection (322). 4 Taking up the burgeoning 

phenomenon of European imperialism as his exemplary case, he writes as follows: 

Wherever the European has trod, death seems to pursue the aboriginal. We may look to 
the wide extent of the Americas, Polynesia, the Cape of Good Hope, and Australia, and 
we find the same result. Nor is it the white man alone that thus acts the destroyer; the 
Polynesian of Malay extraction has in parts of the East Indian archipelago, thus driven 
before him the dark-coloured native. The varieties of man seem to act on each other in 
the same way as different species of animals—the stronger always extirpating the weaker 
(322). 

The “mysterious agency” that promotes the extinction of less developed human 

populations may “seem” to operate in the same way as the natural principle of “the 

stronger always extirpating the weaker,” but the passage is ambivalent. Darwin is 

willing neither to celebrate the law of nature that sees to it that “wherever the European 

has trod, death seems to pursue the aboriginal,” nor to say that this law is within man’s 

power to control. While the consistency of human with animal evolution forces him to 

acknowledge how directly his observations contradict the claim that British colonialism 

improved the “primitives” it overtook, at this point in his career he still thinks like a 

Victorian.  Rather than politicize the dynamic he observes, he formulates a principle that 

will, within a few decades, spread across the modernizing West as the explanation for 
                                                        

4 The “checks” on human populations that Malthus identified in the Principle of Population (1789)—famine, 
disease, and war, collectively identified as “misery and vice”—were well known. Darwin is intimating an 
additional factor for the steady and rapid destruction of aboriginal peoples during the modern period. 
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the destructive component of colonialism. In the final analysis, his “mysterious agency” 

is indistinguishable from a grim vision of Providence.5 

No mere quirk of history, Darwin’s naturalization of genocide is symptomatic of 

the fact that he can only bring his nascent conception of biological change into line with 

the narrative of modernity by turning it against the manifest virtues of the polyp. 

Having recognized the beauty and power of biological mutualism, he is nevertheless 

compelled to see the politically progressive implications of equality as degenerate, going 

do far as to blame equality itself for the poverty of the imperialism’s victims: 

The perfect equality among the individuals composing these tribes [of Tierra del Fuego] 
must for a long time retard their civilization. As we see those animals, whose instinct 
compels them to live in society and obey a chief, are most capable of improvement, so is 
it with the races of mankind. Whether we look at it as a cause or a consequence, the more 
civilized always have the most artificial governments (183-4). 

Although Darwin’s message seems simple—to count as civilized, people must observe a 

social hierarchy—a careful parsing of the way he makes that point reveals the complex 

role that mutualism plays in the struggle to survive. The fact that the people of Tierra 

del Fuego live together in perfect equality is what prevents them from becoming a 

                                                        

5 See Schmidt. Schmidt also argues for the redefinition of the human during the nineteenth century, but 
names the figure of the Latin American “savage” as the pivotal factor, claiming that the memory of proto-
humanity had become the sin qua non of a newly biological definition of man. According to my own account, 
which locates the emergence of the human organism at the turn of the century, we can better understand the 
savage as a fantasy the vicissitudes of which are responsive to, rather than causal of, the production of the 
human organism. Indeed, the savage is a long-standing figure of the European imagination; a figure whose 
role shifts from that of a categorical difference defining civilization by contrast, to a constituent part of the 
civilized man it defines. The cause of the change is not Europe’s encounter with other cultures, as Schmidt 
argues, but rather the redefinition of humanity that occurred between the first fantasy, savage-as-other, and 
the second, savage-as-older. Novelists including but not limited to Charlotte Dacre, Mary Shelley, and 
Elizabeth Brönte were already making use of the figure of the savage as an exaggeration of humanity’s 
fundamentally animal nature decades before the texts on which Schmidt bases his argument. 
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modern nation. The Fuegians, in other words, are a figure of man before he formulated 

the social contract to protect life and property. Were this a work of eighteenth-century 

political philosophy, the next chapter in the story would have them run short of land, 

grow violent, and develop the institutional means for protecting property and 

prohibiting violence. Such an account of the Fuegian future would reinforce the story of 

man as by nature an autonomous, rational being guided by what he perceives to be his 

own best interest. Darwin, however, revises that story. 

Once Darwin gives up on the idea that humanity may be distinguished from the 

animal by their innate capacity for reason, how does he deal with the disturbing 

possibility that modern humanity, too, is the result of his nearly formulated theory of 

evolution? Contrary to the compromise formations of his predecessors, Darwin contends 

that animals are capable of improvement to the degree that they can live as a group, not 

out of rational self-interest, but by instinct: “As we see those animals, whose instinct 

compels them to live in society and obey a chief, are most capable of improvement, so is 

it with the races of mankind.” Only those individuals endowed with a natural ability to 

curb their individuality will enjoy the protections of a herd, pack, or zoophyte. By the 

same principle, only those groups that forsake equality for some form of social hierarchy 

will be able to survive and improve their collective situation. Comparing the races of 

man with the variations that emerge within animal species and supplant their 

forbearers, Darwin embraces an intra-species biodiversity that forecloses human 
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universalism. This allows him to achieve two things at once: to dispose of the 

individualism of social contract theory and to naturalize mutualism as instinctive. This, 

despite his insistence in the very next sentence that government will grow artificial in 

proportion to its distance from instinctive mutualism: “Whether we look at it as a cause 

or a consequence, the more civilized always have the most artificial governments.” The 

natural capacity to form and abide by political hierarchy marks the difference between 

cultures that can improve and those doomed to obsolescence. 

Having naturalized the “artificial” principle of group hierarchy, Darwin has 

established that the human species itself moves through history not as a collection of 

rational individuals, but as a biologically interdependent population driven by collective 

will. It is, finally, those races and species that possess the instinct to submit to the 

artificial government of the whole that are capable of improvement, and thus most 

civilized. In negotiating passages like these, Darwin developed the means of 

rationalizing the domination of some groups by others. This allowed him to situate the 

poles of liberal discourse—mutual aid and competition—in a mutually constitutive 

relationship of interdependence and conflict. Where equality presupposed self-

sufficiency, competition produced relations of dependence. It is on the basis of this 

principle that he predicts: “In Tierra del Fuego, until some chief shall arise with power 

sufficient to secure any acquired advantage, such as the domesticated animals or other 

valuable presents, it seems scarce possible that the political state of the country can be 
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improved” (184). What Darwin accomplishes here—rendering government 

simultaneously artificial and natural by displacing reason with instinct—amounts to 

revising an earlier agrarian liberalism for an overcrowded world. 

By having competition and mutualism continually pass into each other, Darwin 

realizes the potential—latent in early nineteenth-century biology and evident in 

Frankenstein—for the demands of group existence to override those of the individual. 

Having transformed individuality from a transcendent state into a transient one, the 

mutualism that Darwin situates as the basis for life becomes, at the same time, a threat to 

the individual. Indeed, Darwin seems at times to abhor mutualism for its threatening 

capacity to de-individuate modern man, especially in his encounters with “primitives.” 

After making the mistake of presenting gifts to the Fuegians, he complains of the 

continual demand articulated in their endless repetition of the Dutch word, 

“yamerschooner:”  

While in the boats I got to hate the very sound of their voices, so much trouble did they 
give us. The first and last word was “yammerschooner.” When, entering some quiet little 
cove, we have looked round and thought to pass a quiet night, the odious word 
“yammerschooner” has shrilly sounded from some gloomy nook, and then the little 
signal-smoke has curled up to spread the news far and wide. On leaving some place we 
have said to each other, “Thank heaven, we have at last fairly left these wretches!” when 
one more faint hallo from an all-powerful voice, heard at a prodigious distance, would 
reach our ears, and clearly could we distinguish—“yammerschooner” (182).  

The passage above is rife with Darwin’s frustration and disgust at the Fuegians’ refusal 

to respect the boundaries of modern Europeans, who must always flea in the vain 

attempt to preserve them. 
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A few pages later the mood shifts abruptly: “The more Fuegians the merrier; and 

very merry work it was. Both parties laughing, wondering, gaping at each other; we 

pitying them, for giving us good fish and crabs for rags, etc.; they grasping at the chance 

of finding people so foolish as to exchange such splendid ornaments for a good supper” 

(182-3).  It is of course the numbers that make the difference: when Darwin’s group 

outnumbers the Fuegians, and so out-powers them, the threat is obviated and the 

exchange can be pleasurable. The difference in numbers between competing groups is a 

question Darwin returns to in the Voyage whenever he wants to think in terms of the 

agency of populations as opposed to individuals. In a situation where modern man is 

less numerous than his “primitive” counterpart, Darwin receives persistent demands as 

a threat that transforms his position in the landscape from a “quiet little cove” into a 

“gloomy nook.” But with an increase in the number of Europeans, he no longer sees the 

Fuegians as “wretches” but as desirably disadvantaged trading partners. In comparison 

to the demand for gifts that cancels out the very concept of the gift, trading comes across 

as a welcome form of mutualism, an exchange that appears to be to the benefit of both. 

Darwin can enjoy the interaction only when the numbers (competition) and exchange 

(mutualism) both favor the harbingers of an empire that he invariably stops short of 

condemning, while even “yamerschooner,” the word he so despises, is a European 

import.6 

                                                        

6 According to Michael Taussig (1993), the word “yammerschooner” is not a direct borrowing from Dutch. It 
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Relations with the Fuegians please Darwin only when the odds are in his favor 

because of what he feels as the ever-present possibility of a violent conflict that would 

anticipate the intra-species competition he will later universalize as “natural selection.” 

Indeed, throughout the Voyage he insists on describing the various “tribal” cultures he 

encounters as inferior variations, or subspecies, of man. He attributes the violence 

through which some variations annihilate others to a “mysterious agency” that seems to 

be built into biological creatures themselves. In that this agency translates the horrors of 

empire into nature’s way, it anticipates the relentless, agentless agency of natural 

selection. From a Darwinian point of view, the disappearance of the Fuegians would 

result from the inevitable weeding out of less competitive variations. For Darwin, the 

aboriginal population of Tierra del Fuego is a variation that would have been destroyed 

ages ago were it not for their isolation on a barren and rocky promontory where they 

have learned to eek out a bare subsistence. 

Darwin’s reasoning as to the survival of the Fuegian, however, may fall pray to 

the weakness of other Darwinian arguments that depend to this extent on the logic of 

natural selection. Consider his explanation for the beauty of the tangled bank, his proof 

                                                        

 

is, however, a way of making reference to a “system of exchange” that “did not fall neatly into British 
political economy, formal or informal” (90). The actual Dutch for “give me,” which is how Darwin interprets 
the word, has a different construction. The Fuegian’s are trying to absorb Europeans into an economic 
system of radical equality by means of a new word, based on the sound of Dutch, that they assume 
Europeans will understand. 
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that dazzling variation results from nature’s capacity to generate variations and then 

weed out those that cannot stand up to the competition for space and resources. That 

this array of variations coexists in such a crowded place, each finding a niche necessary 

for it to flourish, prompts Darwin to equate the result of natural selection with the 

grandeur of God, or what Gerard Manley Hopkins later called “pied beauty” (Hopkins 

1877). If these entangled species achieved their composite splendor only by eliminating 

those less distinguished variations that did not find such a niche, Darwin’s re-

spiritualization of nature would imply that nature’s creative force were nothing other 

than the survival of the fittest. However, as Stephen Jay Gould (2002), Elizabeth Grosz 

(2011), and Nancy Armstrong (“On Charles Darwin’s”) have argued—not to mention 

Darwin himself at a later date (1871)—competition alone cannot fully account for the 

sheer magnitude of biodiversity. If competition were the only principle governing 

speciation then the majority of interesting variations, many bearing decorative traits that 

jeopardize their survival, would be winnowed out of existence. To account for the 

persistence of such a costly display, Darwin developed the theory of “sexual selection,” 

according to which females choose sexual partners on the arbitrary basis of mere sexual 

attraction. Armstrong, wary of sexual selection’s debt to Victorian notions of feminine 

whimsy, finds in Darwin’s thinking a hitherto unnamed concept that she terms 

“aesthetic selection,” the attraction exerted by difference itself. 

To the principles of natural, sexual, and aesthetic selection I would add the 
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observation that mutualism, too, preserves diversity. To explain how mutualism relates 

to the survival of difference, I want to return to one of Darwin’s most striking examples 

of an interesting variation, the bioluminescent polyp: 

Having kept a large tuft of it in a basin of salt water, when it was dark I found that as 
often as I rubbed any part of the branch, the whole became strongly phosphorescent with 
a green light: I do not think I ever saw any object more beautifully so. But the remarkable 
circumstance was, that the flashes of light always proceeded up the branches, from the 
base towards the extremities” (192-3). 

Darwin leads with the observation that he has never seen “any object more beautifully 

[phosphorescent].” Then he continues, “the remarkable circumstance was, that the 

flashes of light always proceeded up the branches, from the base towards the 

extremities.” Why are these patterns remarkable? “In these actions,” he explains, “we 

apparently behold as perfect a transmission of will in the zoophyte, though composed of 

thousands of distinct polypi, as in any single animal” (Voyage 944). A 

“perfect…transmission of will”—not only are the separate polyps not competing, they 

have formed a singular will, and it is only through such radical mutualism that the 

“beautiful” patterns of green light are produced. Nor are these patterns, evident only as 

a group, simply aesthetic. On second glance, Darwin discovers that the polyp’s 

phosphorescent trait is a defense mechanism: “as often as I rubbed any part of the 

branch, the whole became strongly phosphorescent with a green light.” Only together 

do the polyps produce this response to predators, an astonishing display that no single 

polyp could produce on its own. Mutualism gives the polyps a competitive advantage 
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against other would-be prey, allowing a variation that could not survive long as a 

collection of individuals to cooperate as a population to which Darwin attributes beauty, 

a result that is both more and other than the sum of its parts. 

On the basis of what principle, then, does Darwin portray the Fuegian in equally 

aesthetic but contrastingly negative terms? In his own words: “These [Fuegians] were 

the most abject and miserable creatures I anywhere beheld” (177). Note that he uses the 

word “creatures,” not merely the narrower category of “people” or “human beings,” 

and when he expresses wonder, it is to give them a rather tenuous hold on the category 

“man”: “I could not have believed how wide was the difference between savage and 

civilized man. It is greater than between a wild and domesticated animal, in as much as 

in man there is a greater power of improvement” (172). The Fuegians are abject in 

comparison not only with Europeans, but also, by virtue of their humanity, in 

comparison with all life. Not unlike Lucifer, whose angelic origin is the precondition for 

his fallen status as archfiend, the Fuegians are fallen men (182). “Stunted in their growth, 

their hideous faces bedaubed with white paint, their skins filthy and greasy, their hair 

entangled, their voices discordant, their gestures violent and without dignity” (177-8), 

they speak in a combination of “horse, guttural, and clicking sounds” (173) and yell “the 

most hideous yells” (180). “Viewing such men,” he versifies, “one can hardly make 

oneself believe they are fellow-creatures, and inhabitants of the same world” (178). To 

his modern European eye, “they closely resembled the devils which come on the stage in 
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such plays as Der Freischutz” (172). What is this reference to theatre but another tip-off 

that Darwin is again viewing the phenomenon of biological difference as a display put 

on for him and, through him, for the English reader? Throughout the Voyage, the use of 

the beautiful and the grotesque express his attitude toward the interplay of mutualism 

and competition. 

Obviously feeling that modern man and primitive man cannot occupy the same 

piece of land, Darwin understandably regards the Fuegians as a threat. The reason why 

the coexistence of variations in this case is so ominous, paradoxically, has everything to 

do with the fact that, like the polyps, mutualism allows the Fuegians to survive as a 

population and find a niche for themselves where modern man could not survive, or at 

least Darwin would appear to think so. He calls Tierra del Fuego “one of the most 

inhospitable countries within the limits of the globe” (179), and finds the scarcity of food 

so extreme that “the floating carcass of a putrid whale…is a feast” (178). As testimony to 

the extremely inhospitable quality of the climate to human life, he offers this anecdote: 

“a woman, who was suckling a recently-born child, came one day alongside the vessel, 

and remained their whilst the sleet fell and thawed on her naked bosom, and on the skin 

of her naked child” (177). Having described the world of the Fuegian as aesthetically 

hostile to human life, Darwin can conclude that the Fuegian is something else: “Nature 

by making habit omnipotent, and its effects hereditary, has fitted the Fuegian to the 

climate and productions of his country” (179). Rather than marvel at the adaptation that 
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allows the Fuegians to survive where no human being should be able to do so, he 

condemns the very traits that allow them to sustain themselves. 

In particular, Darwin blames the practice of “perfect equality” for arresting the 

development of “civilization” among the Fuegians (183). The mutualism that provided 

the defense mechanism that preserved the polyps from competitors also produced their 

beauty, as an ensemble, by means of “as perfect a transmission of will as in a single 

animal” (192). Likewise, mutualism operates as a natural principle that enhances 

Fuegian survival by gathering individuals to “pick shellfish,” “collect sea eggs,” kill 

seals, harvest whale meat, and battle other groups for “the means of subsistence” (178).  

Mutualism preserves them from the weather as well, for as Darwin describes them, “At 

night, five or six human beings, naked and scarcely protected from the wind and the 

rain of this tempestuous climate, sleep on the wet ground coiled up like animals” (178). 

The fact that Fuegian culture establishes such “perfect equality among the [mature male] 

individuals” nevertheless justifies Darwin’s presentation of the Fuegians as gothic 

monsters, for their equality “must for a long time retard their civilization” (183). On the 

one hand we have the bioluminescent polyp colony, a clear example of beauty that is not 

only maintained by mutualism, but also produced by it. On the other, however, the non-

hierarchical Fuegians strike Darwin as a spectral remnant of man’s primitive past.  Thus, 

while he can see mutualism in nature as a thing of beauty, it only diminishes the natural 

grandeur of the human species. Moreover, when mutualism comes to characterize 
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human kinship, it renders the figure of man aesthetically degenerate. 

To Darwin, the people of Tierra del Fuego qualify as a remnant of primitive 

culture that lingers in the modern world, and mutualism is a sign of their arrested 

development. Extrapolating from the development of natural species, Darwin places 

variations of human culture in a parallel trajectory (as Marx (1867) will do with 

economic development) that advances in recognizable stages from a primitive origin to 

modern industrial Europe. It may not be surprising that Darwin—who was, after all, a 

Victorian—should make the mistake of presupposing this kind of predictable 

developmental trajectory. Nevertheless, it was Darwin who first argued that for species, 

including our own, it is the combination of random variation and the selective pressure 

exerted by a changing milieu that shapes development, and, such forces being 

unplanned and inconsistent, they can have no certain outcome. Indeed, Darwin does 

apply his innovative thinking to the Fuegians eventually: 

Whilst beholding these savages, one asks, Whence have they come? What could have 
tempted, or what change compelled, a tribe of men, to leave the fine regions of the north, 
to travel down the Cordillera or backbone of America, to invent and build canoes, which 
are not used by the tribes of Chile, Peru, and Brazil, and then to enter on one of the most 
inhospitable countries within the limits of the globe? Although such reflections must at 
first seize on the mind, yet we may feel sure that they are partly erroneous. There is no 
reason to believe that the Fuegians decrease in number; therefore we must suppose that 
they enjoy a sufficient share of happiness, of whatever kind it may be, to render life 
worth having. Nature by making habit omnipotent, and its effects hereditary, has fitted 
the Fuegian to the climate and the productions of his miserable country (178-9). 

Darwin begins this passage by wondering, as he often does in the account of his visit to 

Tierra del Fuego, why anyone would chose to eke out a life on these barren rocks, as if 
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European man were indeed the measure all of all varieties of human being. Here, 

though, he catches himself, and, in doing so, corrects what he knows also to be his 

reader’s thinking: “Although such reflections must at first seize on the mind, yet we may 

feel sure that they are partly erroneous.” On this note, he pivots to the argument that 

anticipates mature Darwinian thinking. First of all, he negates the assumption that the 

Fuegians are desperately clinging to life by pointing out that “[t]here is no reason to 

believe that the Fuegians decrease in number,” which is to say that their way of life is 

working. It is not inferior; to the contrary, it allows them to thrive. Second, although 

modern man is likely to assume that the Fuegians have nothing to live for, Darwin 

insists, “we must suppose that they enjoy a sufficient share of happiness, of whatever 

kind it may be, to render life worth having.”  

This second point anticipates the later Darwinian conviction that even 

“happiness” is specific to a given form of life, “of whatever kind it may be,” and its 

development. Like Spinoza’s (1677) “joyful affect,” this revised concept of happiness 

neither aims at an ideal form nor serves a disciplinary function; happiness is rather an 

increase in the organism’s power to extend its existence, “to render life worth having.” 

The Fuegians are “wretches” to the Darwin who writes for a Victorian public. When he 

considers the Fuegians from the scientific perspective to which he gave his name, 

however, Darwin reverses himself and insists that they are not living a life they consider 

not worth living, but are instead flourishing on their own terms. In his words, “Nature 



 

 221 

 

by making habit omnipotent, and its effects hereditary, has fitted the Fuegian to the 

climate and the productions of his miserable country.” 

This moment of the Darwinism to come, though buried in an otherwise 

traditional account of the Fuegians, points to the larger cultural shift in which he, as a 

biologist, was a central player. Victorian scientists and psychologists were the first to 

question the Enlightenment’s autotelic concept of human development, according to 

which progress was all but guaranteed by the very nature of man. For Malthus and 

Darwin, by contrast, the material conditions of the milieu had a lot to say about which 

variations would thrive and which would not, human beings included. In his public 

mode, Darwin described human life on Tierra del Fuego as a snapshot of an early stage 

in the development of modern man, but when thinking like a Victorian scientist, he 

implicitly acknowledged the time lag of his other narrative voice by regarding the 

Fuegians like any other organism ingeniously adapted to the material conditions of its 

milieu. 

To reimagine human life, in Darwinian terms, as governed by the conditions of 

the milieu was evidently difficult for the young Darwin insofar as he had the task of 

describing non-European cultures to a generation raised on the thinking of the 

Enlightenment. As it turned out, applying the idea that humanity is shaped by its milieu 

was a project better left to the virtual explosion of novel forms during the 1840s, which 

portrayed human life as variously as Darwin portrayed the biology of South America. 
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Neither the biological nor the emergent human sciences considered what it might feel 

like to be like to be both a sentient human being and the object of scientific 

consideration. The discursive techniques of the novel, by contrast, were designed to 

offer a bottom-up view of the struggle for survival in a society undergoing 

industrialization. To read Victorian fiction as such an account, I adhere to the lesson of 

Darwin’s correction of the assumption he shared with popular readers concerning the 

Fuegians—namely, that they put aside their investment in the development of 

individuals like themselves and understand how the milieu in which they thrived was 

fostering alternative forms of happiness. Written in the “hungry forties,” during the 

months leading up to the failed working class revolution in France and the collapse of 

the Chartist resistance in England, Charles Dickens’s Dombey and Son (1846-8) is 

arguably the first thoroughgoing effort to rethink the reproduction of social relations as 

a question of the biological milieu, its vicissitudes, and its limits for purposes of human 

happiness. 

4.2 The Milieu of Dombey and Son 

Like the archipelago of Tierra del Fuego, the London of Dombey and Son is an 

environment that imposes limits on its inhabitants, as Biler Toodle learns to his dismay 

on being forced into the “Charitable Grinders,” a charity school for boys who earn their 

keep by grinding bones for fertilizer: 

Now, it happened that poor Biler’s life had been, since yesterday morning, rendered 
weary by the costume of the Charitable Grinders. The youth of the streets could not 
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endure it. No young vagabond could be brought to bear its contemplation for a moment, 
without throwing himself upon the unoffending wearer, and doing him a mischief. His 
social existence had been more like that of an early Christian, than an innocent child of 
the nineteenth century. He had been stoned in the streets. He had been overthrown into 
gutters; bespattered with mud; violently flattened against posts. Entire strangers to his 
person had lifted his yellow cap off his head, and cast it to the winds. His legs had not 
only undergone verbal criticisms and revilings, but had been handled and pinched. That 
very morning, he had received a perfectly unsolicited black eye on his way to the 
Grinders’ establishment, and had been punished for it by the master: a superannuated 
old Grinder of savage disposition, who had been appointed schoolmaster because he 
didn’t know anything, and wasn’t fit for anything, and for whose cruel cane all chubby 
little boys had a perfect fascination (68-9). 

Consider how’s Dickens’s sense of humor animates the passage: “poor Biler’s life had 

been, since yesterday morning, rendered weary by the costume of the Charitable 

Grinders.” The costume—“a nice, warm, blue baize tailed coat and cap, turned up with 

orange colored binding; red worsted stockings; and very strong leather small-clothes”—

is the subject of the sentence, both grammatically and causally, while Biler’s life is 

merely its object, perhaps appropriately for a boy named after an inanimate object (a 

boiler) (60). Likewise, the boys who persecute him are not in control of themselves: “No 

young vagabond could be brought to bear [the costume’s] contemplation for a moment, 

without throwing himself upon the unoffending wearer, and doing him a mischief.” The 

costume compels Biler’s peers to beat him. 

After a half-joking comparison to the fate of early Christians, the passage picks 

up speed with a series of shorter clauses in which Biler is the direct object and recipient 

of actions that appear to be executed by a malicious genius loci of the city itself: “He had 

been stoned in the streets. He had been overthrown into gutters; bespattered with mud; 
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violently flattened against posts” (my emphases). Here the city is not only the agent of 

malice, but also the condition that makes malice possible “in the streets,” “into gutters,” 

and “against posts.” The first human agents that do appear are “entire strangers” rather 

than familiar faces or recognizable types. When language joins in the fray as “verbal 

criticisms and revilings,” it is directed, curiously, at Biler’s legs, rather than at his person 

in any holistic sense, and those legs are “handled and pinched” in a way that 

materializes Biler as a part object or synecdoche of a person. The passage ends when the 

“master” of the Charitable Grinders enters the scene, unnamed, “savage,” and reduced 

by synecdoche to a cruel cane that goes after chubby boys. Like the Tierra del Fuego that 

Darwin phobicized or the tangled bank that he glorified, the city so described diffuses 

the agency traditionally attributed to life forms throughout their environment. 

 Indeed, by lending a hostile disposition to London, Dickens performs a 

biopolitical update on the ancient Roman genius loci, the protective spirit of a place. 

(Indeed, the reference to ancient Rome is suggested by the fact that the city “persecutes” 

Biler just as the Romans once did “the early Christians.”) Biler’s “life” is controlled by 

the material elements of his costume and the city streets to a degree that resembles the 

relation of fish to the river in Louis Roule’s La Vie des Rivières: “Fish don’t lead their lives 

themselves, it is the river that makes them lead it” (quoted in Canguilhem, 12). In 1853, 

Auguste Comte and the British translator he credited with refining his work, Harriet 

Martineau, explained the authoritative consensus among biologists on the pivotal role of 
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such environmental influences: 

If the idea of life is really inseparable from that of organization, neither can be severed, as 
we have seen, from that of a medium or environment, in a determinate relation with 
them.  Hence arises…the general theory of organic media, and of their action upon the 
organism, abstractly regarded” (Comte, 302). 

“Media,” more commonly called by the French “milieu,” had, by the mid-nineteenth-

century, acquired the power attributed to it by Roule. Even as early as Lamarck, the 

concept of “influential circumstances” set the new science of biology apart from 

traditional natural history. In accord with Roule’s concept, Dickensian London is not 

simply the “setting” of the novel, comparable to Smollett’s Edinburgh or Austen’s Bath, 

through which characters move by means of human agency, if not their own will. 

Dickens’s characters, to the contrary, cannot “lead their lives themselves,” because “it is 

the [city] that makes them lead it.” 

Like Darwin’s Fuegians, London’s inhabitants must tactically adapt to survive, 

which they do with varying degrees of success: 

Thus it fell out that Biler, on his way home, sought unfrequented paths; and slunk along 
by narrow passages and back streets, to avoid his tormentors. Being compelled to emerge 
into the main road, his ill fortune brought him at last where a small party of boys, headed 
by a ferocious young butcher, were lying in wait for any means of pleasurable excitement 
that might happen. These, finding a Charitable Grinder in the midst of them—
unaccountably delivered over, as it were, into their hands—set up a general yell and 
rushed upon him (68). 

Although Biler “sought unfrequented paths; and slunk along by narrow passages and 

back streets, to avoid his tormentors,” his milieu “compelled” him eventually “to 

emerge into the main road,” which “brought him at last where a small party of boys, 
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headed by a ferocious young butcher, were lying in wait for any means of pleasurable 

excitement that might happen.” The description of this encounter ends, appropriately 

enough, with a sentence that uses dashes to capture the lack of human agency in the 

means by which Biler is “unaccountably delivered over, as it were, into their hands.” 

London, in the manner of a natural milieu, sets the conditions to which the organism 

must adapt, as Biler does by choosing alternate routes home, and never truly 

relinquishes control. 

Although Biler survives these repeated assaults, largely thanks to the 

intervention of his mother, it is worth considering how his otherwise quite successful 

tactics suffer from the imposition of the “Charitable Grinders,” the bone-grinding 

charity school into which he has been thrust: 

“I am far from being friendly,” pursued Mr. Dombey, “to what is called by persons of 
leveling sentiments, general education. But it is necessary that the inferior classes should 
continue to be taught to know their position, and to conduct themselves properly. So far I 
approve of schools. Having the power of nominating a child on the foundation of an 
ancient establishment, called (from a worshipful company) the Charitable Grinders… I 
have…nominated your eldest son to an existing vacancy… The number of her son, I 
believe,” said Mr. Dombey, turning to his sister and speaking of the child as if he were a 
hackney-coach, is one hundred and forty-seven…” (60). 

A “worshipful company” is a trade guild, and the “grinders” are presumably bone 

grinders. Dombey is not wrong to identify the function of such charity schools, which he 

claims are “necessary that the inferior classes should continue to be taught to know their 

position, and to conduct themselves properly.” Such education has nothing to do with 

“leveling,” or equality, as Dombey correctly observes, and everything to do with the 
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reproduction of social hierarchy. Even the “very strong leather small-clothes” amount to 

a disciplinary apparatus for the part of the body they imprison. The position of the 

charity student was itself a reminder of one’s social status and an incitement to a kind of 

bullying that was itself disciplinary along class lines, a lower-class version of the 

procedures of fagging that went on in the elite public schools.  

Indeed, poor Biler is ground, like a bone, down to a mere “number,” as devoid of 

particularity “as if he were a hackney-coach.” He does eventually escape from the 

grinders and makes a decent enough life for himself from the urban environment, where 

he bets on pigeons. Gambling is how he emblematically makes a living in the city, and 

one could argue that he does so with more success than his middle-class counterpart, the 

businessman, Dombey. While Dombey makes more money, Biler the gambler is better 

able to calculate risks, for in having to negotiate the material milieu, rather than the 

abstract computations of money, he gains a better understanding of the milieu he 

inhabits. Ultimately that allows him to form the kind of mutualistic connections that 

save him again and again, while Dombey’s fortunes are destined to plummet, which will 

in turn teach him a similar lesson. Even at this early stage in the plot, however, the 

reader can see that “the survival of the fittest” oversimplifies the means of survival, just 

as Darwin came to recognize over the course of his career. 

4.3 Mutualism and the Vitality of Flat Characters 

Writing as a naturalist, Darwin relied on detached observation to convey 
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scientific objectivity.7 While he occasionally sheds light on his own subjective 

impressions, he does not concern himself with the subjective impressions of his subjects. 

He would no more have interviewed an aborigine than a polyp, and when he concluded 

that the Fuegians “enjoy a sufficient share of happiness…to render life worth having,” 

he did so by means of reasoning, not conversation (179). Thus, we may assume, 

Darwin’s third-person narration was supposed to create the distance between observer 

and object essential to objectivity, even though he compromises this distance by falling 

back on Gothic tropes to describe a situation he is unable to imagine himself enduring. 

By contrast, Dickens creates a fictional environment that allows us to experience the 

interaction of various characters according to their income and by this means to gain a 

sense of the unique aggregations allowing them to survive. Rather than the indifference 

of scientific observation, the novel offers an experiential view of how it feels to be to be 

subject to the laws of selection as they are intensified by the confined space of the city. 

However, just as Darwin was unable to remain perfectly objective in his descriptions of 

the human struggle for existence, Dickens departs from the traditional role of the 

novelist in seeming more fascinated with than sympathetic to the curious variations of 

                                                        

7 According to the timeline put forward by Daston and Galison (2007), Darwin was in fact an early 
practitioner of “objectivity,” an “epistemological virtue” they identify as taking hold “in the mid-nineteenth 
century” (17). Arguably, he stands out among his contemporaries for the way his work “preserves the 
artifact or variation that would have been erased in the name of truth,” and to this effect they quote the 
famous line in his autobiography: “Charles Darwin declared in his autobiography that although he had ‘no 
great quickness of apprehension or wit which is so remarkable in some clever men,’ his ‘industry has been 
nearly as great as it could have been in the observation and collection of facts’” (230). 
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human life generated by his version of London. Flat but vital according to E.M. Forster 

(1927), and more object than subject according to Dorothy Van Ghent (1961), Dickens’s 

characters famously defy the norms of appearance and behavior meant to serve as the 

basis for sympathetic identification in society and fiction alike. 

Forster identifies the problem this poses to readers in Aspects of the Novel: 

Dickens’ people are nearly all flat…  Nearly every one can be summed up in a sentence, 
and yet there is this wonderful feeling of human depth. Probably the immense vitality of 
Dickens causes his characters to vibrate a little, so that they borrow his life, and appear to 
lead one of their own (108-9). 

The question, as Forster frames it, is a matter of how Dickens’s characters display so 

much “vitality” while remaining “flat,” i.e., “constructed around a single idea or 

quality,” a question that Forster answers by assuming that “the immense vitality of 

Dickens causes his characters to vibrate a little, so that they borrow his life, and appear 

to lead one of their own”(103). This solution to the genuinely perplexing problem of the 

vitality of flat or partial characters throws us back on the real question at stake in his 

answer, namely, why should being flat deprive these characters of vitality in the first 

place? That question requires us to ask what we mean by roundness or depth and why it 

should be the source of human vitality. Do other organisms strike us as lifeless simply 

because they are flat, or is it just human beings for whom roundness is life? Apparently 

roundness is life in Forster’s view, for by deferring the source of characters’ vitality to 

their author he restricts human vitality to a certain form of individual, one with 

roundness and depth. 
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Some years ago, Dorothy Van Ghent offered what is still perhaps the best 

explanation for the singular vitality of Dickens’s characters when she proposed that in a 

world given to commodity fetishism, objects steal the subjective qualities of individuals 

who make and own them, so that workers and owners become partial individuals, none 

of which own themselves. As a result, things and people acquire new life by 

incorporating aspects of the other: 

The course of things demonically possessed is to imitate the human, while the course of 
human possession is to imitate the inhuman. This transposition of attributes, producing a 
world like that of ballet, is the principle of relationship between things and people in the 
novels of Dickens. The masks, the stances, and the shock-tempo are comic. The style 
which they have for their perspective is the style of a world undergoing a gruesome 
spiritual transformation (419). 

Van Ghent’s notion of “spiritual transformation” implies a change in the ontological 

status of individuals in the Victorian city, one that stresses the distortions Dickens 

wrought on the relations among characters and between them and objects, over and 

against the normative relations Van Ghent assumes to have been there initially. In thus 

explaining the collapse of the difference between already constituted subjects and 

objects, it is fair to say that she makes much the same point that Marx did in his essay on 

the secret of the commodity fetish.8 

                                                        

8 See Erich Auerbach. In his chapter on Balzac, Auerbach is not only the first literary critic to identify the 
setting of a scene in a novel as a “milieu” in the scientific sense coined by Lamarck, but also to identify the 
agency of the milieu as demoniacal. In this he anticipates my own re-reading of Dorothy van Ghent’s 
argument as to the demoniacal quality of object-agency in Dickens by identifying such demonism with the 
agency of the milieu. Auerbach, however, is not concerned with the form of subjectivity that such a model of 
character in relation to environment produces, and he discusses the idea for only four pages. His primary 
concern is with the displacement of morality onto atmosphere, as if moral types could be determined by 
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To understand what is at stake for Dickens’s in anticipating Marx’s 

prognostication in detail and on a culture-wide basis, I want to turn momentarily to the 

history of the novel and consider Dickens’s marginal relation to what F.R. Leavis (1948) 

declared “The Great Tradition.” Leavis’s national literary canon leapfrogged from 

Austen, in the age of Kant, to Conrad and Lawrence, during the moment when the 

British Empire was on the verge of inevitable decline, and Forster was about to offer his 

definitive account of the novel form in Aspects of the Novel. To produce the continuity 

needed in the years immediately following WW II, Leavis selected those novels that 

formed an internally conflicted, and thus multi-faceted, yet still coherent subject, whose 

multiple connections to the material world might be enclosed within a familial 

relationship. This is what criticism generally means by the “roundness” of a character 

and the “depth” of a self-contained consciousness. By privileging novels in which that 

form of individual seems real, the literary institution came to define the novel in ways 

that standardize human consciousness as torn between the demands of normativity, on 

the one hand, and self-expression, on the other. Dickens’s city novels obviously take 

issue with this model of subject, as indeed do most Victorian novels, forcing Leavis to 

                                                        

 

their milieu through adaptive processes over which they have no control. Balzac himself uses the word 
“milieu” in the passage Auerbach discusses, and it would be worthwhile to consider how morality is being 
reconfigured by the concept in a way that would inform my own insistence upon the formation of the 
human organism by fiction. 
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move—with only a nod to Dickens and the Brontës—from Jane Austen to George Eliot 

in establishing the English canon. 

Dickens comes closer to Darwin, I would argue, than he does to Austen or Eliot 

in offering flat characterizations of the beings he describes. Like Dickens, Darwin never 

suggests that there may be more to the species he writes about, including Homo sapiens, 

than can eventually be observed, but no one seems especially puzzled as to the source of 

vitality in his characterizations of biological life. Each one of his polyps is more alike 

than different from any other, but together they constitute an unforgettably singular 

being, as well as the most dazzling display of bioluminescent vitality Darwin ever 

claims to have seen. We have no trouble understanding that such patterned behavior 

depends entirely on the fact that no polyp is complete in and of itself but combines in a 

colony that responds as one being to its milieu. As Van Ghent observes, Dickens’s 

characters are not complete in themselves either. They enter as “part-objects” into 

combinations, creative or destructive, with other such objects, human and otherwise.9 

Dickens’s characters, I am suggesting, are constitutively incomplete and 

consequently available to combine with others in order to participate in the life of their 

milieu, the modern city. Much like the denizens of Darwin’s tangled bank, they are 

“elaborately constructed forms, so different from each other, and dependent upon each 

                                                        

9 For the idea that Dickens’s characters are part-objects susceptible to combination, see Armstrong (2012) 
““The Victorian Archive and its Secret.” 
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other in so complex a manner” (Origin, 360). These characters are also like Darwin’s 

bank-dwellers in being subject to the “Struggle for Life” (the competition for scarce 

resources) “and as a consequence to Natural Selection” (extinction) (Origin, 360). To 

survive, they must make places for themselves in combination with others. For Darwin, 

such combinatory capacity produced the variation that was the basis, in his view, of 

biological nature, a veritable bouquet of mutating forms. When it came to human beings, 

however, Darwin saw the relation within and among variations as strictly one of each 

against all for the possession of scant resources—consider the appropriation of Jemmy’s 

possessions, the use of old women for food in times of scarcity, and so forth. Where 

Darwin marvels at the mutualism of the polyps, he can only see the mutualism of the 

Fuegians as dooming them to a subsistence living and eventual extinction. While 

obviously sharing Darwin’s belief that human character and behavior are shaped and 

informed by class competition, Dickens plays out the possibility that mutualism, the 

strategy of the polyp, may in fact play a role in determining which variations (or 

economic classes) of human will survive under the scarce conditions of the Hungry 

Forties. As we will see in the next section, Dickens uses the Toodles family (the surname 

of the persecuted Biler) to set up mutualism against the competitive thrust of Darwin’s 

position as the businessman, Dombey, personifies it.10 

                                                        

10 See Gallagher. Gallagher’s argument is that novelists criticized the biopolitical underpinnings of 
nineteenth-century political economy only by accepting the underlying emphasis on “life” as an absolute 
value, and so, reinforced the very logic they famously parodied and opposed. This enables her to redefine 
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4.4 The law of Toodles and the law of Dombey 

When we meet Biler’s father, Mr. Toodles, he exists in a mutualistic combination 

with the machine on which he works.11 He is a stoker, a man who feeds coal to a steam 

engine—a trade he claims to like. It is immediately apparent that his work affects him 

physiologically in a number of ways, as, for example, the alteration of his voice, which 

he explains as follows: “‘The ashes sometimes gets in here;’ touching his chest: ‘and 

makes a man speak gruff, as at the present time. But it is ashes, Mum, not crustiness’” 

(18). He is further described as follows: 

He was a strong, loose, round-shouldered, shuffling, shaggy fellow, on whom his clothes 
sat negligently: with a good deal of hair and whisker, deepened in its natural tint, 
perhaps by smoke and coal-dust: hard knotty hands: and a square forehead, as coarse in 
grain as the bark of an oak. A thorough contrast in all respects, to Mr. Dombey, who was 
one of those close-shaved close-cut moneyed gentlemen who are glossy and crisp like 
new bank-notes, and who seem to be artificially braced and tightened as by the 
stimulating action of golden showerbaths (19). 

                                                        

 

wealth as detrimental to life in Our Mutual Friend, equating it with filth and “illth.” I would argue instead 
that Dickens materializes wealth as different substances—corpses, dust, etc.— to produce different forms of 
life akin to Darwin’s account of the way that a changing and proliferating milieu of potential means of 
subsistence gives rise to biological diversity. Where Gallagher reads health as something like money—a 
general, absolute measure of value, of which one can only have more or less—I would argue that what 
makes Our Mutual Friend (1864) biopolitical is that it materializes value diversely so as to produces a 
diversity of healthy forms. These different forms thus have competing interests and alliances that must 
change with the changing milieu, and what is more, even value, as a materialized substance, can become 
dangerous to the characters that seek it, like a plant species that begins as food and then evolves to become 
poisonous. My reading is possible because the human organism is not a single, universal form, like the self-
consistent individual, but prone to diversity, variation, and adaptation, as are its means of subsistence. As 
for Dombey and Son, the key here is not value as such, but forms of means of subsistence. 
11 Here I disagree with Walters, who sees Dombey’s failure as that of separating the domestic from the 
economic, rather than as one of managing the economic according to mutualist principles, as does Toodles, 
who also, in naming his son “Biler” combines them. 
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Toodles’s “gruff” voice, physical strength, posture, sartorial disregard, coal stained hair, 

“knotty hands,” and coarse skin are all explained by a relationship to a steam engine so 

profound that he has named his first born son after it, the aforementioned “Biler.” 

Toodle’s body is in every sense an example of adaptation to his niche in the “tangled 

bank” of industrial capitalism, but what is more, it marks him as part of a symbiotic 

relationship with the material means of his labor, the steam engine. 

Indeed, mutualism is so definitive of his way of life that his relationship to the 

engine is only one of the mutualisms in which he engages. Consider, for example, his 

multitude of children: 

In satisfying himself, however, Mr. Toodle was not regardless of the younger branches 
about him, who, although they had made their own evening repast, were on the look-out 
for irregular morsels, as possessing a relish. These he distributed now and then to the 
expectant circle, by holding out great wedges of bread and butter, to be bitten at by the 
family in lawful succession, and by serving out small doses of tea in like manner with a 
spoon; which snacks had such a relish in the mouths of these young Toodles, that, after 
partaking of the same, they performed private dances of ecstasy among themselves, and 
stood on one leg apiece, and hopped, and indulged in other saltatory tokens of gladness. 
These vents for their excitement found, they gradually closed about Mr. Toodle again, 
and eyed him hard as he got through more bread and butter and tea; affecting, however, 
to have no further expectations of their own in reference to those viands, but to be 
conversing on foreign subjects, and whispering confidentially (494-5). 

“In satisfying himself” that he had ensured his own survival, “Mr. Toodle was not 

regardless of the younger branches about him,” and “branches” here invoke not only 

(metonymically) the train track he has just mentioned but also (metaphorically) the 

branches of a family tree. They call to mind the branches of Darwin’s polyp as well, 

which are distinctive from both, and invite us to notice further analogies between the 
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domains of nature and society. The Toodle children have already been fed what is 

required to keep them biologically alive, so that we must assume the shared wedge of 

bread and butter does something else besides—maybe something as basic as keeping 

their humanity alive by the simple act of sharing that Darwin dismissed as contrary to 

survival in observing similar rituals among the Fuegians. Dickens, by contrast, uses this 

ritual among the Toodles to animate the children, who “performed private dances of 

ecstasy among themselves, and stood on one leg apiece, and hopped, and indulged in 

other saltatory tokens of gladness.” Dickens indeed presents this scene as a parody of 

anthropological observation, where the Toodles children, expressing their pleasure in 

sharing this simple feast, perform an exotic tribal ritual, telling us that this food is 

something more and different from mere nourishment. 

As for Dombey, who dwells in the socioeconomic stratosphere, he is “glossy and 

crisp like new bank-notes” and seems “to be artificially braced and tightened as by the 

stimulating action of golden showerbaths” (19). In contrast to the mutualistic relations 

that animate Toodles, these “golden showerbaths” show how Dombey is “braced and 

tightened” by the “stimulating action” of pissing contests and displays of dominance 

endemic to the competitive, hierarchical world of business. Moreover, the equation of 

gold with urine, which is to say, with waste, announces the uselessness of finance. 

Toodles is constituted in relation to a useful object, a steam engine, and this is true 

precisely insofar as he makes productive use of it. Put another way, Toodles is 
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constituted in relation to what Marx (1867) calls “use value,” the productive, visceral 

aspect of the material world.12 Dombey, however, “artificially braced and tightened as 

by the stimulating action of golden showerbaths,” is divorced from the useful, sensorial 

world of people and objects. He lives, insofar as he is able, in the ghostly world of 

financial calculation, a world of pure exchange value, devoid of use. For all his vaunted 

“trade,” we are never quite told what Dombey trades in. Such a reference to material 

things in his world of business would be out of place—we, and indeed he, need know 

only that he makes a profit.13 

Dickens takes Forster’s and Van Ghent’s explanations for the curious vitality of 

his city people a step further here, spelling out the stakes of the implicit conflict between 

père Toodle’s family feast and Dombey’s nutritionally bankrupt economic pissing ritual: 

‘You have a son, I believe?’ said Mr. Dombey. 
‘Four on ‘em, Sir. Four hims and a her. All alive!’ 
‘Why, it’s as much as you can afford to keep them!’ said Mr Dombey. 
‘I couldn’t hardly afford but one thing in the world less, Sir.’ 
‘What is that?’ 
‘To lose ‘em, Sir’ (20). 

This dialogue is clearly about survival, to the extent that Toodle goes out of his way to 

observe of his children: “All alive!” These are the hungry forties, when wages were 

                                                        

12 Here I am working both with and against Freedgood, in that I retain commodity fetishism as a working 
model while also allowing Dickens to redefine value as use value. 
13 The dematerialization of value is thoroughly explored in Brantlinger. 
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insufficient to feed the Toodleses of the world.14 Nevertheless, Toodles refers the 

question of his own survival to his dependence on his intimate connections, so that 

when Dombey observes, “it’s as much as you can afford to keep them,” Toodles 

responds that he can afford even less to lose them. So much for the Malthusian threat of 

the imprudently fecund working classes so essential to Darwin’s formulation of natural 

selection. Much like his critics, Dickens himself is working out the secret to the vitality of 

his characters: What brings them to life and maintains them? Is it the profit motive, 

which defines success in terms of beating out competitors? Or is it rather the case that, in 

accord with a kind of pleasure principle, those who share everything with one another 

down to the last crumb live best? 

Dombey’s model of survival observes the Malthusian principle that if 

dependents are few, each will have more resources to sustain him or herself. Toodles’s 

ritual turns the quantity of money (exchange value) into the quality of life (use value), a 

material connection to the world and its other inhabitants without which, Dickens 

suggests, one cannot live. We cannot escape the irony that although Dombey is 

essentially turned into money and pisses profit on others, his family fades and almost 

                                                        

14 In this my argument contradicts those that, like Clark, treat the novel as dealing with the problems of the 
interchange of sexual and economic processes. I see the economic and the sexual as combined in both 
mutualistic and competitive relations, not as rival forces. 
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dies. Florence survives only because she gets out.15 Dombey has calculated his life as that 

of his business, and nearly perishes when it goes under. In the “debate” between 

Toodles and Dombey, Toodles’s “branches” of children win out over Dombey’s money: 

mutualism exceeds the survival of the fittest, and the law of Toodle prevails over the law 

of Dombey. 

4.5 The Sentimental Novel in the Age of the Organism 

Dombey understands his future as the future of his company, Dombey and Son, 

which consists in accumulating capital to pass on to his heir, the assumption being that 

money keeps his lineage alive. That genealogy proves to be a misbegotten one, as his son 

dies and his family dwindles for lack of affective sustenance. This crude version of social 

Darwinism conflates financial and biological inheritance in applying the principle of 

natural selection to human beings. In Dombey and Son the novel, however, and contrary 

to Dombey and Son the company, the accumulation of capital through inheritance is 

figured as both biologically wrongheaded (in that children do not thrive on money in 

the bank) and socially outmoded (in that this form of capitalist accumulation harks back 

to the patrilineal transmission of aristocratic property).16 As I have suggested, Dombey 

embodies one half of the Darwinian dialectic of competition and mutualism, a dialectic 

that grinds to a halt as Dombey relies exclusively on competition. This raises the 
                                                        

15 See Rajan (2014). In her reading of Dombey and Son, Rajan studies totemism and the role of female agency 
in terms of the abstract position of women vis-à-vis domesticity under capitalism. I differ in that I do not 
treat Florence as more agentive than any other character in the novel. 
16 See Toise for a different analysis of how Dombey misuses early modern forms of value. 
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question of how mutualism, as enacted by the Toodles’ “inheritance” can prevail in a 

milieu dominated by social Darwinism, and make money sustain rather than rupture 

mutualism. 

To demonstrate how Dickens pulls off this sleight of hand, I want to return to the 

scene where the unfortunate Biler finds himself hunted down by a gang of young boys. 

An illustration by Phiz, aka Hablot Knight Browne, portrays the crowd as something 

like a rival species, ganging up on Biler in his curious uniform. (See Figure 2.17) In the 

manner of those inoculated with “The Cow-Pock,” Biler’s tormentors form a composite 

body with many arms and legs, an effect that is visually produced by the way that the 

bodies are shaded into one another. Biler, set apart by his educational regalia, stands out 

as an individuated figure struggling against incorporation in the animated assemblage 

of human parts. Like Jemmy Button of the Voyage, Biler’s is an artificial autonomy that 

jeopardizes his membership in the colonial organism that sustains him. Phiz makes it 

clear that Biler should not be mistaken for an individual with autonomy, i.e., a man of 

property, by placing a gentleman enclosed in a coach in the background to represent the 

removal of the Dombeys of the world. It is precisely his involuntary individualism as a 

grinder that makes Biler a target in an image where vitality resides in the group. As a 

member of that group, his mother—shown rushing in to help her son—can claim him as 

her own, rescuing him from the boys who want to abject him (take him in and spit him 

                                                        

17 There are no known restrictions on the publication of this image for fair use. 
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out). Her benign face together with the offending costume suggest that Dickens has 

invoked a phobic image of the crowd more for defensive purposes than as a threat to 

private property (the gentleman in the carriage passes by unmolested). He uses the 

figure, as Darwin did the Polyp, to challenge the assumption that living beings—even 

human beings—are individuals by nature.18 On this point, he takes issue with Darwin. 

                                                        

18 See Steinlight. This is a key text for identifying the population as a major figure in nineteenth-century 
British fiction, a figure that, as she observes, is often positioned as a hostile antagonist to the individual. 
However, the absence of the third figure—the human organism—means that her populations often dissolve 
into individuals, or, on the contrary, that the individual simply vanishes. Without the mediating term of the 
human organism, it becomes conceptually impossible to hold together fiction’s twin commitments to the 
individual and the population during the period, let alone its larger project of formulating the human 
organism as such. 
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Figure 2: "Polly Rescues the Charitable Grinder" by Phiz, 1848. 

Even though he found the polyp a compelling model of mutual survival, Darwin 

assumed that human societies must protect private property in order to develop 

sufficiently to thrive among other human societies. When talking about human life, 

Darwin felt compelled to deviate from the biological model as figured by the polyp and 
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thus from his theory of variation itself, in response to the liberal doctrine that 

individualism was both the instrument and means of accumulating material wealth. 

Dickens deviates from the principle that came to be known as social Darwinism by 

demonstrating that individualism is a dead end, while mutualism enables certain 

variations to survive and multiply, much as other species do. Human beings are not a 

priori individuals but much more like Spinoza’s (1677) subjects, beings who acquire or 

lose power and vitality as they encounter others.19 

Dickens uses Biler to undermine individualism toward the beginning of the 

novel by naming him after a boiler.20 Toward the end, he returns to Biler and restores his 

name to the status of a triumphant variation, as the social do-gooder Miss Tox takes it 

upon herself to save Biler from his wayward habits. Tox tries to make Biler into a 

respectable individual, which requires his interpellation by standard English, on the 

assumption that it will improve if not empower him. He tries his best to do what she 

says but ends up ironically disempowering her version of the English language by 

corrupting it and so mutating it into yet another successful variation: 

‘Now, Robin [Biler], as I am going to give you a trial, at your urgent request, as my 
domestic, with a view to your restoration to respectability, I will take this impressive 
occasion of remarking that I hope you will never forget that you have, and have always 

                                                        

19 See Deleuze (1978) “Gilles Deleuze on Spinoza’s Concept of ‘Affect.’” 
20 This transposition of person and thing by means of naming is not uncommon to the Dombeys, however, 
in that, as Rajan (2014) points out, Florence, too, has been named for a thing, namely, the golden florin. The 
difference is that Dombey attempts to find grounding in pure exchange value, while Toodles anchors his 
own child to a use value. 
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had, a good mother, and that you will endeavor so to conduct yourself as to be a comfort 
to her.’ 

‘Upon my soul I will, Miss,’ returned the Grinder. ‘I have come through a good 
deal, and my intentions is now as straightfor’ard, Miss, as a cove’s—’ 

‘I must get you to break yourself of that word, Robin, if you please,’ interposed 
Miss Tox, politely. 

‘If you please, Miss, as a chap’s—’ 
‘Thankee, Robin, no,’ returned Miss Tox, ‘I should prefer individual.’ 

‘As a indiwiddle’s—,’ said the Grinder. 
‘Much better,’ remarked Miss Tox, complacently; ‘infinitely more expressive’ 

(778)! 

Determined to restore the name he was given at birth in place of the name of a machine 

(“boiler”) that he has made his own, Tox refers to her would-be “domestic” as “Robin” 

rather then “Biler.” However, if English standardizes him, it is only so that he can 

subsequently produce a variation of English. The power is all his as he translates 

individual into “indiwiddle,” a word that plays on the asymptotic approach to full 

individuation. In relation to the (ultimately unreachable) goal of autonomous, self-

governing, and self-consistent individuality, one is always less than, “little,” or, 

emphasizing the failure of development, the infantile “widdle,” or indeed, “whittle,” in 

the sense of being whittled down, grinded, formed, or weeded out. In fact, “indiwiddle” 

is of a piece with Biler’s preferred self-identification, “cove,” a word that invokes the 

milieu of an island, to say nothing of his Christian name, “Robin,” which only highlights 

his kinship to the birds on which he makes a living placing bets. Biler’s many names and 

designations all demonstrate his involuntary resistance to individuation—he 

consistently marks the difference between a singular variation and a standard 
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individual. 

What is really telling, however, is that even Miss Tox tells Biler not to rely on 

himself, but on his “good mother,” imploring that he “endeavor so to conduct [himself] 

as to be a comfort to her.” Indeed, to quote Biler, “if I hadn’t been led away by birds, and 

then fallen into a bad service…I hope I might have done better. But it’s never too late for 

a—’ 

‘Indi—’ suggested Miss Tox. 
‘—widdle,’ said the Grinder, ‘to mend; and I hope to mend, Miss, with your kind 

trial; and wishing, Mother, my love to father, and brothers and sisters, and saying of it’ 
(778). 

In the milieu of Dickensian London one is always being “led away by birds” of one kind 

or another, especially “Robin,” because the milieu and its vicissitudes are determinant of 

character. Moreover, Biler is one of many characters who become who they are in 

relation to others—that is to say, one character while eluding the mob of boys and 

another when enfolded in the Toodle family. So much spells doom for Dombey, plagued 

by the “solitary wretchedness” that comes of his effort to “shut out all the world as with 

a double door of gold” (261). 

These conditions, as the critics suggest, are not conducive to the production of 

autonomous individuals capable of maintaining their coherence while developing over 

time. Yet the these conditions are nevertheless conducive to the production of another 

form of character, another ontology of production, that fills the novel with minor 

characters, no two of which are the same. To make this point, let me point to two:  
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“Captain Gills” and “Grangeby.” Captain Gills is an amalgamation of two characters 

whose names index their respective statuses as part-object: Sol Gills, whose last name 

refers to part of a fish (the gills), and Captain Cuttle, whose last name refers to part of a 

cephalopod (the cuttlebone of a cuttlefish). These two characters are fast friends, so fast 

indeed, that you would not have one without the other, so that it is only understandable 

when the hapless Mr. Toots refers to them both by the synecdoche “Captain Gills” (430). 

Indeed, Toots first combines the names one way, “Captain Gills,” then another, “Mr. 

Cuttle,” and is never corrected. (He eventually settles on “Captain Gills.”) Sol Gills and 

Captain Cuttle, the two parts of “Captain Gills,” end up co-owning and operating the 

Wooden Midshipman, a supply store of maritime navigational instruments, and 

flourishing in a way that neither could alone.21 

More significant is Dickens’s refusal to let even the resolutely individualistic 

Dombey overcome the logic of mutualism, as his mother-in-law, Mrs. Skewton, 

succumbs to dementia: “Among other symptoms of this last affliction, she fell into the 

habit of confounding the names of her two sons-in-law, the living and the deceased; and 

in general called Mr. Dombey, either ‘Grangeby,’ or ‘Domber,’ or indifferently, both” 

(572). In terminal mode, Mrs. Skewton develops the odd oracular quality that so many of 

Dickens’s characters do, allowing her to rename Dombey in a manner that 

                                                        

21 Here I disagree with Moynahan, who treats the Wooden Midshipman as primarily a religious rather than 
a purely economic space. My counterclaim would be that the form of economics pursued there is 
mutualistic. 
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acknowledges his constituent incompleteness. Where “Captain Gills” identifies the 

symbiotic relation of the two partners, Dombey is chained to the dead and reduced to 

the social position of son-in-law, a position that is itself only legible in relation to his 

dying and demented mother-in-law, Mrs. Skewton. Symbiosis is a successful form of life 

in a milieu where conditions favor combinations of characters that are each as 

constitutively incomplete as individual polyps. “Domber,” on the other hand, reveals 

that mutualism requires of its component parts something more positive than mere 

incompleteness.22 

The force enabling Dickens’s often preposterous clustered characters to prevail 

where Dombey does not resembles what Darwin described as the “transmission of will 

in the zoophyte.” This transmission throughout the polyp colony made it “as perfect…as 

in any single animal,” even though the zoophyte was “composed of thousands of 

distinct polypi” (144). The equivalent to this general immanent will in Dickens’s 

character clusters corresponds in key respects to what literary criticism presently calls 

“affect,” and it is undoubtedly the reason why his novels are generally misread as 

                                                        

22 See Wolloch. Wolloch’s contribution is to arrange the novel spatially in a way that mirrors Malthus, where 
characters must compete for scarce narrative resources in order to be major rather than minor. This quasi-
Darwinian model of competition sets the stage for reading novelists like Dickens for their experiments with 
mutualism and other character systems. Rather than compete for status as major, his networks of minor 
characters form mutualistic amalgamations and specialize in peculiar ways within a narrative field that has 
become heterogeneous. Wolloch allows us to see that in Victorian fiction, the field of narrative is not the 
Malthusian milieu of scarce but homogenous resources, but the biological milieu of proliferating change and 
diversity, and that as such, characters are able to inhabit that milieu in a multitude of unique ways. As for 
Dickens, even we he does posit a major character, such as in Our Mutual Friend (1864), that character is split, 
in that case into three separate identities: John Harmon, John Rokesmith, and Julius Handford. 
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“sentimental.” Novels such as Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa, Oliver Goldsmith’s Vicar of 

Wakefield (1766), Laurence Sterne’s Sentimental Journey (1768), and Henry Mackenzie’s 

The Man of Feeling (1771) arguably draw on the same notion of “feeling” that Adam 

Smith called “moral sentiment” and sought to “educate” so that it would support and 

compensate for human rationality without unseating it. British culture rethought 

educated feeling as the fulfillment of individualism and antagonist of mob rule in much 

the same way that Natural Theology materialized Providence in an attempt to save 

nature from the savagery that might otherwise have been its authentic expression. By 

hanging onto the idea of Christian morality in human nature, the theory of moral 

sentiment—the fiction that equated it with Bourgeois respectability—was bound to 

receive a devastating blow from the biological turn: what Darwin was to Chambers, 

Emily Brontë was to Jane Austen, and Dickens was to Sterne and Fielding. 

Where sentiment was a moral force that served to deepen and refine the 

characters of Richardson, Burney, and Austen, emotion in Dickens is anything but 

civilized. His characters are not decision-making individuals, but incomplete organisms 

driven toward and redefined by others in ways that are often extremely violent. The 

hatred that binds Alice to Carker is such that it is as much a part of him as it is of her. 

The same is true of the acquisitiveness that rises like predatory ferocity to the very tips 

of Carker’s numerous teeth. In driving Carker to use up and discard her, those 

predatory impulses emerge within Alice as the irresistible drive to hunt him down and 
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destroy him in turn, which, once satisfied, leave Alice transformed yet again by the 

mutually consuming relationship. Edith Granger, Major Bagstock, even the querulous 

“Chicken:” these are but a few of the seemingly countless characters driven together by 

attractions and revulsions that make no pretense of observing some higher law of 

morality. The characters that thrive, moreover, do so because they enter into a mutually 

empowering relationship with another such character. Such mutual empowerment is 

exemplified by “Captain Gills,” the amalgamation of Captain Cuttle and Sol Gills under 

whose joint proprietorship the Wooden Midshipman flourishes in ways it cannot when 

owned and operated by only one man or the other.23 

Without affect to connect them, Dickens’s characters lose their vitality and are 

absorbed by deathly systems, like the numbers assigned to the Charitable (bone) 

Grinders or the ghostly position of son in law into which Mrs. Skewton places 

“Domber.” Under such circumstances, the competition for survival becomes a kind of 

contradiction in terms, in that the alienating process of competition cuts one off from the 

life-giving affect necessary to survival. Put another way, one might flourish from an 

affective relation with a competitor, one might even flourish because one has a 

competitor to compete with, but should that competitor be vanquished, and the relation 

                                                        

23 See Gibson. Gibson’s description of network form in Dickens’s fiction is at the heart of my own approach 
to explaining his character system as mutualistic, often to the point of symbiosis, and ultimately proto-
ecological. In addition, her discussion of Dickens’s use of serialization as a narrative technology, while not 
yet a part of my own argument, would help me to provide a fuller account of what might be called 
Dickens’s ecological style. 
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undone, vitality would cease to flow. It is the relation that matters, so that in the 

Dickensian milieu, even the survival of the fittest is predicated on mutualism. 

Mutualism, and not competition, is fundamental. At the same time, mutualism is 

predicated on affect, not moral sentiment—it is violent, passionate, and volatile; it 

creates mobs as well as families, and bonds of hatred as well as love. Mutualism, finally, 

is the source of vitality—often comic, often violent, and often both, as in the case of 

Carker’s teeth—of the human species in this novel. In the end Dombey does live on, but 

he does so through his biological, affective connections rather than his name, as the son 

of Dombey and Son turns out to be a daughter.24 What lives is life in common, and for 

Dickens, it is the aggregate that survives or perishes rather than the superior predator.25 

Individualism and its fixed, abstract categories are non-life, as are “roundness,” 

moralism, and the Great Tradition.26 For Dickens, they have become overgrown with a 

flatness that is as dynamic, intricate, and symbiotic as the lichen on the surface of a 

gravestone. 

                                                        

24 I would add to Rajan’s (2014) observation about the confused status of what counts as family during the 
period that an infectious model of permeability has, by this historical moment, overturned an older notion 
of family as enclosed and impenetrable (52). 
25 Here I would disagree with Moglen, who sees domesticity as prevailing over dynasty, by arguing that the 
family that emerges at the novel’s end far exceeds anything like a private, domestic sphere. It is rather 
ecology that prevails. 
26 To return to Armstrong’s (2006) “polygenic imagination” and its emphasis on repetition rather than 
reproduction, I would follow Miller here in noting that the novel tends to replace rather than sexual 
reproduce its characters and that this model of replacement ends up being more a effective form of survival. 
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4.6 From Sentiment to Affect 

Darwin formulated his signature idea that the “survival of the fittest” provided 

the motor of natural speciation during the period known as “the industrial revolution” 

in England, and perhaps for that reason, his theory of how nature works turned out to 

be notoriously compatible with laissez faire capitalism. Writing his great city novels 

during the same period, Dickens, by contrast, threw his weight behind the operations of 

mutualism as the means of social as well as economic survival in the “Hungry Forties.” 

Lest we consider the relation between the scientific man and his literary counterpart in 

terms of today’s opposition of the humanities to the social sciences, we must look at 

Darwin’s later work. By the early 1870s, we find him coming home to the mutualism he 

observed in the natural world as the basis for the social survival of human beings. Thus, 

in The Descent of Man (1871) he is adamant in insisting on the social efficacy of this 

principle: “Although man, as he now exists, has few special instincts, having lost any 

which his early progenitors may have possessed, this is no reason why he should not 

have retained from an extremely remote period some degree of instinctive love and 

sympathy for his fellows” (132). By the second half of the nineteenth century, Darwin 

shared with Dickens a growing conviction that social connections have always been 

instrumental in the survival of the species—to the point where, as he puts it, “Solitary 

confinement is one of the severest punishments that can be inflicted” (132).  

Recalling the lesson of Dombey, that only life in common with others is 
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sustainable, we can therefore identify a convergence of the two writers in performing a 

major transformation of the concept of sympathy from a cognitive to an instinctive 

process. Even as a young man, Darwin claimed to see a potential in Edmund Burke’s 

proto-physiological theory of sympathy that he could not find in Smith. As he put it in 

the metaphysical notebooks (1838): “The extreme pleasure children show in the 

naughtiness of bothering children shows that sympathy is based as Burke maintains on 

pleasure in beholding the misfortunes of others” (M 51), noting later on that “otherwise 

as he [Burke] remarks sympathy would be a barrier & lead people from scenes of 

distress,—see how a crowd collects at an accident” (M 89). Of Smith’s The Theory of Moral 

Sentiments (1759), Darwin complained, “Adam Smith…says [that] we can only know 

what others think by putting ourselves in their situation & then we feel like them—

hence sympathy very unsatisfactory because does not like Burke explain pleasure [sic.]” 

(M 108). The Victorians were on board with Darwin and Dickens in relocating 

sympathy—which had, in Smith’s view, provided a rational basis for the moral 

sentiments—in natural instinct. In doing so, however, they raised more questions than 

can be answered even today.27 

                                                        

27 See Frederickson. Frederickson’s key contribution is to recognize the use of the term “instinct” as a 
rhetorical slight-of-hand in nineteenth-century thought. Indeed, I would add that instinct serves as an alibi 
for complex networks of agency through which the individual was reconstructed during the period. 
However, her argument does not deal with the role of fiction in the proliferation and transformation of the 
instinct concept. Moreover, her turn to queer theory, while valuable in many ways, often does more to 
obscure the reach of her project’s implications than it does to illuminate the processes she partially 
describes, namely, the formation of the human organism. 
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While the contemporary science of instinct differs in certain key respects from 

the Victorian model, the Victorians were nevertheless the first to provide a thoroughly 

biological account of both the inheritance and the agency of instincts. In The Variation of 

Animals and Plants under Domestication, Volume II (1868), Darwin explains inheritance by 

means of a hypothetical process, “pangenesis,” in which every part of the organism 

contributes information in the form of cell-like “gemmules” to a reproductive fluid held 

in the gonads (349-399).28 As for the agency of such instincts, noted Darwinian George 

Henry Lewes had already provided a comprehensive theory in The Physiology of Common 

Life, Volume II (1860), in which he reduced all thought and feeling to the action of 

neurons (1-190).29 Thus the theoretical framework for transposing sympathy from reason 

to physiology existed because the theoretical framework for transposing reason itself to 

physiology existed. However, and for that very reason, incorporating sympathy into the 

body was not enough to divest it of the rationalistic character and function attributed to 

it by Smith and rejected by Darwin. To grasp Darwin’s conception of human mutualism, 

then, we may set aside his decision to call it “instinctive” in The Descent of Man, which 

(as is so often the case when human behaviors are attributed to instincts) tells us far less 

than we might have imagined. To see how sympathy functions in Darwin’s mature 

                                                        

28 The scientific community discarded pangenesis upon the rediscovery of Mendelian genetic theory at the 
turn of the twentieth century. 
29 Lewes (1859) revolutionary theory that all neurons share a basic structure that allows them to send and 
receive information, and that this in turn allows them to form a network for the transmission of information 
throughout the body, is still considered an important contribution to science. 
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understanding, we must turn to a less overtly revolutionary text, The Expression of the 

Emotions in Man and Animals (1871). 

In order to transform sympathy from a decision that ultimately submits to reason 

into an instinct that can bypass the operations of reason altogether, Darwin had to re-

conceptualize the biological body. Where, for an intellectualizing Smith, reason 

intervened in the process of sympathizing with others through the conscious invocation 

of past experiences and their application to the present physical encounter, the 

Victorians understood sympathy as bi-polar dispositions of one body toward another. 

Rather than as a contradiction between positive and negative affect, friend and enemy, 

sympathy and aversion were modulations of the body’s affective disposition on a 

gradated spectrum of responses. Darwin is particularly clear on this point in the 

following example of the transition between the two states: 

No emotion is stronger than maternal love; but a mother may feel the deepest love for 
her helpless infant, and yet not show it by any outward sign; or only by slight caressing 
movements, with a gentle smile and tender eyes. But let any one intentionally injure her 
infant, and see what a change! how she starts up with threatening aspect, how her eyes 
sparkle and her face reddens, how her bosom heaves, nostrils dilate, and heart beats; for 
anger, and not maternal love, has habitually led to action. The love between the opposite 
sexes is widely different from maternal love; and when lovers meet, we know that their 
hearts beat quickly, their breathing is hurried, and their faces flush; for this love is not 
inactive like that of a mother for her infant (80). 

Darwin begins with the assertion that “[n]o emotion is stronger than maternal love.” It 

tends not to display itself in exaggerated gestures, but this is not because maternal love 

is a “calm passion,” as earlier philosophers had said. Rather, it is because maternal love 
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typically requires no aggressive action. The very intensity of maternal love, however, 

allows for its rapid manifestation as rage. To demonstrate that the two phenomena are 

actually two expressions of the same instinct and thus originate in the primal bond of 

material love, Darwin triangulates the opposition of maternal love to anger with another 

instinct, namely, erotic love. “When lovers meet,” as he explains, “we know that their 

hearts beat quickly, their breathing is hurried, and their faces flush; for this love is not 

inactive like that of a mother for her infant.” While, in the age of Malthus, taking care of 

the children one has and sexually reproducing more mouths to feed remain in 

opposition, each emotion is equally physical, immediately felt, and, therefore, opposed 

to reason. 

For Dickens, as for Darwin, sentiment (moral or otherwise) is a biological 

response, and thus no longer associated with social class and its corollary of cultivation. 

Dickens illustrates this by showing that a working class family like the Toodleses and an 

upper class woman like Florence may be united in their capacity for fellow feeling, while 

Dombey remains is devoid of it for most of the novel—this, despite the fact that he has 

fewer mouths to feed and the means to feed many more. The fact that Florence shares 

this quality with the socioeconomically foreign Toodleses but not the father from which 

her own social class is derived enforces the understanding that sentiment is not a 

consequence of cultivation, but a quality of man-as-species. As for Dombey, it is as if he 

has twisted such sentiments, or rather, the mutual dependency that underlies them, into 
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the desire to use and ultimately to own other people’s capacity for labor. 

The second feature of Darwin’s account of emotion in the passage above is that, 

although they produce qualitatively different relationships, love, rage, and sexual 

arousal are all relational affects. Smith felt the need to isolate the individual so that his 

choice to overcome the distance between one person and another by a leap of 

imagination would necessarily be a conscious decision. In striking contrast, Dickens and 

the later Darwin begin with the species as a given, that is to say, man amalgamated as a 

species by natural sentiment. If a mother loves a child as part of herself, he contends, 

then in wounding her child, the assailant elicits the mother’s rage as the pain response of 

her own body. So, too, the attraction of the lovers makes the attraction of each a part of 

the other.30 Darwin is unambiguous in his insistence that sympathy can neither be 

contained within the individual nor explained by that individual’s reference to his own 

prior experiences: 

The feeling of sympathy is commonly explained by assuming that, when we see or hear 
of suffering in another, the idea of suffering is called up so vividly in our own minds that 
we ourselves suffer. But this explanation is hardly sufficient, for it does not account for 
the intimate alliance between sympathy and affection” (200). 

In identifying sympathy and affection as distinct emotions, then, Darwin nevertheless 

locates them on a purely physiological plane where they cannot be understood in 

                                                        

30 It is helpful here to observe a difference between the functions of sexual arousal and romantic love as 
understood by nineteenth-century European culture. In Love as Passion (1982) Niklas Luhmann explains that 
in the nineteenth century romantic love consisted in the realization of oneself in another, and as such served 
as a complex process of individuation even as it also reproduced dyadic dependency. By contrast with 
romantic love, sexual arousal, which is an essential feature romantic love while also being an autonomous 
process that can exist apart from romantic love, is a de-individuating process. 
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isolation from each other. Affection, he argues, is the impulse to intensify that 

interconnection, which all human emotions, even feelings of aversion, presuppose. Thus 

“we long to clasp in our arms those we tenderly love” (197), while expressions of disgust 

toward others “are the same with those which we employ when we perceive an 

offensive odor, and wish to exclude or expel it” (233). 

Finally, Darwin inverts his signature move in Origin, which situates God qua 

mutualism as the source of life. Indeed, the Darwin of Expression reduces religion to an 

extension of mutualistic feelings of love and pleasure and diplomatically 

observes,“[w]ith some sects, both past and present, religion and love have been 

strangely combined; it has even been maintained, lamentable as the fact may be, that the 

holy kiss of love differs but little from that which a man bestows on a woman, or a 

woman on a man” (201). This formulation clearly anticipates the psychoanalytic project 

that refigures religion as an expression of the unconscious, but Darwin’s extension of 

embodied affect into the realm of theology is not just one more step in the secularization 

process. His project reduces the human being to its biological body and reconstitutes the 

individual as a component of the human species. To grasp the role of man-as-species in 

Darwin’s work—a concept for which he would lay waste to individualism—I find it 

helpful to recall that at the time of the publication of Expression he was engaged in a 

decades-long debate about the question of monogenesis, or whether the various races of 

man had separate origins or developed from a single prototype. As contrary as this may 
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seem to a man of obviously liberal sensibilities, Darwin’s effort to reduce the individual, 

with all its moral sentiments, to its biological body, also massified individuals as a single 

species whose agency resided in collective will and action.  

Two of Darwin’s most salient concluding arguments in Expression speak directly 

to my point. First, his claim: “The far greater number of the movements of expression, 

and all the more important ones, are, as we have seen, innate or inherited; and such 

cannot be said to depend on the will of the individual” (323). So much for individual 

will! A few pages later, he contends further, that just as the expressions of emotions are 

themselves instinctive: “there seems to be some degree of a priori probability that their 

recognition would likewise have become instinctive” (327). But perhaps his most telling 

point in this respect is that the expression of emotion is no more unique to the person 

who performs it than the feeling being expressed, but equally a feature of the species: 

I have endeavoured to show in considerable detail that all the chief expressions exhibited 
by man are the same throughout the world. This fact is interesting, as it affords a new 
argument in favour of the several races being descended from a single parent-stock, 
which must have been almost completely human in structure, and to a large extent in 
mind, before the period at which the races diverged from each other (329). 

It is not overstating the case to say that, here, Darwin not only confirms his concept of 

man-as-species but, in doing so, also dismantles the concept of the individual as an 

autonomous, self-governing subject, that is to say, a liberal subject. Nor am I 

exaggerating the point to be made on this score by comparing his theory of sympathy 

with that of Dickens to point out that a novelist who stood with avid racists throughout 
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the infamous Eyre Affair and dedicated one of his novels to Thomas Carlyle had 

anticipated this final move toward mutualism on Darwin’s part. 
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5. Conclusion: A Novel Ecology 
It is in fiction, rather than any work of Darwin’s, that we see how affect brings 

bodies together as chains of interlocking relations that produce a world. Dombey’s plot is 

contoured by affects as powerful and diverse as Alice Marwood’s hatred of James 

Carker and Captain Ned Cuttle’s love of Solomon Gills, and these affects share the 

function of entangling the actions and feelings of large collections of characters in a way 

that Darwin’s figure of nature as a “entangled bank” cannot. These interconnections, 

moreover, constitute the world as a novel and the novel as a world of which even the 

urban landscape is fundamentally social. While Darwin only speculated about the 

possibility for something like an affective basis for social life, reasoning that society 

might well have arisen from the human capacity for “fellow feeling” (Descent 132), 

Dickens provided a rapidly expanding and diversifying readership with a model of how 

interacting bodies might generate a world. In Dombey, then, one can see the concept of 

milieu move in the direction of an ecosystem, the idea of a material world produced and 

propelled by interconnecting bodies. 

With this in mind, we can return to one of Darwin’s final works for a scientific 

prolepsis of the ecological thinking consolidated in the century to follow, The Various 

Contrivances by Which Orchids are Fertilized by Insects (1877). In this, his final sustained 

effort to explain the proliferation of biodiversity without reference to an exogenous 

creator, he faced two challenges, the first of which was to account for utility of even the 
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most unusual natural forms, a task for which the theory of natural selection was 

perfectly suited. But the second and more formidable challenge, one that haunted his 

entire career, was the need to account for natural beauty. Darwin came at that problem 

from two angles. The theory of sexual selection allowed him to make sense of the 

diversity of specialized traits among the males of animal species, but it did virtually 

nothing to explain the beauty of plants, so often cited by natural theologians as 

definitive proof of a divine artisan. Even as he hid from public debate and avoided 

direct involvement with the controversies his work stirred up, he mounted a forceful, if 

oblique response to his critics in Orchids. 

Darwin ends this study of the various “tribes” of orchids and their pollinators 

with a claim whose technicality mutes the profundity of its implications: “It is hardly an 

exaggeration to say that Nature tells us, in the most emphatic manner, that she abhors 

perpetual self-fertilization” (293). Orchids is essentially an extended argument for the 

necessity of inter-species interaction to the sexual reproduction and variation of the most 

biologically diverse family in the plant kingdom. In so being, it is a daring extension of 

the theory of mutualism from a process that occurs within species to one that occurs 

between species, and it is here that Darwin’s thought truly becomes ecological. Not only 

do species shape each other by means of natural selection, which is to say, by picking off 

disadvantageous variations or weeding each other out entirely. They also shape each 

other by selecting for variations positively, as in the case of the amorous wasp and the 
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particular orchid whose flower catches his eye. Indeed, it is here that interspecies 

mutualism decisively usurps the place of sexual selection. 

To complete my account of how mutualism functions in Darwin’s thinking as a 

motor of biological diversity and, what is more, that it does so by instigating ecological 

processes, it will be helpful to incorporate Nancy Armstrong’s (2016) concept of 

“aesthetic drift.” Armstrong has pointed out how Deleuze and Guattari (1980) continue 

a tradition of popularizing Darwin that over-emphasizes the role of sexual selection in 

Darwinian aesthetics at the cost of occluding the main point of the orchid book, namely, 

that sex alone cannot account for the glorious diversity of natural forms in Darwin’s 

description of nature, the point being that diversity, rather than regularity, or 

conformity to the prototype, is responsible for nature’s aesthetic appeal. Armstrong 

contends that here Darwin turns against “the reproductive logic formulated in The 

Descent of Man,” on grounds that “the wasp’s obvious preference for the [orchid] over 

the females of its own kind certainly suggests…that the power of sensual attraction does 

not necessarily operate in the service of biological reproduction” (15, my emphasis). She 

even goes so far as to observe that those varieties of male wasps supposedly deceived by 

the wily orchid did not lose out to competitors with less adventurous sexual appetites, 

but thrived to coevolve various wasp species paired with as many orchid counterparts.  

This, she concludes, is “simply because they were excited by variation,” not as a faux sex 

object but simply for the pleasure of exploring its evolving intricacies (15). Variation, this 
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would imply, has no necessary relation sexual selection. Drawing on Sewall Wright’s 

discovery of “genetic drift” (1929), Armstrong concludes that variation does not depend 

exclusively on natural selection but can, as in the orchid-wasp relation, result from what 

she calls “aesthetic drift” (Armstrong 2016). 

Incorporating the concept of aesthetic drift into this account helps to emphasize 

the function of mutualism as a driver of biological variation and ecology in Darwin’s 

later work. The pursuit of difference generates mutualistic inter-species interactions, 

which in turn lead to inter-species codependence, and finally to ecosystem function. Put 

another way, the war of all against all is far too atomistic to serve as a description of 

Darwin’s world, which is only as ecological as it is mutualistic and vice versa. Thirty 

years before Darwin developed this model of coevolution, mutualism plays much the 

same role in Dombey, indicating that fiction played a major part in moving the Victorians 

from a concept of milieu hospitable to Darwin’s competitive model to a concept of 

ecology infused with mutualism. It is only commonplace to say that, throughout the 

course of his career, Darwin struggled to explain the incredible variation of the natural 

world as he saw it. It was only near the end that he came to recognize that the key to 

variation resided not in elimination so much as mutual interaction, and not only such 

interaction within each species, but also mutualistic interactions between species.  

What novelist, if not Dickens, imagined such a diversity of human types, the 

equal of which we have not seen since? As I have suggested in contrasting Dombey’s 
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dwindling race to that of Toodles, the latter, though poor and curiously educated is 

better suited to the formative milieu of a city in the cross-hairs of contending social and 

economic forces. As the novel form itself mutates under Victorian pens and publication 

technology, it spawns fascinating monsters from George Eliot’s Grandcourt (1860) and 

Robert Lewis Stevenson’s (1886) doubled gentleman to Oscar Wilde’s Dorian Gray 

(1890) and Bram Stoker’s (1897) infectious vampires. In all cases, characters emerge as 

collections of traits, legible as embodied affects instead of the reworking of traditional 

types. While traditional critics have found Dickens wanting when it comes to exploring 

the inner recesses of modern individuals in a manner that rounds out and completes the 

character by locating the cause of action and feeling in the mind, he is nevertheless, in 

my view, the first not only to understand the human being as an organism, but also to 

understand human society much as Darwin would later understand “a tribe” of orchids, 

as a species distinguished by its mutual relations. Dickens, like Darwin, predicates the 

diversity of city life on its interaction with other members of that population and with 

their common material environment. Dickens does not start with subjectivity and work 

outward. He begins with networks that yield nodes, collections of traits that accrue into 

beings, continually shaping and reshaping each other to produce a world that has no 

precedent but for its own shaping processes. 
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