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Roughly a decade ago, it could be said that Charles Darwin’s thought 
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reactionary agendas seemed to have quietly given way to outright avoid-
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wealthy may resonate strongly with conventional wisdom simply because 
it is in conventional wisdom that they originate. 
 But whether or not the success of a Darwin-flavored spontaneous 
philosophy can be attributed (or reduced) to the ideological work that 
it does in a free-trading, globalizing world, it was surely predictable that 
Darwinism in one form or another would at last make an impact on 
literary studies. One way in which this impact has been felt is through 
the rise of a “literary Darwinism.” Trumpeted as “the next big thing” in 
The New York Times,3 this minischool proceeds from premises laid out 
by evolutionary psychology and sociobiology, and is often, though by 
no means always, hostile to the last four decades of literary theory.4 The 
basic premise of literary Darwinism is that because the human brain is a 
product of evolutionary adaptation, and because literature is a product of 
the human brain, then principles of evolutionary biology can be profitably 
extended to literature—first to literature as a general cultural entity (why 
it came about), then to broad literary categories and structures such as 
narrative, genre, and meter, and finally to the analysis or interpretation of 
particular works.5 Of course, the sorts of claims that this vein of research 
generates, along with the objections to them, will be familiar to many 
readers, and those conversant with the history of sociobiology and evo-
lutionary psychology will readily discern the contours of the old debates 
that Andrew Brown has dubbed “the Darwin wars”: those in-house battles 
among evolutionists where Gould, Lewontin, and Eldredge clashed with 
Wilson, Dawkins, and Dennett about spandrels, punctuated equilibrium, 
and the value of regarding the gene as the unit of natural selection. 
 Although my own skepticism about the stronger claims of evolution-
ary psychology is no doubt evident by now, it is not the aim of this issue 
either to adjudicate those claims or to apply them to literary studies. (Two 
other journals, Philosophy and Literature and Poetics Today, have already 
offered special issues more strictly devoted to literary Darwinism, and 
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fictional, and self-justifying accounts of its origin that are often unsup-
ported, or even unsupportable, by experimental evidence (“Sociobiology” 
258). Just-so stories, Gould argues, mislead us by conflating function and 
origin, confusing meaning and cause.7 For this same reason Michael 
Bérubé complains that sociocultural applications of Darwinism all too 
often conclude “that Nature herself speaks the language of Ayn Rand” 
(70)—that evolutionary psychology, like free-market economics, tends to 
affirm the existing social order as natural and the natural as desirable.8 To 
be sure, such status quo-ism is by no means universal among neo-Dar-
winists, but its subtle persistence as a philosophical premise sprouts up un-
expectedly even when it is expressly disavowed, causing logical stumbles 
for those who, however unwittingly, take it as a point of departure.9
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that the literary has always been a sphere where the most fundamental 
and far-reaching of existential questions have been explored. Matthew 
Arnold famously argued that it is precisely in the wake of Darwin’s dis-
coveries, as well as of disenchanting scientific discoveries more generally, 
that people have “turn[ed] to poetry to interpret life for us, to console 
us, to sustain us.” Indeed, he goes so far as to argue that “Without poetry, 
our science will appear incomplete” (300). It is such an Arnoldian func-
tion for literature that Deirdre Coleman discerns in her contribution to 
this issue when she notes that, when faced with moral and emotional 
crisis, J. M. Coetzee’s David Lurie—a literature professor relegated to 
teaching “Communications” (Coetzee 3) to a “postliterate” (32) student 
body—“draws on his literary education to interrogate what it means to 
be human” (Coleman 613). 
 The juxtaposition of Darwin and literary study, then, by exploring the 
often-contested intersection of scientific and humanistic discourses, at the 
very least holds out the promise of addressing major questions of interest 
to both of 
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he would attribute to sound, and air, and hearing, and he would 
assign ten thousand other causes of the same sort, forgetting 
to mention the true cause, which is, that the Athenians have 
thought fit to condemn me.      (136) 

The scientific materialist explanations of muscles and bones, of sound and 
air (to which Socrates’s leisurely elaboration satirically lends an aura of 
complexity), may be perfectly valid in their own domains, but they leave 
untouched the questions of justice raised by the stark fact of Socrates’s 
imminent death. 

§ 
Darwin, despite his self-effacing rhetoric, did of course engage those big 
questions that have always occupied the poets, and he recognized that 
his scientific discoveries inevitably bore on human affairs. Therefore, to 
understand the scope of Darwin’s legacy for literary studies, it is first of 
all essential to regard the literary not merely as belletristic ornament, nor 
merely as ready sociological data for investigations of patterns of human 
behavior,13 but as complex engagements with the questions—existential, 
ethical, sociopolitical, psychological, representational—that arise in the 
aftermath of revolutionary scientific discoveries. And it is precisely here 
that we need to discern the basic kinship of Darwin’s thought with the 
literary theory that self-described literary Darwinists tend to reject. To 
some, such a recognition may appear counterintuitive: because Darwin 
was influenced by an English empiricist tradition running from Hobbes 
through Malthus and Smith to Ricardo, he is generally not linked to the 
body of literary theory descending from Continental thinkers like Kant 
and Hegel. Yet his impact on forerunners of contemporary thought such 
as Nietzsche, James, and Freud cannot be ignored. Keith Leslie Johnson, 
in his contribution to this issue, goes so far as to call Darwin the “fourth 
hermeneut of suspicion” (575), placing him alongside Paul Ricoeur’s fa-
mous triumvirate of Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud as a founder of modern 
interpretive practices. Gillian Beer, who was probably the first, at least 
among modern critics, to notice Darwin’s “extraordinary hermeneutic 
potential” (8), calls attention to his legacy as a philosopher of flux rather 
than the advocate of stability constructed by the literary Darwinists, who 
aim to eradicate interpretive play by establishing hard-and-fast natural 
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categories. Or as Johnson puts it, taking a slightly different tack, if “literary 
applications of Darwin’s scientific theories in recent years . . . have been 
slow to gather supporters,” that failure 

may be because, even while acknowledging the intrigue of em-
pirical approaches, humanities types tend to share a basic intu-
ition: that understanding Darwin’s thought (now more than ever, 
as the cliché goes) is perhaps more important in its ethical and, 
ultimately, biopolitical dimension than in its scientific or meth-
odological one.14      (572) 

Such a claim is implicitly endorsed by Laura Otis as well, when she argues 
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lels between Darwin’s thought and Derrida’s, with Spolsky specifically 
aiming to defang the threat that poststructuralist theory seems to pose 
for a cognitive-studies-oriented audience. Lastly, the Italian philosopher 
Giorgio Agamben, whose Homo Sacer and The Open have become foun-
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processes: “chemical chain[s] of embryonic causes” (Selfish 66), “long and 
devious chains” (Extended 197), “long, ramified and indirect causal chains” 
(198). In fact, what the word gene names as the cause of a phenotypic ef-
fect is not a single cistron at a single locus on a chromosome but rather 
the complex interaction of many cistrons: “the use of single-locus models 
is just a conceptual convenience” (21). A “gene” is really a combination of 
cistrons working in concert (or conflict), and the particular combination 
that one identifies as a gene depends on the phenotypic effect that one 
chooses to isolate. For Dawkins, “geneticists . . . always deal with differences.” 
A gene is the sum of its effects.17 
 Such overlooked homologies between sociobiology and literary 
theory may indicate the centrality of Darwin’s thought to both. The great 
evolutionary theorist and historian of science Ernst Mayr maintains that 
Darwin dispelled not only the notion of divine creation but in fact five 
major philosophical tenets, principles that undergirded not only religion 
but nineteenth-century science as well: creationism, anthropocentrism, 
essentialism, physicalism, and teleology (318); and in various ways the 
demise of each principle reverberates through contemporary thinking. 
The rejection of creationism still appears, in American political discourse 
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critique of anthropocentrism, unimaginable in its current form without 
Darwin, has given rise to “the burgeoning area of animal studies” (Wolfe 
564), an interdisciplinary zone where political advocacy, cultural studies, 
Continental philosophy, ecocriticism, and biology intersect to discuss 
nonhuman animals and their use, representation, and theorization by hu-
man ones. Finally, Darwin’s antiteleological view of evolution—his view 
of the world as a continually changing work in progress—has, as George 
Levine argues, fundamentally reshaped the expectations that readers bring 
to plots and radically problematized the way that novels achieve or fail to 
achieve narrative resolution: 

The growing nineteenth-century dissatisfactions with closure— 
the most marked and inevitable feature of “plotting”—are 
further reflections of this Darwinian movement away from te-
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than a Darwinian understanding of culture, what is needed is a cultural 
understanding of Darwin, that is, of the contradictory, dynamic, and force-
ful significations that his name and work have assumed over the twentieth 
century. 

§ 
The essays collected in this issue follow no single methodology, nor do 
they subordinac T33r
argumentative and parabolic. They address issues of race, class, gender, and 
sexuality; and also of language, character, genre, ethics, and politics. And 
yet—along with the five book reviews that treat recent work on this and 
related topics—they coalesce into a tight cluster of common themes and 
ideas. 
 For example, almost all the essays partake of a theoretical effort to 
think past the timeworn nature/nurture debate. Omri Moses’s discussion 
of Gertrude Stein emphasizes a dynamic, processual, and developmental 
model of evolution and situates Stein in a vitalist tradition that descends 
from Darwin and includes Bergson and James. This tradition discerns “a 
startling continuum between biology and culture” and proves particularly 
useful to contemporary thinking because it “contests both concepts of 
biological essentialism and social constructivism” (447). A key term for 
Moses here is habit, which in Stein’s view—and in her practice—is a 
constructive force. Against orthodox neoromantic or modernist under-
standings of habit as deadening (akin to outworn social and aesthetic 
conventions), Stein’s habit is a gradualist and incremental but unpredict-
able and lively pattern of repetition with difference, a pattern that is “not 
inevitable or uniform” (448). Developing at the boundary of nature and 
culture, the internal and external, the voluntary and the involuntary, it 
structures Stein’s literary innovations on the level of sentence, character, 
narrative, and genre. Part of a nondeterministic and nonphysicalist uni-
verse, habit “is a dynamic force rather than an archive” (464). Ultimately, 
for Moses, Stein proves a stronger advocate for habit than even Bergson 
and James; she resembles more closely their teacher, Darwin himself, 
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who apprehends a balance between creative and conservative functions 
of habit. Like Darwin, “Stein concentrates attention on microevents that 
reveal emergent changes from an earlier precedent” (446). Moses thus 
challenges accounts of evolution that rely on understanding heredity as a 
mere blueprint, accounts of modernism that undervalue the repetitions 
of habit, and accounts of Stein that condemn her attention to characters 
as immutable types. 
 The mutual implication of culture and biology likewise emerges 
in Laura Otis’s essay, which discerns strong parallels between George 
Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion, a social comedy of class mobility, and H. G. 
Wells’s The Island of Dr. Moreau, a science fiction adventure about tra-
versing the species barrier. Otis points out that Wells (a student of T. H. 
Huxley) saw much greater promise in science than did the ever-skeptical 
(and stubbornly Lamarckian) Shaw. Still, she demonstrates how in both 
these tales of metamorphosis, the authors indict the scientist figure for 
an ethical indifference to the pain caused by his will-to-knowledge, 
and how both narratives show experimental transformations entailing 
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fail to acknowledge the prominence of Darwinian thinking in the works 
of writers such as W. E. B. Du Bois and George Schuyler. For Du Bois, 
evolutionary thinking is not a biological reductionism but rather “a 
middle term” (513) between the biological and the cultural that mediates 
by shifting attention from essences to functions. Instead of “a set of geneti-
cally controlled and fixed traits,” race becomes “an inevitable cognitive 
propensity to act as if such traits existed.” In short, Du Bois views race as 
a “cognitive fiction”—an “evolved technology” (515) that serves (or has 
served) an adaptive function. Because it directs attention to what race does 
rather than what it is, a cognitive fiction “can persist independently of 
[its] correlation to anything outside [itself]” (517).18 Carluccio mobilizes 
this idea of race as a cognitive fiction in a sedulously careful reading of 
Schuyler’s wild satire Black No More

d brFttnIorJEhCFFJirthnrSCwibrctnr rStiJnwrLtnIirk beIoriCccJnJwercntSr
edJrJwkCntwSJweretrLdC-drLJr i FeJiPrTcrn -JrCbr r-tMwCeCkJr i Fe eCtwmr
G-dhoIJnRbrwtkJIrbJJSbretrCSFIomrCerCbrtwJred erbJJSbrwtLretrbJnkJrtwIor
kCtIJwertnrJ”FItCeCkJrJwibPr
r Ghb wr 0-v NJRbr Jbb or twr 0 nC wwJr 0ttnJr  wir éICz NJedr 9CbdtFr
YwibrCwr y nLCwpLdtbJr Ltn1rNtedr FtJebr 1wJLr iJJFIopFtbbCNCICeCJbr
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ally “associated with mothering and the rearing of the young” (555). The 
queer figures of the male mother, the dandyish fancier, the “obsessive 
taxonomist” (554), the student of extinct and forgotten species, and the 
collector of nature’s odd variations all allow for a “break from teleological 
sexuality” and point the way toward “thinking beyond rigid attachment 
to fixed or immutable forms of embodiment” (569). 
 Reconnecting Darwin’s insights with those of recent theory, finally, 
can inform the understandings of a concept increasingly visible in liter-
ary studies, the animal. The two essays that close out this volume engage 
the animal—or, to use the term that Eric Santner has favored, the Ape 
and Essence “within the problematic of post-Darwinian ethics” (584), a 
problematic Johnson reads with the help of Agamben’s writings on the 
human-animal binary. Johnson’s essay begins with T. H. Huxley’s struggle 
to relate the two terms in the title of his 1893 lecture, “Evolution and 
Ethics,” showing how his best efforts to decouple the natural world of 
evolutionary change from the human realm of ethics deconstructs itself, 
as concepts like sympathy and justice prove too slippery to function as 
criteria of distinction. This philosophical struggle then serves to clarify the 
ethical stakes in Aldous Huxley’s post-Holocaust novel, which—from its 
opening invocation of Gandhi’s murder to its presentation of a screenplay 
describing a fantasy of warring mutant eugenicist primates—thematizes 
the abject body as a site where sovereign power is both exercised and 
resisted. Ultimately, the distinctions between human, animal, and monster 
matter less to Aldous than the fact of the subjection of all life to power. 
A Darwinian understanding of life, viewed through Agamben, helps us 
to discern the logic of those “alienating zones of the nonhuman within 
the human,” zones which “become visible in apartheid, in genocide, in 
anti-Semitism, racism, and so forth” (589). Through a ludicrous (and 
often aesthetically reviled) science fiction scenario, Huxley’s fantastical 
screenplay-novel illumines the very real biopolitical fallout of twentieth-
century social Darwinisms. 
 Deirdre Coleman’s essay engages a similar problematic at a later 
historical moment and in a radically different genre by turning to a 
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contemporary novelist central to theoretical investigations of the animal, 
J. M. Coetzee. Coetzee has long been concerned with human beings in 
the condition of abjection, and his 1997–98 Tanner Lectures at Princeton, 
collected as The Lives of Animals, have become canonical texts for suggest-
ing how literature might challenge an anthropocentric worldview. In her 
reading of Coetzee’s novel Disgrace, Coleman recognizes that Darwin is a 
necessary figure for contemporary theorizations of the creaturely. Work-
ing through multiple allusions in Disgrace to romantic writers, she finds in 
that earlier historical moment—by no accident, a moment just prior to 
Darwin’s own writing—“a romantic dialectic . . . between a Malthusian 
population principle and a Godwinian drive of the species to perfect 
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Working to open interpretive possibilities rather than to foreclose them, 
these essays together demonstrate that just as literature has taken up the 
complex challenges posed by Darwin, so too has literary criticism. 

Notes 
1. A program to resolve disciplinary differences by reinterpreting all knowledge 
via the methods and discourses of the natural sciences. 

2. Guillory takes the term from Louis Althusser. It designates a set of philo-

is something more than common sense, if also something less than adequate 

philosophy” (“Sokal” 476). Elsewhere Guillory describes it as “the discourse 

of self-description and legitimation produced alongside practice” (“Critical 

Response” 528) and remarks that “self-congratulation is the worst feature of 

spontaneous philosophy” (530). 

3. Literary Darwinism, along with the related field of cognitive literary study, 
was recently championed in The New York Times with this very cliché (Cohen). 
So-called cognitive approaches to literature do not necessarily assume a neo-
Darwinist view, and many foundational cognitive scientists (Noam Chomsky, 
Jerry Fodor) strongly reject some of the premises of the Dawkins-Dennett 
school; still, evolutionary psychology conceives of itself as fusing sociobiology 
and cognitive science, and in literary studies there is much overlap between the 
subschools. 

4. See for example Joseph Carroll’s claim that “a very large proportion of the 
work in critical theory that has been done in the last twenty years . . . is es-
sentially a wrong turn, a dead end, a misconceived enterprise, a repository of 
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6. See Easterlin, Richardson and Steen, Gottschall and Wilson, Boyd, Carroll, 
and Gottschall. 

7. This argument is central to Gould’s critique of the neo-Darwinists and 
tends to be grudgingly conceded. Gould notes Nietzsche’s arguments for the 
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great works of the past (Pound’s troubadours, Eliot’s metaphysicals) were iden-
tified as those that achieved a kind of difficulty, complexity, or affective sophis-
tication at odds with reigning bourgeois protocols, then modernism would 
aim to renounce those very aspects of reading, art, or literature that literary 
Darwinism seeks to explain. For it is of course the popular bourgeois forms 
of art—or indeed the earlier collective and oral forms of song and storytell-
ing—whose evolution literary Darwinism must address if it would approach 
anything like the explanation of a species-wide universal. Thus modernism and 
the poststructuralist theory that in many ways derives from it would alike ap-
pear largely irrelevant if not downright perverse to literary Darwinism because 
they cultivate a specialized, sophisticated, highly trained readership. In this, 
then, literary Darwinists find company in that branch of left-leaning cultural 
studies that views high modernism as an elitist mystification of art and urges 
instead critical attention to popular forms. 

13. For Gottschall’s idea of literature as social science data, see D. T. Max.

14. Biopolitical is a coinage of Foucault’s, used to refer to the subjection of life, 
bodies, populations, reproduction, and sexuality to political power; it is a major 
theme of Agamben’s thought as well. Santner defines it as “the threshold where 
life becomes a matter of politics and politics comes to inform the very matter 
and materiality of life” (12). 

15. An allele is an alternative form of the gene potentially occupying the same 
place on the chromosome. 

16. As Dawkins writes in his earlier and even more famous book, The Selfish 
Gene: 

No one factor, genetic or environmental, can be considered as the 
single “cause” of any part of a baby. All parts of a baby have a near 
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important alternative: viewing the brain (and hence the mind) as one 
organ among many, a relatively recent usurper of control, whose func-
tions cannot properly be understood until we see it not as the boss, 
but as just one more somewhat fractious servant, working to further 
the interests of the body that shelters and fuels it, and gives its activi-
ties meaning. This historical or evolutionary perspective reminds me of 
the change that has come over Oxford in the thirty years since I was 
a student there. It used to be that the dons were in charge, while the 
burse(31sed �th�tc35her)025
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