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Introduction

The publication of Charles Darwin's *The Descent of
Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex* (1871) profoundly
impacted not only the scientific understanding of human
evolution but also the cultural landscape. This article
explores the fascinating intersection of Darwin's theory of
sexual selection – specifically, its implications for
courtship, mate choice, and the very nature of love – and
its reverberations within American fiction between 1871
and 1926. This period witnessed the rise of realism and
naturalism, literary movements ideally suited to grappling
with the implications of evolutionary theory for human
behavior and relationships. We will examine how
American authors engaged with Darwinian ideas about
sexual selection, exploring how these concepts shaped
their portrayals of love, marriage, and gender roles.

1. Darwinian Romance: A New Paradigm for Love and
Courtship

Darwin's theory of sexual selection, distinct from natural
selection, posited that certain traits evolved not for
survival advantage but because they enhanced an
organism's attractiveness to potential mates. This concept,
applied to humans, challenged traditional notions of
romantic love and courtship. Instead of love being solely a
divinely ordained or purely sentimental force, it could be
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understood through a lens of evolutionary strategy.
Authors began to depict characters whose romantic
choices reflected conscious or unconscious strategies to
secure desirable mates – ones who displayed
characteristics deemed attractive by Darwinian standards:
physical beauty, strength, intelligence, or social status.
This often resulted in complex explorations of power
dynamics within relationships, reflecting the competitive
nature inherent in sexual selection.

2. Realism and Naturalism: Reflecting Evolutionary
Principles

American realist and naturalist authors, focused on
depicting the world as it was, found fertile ground in
Darwin's theories. Authors like Theodore Dreiser, in
*Sister Carrie* (1900), explicitly explore the allure of
material success in attracting female partners, a clear
reflection of sexual selection principles. Carrie's choices,
motivated by a desire for a better life and the perceived
advantages of marrying wealthier men, are subtly
examined through the lens of Darwinian competition for
resources and status. Similarly, Edith Wharton’s *The
House of Mirth* (1905) highlights the social and
economic pressures shaping Lily Bart's search for a mate,
her choices and failures becoming a compelling narrative
of evolutionary adaptation (or maladaptation) in a
stratified social environment. The concept of "fitness,"
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central to Darwinian thought, is subtly yet powerfully
woven into the fabric of these novels.

3. Challenging Victorian Ideals: Gender and Sexual
Selection

The application of sexual selection theory to human
relationships inevitably challenged existing gender roles
prevalent in late 19th and early 20th-century America. The
Victorian ideal of the passive, virtuous woman and the
dominant, provider male was gradually questioned as
authors explored the agency of women in mate selection
and the complexities of female desire. Characters like
Jennie Gerhardt in Dreiser's *Jennie Gerhardt* (1911)
actively pursue relationships based on perceived benefits,
highlighting a female agency that contrasted sharply with
Victorian norms. The exploration of female sexuality,
though often constrained by societal expectations, began to
find its way into the narrative, subtly reflecting the
competitive aspects of female sexual selection described
by Darwin.

4. Evolutionary Aesthetics and the Representation of
Beauty

Darwin's theory also impacted the representation of beauty
in American fiction. The idea that aesthetic preferences
were shaped by evolutionary pressures – that certain
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features were deemed attractive because they signaled
health, fertility, or genetic fitness – infused the
descriptions of characters and their interactions. Authors
subtly used physical descriptions to convey evolutionary
advantage or disadvantage, influencing the reader’s
perception of a character's desirability and prospects in the
mating game. This is particularly evident in the detailed
portrayals of physical appearance found in the works of
authors like Henry James, whose nuanced character
descriptions frequently hinted at underlying evolutionary
implications.

5. Beyond the Biological: Social Darwinism and Its
Literary Manifestations

It is crucial to acknowledge that Darwin's theory was often
misinterpreted and misused, particularly through the lens
of Social Darwinism. This ideology, which applied the
principles of natural selection to human societies, often
justified social inequalities and prejudices. Some
American authors grappled with these problematic
applications, using their fiction to critique the social
implications of misconstrued evolutionary theory. While
many novels reflected Darwinian influences without
explicitly endorsing Social Darwinism, others directly
addressed the dangers of applying evolutionary concepts
to justify social hierarchies and discriminatory practices.

The Descent Of Love Darwin And The Theory Of Sexual Selection In American Fiction 1871
1926

The Descent Of Love Darwin And The Theory Of Sexual Selection In American Fiction 1871
1926

5



Conclusion

The influence of Darwin's theory of sexual selection on
American fiction between 1871 and 1926 was profound
and multifaceted. Authors explored the complex interplay
between biological drives and social constructs,
challenging traditional views of love, courtship, and
gender roles. While some embraced Darwin's insights to
enrich their understanding of human relationships, others
critically engaged with the potential misinterpretations and
misapplications of evolutionary theory. The legacy of this
interaction remains visible in the rich tapestry of American
literature, reminding us of the enduring power of scientific
ideas to shape cultural narratives and artistic expression.
The exploration of "Darwinian romance" and its
complexities continues to be a vibrant field of literary and
historical study.

FAQ

Q1: How did Darwin’s theory specifically influence the
portrayal of women in American fiction of this period?

A1: Darwin's theory, particularly the concept of sexual
selection, challenged the passive role typically assigned to
women in Victorian literature. While societal constraints
remained strong, authors began to portray women with
more agency in choosing mates, pursuing their desires, and
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navigating the complexities of romantic relationships. This
led to more nuanced and realistic portrayals of female
sexuality and ambition, albeit often within the confines of
prevailing social norms.

Q2: Were all authors of this period directly influenced
by Darwin's work?

A2: No. While Darwin's ideas permeated the intellectual
and cultural landscape, not all authors explicitly engaged
with his theories in their works. However, even those who
didn't directly reference Darwin may have subtly
incorporated evolutionary perspectives into their portrayal
of human relationships and social dynamics. The shift
towards realism and naturalism itself reflects a broader
cultural move towards observing and representing human
behavior in a more scientific manner.

Q3: How did the rise of realism and naturalism
facilitate the incorporation of Darwinian ideas into
fiction?

A3: Realism and naturalism, with their focus on depicting
the world as it is, provided a perfect framework for
exploring the implications of Darwin's theories for human
behavior. These movements prioritized observation and
accurate representation over idealized portrayals, making
them ideally suited to exploring the complexities of human
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relationships through an evolutionary lens.

Q4: What are some examples of novels that directly or
indirectly address Social Darwinism?

A4: While many novels subtly reflect Darwinian
principles, some directly engage with the problematic
aspects of Social Darwinism. For instance, some works
might subtly critique the justification of social inequalities
based on misinterpreted evolutionary principles.
Identifying such novels requires careful analysis of how
characters’ social standing and opportunities are presented
within the larger narrative. Looking for narratives that
explicitly address themes of social mobility and the
challenges faced by those from lower socioeconomic strata
can provide insight.

Q5: How does the concept of "fitness" manifest in the
fiction of this period?

A5: "Fitness," in a Darwinian sense, doesn't always mean
physical strength but rather the ability to survive and
reproduce within a given environment. In the fiction of
this period, "fitness" often translates to social and
economic success, attracting desirable mates, and securing
a secure future. Characters who demonstrate these
qualities are often perceived as more "fit" and successful
in navigating the complex social landscape.
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Q6: What are the limitations of interpreting literature
solely through a Darwinian lens?

A6: While considering Darwinian influences enriches our
understanding of literature, interpreting works solely
through this lens can be overly reductive. Literary texts are
complex expressions of human experience influenced by
many factors beyond scientific theory. Ignoring other
social, cultural, psychological, and artistic elements in
favor of a purely evolutionary interpretation risks
overlooking the richness and complexity of the work.

Q7: What are the future implications of studying this
intersection between science and literature?

A7: Studying the intersection between Darwin's theories
and American fiction offers valuable insights into how
scientific ideas shape cultural narratives and societal
perceptions. It enhances our understanding of the historical
context of literary works and illuminates the complex
interplay between science, culture, and art. This
interdisciplinary approach has relevance beyond literary
studies, providing valuable insights for historians,
sociologists, and scientists alike. Further research can
explore specific authors, specific thematic concerns within
the novels, and how later writers responded to and
critiqued their predecessors’ engagements with Darwinian
ideas.
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Q8: How can we better understand the nuanced ways
in which American authors engaged with Darwinian
concepts beyond straightforward application?

A8: We need to move beyond simple identification of
Darwinian themes to examine the authors’
*interpretations* of those themes. Close readings focusing
on subtle textual cues, authorial choices, and the broader
context of the literary movement are vital. Examining how
authors used or challenged Darwinian ideas to critique
prevailing social norms, explore gender roles, and address
issues of class and power yields richer understandings of
their nuanced engagements with evolutionary thought.

The Descent of Love: Darwin and the Theory of Sexual
Selection in American Fiction (1871-1926)

Introduction:

The publication of Charles Darwin's groundbreaking "The
Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex" in 1871
sent ripples through the scientific and intellectual
landscapes of the Western world. Its controversial theory
of sexual selection – the idea that mate choice, driven by
aesthetics and proclivities, plays a crucial role in evolution
– provided abundant ground for exploration in the
burgeoning field of American fiction. This article analyzes
how American authors between 1871 and 1926 wrestled
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with Darwin's ideas, incorporating them into narratives
that explored themes of gender, hierarchy, and the very
nature of love and desire.

The Effect of Sexual Selection:

Darwin's theory presented a transformative challenge to
prevailing notions about human relationships. The
Victorian era, with its emphasis on etiquette and social
governance, found itself challenged with the suggestion
that innate drives could shape mating patterns. This
inherent conflict created a fascinating tension in American
literature of the period.

Early applications of Darwinian principles were often
subtle. Authors like Henry James, in novels such as "The
Portrait of a Lady" (1881), exploited the concept of sexual
selection to demonstrate the complexities of romantic
choices within a highly structured social environment. The
characters’ struggles were not merely romantic; they were
also a reflection of the power dynamics inherent in the
picking process itself, where status often played a more
significant role than inherent attractiveness.

The Rise of Realism and Naturalism:

As the 19th century moved, the influence of Darwinism
became more obvious in American literature. The rise of
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realism and naturalism, with its focus on objective
portrayal of life and the impact of environment on human
behavior, provided a suitable framework for examining
Darwinian themes.

Authors like Theodore Dreiser, in "Sister Carrie" (1900),
portrayed a world where sexual selection, often driven by
material ambition, played a crucial role in shaping
characters’ lives. Carrie Meeber's journey, driven by her
desire for a better life, is a stark portrayal of how
Darwinian principles can emerge in a modern, urban
setting. Her choices, and the consequences thereof,
highlight the power of survival of the fittest within human
interactions.

The Progressive Era and Beyond:

The early 20th century saw a further evolution in the
literary application of Darwinian ideas. As social reform
movements gained power, authors began to use Darwinian
concepts to critique existing social hierarchies and
inequalities.

Authors like Edith Wharton, in novels such as "The House
of Mirth" (1905), examined the harsh realities of sexual
selection within the highest levels of society. Wharton’s
protagonists often found themselves ensnared by the very
system of social Darwinism that dictated their choices,
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revealing the cruelty of a society where beauty and social
standing determined one's fate.

Conclusion:

From the indirect hints in Henry James's works to the
more direct explorations of Dreiser and Wharton, the
theory of sexual selection left an indelible mark on
American fiction between 1871 and 1926. These authors
used Darwin's ideas not simply to portray human behavior
but also to challenge the social systems that shaped it. By
exploring the complex interplay between biology, social
structures, and individual agency, they created a rich and
multifaceted body of literature that continues to echo with
readers today. The study of this period’s fiction provides
valuable insight into the historical interaction between
scientific theory and artistic expression.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ):

Q1: How did Darwin's theory challenge Victorian
social norms?

A1: Darwin's emphasis on biological drives in mate
selection challenged Victorian ideals of romantic love
based purely on moral and social compatibility. It implied
that choices were influenced by inherent factors,
potentially disrupting the established social order.
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Q2: Were all authors of this period supportive of
Darwin's ideas?

A2: No, some authors critiqued Darwin's ideas, either
explicitly or implicitly. Some argued against the
deterministic implications of social Darwinism. The
reception varied greatly.

Q3: What are some practical benefits of studying this
literary period?

A3: This study enhances understanding of how scientific
theories influence artistic expression. It also sheds light on
the social and cultural anxieties surrounding evolutionary
biology and its implications for human society. It offers a
nuanced view of the complexities of human relationships
and social structures in a specific historical context.

Q4: How did the context of Realism and Naturalism
influence the portrayal of Darwinian concepts?

A4: Realism and Naturalism’s focus on objective portrayal
and environmental influence provided a framework for
realistically depicting the impact of Darwinian concepts
like sexual selection on individual lives and social
dynamics. It moved away from idealized depictions
towards more complex and often harsher realities.
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