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CHAPTER 14

World War |, many would look back to this period as one of
unusual progress. Scme of the twentieth-century develop-
ments that in retrospect make the second half of the nine-
teenth century seem such a pasitive time will be examined
in the next chapter.

S~

The Origin of Species and The
Descent of Man

Charles Darwin

The nineteenth century was a period of great scientific ideas
and discoveries. Perhaps the most important and certainly the
most controversial was Darwin’s theory of evolution. Charles
Darwin (1809-1882), a British naturalist, gathered data
while on voyages in the southern Pacific, He used those data
to develop his theory of evolution by natural selection. This
theory of evolution, particularly as applied to human beings,
challenged Biblical accounts of creation. He argued that all
life, including human life, evolved from lower forms. Evolu-
tion was slow and extended over a much longer period than
had been assumed. Natural selection, or survival of the fittest,
determined how species evolved. Darwin first formulated his
findings and theory in an 1844 essay. However, it was only
after 1859, when he published The Origin of Species by
Means of Natural Selection, that his ideas became well
known and widely controversial. The first of two selections
below is from that baok. The second is from The Descent of
Man, which he published in 1871.

CONSIDER: Why his ideas might be so welcome by some, so
disturbing to others; the possible psychological impact of his
ideas; how those favoring Biblical accounts might respond.

.+ [Clan we doubt (remembering that many more indi-
viduals are born than can possibly survive) that individu-
als having any advantage, however slight, over others,
would have the best chance of surviving and of procreat-
ing their kind? On the other hand, we may feel sure that
any variation in the least degree injuricus would be
rigidly destroyed. This preservation of favourable individ-
ual differences and variations, and the destruction of

- those which are injurious, I have called Natural Selec-
tion, or the Survival of the Fietest. . ..

Sources: Charles Darwin, The Origin of Specles by Means of Naturat
Selection, 6th ed. (Londan: John Murray, 1872), pp. 63, 85; Charles
Darwin, The Descent of Man (New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1883),
np. 606607, 619.
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9é= Yor Classroom Discussion

How might some sources be used to reveal the nature of
the middle-class style of life? Use the painting by Eastrman
Johnson, the document “Women as Chemists,” the ilhus-
tration from The Ages of Woman, and the analysis by
Riemer and Fout.

Natural selection acts solely through the preservation
of variations in some way advantageous, which conse-
quently endure. Owing to the high geometrical rate of in-
crease of all organic beings, each area is already fully
stocked with inhabitants; and it follows from this, that as
the favoured forms increase in number, so, generally, will
the less favoured decrease and become rare. Rarity, as ge-
ology tells us, is the precursor to extinction.

FERN

The main conclusion here arrived at, and now held by
many naturalists who are well competent to form a sound
judgment, is that man is descended from some less highly
organized form. The grounds upon which this conclusion
rests will never be shaken, for the close similarity
between man and the lower animals in embryonic devel-
opment, as well as in innumerable points of structure and
constitution, both of high and of the most trifting
importance,—the rudiments which he retains, and the
abnormal reversions to which he is occasionally liable,—
are facts which cannot be disputed. They have long been
known, but until recently they rold us nothing with re-
spect to the origin of man. Now when viewed by the light
of our knowledge of the whole organic world, their mean-
ing is unmistakable. The great principle of evolution
stands up clear and firm, when these groups of facts are
considered in connection with others, such as the mutual
affinities of the members of the same group, their geo-
graphical distribution in past and present trimes, and their
geological succession. It is incredible that all these facts
should speak falsely. He who is not content to look, like a

savage, at the phenomena of nature as disconnected,

cannot any longer believe that man is the work of a sep-
arate act of creation. . . .

We have seen that man incessantly presents individ-
ual differences in all parts of his body and in his mental
faculties. These differences or variations seem to be in-
duced by the same general causes, and to obey the same
laws as with the lower animals. In both cases similar laws
of inheritance prevail. Man tends to increase at a greater
rate than his means of subsistence; consequently he is oc-
castonally subjected to a severe struggle for existence,
and natural selection will have effected whatever lies
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within its scope. A succession of strongly-marked varia-
tions of a similar nature is by no means requisite; slight
fluctuating differences in the individual suffice for the
work of natural selection. . ..

[M]an with all his noble qualities, with sympathy
which feels for the most debased, with benevolence
which extends not only to other men but ro the humblest
living creature, with his god-like intellect which has pen-
etrated into the movements and constitution of the solar
system—with all these exalted powers—Man still bears
in his bodily frame the indelible stamp of his lowly origin.

Social Statics: Liberalism
and Social Darwinism

Herbert Spencer

The works of Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) epitomize the
assertive liberal philosophy favored by successful mid-
nineteenth-century industrialists. This was a period in which
capitalism was relatively unvestrained and social legislation
was only in its infancy. It was also the beginning of thinking
from a biological and evolutionary perspective, as best evi-
denced by the publication of Charles Darwin’s Origin of
Species in 1859. Spencer reflected all this in his massive writ-
ings. He rose from being a railroad engineer to becorne editor
of the London Economist—avhich espoused the views of in-
dustrial capitalism—and an independent author. Ahways o
supporter of laissex-faire, he was best known for his advocacy
of secial evolution and acceptance of Darwinian ideas applied
10 society {Sociad Darwinism). Modern scholars consider him
a founder of sociology. The following is an excerpt from
Social Statics first published in 1851,

CONSIDER: Why Spencer's views would be so appealing to
the industrial middle class; on what grounds certain groups
might oppose these views; the social policies that would flow
from these ideas; ways these views veflect Darwin’s ideas.

Pervading all Nature we may see at work a stern disci-
pline which is a little cruel that it may be very kind. . . .
It seems hard that an unskillfulness which with all his
efforts he cannot overcome, should entail hunger upon
the artizan. It seems hard that a labourer incapacitated

“by sickness from competing with his stronger fellows,

should have to bear the resuiting privations. It seems
hard that widows and orphans should be left to struggle
for life or death. Nevertheless, when regarded not sepa-
rately but in connexion with the interests of universal
humanity, these harsh fatalities are seen to be full of
beneficence—the same beneficence which brings to

—_—

Souree: Herbert Spencer, Social Statics (New York: D. Appleton and Co.,

1896}, pp. 149-151, @
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eatly graves the children of diseased parents, and singles
out the intemperate and the debilirated as the victims of
an epidemic.

There are many very amiable people who have not the
nerve to look this matter fairly in the face. Disabled as
they are by their sympathies with present suffering, from
duly regarding ultimate consequences, they pursue a
coutse which is injudicious, and in the end even cruel.
We do not consider it true kindness in a mother to grat-
ify her child with sweetmeats that are likely to make it iil.
We should think it a very foolish sort of benevolence
which led a surgeon to let his patient’s disease progress to
a fatal issue, rather than inflict pain by an operation. Sim-
jlarly, we must call those spuricus phitanthropists who, to
prevent present misery, would entail greater misery on fu-
ture generations. That rigorous necessity which, when al-
lowed to operate, becomes so sharp a spur to the lazy and
so strong a bridle to the random, these paupers’ friends
would repeal, because of the wailings it here and there
produces. Blind to the fact that under the natural order
of things society is constantly excreting its unhealthy,
imbecile, slow, vacillating, faithless members, these un-
thinking, though well-meaning, men advocate an inter-
ference which not only stops the purifying process, but
even increases the vitiation—absolutely encourages the
multiplication of the reckless and incompetent by offer-
ing them an unfailing provision, and discourages the mul-
tiplication of the competent and provident by heightening
the difftculty of maintaining a family. And thus, in their
eagerness to prevent the salutary sufferings that surround
us, these sigh-wise and groan-foolish people bequeath to
posterity a continually increasing curse.

On Liberty
John Stuart Mill

During the second half of the nineteenth century, libevalism in
theory and practice started to change. In general, it became
less wedded to laissez-faire policies and less optimistic than
it was during the first half of the nineteenth century. This
change is reflected in the thought of John Stuare Mill
{1806-1873). He was the most influential British thinker of
the mid-nineteenth century and probably the leading liberal
theorist of the period. When he was young he favored the early
liberalism of his father, James Mill, a well-known philosopher,
and Jeremy Bentham, the author of utilitarianism. Over time
he perceived difficulties with this early liberalism and new
dangers. He modified his liberal ideas, a change that would
later be reflected in liberal political policies of the late

Source: John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, Liberly, and Representative
Government (London: J. M. Dent and Sons Lid., Everyman Library,
1910}, pp. 66-68.
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Henrik Ihsen’s A Doll’s House, 1879

The Norwegian ploywright Henrik lbsen {1828-1906) wrote plays that attempted to provide
audiences with realistic depictions of life in late-nineteenth-century Europe. Many of his works,
particularly his later plays, challenged social and cultural norms, For exarmple, in his most famous
work, A Doll's House {1879, ibsen portrayed the plight of an ordinary middle-class wife caught
in an emotionally empty marriage. As you read the excerpt from the pioy included belovs, ask your-
self how a nineteenth-century audience might hove resbonded 1o fhsen’s story of social repression.

Act i)

Helmer (standing at the open door). Yes, do. Try and calm yourself, and make your mind
easy again, my frightened little singing-bird. Be at rest, and feel secure; | have broad wings
to sheleer you under. (Walks up and down by the door.} How warm and cosy our home
is, Nora. Here is shelter for you; here | will protect you like a hunted dove that | have
saved from a hawlk’s claws; | will bring peace to your poor beating heart. It will come, litde
by fictle, Nora, believe me. Tomorrow morning you will look upon it all quite differently;
soon everything will be just as it was before. Very soon you won't need me to assure you
that | have forgiven you; you will yourself feel the certainty that | have done so. Can you
suppose | should ever think of such a thing as repudiating you, or even reproaching you?
You have no idea what a true man’s heart is like, Nora. There is something so indescrib-
ably sweet and satisfying, to a man, in the knowledge that he has forgiven his wife-— for-
given her freely, and with all his heart. It seems as if that had made her, as it were, doubly
his own; he has given her a new life, so to speak; and she is in a way become both wife and
child to him. So you shall be for me after this, my little scared, helpless darling. Have no
anxiety about anything, Nora; only be frank and open with me, and | will serve as will and
conscience both to you—What is this? Not gone to bed? Have you changed your things?

Nora (in everyday dress). Yes, Torvald, | have changed my things now.
Helmer. But what forl—so late as this.

Nora. | shall not sleep tonighr.

Helmer. But, my dear Nora—

Nora (looking at her watch). It is not so very late. Sit down here, Torvald. You and | have
much to say to one another. (She sits down at one side of the table.)

Helmer. Nora—what is this’—this cold, set face?
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Nora. Sit down. It will take some time; | have a lot to taik over with you.

Helmer (sits down at the opposite side of the table). You alarm me, Noral—and | don’t
understand you.

Nora. No, that is just it. You don't understand me, and | have never understood you
either—before tonight. No, you mustn't interrupt me. You must simply listen to what |
say. Torvald, this is a settling of accounts.

Helmer. What do you mean by that?

Nora (after a short silence). Isn't there one thing that strikes you as strange in our sitting
here like this?

Helmer. What is that!

Nora, We have been married now eight years. Does it not occur to you that this is the
first time we two, you and [, husband and wife, have had a serious conversation?

Helmer. What do you mean by serious?

Nora. In all these eight years—Ionger than that—from the very beginning of our acquain-
tance, we have never exchanged a word on any serious subject.

Helmer. Was it likely that | would be continually and forever telling you about worries
that you could not help me to bear?

Nora. [ am not speaking about business matters, [ say that we have never sat down in ear-
nest together to try and get at the bottom of anything.

Helmer. But, dearest Nora, would it have been any good to you!

Nora. That is just it you have never understood me. | have been greatly wronged,
Torvald—first by papa and then by you.

Helmer. What! By us two—by us two, who have loved you better than anyone else in the
world?

Nora (shaking her head). You have never loved me. You have only thought it pteasant to
be in love with me.

Helmer. Nora, what do | hear you saying!

Nora. [t is perfectly true, Torvald. When { was at home with papa, he told me his opinion
abour everything. and se | had the same opinions: and if | differed from him | concealed




the fact, because he would not have liked it. He called me his doll-child, and he played
with me just as | used to play with my dolls. And when | came to live with you—

Helmer. What sort of an expression is that to use about our marriage! Nora (undis-
turbed). | mean that | was simply transferred from papa's hands into yours, You arranged
everything according to your own taste, and so | got the same tastes as you—or else |
pretended to, | am really not quite sure which—| think sometimes the one and some-
times the other. When { look back on it, it seems to me as if | had been living here like a
poor woman—ijust from hand to mouth. | have existed merely to perform tricks for you,
Torvald. But you would have it so. You and papa have committed a great sin against me,
it is your fault that | have made nothing of my life.

Helmer. How unreasonable and how ungratefuf you are, Nora! Have you not been happy
here!

Nora. No, | have never been happy. | thought | was, but it has never really been so.
Helmer. Not—not happy!

Nora, No, only merry. And you have always been so kind to me. But our home has been
nothing but a playroom. | have been your doll-wife, just as at home | was papa’s doli-child;
and here the children have been my dolls. | thought it great fun when you played with me,
just as they thought it great fun when | played with them. That is what our marriage has
been, Torvald.

Helmer. There is some truth in what you say-—exaggerated and strained as your view of
it is. But for the future it shall be different. Playtime shall be over, and lesson-time shall
begin.

Nora. Whose lessons? Mine, or the children’s?

Helmer. Both yours and the children’s, my darling Nora.

Nora. Alzs, Torvald, you are not the man to educate me into being a proper wife for you.
Helmer. And you can say that!

Nora. And l—how am | fitted to bring up the children?

Helmer. Nora!

Nora. Didw't you say so yourself a litdde while ago—that you dare not trust me to bring
them up!?
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Helmer. In a moment of anger! Why do you pay any heed to that!

Nora. Indeed, you were perfectly right. | am not fit for the task. There is another task |
must undercake first. | must try and educate myself—you are not the man to help me in
that. | must do that for myself. And that is why | am going to leave you now.

Helmer (springing up}. What do you say?

Nora. | must stand quite alone, if | am to understand myself and everything about me. It is
for that reason that { cannot remain with you any longer.,

Helmer. Nora, Noral

Nora. [ am going away from here now, at once, | am sure Chyistine will take me in for the
nighe—

Helmer. You are out of your mind! | won't allow it! | forbid you!

Nora. it is no use forbidding me anything any longer. | will take with me what belongs to
myself. | will take nothing from you, either now or later,

Helmer. What sort of madness is this!

Nora. Tomorrow | shall go home—I mean to my old home. It will be easiest for me to find
something to do there,

Helmer. You blind, foolish woman!
Nora. | must try and get some sense, Torvald.

Helmer, To desert your home, your husband and your children! And you don't consider
what people will say!

Nora. | cannot consider that at all. | only know that it is necessary for me.
Helmer. [t's shocking. This is how you would neglect your most sacred duties.
Nora. What do you consider my most sacred duties?

Helmer. Do | need to tell you that! Are they not your duties to your husband and your
children?

Nora. | have other duties just as sacred.




Helmer. That you have not. What duties could those be?
Nora, Duties to myself.
Helmer. Before all else, you are a wife and mother.

Nora. | don't befieve that any longer. | believe that before all else [ am a reasonable human
being, just as you are—or, at all events, that | must try and become one. | know quite
well, Torvald, that most people would thinl you right, and that views of that kind are to
be found in books; but f can no longer content myself with what most people say, or with
what is found in books. | must think over things for myself and get to understand them,

Helmer. Can you not understand your place in your own home? Have you not a reliable
guide in such matters as that!—have you no religion?

Nora. | am afraid, Torvald, | do not exactly know what religion is,
Helmer. What are you saying!

Nora. | know nothing but what the clergyman said, when | went to be confirmed. He told
us that religion was this, and that, and the other. When | am away from all this, and am
alone, | will ook into that matter too. | will see if what the clergyman said is true, or at all
events if it is true for me.

Helmer. This is unheard of in a girl of your age! But if religion cannot lead you aright, let
me try and awaken your conscience. | suppose you have some moral sense? Or—answer
me-—am } to think you have none!

Nora. | assure you, Torvald, that is not an easy question to answer. | really don’t know.
‘The thing perplexes me altogether. | only know that you and | look at it in quite a differ-
ent light. [ am |earning, too, that the law is quite another thing from what | supposed; but
[ find it impossible to convince myself that the law is right. According to it a woman has
no right to spare her old dying father, or to save her husband’s life, | can’t believe that,

Helmer, You tallk like a child. You don’t understand the conditions of the world in which
you live,

Noro. No, | dor’t. But now | am going to try. | am going to see if | can make out who is
right, the world or L

Helmer, You are ill. Nora; you are delirious; | almost think you are out of your mind.

Nora. | have never felt my mind so clear and certain as tonight,
I T IR L R e A R R Cerlpee L e L



GQuestions

|. How did Torvald Helmer embody traditional ideas about women and

marriage?

2. Why did Nora Helmer find it so difficulc to get her husband to rake her

seriously?

3. What sense, if any, was Torvald abie to make of Nora's behavior?
What comment might Ibsen have been making about the fimits of men’s
understanding of women in the late nineteenth century?
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