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COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 

The incalculable influence of Victorian England on contemporary American 
culture is nowhere more conspicuous than in the associated disciplines of science and 
literature—a phenomenon largely attributable to the groundbreaking enterprise of 
Charles Darwin and Charles Dickens.  Darwin, London, and Literature will investigate 
these intellectual giants and the Victorian culture they inhabited.  While in London, we 
will reside in Bloomsbury, very near Darwin and Dickens's homes and haunts.  Our 
multidisciplinary adventures will take us to many of London’s most important cultural 
venues—among them, the British Museum, The Museum of London, Down House, 
Dickens House and Museum, The British Museum of Natural History, the British Library, 
and the Globe Theater.  Pre-trip classes will familiarize students with primary literature 
(in particular, Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations), biographical information, and 
critical material (in particular, David and Nanelle Barash’s Madame Bovary's Ovaries), 
as well as travel itinerary and protocol.  In addition to examinations (pertinent to the 
readings) and journal writing (pertinent to your thinking, research, and travel), students 
will complete a final project exploring Dickens’s novel through a Darwinian lens. 

 
OBJECTIVES 

 

Darwin and Dickens: Science and Literature in Victorian England will engage 
students in science, humanities, critical thinking, and effective communication within an 
international / multicultural framework.  The course will explore correlations and 
distinctions between British and American culture through both scholarly and hands-on 
examination of Darwinian theory and the Dickensian novel. 

 
TEXTS 

 

Barash, David P. and Nanelle R. Barash.  Madame Bovary’s Ovaries: A Darwinian Look 
at Literature.  New York: Delta, 2006. 

 

Dickens, Charles.  Great Expectations.  New York: Penguin, 2002. 
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OUTCOMES 
 

Students will demonstrate improved 
 

1) understanding of the effects of Victorian science and literature by comparing the 
influences of each on Victorian and contemporary culture, 

2)  understanding of science and literature as "ways of knowing" by examining these 
epistemological methods, 

3)  ability to express, orally and in writing, multiple viewpoints about life questions (even 
if they disagree with those viewpoints), and 

4)  ability to discern relationships among ideas expressed through diverse literatures.    
  

 
FIRST ASSIGNMENT 

 

(Due dates for the reading / writing assignments described below will be forthcoming.  
However, we suggest you begin reading Madame Bovary’s Ovaries.) 

 

  Your first assignment is to read and annotate Madame Bovary’s Ovaries (MBO) 
by David and Nanelle Barash.  David is an evolutionary biologist at the University of 
Washington and Nanelle, his daughter, is a student of biology and literature at 
Swarthmore College.  As the subtitle indicates, this little text is A Darwinian Look at 
Literature.  More precisely, the book analyzes various literatures from an evolutionary or 
naturalistic perspective.  As we will soon see, several significant themes and cultural 
phenomena that permeate Victorian science: professionalism, secularization, 
publishing, education, technology, political/governmental change and—perhaps most 
importantly for our purposes—naturalism and progress.   
 

 As you read MBO, pay close attention to several Darwinian themes that we will 
eventually apply in analyzing the work of Charles Dickens:  
 

 Sexual Jealousy 
 Male and Female Mate Selection 
 Adultery 
 Kin Selection 
 Altruism 
 Parent-Offspring Conflict 
 Male / Male Competition 
 
As you read, think critically and creatively.  Take time to mull over these 
Darwinian themes and record (as elaborately as possible) your understanding of 
each in your journal.   
 

To reward you for your close, comprehensive reading of MBO, we will offer a 
brief exam which will ask you to explain and explore these themes and provide valid 
literary examples of each.  You are certainly not restricted to the examples given in 
MBO.  In fact, we encourage you to draw on previous reading. 
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As your read MBO, keep in mind the authors’ advice:  ―…reading makes more 
sense and is also more fun when informed by modern science’s current knowledge of 
biology and human nature.  Biology is not the key to understanding literature.  It is a 
key‖ (246, 250–emphasis ours).  In fact, this course is probably best understood as an 
attempt to explore, discuss, and illuminate our understanding of human nature as it 
developed concurrently in science and literature in Victorian England. 
 

 
SECOND ASSIGNMENT 

 

  Your second assignment is to read and annotate Great Expectations by Charles 
Dickens.  As you read, you will likely realize that several of the Darwinian / Evolutionary 
themes listed above (and ascertained in MBO) play themselves out in intriguing, 
complex ways in Dickens’s novel.  Take time to explore and articulate these 
connections in your journal. 
 

  Again, your effort deserves an appropriate reward—an exam on Great 
Expectations.  The exam will entail an accurate and comprehensive literal 
understanding of the novel.  It will also ask you to provide valid literary examples of 
various Darwinian themes (those investigated in MBO, above) pertinent to Great 
Expectations. 
 

 
FINAL PROJECT 

 

  As you delve into Madame Bovary’s Ovaries and Great Expectations, consider 
these words of advice from  David and Nanelle Barash: 
 

…try spicing up your reading with a bit of biology.  Go ahead, dive in, swim 
about, look around, and see what you can.  Most likely, it will be yourself. 

 

And reflect on the following—an observation of David Copperfield’s, one of Charles 
Dickens’s most autobiographical characters: 
 

 …whatever I have tried to do in life, I have tried with all my heart to do well; that 
whatever I have devoted myself to, I have devoted myself to completely; that in 
great aims and in small, I have always been thoroughly in earnest. 

 

For your final project, you will analyze Great Expectations through a Darwinian / 
Evolutionary lens as explored in Madame Bovary’s Ovaries.  In completing this 
project, you should use any and all information gathered during our time in 
London—which, of course, you will have recorded in your journal.  (We also 
encourage you to reference any other Dickens novel(s) to further illuminate your 
analyses.  Please feel free to consult any or all of us relative to any aspect of your 
project.)   

 

 The final project has both an oral and written component: 
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ORAL COMPONENT 
 

This oral component—to be shared with your colleagues while we are in 
London—is intended as a collegial forum and as constructive preparation for 
your written component. 

 

Develop an informal presentation to be delivered orally in which you share some 
of the ideas you intend to explore in your essay.  You may develop your presentation in 
any way that you consider appropriate.  Refer to Great Expectations, Madame Bovary’s 
Ovaries, and any other relevant material.  You should draw on any literature or 
experience that you find apt and useful.  Above all, avoid clichéd and superficial 
thinking.  Try to develop your ideas in ways that are incisive and original.  

 
APPROXIMATE LENGTH: 15 minutes 
 

AUDIENCE: Give your audience the opportunity to question and comment throughout 
the presentation.  Think of yourself as leading a discussion—not giving a 
speech. 

 

DELIVERY: This is neither a memorized speech nor a reading.  Refer to notes as 
necessary—but don't read extensively.  Speak to your audience as you 
would converse with a friend or colleague. 

 

Your grade for the oral component of this final project is based on two criteria: 
 

 The quality of your presentation 
 Your contribution to the D&D forum during your colleagues’ presentations 
 

WRITTEN COMPONENT 
 

This project requires you to think through ideas, to explore relationships 
among ideas, and to theorize as to their relevance.  The assignment has little to 
do with right answers, rote learning, or dogma.  It is a thinking exercise requiring 
critical, open-minded consideration of ideas fundamental to the way we live as an 
effect of the science and literature of Victorian England. 
 

However, avoid the flawed assumption that all opinions are equally valid 
and valuable.  In scholarship, an opinion is only as valuable as the information 
used to support it.  Certainly, your opinion (thesis) is an important part of this 
exercise—but only as important as your evidence (documentation). 
 

 Remember: Your thesis must state your position or opinion relative to your topic—
and it must be workable: focused, singular, debatable (controversial), and explicit. 

 

 Develop an organizational plan (or outline) listing your topic sentences and 
identifying the information you will use to develop each of your key points and 
supporting paragraphs.  This is a time-consuming but very important step that will 
significantly affect the quality of your essay.  This is a critical thinking process that 
involves close reading and thoughtful writing. 
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 Develop complete, coherent paragraphs.  Avoid overly brief, superficial paragraph-
like structures.  Each supporting paragraph must include relevant quotations from 
appropriate sources.  Overall, your essay should include numerous quotes from 
Great Expectations, Madame Bovary’s Ovaries, and any other primary and 
secondary documents pertinent to your thesis.  Source documents must be 
authoritative and objective.  (Internet sources can be very risky.  Make sure they are 
authoritative and reliable—and cite them properly.  Wikipedia, for example, is not an 
authoritative, reliable source.) 
 

 Avoid generalization, repetition, and regurgitation of class discussion.  Be 
thoughtful—and, of course, do not plagiarize.  (In addition to the ethical 
ramifications, modern technology makes plagiarism very easy to detect resulting in a 
failing grade and/or academic dismissal.  If you are confused or uncertain as to what 
constitutes plagiarism, please consult us.)   

 

 Develop an introductory paragraph that states your thesis.  Use one or more specific 
introductory techniques to motivate your readers’ interest in your topic.  Develop a 
concluding paragraph that reinforces the theme of your paper.  Use a specific 
concluding technique(s) to emphasize the significance of your theme. 
 

 Each student’s complete, revised, edited paper should be approximately 1200 to 
1500 words—approximately four to five pages, double-spaced, one-inch margins, 
#12 font (Times Roman or Ariel).  

 

 Revision is the key to success for writers at all skill levels—students, amateurs, and 
professionals: 

 

 Make sure your sentences are clear and concise. 
 Avoid passive voice and over-reliance on ―to be‖ verbs 
 Use concrete diction—words that say what you mean. 
 Use quotes to clarify your ideas—make sure the relevance of each quote is clear.  

Punctuate quotations accurately.  
 EDIT: Eliminate errors in grammar, mechanics, punctuation, and spelling. 
 Revise to identify the kinds of errors you often make in your writing.  The more 

often you do this kind of revision, the fewer of these errors you will find 
 

 Manuscript Conventions 
 

 When punctuating quotes, periods and commas go inside quotation marks.  
However, when including parenthetical citation, the quotation marks contain the 
quote, but the final period goes after the parenthesis.  For example:  

 

“When people refer to evolution with the verbal shorthand „survival of the fittest,‟ only 

very rarely do they understand just what they are talking about” (Barash 123). 
 

 Titles of books (both fiction and nonfiction) are italicized or underlined (but not 
both).  Titles of essays and articles (shorter works) are punctuated with quotation 
marks. 

 Compose a formal heading.  (No title page.) 
 Use one-inch margins throughout. 
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 Use a conventional 12 pt font—Arial or Times Roman. 
 Number pages in upper right corner with your last name before each page 

number. 
 Indent first word of each paragraph ½ inch. 
 Double-space throughout. 
 Staple once in upper left corner.  No folders. 
 Use MLA parenthetical documentation and include a Works Cited page. 

 

 Discuss drafts with us as often as you wish prior to final submission but submit your 
best work—a revised and edited paper—on date due. 

 

GRADING CRITERIA FOR WRITING ASSIGNMENT 
 

The rubric below outlines grading criteria for the four formal writing assignments. 
Please keep in mind that I expect nothing less than your very best work. 

 

A=  ●  Essay develops a specific, original, worthwhile thesis. 
●  Essay is logical and coherent.   

  ●  Essay contains very few errors in grammar and mechanics. 
  ●  Essay is exceptional (not merely acceptable). 
 

B=  ●  Essay develops a specific, original, worthwhile thesis. 
●  Essay is logical with few lapses in coherence.   

  ●  Essay contains few errors in grammar and mechanics. 
  ●  Essay is clear and thought provoking. 
 

C=  ●  Essay contains a clear, central idea. 
  ●  Essay is logically organized and coherently developed at least in part. 
  ●  Essay contains several mechanical errors but the overall message is not lost. 
 

D=  ●  Essay contains a thesis but that thesis is trite and/or or inadequately focused. 
●  Essay is not logical or coherent. 

  ●  Errors in grammar and mechanics severely undermine clarity 
 

F=  ●  Essay lacks focus, substance, organization, and coherence. 
 
 
 

GRADING 
 

First Exam (MBO)          10% 
Second Exam (GE)         10% 
Participation             20% 
Final Project (Written Component)    50% 
Final Project (Oral Component)     10% 

           100% 
 


