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Victorian Literature and Psychology 

The modern discipline of psychology developed during the nineteenth-century alongside new understandings of 
the physical nature of the mind.  In this seminar we will examine the ways in which the naturalization of the mind in 
the nineteenth century transformed the representation of consciousness in fiction. New findings on brain 
physiology in the period gave rise to debates on topics such as the relation between body and mind, the workings 
of memory, the unity of the self, humans as automata, and aberrant versus “normal” psychology. Those problems 
together with new theories on the unconscious mind were quickly incorporated into literary texts, and, conversely, 
literary representation also influenced scientific texts. We will examine a range of texts (literary, psychological, and 
philosophical) and topics (dreams, mesmerism, insanity, race science, memory, and double consciousness) as we 
consider how the new views on the workings of the mind shaped the form and content of Victorian fiction 

Assignments and Other Requirements: 

There will be one long essay (which will require a paper proposal) (paper length:15-22 pages, due at the end of the 
semester); a seminar presentation (roughly 25-30 minutes); one informal response paper (one page, single 
spaced); and five sets of questions on the readings. 

Grades: 

Final grade will be based 65% on the paper, 15% on response writing and questions, 10% on presentation, and 
10% on course participation. 

Texts: 

• Emily Brontë, Villette 
• Samuel Butler, “Book of the Machines” (from Erewhon) 
• Charles Dickens, The Haunted Man 
• George Eliot, “The Coming Race” (from Theophrastus Such) 
• -----, “The Lifted Veil” 
• Thomas Hardy, Jude the Obscure 

http://www.english.ubc.ca/grad/handbook09_section4.htm%234.4


 
 

• T. H.  Huxley, “On the Hypothesis that Animals are Automata” 
• Henry Maudsley, “The Physical Conditions of Consciousness” 
• Robert Louis Stevenson, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde 
• Stories by Grant Allen, Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Conan Doyle, George Egerton, H.G. Wells, and Israel 

Zangwell 
• Jenny Bourne Taylor and Sally Shuttleworth, eds., Embodied Selves: An Anthology of Psychological Texts, 

1830-1890 
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