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Recent scholarly attentions have shifted from key actors
within the scientific elite and religious authorities to
scientific practitioners and popularizers who used sci-
ence to pursue a wide variety of cultural purposes. The
Roman Catholic zoologist St. George Mivart (1827–1900)
has typically been cast as a staunch anti-Darwinian
ostracized by Darwin’s inner circle of scientific natural-
ists. Understood as a popularizer of science, his position
can be re-thought. Mivart did not operate on the periph-
ery of Victorian science. Instead, his notable contribu-
tions to the fields of zoology and anatomy and his
participation in debates about the origin of the human
mind, consciousness, and soul made him a central figure
in the changing landscape of late-Victorian scientific
culture. Through the popular periodical press and his
anatomy textbook for beginners, Mivart secured a repu-
tation as a key spokesman for science and gained au-
thority as a leading critic of agnostic scientific
naturalism.

Introduction
The zoologist and Roman Catholic convert, St. George
Mivart (1827–1900), can be examined as one of the many
popularizers of science during the Victorian period, al-
though he has never been fully considered as such.1

Mivart was mostly self-taught in science, and first
encountered Charles Darwin’s fiercest advocate and sup-
porter, Thomas Henry Huxley, by attending his public
lecture on “The Principles of Biology” at the Royal Insti-
tution in 1858, less than six months before Darwin and
Alfred Russel Wallace’s joint theory of evolution by natu-
ral selection was announced at the Linnean Society.2 In
1861 Mivart became one of Huxley’s students, and secured
his first lectureship at St. Mary’s Teaching Hospital in

London the following year with the aid of references from
Huxley and the comparative anatomist Richard Owen.3

Through friendship with Huxley, Mivart developed close
personal and professional relationships with many of the
British scientific naturalists, including, Darwin. Yet, by
the late 1860s, Mivart became one of Darwin’s fiercest
critics and a leading Roman Catholic apologist.4

Many scholars who have examined the reception of
Mivart’s works have focused on the period from the
1880s onwards when Mivart’s theological and philosophi-
cal works gathered fierce criticism from within Catholic
circles, resulting in him being denied the sacraments
toward the end of his life.5 However, Mivart’s work in
the 1870s has not been fully considered in the context of
the changing scientific and cultural landscape of this
period. Influential work by Frank Turner and Robert
Young interprets conflicts within science during the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century primarily as contents
for cultural and intellectual authority waged by scientific
naturalists like Huxley and their religious opponents like
Mivart.6 Gowan Dawson and Bernard Lightman define
scientific naturalism as “a label for a certain set of shared
doctrines” by a group of intellectuals who aimed to estab-
lish themselves as a modern scientific and cultural elite.7

Founded upon “a common body of established truths” that
included evolution and the material origin of conscious-
ness, British scientific naturalists—including figures such
as Darwin, Huxley, John Tyndall, and Herbert Spencer—
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promoted a shared secular ideology in the years following
Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859).8 Using empirical
methods the scientific naturalists interpreted nature.9 By
the end of the nineteenth century scientific naturalism
had come to denote “a particular set of principles antithet-
ical to the supernatural or spiritual.”10 In recent years
scholarly attention has shifted from elite practitioners to a
wider array of actors.11 Historians have identified a num-
ber of different groups and individuals which incorporated
science in their struggle to gain cultural authority and
assert their claims to speak on behalf of science.12

In 1960, Jacob Gruber published a biography of
Mivart.13 However, the 1870s, when Mivart succeeded
in shaping his own scientific position and reputation in-
dependently from Huxley and the other Darwinians, has
not been fully examined. By bringing Mivart to the fore-
front of these debates, he can be reconsidered as an
important cultural and scientific actor during the Victori-
an period. Mivart, while seeking to popularize science,
acted to reshape scientific beliefs through his contribu-
tions to a range of periodicals. From his diverse scientific
and intellectual interests, he used various British and
American periodicals to reach diverse audiences. Mivart
was also concerned with resisting the notion, propagated
by the scientific naturalists, that science could be con-
ceived outside of a religious framework. I will argue that
Mivart has wrongly been depicted as a marginal figure,
especially after his sharp dispute with Darwin and Hux-
ley. It is important to note, however, that what counted as
peripheral for the actors was always contested, and that
Mivart’s publishing endeavors were therefore one attempt
to redefine what might be considered peripheral to scien-
tific inquiry and authority during this period.

Mivart’s estrangement from the inner circle of scientific
naturalists, and his debut as a Catholic apologist, is
traditionally believed to have occurred in the late 1860s,
with his 1869 publication of a series of unsigned articles
entitled “Difficulties of the Theory of Natural Selection” in
the Catholic periodical The Month.14 Here Mivart first laid
out the scientific and religious framework that he would
develop in On the Genesis of Species (1871). He first
alluded to his concerns, not just regarding natural selec-
tion, but also its proponents: “the theory need not be
involved in the fault of its supporters . . . the generaliza-
tions at which they have arrived are such as to raise
difficulties against received doctrines or interpretations
of Scripture, and to use their discoveries as weapons
against religion.”15

The tensions between Mivart and Darwin began follow-
ing the publication of Genesis of Species. This technical
and expert attack on Darwin’s theory of natural selection
was published a month earlier than Darwin’s Descent of
Man.16 Mivart followed his book with a highly critical
anonymous review of Darwin’s Descent in the Quarterly
Review.17 From its “skill & style,” Darwin in a letter to
Wallace in July 1871, determined that “there can be no
doubt it is by Mivart & wonderfully clever.”18 Huxley had
also suspected Mivart, and was “grieved” to hear that he
was the author.19

In response, Huxley rallied to Darwin’s defense and
published a derisive review of Mivart’s book, and Darwin
arranged to have the American Chauncey Wright’s paper
criticizing Mivart’s work republished in Britain.20 Huxley
however at this point maintained that, although Mivart’s
mind had been tainted by “accursed Popery and fear for his
soul,” he had “done good work” and was “by no means a bad
fellow.”21

Following Genesis of Species, Mivart published several
articles reinforcing the notion that scientific naturalism
may result in both moral and sexual deviancies. In his
“Evolution and its Consequences” (1872), Mivart claimed
that Huxley’s “system” would result in “horrors worse than
those of the Parisian Commune.”22 Mivart declared how-
ever that he had no intention of “deprecating obliquely Mr.
Darwin.”23 Yet, the relationship between Mivart and Dar-
win broke down irretrievably by 1872 following a heated
exchange of letters, in which both believed that their
personal integrity had been questioned and their beliefs
distorted. Darwin, in one of his final letters to Mivart,
instructed Mivart not to write to him again. “Your several
articles have mortified me more than those of any other
man,” he complained.24

Mivart continued to condemn the evolutionary science
of Darwin for its perceived links to immorality. For
example, in his series of articles on “Contemporary Evo-
lution” (1873) published in the Contemporary Review,
Mivart associated Darwin's evolutionary theory with
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