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Introduction: difficulty and
defamiliarisation———language
and process in The Origin of Species

JEFF WALLACE

Defamiliarisations

Hy the spring of 1838, Charles Darwin scemed well aware of the
revolutionary potential of his developing materialist theories of
nature, though expressing that awareness — even to himself -
in characteristically hesitant fashion. ‘Mention’, he wrote in his
transmutation notebook C, ‘persecution of early Astronomers,
then add chief good of individual scientific men is to push
their science a few years in advance only of their age...”" Over
twenty years later, in the third edition of the Origin, this
instruction came to fruition via an insertion made in one of the
text’s most memorable passages: that suggesting the possibility
of the eye, in its complexity and apparent perfection, having
been formed by the process of natural selection rather than by
an act of Divine creation. Having freely confessed that this
proposition would seem ‘absurd in the highest possible degree’,
barwin nevertheless interposed: "When it was first said that the
sun stood still and the world turned round, the common sense
of mankind declared the doctrine false; but the old saying of
Vox populi, vox Dei, as every philosopher knows, can never be
trusted in science.”
It is significant enough that in these instances Darwin chose
to align himself with figures, such as Galileo, who had inititated
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irrevocable changes in cosmological thinking. This helps to
complicate the long-received image of a man so overburdened

transformed into a ‘common sense’, held by ‘mankind’, whick
can then only be shattered by a science willing to confront
popular opinion with the ‘absurd.”

In fact, as a mid~nineteenth—century natural scientist,
Darwin’s relation to notions of ‘common sense’ was a contra-
dictory one, reflecting the complex transformations occurring
within ‘science’ both as an ideology and as a set of practices
and institutions in British culture. It has been argued, with
particular reference to the founding of the British Association
for the Advancement of Science in 1831, that the word ‘science’
took on new and narrower meanings in the 1830s and 184905,
ceasing to be a synonym for all knowledge and becoming
instead the definition of a specific and allegedly more powerful
mode of understanding.’ This coincides with a process of
professionalisation which gained momentum throughout the
Victorian period. Yet jt remained crucial for the ideological
maintenance of that power for science to retain a kind of invis-
ibility - to continue to appear not as the instrument of bour-
geois hegemony it was becoming but, in the words of its most
prominent Practitioners and popularisers, as ‘nothing but
trained and organized commeon sense’ (T. H, Huxley) or “simply
2 higher development of common knowledge’ {Herbert Spencer).”

The Origin of Species (1859) exhibits this tension between
the familiar and the absurd, tradition and revolution, in its own
form. Led by a mingled tone of painstaking honesty, caution
and self-criticism, it is not impossible to read the Origin as a
humble enquiry, paradoxically deriving its astonishing facts
and conclusions from z method of empirical observation which
the layman would adopt as a matter of course. At the same time,
however, the text issues frequent reminders that its reception
is dependent upon a decisive epistemological break or paradigm
shift. Darwin’s readers would need to be jolted out of their
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common-sense’ complacencies, whether these took the forfn of
that “familiarity” which ‘alone prevents our seei.ng how univer-
willy and largely the minds of our domestic .'immals havif: bfaer:
modified by domestication’ (p. 240), or of the l(')ad c.’f prejudice
and “blindness of preconceived opinion’ which in the final
‘Recapitulation and Conclusion’ chapter are taken to cha.rz.zc—
terise the ‘widespread opposition to theories of .the mutability
of species. Such opposition, it should be noted, 13,' here seez.l t’o
reside within the established scientific community; Darwin’s
greatest hopes for the success of the Origin lay in the educated
general public for whom it was orientated and in the genera-
tion of “young and rising naturalists’ whose minds were yet
resistant to the hardening of creationist dogma (pp. 453—4.1]. But
the model of scientific world-pictures, assuming a notion of
influence which pervades universalised entitie-s such as
‘mankind’, can effectively subsume such speciﬁcitl'es, and has
certainly carried over into writing about tl.1e Origin 1F3felf. Tfht;s,
Ernst Mayr writes in the introduction to h15f 1966 edition of the
text that ‘every modern discussion of man’s future, the popu-
lation explosion, the struggle for existence, the purpose of mari
and the universe, and man’s place in nature rest.s on Darwn_l .
Mayr’s important work lies firmly within a heroic mode which
is familiar in Darwin criticism. '

How appropriate are these models of fnﬁuence. f:)r re‘pxje;
senting the enormous significance of a text like Darwin's Or‘zgm.
How useful are they for exploring the complex and varie§
impacts of the text within a particula-r culture or .cuIttln‘es.
Perhaps any fresh approach to the Ongm,. such as this Vo ;un;
of essays seeks to adopt, should start with the same kin, oI
process of defamiliarisation, both of the text a?d of. its cultura
status, as Darwin himself hoped to achieve with 1'.115 work. As
the Russian Formalist critics of the early twentieth centrtiry
maintained, habitualised perception prevents us from Sg?emg
things as they are. Faced with the most cqmmonly ?bbrewate
forms of the text’s lengthy title, The Orz’g_m_ of Species or, rr;oze
familiarly within intellectual life, the Or'.:gm., we may n.eed_ o
confront a process of linguistic naturahsat_lc_:n by reminding
ourselves that Darwin’s text is about the origin of species.

Or is it? One recent authority has suggested that, had
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Darwin published his best-known book under its existing title
today, ‘he would have been in trouble under the Trades
Descriptions Act’, because, ‘if there is one thing which the
Origin is not about, it is the origin of species. Darwin knew
nothing about genetics.”s This provocative observation reminds
us that we should not be completely misled by the second part
of the text’s main title, ‘by Means of Natural Selection’. While
the theory, or metaphor, of natural selection as a mechanism of
Species-generation was clearly the central and most revolution-
ary proposal of the text, it was not the only form of species-
generation, as Darwin was all too ready to admit. Natural
selection was the ‘steady accumulation’ and preservation of
differences beneficial to individual organisms in the ‘struggle
for life’, eventually giving rise to the emergence of new species
— an external process working on internal variations across
countless generations. Such variations are rooted in ‘the strong
principle of inheritance’, but the laws governing inheritance
remained ‘quite unknown’ (p- 76). It has thus remained custom-
ary (though, as Robert Young has pointed out, somewhat ‘crude
and anachronistic’ in the light of Darwin's work as a whole) to
view the Origin as existing in a state of anticipation, awaiting
Gregor Mendel's discoveries of 1863, though yet having to wait
until the early twentieth century for the full revelation of those
discoveries, when a new synthesis of knowledge could be
produced to revive the by-now flagging fortunes of Darwinian
natural selection as a theory for explaining evolutionary change.’

To prise Darwin’s title out of jts sell-evidence and look at
it afresh is thus to €Xpose ambiguities. To the previous consid-
erations we can add two further, and apparently polarised,
senses in which the word ‘origin’ might signify within the text.

First, if the Origin is not about genetic origin, then neither is it
about the origin of life itself, upon which the development of

species is clearly predicated. While Darwin felt compelled to
challenge the principles of independent species-creationism

with a concept of ‘the laws Impressed upon matter by the

Creator’, determining production and extinction through ‘secon-

dary causes’, the issue of an ultimate beginning for species

inevitably impinged upon his project in the Origin. In the final

chapter of the first edition, the issue is approached with a
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vaution which verges on indecision and contradiction: the belief

that “animals have descended from at most only four or ’ﬁv_e

progenitors, and plants from an equal or les?er numbe}; , 18

swiftly but hesitantly modified to allow. the mi."erence rom

nalogy” that ‘probably all the organic beings which h:itve ever

lived on this earth have descended from some one primordial

form, into which life was first breathed’ {pp. 454~-5). Pex:he%ps

appropriately, the closing lines of the work refer to .Iife, v;lth
its several powers, having been originally breathed. 1.nto a few
forms or into one..." {pp. 459-60). In subsequent editions there
is some tinkering with these lines, includir.lg tht.? attef.n.pt to
suggest of the inference concerning one prm_xordial originary
form that ‘it is immaterial whether or not it be. acceptei.i .

Darwin was later to regret what he called the ‘tljuckhng to'opm—
wn’ implicit in his reluctant broaching of suc.h issues; yfat it was
perhaps disingenuous to claim that the text sunp'ly had notlm;g
to do” with the origin of life itself (p. 234). Predictably enough,
creationist critics exploited his hesitancy over the creation of
one or several original forms; as Thomas Wollaston argued:

To our mind, the wonder consists in the act at all, and not
in the number of times that it may have been repeated: f}(:r
a Being that can create may surely do so f:ls.often as he
pleases; and we have no right thereforf? to hmlt.that act, -
at any rate on the question of its probability; for: if we adr-mff
that it has been exerted so much as once, there is no a priori
reason why it should not have. beez.l 2 rm.lhon tlmei
repeated, or why, if he had so willed it, it mlght.not; a
some period or other, have been in constant operation.

Howard Gruber's view that ‘by avoiding the issue of Fhe orig%n
ol life, the Origin of Species gains in simplicity w'hat x? iofes in
scope’ therefore needs some revising.” ?Nollas?on s objfzctlon 1i
not just a reasonable response to the logical frailty ctf this aspec
of the text; it is also a useful indication that Darwin C‘01:11d not
draw up his own interpretative parameters for. the (?ngm. i
In this light, there may be only one sense in which we ca ;
state unequivocally that the Origin is .al?m‘lt thc? orzglnt }c:e
species. According to this view, the ‘origin ‘hes neither 1r.1 o
power of a Creator, nor in material genetic changes wlllt in
organisms, but in the human systems of taxonomy, and there-
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fore of language, which define ‘species’ — a concept of species
which is ‘morphological’ rather than ‘biological’, at the same
time expressing Darwin’s distance from the practice of ‘species-
ism” per se. The key to this lies in Darwin’s admission that:

Ilook at the term Species, as one arbitrarily given for the sake of
convenience to a set of individuals closely resembling each other,
and that it does not essentially differ from the term variety, which
Is given to less distinct and more fluctuating forms. The term vari-
€ty, again, in comparison with mere individual differences, is also
applied arbitrarily, and for mere convenience sake. (p. 108)

‘Does not essentially differ” here embodies the radical chal-
lenge posed by the Origin to the possibility of defining species
in either of the two senses previously discussed. To assert as
much is, of course, to do a kind of hermeneutic violence to
Darwin’s intentions: the Origin is not a work of linguistic
philosophy, and Darwin was not in any explicit sense commit-
ted to dissolving the question of the origin of species into
semantic relativity. For him, the effort was to make categorisa-
tion coincide with complex but actual existences and develop-
ments in nature.” Yet in noting his belief that ‘species come to
be tolerably well-defined objects’ (p. 210), we must register a
crucial element of vagueness. Increasingly, commentators have
cited various forms of textual ambiguity as a basis for claims of
4 momentous revolutionary significance — for example, as the
precise means by which Darwin in the Origin effectively prob-
lematised the relationship between humean knowledge and the
material world, and sought to deconstruct the essentialism
underpinning the metaphysics of Western colture.

These initial ‘defamiliarisations’ bring us to the limits of the
analogy with Formalist poetics: while helping us to see the
Origin anew, they also reveal that there no thing itself to which
defamiliarisation can give us access — no ‘stone’ to be seen in
its original ‘stoniness’.” Even if it is true, as Loewenberg usefully
Suggests, that in the Origin ‘the word “origin” was never used
in its sense of “beginning”; it always implied changes in the
development of life-forms already in existence’, neither
Darwin’s text nor his culture could allow him to limit the word
thus.” Nor can Loewenberg deduce from his point the more
general thesis that ‘Darwin was rarely inhibited by epistemo-
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logical reservations’.™ On the contrary, epistemological un.cer—
tanty was central to an already-fertile discourse of evolution-
ary debate into which the Origin inevitably_ stepp:ed: the
pz-ﬂrvasive interpenetration of the philosophical, ideological and
religious with the scientific in this discourse makes attemPts to
fix the Origin as a work unclouded by doubt, metaphysics or
linguistic ambiguity look like the bizarre effe'ct of a subsequent
academic culture itself obsessed with disciplinary essences.
Darwin criticism has nevertheless been overburdene_d by
variations on the search for a purified, essential thing-in-itself.
in some studies, we look over Darwin’s shoulder as he anno-
tates the margins of his reading, in an attempt to deducez' tllle
processes actually taking place at that time.” Such analysis 1’s,
of course, an inevitable product of the vast stock of Dar.wm
papers now collected in the Darwin .Archlve at Ca.mbrxdge
University, giving rise to an extensive hter_ature ena'bhng us to
reconstruct in some detail the psychological and intellectual
formation of Darwin’s thought from his return from the Beagle
voyage in 1837 to the first publication.. of ‘the Origin and beyc:inc'l.
Re-entering the arena of Darwin studies in 1982 after a deca le’s
absence, Robert M. Young observed: ‘[S]cholars are ‘Eookmg
deeper and deeper and in greater and greater detail mto_th_e
minutiae of Darwin’s notes and thought processes. What Is it
that we wish to find there? Is it the key to genius?- W?ly is a
higher and higher power microscope applied to rethinking the
f the “great”?"
th()u'f;l;slg’ s quesfions are important. In an ideal woxild: such
studies could co-exist happily alongside more ‘externalist s_tud—
ws of Darwin’s texts and their varying cultural interpretations.
#ut all too often, the tendency either in the studies th‘emfselves
or in our reading of them has been to view the establishing of
an accurate picture of Darwin’s mental landscape as .a corrfec};
live to the inherently precarious condition of a textuality V\jth
can somehow never quite transcribe the presence and plenitude
of thought. In the next two sections of this chapter, I_ want to
address two kinds of perceived threat to the purity or-lntegr.lty
of Darwin's Origin. First I will consider the way in wh.rch
debates around “Social Darwinism” highlight the methodoio‘g%cal
issues and anxieties surrounding the attribution of a political
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position to Darwin and/or the Origin. Then I want to question
the tendency to isolate the text as a single and radically discon-
tinuous act, principally by surveying the history of its succes-
sive editions. Finally, in exploring particular aspects of the form
and reception of the Origin, T want to indicate how difficulty
and uncertainty — prerequisites of a defamiliarised perspective
— are built into the fabric of its language and are thus integral
to what David Amigoni calls jts ‘epistemology of representation’,

Cumulatively, I want to suggest a sense of the problems

posed for any understanding of the Origin’s cultural impact by
reducing the text to the hypostatised expression of Darwin's
scientific mind. Elsewhere in this volume, Fiona Erskine points
to the contradictory readings which emerge as the Origin is
disseminated across the late—nineteenth-century field of debate
over gender and émancipation. Dermot Killingley’s survey of
Indian culture and Hindu theology in the same period reveals
an equéIIy complex process of appropriation, within which the
specificity of texts matters less than the legitimating power of
Darwin’s name in conjunction with a cultural encounter of great
indeterminacy. By contrast, Kate Flint examines mediation and
transformation in the more precise context of the encounter
between Darwinian science and Charles Dickens’s writing of
Great Expectations. ‘Defamiliarisation’ in these senses leads us
to see the text as a cultural process, in which formation involves
complex patterns of influence, reception implies a constantly
shifting encounter between text and readers, and in which
textual form itself constitutes a provisional realisation perpetu-
ally dissolving under the gaze of historians, scientists, the
broader readership which the Origin, since its publication, has
always enjoyed — and of Darwin himself,

Political Darwin or Social Darwinism?

James Moore, one of the most important recent figures in a
tradition of articulating Darwin’s work as a social and political
phenomenon, has been able to identify the power of the
impulse to ‘purify” his subject by reflecting on his own attempt
to ‘launder Darwin’s language’ in his earlier work, The Post-
Darwinian Controversies (1979). 1t is not coincidental that, in a
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tex{ which attempts to save Darwin from various r.nisrep.resen—
tations and thus to exculpate him from the ideological Famts of
social Darwinism {even in the nuanced form of declaring that
‘arwin was not a social Darwinist in any straight.forward or
unambiguous sense’), Moore should lay claimbto having loc-atej
‘4t least one passage in the Origin of Speczes'tha.t remfu’ne
substantially unaltered throughout the book’s su«:. editions
{1859-72)", and which therefore — though Moore mlght‘ n‘ow
dispute this implied logic — ‘distils the essence of Darwinism
mto less than five hundred words’.”" Here, a welcomei moment
of textual stability is used to guarantee the very notion of an
‘essence” of Darwinism which can affirm a stability in the real
thought of Darwin the individual and' p.rotect bo.th ‘text and
thought from subsequent misappropriations. This essence’,
then, simultaneously protects Darwin’s thought from t‘he vagaries
ol textual change and reception, and protects science from
poht;;:).ore’s strategy differs somewhat from Valentix}o ‘Gerra—
lana’s observation that in Darwin we encou’nter a ‘mind
virtually devoid of economics and philosophy’." Yet they coin-
cide, both in terms of the theoretical construct o? the pure
empirical scientist which haunts their acco‘unts and in terms of
that tradition, outlined earlier, of speculations on the contents
of Darwin’s mind. Since Gerratana’s essay in 1973, and ew?n
before, research into Darwin’s intellectual formation can be said
to have discredited his view. But such knowledge floes not fuli)f
account for a question which his comment continues to beg:
what kind of relationship do we need to assumt.a bel}ween the
contents of Darwin's texts and the contents of his mind? N
The language of the Origin suggests in faf:t that Darwnr;1 s
mind was far from devoid of economics and .phlloso-phy. Ont ;
contrary, the theory of natural selection is co%rlswtently ;;e
explicitly cast as a theory of political economy in 'nature. ¢
initial analogy between artificial and nat}lral selectxo?l pl.jeparre
the ground for this: discussions of breejd%r%g a.nd ’cultxzation.at
always closely related to the ‘state of c1v11.lsat10n of t fl soc,ilen g
i question, and factors of human economic char.xge such as aI
enclosure recur in Darwin’s analysis of ecological balance. In
the articulation of natural selection proper, the vocabulary
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becomes more explicit, with the predication of a field of intense
competition for places within a ‘polity” or an ‘economy of
nature’, or a ‘natural economy of the country’, Unmistakably,
the imputation of willed activity which Darwin seemed to find
impossible to expunge from his representation is that of thrifty
capitalist enterprise, where bees are ‘anxious ... to save time’
and natural selection itself ‘continually trying to economise in
every part of the organisation’ {pp- 141 and 186). There is an
effort to acknowledge that this discourse, while in some sense
borrowed, has a substantial basis and pre-history in natural
science — ‘no naturalist doubts the advantage of what has been
called the “physiological division of labour” — while the
dictum ‘in order to spend on one side, nature is forced to
economise on the other side’ is traced to Goethe but also to
Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire {pp. 141 and 185},

The spatial implications of Darwin’s theory in the Origin
also produce a discourse of territoriality which gives a more
€xpansive feel to the principles of competitive economy. In
speculating upon the progess of natural selection in a country
undergoing climatic change, he notes: ‘If the country were open
upon its borders, new forms’ {subsequently, ‘intruders’} ‘would
certainly immigrate, and this would seriously disturb the rela-
tions of some of the former inhabitants’; the impossibility of
perfect adaptation means that natural selection will always have
its work of improvement to do, for ‘in all countries, the natives
have been so far conquered by naturalised productions, that
they have allowed foreigners to take firm possession of the land.

And as foreigners have thus everywhere beaten some of the

natives, we may safely conclude that the natives might have

been modified with advantage, $0 as to have better resisted such
intruders’ (pp. 131-2}. Thus in ‘the great and complex battle of
life’, thrift and competitiveness in the domestic economy

combines with the need for strong defensive policies of immi-

gration control and a policy of rational Imperial expansion, the

‘naturalisation of plants through man’s agency in foreign lands’

acting as an analogy for this process. This ‘war’ necessitates

strength in alien conditions: geological history is figured as
military campaign, whereby ‘the arctic and temperate produc-
tions will at a very late period have marched a little further
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north, and subsequently have retreated to their present ho'mes';
they will have ‘been exposed to nearly the same climate’ and
will have ‘kept in a body together” (pp. 361-2). Yet sucl:z strength
is founded upon stability at home: in his ‘little” expenr’nents on
# little” pond, Darwin’s imagery is of the ‘table-spoons and‘the
breakfast cup’, in a section ending with nature: characterx'sed
av a “careful gardener’, distributing her seed_s In appropriate
places. The discourses of war and domesticity may seem
contrastive: but they could be said to gell perfectly at the level
of Victorian bourgeois ideology.

A reading of the Origin thus makes it difficult to assert that
Darwin's mind was ‘devoid’ of economics and philosophy..A
more sustainable conclusion is that it was permeated by prin-
¢iples of political economy and philosophy in the f.ox.‘m of ;
language which did not differentiate between the political an
the biological. Here, in other words, we need- a theory of
language which incorporates a concept of tl'fe political or 1dec?-
togical unconscious, missing from Gerratana’s account. Yet lfh.lS
remains problematic: if we describe the language of the 'Ongzn
+s inherently political, how far can we assume that Darwin was
unaware of such a sub-text? And where does it leave the matter
of ‘placing” Darwin or the Origin in political terms? _ )

In the light of his famous identiﬁcat_lon of a reading o

Malthus’s Essay on the Principle of Populatzon‘(l'l%) as the kf:y
clement in the precipitation of his theory of struggI.e for exis-
tence” — ‘the doctrine of Malthus applied with manifold .force
to the whole animal and vegetable kingdoms™ (p. 117) — 1-t has
been possible to relate Darwin quite explic-itly to the. dominant
capitalist ideology of Victorian laissez-faire beeralasm..Sorfle
definitions encourage us to see Darwin as a bourgeois scientist
with either mildy conservative leanings — thus James Moore
again, in 1979: ‘Clearly, Darwin’s world-view may ba vanouslg
regarded as Christian, Victorian, Anglo-Saxon, f:apltallst, an
middle-class. It forms the setting apart from which the theary
of natural selection, and Darwin’s theory of hur_nan evolution
in particular, can hardly be understood” - ozj,.zn the f:ase c.)f
Howard Gruber’s gloss on Darwin’s own deﬁmt-lonrof hIS’pOST—
tion on the political spectrum as ‘Liberal or Radical’, as a ‘radi-
cal” only in a strictly non-revolutionary sense:
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[Cloncerned more with the preservation and extension of indi-
vidual liberty than with the preservation of hallowed social insti-
tutions; concerned more with human rights than with property
rights; favourably yet cautiously disposed towards social change;
unattached to any organised group that would pursue the desired
aims in a manner disturbing to the comfort and tranquility of
upper-middle-class life.”

Yet, another glance at the trajectory of James Moore’s work on
Darwin indicates a significant shift in conceptualising the ‘great
man’s’ political identity. In Moore’s 1985 essay, he presented a
‘squarson-naturalist” Darwin poised between epochs, ‘neither a
clergyman manqué nor a professional scientist in the manner of
his later-Victorian followers, but a sort of transformed “vicar”
in the root sense of the word, the mediator of a struggling,
improving, but law-bound nature to a struggling, improving
but law-abiding society’.® In the recent biography, however,
Moore and Adrian Desmond lay far greater emphasis on the
depth of a Dissenting tradition in Darwin's formation, the
prominence of radical materialist debate during the years of his
scientific apprenticeship, and a consciousness of the deeply
subversive implications of his own materialism which led to a
“double-life” symbolised in the secret transmutation notebook
he began in 1837. To peer into Darwin’s mind at this point is,
for Moeore and Desmond, to find 2 ‘pandemoniurm’, mirroring
the turmoil of a country deep in recession and Chartist agita-
tion, but drawing its internal cnergy from a theory which
would transform the ‘whole [of] metaphysics.

However much Darwin scholarship might strive to recon-
struct the condition of his mind in the years before 1859, the
Origin itself reveals, as I hope to show, the schizoid, contradic-
tory position of ‘my theory” within its culture, and more partic-
ularly its political culture, more pointedly than any such
psychological speculations. As many commentators have noted
in different ways, Darwin’s language in the Origin is not so
much his own as that of his culture: and again, not so much a
unitary thing as a tapestry of discourses, borrowed or inher-
ited, with varying degrees of mindfuiness, from the evolution-
ism already evident in much social theory, from the Natural
Theology the Origin is in other ways an answer to, from the
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hterature, perhaps of Shakespeare, and certéinly of Milton,
inckens and Wordsworth, as well as from a common stock of
thetoric which he raided in order to make the text the object
«t popular consumption he wanted it to be. _

in political terms, therefore, the language of the Origin acts
out the struggle taking place within Darwin between the vari-
vus contradictory impulses both feeding into and emanating
trom his theory of transmutation by natural selection. If the text
vences the assumptions and sentiments of a bourgeois political
+vonomy founded on natural inequalities, it also embodies w-hat
tuilian Beer has called a ‘levelling tendency’, emphasising
tommunity and equality through the organic historical links
between all life forms and their continuing ecological interde-
pendence. If it gives biological validation to an individualist
telativity, rooted in the critique of ‘species’ as Platonic ab-strac—
tion and the crucial importance of individual differences in the
struggle for life, it equally validates an overriding Cf)llectlv1ty
predicated upon the idea of the structured population as the
basic functional unit of geographical space.

Such contradictions are not to be resolved in the imaginary
space of Darwin’s mind, or even in a consideration of his
explicit political actions and positions {though these were
vomplex and contradictory enough). They are, rather, the
vultural material out of which his text was forged, and out of
which a seemingly endless number of political or Social
Barwinisms could be constructed. One reason for dissociating
the Origin from its origin lies in Raymond Williams’s sugges-
tiun that ‘Darwin was much too humane a man to think in terms
which were later to become .possible — of the elimination of
unfavourable variations, or of social policy in this conscious
swnsc, to which he never fully applied himself” (and this despite
the observation in the Origin that ‘hardly anyone is so careless
a« to allow his worst animals to breed’ {p. 91)).2 Yet Williams
himself belongs to that group of critics on the Left of Darwin
sudies, along with Robert M. Young and James Moore, Whro
lave insisted on the always-already social nature of Darwin’s
work, and thus to the problems inherent in a term, Social
Darwinism, predicated upon an initially guiltless scientific
theory which is not or was not Social but which is capable of
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being injected with the virus of ideology.
The work of these writers undeniably lays the foundations
for our present volume. Yet there is a danger, perhaps most
apparent in the polemical work of Young, of reinstating an
unnecessarily strict dichotomy. Once the inescapably social and
political nature of Darwinian theory is established, the function
of that position need not be to discredit the value of ‘Social
Darwinism’ in denoting a process of tailoring and appropriation
which did undoubtedly occur. Spencer’s synthetic philosophy
and its enormous influence in late—nineteenthﬁcentury Britain
and America, Galton's eugenics and the extension of this
science into pre-war British policies and propaganda, or
Thatcherite and Reaganite free-market liberalism in the 1980s,
all benefited from naturalisations which could be derived from
the theories, and even the name, of Darwin. In collapsing Social
Darwinism into the formula ‘Darwinism is Social’, we risk losing
the value of a formulation which identifies certain concrete and
contentious uses of Darwin’s work in the realms of policymak-
ing and realpolitik, and which at the same time does not neces-
sarily threaten the epistemological position that his work is
inherently political. More precisely, the value of the term is
perhaps to indicate how Darwin’s work, with the Origin as its
initial and most revolutionary public face, marked to an
unprecedented extent the explicit incorporation of natural
sclence into all kinds of value system within our cultures.

In, however, seeking to modify the force of Moore’s asser-
tion that ‘The routine distinction between “Darwinism” and
“Social Darwinism” would have been lost on the author of the
Descent of Man, and probably on most of his defenders unti]
the 1890s’, we must acknowledge the innovatory importance of
the essay from which it is taken. In “Socialising Darwinism:
Historiography and the Fortunes of a Phrase’ (1986}, Moore not
only suggests that it is the pervasive presence of evolutionary
discourse in contemporary Western life which constitutes the
political force of Darwin’s work; he also argues that Social
Darwinism itself is an effect of discourse, ‘invented as a prob-
lem for social theory in the 1890s, when it became a matter of
urgency to pacify and contain the demands of labour in newly
expanding and restructuring economies’.® Reified by academic
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professionalisation and the accompanying fragmentation ’ of

isciplines and knowledges, Social Darwinism is for Moore ‘an

artefact of bourgeois perception’”:
The problem for radicals is ... to reconstruct the common context
of language and assumptions in which biological and social theo-
ries once intermingled, in which Darwinism was Social (Young,
1985), and then to explain why this ‘commons’ was enclosed, how
the language and assumptions were parcelled out among profes-
sional interests, and what impact this had on the masses of lay
people who thereafter were barred from ‘informed debate-on
biological and social questions that affected their political
destinies.™

In the next two sections of this chapter, I want to concentr.ate
on aspects of the form and language (?f the Or‘igin, adoptl‘nig1
Moore's position that it is language which c‘onstltutes t}.xe ric

yet ‘common context’ of an influence which is at once scientific

and cultural.

Text in process

The Origin of Species had, in the space of thirteen years, un(%ef-
gone a textual evolution. Variations, in the form of Darw1-n s
changes, had appeared throughout the work in five successive
editions. Despite the fact that each separate change_ was l?oth a
continuation of the general thesis, and consistent W-Ith it, it jwas
nonetheless change. Consequently, just as in organic evolutl«:fn,
the cumulative result of a long, successive, and interrelated series

of changes was a product no longer consistent with the original.
Peter J. Vorzimmer, 1970.%

Only in one restricted sense could the Origin be said to consti-
tute a distillation or essence of Darwin’s work-on tra.msmutatmn
theory up to 1859; namely, the literal sense in which the-ﬁrst
cdition of the text was an abstract of a larger a?sjcract, wntt;n
over a period of some eight months and Prec1p1tated bylft :1:
necessity of declaring his findings alongside those of Alfre

Wallace after the famous co-presentation of papers at tl'm meet-
ing of the Linnaean Society on I July 1838. Despite his often-
noted struggle with linguistic expression, we should‘ not ble toc(;
(uick to assume that the composition of the Origin place
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Darwin under unforseen and intolerable pressure: many of the
text’s most significant polemical points and rhetorical structures
had already been outlined in the sketches of 1842 and 1844;
and if, as Desmond and Moore have recently stressed, the issue
of publication and its perils had been prominent in Darwin’s
mind for some considerable time, it seems likely that a reser-
voir of potential devices and formulations would already be in
place. Nevertheless, the first edition bears the marks of an
author determined to convince his readership that distillation
in this case meant an unsatistactorily partial and even provi-
sional demonstration of work either already completed on a
larger scale or yet to be undertaken. T have discussed the prob-
able origin of domestic pigeons at some, yet quite insufficient,
length..." (p. 88); “If I had space I could quote numerous
passages...” (p. 90); ‘To treat this subject at all properly, a long
catalogue of dry facts should be given; but these I shall reserve
for my future work..." (p. 101) - such formulations periodically
resurface to remind us of the acknowledged insufficiency of the
argument as it stood.

This is not to underestimate the confidence with which the
original text makes its claims. The fact that, for some time now,
the first edition has been the only version in print, is seen as a
testimony to its qualities of freshness and directness: for the
Harvard editor, Ernst Mayr, it ‘represents Darwin in his most
revolutionary spirit’, while for the Penguin editor John Burrow
it is ‘a more clear-cut and forceful’ version of its five succes-
sors. Yet Gillian Beer introduced an intriguing modification to
this view when she suggested, in 1983, that the ‘expressive’
qualities of the first edition are precisely the condition of a
linguistic indeterminacy and thus potential multivalency
which, in subsequent editions, it was Darwin’s task to limit and
control.*

Beer’s emphasis on the comparative openness of the first
edition, combined with the process of modification subse-
quently undertaken, invites us to question the sufficiency of
the received notion of the Origin of 1859 as a single act of
momentous  significance, and directs our attention instead
towards the text as a process. The Origin might thus be viewed
not just as a culmination but also as an intervention, both in
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Darwin’s own trajectory (Vorzimmer has called it a ‘stop-gap’)
and in a set of firmly-established debates around development
hypotheses and their broader implications.” What made the
Urigin particularly susceptible to absorption into an arena of
quéstioning and debate, and thus to the need for per.lod{cal
textual response on Darwin's part, was its peculiar combination
of scientific rigour and accessible structure and registc?r, necc?s—
sitating the urgent attention of the scientific community ‘whﬂe
issuing, in its own form, a challenge to the sole authority of
that community to pronounce on its validity; Gillian Beer has
ciscwhere noted Darwin’s Wordsworthian project in the Origin,
‘to resolve scientific and common discourse as throughly as
possible”.”

The process of revising the Origin fell into two clear .stages.
After its publication by John Murray and sell-out in lajce
November 1859, work on a revised edition of the text was in
hand almost immediately. While the second edition, which was
on sale by the turn of the year, embodied mostly_ minor
changes, Darwin did take the opportunity to make certa.m more
significant revisions in response to a critical furore which was
atrcady mounting: he chose, for example, to delete a l‘cey
sentence in his speculations concerning a race of bears growing
more aquatic till a creature might be produced ‘as monstrous‘ as
+ whale’, though not, as Ellegdrd has pointed out, before c.ntl—
vdl damage had been done;” and he also deleted the comparison
of the face of Nature” with a “yielding surface’ of ‘ten thousand
sharp wedges’, which was to prove prominent and ambiguously
suggestive for subsequent commentators. When, élm.ost a year
later and with about 3,800 copies sold, Murray indicated the
need for a third edition, Darwin promised many ‘correction.s,
ar additions, ... in hopes of making my many rather stupid
reviewers at least understand what is meant”.* Published in
April 1861, this edition contained one important st.ru.ctural
innovation, the “Historical Sketch of the Progress of Opinion on
the Origin of Species”, and saw Darwin beginning'to revi.se his
position on — and thus, his formulation of — certain key issues
such as the nature of evolutionary change through saltation.
Iixtended reflections on the terms ‘natural selection’, with
particular regard to the attributions of conscious volition to
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which they had given rise, were directed towards those review-
ers whose “stupidity’ can perhaps be deduced from the role of
the exclamation mark here: ‘Others have objected that the term
selection implies conscious choice in the animals which become
modified; and it has even been urged that as plants have no
volition, natural selection is not applicable to them!.* Yet the
third edition contained only 14 per cent of the total amount of
variation to which the text was to be subjected.

It was thus in the second phase of revision, from 1866 to
1872, that the Origin underwent its most extensive transmuta-
tions, Ieading in Vorzimmer's words to a product ‘no longer
consistent with the original’ or, more pointedly, to a ‘mass of
contradictions and incongruities’ amounting to considerable
‘structural weakness’. There is some critical concensus on this
view: for James Moore, Darwin’s theory still stood in the sixth
edition, though ‘neither so elegantly nor impressively as
before’, while for Robert Young it is a ‘useful exaggeration’ to
say that the book should by then have been re-titled ‘On the
Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection and All Sorts of
Other Things’.” In the intervening period, Darwin had of course
had time to reflect upon the accumulation of responses to the
text while continuing the work on the laws of variation which
was to lead to the publication of his Varigrion of Animals and
Plants under Domestication (1868); and the fourth edition,
published in December 1866, was the most thoroughly revised
yet. But it was in the last two editions that Darwin was obliged
to respond most fully to criticism in = way which led to the
e¢xpansion and, as critics imply, the mis-shaping of the text.

Two particular critiques are of note here: the Scottish engi-
neer Fleeming Jenkin’s extensive review in the North British
Review of June 1867, and the Catholic biologist St George Mivart’s
book On the Genesis of Species (1871). Arguing from what he

modestly decribed as ‘mere mathematics’ — notoriously, one of
Darwin’s theoretical weak spots - Jenkin constructed a power-
ful case against the efficiency of natural selection to perpetuate
slight favourable differences. The careful statistical reasoning
behind his insistence on the ‘swamping’ effect in nature
exposed the weakness of Darwin’s adherence to ‘blending
inheritance’ as the mechanism of genetic variation. Just before
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completing work on the fifth edition of the Origin in February
1869, Darwin was expressing his debts to Jenkin — ‘has given
mc much trouble, but has been of more real use to me than any
other essay or review'> — and acknowledged the debt explic-
itly in the edition (August 1869) which, as Vorzimmer has
ncited, revealed the ‘full extent’ to which the theory of natural
selection had changed since the first edition. N
The major structural changes to the sixth and final edition
of the text were largely the result of Darwin’s response to
Mivart, against whose distortions and misrepresentati?ns he felt
lasting bitterness. Mivart had attempted to reCCfncﬂe evolu-
tionary theory with Catholic theology by insistmg thfit the
theory applied to the material world only; yet th%S'dld not
prevent him at the same time from challenging Darwin's tf:VOlu—
tionary mechanisms, reinstating saltation as a rr.letaphysma'll)iu
charged principle of transmutation and undermining Darwin's
position on the retention of useless organs. In a new chapter
Vi, ‘Miscellaneous Objections to the Theory of Natural
Selection’, Darwin incorporated his critique of Mivart alongside
responses garnered from earlier sections of the text; thlS: final
edition was some 20 per cent larger than the first. But the inclu-
sion of a Glossary of necesary scientific terms points towargs
what was, for the cultural status and reception of the Origin,
perhaps the most significant aspect of change: this was the first
cdition of the text to be aimed at a popular market, completely
re-set in a much smaller typeface and, at 7s6d, selling at half
the previous price. Ellegard's study of the receptio'n of the
Origin has clearly established that the momentous pu‘bhc debate
occasioned by the text throughout the 1860s could in no sense
be described as a ‘popular” debate; yet the first run of 3,000
vopies of the sixth edition had sold out within a year, sales
rising from 60 copies a2 month to 250.* It is thus worth .em;.)ha—
«ising this important disjunction: while in 1872 Darwin, in a
condition of nervous stress, felt that he had at last exhausted
his role in that cultural process which was the revision of a-nd
debate surrounding the Origin, the process was barely beg’m—
ning for a wider audience set to benefit from the 1870 EduC:’:l‘FlOIl
Act. The text which reached this audience, the sixth edition,
was a rather different animal from the first edition which we
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are obliged to read today; yet it was arguably this sixth edition
which achieved the great popular impact now associated with
the Origin.

To this sense of the text itself as 2 process, several contrib-
utors in this volume add a sense of the continuity of the Origin
with its historical and discursive contexts. Harriet Ritvo main-
tains that the revolutionary ‘discontinuity’ of the Origin is a
direct result of ‘the inevitable selectivity of the historical gaze’;
in contrast to the ‘constructed isolation’ framed by a retrospect
which perhaps combines Kuhnian theory with heroic
Darwinian narratives, she argues with a subtle irony that the
text ‘would have seemed to emerge raturally from contemporary
scientific debates and preoccupations’ (italics mine). Wilber-
force’s outrage at the suggestion of anthropoid connections
pales in the popular cultural context of Victorian monkey
shows, where such connections were taken for granted. David
Amigoni notes the extent to which the Origin is ‘mever quite
the intellectual dynamite that speculations about the “Darwin-
ian revolution” have led us to expect’, while Ted Benton’s
emphasis on the specificity of Darwin’s explanatory purposes
requires us to situate his thought in the context of a “distinc-
tive discourse of natural history’. Even on the question of that
deafening silence in the Origin, the position of humankind in
the evolutionary order, Peter Bowler has elsewhere noted the
effect of Chambers's Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation
(1844} in preparing the ground of debate, so that ‘by the time
Darwin published the Origin of Species in 1859, no one could
be in any doubt as to the implications of applying the theory
of evolution to mankind’.” If therefore the Origin can be defined
as an ongoing process in Darwin’s own work, these accounts
equally place it within rather than outside a whole cultural and
intellectual process: there is indeed a sense in which ‘the world’
was ready for the text.®

In identifying the denial of teleology as the true element of
radical discontinuity in the Origin, Thomas Kuhn also highlights
something of the contradictory nature of this discontinuity.
‘Evolution” was well established as a development hypothesis
when Darwin wrote, articulated in the work of Lamarck, Cham-
bers, Spencer and the German Naturphilosophen, but it was
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cearly seen as a “goal-directed process’, with each new evolu-
tionary development a step on the road towards ‘the “idea” of
man’. Natural selection was thus at its own historical juncture
an unti-evolutionary theory, making terms such as ‘evolution’,
‘development” and ‘progress’ ‘suddenly seem[ed] self-contra-
dictory”.” The dialectic between continuity and discontinuity in
the Origin is a complex one; but to appreciate the extent to
which defamiliarisation, in the form of a certain self-contradic-
toriness, was integral to Darwin's project in the text, we need
to look more closely at some specific aspects of its rhetoric and
reception.

Difficulty and ingenuity: language and science

[t is known that for a long time Darwin was worried by the diffi-
culty which he saw in the absence of a long chain of intermedi-
ate forms between closely-allied species, and that he found the
solution of this difficulty in the supposed extermination of inter-
mediate forms. However, an attentive reading of the different
chapters in which Darwin and Wallace speak of this subject soon
brings one to the conclusion that the word ‘extermination’ does
not mean real extermination; the same remark which Darwin
made concerning his expression: ‘struggle for existence’,
evidently applies to the word ‘extermination’ as well. It can by
no means be understood in its direct sense, but must be taken ‘in
its metaphoric sense’.

Petr Kropotkin, 190238

Let us turn, then, to the other hypothesis, and see how it would
solve the problem. Adaptation, it says, is not merely elimination
of the unadapted; it is due to the positive influence of outer
conditions that have molded the organism on their own form.
This time, similarity of effects will be explained by similarity of
cause. We shall remain, apparently, in pure mechanism. But if we
iook closely, we shall see that the explanation is merely verbal,
that we are again the dupes of words, and that the trick of the
solution consists in taking the term ‘adaptation’ in two entirely

different senses at the same time.
Henzi Bergson, 1911.%°

These extracts from early-twentieth-century critiques of Darwin,
both taking the Origin as their point of engagement, seem to
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offer a marked contrast in orientation. Kropotkin's influential
work of anarchist theory, Mutual Aid, took Darwinian evolu-
tionary theory to task for its overweening emphasis on compet-
itive struggle in nature, positing instead, and with particular
reference to human life, the principle of co-operation as the
fundamentally social means by which both individuals and
species strive to maintain their existence and development,
Bergson's Creative Evolution, which for Greta Jones had a
considerable effect on evolutionary debate in Britain after its
translation in 1911, helping to ‘sharpen all the issues which had
accompanied the original publication of the Origin’, undertook
a criticism of the explanatory logic of natural selection in the
name of a vitalistic force or ‘elan vital’ driving transmutation
in constantly unpredictable and non-teleological ways. Both,
then, are libertarian texts, yet attributable to different ends of
a spectrum of interest — Kropotkin's a basis for socio-political
action, Bergson's an intervention jin thz realm of abstract philos-
ophy or, as his critics might have it, of metaphysics.

It is thus important to note the common ground of analy-
sis in these instances: to observe how the reader is enjoined to
‘look closely” at, to ‘an attentive reading of’, Darwin’s text, as
the necessary basis of scientific and philosophical critique. For
Kropotkin, Darwin's use of the word ‘extermination’, like the
deployment of ‘struggle for existence’, is potentially misleading
because of its metaphoric function, while for Bergson it is the
term ‘adaptation’ in Darwin’s lexicon which poses the crucial
problem of ambivalence. Such examples indicate the centrality
of linguistic analysis to the debate surrounding the Origin. Ted
Benton’s chapter in this volume makes a compelling case for the
retention of a distinction between ‘two interconnected but still
analytically distinguishable struggles” in Darwin’s work: ‘to
analyse Darwin's language’, he notes, ‘is not the same thing as
to analyse his theory’. Nevertheless, Kropotkin and Bergson
demonstrate the sense in which words inevitably constitute the
ground upon which the scientific and philosophical veracity of
Darwin’s theory of natural selection is fought over; linguistic
analysis appears inseparable from questions of scientific
epistemology and procedure once we restore a text like the
Origin to its earlier contexts of reception and debate. Thus,
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David Amigoni finds Max Miiller and Leslie Stephen simulta-
ncously responding to the Origin as ‘a form of dense, linguistic
representation’. We glimpse here Moore's ‘common context of
language and assumptions’, a relatively undifferentiated ‘com-
mons’ which is subsequently enclosed by the same disciplinary
formations that helped create the concept of Social Darwinism.

More surprising, perhaps, in the responses of Kropotkin
and Bergson, is the sharing of a quite precise theoretical posi-
tion on language itself. Kropotkin assumes a ‘real’ or ‘direct’
sense of ‘extermination’ which must be clearly distinguished
from Darwin’s ‘metaphoric” use of the word. For Bergson, there
is a realm of the ‘merely verbal’ from which Darwin’s ‘trick’ of
an ambivalent ‘adaptation’ must be rescued. Language in each
case is an untrustworthy device, capable of achieving a pure
referential fit with the world but equally capable of magical
deception: we must guard against being ‘the dupes of words'.
Such attitudes to the waywardness of language, particularly in
the form of metaphorical expression, are deeply inscribed in late-
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century culture. The surprise
lies only in the fact that inquisitive philosophical minds such
as Kropotkin and Bergson, engaged in radical critiques of scien-
tific orthodoxy, should reproduce a position on language which
achieved its clearest theoretical expression in nineteenth-
century positivist science. Herbert Spencer maintained an
absolute distinction between ‘real’ and ‘symbolic’ conceptions,
pointing out the ‘perpetual danger” and ‘error” of mistaking the
latter for the former and grounding his positivist faith in the
language of a civilisation evolving inexorably towards greater
precision and definiteness.* T.H. Huxley, defending scientific
knowledge against those ‘extremely worthy, well-meaning
persons’” who might raise theological doubts, invoked the myth
of Diogenes, who refuted the sophist’s claim that all motion was
an impossibility by ‘simply getting up and walking round his
tub’; the refusal of dialogue — ‘the man of science says nothing
to objections of this sort” — establishes a disdain of the verbal
in the name of 2 mode of knowledge more practical and imma-
nent.” And again, David Amigoni characterises metaphor for
Max Miiller as ‘a principle of degeneracy inherent in the evolu-
tion of language’.
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No less than his more voluble compatriots in scientific
popularisation, Darwin can frequently seem to adhere to the
existence of a fundamental divide between a language enclosed
in its own world of narcissistic trickery and a language which
realised truth. In a letter to Lyell in 1861, he arrives at a char-
acteristic position:

If you say that God ordained that at some time and place a dozen
slight variations should arise, and that one of them alone should
be preserved in the struggle for life and the other eleven should
perish in the first or few generations, then the saying seems to
me mere verbiage. It comes to merely saying that everything that
is, is ordained.®

"Verbiage’ and ‘mere verbiage’ reappear periodically as
terms of denunciation in Darwin’s private dialogues and responses
to criticism. In the Origin, this emphasis emerges, with a scare-
quoting to embody a specifically linguistic alertness, in the
convicton that ‘It is so easy to hide our ignorance under such
expressions as “the plan of creation,” “unity of design,” &c.,
and to think that we give an explanation when we only restate
a fact’ (p. 453). However, the grounds upon which Darwin can
deny heuristic value to such formulations and claim it for the
language of science, by which he can distinguish between a
language which signifies only itself and one which signifies
some reality outside of itself, may, as Edward Manier's excel-
lent study indicates, be more complex than we might expect.”
Manier indicates how the Scottish enlightenment philosopher
Dugald Stewart almost certainly provided Darwin with a ‘real-
ist theory of metaphor’, through which human language could
be seen as grounded in a lexicon of ‘natural signs” out of which
the use of a more sophisticated ‘artificial’ language develops.
This natural/artificial polarity, together with the suggestion of
an organic process of growth which binds them together, could
create an alertness for points at which the ‘artificial’ use of
language departed from its natural base; yet it equally facili-
tates a historicist view of language which undermines any
simple idealist sense of linguistic essenialism.

Accordingly, the Origin reveals tensions in its assumed rela-
tionship between language and scientific knowledge which
often hinge on the role of metaphor. In the concluding chap-
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ter, and looking ahead confidently to the ‘considerable revolu-
ton in natural history” he expects to follow, Darwin seems
uncquivocally Spencerian: ‘The terms used by naturalists of
affinity, relationship, community of type, paternity, morphol-
opy, adaptive characters, rudimentary and aborted organs, &c.,
will cease to be metaphorical, and will have a plain significa-
tion’ (p. 456). Even in the first edition, he is frequently careful
1o apologise for his ‘convenient’ uses of metaphor, for example
11 the “large and metaphorical’ sense in which ‘struggle for exis-
tence” also carries a sense of “dependence’, and to alert us to the
perhaps misleadingly anthropomorphic tendencies of his own
terms — ‘But to use such an expression as trying to make a
fantail is, T have no doubt, in most cases, utterly incorrect’ (p.
96). Yet a key passage in his thirteenth chapter, on Classifica-
tion, indicates a more complex role for metaphor:

Naturalists frequently speak of the skull as formed of metamor-
phosed vertebrae: the jaws of crabs as metamorphosed legs; the
stamens and pistils of flowers as metamorphosed leaves; but it
would in these cases probably be more correct, as Professor
Huxley has remarked, to speak of both skull and vertebrae, both
jaws and legs, &c., — as having been metamorphosed, not one
from the other, but from some common element. Naturalists,
however, use such language only in a metaphorical sense: they
are far from meaning that during a long course of descent, primor-
dial organs of any kind - vertebrae in one case and legs in the
other — have actually been modified into skulls or jaws. Yet so
strong is the appearance of a modification of this nature having
occurred, that naturalists can hardly avoid employing language
baving this plain signification. On my view these terms may be
used literally; and the wonderful fact of the jaws, for instance, of
a crab retaining numerous characters, which they would proba-
bly have retained through inheritance, if they had really been
metamorphosed during a long course of descent from true legs,
or from some simple appendage, is explained. (pp. 418-19)

This is not one of the Origin’s most elegant passages, perhaps
because of the contradictions it is required to negotiate. First,
the language of metamorphosis is characterised as metaphorical
or, more to the point, ‘only’ metaphorical, in the tradition of
natural history. Yet we must note that metaphor in this context
is not opposed to ‘plain signification’; on the contrary, the
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metaphor of metamorphosed parts impresses itself upon the
naturalist precisely because it is a ‘language’ carrying ‘plain
signification’. Darwin can thus see no inconsistency in re-defin-
ing or ‘using’ the metaphor in a ‘literal’ sense — neither does he
appear to see the extent to which his account has already prob-
lematised the divide between the literal and the metaphorical.
Here it is worth reflecting back on the irony of the common
root of “‘metaphor’ and ‘metamorphosis”: if Darwin affirms perpet-
ual change or transformation as a law of the natural world, then
he must equally divest metaphor of its inferior connotations of
artifice and affirm it as a ‘natural’ law of language.

When, therefore, Darwin observes elsewhere that ‘it is
scarcely possible to avoid comparing the eye to a telescope’ -
that we ‘naturally infer’ that the eye has been formed by a
process analagous to the operation of the highest human intel-
lects — he crystallises some characteristic tensions produced by
a growing awareness of the role of language in nineteenth-
century scientific epistemology. In its context, the ‘Difficulties
on Theory” chapter of the Origin, the observation prefigures an
extended reflection on the inadequacy of such anthropomor-
phic figurations to the complex material reality and develop-
ment of the eye. Yet it also embodies an acknowledgement of
the inevitably or ‘naturally’ metamorphic functioning of human
knowledge, underpinned by a belief that this mode is not
simply a symptom of a humanity’s fallen condition but does
have some necessary relationship to the order of nature. Darwin
may have exhibited some of the necessary positivist machismo
about the ‘plain signification’ of scientific language and its proud
distance from ‘mere verbiage’, but the fractures and tensions
we find in the Origin tell a different and more complex story.

When we turn to the immediate reception of the Origin from
within the scientific community, certain recurrent patterns of
response reinforce a sense of the singularity of the text as a
linguistic artefact. It seems clear that, in the words of the French
scientist Jules Pictet, Darwin was perceived to have represented
his evidence “in a novel form, and in a way freed from the ordi-
nary routine’.® The text elicits frequent observations on its
language and form, and central to such observations are the
terms ‘ingenious’ and ‘ingenuity’: ‘thus’, Pictet notes of the
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transition from Lamarckian to Darwinian evolution, ‘in an inge-
mous manner, he brings in a new agent which he calls natural
wicetion’, ending his review with carefully-qualified praise for
barwin’s ‘beautiful book” and ‘seducing argument’. In differ-
cnt hands the same terms could appear to be a far less equivo-
vl indictment: Thomas Vernon Wollaston’s damning yet
patronising review culiminates in the sarcastic imputations that
the text was “eloquently written” in a ‘pleasant medium’, finally
quoting Darwin’s concluding ‘entangled bank’ passage as
‘certainly very beautiful, though we can scarcely believe that
our author was in earnest when he wrote it".® Earlier in the
review, Wollaston shurs Darwin’s observation on descent from
onc primordial form with ‘This is plain language, at any rate!’,
then immediately characterises it as an ‘ingenious fancy’. Sir
William Armstrong, referring to the ‘profound sensation’ caused
by the Origin in his opening address to the British Association
for the Advancement of Science meeting at Newcastle in 1863,
noted that “The novelty of this ingenious theory, the eminence
of its author, and his masterly treatment of the subject have
perhaps combined to excite more enthusiasm in its favour than
is consistent with that dispassionate spirit which it is so neces-
sary to preserve in the pursuit of truth’".* Fleeming Jenkin, in
his powerful but even-handed critique, could observe:

Some persons seem to have thought his theory dangerous to reli-
gion, morality, and what not. Others have tried to laugh it out of
court. We can share neither the fears of the former nor the merri-
ment of the latter; and, on the contrary, own to feeling the great-
est admiration both for the ingenuity of the doctrine and for the
temper in which it was broached, although, from a consideration
of the following arguments, our opinion is adverse to its truth.”

while in a similar spirit of hard-edged scepticism the American
philosopher C. S. Peirce maintained, in 1893, the following:

What I mean is that his hypothesis, while without dispute one of
the most ingenious and pretty ever devised, and while argued
with a wealth of knowledge, a strength of logic, a charm of
rhetoric, and above all with a certain magnetic genuineness that
was almost irresistible, did not appear, at first, at all near to being
proved; and to a sober mind its case looks less hopeful now than
it did twenty tears ago.*
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What did it mean to characterise the Origin as ‘ingenious’?
The term clearly embodies a varying faintness of praise, with
the likes of Jenkin and Peirce at one end of the spectrum and
Wollaston at the other. While Samuel Johnson's Dictionary of
1785 (sixth edition) gives ‘witty, inventive; possessed of
genius’, with ‘mental; intellectual’ as secondary and anachro-
nistic uses, it seems that in Darwin’s context the term was
mutating towards the present, somewhat diminished connota-
tions of “skilful contrivance’. Thus, in the context of scientific
writing, it is not coincidental that Darwin’'s ‘ingenuity” should
lie in close association with his way with words in the produc-
tion of an argument variously ‘beautiful’ and ‘pretty’, ‘seduc-
tive’ and ‘charming’. This is clearly a skill -~ but what man of
science would want it? The potentially wayward and magical
qualities of language, and the manipulative skills of its practi-
tioners in the realms of art and rhetoric, are 2 deeply feminised
influence, embodying a mischievous intelligence which threat-
ens to pull 2 man from the straight-and-narrow (to borrow
Sedgwick’s phrase) ‘tram-road of all physical truth’.4®

In the comparative anatomist Richard Owen’s critique of
the Origin in the Edinburgh Review of April 1860, these kinds
of connotation are woven into 2 more complex example of the
extent to which cultural values might surround and inform
scientific criticism. The review was, in effect, the moment at
which an uneasy build-up of professional and personal antag-
onisms, characteristic of the politics of evolutionary science
within which Darwin was obliged to operate, could surface and
become public.® The full extent of what it meant to be an ‘inge-
nious writer” is revealed in Owen's explicit application of the
terms to Robert Chambers, the anonymous author of the
Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, so important in
preparing the cultural landscape for the entry of the Origin yet
so heavily criticised for its speculative character and cavalier
approach to scientific proof. Darwin is nevertheless linked by
association, being accused by Owen of ungratefully ignoring his
debts to Chambers and of speculating in a similarly ‘rash’ and
‘unlawful” fashion. The review begins, however, with a set of
biographical observations on Darwin which set an interpreta-
tive framework for the critique that follows. Here, Owen
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wserts, Darwin ‘has long been favourably knoWn, not merely
to the Zoological but to the Literary World’, thanks to the
charming style” of his Beagle narrative. He then chooses to note
that Darwin is of ‘independent means’, thus giving him ‘full
comumand of his time for the prosecution of original research’:
his "tastes’ have led him to Natural History and his ‘favourite
wubject’ has become the origin of species. In the Origin itself,
‘the same pleasing style” which marked his earlier work and ‘a
vertain artistic disposition” and structure of argument have led
‘weveral, and perhaps the majority, of our younger naturalists’
to be “seduced into the acceptance’ of the theory of transmuta-
tion by natural selection.

The explicit linking of a feminised linguistic ingenuity with
the ‘Literary World’ — ‘charming’, ‘pleasing’, ‘seductive” — is here
supplemented by an unmistakeable discourse on class. “Taste’,
an acsthetic category deriving from that ‘artistic disposition’
and polite culture of the Literary World to which his indepen-
dent means gave access, led Darwin to science rather than — we
assume — hard work or professional commitment. Owen suceeds
inn cstablishing a distance between the ‘scientific world” and
Barwin which at the same time separates the manly ‘labourer’
ot 'fellow-labourer” — terms used by Owen to denote the scien-
tic community — from an effeminate culture of privilege.
Hencath the tone of sometimes-strained politeness in Owen’'s
tevicew is a barely-disguised insinuation that Darwin is not a
proper scientist — just as Jenkin was able to become gradually
ture satirical in his own review about the ability of ‘believers’
to ‘invent’ anmy necessary set of circumstances, such as an
anlimited amount of geological time, in order to make a theory
work." Such insinuations were a hazard always faced by
Parwin because of his lack of formal education and training in
wicnce. Less obvious, but nevertheless manifest in them, was
the suggestion that scientific integrity could be measured in
tnverse proportion to rhetorical skill and exertion.

There is, however, an irony in Darwin’s association with
the ‘ingenious” which surfaces if we turn again to reflect upon
the historical relationship of the adjective to ‘ingenuity’, whose
guimary definition in Johnson's Dictionary of 1785 affiliates it
rather with “ingenuous’ — that is, to ‘openness, fairness, candour,
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freedom from dissimulation’. Only secondarily, ‘from ingenious’,
do we have ‘wit, invention, genius, subtlety, acuteness’ —
meanings which, according to the 1983 Chambers, are derived
from ‘ingenious” ‘by confusion’. It thus appears that ‘ingenu-
ity’, in undergoing gradual change in use, has acted as a hinge
between virtually contradictory meanings: openness and free-
dom from dissimulation in its actual source, ‘ingenuous’, a
subtle and inventive wit or ‘skilful contrivance’ (1983 Cham-
bers again)] in its trajectory of change towards ‘ingenious’.

We can only speculate on the degree of intermixture
inscribed in the deployment of these terms by Darwin’s critics
from the 1860s onwards. What is arresting is the extent to
which the ambivalence of ‘ingenuity’ is appropriate to a central
ambivalence in representations of Darwin's scientific method.
Against the view of ingenuity we have been pursuing, perpet-
uated though turned to positive effect in James Moore’s esti-
mation of Darwin as ‘the outstanding conjuror of all time’, we
can set the claim that Darwin possessed ‘an instinct for truth-
telling which had hardly ever been surpassed’ and strove ‘to
perfect himself as a fact-and-dust man’; against Gillian Beer's
uncovering of Darwin’s deep youthful pleasure in ‘the power
of lying, of invention, of telling and not-telling” — ‘I recollect
when I was at Mr. Case’s inventing a whole fabric to show how
fond I was of speaking the truth!” — we can set Emma Darwin’s
belief that ‘he is the most open, transparent man 1 ever saw,
and every word expresses his real thoughts’.”

The substantial and growing body of work on Darwin’s
language and rhetorical strategies might be prefaced by Edward
Manier’s observation that ‘the representation of his theory is the
- key to its scientific and its cultural interpretation’® In the
remainder of this section of the chapter I want to offer a read-
ing of the structure and some of the rhetorical features of the
Origin, exploring in particular some characteristics of the
linguistic ingenuity which has both troubled and impressed
Darwin’s critics. My aim will be to move towards a precise
delineation of the kind of ambivalence identified, for example
by C. S. Peirce as ‘a certain magnetic genuineness that was
almost irresistible’, or more recently by David Hull as the desire
on Darwin’s part to ‘tell” in the Origin ‘a totally consistent natu-
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ralistic story or none at all’,*

The telling of this story, or alternatively the unravelling of
its ‘one long argument’, spanned fourteen chapters in the orig-
inal edition. The misgivings of Vorzimmer and others concern-
ing the mis-shapen growth of the final sixth edition may in part
be due to an overestimation of the perfected ‘organic’ form of
the first: the Origin is neither a realist novel nor a romantic
poem, though it does have affinities with each, and a fascinat-
ing organisational logic. Chapter I, ‘Variation under Domest-
cation’, is an exercise in safety and tact: Darwin’s appeal to
what breeders and gardeners have long known is an appeal to
practical, observed and common knowledge as the basis of the
theory of natural selection, which terms are tentatively intro-
duced towards the end of the chapter and only after the previ-
ous tentative introduction of the alternative ‘Unconscious
Sclection”. “Theoretical writers” are stigmatised, in the manner
of Huxley’s Sophists, as the only ones to have doubted the
strong principle of inheritance; yet, Darwin's deference to the
breeders Is not total: his recollection of being ‘laughed to scorn’
hy a celebrated raiser of Hereford cattle over the suggestion that
his stock might have descended from long-horns is the pretext
for a warning to naturalists not to adopt the same kind of
narrowmindedness — breeders in general ‘well know that each
race varies slightly, for they win their prizes by selecting such
slight differences, yet they ignore all general arguments, and
refuse to sum up in their minds slight differences accumulated
during many successive generations’ (pp. 88-9). This is a brief
glimpse, allowed to us in this otherwise cautious opening chap-
ter, of the supreme confidence Darwin can show in his theory.

Chapter II, ‘Variation under Nature’, completes the famous
analogy between natural selection and the practices of breed-
ing and cultivation, whether conscious or unconscious, which
constitutes the opening gambit of the Origin. Yet this short
vhapter does not press home the analogy with rhetorical force:
the subject of wvariation im nature is instead approached as
demonstrating the difficulty of distinguishing in any absolute
wnse between species and varieties. Some statistical analysis is
used to demonstrate that ‘species are only strongly marked and
permanent varieties’, preﬁguring the necessary prominence of
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this mode of analysis in the following chapter. It is in the next
two chapters, however, that the Origin reaches its dramatic and
argumentative core; here the twin arms of his theory, struggle
for existence and natural selection, are articulated together.
Chapter III marks a profound shift in tone and address appro-
priate to the active and emotive concept of Malthusian ‘strug-
gle” with which it is concerned. By contrast with the opening
pair, this is a piece of romantic writing, with an expressive
register (the early references to ‘beautiful co-adaptations” such
as the woodpecker and the mistletoe mark a break from the
preceding text and set the tone for what follows), a more
personal note of address (‘Nothing is easier than to admit in
words the truth of the universal struggle for life, or more diffi-
cult — at least I have found it so — than constantly to bear this
conclusion in mind’ — pp. 115-16), and a gradually mounting
tone of Wordsworthian awe at the ircessant process of strug-
gle and its often incredible corollaries. The chapter is, for exam-
ple, animated and given a cumulative thythm by the increasing
use of exclamation in its later stages; like Wordsworth, Darwin
uses the exclamation mark to lift the denotation of a natural
process or phenomenon into a sense of wonder: ‘Hence it is
quite credible that the presence of a feline animal in large
numbers in a district might determine, through the interven-
tion first of mice and then of bees, the frequency of certain
flowers in that district!” (p. 125). While partly a response to the
colourful implications of ‘struggle’, such animation is also borne
out of the realisation that some mental energy and projection is
required on the part of his reader to envisage some of the prac-
tical effects of the abstract process of species ‘striving to
increase at a geometrical ratio”; the final paragraph thus appro-
priately begins with the recommendation that it is good ‘to try
in our imagination to give any form some advantage over
another’ (p. 129 — my italics).

If chapter I is dominated by the exclamatory mode, Chapter
IV, the key articulation of ‘Natural Selection’, is both more
interrogative and more strongly assertive of the legitimacy of
its own arguments. Rhetorical questions figure prominently, in
combination with 2 didactic insistence: ‘Let it be borne in
mind...", ‘let it be remembered...", “let us now take...’ This
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mode, reinforced by the well-known branching diagram or
‘great Tree of Life’ simile (see Ritvo, p. 56-7), gives momentum
to an argument growing in authority; Darwin has his own
theory in the dock, but the apparent rigour of his cross-exam-
ination allows moments of almost unequivocal confidence: ‘and
as modern geology has almost banished such views as the exca-
vation of a great valley by a single diluvial wave, so will natural
sclection, if it be a true principle, banish the belief of the
continued creation of new organic beings, or of any great and
sudden modification in their structure’ (p. 142).

These first four chapters, establishing the basic proposals of
the Origin, constitute the opening phase. From this point onwards,
in both structural and linguistic terms, ‘difficulty’ becomes the
dominant principle in Darwin's negotiation of the relationship
in the text between self-criticism and assertion. Significantly, a
chapter is immediately devoted to the ‘Laws of Variation’,
before the sixth chapter ‘Difficulties on Theory’, reflecting the
profound awareness on Darwin’s part of the lack of a coherent
genetic theory upon which to predicate the mechanism of
natural selection. ‘Difficulties on Theory’ then initiates that
process of extensive questioning which has led Fleming to
speak of Darwin’s unsurpassed ‘instinct for truth-telling’: ‘has
there ever been another scientist who included in his great
book all the arguments against it that he could ever think of?'»
Chapter VI outlines these main ‘difficulties” and then proceeds
to confront two of them, the absence of visible transitional
forms in nature and the origin and development of common
organs in creatures of widely different habit, reserving the
following two chapters for a separate discussion of further
major difficulties, the problem of the evolution of complex
instincts through natural selection, and the questions of steril-
ity, hybridism and the possibility of fluid transmuatation
through intercrossing in nature. While the latter chapter consti-
tutes a return to the deconstruction of the species—variety
distinction initially undertaken in chapter 1I, it also marks the
end of the discussion of what might be called the internal or
organic difficulties confronting natural selection theory. In the
four chapters which follow, Darwin turns his attention to prob-
lems inherent in the external dimensions of the theory: in the
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adequacy or otherwise of geological evidence to account for the
gradual succession of organic beings, including the vexed issue
of extinction; and in the possibility of harmonising the actual
geographical distribution of the world's inhabitants with trans-
mutation through natural selection. A thirteenth and penulti-
mate chapter thus stands somewhat on its own, though its focus
on taxonomy via the ‘Mutual Affinities of Organic Beings’
SErves as an important reminder that the whole structure of the
Origin might be viewed as a debate around human systems of
classification as much as an attempt ta give unmediated access
to the true principles of development in organic life.

‘Difficulty’ is, however, an ambivalent, and possibly there-
fore an ingenious, weapon in the rhetorical strategies of the
Origin. At times, the reader could be mistaken for thinking that
the function of the text is to convince her of the extent of our
ignorance on all of the issues that bear significantly on an
understanding of evolution: reiterations of the parlous state of
this knowledge are frequent, ‘nor’, Darwin maintains, ‘do we
know how ignorant we are’ (p- 440). Yet such admissions of
difficulty become, paradoxically, the precise condition of the
text’s truth-claims. Darwin’s rhetorical skill is to impress upon
his reader the extreme intricacy, precariousness and lack of
substance of his theory, yet simultaneously to give a sense that
the same reader already has, in their own observation of nature,
a fundamental insight into the basis of the theory: we know
hardly anything about this, and yet we know a lot, partly
because of our own common sense, and partly because know-
ing the true and vast extent of our ignorance clarifies and
enhances the basis of real knowledge we do possess.

There are a number of ways in which the Origin achieves
this effect. First, there is a recurrent tendency to counterbal-
ance expressions of extreme difficulty with a cooly-rational
negation of them:

Long before having arrived at this part of my work, a crowd of
difficulties will have occurred to the reader. Some of them are s0
grave that to this day I can never reflect on them without being
staggered; but, to the best of my judgement, the greater number
are only apparent, and those that are real are not, I think, fatal
to my theory. {p. 205.
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The reader could be forgiven for admiring here the speed with
which Darwin is able to recover from being ‘staggered’ by the
pravity of his problems, courtesy of the deft use of the semi-
voion and what follows it. Similarly, approaching the conclu-
sion of chapter IX, on the imperfection of the geological record,
Darwin declares the ‘several difficulties here discussed’ to be
‘all undoubtedly of the gravest manner’, to which the adher-
ence of ‘all the most eminent palacontologists’ to the theory of
immutability of species seems eloquent testimony; yet this does
not discourage him from invoking Lyell’s doubts, and his
metaphor of the geological record as ‘a history of the world
imperfectly kept, and written in a changing dialect’, in order
to arrive at a final striking sentence: ‘On this view, the diffi-
culties above discussed are greatly diminished, or even disappear’
{pp- 315-16). Thus, radical scepticism and radical optimism co-
exist within the concept of difficulty; by placing his theory on
a knife-edge, Darwin is able to impress the reader both with his
brutal honesty and with the resistance of his theory to a
Popperian falsifiability: ‘If it could be demonstrated that any
complex organ existed, which could not possibly have been
{formed by numerous, successive, slight modifications, my theory
would absolutely break down. But I can find no such case’
(p- 219).

In a perhaps more ingenious sense, therefore, such as we
find in the example of the electric organs of fishes — ‘impossi-
ble to conceive by what steps these wondrous organs have been
produced’ - impossibility in the present is the very ground of
possible proof in the future: if we cannot say definitively how
these organs have originated, we cannot not say that a transi-
tional development may have occurred:

[Als Owen and others have remarked, their intimate structure
closely resembles that of common muscle; and as it has lately been
shown that Rays have an organ closely analogous to the electric
apparatus, and yet do not, as Matteuchi asserts, discharge any
electricity, we must own that we are far too ignorant to argue
that no transition of any kind is possible. (p. 222)

This instance points to the prominence of two further strate-
gles. First, “difficulty’ in the Origin operates in two distinct
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temporal senses: while it is often ‘grave’ and apparently almost
insuperable in the present, it is to be confidently eradicated in
the future. We should not therefore be misled by its frequent
recurrence in the text, because that recurrence is often in the
form of variants on the formula, ‘I can see no difficulty’, ‘I can
sce no great difficulty’, ‘I can see no very great difficulty’, ‘1
cannot see that it would be an insuperable difficulty’. The
formula is not selective, for it is used in negotiating the most
unlikely hypotheses and examples of transmutation, such as the
aquatic bear and the evolution of the eye. Second, Darwin is

adept and consistent in his deployment of the muitiple nega-
tive form:

[Yjet in the case of any organ, if we know of a long series of
gradations in complexity, each good for its possessor, then, under
changing conditions of life, there is no logical impossibility in the
acquirement of any conceivable degree of perfection through
natural selection. In the cases in which we know of no inter-
mediate or transitional states, we should be very cautious in
concluding that none could have existed, for the homologies of
many organs and their intermediate states show that wonderful
metamorphoses in function are at least possible ...We are far too
ignorant, in almost every case, to be enabled to assert that any
part or organ is so unimportant for the welfare of a species, that
modifications in its structure could not have been slowly accu-
mulated by means of natural selection. (pp. 231-2)

Here too, it is difficult to avoid linking the indirectness and
evasiveness associated with this linguistic form to a subtle
ingenuity in Darwin’s procedure: what does the Origin have to
hide? The answer proposed for example by Desmond and Moore,
and confirming what is explicit in the notebooks from 1837
onwards, would seem to be, a great deal: Darwin had long been
preoccupied by the potentially incendiary materalism of his
theory, and the long years of reluctance and failure to publish
had produced a nervously-fraught, wary and defensive con-
sciousness. Studies of Darwin's reading and intellectual influ-
ences have also suggested a depth and sophistication to modify
the image of the ‘anaesthetic’ scientific man,* The ‘ingenious’
Darwin has thus re-emerged in recent Darwin criticism as an
Important alternative to Darwin’s own self-fashioned image as
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+ ~imple, honest but inarticulate toiler at the scientific Fhalk—
tace. Charles Kay Smith has proposed that Darwin cultivated
‘thetorical ambiguities” in order to avoid critical controversy,
while Gillian Beer’s seminal work has consistently stressed that
the multivalent ‘quagmire” of the metaphoric was necessary for
the articulation of his theory: ‘He needs its tendency to suggest
marce than you meant to say, to make the latent actu'al, to waken
sleeping dogs, and equally its powers of persuasion through
Lassitude, through our inattention”.” _

It is true that a certain guile becomes manifest at times:
accounting for the absence of frogs, toads and n.ewts on the
‘peculiarly well-fitted” oceanic islands in the Pacific with the
rxplanation that they could not be transported across'the ’sea—
water which kills them, Darwin cannot resist a final gibe: ‘But
why, on the theory of creation, they should not have been
created there, it would be very difficult to explain’ (p. 382). Yet
this is an instance of the broader and paradoxical fact that as
the Origin moves through its substantial investigation of jdif'ﬁ—
culties’, so it becomes stronger and more self-assured in its
argument: scepticism and confidence nourish each otI‘ler. TI3e
vision of the ‘revolution in natural history’, the opening of ‘a
prand and almost untrodden field of enquiry-’ anticipated iﬂ-thC;:
glowing utopian prose of the final ‘Recapitulation and Conclusion
chapter are difficult to recognise as parts of t}‘le s.amf: work as
the cautious opening "Variation under Domestication -

The ‘ingenious’ Darwin, subtly aware of the_ linguistic
balancing acts necessary for the representation of a highly spec-
ulative theory in the terms of empirical method and obs:erva»
tion, is an important aid to our understanding of.t}%e particular
form of the Origin. Yet the image is inadequate if it leads to a
wrenching of form from theory — that is, i.f it creates a senste of
dichotomy between clever rhetorical contrlvan_ce and the scien-
tific, epistemological and philosophical orientations of the w.ork.
This dichotomy, initially constructed by contemporary review-
crs of the Origin who were often also professional opponents of
Darwin, can be read as an attempt to discredit and defuse th:lt
was radically new not simply in the Eanguage.of Fhe text but in
its wide-ranging and subversive cultural imphtcatlons. If, on the
contrary, ‘difficulty” performs such a prominent role in the
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shaping of the text, this may be because it is a central consti-
tutive aspect of Darwin’s innovatory and challenging vision. In
concluding this chapter, I want to suggest that ‘difficulty” in
the Origin is an inherent factor in the text’s relation to the
linked concepts of relativity and modernity, and that Darwin’s
relationship to Romantic discourse and representation is a
necessary starting-point for such a reading.

In his 1981 essay ‘Darwin and Landscape’, James Paradis
presents a Darwin who anticipates and prepares the ground for
the developrnent of Cubist art. In the Origin, Paradis asserts,
Darwin had arrived at 3 way of seeing nature, of organising the
visual field, in terms of a ‘repetitiousness of form, geometrics
of organisation’, which represented a radical break from the
Romantic tradition: ‘beyond the impression of the moment,
which is likely to fill one with a feeling of the beauty, the Spon-
taneity and harmony of life in the natural landscape, there is
an unsuspected geometry of great preciseness and definition’.
Through this radical defamiliarisation, nature is re-thought — or
re-visualised — as a spatial economy of incredible density, a ‘per-
petual disequilibrium’ of contending forces; and, for Paradis, ‘it
would take art fully half a century to follow him into the
labyrinth of lines and patterns he had discovered in the famil-
iar landscape'.”

Romanticism had, however, exerted a powerful influence
on Darwin’s earlier vision, exemplified for Paradis by the Beagle
narrative and its ‘celebration’ of ‘transcendent moments of
timelessness in the wilderness’, and it clearly survives in, for
example, the ‘Struggle for Existence’ chapter of the Origin
briefly considered above. We would be quite wrong, as Paradis
himself acknowledges, to see Romanticism totally displaced in
the Origin; but we can say that the Romantic sense of the
grandeur and sublimity of nature which pervades the text is
shifted to 2 new object —~ no longer an inscrutable workman-
ship evident in things themselves and their harmoniousness with
human subjectivity, but the unthinkably slow and complex
processes of transformation in nature. Thus, in the revealing
conclusion to the chapter on “Instinct’, Darwin could declare
that while it might not be a “logical deduction’, it was far more
satisfactory to his ‘imagination’ to see complex instincts as
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‘small consequences of one general law’; or in reflecting .on the
possible denudation of some 12,000 feet of rock in Merlone'th—
shire, he could exclaim: ‘The consideration of these facts im-
presses my mind almost in the same manner as does the vain
cndeavour to grapple with the idea of eternity’ (pp. 263 and 296).
Wordsworthian parallels are inevitably brought forth by an
cxamination of the Origin’s rhetoric. But Darwin’s esteemed
Wordsworth could also apostrophise Coleridge thus:

Thou, my Friend! art one
More deeply read in thy own thoughts; to thee
Science appears but what in truth she is,
Not as our glory and our absolute boast,
But as a succedaneum, and a prop
To our infirmity. No officious slave
Art thou of that false secondary power
By which we multiply distinctions, then
Deem that our puny boundaries are things
That we perceive, and not that we have made.
To thee, unblinded by these formal arts,
The unity of all hath been revealed.”

[t is worth reflecting upon the contradictory reiati-o;.nsh%p

between this passage and Darwin's science in the _O:*zgim, in

order to signal something of the complexity of Darwin’s 1r.1her-

itance and appropriation of Romantic epistemology.' A science

which both multiplied and then reified its own di.stmc.:tlons is,

of course, precisely what Darwin was conscious of in his (%ecox?—
struction of the species—variety distinction - to him also, in this
scnse, ‘the unity of all’ had been revealed. Yet nature in t_he
Origin is no less systematic, and therefore amenable to descrip-
tion and classification, for being unified; Darwin could accept
Wordsworth's critique of the inherently anthropom?rphic 1.1ature
of all representation ~ indeed, it was a problem with which he
continually wrestled, as the work of Robert M. Ygung and
Gillian Beer has shown — while refusing the characterisation o?
representation as ‘secondary’.® Rather, the ‘ofﬁquus sIaYery

against which the Origin was sent to do battle lfay in the fz’iifse
distinctions” multiplied by Creationists or ‘species-mongers’ in
the name of a specious ‘unity of all’ with which Wordsworth,
in his critique of science, perhaps unconsciously colluded.
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Two “unities’ therefore emerge: one guaranteed by an Abso-
lute, spiritualised nature, the other guaranteed by the complex
and specific interrelatedness of a physical system of disequilib-
rium in nature. As Paradis notes, the Origin of 1839 showed
how Darwin had arrived at a new, naturalistic and physical
understanding of the landscapes he had first seen and inter-
preted on the Beagle voyage, eclipsing spiritual law by acknow-
ledging the ‘conditions of existence’ rather than the end of
existence as the highest law of development. But ‘naturalistic’
must here be grasped in its full, paradoxical sense: a theoreti-
cal understanding of the physical or ecological interrelatedness
of things brings with it a realisation of the impossibility of any
stable, absolute knowledge of that condition.

Thus, half a century before an illustrious succesor whose
new physics became synonymous with the moment of cultural
modernism, Darwin produced in the Origin a general theory of
relativity. ‘By the experiment itself’, he notes in his discussion
of experimentation in domestic breeding, ‘the conditions of life
are changed’ (p. 77) ~ a recognition of the relativity of knowl-
edge to the observation process which constituted his basic
understanding of the relation between theory and practice:
‘without the making of theories I am convinced there would be
no observation...”; ‘How odd it is that anyone should not see
that all observation must be for or against some view if it is to
be of any servicel If, however, results are relative to the
frameworks in which they are interpreted, theoretical frame-
works must also be relative to results: ‘systematists’, he reminds
us, ‘are far from pleased at finding variability in important char-
acters, and ... there are not many men who will laboriously
examine internal and important organs, and compare them in
many specimens of the same species’; the result of such empir-
ical rigour is that ‘parts which must be called important,
whether viewed under a physiological or a classificatory point
of view, sometimes vary in the individuals of the same species’
(p- 102). What constitutes ‘importance’ or ‘fitness’ is entirely
relative even to individuals, almost always possessing a ‘plas-
ticity” of organisation, within a species — a key statement of the
anti-essentialism which has been seen as the Origin’s funda-
mental challenge to Western metaphysics. When applied to the
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human and moral sphere, fascinating tensions result: underlin-
wg the conviction that savages must practise unconscious if not
conscious selection processes in the breeding of their animals,
the word “even’ in the following sentence condenses a perhaps
unscen moral ambiguity: “We see the value set on animals even
by the barbarians of Tierra del Fuego, by their killing and
xl-('-vouring their old women, in times of dearth, as of less value
than their dogs’ (p. 94). The challenge, which the work of James
Rachels has recently explored, of Darwin’s moral individualism
ta the traditional morality by which humans and non-humans
occupied separate moral categories, could clearly produce
ambivalent results: a principled opposition to the practice of
vivisection on the one hand, while on the other, as Ellegard
observed of the ‘relativistic view of human morality” implicit
i Darwinian theory,

There was no reason to expect the systems of values, whether
cthical or aesthetical, which were actnally to be found in human
societies, to have any sort of universal and absolute validity.
They had been developed in response to the particular conditions
under which the different communities had found themselves.
Communities adopting a moral code which made them prosper-
ous and strong would tend to proliferate. To the extent that they
succeeded in inculcating their beneficial code in their descen-
dants, or in others who came under their influence, such a moral
system would tend to gain ground. But the fact that a certain
moral code had established itself did not prove that it was a
perfect one, even for the society which had developed it.”?

finally, as Stanley Hyman has suggested, even death can be
scen as an implicitly relative term in the Origin: ‘death is not
inherent in the properties of the protoplasm (the simplest organ-
isms do not die), but is a trait evolved by natural selection,
permitting a speedier improvement of the higher organisms,
and thus an advantage for competition and a good for life’.®
Given this pervasive relativism, it is entirely appropriate
that Darwin should have chosen for the Origin a2 mode of
systematic uncertainty, inconsistency and contradiction. An
irresistible and magnetic ‘genuineness’ is of course integral to
this mode: the fact that Darwin can sustain the illusion of natu-
ralism, guaranteed by a narrative voice of complete integrity,
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in the face of so much difficulty, and of such a radical assault
on the common sense of the implied reader, is precisely the
condition of his story's contradictoriness. In a recent essay,
Phillip Barrish finds in the Origin’s ‘oxymoronic’ laws of vari-
ation a ‘family resemblance’ with deconstructive, psychoana-
lytic and Marxist models of theory, in all of which we find the
‘intellectual necessity of theorising the agency of anonymous
effects”.* The invisible or inaccessible origins of material effects
can be formulated in laws only retrospectively, ‘once the “natural
order” they contribute to is in place’; Darwin's characterisation
of natural selection, like Foucault’s problem of having to name
Power, bespeaks that ‘snare of language {of the arch-fallacies of
reason petrified in language)’ which for Nietzsche obliged the
scientist to present all activity as ‘conditioned by an agent —
the “subject”: ‘for all its detachment and freedom from
emotion, our science is still the dupe of linguistic habits; it has
never got rid of those changelings called “subjects”." Darwin
may have been trapped in this snare, but his struggles in the
Origin produced a dialectic ~ the refusal of law, yet the neces-
sity to formulate law; the scientific verification of the absence
of law — which identifies him precisely with the anxieties
surrounding knowledge and expression so characteristic of the
conditions of modernity. We might note that the origins of
these conditions can be traced in the Romanticism which was
such a formative influence on Darwin. While perhaps bearing
himself the physical and psychological scars of an ‘irritable
reaching after fact and reason’ for much of his mature life,
Darwin’s work is positively impelled by a ‘negative capability’
which preduced, in the Origin, a critical and creative state of
doubt and uncertainty.
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