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BEAUTY AS ATERMINISTIC SCREEN IN CHARLES DARWIN'S THE
DESCENT OF MAN

Kate Holterhoff
(Carnegie Mellon University)

Abstract

This paper analyzes the tetraautyin Charles Darwin'§he Descent of Maf1871) using
Kenneth Burke's rhetorical tool, the terministicesm. | argue that by establishing what
meanings, ideologies and prejudices the term bealtynately reveals and conceals in
Darwin's prose, scholars can better understandDamwin reinforced a number of racial,
gender, and colonial stereotypes while subtly slyfiictorian British modernity away
from anthropocentrism. AlthougbBescentanalyzes a variety of species to argue for the
importance of sexual selection and its frequentrumsent beauty, and argues that the
principal function of beauty is sexual selectiortrith encompassing the animal kingdom
and 'savage' races, yet innovatively stretchedctude ‘civilised' ile. European) human
beings. Focusing on beauty expodesscens radical conclusion that while culture
differentiates and ranks species, beauty connedisheerefore humanity is neither separate
from nor superior to the remainder of the animabkiom.

| compare the definitions and roles of beauty faated by nineteenth-century
cultural critics John Ruskin, Edmund Burke, Willighaley, and evolution critic George
Campbell with those of Darwin to illustrate the qaexity of this terministic screen. By
using an aesthetic concept familiar in VictoriangEamd, then shifting and adding to this
convention, Darwin changed beauty into a term th@h filters and mediates meaning,
resulting in both the alteration and reinforcemeftmultiple issues in the accepted
ontology of nineteenth-century Europeans. AnalyZing intersection between Darwin's
rhetoric and his theories regarding aestheticvatution and sexual selection is essential
because, far from a passive descriptor of phystgcts, the aesthetic terminology in
Descentand beauty in particular is bashdynamic and fraught terministic screen.

Sometimes we can watch Darwin seeking to contghidationsl

What scientists do is interpret the engardomain. What rhetors do is
influence one another. What scientists do as risaomfluence one another about
interpretations of the empirical domaid.

Darwinian aesthetics are generally discussed apuhaew of biological specialists,
not cultural critics. The cultural critic interedtein tracing Charles Darwin's
aesthetically charged rhetoric enters a wide fe@hdte much has been written about
Charles Darwin as rhetorician (see Campbell Moovd)jle a mostly separate

1 Gillian BeerDarwin's Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin,&drge Eliot and Nineteenth-Century Fiction
(London: Routledge, 1983), p 55.
2 Allen R. Harris, 'Rhetoric of Scienc€opllege Englist63.3 (Mar., 1991), p. 284

Victorian Network Volume 2, Number 1 (Summer 2010)



Kate Holterhoff 50

catalogue surveys Darwinian aesthetics (see He&eagh; Smith; Thornbill). This
research remains inadequate becddsehe Origin of Species by Means of Natural
Selection(1859) provides the primary text for most rhetdriegegesis, and, for the
most part, contemporary critics fail to address tmportant issues. First, there has
been little analysis of the relationship betweestlatics and Darwin's own language,
and secondly there has been little critical stufiyn@~v word choice functions in
Darwin's exposition on sexual selectiohhe Descent of Man, and Selection in
Relation to Sex1871).

Aesthetic terminology in Darwin's writing is farofm a one-dimensional
descriptor of physical objects; as Gillian Beer iras us, Darwin's evolutionism is
'rich in contradictory elements which can serva asetaphorical basis for more than
one reading of experience'. 3 The discourse ofaesalection is laden with aesthetic
terminology. Since aesthetics are often a spherleasssible to lay audiences as to
scientific onesPescent'ngagement with aesthetics was culturally importanhis
contemporary readers, meaning that we need to baé meanings, ideologies, and
prejudices Darwinian aesthetics alternately reaedl conceal.

| propose using Kenneth Burke's theory of termioisicreens to analyze
Darwinian aesthetics iffthe Descent of Marparticularly the terntbeauty Although
less canonical tha®rigin both today and during the nineteenth centldgscent
contains one of Darwin'siost revolutionary theses. This landmark text, eoding
that in evolution sexual selection plays a roleeqtiivalent importance to natural
selection, deserves greater cultural and rhetorsabgnition. Critical disregard for
Descentlikely stems from the milieu of unpopular propasits cursorily implied in
1859, yet stated with striking candour by 18¥fhiese arguments include the assertion
of humanity's ape ancestry: 'man is descended faommairy, tailed quadruped,
probably arboreal in its habits'; principles foradbwing eugenics, counselling
'[b]oth sexes...to refrain from marriage if they an any marked degree inferior in
body or mind' and the presciently addressed, yeioaitatively dismissed, Christian
opposition to evolution: 'this work will be denowutcby some as highly irreligious'. 4
Contemporary rhetorical and cultural critics muséalsze Darwin's polemical thesis
in earnest since sexual selection transformed tlay Wictorians understood
genealogy; moreoveesceris aesthetic discourse often resembles anthropaody
cultural criticism more than biology or natural toisy.

Kenneth Burke's earlier terministic screens, dewaio in Language as
Symbolic Action(1966), are a useful tool in cultural studies parsing rhetorical
agendas and understanding the power structureadebemingly innocuous terms.
As such Burke resembles Raymond Williams's advoaad$eywords(1976) of the
cultural and semantic importance of words in orderunderstand 'social and

3 Beer, p. 9.

4 Charles DarwinThe Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to &kxy James Moore and Adrian Desmond
(New York: Penguin, 1871; repr. 2004p). 678; 688; 683. Further page references willisen parenthetically in the
text.
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intellectual issues, including both gradual develepts and the most explicit
controversies and conflicts, [which] could not hedle thought through...unless we
are conscious of the words as elements of the @mdl5 Kenneth Burke explains
that his terministic screen...directs the attention in keeping with its nature’,
alternately privileging and suppressing data tdhier the rhetorician's agenda. 6
Burke is useful in cultural criticism because helgpes the disciplinary gap between
cultural studies and rhetoric. Like Williams, Burkecognizes that all terminology
hinges on political and historical choices whichmat be ignored. lIbescenbeauty

Is often cited (there are approximately 170 inségjcbut is also an important term
that informed the development of Victorian modegniand therefore it has
genealogical bearing on modern understandingssthegcs.

'‘Definition itself is a symbolic act' according k@nneth Burke, meaning that
in interrogating aesthetic parlance critics must g@ecial attention to an intertextual
and multiple, though necessarily inexhaustive regméation, of Victorian definitions
of beauty (p. 1340). For nineteenth-century Westeraders, Darwin's usages of
beauty are both normative, because he interpréted a homogenizing aesthetic
principle, and transcendent, since art and evoluice intricate analytical tropes.
Like Beer's groundbreaking projectbarwin's Plots(1983) interrogating 'the shared
discourse' between the scientific community and-swantists of 'not only ideas but
metaphors, myths and narrative patterns’, botmsfieeand literary writers engaged
with the significance of beauty, sharing nineteesghtury aesthetic discourse.

|. Beauty and Species

In Modern Painterg1843) John Ruskin defines beauty as 'Any matebgct which
can give us pleasure in the simple contemplatiomsautward qualities without any
direct and definite exertion of the intellect'. ntBt is also critical for Ruskin that
‘Consummate beauty...is not to be found on eadbalse all cases of beauty are
‘Divine in their nature, they are addressed toitm@ortal part of men' (ll, pp. 283-
84). Ruskin's layered characterization identifieauiy as intimately related to God's
physical manifestation, but its divine ideal forsneixtra-sensory and cannot be found
on earth. He also depicts beauty as simultaneousgllectual and simple, an
intriguing proposition when contrasted with earlegsthetic theories of Edmund
Burke's A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideaof the Sublime and
Beautiful (1757). Burke had defined beauty as far less diand cerebral, calling it
'that quality or those qualities in bodies by whtbley cause love, or some passion

5 Raymond WilliamsKeywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Soci@tyew York: Oxford University Press, 1976), p.
16.

6 Kenneth Burke, "Terministic Screens" Fraanguage as Symbolic Actipifthe Rhetorical Tradition: Readings from
Classical Times to the Preseed. by Patricia Bizzell, Bruce Herzber@‘,j 2dn (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin's, 1966;
repr. 2000), pp. 1340-1347 (p. 1343).

7 John RuskinModern Painters2 vols (Whitefish: Kessinger, 1843; repr. 2005p. 24.
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similar to it'.8 Unlike Edmund Burke, Ruskin doest nncorporate love into his
aesthetics in any serious way uritdve's Meinig(1873), a text dealing exclusively
with birds which must be read as a response to Deand sexual selection. 9 Burke
establishes a number of situations causing marxperence pleasure from visual
stimulus (with smoothness, gradual variation, angbertion according to species
being among its causes), but like Ruskin, Edmunck®&walso seems to consider
beauty to be God-ordained, and without an empigcantific function.

It is uncertain how much, if at all, Darwin consecsty accepted or
appropriated either Edmund Burke's or Ruskin'satttarizations of beauty.10 More
important for analyzing Darwin's understanding e&bty is William Paley, author of
the Natural Theology: or, Evidences of the Existence @ttributes of the Deity
(1802). As a fellow natural scientist, though of decidedly less materialist
persuasion, Paley's definition of beauty has atgredaim on Darwin's disciplinary
sphere than those of Burke and Ruskin. Paley asset beauty i§a] third general
property of animal forms', establishing immediatiélg bearing of aesthetics on all
animals, then going on to complicate this idedn'lnot mean relative beauty, or that
of one individual above another of the same speoresf one species compared with
another species; but | mean, generally, the pravisthich is made in the body of
almost every animal, to adapt its appearance tqéneeption of the animals with
which it converses'.11 This definition indicate® trelative nature of beauty for

8 Edmund Burke, 'A Philosophical Inquiry into theigh of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautifal'Philosophical
Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublimued Beautiful and other Pre-Revolutionary Writingd. David
Womersley (New York: Penguin, 1757; repr. 1998)4§200 (p. 128).

9 See Jonathan Smitltharles Darwin and Victorian Visual Cultuf®ew York: Cambridge, 2006). Smith claims
'‘Beauty for Darwin was neither a Divine gift todgiten our days nor a sign of moral and spiritualthe as it was for
natural theologians and Ruskin' (p. 3), suggedtiag Darwin aligned religiously minded individuétgo two groups
which formerly had little to do with one anotheaditional aesthetes like Ruskin, and natural thgiains like
Campbell.

10 We do know that Darwin was familiar with EdmuBigrke'sPhilosophical Enquinpased on his 1836-1844
notebook entry: 'The extreme pleasure children sinafve naughtiness of bothering children shows slyenpathy is
based as Burke maintains on pleasure in beholtimgnisfortunes of others' (DarwiNptebookp. 274). Se€harles
Darwin's Notebooks, 1836-1844: Geology, transmatatf species, metaphysical enquiried. by Paul H Barrett
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987). Dmiamd Ruskin had a more intimate, if antagonislationship,
recorded in a humorous anecdote by Darwin's daugtgerietta Litchfield: 'His manner to my Fatherswather
elaborately courteous & by some odd blunder hetkaid him in his imagination & constantly said "Sinarles" ' (3C).
She also recalls: 'l do not think my Father got pleasure out of Ruskin's Turners. He said "theybayond me" ": an
intriguing aside as the Romantic painter Turner efa@mpioned endlessly in Ruskin's criticism, arid @asy to see
how the hazy, modern quality of these works flumstbthe biologist (Litchfield 3D). See HenriettadLifield,
'Sketches for a biographyrhe Complete Works of Charles Darwin Online: Unsityrof Cambridgedir. Dr John van
Wyhe, 2 April 2008 <darwin-online.org.uk/> [acceddd May 2008].

11 William PaleyNatural Theology: or, Evidences of the Existence Atiributes of the Deityed. by Matthew Eddy
and David M. Knight (Oxford: Oxford University Pesl802; repr. 2006) p. 115. According to his aigtigtaphy,
Darwin was intimately familiar with Paley's worlofn an early age, reading his texts at Cambridgledarate 1820s.
Darwin remembers:

In order to pass the B.A. examination [and aféaxding Euclid], it was, also, necessary to get up
Paley'sEvidences of Christianityand hisMoral Philosophy This was done in a thorough manner, and | am
convinced that | could have written out the whdi¢he Evidenceswith perfect correctness, but not of course
in the clear language of Paley. The logic of thislband as | may add of Hiatural Theologygave me as
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species; animals find that other members of theaces with which they converse
possess varying degrees of attractiveness. Theredocording to Paley, interspecies
evaluations of beauty are scientifically impossilidlecause without an insider
perspective (or unique psychology and physiologythef species being assessed),
determining the level of beauty possessed by anahenpossible. Similarly, since
the term 'converses' is likely a euphemism forrouarse, Paley's categorization of
beauty also points to its reproductive functioncannection more material than
Burke's love, and absolutely crucial to Darwin‘susg selection.

Darwin defines beauty in several ways. In the datiction' toThe Expression
of the Emotions in Man and Animg$872) Darwin declares beauty is inextricable
from art claiming 'in works of art, beauty is thieief object’. 12 But this statement
serves more to define art than beauty. Interestiragt points towards intentionality
and a creator, a theory Darwin abandoned in higeedefinition inDescent Chapter
3, which details a '‘Comparison of the Mental Poveérislan and the Lower Animals'.
In this section Darwin defines the phrase 'Sendgealiity’, as follows:

This sense has been declared to be peculiar to Inmafer here only to
the pleasure given by certain colours, forms, anohds, and which may
fairly be called a sense of the beautiful; with timalted men such
sensations are, however, intimately associated gothplex ideas and
trains of thought. (p. 114)

By describing beauty as a sensory experience wimcludes pleasurable
visual and auditory stimuli, Darwin divorces it moBurke's and Ruskin's
divinity.13 Darwin contends that in man these pleakle senses are set apart
by 'complex ideas', likely in reference to the icisim of both his
contemporaries and predecessors including EdmumkleB&uskin and Paley.
To illustrate and hone his definition of beauty,Wia describes the continuity
between men and animals:

When we behold a male bird elaborately displayirsggnaceful plumes
or splendid colours before the female, whilst otlénds, not thus

much delight as did Euclid. The careful study et works, without attempting to learn any partdig, was
the only part of the Academical Course which, #ieeh felt and as | still believe, was of the lazs# to me in
the education of my mind. (p. 59)

See Charles DarwiThe Autobiography of Charles Darwin 1809-188d8. by Nora Barlow (London: Collins,
1958)
12 Charles Darwin, 'Introduction’, the Expression of the Emotions in Man and Anirflaidon: John Murray,
1872), p. 15.
13 It was just this sensory, materialist basisbauty that Ruskin rejected out of hand becaumeRiiskin nature is the
creation of God', meaning that art must move beyaifeting mere sensual pleasure to the viewer; Rusigues 'that
to characterize the perception of beauty solelpaling to pleasure is "degrading it to a mere dpamaof sense™
(Smith, pp. 25-26).
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decorated, make no such display, it is impossibleddubt that she
admires the beauty of her male partner. As womaryerhere deck
themselves with these plumes, the beauty of sushneents cannot be
disputed. (pp. 114-115)

Here, Darwin defines beauty and the beautiful liskaconnecting animals and white
European men.14 This dual definition mutually paarsd differentiates man and
animals: a deft rhetorical move illustrating infeesies similarity via the unilateral
attraction to bird feathers. Instead of separatingse organisms into opposed
categories showcasing the tastes of man versusaoi-Darwin shows that human
females (presumably attempting to attract male msndavour physical objects
deemed attractive by birds, thereby insinuating #mamal and human tastes in fact
converge. Of course, Darwin never makes this fapti@t, allowing his readers to
make all necessary but unsettling connections. ¢iepares two kinds of aesthetic
choices: one regarding the sexual preferences raf land the other recounting
female fashion trends. An afterthought tellinglgembling a disclaimer concludes
his definition of beauty: 'With the great majordfyanimals, however, the taste for the
beautiful is confined, as far as we can judgeh#&dttractions of the opposite sex' (p.
115). Darwin once again positions animals as othan humans in their specific,
arguably low treatment of beauty.15 Always the slikehetorician, Darwin claims
that birds (here indicative of 'the great majoofyanimals’) do not associate beauty
with ‘complex ideas and trains of thought', but ehewith bestial sexual attraction
(p. 115). Yet the careful reader need not extrapotaany layers from Darwin's
phrasing to see the undeniable connection betwesm and animal forged by his
definition of beauty: not merely birds, but humaaiso value plumage to enhance
their sexual desirability. Despite his adroit rivetal manoeuvres and politic
phrasing, Darwin could not avoid the wrath of aofiacentric readers opposed to his
inclusive, multi-species definition of beauty.

Ruskin, an indispensible player in Victorian aesthdebates, was extremely
anxious about Darwin's engagement in the aesthphiere. Jonathan Smith contends
that afterDescent 'the Victorian aesthetic battlefield [was] langelivided into two
camps': the Darwinian materialists and the Ruskimthicists. 16 Smith's argument
that 'Darwin's work provided a direct and fundaraénthallenge to Ruskinian
aesthetics, and that Ruskin understood this andhéaio counter it' suggests the

14 Although Darwin's Eurocentric perspective igdrisally conventional and will later be discussedreater detail,
allow me now to disambiguate his masculine prondynstating that Darwin aligns his rhetoric witle tinale gaze;
women are conspicuously absent as beauty detesniner

15 Darwin uses a number of offensive termB@scenin reference to his own delineations of culturd taste
including 'low', 'high', 'race’, 'barbarian’, 'sgga and 'civilised' (pp. 301; 687; 46; 116; 4Q8ke his predilection for
sexist rhetoric, | want to draw attention to Darwiracist and polarizing choice of words as an elamof his rhetorical
process which must be addressed. Be aware thaade of these aggressive terms is a necessadjrantreference
to Darwin's own lexicon.

16 Smith, p. 164.
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subversiveness ddescentpp. 2-3). Clearly, Darwin's intervention into thesthetic
sphere was not accidental, but it also does notpdsmthe entirety of his project:
aesthetics were often a terministic screen behimdwto criticize or express anxiety
about greater issues and modernity in general.

Indeed, nineteenth-century aesthetic critics weo¢ the only ones who
opposed Darwin's re-envisioning of beauty on religi grounds. One of Darwin's
most antagonistic detractors among natural theatsgiwas the Duke of Argyll,
George Campbell. Author dfhe Reign of Lawl867), Campbell critiques evolution
and its premise that beauty is not God's gift to nut merely a useful implement in
the animal kingdom for sexual selection:

although the laws which determine both form ane@wohg are...seen to
be subservient to use, we shall never understaadptienomena of
Nature unless we admit thatere ornament or beauty is in itself a
purpose, an object, and an endr Darwin denies this; but he denies it
under the strange impression, that to admit it wdnd absolutely fatal to
his own theory on the Origin of Species. So muah Worse for his
theory, if this incompatibility be true. 17

According to Campbell, the truth of God insists lmeauty being an end in and of
itself, not a means for propagating the specielse IEdmund Burke and Ruskin in
many respects, Campbell holds the anthropocenttiom that beauty is the work of
Providence, allowing man to transcend this moméland contemplate the Almighty.
Yet Campbell travels a step further, allowing evioln and God to reside alongside
one another via the teleological argument of iigefit design.18 By appropriating
Darwin's theses and scolding him for not seeing®wl is behind the mechanism of
evolution, Campbell shifts, if ever so slightlyetlkexpectations of nineteenth-century
Christians, asking 'Is it likely that this univelrsam and purpose of the mind of Man
should be wholly without relation to the aims anggmses of his Creator?' (p. 201).
Because Darwin has generated a rift in the trawhtiof Victorian Christianity, this
theistic complaint, which T.H. Huxley, "Darwin's Bipg", called ‘ecclesiasticism' is
not surprising. 19

Although reluctant to backpedal for his religioushotivated detractors, in
Descent Darwin admits that it is only with 'great diffieyl that humans feel
comfortable ‘admitting that female mammals, binggtiles, and fish, could have

17 George CampbelTlhe Reign of LaylLondon: Alexander Strahan, 1867), pp. 197-198pfggsis mine).

18 Both George Combe, ithe Constitution of Ma(i1828), and Robert ChambersMestiges of the Natural History of
Creation(1844), also use this teleological approach tamadhistory. Interestingly, William Paley, recipieof Darwin's
youthful admiration, also utilized the watchmakealagy his pupil would later attempt to discredtfting 'suppose |
had found avatchupon the ground, and it should be inquired howth&h happened to be in that place;...the watch
might have always been there. Yet...when we conmespect the watch, we perceive...that its seyeaek are framed
and put together for a purpose' (p. 7).

19 Smith, p. 19.
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acquired the high taste implied by the beauty @& thales, and which generally
coincides with our own standard' (p. 687). Um#scent,aesthetic taste had been
considered the purview of European white humandsealone, not the majority of
the animal kingdom. Although their opinions on Igent design remain discordant,
Darwin and Campbell's viewpoints do converge onntlagter of humility. Unwilling
to abandon anthropocentrism entirely, Campbell edas that 'although Man was
intended to admire beauty, beauty was not intermbhdg for Man's admiration' 20—
arguably less than a step away from Darwin's phitdse, like every other animal'
(p. 688). Humility plays a central part in Darwircemplex program to decenter
Victorian notions of anthropocentrism as they eelatbeauty.

Darwin's restructuring of Victorian aesthetics unflinates the stakes
surrounding the re-evaluation of nineteenth-centefnitionsof beauty in terms of
species-exclusivity: man was no longer entirelyasaf@ or higher than the animal
kingdom. Darwin analyzes a variety of species iditly invertebrates, birds,
monkeys, and humans to justify the link betweeruakgelection and beauty. In his
writing Darwin defines sexual selection as 'theaadage which certain individuals
have over others of the same sex and species solegspect of reproduction’ (p.
243). Following up this definition with two addendaarwin explains: first, not all
traits obtained via sexual selection are benefigalce ‘'various unimportant
characters' marking the 'unexplained residuum ahgk must be left to the assumed
uniform action of those unknown agencies,’ secdhdappears to have acted
powerfully on man, as on many other animals' (pB; 829).In other words,
adaptations caused by or related to sexual seteati® not always beneficial to an
organism, and, secondly, sexual selection is pteseall animals: humans being no
exception. BecausPescentis Darwin's first extended treatment of aesthetarxl
since he pairs sexual selection with this theoggvidn cautions readers that 'several
of my conclusions will hereafter be found erronéouas fitting apology for the
cautious rhetorician ploughing high-stakes and rowefrsial fields furrowed by prior
intellects in several disciplines (p. 4). | argimattin Descentthe concept which
ultimately destabilizes Darwin's egalitarian chésagzation of beauty is culture.

ll. Beauty and Culture

Though sexual selection promotes a move towardsiepegalitarianismDescent
remains problematic along the lines of race, amihcentrism, and gender—
difficulties illuminated by a cultural studies reagl of beauty by way of the focusing-
mirror of a terministic screen. Consider Darwiniscdssion of primates. Darwin
devotes the last part of his chapter on 'Beautyhef Quadrumana’' to monkeys
deemed beautiful by human standards. Making thscrggive aim immediately

20 George Campbellhe Reign of LaylLondon: Alexander Strahan, 1867), p. 199.
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explicit, Darwin claims 'Although many kinds of mays are far from beautiful
according to our taste, other species are univgrsalmired for their elegant
appearance and bright colours' (p. 616). This didbeotermuniversalis exclusive,
homogenizing and therefore unsettling as it isfum® a member of the scientific
community: ostensibly the stronghold of objectivignd empiricism. Darwin's
subjective assertion of taste above is one iteraifdhomogenizing aesthetics among
countless others, and suggests that the imposgibiliscientific neutrality became
increasingly evident afteDescentbecause he had includddomo sapiensinto
evolutionary discourse.

Assertions leaning more towards singular anecddtan t scientifically
reproducible fact also demonstrddescent'sessentializing discourse. For instance,
Darwin cites his visits to the London Zoologicalct&ty's Gardens, where he records
having 'often overheard visitors admiring the bgaxftanother monkey, deservedly
calledCercopithecus diandpp. 616-17). While this conversational tone nwafw a
less dry and more engaging read, it sidestepstainelards of objectivity. But Darwin
never attempts to veil the subjectivity of his argunt, witnessed in the adverb
‘deservedly' signifying that in addition to seveddher patrons of the Zoological
Society's Gardens, he approves the Latinate spapgslationCercopithecus diana
(commonly known as the Diana monkey), which assesidhe unwitting primate
with a classical allusion to the Roman goddesshefrhoon, the hunt and virginity.
Though theCercopithecus diana native habitat is Western Africa, instead ohgsi
local nomenclature or indigenous folklore to clfstine species, Western biologists
dubbed the primate using a decidedly if not desHyv®Vestern allusion. In this
revealing, but by no means singular, instance ef\Western gaze, Darwin contends
that the appellation of this primate signals Cleasibeauty, while screening the
implicit Western colonial agenda of the namer.

Another opportunity inDescentfor interrogating beauty as an occidental
construction projected onto the natural world isrida's use of art to define
aesthetics. For Darwin, the artist is the connoissé female beautpar excellence
To illustrate the relative nature of beauty, and thken-for-granted quality of one
individual's beauty surpassing another, he claEvenn man, excepting perhaps an
artist, does not analyse the slight differencethenfeatures of the woman whom he
may admire, on which her beauty depends' (p. @&)win assumes along with the
reader that in the animal kingdom, discriminatiord attention to the minutiae of
fellow creatures, even possible mates, is unlikdbuwever, Darwin goes on to assert
that, apart from the artist, human males too ofteink the careful observation of
females, implying that they are no more observhantlower organisms. But the
artist is not observing to obtain a mate; he ieredted in replicating a visage in
plastic form. The artist here is a sterile représdre of the male gaze, having
enhanced selective, but circumvented sexual, patenc

Beyond the gaze of artists themselves, Darwin tisesirt object to demarcate
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between Western, male conceptions of beauty arstthtiributed to 'savage races' (p.
46). He demonstrates the variety of tastes amdhgshuman races by arguing 'it is
well to compare in our mind the Jupiter or Apollotloe Greeks with the Egyptian or
Assyrian statues; and these with the hideous bedsren the ruined buildings of
Central America' (p. 649). Outlining a qualitatdiéference between the art forms of
these nations, Darwin seeks to exemplify throudhther disparate tastes of various
hierarchically arranged human races as delimited\®gtern, nineteenth-century
criteria. Because Darwin considered a society'sarindication of its aesthetic ('in
works of art, beauty is the chief object’) he dnesconsider the possibility that art
objects possess functions beyond beauty. 21 Darwvaohflation of essentialized
beauty with an anthropological assessment of ateumines his message of species
equality. Consider Darwin's handling of descriptadectives. The derogatory term
‘ruined’ is applied solely to the structures of ttammerica, while those in Greece,
Egypt, and Assyria, often subject to an equal sthidisrepair, are spared this word.
Similarly, the subjective descriptor 'hideous'stiates not only Darwin's xenophobic,
yet unfortunately conventional, distaste for Cdn#anerican art and personal
intolerance for non-classical work, but also thgzaeon of objective scientific
description.

Why does Darwin choose repeatedly to insert hignpuehts of beauty in this
purportedly scientific document? | argue thaDescentthis move was consciously
motivated by a combination of political manipulaticand philosophical and
rhetorical conventions, not, as James Krasner argtlee use of the 'human,
physiologically limited eye' to describe the natwarld.22 Darwin illustrates with
deprecating adjectives his thesis that aesthedtegadiffer among the human races,
thereby personalizing taste fluctuation (what CantAmerican savages deem
beautiful, he does not). Additionally, this familitone and use of 'our' ingratiates
Darwin with his cultured but sceptical audiencee(€eaudill), attempting to posit
himself, to use Joseph Conrad's phrase, as '‘am&.dfor someone arguing one of the
most radical premises of the nineteenth centuris thetorical ingratiation is
invaluable for aligning readers with his viewpoiAtthough Darwin does not mind
differentiating his taste from those of savagesdésperately wants to show readers
that because we are all of one mind on the topibeaiuty, it is not such a leap to
retain that single mindedness in embracing evatatip sexual selection.

Indeed, emphasizing the variation of tastes amwngan races is a primary
concern for Darwin because 'The taste for the lfe§uat least as far as female
beauty is concerned, is not of a special natutearhuman mind; for it differs widely
in the different races of man' (pp. 687; 115). iffedentiating between a 'civilised

21 Darwin,Expression of the Emotions. 15.

22 James Krasnerhe Entangled EyfNew York: Oxford University Press, 1992), p. 5akner argues that Darwin and
later authors influenced by natural selection dghlely used a 'limited eye' because 'evolutionatyre can only be
seen through the product of evolution—the human mganing that 'scientists must always be awatbeophysical
limitations of their own acts of perception' (p. 5)
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and savage' sense of beauty, Darwin continues &mpaign against what he
considers the hideous taste of savages, discldbiay'Judging from the hideous
ornaments, and the equally hideous music admireanbgt savages, it might be
urged that their aesthetic faculty was not so lyigldveloped as in certain animals,
for instance, as in birds' (pp. 408; 116). Likescenis racist and essentializing
dénouement, Darwin uses beauty in relation to dmmisus savage taste to suggest
the therapeutic value of including animals into kirerarchical continuum stretching
from lower organisms, through higher species, uditimately reaching the apex:
European man.

The elevation of animals at the expense of savagesares readers for the
infamous conclusion t@escent(see Brantlinger; Deutscher; Sideris). Because the
prospect of humanity's evolution from savages @ndalous if not horrific, Darwin
argues 'He who has seen a savage in his nativewdhdot feel much shame, if
forced to acknowledge that the blood of some mamnbiie creature flows in his
veins. For my own part | would as soon be desceifrdedthat heroic little monkey...
or from that old baboon...as from a savage' (p.).688mpering Darwin's radical
claim that beyond equalizing man and animals ageapgiors of beauty, some
animals possess a greater understanding of besrtysbme humans, but refusing to
renege completely, that birds possess a greatersiatiding of auditory beauty than
some savage races, Darwin assures his audiencé(BSlyvno animal would be
capable of admiring such scenes as the heavengldf a beautiful landscape, or
refined music; but such high tastes are acquiredugh culture, and depend on
complex associations; they are not enjoyed by s or by uneducated persons'
(p. 116).

Ostensibly, the great divide between humans anaasj then, iculture— a
slippery term at best during the nineteenth-centand one which remains unlikely
to stabilize even today). Matthew Arnold had rebewm@lled culture 'a study of
perfection' manifested by 'the best that can bevikha Culture and Anarchy1869),
while ethnographer Edward Tylor conflates civilipat with culture inPrimitive
Culture (1871) as 'that complex whole which includes knalgks belief, art, morals,
law, custom, and any other capabilities and hamtpuired by man as a member of
society'.23 Tylor's project of merging evolutionasgience with sociology and
Arnold's promotion of divine perfection as a naéibinglish project dovetail with
culture according tDescentHowever, because Darwin applies culture only bhitey
occidental iterations of civilization, Tylor mightell criticize Darwin for being too
exclusive, if equally paternalistic, citing schaawho do ascribe some ‘half-
incredulous appreciation of the beauty and simpliaf the culture and mythologies
in ‘classic, barbarian, and medieval Europe'.24e Likarwin, Tylor renders non-

23 Matthew ArnoldCulture and Anarchyed. by J. Dover Wilson (Cambridge: Cambridge @rsity Press, 1869; repr.
1961), pp. 45; 179; Edward B. Tylor, 'The Scient€uwlture’,Primitive Culture 2 vols (London: John Murray, 1871),
l, 1-22 (p. 1).

24 Edward B. Tylor, 'MythologyRrimitive Culture 2 vols (London: John Murray, 1871), |, 285-33p.(p86; 326).
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Western barbarians as evolutionarily more primitiethe visual arts across the
board, citing only their mythological narratives psssessing beauty, however
'simple’. 25 But Darwin is largely uninterestedtive anthropological beauty of a
culture's mythology, concerning himself with grand®arratives concerning all
species.

Darwin's Arnoldian 'high taste' achieved only thgbiculture complicates the
role of beauty inrDescent Because culture is inextricably linked to artd dbarwin
saw beauty and art as coupled, he is essentialigriasy that 'barbarians' and
‘uneducated persons' incapable of making ‘compkesocations' have only a
primitive, animal-like appreciation of beauty (pl6). In other words, iDescent
beauty connects, while culture differentiates aadks. Should we then interpret
Darwin's conception of beauty by means of cultorargue that savages, like higher
animals, use beauty for mate selection alone shesther possess the cognitive
resources necessary to achieve a cultured higb?tasxtual evidence ibescent
points to the affirmative, but it is important teatize that Darwin judged humans on
a sliding scale of development, claiming that mgpregressive advancement' is in
fact due to 'the powers of the imagination, wondarjosity, an undefined sense of
beauty, a tendency to imitation, and the love afitexnent or novelty' (p. 116). What
Is most striking about Darwin's division of savaged civilised is his reliance on
intellectual development.

Like Arnold's sweetness and light, Darwin alsodsothat the sweetness of
beauty must be joined with the light of intellect $ustain high culture. But by
conflating cognitive development with beauty, adgsd culture, in conjunction with
universal evolutionary 'progressive advancemerdiwih is implicitly opening the
floodgates to assimilate all genders, races, ardiap into Western culture. Tracing
beauty as a terministic screen implicates DarwD@scentas the text which began
the move within Western culture, with all its caciiihg and messy implications, from
exclusionary elitism, to a modernized, assimilatmegemony—a paradigm shift
evidenced by the fast approaching scramble forcAf(iL880-1920) whose major tool
was cultural imperialism, today subsumed into gliaaéion. The year 1871 saw not
only the publication oDescentand Primitive Culture it also marks the year that
Stanley greeted Livingstone along the banks ofUfig in 'Darkest Africa’.26 The
success of Victorian Britain's imperial projectrata in large part due to its adherence
to Livingstone's ™3 Cs": Commerce, Christianityda@ivilization" which combined
the social project of Western cultural imperialismith the necessarily modern
embrace of capitalism and industrialization.27

The hierarchy breakdown implicit in evolution atked ambiguous organisms,

25 Consider the 'myth of the Four Winds ...devetbamong the native races of America' which, acogrdd Tylor,
possesses 'a range and vigour and beauty scaina@dlgd elsewhere in the mythology of the world' 326).

26 Henry Stanleyrow | Found Livingstone: travels, adventures, aistdveries in Central Afric@ondon: Sampson
Low, Marston, Low, and Searle, 1872), p. 412.

27 Thomas Pakenhafhe Scramble for Afric_ondon: Abacus, 2009), p. xxiv.
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neither savage nor civilized, and underlined thearhof hybrids. We must not forget
that Descent not Origin, was directly responsible fohe anthropocentric search for
missing-links which occupied naturalists well ik twentieth century (see Gould).
Hybridity is imperative to Darwinian modernity; angt segmented terminology
seems to counter his prescription for 'progressadeancement’ by consistently
defining animals as either low or high, and humassavage or civilized.28 Shirking
the complexities of a non-dualistic ontology, whitelicating that advancement is
possible if not evolutionally inevitable, Darwinlgrsimplified his denominations for
the benefit of his mixed audience. However, knowibgrwin's affinity for our
common ancestor, it is not implausible that he waatlude the savage races and
also, perhaps over great stretches of time, high@mbers of the animal kingdom
(such as the aforementioned song bird) in his h@mizghg upward movement
towards the cultural standards of Western civil@a(p. 116). 29

Although Darwin shows through multiple examples tmilarities between
man and bird irDescent he cannot affirm interspecies similarities withaunearby
disclaimer: 'In man, however, when cultivated, sease of beauty is manifestly a far
more complex feeling, and is associated with varimtellectual ideas' (p. 408).
Therefore, although birds and humans share sinalste, it is the accompanying
significance of beauty that differs. For birds, lgfal plumage is a tool of sexual
selection, illustrating the male's fitness withire tspecies. Among birds especially,
males often possess grand, flashy feathers to saptiee females, whose own
plumage is understated. For Darwin, the peacoek iapt example of this biological
trend, as well as a recognizable species for ititisig sexual selection to a European
audience. Perhaps because the peacock is so fabDdliavin cautions his reader 'not
to accuse birds of conscious vanity', while confesswhen we see a peacock
strutting about, with expanded and quivering tailfeers, he seems the very emblem
of pride and vanity' (p. 453). The projection oftan characteristics onto animals is
a conventional Victorian practice of which Darwmnotoriously guilty. Interpreting
human traits such as vanity onto the mannerisnaihals is only a step away from
reading Providence into the natural world, not tention an important facet of
anthropocentrism. Instead of asserting empiricétigt male birds display their
plumage, Darwin claims, 'males take delight in ldiging their beauty': a vague
contention likely misrepresenting the actual thdugfocess of these animals (p.

28 Darwin continually draws distinctions betweeraivhe interprets as low and high creatures: arsassnt
embedded in his hierarchical mindset. As one ohtbee problematic distinctions made by Darwin, trigntational
mode of describing the evolutionary positioningaafmals utilizes prejudicial rhetoric verging oe tlanguage of
Social Darwinism and eugenics. One disturbing exarapthis positioning is the section descriptidrChapter Three:
‘The difference in mental power between the highpstand the lowest savage' (p. 11).

29 | say this despite Darwin's argument 'l do nishvio maintain that any strictly social animalitéf intellectual
faculties were to become as active and as hightgldped as in man, would acquire exactly the sameahsense as
ours', which seems to go against any inclusiveishgultural 'progressive advancement’, but beeddarwin objects
on moral grounds | contend his argument is restlichore by ethical decorum than an actual abhcerefthe idea (p.
122).
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444). Assuming that birds 'delight’ in somethingttmay well be an instinct towards
which they are emotionally indifferent once agaiatrys Darwin's subjective
perception of animals, showing that although Darimitiated one of the first steps
away from a hierarchical, teleological and anthigsdric understanding of the world
and towards one of postmodern inclusivity, the teistic screen beauty illuminates
the problematic quality of his theses.

Yet, Descent notable kink is the fact that the causal refetiop between
sexual selection and beauty often applies onlyntmals Darwin deems of the higher
variety. This makes the array of invertebrates,clwhare either hermaphroditic or
breed via non-selective spawning in which the fenzadd male sex cells are released
into the water/air thereby uniting without the cemsor discrimination of partners,
either a red herring or serious conflict in Dar@ihypothesis of sexual selection. By
human standards, invertebrates are often very th@auwtith Darwin citing various
jelly fish, sea anemones, coral, molluscs andfsthes, some of which even feature
different colour schemas for males and femalese(mily the hallmark of sexual
selection alone) ‘ornamented with the most britltants, or...shaded and striped in an
elegant manner' (p. 301). Yet, because these spédciaot undergo sexual selection,
Darwin concludes that 'it is almost certain thagsth animals have too imperfect
senses and much too low mental powers to appreeatle other's beauty or other
attractions, or to feel rivalry' (p. 301). So whete is beauty to these low species
incapable of sexual selection? None, as far as Dacan tell, a fact that seemingly
confounds his causal theory that beauty functimssirictually in sexual selection.
Reasoning that these bright colours likely are camouflage, but may, in fact,
indicate to predators that the organism tastes dragpossesses some protective
weapon, the conclusive cause of these pleasingi@ions remains humbly limited
by the scientific community's ‘'ignorance of mostlod lowest animals' (p. 302). But
Darwin deems some loose conjecturing is warramteducing that 'bright tints result
either from the chemical nature or the minute stmgcof their tissues, independently
of any benefit thus derived' (p. 302). In other dgrnatural selection, not sexual
selection, led to the coloration schemes of bottmaphroditic and low organisms
that breed non-selectively, meaning their beautgrabably the product of natural
survival processes. To better illustrate his theDgrwin draws a suggestive parallel
between human processes and those of beautifut@tvates:

Hardly any colour is finer than that of arteriabtdl; but there is no
reason to suppose that the colour of the blood iself any advantage;
and though it adds to the beauty of the maidenéelchno one will
pretend that it has been acquired for this purpdse.again with many
animals, especially the lower ones, the bile islyiccoloured...chiefly
due to the biliary glands being seen through thansiucent
integuments—this beauty being probably of no serticthese animals.
(p. 302)
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Like his definition of beauty, Darwin here demoas#ss the mechanism of attractive
colorations in both human and animal terms. Whysddarwin persist in illustrating
his theses using human and animal traits conculyfeRthetorically, it serves to bring
a concept closer to the readers' sphere of undémtasince, in human terms, the
blush is a conventional, accidental, but attracéivent. However, this specific human
subject clarifies a deeper significance. Darwirgks out the maiden as a beautiful
blusher, not an extraordinary assertion since Iohgskirgins are a stereotype still
extant today, yet comparing the beauty of maidensnvertebrates is a telling
position because women are defined as beautiful, men, making the blush
gendered.

[ll. Beauty and Gender

The white, male gaze alluded to above, and implicithe majority of Darwin's
depictions of beauty, like his occidental leaningsther biased the empirical nature
of his theories. Although Darwin was doubtless @an@rwomen reading his texts, the
strictures of decorum mandated addressing a spaltyfimale readership.30 Yet this
decision, in tandem with Darwin's aesthetic terstiniscreen, is complicated by the
role of women in nineteenth-century Western soci€tyy Harel criticizes the role of
beauty in human sexual selection, noting beawdifferential value for women and
men’, since women need the attractions of beautyewnen get by with only social
and economic appeal.31 Even before the Married W@amBroperty Act (1882),
women's economic dependence on men made theiroapimegarding beauty in the
opposite sex largely irrelevant for practical matrnial purposes. Harel complains:
‘Darwin does not explore such disparities from anan's point of view, nor from
that of a feminist', making his assessment of heiaberently chauvinistic (p. 38). 32
Disregard for the perspective of women is converdido the era, meaning it should
not be separated from the general social bigotayrastteristic of nineteenth-century
Europe, and George Levine is right to chide ideclgeritiques of sexual selection
for having 'no purchase on the theory itself', betause ideology is precisely what
has biases the term beauty, it must not go ignaad unaddressed when

30 While a female readership fOrigin andDescentmay readily be taken for granted, an example isfdemographic
is telling. In an 1865 letter from Charles Lyell@harles Darwin, the former explains 'l had...aimated conversation
on Darwinism with the Princess Royal, who is a Wwerlaughter of her father, in the reading of goodKs, and
thinking of what she reads. She was very much iaffghe "Origin"...She said after twice readirguyshe could not
see her way as to the origin of four things; nantleéyworld, species, man, or the black and whitesa indicating that
at least aristocratic female response was deenteltbtually pertinent to contemporary discoursgareing Victorian
natural history (Lyell p. 385-86).

31 Kay Harel, 'When Darwin Flopped: The Rejectidi®exual SelectionSexuality and Culturé.4 (2001), 29-42 (p.
38).

32 In England women were excluded from comprehensocial involvement even late into the nineteeetttury. See
Dorothy Stetson'ss Woman's Issue: The Politics of Family Law Reforfangland(1982) for analysis of the Married
Women's Property Act.
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interrogating beauty as a terministic screen.33

As with most issues addressediescent Darwin's reading of gender is hardly
uni-directional. Because among the majority of leiglspecies excepting humans,
males alone are concerned with wooing females, [Esmaltimately control sexual
selection. This thesis had serious consequences tho Victorian psyche, since
‘Sexual selection...challenged Man's longstandaggemony over women'.34 Darwin
himself contends ibescent| fully admit that it is astonishing that the felem of
many birds and some mammals should be endowedswiticient taste to appreciate
ornaments, which we have reason to attribute taaeselection’' (p. 686). Although
his class of mammals includeldomo sapiens Darwin leaves this assertion
conspicuously unstated; perhaps because it pomnthd unnatural condition of
women who are, for the most part, denied the nhtight of mate selection. As is
often the case when Darwin alludes to human seyppliopriety eclipses offensive
candour, however scientific its intent. The rhetakidecision to mitigate between
humans and animals on this point, when measureccomunction with the
prominence of the male gaze, expertly softens tielagical disruption implied by a
female's right to mate selection. If human femalese given the choice, or at least
the economic wherewithal, to select mates on th@sbaf beauty and ability to
weather competition, as is the norm in the animayd#om, they would usurp the role
of men as sole determiners of aesthetics and exfameds of beauty.

While loss of control over the aesthetic sphemeason enough for white male
anxiety, sexual selection's implicit argument swjgg the naturalness of an
ascendant female taste logically destabilizes #éngning hierarchy placing women
below men in terms of intellect. Beer notes Darsvskewed loyalties respecting the
role of intellect for sexual selection, observimgit 'though he pays homage to the
"mental charms" of women, he gives primacy to bga&88 Although Beer reads
Descentas wholly intolerant of female intellectual domicanor even equality,
paraphrasing Darwin's opinion as claiming ‘that wonare parallel on the scale of
development with a less developed race, inevitdalyging behind European
manhood' (p. 221), | argue Darwin's implicit messsgmore subversive.

While Darwin indeed relegates women to second-d&asis as objects of the
male gaze, there is evidence that his inclusivgeptdeft room for female inclusion
in ways inconceivable prior t®esceris publication, even if, for the sake of his
hypersensitive audience, Darwin suppressed thedoess of female taste. While
afterDescentadherents to aesthetic theories like those pragpeniby Edmund Burke
and Ruskin had little cause to fear the rejectibtheir philosophies by a matriarchal
sea change in European aesthetics, Darwin estaflfsist that women are naturally

33 George Levine, "And if it be a Pretty Woman thié Better"— Darwin and Sexual Selectiditerature, Science,
Psychoanalysis, 1830-1970: Essays in Honor of &ilBeer ed. by Helen Small and Trudi Tate (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2003), pp. 37-51 (p. 37).

34 Harel, p. 33.

35 Beer, p. 211.
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more aesthetically minded, and second the riglidge beauty as a demarcation of
power.

Darwin realized that beauty is a source of powetl ean be psychologically
terrifying for the male hegemony because it forec#ise loss of patriarchal control.
Even without an apocalyptic rise of female cultuaakocracy, feminine ability to
manipulate male passions caused alarm within tiseggnistic Victorian psyche (see
Deutscher; Richardson). Harel sums up this anx@fylaining 'On the one hand,
Man was insulted to think that women were selechimg for his beauty or his vigor.
But equally bad was for Man to think of himself e victim of women who
decorate themselves, make themselves "intentiormdutiful.36 After Descent
men may have felt backed into a corner and congballeconcede some sexual
agency to women. Yielding power to females, idedlg models of passivity,
invoked a paradox of control in which letting goafe bad thing enables another.
Further, recognizing man's susceptibility to femladéauty inDescentillustrates an
added psychologically disturbing facet of beautylensexual yearning is centered
more on base desire than appreciating woman's ggeseof civilized 'mental
charms and virtues' (p. 653).

If beauty brings out the sordid side of Western nfexw is he essentially more
civilized than savages and animals? How can Wesigance contain the collapsing
continuum which naturalists had once parsed intohygienic species and varieties
Darwin initially undermined inOrigin? It was questions like these which came to
disturb degenerationistin de sieclemperial gothic authors, and later modernists for
decades to come, and few terms allow readers insighthe parDescenfplayedin
the build-up of nineteenth-century Western atavianxiety better than beauty.
Inferences drawn ibescentusing beauty as a terministic screen undermindaffes
man's hierarchal understanding of gender, speaslalineations of civilized versus
savage. Beauty forces humility less through wheaddressed than is left implied,
meaning culture is the last bastion of differemiatand hierarchy. Beauty is a
conduit by which to assess the austere purity etigg, and the white European race
particularly, since by including savages, animaig asomen into an intellectually
robust occidental culture, Darwin simultaneousiyntabutes to and destabilizes the
greater project of modernity.

Why should contemporary critics track Darwin's dmet? As Darwin's
contemporary G.H. Lewes reminds uSrigin's concept of evolution provided
‘articulate expression to the thought which hadnbearticulate in many minds',
suggesting that twelve years later Darwin's repndbr articulation made the word
choices inDescenffar from peripheral concerns.37 Analyzing beaut{pescentas a
terministic screen suggests two conclusions: jirdilarwin wrote to an audience
consisting of European males attuned to a homogeawditural notion of beauty, and

36 Harel, p. 37.
37 G.H. Lewes, 'Mr. Darwin's HypothesiByrtnightly Reviewl6 (1868) p. 353.
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secondly, humans must reject the false opinion they alone appreciate beauty.
Darwin took the notion of beauty away from its femhy anthropocentric location,

reinventing it as a sense common throughout mu¢heobrganic world, yet elevated
by culture.
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