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Darwin and Humans

Gregory Radick

Darwin went public with his views on human evolution in The Descent 
of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex (1871) and The Expression of the 
Emotions in Man and Animals (1872). By that time, he had been research-

ing the subject on and off for decades, sometimes in unexpected directions. While 
on the Beagle, for example, he had met a surgeon who reported that the lice infesting 
Sandwich Islanders on his whaling ship were very distinctive and, furthermore, that 
when these lice crawled onto white men, the lice soon died. Darwin made a note 
about the story, adding: “If these facts were verified their interest would be great. – 
Man springing from one stock according his varieties having different parasites” 
(CUL DAR 31.315). That was in 1834, before Darwin believed that species evolve. He 
was nevertheless wondering how to connect the fact (as it seemed) that the human 
races, originating from a single stock, formed mere varieties within a single species, 
with the fact (as it seemed) that those races were so different physiologically as to sus-
tain different species of lice. In 1844, and again in 1865, he quizzed England’s leading 
louse expert, Henry Denny, about it all – in the interim attempting to get Denny some 
lice from American blacks. In the Descent, Darwin cited Denny in a paragraph-long 
discussion of the matter. On the whole, Darwin judged, the facts about lice – and 
the surgeon’s observations had since been confirmed more generally – seemed to 
support the ranking of the different human races as distinct species (Darwin 1871a, 
1:219–20; Radick and Steadman forthcoming).

B e f o r e  t h e  D e s c e n t  a n d  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n

What explains such a prolonged concern with the human races, their status, and 
their origins? The short answer is that Darwin was born into an era when ques-
tions about race had become entangled with questions about slavery – and into an 
activist family that regarded slavery as an abomination. Both of his grandfathers, 
Erasmus Darwin and Josiah Wedgwood, backed the campaign to end slavery, with 
Wedgwood’s potters producing the campaign’s great emblem: an image of a kneeling, 
enchained black slave who asks “Am I not a man and a brother?” By Charles’s time 
those words had acquired a natural-historical resonance. At issue was whether the 
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a broad inquiry into the nature of mind. By mid-1838, Darwin 
was already committed to the view that new species emerge 
gradually, with humans no exception. Reflecting on discus-
sions with his friends and relatives (especially his physician 
father Robert) and on his readings in medicine, natural history, 
and philosophy, Darwin ranged widely over the continuities 
between humans and nonhuman animals – in their capaci-
ties for reason, moral action, communication, emotion and 
its physical expression, and so on – which, for him, showed 
the animal origins of the human mind. In another notebook, 
C, he challenged anyone to compare the humanlike qualities 
of a domesticated orangutan, with “its expressive whine,” 
“its intelligence when spoken [to],” and “its affection,” with 
the brutishness of the “savage,” “roasting his parent, naked, 
artless, not improving yet improvable,” and still to “dare to 
boast” of the “proud preeminence” of humankind (Barrett et 
al. 1987, C, 79). (The rest of the entry makes plain that the 
savage Darwin had in mind was Fuegian; his shock at the 
extraordinary looks, sounds, and ways of the tribal peoples 
he encountered when the Beagle reached Tierra del Fuego 
in 1832 never deserted him.) The explorations of this period 
pushed very far indeed, extending, in Notebook C (Barrett et 
al. 1987, C, 166), to the material basis of mind, and the possi-
bility that even religious faith was nothing but an effect of the 
brain’s organization (J. Hodge 2009, 59–63).

Apart from Darwin’s notebook theorizing of the 1830s, 
the main corpus on which he drew in the Descent and the 
Expression was the large and mostly public one that accu-
mulated in the 1860s in the wake of the Origin of Species 
(1859). Although not explicit in the Origin, the easily inferred 

different human races originated from a single stock – the 
brotherhood-of-man view – or whether each race had a sep-
arate origin. The latter view came to be identified with the 
slavers and their interests; for if blacks belonged to a differ-
ent and lower species than whites, the moral case against 
black slavery became less straightforward. Conversely, the 
common-ancestry answer became a taken-for-granted part of 
antislavery argumentation. Darwin seems to have absorbed 
wholesale the argumentation and its associations. When, in 
1850, he learned that the U.S.-based naturalist Louis Agassiz 
had spoken on the separate origins of the human races, 
Darwin wrote to a friend about Agassiz’s upholding “the doc-
trine of several species, – much, I daresay, to the comfort of 
the slaveholding Southerns” (Darwin 1985–, 4:353, letter to 
W. D. Fox, 4 September 1850). Darwin’s books on human-
kind would update a common-origins case deriving from abo-
litionism’s heyday (Desmond and Moore 2009; E. Richards 
forthcoming).

Race is, of course, just one of the topics addressed in 
those books. They also set out to show that the human spe-
cies is the modified descendant of a previous, lower, extinct 
species and to explain how human bodily and mental char-
acteristics had evolved. Before starting work on writing the 
books in the late 1860s, Darwin’s most intensive theorizing on 
human evolution had taken place as part of his more general 
theorizing about “transmutation” (as he then called it) in the 
late 1830s, in a series of small private notebooks. The ones 
mainly concerned with humankind were Notebook M, begun 
in July 1838, and a follow-up notebook, N, begun in October 
of that year. “M” stood for “metaphysics,” which then named 

Figure 20.1. The frontispiece of Thomas Henry Huxley’s Man’s Place in Nature (London: Williams and Norgate, 
1863), drawn deliberately to show the close relationship of humans with the apes
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showing that “the difference in mind between man and the 
higher animals, great as it is, is certainly one of degree and not 
of kind” (1:105) – a pattern well explained by man’s evolution-
ary origin but otherwise mysterious.

With the argument for man as the product of an evolution-
ary process concluded, Darwin turns to his second question, 
about the nature of the process. Again dealing with man’s body 
first (ch. 4), Darwin surveys the evidence that man is no dif-
ferent from other species in showing inheritable variation and 
in experiencing, at least from time to time, a struggle for exis-
tence brought on by Malthusian overpopulation. Given these 
facts, Darwin reasons, it follows that man is subject to natural 
selection, and so natural selection – acting as the main but 
not exclusive modifying agency – may have generated man’s 
characteristic anatomy. Darwin’s reconstruction of how that 
happened pivots on the survival advantages that, after man’s 
progenitors had dropped from the trees, probably accrued to 
those individuals who showed greatest specialization of the 

conclusion for humankind – that humans are the evolved 
descendants of apelike progenitors – struck commentators 
not merely as unlikely but, in undermining Christian teach-
ings and the moral striving they inspired, unwelcome. The 
debates were many and complex (R. J. Richards 1987, ch. 4); 
but if we consider their significance for Darwin’s own theoriz-
ing, they fall into three clusters. First, there were battles over 
human-animal continuity and evolutionary kinship, with the 
Darwinian case put most elegantly in the London naturalist 
Thomas Henry Huxley’s Evidences as to Man’s Place in Nature 
(1863) and most comprehensively in his German counter-
part Ernst Haeckel’s Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte (1868) 
(Fig. 20.1). Second, there were attempts, by the Scottish mill-
owner William Greg and the London geographer and math-
ematician Francis Galton (Darwin’s cousin) among others, to 
work out the conditions of continued moral and intellectual 
progress in civilization, given what they saw as shortsighted 
tendencies to protect the weak and to mate without regard to 
inheritable quality. Third, there were Darwin’s disagreements 
with Alfred Russel Wallace, “co-discoverer” of natural selec-
tion. To Darwin’s dismay, Wallace had begun publicly doubt-
ing that natural selection had brought about human mental 
faculties and privately doubting that sexual selection – which 
Darwin would call upon to account for human racial diver-
gence – had quite the explanatory reach that Darwin thought 
(Cronin 1991, chs. 5–8).

t h e  D e s c e n t  o f  M a n,  a n D  s e l e c t i o n  i n 
r e l at i o n  to  s e x  ( 1 8 7 1 )

To read the Descent and the Expression is to keep company 
with an author who, for all the demanding intellectual terri-
tory his books explore, takes care to provide clear maps at the 
outset. In the introduction to the Descent, Darwin announces 
the three questions that will occupy him throughout (Darwin 
1871a, 1:2–3). The first is “whether man, like every other spe-
cies, is descended from some pre-existing form”; the second 
concerns “the manner of his development,” that is, the pro-
cess whereby “man” evolved from apelike progenitors (for 
ease as well as accuracy, Darwin’s gendered language will 
mostly be used from here); and the third takes up “the value 
of the differences between the so-called races of man,” that 
is, whether the different races should count as varieties of 
one species or as different species, and how such differentia-
tion came about (Fig. 20.2) In answering the first two ques-
tions Darwin observes the same division of labor: body first, 
then mind. He starts with bodily signs of man’s evolutionary 
past (ch. 1), from the many close similarities with ape bod-
ies, to the appearance in a human embryo – in early stages, 
scarcely distinguishable from a dog embryo – of gill slits and 
other features absent from the adult human but present in the 
adult forms of lower species, to the many uselessly rudimen-
tary structures and capacities that characterize at least some 
humans. The next two chapters make a complementary case 
for man’s mental powers, considered in general (ch. 2) and 
with special attention to the moral sense (ch. 3), the whole 

Figure 20.2. The title page of the Descent of Man (London: John Murray, 
1871), where Darwin sheds light “on the origin of man and his history.” Note 
that the book also covered sexual selection in very great detail, something 
much bound up with Darwin’s wanting to find naturalistic alternatives to 
Wallace’s claim that human evolution was driven by spirit forces.

  

 



G r e g o ry  R a d i c k

G  17 6  g

and proceeding up the animal scale of complexity, through 
insects, fish, amphibians, reptiles, birds, and mammals, reach-
ing man only at the end (chs. 10–19). But as Darwin explained 
in his introduction, he had reckoned that, because his main 
answer to his question about racial differences was going to 
be sexual selection, and because he had nowhere previously 
set out a detailed, general argument for it as an evolutionary 
process, he would take the opportunity here. And, indeed, 
the sex-differences chapters are book-ended by chapters on 
race in man. In the first (ch. 7), Darwin undertakes a balanced 
discussion of the classificatory, varieties-or-species debate, 
finding that some considerations (such as the observations 
concerning lice) favor a ranking of the human races as distinct 
species, whereas others (such as their grading into each other) 
favor a ranking as mere varieties. Following Huxley, Darwin 
declares that, whatever ranking one decides upon, anyone 
persuaded about the principle of evolution will admit that, 
given the many similarities among the races, even in the most 
unimportant characters, the races must have descended from 
“a single primitive stock” (1:229).

But what brought about racial divergence? Darwin rap-
idly proposes and rejects a number of possibilities, including 
natural selection, on the grounds that “not one of the external 
differences between the races of man are of any direct spe-
cial service to him” (1:248–49). Having eliminated the alter-
native explanations, Darwin introduces sexual selection and 
embarks upon the massive theoretical and empirical detour 
that culminates in a final pair of chapters on man. The first 
(ch. 19) catalogs what Darwin takes to be the main differences 
between men and women, notably the greater strength of men 
in body and mind, and seeks to show how the processes of 
sexual selection – above all, men battling for the most attrac-
tive women – might have produced those differences. But 
Darwin’s discussion here is complex and takes in, for exam-
ple, a conjecture about how primeval courtship ultimately 
led to the high musicality of the human voice, in males and 
females, and to the connections we still experience between 
our emotional lives and musical voices (we hear the latter 
and we are moved; we are moved and our voices go up and 
down in pitch). Finally, in the book’s penultimate chapter (ch. 
20), Darwin extends this account, by way of some interesting 
twists, to the formation of the different races of man (Millstein 
2012). Beauty is the key. As local standards of beauty came 
to prevail in different human groups, men sought women – 
and, to a lesser extent, women sought men – who most closely 
conformed to the local standard, in facial features, skin color, 
and so on. In his closing paragraphs, he acknowledges that, 
for some, an evolutionary origin for man will be “highly dis-
tasteful.” But, he goes on, no one can doubt that before man 
was civilized, he was uncivilized; furthermore, no one who has 
seen what Darwin had seen of man’s uncivilized state in Tierra 
del Fuego at that first contact – the men “absolutely naked and 
bedaubed with paint, their long hair . . . tangled, their mouths 
frothed with excitement” – has much to defend when it comes 
to the supposedly threatened dignity of the species. Returning 
to the theme of that long-ago notebook entry, and recalling 

feet for locomotion and the hands for prehension. In the next 
chapter (ch. 5), Darwin considers the parallel and – when it 
came to man’s enlarging brain and skull – interacting develop-
ment of his mental powers under (mainly) natural selection, 
emphasizing the advantages to individuals of high intelligence 
and to tribes of the moral habits and codes that make for suc-
cess in struggles with other tribes. Here Darwin also examines 
the Greg-Galton points about whether civilized mercies and 
freedoms thwart continued progress under natural selection, 
concluding that, although they sometimes do, the factors pro-
moting progress tend to counterbalance. A further chapter 
(ch. 6) provides a deep genealogy, proceeding backward in 
time from an apelike African ancestor all the way to the ascid-
ian-like progenitor of the vertebrates (Fig. 20.3).

Aside from the book’s conclusion, the remaining fifteen 
chapters bear on Darwin’s third question, about the races of 
man. On a quick glance, this purpose is not obvious; for the 
bulk concern sexual selection, considered as a set of evolu-
tionary principles (ch. 8), and then as the main agency behind 
differences between the sexes in a range of animals, starting 
with mollusks, annelids, crustaceans, and spiders (ch. 9) 

Figure 20.3. Although fun was made of Darwin, for the English it was 
always rather gentle. They were and are immensely proud of Charles Darwin. 
From the Hornet (1871)
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to which movements that somehow gratify or relieve a state 
of mind become habitual under that state of mind and then 
stay habitual, in the individual and in the lineage, even after 
the movements have ceased to gratify or relieve. There is the 
“principle of antithesis,” which holds that such habits tend to 
bring into being their opposites; so – to use an example from 
later in the book – because indignation in humans came to be 
expressed by squared shoulders, clenched fists, and other ele-
ments of a fighting posture (for, in the past, fighting brought 
relief ), the opposite feeling of helplessness, or impotence, 
came to be expressed by the opposite movements of shrugged 
shoulders, open palms, and so on. Finally there is the “prin-
ciple of the direct action of the nervous system,” in which 
strong emotions generate excess nervous energies, which, in 
dissipating, cause various movements.

Darwin goes on to put these principles to work, in explain-
ing emotional expression in the lower animals (chs. 4 and 5) 
and in man (chs. 6–13), with each of the human emotional 
expressions, from weeping to blushing, provided with a close 
anatomical and psychological description, an explanation in 
terms of some combination of the three principles, and a sum-
mary of the evidence for cross-racial universality. Emotional 
expression comes to be subsumed within Darwin’s general 
case for humankind’s evolutionary origin in part by his iden-
tifying expressive continuities with animals (for instance, 
chimps and humans pout when sulky), and in part by his rely-
ing on the same three physiologically grounded principles to 
do all the explaining (Fig. 20.4). In the conclusion (ch. 14), 
he even speculates on the evolutionary history of expression, 
noting, to return to an earlier example, that the indignation 
posture in humans – and so the antithetical posture of help-
lessness – could not have entered our expressive repertoire 
until after our progenitors had started walking upright. The 
reconstruction ends with some remarks on the lessons to 
draw from this history – remarks very similar to ones made 

some of the humanlike animal feats described earlier in the 
book, he drives the point home:

For my own part I would as soon be descended from 
that heroic little monkey, who braved his dreaded enemy 
in order to save the life of his keeper; or from that old 
baboon, who, descending from the mountains, carried 
away in triumph his young comrade from a crowd of 
astonished dogs – as from a savage who delights to tor-
ture his enemies, offers up bloody sacrifices, practises 
infanticide without remorse, treats his wives like slaves, 
knows no decency, and is haunted by the grossest super-
stition. (Darwin 1871a, 2:404–5)

t h e  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  t h e  e M ot i o n s  i n  
M a n  a n D  a n i M a l s  ( 1 8 7 2 )

What became Darwin’s second book on man grew from an 
essay initially intended for the Descent. There he described 
his interest in emotional expression as twofold (1871a, 1:5). 
First, he saw a challenge to his case for man’s evolutionary 
origin in the view that “man is endowed with certain mus-
cles solely for the sake of expressing his emotions.” Second, 
he “wished to ascertain how far the emotions are expressed 
in the same manner by the different races of man,” because, 
as he went on to explain in the first chapter on race, nothing 
showed common ancestry more clearly than close similarity 
in lots of unimportant details, and the different human races 
were nearly identical in the ways they expressed their emo-
tions. But Darwin reserved his evidence on this matter for 
The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (1872). 
Undoubtedly carrying forward the argument of the Descent, 
the Expression nevertheless has its own ambitions and char-
acter, not least because Darwin regarded the book as exempli-
fying a new and more rigorous approach to the collection of 
data on emotional expression (Browne 1985a; see also Dixon 
2003, 175–76). He stressed the importance of six kinds of evi-
dence: observations on infants; observations on the insane 
(like infants, prone to strong emotional expression); answers 
to questions about what emotion is being expressed in a pho-
tograph; the study of great art (though in practice this features 
little in the book); observations on men and women of differ-
ent races (Darwin sent out a questionnaire to missionaries and 
others); and observations on animals.

Even a casual reader will notice two further and more pro-
nounced contrasts with the Descent. Most obviously, there are 
the many photographs, of sometimes dramatically emoting 
infants, boys, girls, men, and women. Photographs in books 
were still unusual in this period, and Darwin went to con-
siderable trouble and expense to acquire and reproduce the 
ones in the Expression, many of them specially commissioned 
(Prodger 2009). The other contrast lies with the explanations 
on offer. For all its centrality in the Descent, natural selection in 
the Expression is marginal. Instead, Darwin introduced three 
new principles, expounded in the first three chapters. There 
is the “principle of serviceable associated habits,” according 

Figure 20.4. This pouting chimpanzee, from Darwin’s Expression of the 
Emotions in Man and in Animals (London: John Murrray, 1872), is intended 
to show the similarities between man and the higher apes.
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and his publisher had been worried enough about beforehand 
that they had toned down some of the sexier discussions 
(Dawson 2007, ch. 2). On the whole, however, the reception of 
the books on man was a more muted affair than the reception 
of the Origin (Ellegård 1990, ch. 14), in part no doubt because 
the main issues had been so well aired, in high and not-so-
high culture, throughout the 1860s. (A famous 1861 cartoon 
showed an ape wearing a sign: “Am I a man and a brother?” 
[Fig. 20.5].) Nevertheless, the responses, public and private, 
were voluminous, and Darwin took them seriously, incorpo-
rating a number of them in the pages of the 1874 Descent, on 
everything from whether man’s suffering from some of the 
same diseases afflicting the lower animals favors the evolu-
tionary theory to the correct lessons for the origins of human 
reason from an experimental study of learning in a pike.

Indeed, though evolution swept through all of the human 
sciences in the late nineteenth century, the one most pro-
foundly reshaped in the wake of Darwin’s books on man was 
psychology (Boakes 1984; R. Smith 1997, ch. 13). Sigmund 
Freud and William James are perhaps the best remembered 
of a generation of psychological inquirers and psychiatrically 
engaged medical men for whom the idea of mental evolution 
became foundational for understanding the human mind 

at a comparable reconstructive moment in the Descent (1:213). 
For Darwin, there was nothing inevitable about human evolu-
tion taking exactly the form it did. Even small differences early 
on might have led to big differences later. In the Expression, 
he put the point vividly: if man had breathed water instead of 
air, his face would now be no more expressive than his hands 
or limbs are.

Scientists and historians have long wondered about 
Darwin’s curiously “non-Darwinian” handling of emotional 
expression. There is, most conspicuously, his heavy reliance 
on the inheritance of acquired habit, or so-called Lamarckian 
inheritance (which features in the earlier books, though 
nowhere near as much; see Radick 2002, 10–13). But there is 
also his near-total indifference to the possibility that, like so 
many of the traits discussed in the Descent, emotional expres-
sions might have been useful either in the struggle for life or 
in the struggle for mates. Three observations about Darwin’s 
notebook theorizing of the 1830s may offer clues to an explana-
tion. One is that his theory of natural selection emerged only 
after his expression theorizing was already well advanced. 
The second is that this early expression theorizing – includ-
ing the germs of the three principles – drew on the work of 
Darwin’s evolutionist grandfather Erasmus, for whom habit 
and its (often useless) persistence were of central importance. 
The third is that, for all the breadth of Darwin’s notebook 
theorizing on expression, there was no engagement in those 
years with a topic that would matter hugely in the Expression: 
race. Through the 1860s, as Darwin collected data on human 
emotional expression from around the world, his old theoriz-
ing on expression as nonadaptive seems to have acquired a 
new significance, spelled out in the Expression’s conclusion. 
The remarkable sameness of emotional expressions across the 
human races suggested, he wrote, “a new argument in favour 
of the several races being descended from a single parent-
stock” (Darwin 1872b, 361), itself already mostly human in 
character before the races diverged. For it was most improb-
able, he went on, that natural selection could have generated 
such similarity, verging on uniformity, in evolutionarily sepa-
rate lineages. With emotional expression, therefore, we must 
be dealing with something nonadaptive, beyond natural selec-
tion’s scope (Radick 2010a).

n i n et e e n t h - C e n t u ry  r e s p o n s e s

Both books sold well, and the Descent especially so. In 1874 
Darwin brought out an expanded and lightly rearranged sec-
ond edition. (A second edition of the Expression was pub-
lished posthumously.) In a new preface, Darwin wrote of the 
“fiery ordeal” through which the Descent had passed (Darwin 
1874, v). Some of the reactions were certainly overheated. The 
book’s appearance had come just before the election of the 
Paris Commune, and the reviewer for the Times of London 
(8 April 1871, 5) saw in Darwin’s unsettling vision of human 
change a dangerous encouragement to the revolutionaries. 
Others were scandalized by Darwin’s frankness about human 
sexuality and declared the book obscene – a judgment Darwin 

Figure 20.5. This cartoon from the humorous weekly Punch, in 1861, 
shows just how quickly Victorians picked up on the implications of evolu-
tion for our own species, a focus that exists to this day. Had Darwin’s been a 
theory applicable only to warthogs, one doubts that this Encyclopedia would 
have been compiled.
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that “such hopes [of progress] are Utopian and will never be 
even partially realised until the laws of inheritance are thor-
oughly known.” On behalf of competitive struggle, he advo-
cated “open competition for all men” and the abolition of any 
laws or customs that prevented “the most able . . . from suc-
ceeding best and rearing the largest number of offspring”; but 
he straightaway disowned an extreme interpretation, insisting 
that, important as natural selection had been, other agencies 
had been more important in ensuring human moral progress, 
including reason and religion (Darwin 1871a, 2:403). Neither 
proposal was original to Darwin; both would go on to inform 
and inspire some of the most appalling policies of the twenti-
eth century, most egregiously in Hitler’s Germany (Paul 2009). 
In the nineteenth century, however, in Darwin’s Britain as 
elsewhere, there was notable enthusiasm for his tying of moral 
progress to reason, and relatedly, for his notion that, because 
cooperation in the past had given ancestral humans the com-
petitive edge, their descendants were naturally disposed to the 
altruistic giving of “mutual aid,” in the Darwinian anarchist 
Peter Kropotkin’s famous phrase (Dixon 2008).

Enmeshed with eugenics and social Darwinism were 
Darwinian views on sex and race. In the books on man, and 
the Descent especially, Darwin assigned different kinds of peo-
ple to different positions in an evolutionary hierarchy: men 
higher than women; white civilized races higher than the other 
races – and the higher the race, Darwin suggested, the greater 
the gap between men and women (E. Richards 1983, 74–75). 
At certain points – a notable example involving race is the dis-
cussion in the Descent of the origin of language – the explain-
ing of these widely accepted hierarchies comes across as 
another of the advantages that Darwin saw in his evolutionary 

(Sulloway 1979, ch. 7; R. J. Richards 1987, ch. 9; Adriaens and 
De Block 2010). With the growth of interest in mental evolu-
tion came new kinds of psychological inquiry, notably into the 
minds of children (who were widely thought to “recapitulate” 
the evolutionary emergence of the human mind) and animals. 
Darwin’s only other important contribution on man after 1874 
was his article “A Biographical Sketch of an Infant,” published 
in Mind in 1877 and drawing on a diary he had kept thirty-
seven years before on the development of emotional expres-
sions, reason, the moral sense, and so on in one of his own 
children (Darwin 1877c). It was not Darwin but his younger 
ally George John Romanes, a comparative physiologist by 
training, who, with a series of books in the 1880s, became the 
first great champion of the Darwinian study of animal minds. 
This moment in intellectual history is well summed up in an 
image from Romanes’s Mental Evolution in Animals (1883): 
in the center is a tree, with nervous excitability at the base and 
self-consciousness at the top; along the side are scales cor-
relating psychological faculties, kinds of animals, and ages 
of the human child (Fig. 20.6). (Romanes’ next work, Mental 
Evolution in Man [1888], is said to have been the most heavily 
annotated book in Freud’s library.)

What of the evolutionary future? At the end of the Descent, 
in words virtually unchanged across the two editions, Darwin 
indicated qualified support for a couple of proposals that, 
over the succeeding decades, would come to be known as 
“eugenics” (progress through selective breeding) and “social 
Darwinism” (progress through competitive struggle in human 
society). On behalf of selective breeding, he advised that men 
and women “ought to refrain from marriage if in any marked 
degree inferior in body or mind”; but he immediately added 

Figure 20.6. A tree of mental development drawn by G. J. Romanes to show how humans develop through stages 
similar to those of adult lower animals. From G. J. Romanes, Mental Evolution (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, 1883)
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Himmelfarb, in her Darwin and the Darwinian Revolution 
(1959), gave low marks to Darwin’s accounts in the Descent 
of the emergence of morality, religion, and other distinctly 
human attainments – and low marks to their author too. 
“Darwin’s failures of logic and crudities of imagination,” she 
wrote, “emphasized the inherent faults of the theory; a finer, 
more subtle mind would only have obscured or minimized 
them. The theory itself was defective, and no amount of tam-
pering with it could have helped” (308). It was only over the 
next fifty years that the more positive evaluations now so 
familiar took hold, thanks in no small part to the rise of a new 
era of Darwinian-anthropological enthusiasm (Degler 1991). 
Starting with human ethology in the 1960s, and continuing 
with sociobiology in the 1970s and evolutionary psychol-
ogy in the 1980s and 1990s, the scientists involved through-
out stressed their links with Darwin and his works on man. 
The ethologist Konrad Lorenz (1965) contributed an intro-
duction to a reprint of the Expression. Soon-classic work in 
sociobiology by Robert Trivers and others appeared in the 
early 1970s in volumes commemorating the centenaries of the 
Descent and the Expression (B. Campbell 1972; Ekman 1973). 

theory over the theory of special creation, on which these pat-
terns simply had to be accepted as part of the Creator’s plan 
(Radick 2008). Even so, Darwin regarded the state of women 
and “savage” peoples such as the Fuegians as improvable; and 
some of his nineteenth-century readers extracted legitimation 
from his writings for campaigns for sexual and racial equal-
ity (Erskine 1995; Radick 2010b). These readings did not, 
however, have anything like the public prominence of those 
emphasizing the permanence of evolved differences and the 
comparative lowness of the nonmale and the nonwhite, inter-
preted as occupying lower stages in a progressive evolutionary 
scheme.

By the end of the nineteenth century, empire, Darwinism 
(a much more diffuse thing than Darwin’s own views), 
and anthropological race ranking often marched together 
(Brantlinger 2003). Especially in the equanimity with which 
he contemplated the ongoing and future exterminations of 
lower races by higher ones, the Darwin of the Descent can, for 
the present-day reader, be uncomfortably of his imperial age.

t w e n t i et h -  a n d  t w e n t y- f i r st- C e n t u ry 
r e s p o n s e s

As the evolutionary science of humankind has evolved, so 
have responses to Darwin’s contribution. At the 1909 Darwin 
centennial, the German-born, New York-based anthropolo-
gist Franz Boas – easily the best-informed and, eventually, the 
most influential anthropologist of his generation – delivered 
a mixed verdict. Boas praised Darwin for clarifying major 
problems and making undeniable the case for the evolution-
ary emergence of man from a lower form. And on a range of 
subsidiary topics, Boas reckoned, Darwin’s views had been 
vindicated, from the existence of intermediate fossils linking 
humans and the apes to the notion that customs and beliefs 
can get established in human groups without anyone’s con-
sciously deciding to establish them. But, Boas went on, there 
was another side of the balance sheet. For one thing, where 
Darwin had thought that some human races were anatomi-
cally closer to the animals than other races – “the essence of 
savagery,” he wrote in the Expression, apropos the exaggerated 
protruding of lips observed in the sulky children of savage 
races, “seems to consist in the retention of a primordial condi-
tion” (Darwin 1872b, 235) – up-to-date anthropologists, Boas 
reported, recognized that no race was more animal-like than 
any other. They had likewise become doubtful about mental 
evolution as a uniform, progressive process taking place at dif-
ferent rates in different groups, insisting instead that it was 
history, not biology, that had put some groups further up the 
scale of civilization than others. And the evidence for human 
evolution generally as the steady, gradual affair that Darwin 
had envisaged was distinctly lacking (Boas 1909).

By the time of the next big Darwin celebrations, in 1959, 
a newly “synthetic” – and avowedly antiracist – Darwinian 
theory enjoyed much broader support among biologists as 
well as anthropologists. Yet Darwin on man continued to 
elicit less-than-worshipful views. The historian Gertrude 

Figure 20.7. A sketch made by Darwin (but not published) of the human 
family tree. Note that he puts humans off on their own, whereas today we 
would put humans very close to the chimpanzees, even more than chim-
panzees are to gorillas. Permission: Cambridge University Library, http://
darwin-online.org.uk/content/frameset?viewtype=image&itemID=CU
L-DAR80.B91&pageseq=1, CUL-DAR 84.91
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it, Darwinism “de-moralized man” (quoted in R. J. Richards 
1987, 6). For Desmond and Moore, the whole Darwinian proj-
ect, culminating in Darwin’s argument in the Descent for the 
common ancestry of the human races, is inseparable from the 
intensely moral antislavery politics to which his family was 
devoted, and within which the “unity of man” was an article 
of faith.

Opinion on Desmond and Moore’s claims is far from 
settled. (One of the most severe critiques is from Richards 
[2009b].) But their provocation has helped to make “Darwin 
and humans” one of most exciting areas in Darwin scholar-
ship right now. Adding to the ferment is the publication in 
progress of the Darwin correspondence volumes covering the 
years when he wrote, published, and responded to controver-
sies over the Descent and the Expression. The creative track-
ing of routes through the letters, and through the copious 
and little-examined manuscript material now available online 
from the Darwin archive at Cambridge University, is bound to 
teach us much about the making and meaning of these books 
and their legacies. The possibilities can be glimpsed in recent 
studies on developments within the evolutionary sciences 
(Burkhardt 2005; Radick 2007; Borrello 2010; Milam 2010) 
and well beyond them (Bender 1996, 2004; Dawson 2007). At 
the same time, renewed discussion of how far responsibility 
for the black spots on biology’s political record can be laid at 
Darwin’s door has stimulated new sophistication about larger 
issues of historical influence and its assessment (Weikart 2004; 
Bowler 2008, 565–66; R. J. Richards 2008, appendix 2). The 
challenge now is to absorb all of these innovations, and the 
best of the older scholarship, in ways that at once enhance our 
readings of Darwin’s texts and open up new ways of connect-
ing them to their multiple contexts, and to our own.

The editor of the volume on emotional expression, Paul 
Ekman, later brought out a third, “definitive” edition of the 
Expression, complete with a postscript in which he recounted 
his battles with the Boasian anthropologist Margaret Mead 
over the Darwinian versus cultural basis of human emotional 
life (Darwin 1872b).

More strictly historical studies too have played their 
part. Three books in particular merit close study from any-
one wishing to pursue the subject. Although dated in several 
ways, Darwin on Man: A Psychological Study of Scientific 
Creativity (1974), by the psychologist Howard E. Gruber 
(and with a foreword from Gruber’s mentor, Jean Piaget), 
remains an insightful and remarkably thorough exploration, 
especially strong on Darwin’s notebooks and other manu-
scripts to do with humans, much of it reproduced – including 
a sketch Darwin made in 1868, but never published, of the 
primate family tree (H. E. Gruber 1974, 197; CUL DAR 84.91) 
(Fig. 20.7). The other two books are by historians of sci-
ence whose approaches neatly exemplify what used be called 
“internalist” and “externalist” approaches to science. Setting 
out to show how wrong Himmelfarb was, Robert J. Richards’s 
Darwin and the Emergence of Evolutionary Theories of Mind 
and Behavior (1987) remains the best guide to Darwin’s ideas 
on the evolution of mind and morals: what they were, how he 
came to develop them, how they resonated with debates in 
his day and afterward, and why they continue to bear atten-
tion in our own day (see also R. J. Richards 2009a). An other-
wise very different kind of book, Adrian Desmond and James 
Moore’s Darwin’s Sacred Cause: Race, Slavery and the Quest 
for Human Origins (2009) – the most important publication 
of the recent Darwin anniversary year – is at one with Richards 
in taking issue with the notion that, as Himmelfarb once put 
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