CHAPTER 4

Darwin’s Unconscious
History, the Work of the Negative, and Natural Selection

Chapters 4 and 5 leave poetry behind to discuss the writings of Charles
Darwin. We will see that instinctual or automatic behaviour and expres-
sions, like birdsong, preoccupied Darwin throughout his work. In the first
of these two chapters on Darwin, consideration of this topic will begin with
the notebooks from 1838, in which he first formulated what became the
theory of natural selection. In these notebooks, Darwin treats instinct as
a psychological problem, related to what he believed to be the possibility of
inherited or unconscious memory. As the chapter proceeds, however, my
concern will not principally be with Darwin’s psychological work, but with
the way the two problems Darwin works on in these notebooks bleed into
one another, so that the solution to the problem of species is figured here
and throughout his writing as a memory that the naturalist works to
uncover. In The Origin of Species (1859), the work of understanding natural
selection is represented as a psychomachia, in which different mental
faculties struggle for dominance: Darwin writes that in the reader who
follows his argument, “reason ought to conquer his imagination” (Darwin,
Origin, 141). In writing on taxonomists and morphologists who precede
him and whose work he cites as evidence, he suggests that they already
recognize the genealogical affinities between species “unconsciously,” and
that his work is therefore less one of new discovery than of overcoming
a resistance (Darwin, Origin, 313).

In this respect, I will argue, Darwin’s thought resembles Freud’s, and
indeed the affinities between them are a central topic of this book’s
remaining two parts. In the next chapter, we will discuss how Darwin’s
work on the expression of the emotions, and more generally his mode of
interpreting residual and de-functioned physiological traits, influenced
Freud’s concept of the symptom. In this chapter, my concern will not be
with any direct influence of Darwin on Freud, but rather with problems,
especially in epistemology, that are readily associated with Freud but
seem surprising to encounter in Darwin. These problems arise in

69

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. UNIVERSIDAD AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA, on 05 Nov 2026 at 10:49:35, subject to the
Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009409940.006


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009409940.006
https://www.cambridge.org/core

70 Biopolitics and Animal Species

connection with the term “unconscious” and, as just stated, Darwin was
interested in the topic of unconscious knowledge from an early date,
apparently independently of his interest in species. We will begin with his
notes on persons who have knowledge without knowing that they have it,
including a literary character — and I will argue that these passages from
the notebooks presage a difficulty in distinguishing between knowing
and not knowing that pervades Darwin’s work. Besides his scientific
precursors, we will see that Darwin relies on breeders and fanciers for
evidence of how great changes may be made in living organisms by
selective breeding for small variations — which, he tells us, “not one
man in a thousand has the accuracy of eye” to perceive (Darwin,
Origin, 27). The authorities on selective breeding from whom Darwin
derives his information of course do not know the theory to which they
are contributing — moreover, he argues, the very attention they pay to
minor differences in the varieties they breed prevents them from perceiv-
ing their shared descent.

The same eye is in one sense a source of knowledge and in another a bar
to it. The eye, moreover, is in 7he Origin of Species not only a means of
recognizing or misrecognizing the significance of variation in living organ-
isms. It is itself an organ subject to variation — and in this respect also, as we
will see, it plays a double part in Darwin’s argument, appearing both as an
obstacle to acceptance of this theory and as evidence for it. The doubling of
knowing and unknowing in Darwin’s thought is itself doubled as
a doubling of the subject and object of knowledge.

I will not be discussing Freud’s writings on analytic technique in this
book, but they display similar dialectical turns. In Freud’s early analytic
writing, he presents the analysis as confronting various obstacles: the
censorship that allows dreams to fulfill wishes only in a disguised way,
the resistances the patient puts up in the course of the analysis, and the
transference by which Freud’s patients re-enacted in analysis the family
dramas that made them sick in the first place. As psychoanalytic technique
developed, however, the obstacles to analysis themselves became its objects,
as analysis of the transference and of resistance became central to thera-
peutic practice.’

My topic in these chapters will thus be the doublings of knowing and
unknowing and of subject and object in Darwin’s work, and, in Chapter s,
the work’s tendency to become self-referential by constituting its own
object. In parts of what follows, I will aim to specify aspects of Darwin’s
influence on Freud that in my view have not been well understood. But the
larger claim to be made in these chapters is that the work of both Darwin
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and Freud is shaped by the emergence into history of the biological species
as a subject constitutively incapable of recognizing itself.

ook sk

During 1838, the momentous year in which he first formulated what was
to become the theory of natural selection and also resolved to marry his
cousin Emma Wedgwood, Darwin’s reading included a significant
engagement with the life and work of Sir Walter Scott. This engagement
may have been prompted by the recent appearance of John Gibson
Lockhart’s biography of Scott, which included substantial extracts from
its subject’s journal; Darwin read the first three volumes in 1838 and the
remainder, except for volume s, early in 1839 (Darwin, Notebooks, 322;
notebook C, 269—70. See also his letter to Emma Wedgwood, January 6,
1839). The notebooks for 1838 include several references to the biography
and also at least five to Scott’s fiction — one to Guy Mannering (1815) and
the other four to The Antiquary (1816). As well as observations and
theoretical speculations on a variety of subjects, the notebooks refer
extensively to Darwin’s reading; Scott’s are the only novels he mentions
during 1838.

With one exception, Darwin’s mentions of 7he Antiquary all refer to
a single character, Elspeth Mucklebackit, whose role in the novel as
a bearer of involuntary memory preoccupies Darwin in the reflections
on consciousness, instinct, and heredity that he pursues throughout
1838. Here is a passage from Notebook M in which Darwin refers to
Elspeth:

Now if a memory <of a tune & words>> can thus lie dormant, during
a whole life time, quite unconsciously of it, surely memory from one
generation to another, as instincts are, is not so very wonderful. — ...
Miss Cogan’s memory of the tune, might be compared to birds singing,
or some instinctive <or> sounds. — Miss. C memory cannot be called
memory, because, she did not remembered, it was a habitual action of
thought-secreting organs, brought into play by morbid action. — Old
Elspeth <Cin Antiquary>> power of repeating poetry in her dotage is fact
of same sort. (Darwin, Notebooks, s21; notebook M, 7-8)

Five or six months later, in Notebook N, Darwin recalls the same
character in a related context:

Old people — (Antiquary Vol II p.77) remembering things of youth, when
new ideas will not enter. is something analogous. to instinct, to the perman-
ence of old heredetary [sic] ideas. — being lower faculty than the acquirement
of new ideas. — (Darwin, Notebooks, 575; notebook N, 46)
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The romance plot of 7he Antiquary involves a protagonist with a forgotten
past; though she is a relatively minor character in the novel, it is Elspeth
Mucklebackit who reveals the secret of his identity. She also reveals that his
parents were not half-siblings, as they had been led to believe, and thus
erases the taint of incest which had been the original reason for his being
brought up in secret and under an alias.”

Besides the narrative of the protagonist’s birth, Elspeth Mucklebackit is
also responsible for bringing to light memories and artifacts from the more
distant past. As Darwin notes, Scott represents her as senile and frequently
unaware of events taking place around her, but also as having a powerful
memory for old ballads and tales which she is described as speaking “like
a prent buke.” Her connection to the past is symbolized by the yarn it is
her “habitual and mechanical occupation” to spin.* As she spins, she sings,
to be overheard in the last moments of her life by the antiquary of the
novel’s title, who transcribes her song in the service of his genealogical and
historical research. It is the antiquary who eventually uses what he learns
from Elspeth to work out the identity of the novel’s hero and restore him to
his birthright.

Elspeth appears in Scott’s novel as part of a sustained allegorical repre-
sentation of the relation between Scotland’s commercial, Protestant pre-
sent — embodied in the antiquary, Jonathan Oldbuck — and its Catholic
and feudal history. The novel makes an explicit figural link between the
condition of Elspeth’s mind and that of the material remains of this
history:

auld Elspat is like some of the ancient ruined strengths and castles that ane
sees amang the hills. There are mony parts of her mind that appear . . . laid
waste and decayed, but than there’s parts that look the steever [firmer], and
the stronger, and the grander, because they are rising just like to fragments
amang the ruins o’ the rest.’

Scott’s entire conception of Elspeth’s psyche is shaped by the allegory in
which she features. In this passage, the unimpaired parts of her mind are
figured as feudal remainders; her memory brings the past into the present,
but in a decontextualized and fragmentary form, in the mode of automatic
repetition, whose lack of reference to its context Scott figures by making
her memory not an organic faculty but a text — “a prent buke.”

In Scott’s novel, the transformation of the past into a dead letter is not
an organic process but a social one; Darwin’s interest in his representation
of Elspeth comes or appears to come without any interest in the concept of
historical periodicity Scott uses it to convey. This book argues, however,
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that Darwin’s work was part of a long process in which biology entered
history, and in the final section of this chapter, I will argue that his career-
long preoccupation with the topic of unconscious ideas and agency is
a displaced form of historical argument. For much of the chapter, however,
our concern will be with epistemology rather than history. In the first
section, we will see how Darwin’s representations of automatic behaviour
and unconscious memory work to stabilize the relations between the
subject and object of knowledge in the notebooks. In the second section,
we will turn to Darwin’s representation of the eye and scepticism regarding
the faculty of vision in 7The Origin of Species (1859) as a symptom of the
internal differences in Darwin’s species concept that arise from
a contradiction between thinking about species and belonging to one. In
the final section, however, we will return to history to see how the figures of
unconsciousness and blindness we have traced help explain Darwin’s
claims about the unconscious knowledge of natural selection to be found
in the work of his scientific precursors, and ultimately to propose the
existence of an historical unconscious in 7he Origin of Species itself.

In both of the passages I quoted earlier from the notebooks, Darwin
links the individual mind’s ability to retain memories “unconsciously”
with what he believes is the possibility that memories can be transmitted
between individuals of different generations by inheritance. In the earlier
of the two passages, Darwin supports his view that memories can be
inherited with an analogy to inherited instincts; in the latter, the two
ideas are conflated so that instinct itself becomes “an old heredetary [sic]
idea.” In the next chapter, we will discuss Darwin’s view that instincts can
be formed by a process in which functional actions become habits, and
then as habits are transmitted through inheritance. Nothing in the theory
of natural selection required this position and indeed Darwin’s initial
account of instincts in 7he Origin of Species opens by arguing that instincts
are less commonly formed in this way than by accidental variation:

As modifications of corporal structures arise from, and are increased by, use
or habit, and are diminished or lost by disuse, so I do not doubt it has been
with instincts. But I believe that the effects of habit are of quite subordinate
importance to the effects of the natural selection of what may be called
accidental variations of instincts. (Darwin, Origin, 157)

In his later works, however, Darwin’s emphasis on accidental variation as
the origin of instincts diminished and he became progressively more
interested in understanding them as originating in voluntary behaviours.
In the sixth edition of 7he Origin, he altered this passage to assert only that
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effects of habit are “in many cases” subordinate to those of natural selection
in the formation of instincts.® In 7he Descent of Man, he describes instincts
originating in voluntary behaviours as degraded: “Some intelligent actions,
after being performed during several generations, become converted into
instincts and are inherited, as when birds on oceanic islands learn to avoid
man. These actions may then be said to be degraded in character, for they
are no longer performed through reason or from experience” (Darwin, 75e
Descent of Man, 88). In The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals,
the transformation of a functional behaviour into a habit provides the first
of the three principles by which the work accounts for human and animal
expressions: “Certain complex actions are of direct or indirect service under
certain states of mind, or serve to relieve or gratify certain sensations,
desires, etc.; and when the same state of mind is induced, however feebly,
there is a tendency through the force of habit and association for the same
movements to be performed, though they may not be of the least use”
(Darwin, The Expression of the Emotions, 34). Such habitual actions consti-
tute the expression of a state of mind associated with them. Darwin goes on
to treat them, as he does all habits, as heritable.

The growth during Darwin’s career of his interest in behaviours that
with the passage of time have lost their function derives from his increas-
ingly explicit rejection of theology. Believers in the independent creation of
each species like William Paley or Georges Cuvier described a world in
which every trait of every organism is adapted by the creator to the
organism’s conditions of existence. Darwin’s argument for descent with
modification relies for evidence on traits that are maladapted or useless and
thus suggest descent from earlier forms in which they served a purpose. In
The Origin of Species, Darwin thus compares rudimentary organs, which
have not been much affected by natural selection, to “letters in a word, still
retained in the spelling, but become useless in the pronunciation, but
which still serve as a clue in seeking for its derivation” (335). I will return
to the topic of rudimentary organs in Chapter 5; Darwin’s study of these
had the same rationale as his interest in involuntary expressions of emo-
tion, which, unlike psychologists in our own time, he viewed as having no
adaptive value. He treats them therefore above all as evidence of biological
kinship. The erection of the hair as a response to fright in human beings
has no function, but gives evidence of our kinship to other animals — such
as cats — in which the puffing up of the fur under threat serves to terrify
potential predators or adversaries. The blush as an expression of shame
serves similarly, not to demonstrate human kinship with other animals, but
as evidence of the shared humanity of different races of human beings.
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Instincts and other kinds of involuntary behaviour, when they have been
de-functioned, thus play the same role in Darwin’s argument as residual
and rudimentary organic structures, attesting to the descent and affinities
of the organisms they affect. We have seen, though, that from Darwin’s
earliest notebook entries on evolution to the 1870s, in his writing on
involuntary behaviours, he consistently views them as the remainders of
“intelligent actions,” as he puts it in 7he Descent of Man (Darwin, The
Descent of Man, 88), or as “hereditary ideas,” to use the term of the
notebooks. When Darwin takes this view of involuntary behaviours,
I suggest that he engages in a form of projection, by which a trait that
enables the naturalist to understand an organism’s past is treated as an
embodied memory of the past belonging to the organism itself. Hence
Darwin’s view in the notebooks that the heritability of instincts is evidence
for a theory of inherited memory and his personification of the useless trait
that has outlasted its function as an old person, like Elspeth Mucklebackit,
who has lived long enough to become an anachronism.

My claim that Darwin engages in projection when he represents invol-
untary behaviour as a form of memory is, however, complicated by that
representation’s internal contradictions. He introduces one of his refer-
ences to Elspeth Mucklebackit by discussing the case of a woman in her
“second childhood” whose recall of the songs of her youth he likens to the
instinctive song of birds: “Miss C. memory cannot be called memory,
because she did not remembered, it was a habitual action of thought-
secreting organ, brought into play by morbid action” (Darwin, Notebooks,
524, 521; notebook M, 21, 8). Miss Cogan’s memory that “cannot be called
memory,” like Elspeth’s capacity to repeat old ballads, is thus an automatic
behaviour — a “habitual action” of the mind — which zakes the place of what
had once been an effect of conscious intention. If we begin with the
suggestion that Darwin’s idea of instincts and automatic behaviours as
a form of memory arises from a projection of his own scientific knowledge
onto the object of that knowledge, then we need to add that what is
projected onto the object is more precisely its own difference from the
subject. That is to say, the difference between the scientist who knows the
past and the organism that unknowingly provides the scientist’s evidence is
transformed into a contradiction within the latter — a “memory [that]
cannot be called memory.”

In the passages we have been discussing, an epistemological difference is
figured as a temporal or even historical one. The need for this figuration
arises because in Darwin’s theory of descent, the subject and the object are
in fact the same. In the absence of a transcendental object outside nature
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whose purposes or ideas natural history can understand itself as uncover-
ing, the field comes to be characterized by self-reflexivity. As the distance
between the subject and object of knowledge collapses, the difference
between knowing and not knowing is obscured — an inevitable effect of
characterizing the human being as bearer of an inherited “thought-
secreting organ.” Hence Darwin’s preoccupation in the notebooks with
characters formed by a history of which with the passage of time they have
become unconscious.

In the next section of this chapter, we will see how in 7he Origin of
Species, Darwin describes natural selection as a principle that, as it forms
species, does so in ways that conceal its own operation. The result is that, in
Darwin’s dialectical account, even his predecessors’ failure to recognize
natural selection becomes evidence for his case. To close this section,
however, I will consider some further passages on instinct and involuntary
action from the notebooks in which, as in those we have already discussed,
besides serving as evidence for the theory of descent with modification,
they also trigger Darwin’s self-reflexive preoccupation with his own pos-
ition as theorist. In a passage I have already cited, he characterizes the
ability of old age to remember “things of youth, when new ideas will not
enter,” as analogous “to instinct, to the presence of heredetary [sic] ideas,”
and then observes that this is a “lower faculty than the acquirement of new
ideas” (Darwin, Notebooks, 575; notebook N, 46). Throughout his work,
Darwin understands the development of intelligence as entailing the
gradual loss of instincts and their replacement by learned and voluntary
behaviours. This he views, with some qualification, as a form of progress:
“We must believe, that it requires a far higher & far more complicated
organization to learn Greek, than to have it handed down as an instinct”
(Darwin, Notebooks, 576; notebook N, 48). Though both intelligence and
instinct are modes of adaptation, they differ in that one is a form of
memory — of “heredetary [sic] ideas,” while the other comes into being as
an erasure of the past. Paradoxically, the very faculty by which Darwin
discovers human descent — the faculty that acquires new ideas — comes into
existence only where evidence for that descent has vanished: “Man having
some instincts of revenge <<& anger>>>, which experience shows it must
for his happiness to check . . . nor is it odd he should have had them. — with
lesser intellect they might be necessary and no doubt preservative, & are
now, like all other structures slowly vanishing — the mind of man is no
more perfect, than instincts of animals to all & changing contingencies, or
bodies of either” (Darwin, Notebooks, 549—50; notebook M, 122—3). In this
passage, in the form of conflict between human intellect and residual
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instincts, we find another version of the antithesis between consciousness
and involuntary action with which we began. The antithesis between the
subject who knows the past and the object-body in which the past is
materialized is re-enacted and internalized in Darwin’s concept of
human nature as such.

In this passage, as in many others throughout his work, Darwin denies
that there is any absolute scale of development on which species can be
ranked. The human mind is not more perfect than the instincts that direct
animal behaviour; each is a response to different contingencies. As we've
seen, however, Darwin in other passages asserts without apparent reserva-
tion that it requires a “far higher” mental organization to learn skills like
language, as human beings must, than to inherit them as instincts, as birds
in Darwin’s view inherit the ability to sing. Versions of these irreconcilable
positions coexist throughout Darwin’s evolutionary writings and consti-
tute a major crux in their interpretation.” For his own framing of the
problem, we turn to a final passage from the notebooks: “It is absurd to talk
of one animal being higher than another. — We consider

[cerebral structure]
those where the most developed, as highest. — A bee

[intellectual faculties]

doubtless would where instincts were” (Darwin, Notebooks, 189; notebook
B, 74). With some degree of irony, Darwin here represents speciation as
determining consciousness as well as structure. Human beings’ intellects
and the instincts of bees are equally adapted to their respective conditions
of existence; their different adaptations, however, produce a difference in
consciousness, by which both bees and human beings make their specific
organization into a universal standard. Even after Darwin develops the
theory of natural selection to account for adaptation, as we shall see in 7he
Origin of Species, he consistently represents the power that produces useful
adaptations as also producing a kind of blindness or misrecognition. Here,
in what amounts to a miniature beast fable, Darwin rebukes the anthropo-
centrism that makes a specifically human faculty into a universal standard
by arguing that, given their different faculties, bees would have a different
standard. The bees” consciousness in this argument is surely something of
a heuristic fiction — but then so is that of human beings themselves, even
though Darwin identifies it as his own with an underlined “we.” For in the
first sentence of the note Darwin flatly contradicts what he says in
the second that “we” consider to be true. While the whole point of the
analogy between human beings and bees is to show that the error it
denounces is not just an absurd view held by some people, but is rather
proper to humans as a species, as the analogy’s author, Darwin occupies an
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ambiguous position. At once inside and outside an illusion, Darwin’s
position in this note is divided by a contradiction homologous with others
we have discussed in this section: on the one hand, a position of blindness
that he defines by analogy to the blindness to its own motives of a creature
acting by instinct; on the other, a position of knowledge, somehow located
outside the history of material bodies and dispositions that limits the first.
The problem of this difference within the Darwinian observer remains in
The Origin of Species, none the less because in that work the development of
human beings is almost excluded from explicit consideration.

ook ok

Because of the absence of a transcendental or theological ground for
natural selection, I have claimed, Darwin’s theory is necessarily self-
referential. In his writing on the subject, in consequence, it is often difficult
to distinguish between scientific claims that refer to the natural world and
epistemological or historical claims regarding the conditions under which
that world is available to knowledge. In this section, we will examine the
dialectical treatment of vision and images in 7he Origin of Species, a text in
which, both as an object and as a medium of perception, the eye is
a stumbling block to the argument. Paradoxically, as we will see, it is the
eye’s perfection that most conceals the process of modification by which
Darwin argues it was formed.

The apparent perfection of some instincts and structures in animals and
the difficulty of understanding how they could have come into being by
a process of gradual modification is one of the major obstacles to his theory
that Darwin discusses in 7he Origin. Of such structures, the one on which
he spends the most time is the eye:’

To suppose that the eye, with all its inimitable contrivances . . ., could have
been formed by natural selection, seems absurd in the highest possible
degree. Yet reason tells me, that if numerous gradations from a perfect
and complex eye to one very imperfect and simple, each grade being useful
to its possessor, can be shown to exist; if, further, the eye does vary ever so
slightly, and the variations be inherited, which is certainly the case; and if
any variation or modification in the organ be useful to an animal under
changing conditions of life, then the difficulty of believing that a perfect and
complex eye could be formed by natural selection, though insuperable to
our imagination, can hardly be considered real. (140)

In this passage, the principal obstacle to recognizing the action of natural
selection is the imagination. This idea appears elsewhere in 7he Origin, and
also recurs at the close of the discussion of the eye, where Darwin writes of
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anyone who has followed his argument that “his reason ought to conquer
his imagination; though I have felt the difficulty far too keenly to be
surprised at any degree of hesitation in extending the principle of natural
selection to such startling lengths” (141). This cluster of references to the
imagination as incapable of grasping natural selection around Darwin’s
discussion of the eye suggests that he conceives imagination primarily as
a faculty of visualization. The logic of natural selection can be grasped by
reason, but its operation is not amenable to visual representation. The eye
is thus an obstacle to Darwin’s argument in a double sense: not only does
its perfection make it difficult to understand how it could have been
gradually evolved, but it also produces a picture of the world in which
evolution remains hidden.

The eye’s reliability is in fact called into question throughout 7%e
Origin. The dialectical form of Darwin’s argument runs, the better the
eye, the more deceptive. On the one hand, he founds his argument for the
power of natural selection on the demonstrated possibility of modifying
species under cultivation by selective breeding. “The great power of this
principle of selection is not hypothetical. It is certain that several of our
eminent breeders have, even within a single lifetime, modified to a large
extent some breeds of cattle and sheep.” The principles breeders follow
provide a model for Darwin’s understanding of natural selection, more-
over, because they principally operate not by crossing different breeds, nor
by inbreeding, but selecting for variations in a particular trait. To succeed
in this requires a trained eye:

If selection consisted merely in separating some very distinct variety, and
breeding from it, the principle would be . . . obvious . . . ; but its importance
consists in the great effect produced by the accumulation in one direction,
during successive generations, of differences absolutely inappreciable by an
uneducated eye — differences which I for one have vainly attempted to
appreciate. Not a man in a thousand has accuracy of eye and judgment
sufficient to become an eminent breeder. (27)

The selective power of the breeder’s eye thus provides Darwin with
a paradigm for the power of natural selection itself as his argument unfolds
in the opening chapters of 7he Origin.

On the other hand, the very accuracy of the breeder’s eye, its training in
the recognition of differences, prevents it from recognizing the similarities
among the breeds it works on as evidence of kinship:

[A]ll the breeders of the various domestic animals and the cultivators of
plants, with whom I have ever conversed, or whose treatises I have read,
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are firmly convinced that the several breeds to which each has attended,
are descended from so many aboriginal species. Ask, as I have asked,
a celebrated raiser of Hereford cattle, whether his cattle might not have
descended from long-horns, and he will laugh you to scorn. I have never
met a pigeon, or poultry, or duck, or rabbit fancier, who was not fully
convinced that each main breed was descended from a distinct
species. ... Innumerable other examples could be given. The explan-
ation, I think, is simple: from long-continued study they are strongly
impressed with the differences between the several races; and though
they well know that each race varies slightly, for they win their prizes by
selecting such slight differences, yet they ignore all general arguments,
and refuse to sum up in their minds slight differences accumulated
during many successive generations. (25)

Darwin’s point here is to urge modesty on readers who, unlike the expert
breeder, recognize that different domestic varieties can descend from
a single species — but yet deny the possibility of the transmutation of
species. But there is a remarkable dialectical irony in Darwin’s using as
his negative example of blindness to transmutation the very authorities he
also uses to show its possibility.

Given this irony and the idea elsewhere in the book that the visual image is
an obstacle to understanding that reason must conquer, it is not surprising
that 7he Origin of Species is the most sparsely illustrated of Darwin’s books.™
It contains only one figure, the schema of divergent evolution that Darwin
termed a “great Tree of Life” (Figure 4). Nor should we be surprised, given
the equivocal meanings of the eye and the visual image throughout 7he
Origin, that the book gives its single figure several divergent explanations.

As Darwin emphasizes, the figure of the tree was not unique to his work:
“The affinities of all the beings of the same class have sometimes been
represented by a great tree. I believe the simile largely represents the truch”
(59). Darwin reworks a figure from the existing literature because what he
means it to illustrate is, in part, the current state of knowledge:

It is a truly wonderful fact — the wonder of which we are apt to overlook from
familiarity — that all animals and all plants throughout all time and space
should be related to each other in group subordinate to group, in the manner
which we everywhere behold — namely, varieties of the same species most
closely related together, species of the same genus less closely and unequally
related together, forming sections and sub-genera, related in different degrees,
forming sub-families, families, orders, sub-classes, and classes. (99)

Darwin’s figure thus illustrates in the first instance a taxonomy characterized
by varying degrees of affinity between organisms of the same class. To the
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Figure 4 Lithograph from Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species (1859). Courtesy D. B. Weldon Library, Western University
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extent that it represents the state of knowledge before Darwin wrote," it
represents abstractions: relations of affinity that could be understood as
understood as arising from a concept or from a transcendental schema.”™
Darwin’s theory gives these affinities a material and historical existence by
recognizing them as relations of biological kinship. In his theory, the subor-
dination of group to group refers literally to a chronological and genealogical
sequence of events and not to a purely conceptual subordination.

Given that Darwin’s argument here aims to transform a conceptual
schema into an historical one, however, his own version of the tree is
strikingly abstract and lacking in historical referents. Darwin does not, for
instance, choose to speculate about affinities between members of any actual
class of organism. The eleven letters at the base of his diagram may represent
any eleven species whatsoever having varying degrees of affinity with each
other, as may all of the letters designating their descendants. Later in 7he
Origin, moreover, Darwin argues that the relations among genera have the
same formal properties as those among species, and illustrates his argument
by referring back to the figure from earlier in the book, suggesting now that
the eleven letters from A to L be thought of as referring to genera rather than
to species. As this retrospective revision of his earlier explication shows,
Darwin understands the relations of affinity represented by his figure as
formally similar at different scales; since these relations are determined by the
unfolding of kinship relations in time, the fact that the figure can be viewed
at different scales means that it can be viewed as representing different
periods of time. Darwin is explicit about this: “The intervals between the
horizontal lines in the diagram, may represent each a thousand generations,
but it would have been better if each had represented ten thousand gener-
ations” (91). Darwin’s sense of constraint in the interpretation of his own
figure here is odd, and is belied a few pages later when he expands its
temporal scale of reference: “In the diagram, each horizontal line has been
hitherto been supposed to represent a thousand generations, but each
may represent a million or a hundred million generations, and likewise
a section of the successive strata of the earths crust including extinct
remains” (96). On the one hand, scaling up the period of time the figure
encompasses emphasizes its nature as a representation of a concept rather
than of particular historical events and organisms. On the other, the
analogy between the figure’s horizontal lines and those of geological
strata in the earth’s crust reattaches the figure to the material world,
implying that its spatial articulation of time has a geological prototype
and that the tree itself might actually picture the spatial relations among
fossils found at different depths.
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Recalling the scepticism towards images that we have noted elsewhere in
The Origin, however, we need to wonder if here too the image, the figure of
the tree in its pictorial dimension, might be an obstacle to be overcome in
grasping what for Darwin is the reality of his theory. And indeed, a few
paragraphs before suggesting that the horizontal lines in his figure “may
represent” geological strata, Darwin tells us that they are “imaginary, and
might have been inserted anywhere, after intervals long enough to have
allowed the accumulation of sufficient variation” (92). Even here, Darwin
downplays the purely virtual and heuristic character of his figure’s repre-
sentation of temporal articulation. In the figure, the horizontal lines mark
the moments at which variation occurs in the different lineages it traces.
But in fact, Darwin’s theory clearly represents variation as occurring
continuously. Not only could the horizontal lines that locate the moment
of variation appear “anywhere”; in strict logic they should be everywhere,
covering the entire figure. To produce a schema representing natural
selection’s operation through time, Darwin must exclude much of that
operation from representation, transforming a continuous process into
a series of discontinuous events. This transformation is emphasized by
his representation of the appearance of new variations as occurring not only
punctually but also simultaneously on every branch of the tree. Nothing in
his theory suggests that new variations appear in this coordinated way; that
his figure shows them doing so is an effect of its representation of natural
selection as an event transecting an otherwise empty homogeneous time.

One way to understand the exclusions in Darwin’s figure is by consid-
ering its representation of intermediate forms between existing classes. On
one axis, the figure denies the extinction of these forms, while on the other,
their extinction is presupposed. On its vertical axis, the whole point of the
figure is to represent simultaneously the progenitors of a class of organism
and their generations of modified successors. In this simultaneous repre-
sentation, the extinction of earlier forms is ignored. On its horizontal axis,
however, the blank spaces between the figure’s lines and points are consti-
tuted by extinction. When he returns to a new discussion of the figure in
his chapter on “Mutual Affinities of Organic Beings,” Darwin shows how
extinction “has played an important part in defining and widening the
intervals between the several groups in each class.” Though extinction has
only separated groups originating from shared descent, he writes, nonethe-
less, “if every form which has ever lived on this earth were suddenly to
reappear . . . it would be quite impossible to give definitions by which each
group could be distinguished from all other groups, as all would blend

together by steps as fine as those between existing varieties” (317-18). As an
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array of points and lines, the tree of life represents Darwin’s concept of how
species diverge as they evolve from a common origin. It appears, though,
on a blank ground which, in the form of space between the figure’s lines,
represents what it excludes: the extinction of the intermediate forms
without which species would not exist.

The dialectical relation between what is visible and what is invisible is
a recurrent topic in 7he Origin of Species and structures some of the work’s
best-known passages:

We behold the face of nature bright with gladness, we often see superabun-
dance of food; we do not see, or we forget that the birds which we see idly
singing round us mostly live on insects or seeds, and are thus constantly
destroying life; or we forget how largely these songsters, or their eggs, or
their nestlings, are destroyed by birds and beasts of prey; we do not always
bear in mind, that though food may now be superabundant, it is not so at all
seasons of each recurring year. (so-1)

There is nothing in this passage’s description of the natural world that
explains or requires its pervasive distinction between what can be repre-
sented by sight or memory and what remains invisible or forgotten. The
distinction belongs not to the object but to the subjects of knowledge, the
“we” who see only the “face” of nature while Darwin’s text works to make
us aware of its relation to other parts that remain unseen. This division
within the knowledge conveyed by Darwin’s work also structures the tree
of life figure, where it is again allegorized by a difference between what is
visible and what is invisible. Here there is no external object of representa-
tion; as | have noted, Darwin’s figure does not refer to any particular period
of time or class of living things. The figure rather represents a concept, one
whose internal divisions it stages allegorically by the negative but mutually
constitutive relation of figure to ground. This staging, though, is only one
instance of a general pattern in 7/e Origin by which the power of vision or
of visual representation is repeatedly linked to a failure to see or to an
exclusion from representation. In its broadest meaning, this pattern regis-
ters in the form of Darwin’s work the impossibility of any point of view
affording a unified or totalizing concept of natural selection.

Where or when might such a point of view be located? The point of
Darwin’s illustration is to represent the emergence of new classes of
organism by the selection over time of favourable variations. To do so,
he presents a figure where the process of variation is shown as occurring in
a sequence of presents — a linear series of nows, graphically rendered by
horizontal lines linking events supposed to occur at the same moment. As
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Darwin allows, these presents are imaginary. This would be as true for the
figure’s topmost line as for any other, even though this one does double
duty as both an element in the diagram and as its external border. Not only
are the presents represented by the figure imaginary, so too is the present it
occupies. Though in all other respects, the diagram represents a schema
rather than any specific dates or temporal intervals, its upper line marks its
intersection with the historical present. Darwin says as much in chapter 13
when he writes that “the present day” is represented by “the uppermost
horizontal line” (310). In this one instance where it represents a specifiable
historical moment, though, the diagram radically limits the amount of
information it conveys. At its uppermost limit, the schematic representa-
tion of the secular history of variation and extinction disappears and the
diagram is left to represent only the variously related types of organism that
that history has produced, variation and extinction themselves being
impossible to know as events with a specific historical location.

skosksk

In the first section of this chapter, I read passages from his notebooks to
argue that Darwin’s long-standing preoccupation with the topics of
unconscious memory and automatism is the temporal projection of an
epistemological problem. The problem is to distinguish between thinking
about natural selection and unconsciously undergoing its effects, and it
arises because the same body does both. To stabilize the distinction
between his own consciousness and the objects about which he thinks,
Darwin tends to present the latter as bereft of consciousness, like old
Elspeth in Scott’s 7he Antiquary. Nonetheless, the difficulty of distinguish-
ing between the subject of knowledge and its object — and more generally
between knowing and not knowing — remains acute in 7he Origin of
Species. The puzzle of Darwin’s attribution of agency to nature and natural
selection has been extensively discussed; an especially strange aspect of that
puzzle is the way 7he Origin projects onto nature responsibility, sometimes
for Darwin’s discovery of natural selection, but more often for his pre-
cursors’ failure to discover it.” In the book’s conclusion, as Darwin reviews
the evidence he has marshalled, he writes that “Nature may be said to have
taken pains to reveal, by rudimentary organs and by homologous struc-
tures, her scheme of modification, which it seems that we wilfully will not
understand” (353). Homologous and rudimentary structures, however,
show modification by contrast; they demonstrate the natural “scheme of
modification” by showing the affinity of organisms which have in other
respects been rendered dissimilar by natural selection. Nature could thus
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with as much reason be seen to conceal “her” scheme as to reveal it — and
indeed Darwin suggests as much in his chapter on the imperfection of the
geological record, where he argues that because new species are least likely
to be formed in geological eras of subsidence, when fossil beds are laid
down, nature “may almost be said to have guarded against the frequent
discovery of her transitional or linking forms” (216). Underlying the
apparent contradiction between these two passages is the dialectical logic
of Darwin’s theory of development, which aims to account both for
positive data, such as homologous traits in related species, and also for
negative, such as the limitations of the geological record. The contradic-
tion only arises when Darwin projects his own theory, as a product of
consciousness, onto a personified nature. The result is that the data the
theory explains, instead of being its cause, are imagined as its effects.
Nature, that is to say, is imagined as already knowing what Darwin
knows, and as acting with intent either to reveal or to conceal her
knowledge.

The dialectical structure of Darwin’s thought does not only appear in
The Origin of Species as projected onto a personified nature; it pervades the
work and makes it extraordinarily difficult to characterize the relation of
Darwin’s argument to what one might term his sources and authorities. As
we saw in the previous section, for instance, Darwin’s information regard-
ing plasticity of animal and plant varieties under selection came largely
from breeders and cultivators. An important part of the drama of his work
arises from the confrontation it stages between establishment science and
the unofficial knowledge Darwin obtained from these sources. As well as
providing his authorities on the subject of artificial selection, though, we
have seen that the breeders and cultivators he cites also serve Darwin as
examples of how knowledge can coexist with and depend on blindness.
And, finally, notwithstanding the importance of the encounter between
official and unofficial knowledges to Darwin’s argument, we recall that the
effectiveness of artificial selection does not appear in 7%e Origin principally
as evidence that Darwin’s scientific peers have something to learn from
animal breeders and horticulturalists, but to provide an analogy for what he
goes on to say about the effectiveness of natural selection. This analogy, to
which we will return, thus provides yet another example of how 7he Origin
tends to represent objects of knowledge, like nature, as doubles of the
subjects who know them.

In the first part of this chapter, I argued that Darwin’s notebooks invoke
the figure of unconsciousness in order to stabilize these distinctions —
between knowing and not knowing; between subject and object — that
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his theory threatens to collapse. The term reappears, though with signifi-
cantly different associations and meanings, in 7he Origin of Species. In the
later parts of the work, which I will consider first, Darwin uses it to
characterize, not material evidence of development unknowingly conveyed
from the past, but another kind of evidence for his theory whose bearers
also do not know it as such. This evidence appears in the work of Darwin’s
precursors in natural history. In his chapters on morphology, Darwin
returns to his earlier discussion of taxonomy, observing of “the grand
fact in natural history of the subordination of group under group” that
from “familiarity” it “does not sufficiently strike us” (304). His task here is
thus not to present new knowledge but to “strike” his readers with
knowledge they already possess. This task Darwin describes elsewhere as
one of taking ideas on which naturalists already unconsciously base their
work and raising them to consciousness. Thus he argues that the “rules and
guides” for classification followed by the “best systematists” have led them
“unconsciously” to use the “element of descent ... in grouping species
under genera, and genera under higher groups” (313). Or he writes that in
defining principles of classification, such as that which disregards the
functional value of a trait for classification but rather considers whether
it appears unchanged in a great number of forms or in invariable correl-
ation with another trait, naturalists have shown themselves to be “uncon-
sciously seeking” a genealogical classification, “not some unknown plan of
creation, or the enunciation of general propositions” (308-9).

Darwin’s argument in 7he Origin thus concerns not only the history of
species but also the history of thought. He is able to use existing ideas about
taxonomy as evidence for his theory because he views these ideas not as
mere errors but as unconscious truths, presented in the inverted form that
Marx characterized as ideological. When Darwin describes his precursors
as “unconsciously seeking” a genealogical classification, he assumes that
a genealogy showing the development of species in secular time is the
reality of which the idea of “an unknown plan of creation” appears as
a distorted representation. This pattern is familiar to us from Darwin’s
Tree of Life figure, which adapts a schema designed to express purely
conceptual relationships and shows that, when properly interpreted, it
actually represents a historical process. The manner of interpreting his
precursors that Darwin adopts in these examples was moreover not limited
to their ideal representations of relations between different forms: we also
find it exemplified in his response to Richard Owen’s concept of the
vertebrate archetype. Owen’s main field was vertebrate morphology, and
he was the preeminent naturalist in Britain during the 1840s and 1850s,
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when he and Darwin were on cordial terms. His major work during this
period was on the homologies between different vertebrate skeletons; this
work led him to postulate what he termed the vertebrate archetype, a basic
skeletal plan of which he held that all existing and fossil vertebrates were
variations.”* Owen followed Cuvier in accepting the fossil evidence of
extinction, and also in believing that places in the natural order vacated
by extinct species were filled by successive new creations; like his peers in
the early Victorian scientific establishment — including William Whewell
and Charles Lyell — however, he rejected absolutely the idea that new
species could come into being by descent with modification or by any other
mechanism of transmutation. His vertebrate archetype thus had no mater-
ial historical existence. Rather, its recurrence as the basic pattern of which
every historical vertebrate skeleton is a variation demonstrates, for Owen,
the existence of a divine mind possessing foreknowledge of each of the
variations that the archetype has made possible.”

Owen presented his final version of the archetype in lectures published
in 1849 as On the Nature of Limbs; in his copy of this work, Darwin wrote
what seems like an admiring note: “I look at Owen’s Archetype as more
than ideal, as a real representation as far as the most consummate skill and
loftiest generalization can represent the parent form of the Vertebrata.”
In light of Darwin’s theory, Owen’s “ideal” becomes “real,” in the same
way that in 7he Origin of Species the traditional figure of the tree of life
becomes a “simile” that “largely speaks the truth” (99) and the metaphor-
ical language naturalists use in referring to the skull “as formed of meta-
morphosed vertebrae” turns out to apply “literally” (322-3).

Darwin’s habit of finding in the work of earlier naturalists unconscious
representations of the historical reality described by his theory can be
understood in part as evidence of real intellectual indebtedness and
affinity.”” As it appears in 7he Origin of Species, it has also been read as
an attempt to disarm criticism by minimizing the break Darwin’s theory
makes with existing work in the field. Owen, it should be said, was not
disarmed; his sneering and obscurantist review of The Origin was among
the most damaging it received and it ended at a stroke the two men’s
friendship.” Nor, in my view, was Owen wrong to see Darwin’s work as
making a break with his; the distinction between the two is at once as
fundamental and as difficult to characterize as that between Marx and
Ricardo.”

My aim here is not to address this problem in intellectual history, but
rather to read a logic internal to Darwin’s work. To the intellectual-
historical problem, though, my reading contributes evidence that the
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difficulty of Darwin’s relation to his precursors is only one instance of
a more general difficulty in his thinking of distinguishing between know-
ledge and non-knowledge of species transmutation. The result is that the
origin of descent with modification as a theory is as impossible to specify as
the origin of a species, or as the other events to which, using terms such as
adaptation and selection, Darwin’s theory refers.

I began by arguing that the fascination Darwin reveals in his notebooks
with unconscious memory and inherited ideas was the historical projection
of an epistemological problem, the problem being that of establishing
a relation between the subject who recognizes natural selection and the
one who undergoes it. Instincts, Darwin believes, appear where reason
once was; this belief makes it possible to represent the task of reason in the
present as one of restoring a version of itself that has been lost in the past.
Nothing in Darwin’s theory requires him to understand instincts as the
inherited remainders of ideas that have become unconscious. That this
understanding might be overdetermined by the broader structure of
Darwin’s thought is suggested by its recurrence in inverted form as a way
of representing his relation to his precursors: as well as reading evolutionary
remainders like instincts as unconscious ideas, Darwin also reads ideas as
unconscious representations of evolutionary remainders. In both cases, the
theory of descent is understood as a raising to consciousness of what had
been unconscious.

Darwin’s theory itself takes a rarely noted detour through the concept of
unconsciousness. As is well known, Darwin represents natural selection,
and seems to some extent to have come to understand it, by analogy with
the practice of scientific breeding, which he termed artificial selection. In
between his discussions of artificial and natural selection in 7he Origin,
though, Darwin interposes as a third term what he calls wnconscious
selection (29—33). Unconscious selection, like artificial selection, is effected
by human agency; the two kinds of selection differ, however, in that
unconscious selection has no intended result and indeed occurs without
any intention at all:

At the present time, eminent breeders try by methodical selection, with
distinct object in view, to make a new breed or sub-breed . .. But, for our
purpose, a kind of Selection, which may be called Unconscious, and which
results from every one trying to possess and breed from the best individual
animals, is more important. Thus, a man who intends keeping pointers
naturally tries to get as good dogs as he can, and afterwards breeds from his
own best dogs, but he has no wish or expectation of permanently altering the
breed. Nonetheless, I cannot doubt that this process, continued during
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centuries, would improve and modify any breed. ... Slow and insensible
changes of this kind could never be recognized unless actual measurements
or careful drawings of the breeds in question had been made long ago, which
might serve for comparison. (29)

In unconscious selection, then, the unconsciousness refers less to the act of
selection than to its effects over time. Darwin illustrates this with historical
examples, first, of how unconscious selection can operate without the kind
of future object envisioned by breeders who practice artificial selection:

The pear, though cultivated in classical times, appears, from Pliny’s descrip-
tion, to have been a fruit of very inferior quality. I have seen great surprise
expressed in horticultural works at the wonderful skill of gardeners, in
having produced such splendid results from such poor materials; but the
art, I cannot doubt, has been simple, and, as far as the final result is
concerned, has been followed almost unconsciously. ... But the gardeners
of the classical period, who cultivated the best pear they could procure,
never thought what splendid fruit we should eat; though we owe our
excellent fruit, in some small degree, to their having naturally chosen and
preserved the best varieties they could anywhere find. (31)

Another historical example follows, giving evidence that unconscious
selection has proceeded in the past, while remaining unrecognized even
in retrospect:

A large amount of change in our cultivated plants, thus slowly and uncon-
sciously accumulated, explains, as I believe, the well-known fact, that in
a vast number of cases we cannot recognize, and therefore do not know, the
wild parent-stocks of the plants which have been longest cultivated in our
flower and kitchen gardens. If it has taken centuries or thousands of years to
improve or modify most of our plants up to their present standard of
usefulness to man, we can understand how it is that neither Australia, the
Cape of Good Hope, nor any other region inhabited by quite uncivilized
man, has afforded us a single plant, worth culture. (31)

In his redescription of nature, culture, and history in these remarkable
passages, Darwin resembles no one so much as the Wordsworth of
“Tintern Abbey” and “Michael,” who represents a nature haunted by the
remains of culture and history. In the natural world around them, Darwin
tells his readers, they see without recognizing the wild parent-forms that
have been transformed to produce culture, by a historical process which
itself remains unrecognized. Even the antithesis between nature and cul-
ture on which this idea rests, though, is deconstructed in the next sentence,
which argues that Europeans think of nature as different at home and in
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the antipodes because they do not recognize that in Europe nature is
already a culture that does not know itself as such.*

When he shows how by unconscious selection human agency can
modify species without intending to do so and without recognizing its
work in retrospect, Darwin is preparing the way for his description of
natural selection, as he is in his demonstration of the power of artificial
selection. The analogy between the two kinds of human agency that have
modified species over time and the agency of natural selection is stated in
the rhetorical question with which Darwin opens his treatment of the
latter: “As man can produce and certainly has produced a great result by his
methodical and unconscious means of selection, what may not Nature
effect?” (65). Darwin’s analogy between selection by “Nature” and selec-
tion by human agency requires him, having demonstrated the principle of
selection, to show first that it can operate without intent and second that it
need not be teleological. Though the argument is not made explicit, this is
what he achieves by introducing unconscious selection as a third term
between artificial and natural selection. Without any intention of doing so,
by unconscious selection human actors modify species over time in ways
that serve their interests. To make the analogy complete, having produced
a concept of agency without intentionality, Darwin then goes on to
imagine one without interests. Natural selection works in the same way
as selection by human agency — but it has no interests of its own to serve:
“Man selects only for his own good; Nature only for that of the being
which she tends” (65).”" The concept of natural agency in this argument is
produced by negation: by deleting the traits of intention and interest that
constitute the subject who acts in artificial and unconscious selection,
Darwin theorizes a form of agency without a subject, or with the no-
subject he personifies as Nature. In the most schematic reading of his
argument, Darwin establishes the possibility of this kind of negative
concept by his use of the mediating term un-conscious, which supplies
a model for the work of the negative in everything that follows.

Mediating third terms, though, often destabilize the arguments in which
they appear. As we have seen, by introducing the concept of unconscious
selection, Darwin radically undermines the antithesis between nature and
culture upon which rests the entire distinction between human and natural
agency in the selection and modification of living forms. Unconscious
selection is defined by its blindness to its own agency; it thus has
a standpoint from which it is impossible to distinguish between the agency
of human beings and that of nature. This standpoint of blindness is
actually the correct one; it can be shown to be the unacknowledged
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92 Biopolitics and Animal Species

standpoint adopted in The Origin of Species. For the human species #s in
Darwin’s view part of nature. And unconscious selection in the broadest
sense 75 natural selection: of 2// the players in the infinitely complex system
of mutually dependent forms of life Darwin describes, it could be said that
they are mutually and unconsciously selecting one another. Darwin distin-
guishes between natural selection and selection by human agency with the
claim that only the former acts purely for the benefit of the organism under
selection; but the dialectical logic of his own argument makes this distinc-
tion unsustainable. If we consider his example of the improvement of pears
by unconscious human agency as it were from the pears’ point of view, it
turns into the story of a fruit’s becoming adapted to human tastes so as to
give itself a competitive advantage. The concept of unconscious selection
disallows the privileging of the human point of view by making it as much
an interpretative construct as any other. And without such a privilege, the
evolution of the pear becomes indistinguishable from that of any fruit that
evolves by making itself progressively more palatable to the organisms that
feed on it. Darwin himself discusses as a kind of natural selection the
mutual adaptation of plants and the insects that pollinate them, each of
which benefits itself by becoming fitted to the needs of the other (Darwin,
On the Origin of Species, 71—4).

The concept of unconscious selection thus provides a way of under-
standing human agency as a part of natural selection. Why, we need to ask,
does Darwin use it to distinguish the two? His decision not to write about
the human species as a product of natural selection in 7he Origin of Species
is well known and widely understood as arising from a wish to present his
theory in the least controversial way possible. Less easy to understand but
perhaps more fundamental is the book’s non-discussion of human beings’
agency in natural selection. I have argued in this chapter that Darwin’s
work represents knowledge of natural selection as constitutively incom-
plete because faculties shaped by natural selection will necessarily tend to
conceal its operation. Natural selection cannot be fully known from
within; I thus argued that in Darwin’s notebooks, the work of knowing
is divided between, on the one hand, subjects who embody unconscious
ideas of the past in the form of hereditary instincts and, on the other, the
disembodied scientist in whom these ideas are raised to consciousness.

To understand the figure of unconsciousness in Darwin’s later writing,
I now want to suggest, we need to turn this view of it as the projection of an
epistemological problem upside down. I've argued that what Darwin in
The Origin of Species terms natural selection is conceived by analogy with
but also as the negation of forms of selection involving human agency.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. UNIVERSIDAD AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA, on 05 Nov 2026 at 10:49:35, subject to the
Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009409940.006


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009409940.006
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Darwin’s Unconscious 93

Only by this negation is Darwin able to produce natural selection as an
object that can be comprehended from outside. From the moment when it
incorporated human agency, natural selection would cease to exist as such.
Instead of being an object available to knowledge, it would be a practice
freighted with libidinal and political investments. Foucault argues that
species became political in the century when Darwin wrote; in a broader
sense, forming and classifying life have always been political projects. What
Darwin in The Origin terms unconscious selection is indistinguishable
from natural selection except from the standpoint of anthropocentrism. It
is not too much to say that the historical interpenetration of human agency
and natural selection constitutes the unconscious of Darwin’s ideas, just as
a certain material and historical reality constituted the unconscious truth
his work revealed in the ideas of his precursors. We know this not only
from the instability of the concept of unconscious selection in 7he Origin
itself and the ease with which it can be shown to coincide with its apparent
antithesis, but also because of the recurrence throughout Darwin’s work of
figures of unconscious agency, most notably when he discusses habits that
have become hereditary in the form of instincts. In these discussions, he
represents forms of agency that cannot recognize themselves as such, and,
being as they are the traces or remainders of past history, cannot properly
be represented as present at all. These figures, I suggest, allegorize in
Darwin’s writing certain traits of natural selection that elude representa-
tion as such: notably, its invisibility in the present as a process that becomes
recognizable only in retrospect, and even then not in its actual effects but
only in the unassimilated remainders that its operation has left behind.
Among these figures is a character who haunts Darwin’s earliest writing on
natural selection, Elspeth Mucklebackit from Scott’s The Antiquary. With
her yarn, spindle, and unceasing work, Elspeth already appears in Scott not
only as a figure typifying a specific period in past history, but also as an
allegory of something like destiny as a general and transhistorical agency.
In Darwin she not only exemplifies history’s power to shape human action
and consciousness in particular ways, but also, and more uncannily, the
alienated and misrecognized form under which human agency in biohis-
tory appears in any imaginable present.
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