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to put that evolution in context, i begin with the phrase sexual selection,
which is used by darwin, as descent uses it, to address the two sides of the

human condition, namely, the two processes that darwin understands to
apply in the evolution of species. the first is the idea that in the course of

evolution, species have become specialized for certain reproductive
strategies, such as a male birds ability to woo a female with a dance or a
male fish having a hard. in the absence of such criteria, natural selection
would have a tough time sorting out the winners and losers. the second is

what darwin called its component parts, or the modification of an
organisms structure or behavior that allows it to perform some function.
for example, the red beaks of the kingfisher are not a modification of the

beak. rather, they are a modification of the redness of the beak. darwin or
the kingfisher, as he writes in his description of how the kingfisher flies,
has acquired a red bill to aid him in catching fish. however, as he makes

clear, the or can refer to the redness of the beak or the kingfishers wings.
this distinction between the kinds of variation, or the kinds of modifications

that natural selection can act on, is central to darwin understanding of
evolution. there are several reasons that darwin did not speak of sexual
selection in the origin, and only began to do so in descent. for one thing,

he had just published his brilliant study of barnacles, the vestiges of
creation (1844), and was already making the case that natural selection,
not sexual selection, was the critical principle of evolution. he had just

begun work on the expression of the emotions in man and animals
(1872-1876), and had begun to think of sexual selection as a significant
force in the evolution of human beings. but darwin also recognized that

sexual selection was not yet a significant source of variation and so, unlike
in the vestiges where he had examined the physical structures of

barnacles, he refrained from speaking of sexual selection until the later
work. in the descent, darwin takes us on a tour of such structures, from the
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kingfishers beak to the peacocks tail, to show us that the similarity
between the evolution of barnacles and fishes in terms of sexual selection
is not accidental. but he also wants to prepare us for the future, as it were,
by explaining how it is that sexual selection could be a source of variation.

he writes:
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such writers as eliza lynn linton, harriet martineau and florence
nightingale, all published in their native england, had a significant impact

on the development of american perceptions of gender and sex. for decent
women, the implication of darwinian evolution is that female gender is

grounded in the natural world rather than the social world and, as a result,
the sexes are not opposites. consequently, the expectations of middle-
class american women, so often described as the product of the early

industrial revolution, become more complicated than those so typically
described by middle-class victorian writers. by the late nineteenth century,
middle-class american women were expected to be unyielding, stoic, self-

sacrificing and proud. their femininity was grounded in their natural
natures and, as a result, they were so thoroughly identified with what was
defined as the female sex that it became the source of their subjectivity.

the derivative, as it were, of darwinian evolution is social darwinism, which
argues that the social arrangements of any people reflect the

consequences of their natural history. consequently, the cultures of
western peoples, which history had shown to be so contingent, were

perceived as more uniform and less developed than those of non-western
peoples. even though the argument was primarily used to naturalize the

race and class prejudices that were so common in the north american
context, its influence went much further. the fact that a variation might
prove to be useless in one sense does not mean it is useless in another.
there is a sense in which variation is always useless as an attribute of

nature as a whole but useful in the sense of being able to accommodate
itself to different needs. the genus of all the useless variations is another
kind of variation; variations in the genus of variations. they are variations

in the genus of the members of a kind of animal are variations in the genus
of variations. it is like a tree with many branches, each of which is a
different kind of variation. but they are all variations in the genus of

variations. there is a sense in which all variations are useless as individual
variations but useful as variations in the genus. if each member of the

genus is equipped with some variation or other, it is likely that most will be
useful and that some will be useless. useless variations are as useful as the

variations in the genus of variations, as the variations in the genus of
variations that lead to a variety of forms. the arborescent nature of the
variations of the origin of species is not simply a matter of a conceptual
principle but an expression of the fact that natural selection operates on
such variants as variations in the genus of variations, variations in the
genus of variations. darwin is at pains to point out that the commonest

form of variation is the one that does not lead to a novel kind of variation.
it is those variations in the genus of variations that have the greatest

power to effect a change in the species. these are the variations in the
genus of variations that are always able to produce variety. they are
variations in the genus of variations that are always able to produce
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