
NO INST IT UT IONAL AFFILIAT ION LOG  IN

B R O WS E

 In Search of the Missing Link: Mark Twain and Darwinism
St an Poole
St udies in American Fict ion
Johns Hopkins Universit y Press
Volume 13, Number 2, Aut umn 1985
pp. 201-215
10.1353/saf.1985.0008
ARTICLE

View Cit at ion

In lieu of  an abst ract , here is a brief  excerpt  of  t he cont ent :

IN S EARCH OF THE MIS S ING  LINK: MARK TWAIN AND DARWINIS M S tan Poole * Early in 1885, at the  he ig ht of his
lite rary care e r and pros pe rity, Mark Twain wrote  a s hort pie ce  calle d "The  Characte r of Man" that e xpre s s e d
a de e ply ne g ative  vie w of man in Darwinian te rms . The  pie ce  de s cribe s  man as  the  tail-e nd of a tape -worm
e te rnity of ance s tors  e xte nding  in linke d proce s s ion back—and back—and back—to our s ource  in the
monke ys  , with this  s o-calle d individuality of ours  a de caye d and rancid mus h of inhe rite d ins tincts  and
te aching s  de rive d, atom by atom, s te nch by s te nch, from the  e ntire  line  of that s orry column.1 At firs t g lance
one  would think this  Darwinian de te rminis m be long e d to  the  late r pe riod, whe re  it would fit in with the  imag e
of Mark Twain as  a bitte r, mis anthropic  old man railing  at the  world and its  dis cre dite d Cre ator. Inde e d,
critics  inte re s te d in Twain's  late r pe s s imis m have  o e n pointe d out the  contribution of Darwinian the orie s
to  his  late r philos ophical de te rminis m. In the  firs t s e rious  e xamination of Twain's  re s pons e  to  Darwin's  work,
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for e xample , Hyatt Wag g one r conclude d that Mark Twain "arrive d at an uns hakable  be lie f in abs olute
de te rminis m; and his  be lie f was  s cie ntifically g rounde d."2 Anothe r look at Mark Twain's  knowle dg e  of
Darwinis m and his  re s pons e  to  e volutionary the ory as  e xpre s s e d in his  late r works , howe ve r, s ug g e s ts  that
he  ne ithe r acce pte d Darwinian e volution as  fully as  many critics  have  as s ume d nor found in it any abs olute
the ory of man's  condition in the  world. It s e e ms  more  like ly that Mark Twain tre ate d the  comple x body of
the ore tical mate rial as s ociate d with Darwinis m as  a s ource  of s timulating  ide as  he  found us e ful for
e xpre s s ing  his  own varie d re s pons e  to  life  but which ne ve r provide d the  kind of unifie d vis ion ne ce s s ary for
a cohe re nt philos ophy. A re as s e s s me nt of the  re lations hip be twe e n Mark Twain's  late r works  and Darwinis m
furthe r s ug g e s ts  that the  imag e  of Twain as  a bitte r mis anthrope  during  his  las t ye ars  obs cure s  his  de e p
compas s ion and moral conviction. The  typical arg ume nt made  by critics  inte re s te d in the  Darwinian
influe nce  on Mark Twain's  de te rminis m runs  along  the  following  line s : The  critic  will re fe r to  Twain's
marg inalia in his  copy of Darwin's  The  De s ce nt ofMan, noting  that the  comme nts  indicate  a favorable
re ce ption of Darwin's  ide as . His  re ading  of a numbe r of othe r works  s ympathe tic  "S tan Poole  is  a g raduate
s tude nt in Eng lis h at the  Unive rs ity of Virg inia. This  article  is  his  firs t publication. 20 2S tan Poole  to  Darwin,
s uch as  T. H. Huxle y's  Evolution and Ethics , Erns t Hae cke l's  The  Wonde rs  of Life , and A. D. White 's  His tory of
the  Warfare  of S cie nce  with Re lig ion, is  the n cite d as  furthe r e vide nce  of Mark Twain's  approval. Finally,
Twain's  Note books , Autobiog raphy, and Le tte rs , along  with Albe rt B. Paine 's  biog raphy, are  mine d for any
favorable  comme nts  the y may cas t on Darwinis m.3 Typically, the  critic  the n come s  to  a conclus ion s imilar to
the  one  o e re d by S he rwood Cumming s : "What g ave  s ubs tance  and form to  [Mark Twain's ] final pe s s imis tic
philos ophie s  of mate rialis m and de te rminis m was  ... his  re ading  in conte mporary s cie nce , particularly in
Darwin and Huxle y. "4 While  this  arg ume nt has  us e fully pointe d out the  s ource s  of s ome  of Mark Twain's
ide as , it has  e xag g e rate d the  Darwinian influe nce  on Twain by as s uming  that he  acce pte d Darwinis m with
virtually no re s e rvations . This  account of Twain's  re s pons e  s e e ms  inade quate  in two ways : it fails  to  cons ide r
the  comple xity of the  forms  Darwinis m took in the  late  nine te e nth ce ntury, and it s implifie s  Twain's  own
re s pons e  in ways  that dis tort e s s e ntial fe ature s  of his  late  care e r. Althoug h the  Darwinian controve rs y is
o e n re pre s e nte d in s imple  te rms  of re lig ion ve rs us  s cie nce , faith ve rs us  re as on, or tradition ve rs us
mode rnis m, it was  hardly a s imple  matte r for s e rious  thinke rs  in the  late  nine te e nth ce ntury. While
fundame ntalis t Chris tians  and dog matic  ag nos tics  ins is te d that the  is s ue s  we re  drawn cle arly in black and
white , mos t inte lle ctuals  could ne ithe r acce pt nor re je ct Darwinian the orie s  with s uch facile  confide nce .5
With the  s cie ntific  community its e lf divide d ove r the  implications  of Darwin's  the orie s , the  controve rs y s oon
s pre ad from the  acade mic circle s  to  the  larg e r s ocie ty...
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