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INSEARCH OF THE MISSING LINK: MARK TWAIN AND DARWINISM StanPoole* Earlyin 1885, at the height of his
literarycareerand prosperity, Mark Twain wrote ashortpiece called "The CharacterofMan" thatexpressed
adeeplynegative viewofmaninDarwinianterms. The piece describes man as the tail-end ofa tape-worm
eternityofancestors extending inlinked processionback—and back—and back—to oursource inthe
monkeys , with this so-called individualityofours a decayed and rancid mush ofinherited instincts and
teachings derived,atombyatom, stench bystench, fromthe entire line ofthatsorrycolumn.1Atfirst glance
one would think this Darwiniandeterminismbelonged to the later period, where it would fitin with the image
ofMark Twain as a bitter, misanthropic old man railing at the world and its discredited Creator. Indeed,
critics interested in Twain's later pessimism have often pointed out the contribution of Darwinian theories
to his later philosophicaldeterminism. Inthe first serious examination of Twain's response to Darwin's work,


#skip_target
/account/authenticate
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
http://blogttn.info/dspace/mx/SW4gU2VhcmNoIG9mIHRoZSBNaXNzaW5nIExpbms6IE1hcmsgVHdhaW4gYW5kIERhcndpbmlzbQ==

forexample, Hyatt Waggonerconcluded that Mark Twain "arrived at an unshakable beliefinabsolute
determinism; and his beliefwas scientificallygrounded."2 Anotherlook at Mark Twain's knowledge of
Darwinismand his response to evolutionarytheoryas expressed in his laterworks, however, suggests that
he neitheraccepted Darwinian evolution as fully as many critics have assumed norfound initanyabsolute
theoryofman's conditioninthe world. It seems more likely that Mark Twain treated the complexbodyof
theoretical material associated with Darwinismas asource ofstimulating ideas he found useful for
expressing his ownvaried response to life but which never provided the kind ofunified visionnecessaryfor
acoherentphilosophy.Areassessmentofthe relationship between Mark Twain's later works and Darwinism
furthersuggests that the image of Twain as a bitter misanthrope during his last years obscures his deep
compassionand moral conviction. The typical argument made bycritics interested inthe Darwinian
influence on Mark Twain's determinism runs along the following lines: The critic will referto Twain's
marginaliain his copy ofDarwin's The Descent ofMan, noting that the comments indicate a favorable
receptionofDarwin's ideas. His reading ofa numberofotherworks sympathetic "StanPoole is a graduate
studentinEnglish at the University of Virginia. This article is his first publication.202Stan Poole to Darwin,
suchas T H. Huxley's Evolution and Ethics, Ernst Haeckel's The Wonders ofLife,and A. D. White's Historyof
the Warfare of Science with Religion, is thencited as furtherevidence of Mark Twain's approval. Finally,
Twain's Notebooks, Autobiography, and Letters, along with Albert B. Paine's biography, are mined for any
favorable comments they maycaston Darwinism.3 Typically, the critic thencomes to a conclusion similarto
the one offered by Sherwood Cummings: "What gave substance and formto [Mark Twain's] final pessimistic
philosophies of materialismand determinismwas ... his reading incontemporaryscience, particularlyin
Darwin and Huxley. "4 While this argume nt has usefully pointed out the sources of some of Mark Twain's
ideas, ithas exaggerated the Darwinianinfluence on Twainbyassuming that he accepted Darwinism with
virtually no reservations. This account of Twain's response seems inadequate intwo ways: it fails to consider
the complexity ofthe forms Darwinismtook inthe late nineteenth century, and it simplifies Twain's own
response inways thatdistortessential features of his late career. Although the Darwinian controversyis
oftenrepresented insimple terms ofreligionversus science, faithversus reason, or tradition versus
modernism, it was hardlya simple matterforserious thinkers inthe late nineteenth ce ntury. While
fundamentalist Christians and dogmatic agnostics insisted that the issues were drawn clearlyinblack and
white, mostintellectuals could neitheracceptnorreject Darwiniantheories with such facile confidence.5
With the scientific communityitselfdivided overthe implications of Darwin's theories, the controversysoon

spread fromthe academic circles to the largersociety...
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