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he would attribute to sound, and air, and hearing, and he would 
assign ten thousand other causes of the same sort, forgetting 
to mention the true cause, which is, that the Athenians have 
thought fit to condemn me.      (136) 

The scientific materialist explanations of muscles and bones, of sound and 
air (to which Socrates’s leisurely elaboration satirically lends an aura of 
complexity), may be perfectly valid in their own domains, but they leave 
untouched the questions of justice raised by the stark fact of Socrates’s 
imminent death. 

§ 
Darwin, despite his self-effacing rhetoric, did of course engage those big 
questions that have always occupied the poets, and he recognized that 
his scientific discoveries inevitably bore on human affairs. Therefore, to 
understand the scope of Darwin’s legacy for literary studies, it is first of 
all essential to regard the literary not merely as belletristic ornament, nor 
merely as ready sociological data for investigations of patterns of human 
behavior,13 but as complex engagements with the questions—existential, 
ethical, sociopolitical, psychological, representational—that arise in the 
aftermath of revolutionary scientific discoveries. And it is precisely here 
that we need to discern the basic kinship of Darwin’s thought with the 
literary theory that self-described literary Darwinists tend to reject. To 
some, such a recognition may appear counterintuitive: because Darwin 
was influenced by an English empiricist tradition running from Hobbes 
through Malthus and Smith to Ricardo, he is generally not linked to the 
body of literary theory descending from Continental thinkers like Kant 
and Hegel. Yet his impact on forerunners of contemporary thought such 
as Nietzsche, James, and Freud cannot be ignored. Keith Leslie Johnson, 
in his contribution to this issue, goes so far as to call Darwin the “fourth 
hermeneut of suspicion” (575), placing him alongside Paul Ricoeur’s fa-
mous triumvirate of Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud as a founder of modern 
interpretive practices. Gillian Beer, who was probably the first, at least 
among modern critics, to notice Darwin’s “extraordinary hermeneutic 
potential” (8), calls attention to his legacy as a philosopher of flux rather 
than the advocate of stability constructed by the literary Darwinists, who 
aim to eradicate interpretive play by establishing hard-and-fast natural 
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categories. Or as Johnson puts it, taking a slightly different tack, if “literary 
applications of Darwin’s scientific theories in recent years . . . have been 
slow to gather supporters,” that failure 

may be because, even while acknowledging the intrigue of em-
pirical approaches, humanities types tend to share a basic intu-
ition: that understanding Darwin’s thought (now more than ever, 
as the cliché goes) is perhaps more important in its ethical and, 
ultimately, biopolitical dimension than in its scientific or meth-
odological one.14      (572) 

Such a claim is implicitly endorsed by Laura Otis as well, when she argues 
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lels between Darwin’s thought and Derrida’s, with Spolsky specifically 
aiming to defang the threat that poststructuralist theory seems to pose 
for a cognitive-studies-oriented audience. Lastly, the Italian philosopher 
Giorgio Agamben, whose Homo Sacer and The Open have become foun-
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processes: “chemical chain[s] of embryonic causes” (Selfish 66), “long and 
devious chains” (Extended 197), “long, ramified and indirect causal chains” 
(198). In fact, what the word gene names as the cause of a phenotypic ef-
fect is not a single cistron at a single locus on a chromosome but rather 
the complex interaction of many cistrons: “the use of single-locus models 
is just a conceptual convenience” (21). A “gene” is really a combination of 
cistrons working in concert (or conflict), and the particular combination 
that one identifies as a gene depends on the phenotypic effect that one 
chooses to isolate. For Dawkins, “geneticists . . . always deal with differences.” 
A gene is the sum of its effects.17 
 Such overlooked homologies between sociobiology and literary 
theory may indicate the centrality of Darwin’s thought to both. The great 
evolutionary theorist and historian of science Ernst Mayr maintains that 
Darwin dispelled not only the notion of divine creation but in fact five 
major philosophical tenets, principles that undergirded not only religion 
but nineteenth-century science as well: creationism, anthropocentrism, 
essentialism, physicalism, and teleology (318); and in various ways the 
demise of each principle reverberates through contemporary thinking. 
The rejection of creationism still appears, in American political discourse 
today,-
is probably the “Darwinism” most visible in the US news media. But 
for the Victorians this was not necessarily Darwin’s most radical insight, 
and certainly not his only one; his other revolutions have proved at least 
as durable. Antiessentialist or antitypological thinking, for example, has 
been central not only to the political agendas of contemporary liter-
ary and cultural studies but, much more broadly, to the mainstream of 
twentieth-century political liberalism; Mayr, himself a signatory to the 
famous 1950 UNESCO statement on racism, points to antiessentialist 
thinking as grounds for debunking any (pseudo)scientific racism (320). 
Meanwhile, Darwin’s antiphysicalism contributes to a shift from the 
clockwork model of the Newtonian universe to a view of science based 
on a “probabilism” that recognizes temporal change, emergence, and 
stochastic processes (a newly available understanding of nature as open 
and dynamic that informs Omri Moses’s interpretation, in this issue, of 
habit in Gertrude Stein’s work). Next, by overturning anthropocentrism, 
Darwin strikes an irreversible blow to what Freud later calls man’s narcis-
sistic notion of himself as holding a privileged place in the universe. This 
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critique of anthropocentrism, unimaginable in its current form without 
Darwin, has given rise to “the burgeoning area of animal studies” (Wolfe 
564), an interdisciplinary zone where political advocacy, cultural studies, 
Continental philosophy, ecocriticism, and biology intersect to discuss 
nonhuman animals and their use, representation, and theorization by hu-
man ones. Finally, Darwin’s antiteleological view of evolution—his view 
of the world as a continually changing work in progress—has, as George 
Levine argues, fundamentally reshaped the expectations that readers bring 
to plots and radically problematized the way that novels achieve or fail to 
achieve narrative resolution: 

The growing nineteenth-century dissatisfactions with closure— 
the most marked and inevitable feature of “plotting”—are 
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who apprehends a balance between creative and conservative functions 
of habit. Like Darwin, “Stein concentrates attention on microevents that 
reveal emergent changes from an earlier precedent” (446). Moses thus 
challenges accounts of evolution that rely on understanding heredity as a 
mere blueprint, accounts of modernism that undervalue the repetitions 
of habit, and accounts of Stein that condemn her attention to characters 
as immutable types. 
 The mutual implication of culture and biology likewise emerges 
in Laura Otis’s essay, which discerns strong parallels between George 
Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion, a social comedy of class mobility, and H. G. 
Wells’s The Island of Dr. Moreau, a science fiction adventure about tra-
versing the species barrier. Otis points out that Wells (a student of T. H. 
Huxley) saw much greater promise in science than did the ever-skeptical 
(and stubbornly Lamarckian) Shaw. Still, she demonstrates how in both 
these tales of metamorphosis, the authors indict the scientist figure for 
an ethical indifference to the pain caused by his will-to-knowledge, 
and how both narratives show experimental transformations entailing 
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