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XXI. Natural Selection and Sexual Selection” 
 
“General Summary and Conclusion” 
 
A brief summary will be sufficient to recall to the reader's mind the more salient points in this 
work. Many of the views which have been advanced are highly speculative, and some no doubt 
will prove erroneous; but I have in every case given the reasons which have led me to one view 
rather than to another. It seemed worth while to try how far the principle of evolution would 
throw light on some of the more complex problems in the natural history of man. False facts are 
highly injurious to the progress of science, for they often endure long; but false views, if 
supported by some evidence, do little harm, for every one takes a salutary pleasure in proving 
their falseness; and when this is done, one path towards error is closed and the road to truth is 
often at the same time opened. 
 
The main conclusion here arrived at, and now held by many naturalists who are well competent 
to form a sound judgment, is that man is descended from some less highly organised form. The 
grounds upon which this conclusion rests will never be shaken, for the close similarity between 
man and the lower animals in embryonic development, as well as in innumerable points of 
structure and constitution, both of high and of the most trifling importance,—the rudiments 
which he retains, and the abnormal reversions to which he is occasionally liable,—are facts 
which cannot be disputed. They have long been known, but until recently they told us nothing 
with respect to the origin of man. Now when viewed by the light of our knowledge of the whole 
organic world, their meaning is unmistakable. The great principle of evolution stands up clear 
and firm, when these groups of facts are considered in connection with others, such as the mutual 
affinities of the members of the same group, their geographical distribution in past and present 
times, and their geological succession. It is incredible that all these facts should speak falsely. He 
who is not content to look, like a savage, at the phenomena of nature as disconnected, cannot any 
longer believe that man is the work of a separate act of creation. He will be forced to admit that 
the close resemblance of the embryo of man to that, for instance, of a dog—the construction of 
his skull, limbs and whole frame on the same plan with that of other mammals, independently of 
the uses to which the parts may be put—the occasional re-appearance of various structures, for 
instance of several muscles, which man does not normally possess, but which are common to the 
Quadrumana—and a crowd of analogous facts—all point in the plainest manner to the conclu-
sion that man is the co-descendant with other mammals of a common progenitor.     [. . .] 
 
By considering the embryological structure of man,—the homologies which he presents with the 
lower animals,—the rudiments which he retains,—and the reversions to which he is liable, we 
can partly recall in imagination the former condition of our early progenitors; and can 
approximately place them in their proper place in the zoological series. We thus learn that man is 
descended from a hairy, tailed quadruped, probably arboreal in its habits, and an inhabitant of the 
Old World. This creature, if its whole structure had been examined by a naturalist, would have 
been classed amongst the Quadrumana, as surely as the still more ancient progenitor of the Old 
and New World monkeys. The Quadrumana and all the higher mammals are probably derived 
from an ancient marsupial animal, and this through a long line of diversified forms, from some 
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amphibian-like creature, and this again from some fish-like animal. In the dim obscurity of the 
past we can see that the early progenitor of all the Vertebrata must have been an aquatic animal, 
provided with branchiæ, with the two sexes united in the same individual, and with the most 
important organs of the body (such as the brain and heart) imperfectly or not at all developed. 
This animal seems to have been more like the larvæ of the existing marine Ascidians than any 
other known form.     [. . .] 
 
Sexual selection has been treated at great length in this work; for, as I have attempted to shew, it 
has played an important part in the history of the organic world.    [. . .] 
 
The belief in the power of sexual selection rests chiefly on the following considerations. Certain 
characters are confined to one sex; and this alone renders it probable that in most cases they are 
connected with the act of reproduction. In innumerable instances these characters are fully 
developed only at maturity, and often during only a part of the year, which is always the 
breeding-season. The males (passing over a few exceptional cases) are the more active in 
courtship; they are the better armed, and are rendered the more attractive in various ways. It is to 
be especially observed that the males display their attractions with elaborate care in the presence 
of the females; and that they rarely or never display them excepting during the season of love. It 
is incredible that all this should be purposeless. Lastly we have distinct evidence with some 
quadrupeds and birds, that the individuals of one sex are capable of feeling a strong antipathy or 
preference for certain individuals of the other sex. 
 
Bearing in mind these facts, and the marked results of man's unconscious selection, when applied 
to domesticated animals and cultivated plants, it seems to me almost certain that if the 
individuals of one sex were during a long series of generations to prefer pairing with certain 
individuals of the other sex, characterised in some peculiar manner, the offspring would slowly 
but surely become modified in this same manner. I have not attempted to conceal that, excepting 
when the males are more numerous than the females, or when polygamy prevails, it is doubtful 
how the more attractive males succeed in leaving a larger number of offspring to inherit their 
superiority in ornaments or other charms than the less attractive males; but I have shewn that this 
would probably follow from the females,—especially the more vigorous ones, which would be 
the first to breed,—preferring not only the more attractive but at the same time the more vigorous 
and victorious males. 
 
Although we have some positive evidence that birds appreciate bright and beautiful objects, as 
with the bower-birds of Australia, and although they certainly appreciate the power of song, yet I 
fully admit that it is astonishing that the females of many birds and some mammals should be 
endowed with sufficient taste to appreciate ornaments, which we have reason to attribute to 
sexual selection; and this is even more astonishing in the case of reptiles, fish, and insects. But 
we really know little about the minds of the lower animals. It cannot be supposed, for instance, 
that male birds of paradise or peacocks should take such pains in erecting, spreading, and 
vibrating their beautiful plumes before the females for no purpose. We should remember the fact 
given on excellent authority in a former chapter, that several peahens, when debarred from an 
admired male, remained widows during a whole season rather than pair with another bird. 
 
Nevertheless I know of no fact in natural history more wonderful than that the female Argus 
pheasant should appreciate the exquisite shading of the ball-and-socket ornaments and the 
elegant patterns on the wing-feathers of the male. He who thinks that the male was created as he 
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now exists must admit that the great plumes, which prevent the wings from being used for flight, 
and which are displayed during courtship and at no other time in a manner quite peculiar to this 
one species, were given to him as an ornament. If so, he must likewise admit that the female was 
created and endowed with the capacity of appreciating such ornaments. I differ only in the 
conviction that the male Argus pheasant acquired his beauty gradually, through the preference of 
the females during many generations for the more highly ornamented males; the æsthetic 
capacity of the females having been advanced through exercise or habit, just as our own taste is 
gradually improved. In the male through the fortunate chance of a few feathers being left 
unchanged, we can distinctly trace how simple spots with a little fulvous shading on one side 
may have been developed by small steps into the wonderful ball-and-socket ornaments; and it is 
probable that they were actually thus developed.     [. . .] 
 
He who admits the principle of sexual selection will be led to the remarkable conclusion that the 
nervous system not only regulates most of the existing functions of the body, but has indirectly 
influenced the progressive development of various bodily structures and of certain mental 
qualities. Courage, pugnacity, perseverance, strength and size of body, weapons of all kinds, 
musical organs, both vocal and instrumental, bright colours and ornamental appendages, have all 
been indirectly gained by the one sex or the other, through the exertion of choice, the influence 
of love and jealousy, and the appreciation of the beautiful in sound, colour or form; and these 
powers of the mind manifestly depend on the development of the brain.     [. . .] 
 
The main conclusion arrived at in this work, namely that man is descended from some lowly 
organised form, will, I regret to think, be highly distasteful to many. But there can hardly be a 
doubt that we are descended from barbarians. The astonishment which I felt on first seeing a 
parity of Feugians on a wild and broken shore will never be forgotten by me, for the reflection at 
once rushed into my mind—such were our ancestors. These men were absolutely naked and 
bedaubed with paint, their long hair was tangled, their mouths frothed with excitement, and their 
expression was wild, startled, and distrustful. They possessed hardly any arts, and like wild 
animals lived on what they could catch; they had no government, and were merciless to every 
one not of their own small tribe. He who has seen a savage in his native land will not feel much 
shame, if forced to acknowledge that the blood of some more humble creature flows in his veins. 
For my own part I would as soon be descended from that heroic little monkey, who braved his 
dreaded enemy in order to save the life of his keeper, or from that old baboon, who descending 
from the mountains, carried away in triumph his young comrade from a crowd of astonished 
dogs—as from a savage who delights to torture his enemies, offers up bloody sacrifices, practises 
infanticide without remorse, treats his wives like slaves, knows no decency, and is haunted by 
the grossest superstitions. 
 
Man may be excused for feeling some pride at having risen, though not through his own 
exertions, to the very summit of the organic scale; and the fact of his having thus risen, instead of 
having been aboriginally placed there, may give him hope for a still higher destiny in the distant 
future. But we are not here concerned with hopes or fears, only with the truth as far as our reason 
permits us to discover it; and I have given the evidence to the best of my ability. We must, 
however, acknowledge, as it seems to me, that man with all his noble qualities, with sympathy 
which feels for the most debased, with benevolence which extends not only to other men but to 
the humblest living creature, with his god-like intellect which has penetrated into the movements 
and constitution of the solar system—with all these exalted powers—Man still bears in his bodily 
frame the indedible stamp of his lowly origin. 


