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“Darwin’s struggle to find a language to 
think in. … The key concepts for natural 
theologians seeking to display God’s 
working in the material world were design 
and creation. Darwin, on the contrary, was 
trying to precipitate a theory based on 
production and mutation” (xviii). As Beer 
puts it, “He was telling a new story, against 
the grain of the language available to tell it 
in” (3) “the title … Darwin’s Plots, indicates 
both the plots that Darwin grew up with and 
the plots he generated for others” (xxiv). 
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“The Remnant of the Mythical” 

“Darwinian theory takes up elements from 
older orders and particularly from recurrent 
mythic themes such as transformation and 
metamorphosis. It retains the idea of natura 
naturans, or the Great Mother, in its figuring 
of Nature. It rearranges the elements of 
creation myths, for example substituting the 
ocean for the garden but retaining the idea 
of the ‘single progenitor’ – though now an 
uncouth progenitor hard to acknowledge as 
kin. It foregrounds the concept of kin – and 
aroused many of the same dreads as fairy-
tale in its insistence on the obligations of 
kinship, and the interdependence between 
beauty and beast”(7). 
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“One of the persistent impulses in 
interpreting evolutionary theory has been to 
domesticate it, to colonise it with human 
meaning, to bring man back to the centre of 
its intent” (7). 

“It is a theory which does not privilege the 
present, which sees it as a moving instant in 
an endless process of change. Yet it has 
persistently been recast to make it seem that 
all the past has been yearning towards the 
present moment and is satisfied now” (10). 

“Evolutionary theory emphasised extinction 
and annihilation equally with transformation 
– and this was one of its most disturbing 
elements” (12). 

“It is extraordinarily difficult to eradicate the 
language of intention from accounts of 
evolutionary development. … An 
intentionalist language keeps creeping into 
accounts of evolution” (19). 
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“the concepts of evolutionary theory have 
shifted the weight of words in common use: 
words like development, generation, variety, 
inheritance, individuals, kinship, 
transformation” (13) 

Naturalization: taking social and cultural 
values (around e.g., sex, inequality) and 
claiming that they are “natural” — 
inevitable, given, perhaps harmoniously 
designed (by a divine being) or rationally 
explicable (with recourse, for example, to 
evolutionary narratives). Naturalization — 
reading cultural ideas into nature and then 

back out again — has often served as a 
resource for legitimating social orders. 
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