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Abstract In this paper, I speculate on imitation’s role in language development

and, more significantly, on its connection to sexual selection. My analysis is

grounded in an interpretation of Darwin’s Descent of Man. In addition to observing

imitation’s role in language development according to the argument of the Descent,
I explore the ability of human beings that allows for the imitation of both the

beautiful and the terrible or repulsive. I suggest that humans, in their appreciation of

the beautiful and formidable characters produced by a process of sexual selection,

can appropriate these things in order to adorn themselves, thus imitating other non-

human animals. This capacity points to a form of polymorphism manifest in human

beings that is grounded in a psychological fluidity. Human beings, like birds, also

have the power to use song in order to charm and challenge. Song and music

provide the means by which imitation as seen in language development and sexual

selection are intertwined, thus providing the important connection between the two

main foci of my paper.

Keywords Darwin � Imitation � Sexual selection � Language development �
Birdsong � Aristotle � Rousseau � History and philosophy of biology

Introduction

Human beings, according to Aristotle (Poetics 1448b5) are mimetic animals; our

power to imitate is something that distinguishes us from other animals. But while

we are distinguished from other animals in this regard according to Aristotle, it turns

out that many of the things we imitate are natural, whether it be sounds and

behaviors of non-human animals or natural processes. As one nineteenth century
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researcher remarked, imitation has its roots in the ‘‘urge of becoming the copy of the

outside world’’ (quoted in Willer 2009, p. 211). In one sense this mimetic power

might seem to isolate us from nature and the natural, but in another sense it is rooted

in the non-human natural world. Darwin says, in the Descent of Man, that ‘‘the

principle of Imitation is strong in man’’ and especially so with savage man (Descent,
p. 93).1 Along with memory, imagination, and attention, imitation is one of the

‘‘intellectual emotions and faculties’’ (Descent, p. 92), which makes possible

the development of higher mental faculties. Insofar as reason is the fulfillment of the

development of our intellect, faculties such as imitation could be thought of as

the conditions for such a development according to Darwin’s account, with the

caveat that reason is sometimes difficult to distinguish from the power of instinct.2

The human activity of imitation in education is recognized by Aristotle and

extended to other animals by Darwin in his claim that ‘‘the parents of many animals,

trusting to the principle of imitation in their young, and more especially to their

inherited tendencies, may be said to educate them’’ (p. 94).3 In contrast to Aristotle,

Darwin is convinced there are other mimetic animals.

One remarkable aspect of human mimesis is manifest in the power to transform

the human form in profound ways. In some expressions of imitation, humans

become something other, either for a short time or more permanently. In some

sense, we give up self in imitation in order to be other, if only temporarily. I want to

suggest that this capacity to imitate, to shape the human form, or acquire a power

through a mimetic process, makes possible a polymorphic or protean character to

human life.

This examination of imitation and what I understand as the polymorphic or

protean nature of humans takes its bearings mainly from Darwin, especially The
Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex.4 I want to suggest a way of

understanding imitation in Darwin’s Descent in such a way that we see the two

volumes or parts—that which is concerned with the origin of man and that

discussion which attempts to put forward the theory of evolution by means of sexual

selection—are related in a way not at first obvious. It is not clear that Darwin

1 All page references are to the Penguin Classics (London: Penguin Group, Darwin 2004) volume of the

second edition of the Descent published in 1879. Darwin, in contrast to Aristotle, wants to argue that non-

human animals also have the power to imitate.
2 As evidence for the difficulty in judging what is due to reason and what to instinct, Darwin points to the

observation that sled dogs will fan out, instead of running in a compact body, on thin ice in order to

distribute the weight (p. 96). Darwin explains that what might look like the product of a deliberative

process is the result of instinct. On this point, Nietzsche suggest that ‘‘’being conscious’ is not in any

decisive sense the opposite of instinct: most of the conscious thinking of a philosopher is secretly guided

and forced into certain channels by his instincts’’ (BGE, 1.3).
3 Donald (2005) notes that a ‘‘human child’s remarkable ability to playact within the context of its tiny

social world allows it to rapidly assimilate the norms, customs, and skills of its culture at a rapid pace.

This ability is the driving force underlying much of human social life’’ (p. 286). In this, Donald highlights

the role that playful mimesis has in the enculturation of human children. This power of imitation in

education and enculturation seems to be at the heart of Plato’s Republic (e.g. 394d-402a). Much of

Donald’s work is similar to mine in breadth. I am indebted to an anoynomous reviewer who pointed me in

the direction of Merlin Donald’s body of work.
4 In his recent thoughts on imitation, Willer (2009) focuses on Darwin and the Africologist Wilhelm

Bleek. He concludes his analysis with an interesting, and surprising, look at Kafka.
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himself would highlight such a connection, but he does supply the material for such

an argument to be made.

I see imitation as working in the two realms of the Descent, as related to sexual

selection and language acquisition. Language, as Darwin understands it, has its

origin in imitation, in the imitation of various natural sounds and the voices of other

animals (Descent, p. 109). The power of imitation that is suggested by the

acquisition of language is also manifest in its relation to reason: following Alfred

Wallace, Darwin notes that ‘‘much of the intelligent work done by man is due to

imitation and not reason’’ (Descent, p. 89). In this way, imitation is not simply a

precondition for the development of reason, but can replace it in some activities.

Imitation has the power to complete intelligent work. In this way, there is a certain

similarity between imitation and instinct. On account of its connection with reason

in man and its force in the lives of other animals, imitation is one of the mental

powers discussed at length in Part I, Chap. 3.

Sexual selection involves either charming a mate or battling for one. Like other

animals, in our more charming moments, we take on the form of the beautiful.

While in battle, the terrible is the form we adopt. As we shall see, humans have the

capacity to seize control of a power that was initially a product of the process of

sexual selection and to shape themselves with an eye to both the beautiful and

terrible. Human mimesis reveals itself in both activities, in both charming and

fighting. It is not clear that Darwin highlights or even would agree with the claim

that imitation is bound up with sexual selection for humans, but I intend to make

such an argument from the material and the discussion of the Descent.5

Again turning to Aristotle gives us another way to see the interplay of the

beautiful and terrible as it applies to human beings:

Beauty is different at each stage of life. In the case of a youth it is a matter of

having a body fit for the race course and ordeals of strength, pleasant to look at

for sheer delight; thus pentathletes are most beautiful because they are

equipped by nature at one and the same time for brawn and for speed. When

someone is in his prime, he should be adapted to the toils of war and be

thought beautiful as well as fear-inspiring (Rhetoric I.5; 1361b).6

Aristotle notes that different notions of beauty apply to different periods of life. A

man in his prime is beautiful if he is both beautiful and terrible or formidable. There

is, necessarily according to this account, an element of the terrible in manifestations

of the beautiful. Beauty, as a whole, is an admixture of beauty and terror. One can

perhaps see in this Aristotelian way of thinking, an anticipation of the two modes of

sexual selection, combat and charms. And just as the discussion of mimesis in the

Poetics seemed to be limited to humans, so to this discussion of beauty in the

Rhetoric is likewise limited to human beings. I intend to show that human beings

5 I do not mean to suggest here that humans only imitate secondary sexual characters. Humans have

imitated many animal attributes, such as aircraft wings.
6 The passage ends with a note on the old: ‘‘For an old man, it is to be strong enough for such exertion as

is necessary, and to be free from all those deformities of old age which cause pain to others.’’
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can imitate what they understand as beautiful or formidable, thus folding in the

discussion of mimesis.

The two realms in which I want to claim human mimesis is at work—the

activities association with sexual selection and the cognitive aspects of imitation as

seen at work in language acquisition—will be shown to be related through music. In

other words, the divide I make between imitation in sexual selection and as an

‘‘intellectual faculty’’ is refined when we think about music in the argument of the

Descent. Music, in Darwin’s day, was understood either as a precursor to language

or a development from it; music is also a way in which a male charms a female, it is

bound up with courtship. And as I will show, we can see that in addition to

charming, music can be used to repel a rival, so is similar to the way in which males

battle one another for a mate. Music plays a role both in our intellectual endeavors

and in the two modes of sexual selection, charming and combat.7 A complicated

nexus involving imitation, reason, music, the beautiful, and sexual selection

emerges in studying the Descent of Man.8

The beauty of birds

While it might seem peculiar as a starting point, it is important, in this examination

of mimesis and the polymorphism of humans, to begin with Darwin’s discussion of

secondary sexual characters of birds and the human response to these avian

attributes. In addition to laying out the important secondary sexual characters of

birds, there are three reasons why we should begin in examining them. First, birds

are great imitators, rivaling humans for the title of most mimetic. Secondly, birds

offer humans a source and image for their own mimetic work. Lastly, birds give us

7 Sexual selection and language acquisition could also be understood as related through intellect.

Intellect, according to Darwin, is shaped both by sexual selection and language. According to recent

research, hypotheses regarding the development of mind have focused on sexual selection. Miller (1997)

articulates his own view, in agreement with Darwin and developing more fully where Darwin merely

suggested, which roots intellect in sexual selection as follows: ‘‘My bets are on mate choice as the

mainspring of human mental evolution, because the runaway processes of sexual selection are the best-

established and most thoroughly modelled and result in adaptations like bird song, whale song, and

courtship dances that are most similar to the products of human creative intelligence.’’ (p. 333). He goes

on to say that ‘‘primatologists used to overplay the centrality of male–male aggressive sexual conflict, but

sexual competition more broadly construed is the very heart of primate and human social life’’ (p. 334).

While what is presented here is largely in agreement with this view, human imitation of both the beautiful

and terrible, and imitation as it relates to language acquisition are made central. Perhaps the argument

could be made that our imitations are the products of human creative intelligence. In addition, my own

thinking differs from Miller in my concern with a philosophical view of phenomena recently understood

through evolutionary psychology models.
8 Hurley and Chater (2005) formulate some of the problems I have sketched in this introduction as

follows: ‘‘How should we respond to the irony of imitation: that the capacity for imitation appears to be a

distinctive feature of human nature and may well be part of the basis for other distinctive features of

human nature, such as mind reading and language, which together set us apart from other animals? Yet at

the same time our innate, automatic tendencies to imitate can also threaten our conceptions of ourselves

as autonomous and deliberative in ways that no other animals are’’ (p. 51). We are formed as beings, at

least in part, by the power to imitate. Yet that power threatens our being in some way.
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some excellent examples of what I see as the combination of the beautiful and the

terrible. These traits emerge through a process of sexual selection.

Just recognizing the number of pages of the Descent devoted to the discussion of

birds and the secondary sexual characters they possess, one can sense Darwin’s

appreciation for the number of instances of sexual selection in birds, and the

interesting cases included among them. In beginning the discussion of birds, he says

that the ‘‘secondary sexual characters are more diversified and conspicuous in

birds…than in any other class of animals’’ (Descent, p. 407). It seems as if this

diversification of traits results, in part, because between the two forms of sexual

selection—battling other males for or charming a mate (e.g. Descent, p. 684)—birds

seem to prefer to excite and charm females; males take delight, Darwin observes, in

displaying their beauty (Descent, p. 444). Think of the number of ways a male could

charm or excite and one can understand how a diversity of characters and

behaviors—‘‘love antics’’ as Darwin describes some of the latter—have come to be.

As a general reflection on the subject, Darwin says that ‘‘in regard to colour

hardly anything need here be said, for every one knows how splendidly are the tints

of many birds, and how harmoniously they are combined. The colours are often

metallic and iridescent. Circular spots are sometimes surrounded by one or more

differently shaded zones, and are thus converted into ocelli’’ (Descent, p. 436). The

variations and beauty of some of the characters produced by a process of sexual

selection are such that they can be mistaken for human artifice in that they are like

‘‘our fancy breeds, reared by man for the sake of ornament’’ (Descent, p. 436).

The fact that man can ‘‘give beauty, according to his standard of taste, to his male

poultry’’ (Descent, p. 246) indicates the potency of human artifice when put to work

on domesticated breeds. Within certain limits, humans can bend form, to make what

is naturally homogenous more polymorphic. ‘‘Male poultry’’ exhibit secondary

sexual characteristics that humans co-opt and stamp in a mold consistent with

specific tastes. If imitation is the making of oneself in the image of another, the

breeding of things like pigeons is to make these animals in the form of some ideal.

This is an example of the human capacity to seize some power generally associated

with a process like evolution by means of natural or sexual selection. Domestic

breeds are forced to adapt to man’s use and fancy (Origin, p. 30). The key to this

usurpation is ‘‘man’s power of accumulative selection: nature gives successive

variations; man adds them up in certain directions useful to him’’ (Origin, p 30).

Darwin quotes several authorities in order to underline this argument: ‘‘Lord

Somerville, speaking of what breeders have done for sheep, says: ‘It would seem as

if they had chalked out upon a wall a form perfect in itself, and then had given it

existence.’ That most skilful breeder, Sir John Sebright, used to say, with respect to

pigeons, that ‘he would produce any given feather in 3 years, but it would take him

6 years to obtain head and beak’’’ (Origin, p. 31). Human beings feel as if animal

form is something plastic, something that has the capacity to accept the form

humans see as perfect or beautiful or useful.

Turning back to the discussion of secondary sexual traits produced through

evolution, it is not only resplendent feathers that result from this process of sexual

selection but peculiar protuberances such as the cylindrical fleshy appendage,

covered with scaly blue feathers, of the South American umbrella-bird (Descent,
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p. 422). Wonderful and strange behaviors are included in the list of secondary

sexual characters. Male bower birds, as is well known, build structures decorated

with feathers, shells, bones, and leaves for the purpose of courtship. Darwin knows

these bowers, these ‘‘nests,’’ are for the sake of wooing a mate because they are built

on the ground whereas their nests, their proper nests, are in trees (Descent, p. 430).

For the bower birds, courtship occurs on the ground while reproduction takes place

on high.

While emphasis is put on charming and exciting a female as the dominant mode

in many species of birds, Darwin also recognizes instances of birds fighting for a

mate. Birds exhibit the courage and pugnacity, as Darwin is apt to say, related to the

law of battle, which emerges through the process of sexual selection. In spectacles

like cock-fights, human beings take pleasure at the ‘‘invincible courage’’ exhibited

by fighting birds (Descent, p. 411). Some species have the character necessary to

satisfy a human desire for gladiatorial combat.

The male ruff (Machetes pugnax to Darwin) has a shield-like arrangement of

feathers around its neck for protection during combat with rival males (Descent,
p. 410, see Figs. 1, 2)9; machê, from which the genus name is derived, is the Greek

word for battle or combat.10 Its war-like disposition is worn around its neck and in

the name bestowed on it. The season of love is the season of battle for these birds

(Descent, p. 415). This ruff of feathers seems to serve a double function in being a

shield-like organ and, at the same time, richly colored to attract female attention

(Descent, p. 410); being victorious in a confrontation with a rival does not ensure

the victor will be chosen by a female (Descent, p. 415, see also p. 249). In the case

of the ruff, I want to suggest, we see a way to combine the beautiful and the terrible

or fierce. In other words, in this character one sees both aspects of sexual selection,

battling and charming. The fact that the shield of the ruff is richly colored and

ornate is perhaps the reason Darwin is inclined to say that the ‘‘power to charm the

female has sometimes been more important than the power to conquer other males

in battle’’ (Descent, p. 263). One could suggest that the ruff, in being formidable and

beautiful at the same time, is covering all of its bases. As we shall see, human beings

share the power to be beautiful and terrible at nearly the same time or in quick

succession. While the ruff is supplied by nature with a double aspect, the power to

combine the beautiful and terrible in humans can be founded on the principle of

mimetic power.

While there are important instances of male birds fighting for a mate, Darwin is

more taken with the other aspects of sexual selection in birds. Birds have a number

of secondary sexual characters, but the two most important, and those Darwin

dwells upon, are their ornamentation by all sorts of protuberances, plumes,

lengthened feathers, etc. (Descent, p. 407) and their song.11 Ornamentation and song

are the ways in which male birds charm females. Male birds can woo by means of

9 Darwin entertains the notion, based on the information of an observer’s report, that the lion’s mane may

also serve as a means of protection in confrontation with rivals (Descent, p. 583).
10 The bird is now known as Philomachus pugnax, which in Greek means ‘‘love of battle’’ and the

species name is connected to the word for boxing.
11 Birds also produce sound by means of instruments, such as when various kinds of woodpeckers ‘‘strike

a sonorous branch with their beaks’’ which is a sort of love-song or love-call (Descent, p. 425).
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Fig. 1 Ruff displaying plumage. Work painted by Johann Friedrich Naumann (http://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/File:Ruffnaumann.jpg)

Fig. 2 Male with breeding
plumage (http://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/File:Philomachus_
pugnax_-Pensthorpe_Nature_
Reserve-8c.jpg
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sight and hearing. Male birds battle for mates, but also charm by means of colorful

feathers, elaborate behaviors, etc. and by means of song. While several characters

such as bright plumage and wooing by bower building have already been touched

upon, song is crucially important as a sexual character for birds and is important for

our examination of mimesis, especially, as we shall see, in its relation to language,

but also as a courtship behavior in humans.

With respect to birds in general, these two classes of characters, song and

plumage, are inversely related: the best songsters are plain-colored. Or, as Darwin

says, ‘‘bright colors and the power of song seem to replace each other’’ (Descent,
p. 420). The danger that might result from being conspicuously colored might in

part explain the reliance on bird song. Darwin notes that ornamental plumes can

reach such a state as to negatively impact flying (Descent, p. 577). We think of

feathers primarily as useful in flying, but as instruments for charming there is some

cost to flight. The complexity or manifoldness of the secondary sexual characters of

birds must be behind the claim that they are the most aesthetic of all non-human

animals, where aesthetic concerns can be understood as causing phenomena that are

slightly injurious to the individuals. The beautiful and what is good for an individual

are sometimes at odds. From what Darwin says, we can expect that the aesthetic

capacity of birds lies not only in the beautiful colors and wonderful appendages, but

also in song.

Birdsong and the acquisition of human language; or song, speech
and imitation as elements of intellect

Our discussion of birdsong does not have to be limited to discussing it as a

secondary sexual character. The fact that humans keep birds because of the pleasure

taken in their song points to several important things. Bird song might be pleasing in

the same way in which we take delight in music. More importantly for my argument

is the fact that bird song resembles speech in the way in which there are

distinguishable parts that make up a whole; there seems to be a pattern and

complexity to bird song that is reminiscent of our own abilities in speech. Doupe

and Kuhl (1999) suggest that there are striking similarities in how sensory

experience is internalized and used to shape vocal outputs in both birds and

humans.12 There is a way in which a connection is made with the world, is

processed internally and then put forth in the world again as speech or birdsong.

Perhaps we appreciate, in birdsong, the attempt to articulate a kind of grappling with

the world. But there are many features of speech and birdsong which are not

analogous, such as the expression of meaning and abstraction possible in human

speech; human speech is characterized by a boundless and flexible capacity to

convey meaning, but this property is not shared with birdsong (Doupe and Kuhl

12 In their interesting and thoughtful review of the research of the last 50 years devoted to studying

birdsong and speech, Doupe and Kuhl outline and discuss many shared traits and mechanisms, including

similarities in the neural substrates of birds and humans that are conditions for vocal learning. In contrast,

Donald (2004) highlights differences between bird and human neural structures (pp. 39–40) while also

noting that humans have no truly novel brain structures when compared to apes (p. 40).
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1999).13 To use an Aristotelian way of understanding the phenomenon that captures

some of the richness of the connection, birdsong seems to be a mean between mere

animal voice (phonê) and speech as logos. In this regard, I would argue that

Aristophanes draws our attention to this by making a nightingale the center piece of

his Birds. The nightingale is the plainest bird in the drama, yet she is the one who is

universally admired by the humans on stage and the other birds, most of whom are

covered with ornamentation and magnificent plumage.14

The connection between birdsong and speech will be better understood by

examining how human speech is understood in light of music and courtship. This

examination is also part of my larger argument regarding the ways in which human

mimesis is at work in music as related to wooing or sexual selection and, in

addition, the origin of language. In laying out the arguments raging over the exact

origin of language, Darwin says that ‘‘I cannot doubt that language owes its origin to

the imitation and modification of various natural sounds, the voices of other

animals, and man’s own instinctive cries, aided by signs and gestures’’ (Descent,
p. 109). Language as a human capacity owes its origin to mimesis, to the imitation

of natural sounds. Darwin imagines that some ‘‘wise-ape like’’ animal might have

imitated the growl of a beast of prey, alerting his compatriots (Descent, p. 110).

Much as it is with birds, the development of language in the individual requires

exposure to the speech of others and imitation of what is perceived.15 Humans do

not simply imitate, they also modify that which begins with imitation. However,

Darwin’s account of the development of language has it reinforced or strengthened

by its close, reciprocal relationship with the intellect, and not simply that part of the

intellect that makes imitation possible. The account that suggests that language

arose through the imitation of natural sounds must be combined with the account

that claims language is invented and as such is similar to weapons, tools, traps,

which when coupled with social habits allowed man to ‘‘long ago to become the

most dominant of all living creatures’’ (Descent, p. 679). The invention of

language—which is described as half-art, half-instinct—by means of the intellect

13 The fact that human language can manifest itself in several forms—speech, writing—points to an

important difference between man and bird. Body language, a capacity that man shares with non-human

animals, is also used to convey meaning. Darwin uses the phenomenon of human body language to

jokingly argue against his critics: ‘‘He who rejects with scorn the belief that the shape of his own canines,

and their occasional great development in other men, are due to our early forefathers having been

provided with these formidable weapons, will probably reveal, by sneering, the line of his descent. For

though he no longer intends, nor has the power, to use these teeth as weapons, he will unconsciously

retract his ‘snarling muscles’ (thus named by Sir C. Bell), so as to expose them ready for action, like a dog

prepared to fight’’ (Descent, p. 60). The many forms of human language suggests a kind of polymorphism

to the phenomenon, which obviously has a bearing on the larger themes of my analysis.
14 When Procne, the nightingale, comes on stage, the chorus, which includes a hoopoe, a kingfisher,

peacock and flamingo among others, remarks:

You have come! You have come to be viewed,

Bringing to me your sweet voice!
15 Doupe and Kuhl (1999) report that ‘‘Birds do not learn to sing normally, nor infants to speak, if they

are not exposed to the communicative signals of adults of the species. This is an exception: Most animals

do not have to be exposed to the communicative signals of their species to be able to reproduce them’’ (p.

568). Darwin recognizes that birds imitate the songs of their parents, but also the vocalizations of other

species of bird and even non-avian animals (Descent, p. 94).
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would have then promoted the further development of mental faculties (Descent,
p. 679). Thus a reinforcing dynamic between language and intellect would have

been initiated; they are or become virtually inseparable. On this score, Rousseau

muses that ‘‘if Men needed speech in order to learn how to think, they needed even

more to know how to think in order to find the art of speech’’ (Second Discourse,

Rousseau 1997a, p. 146).16 Behind this observation is Rousseau’s conjecture that

while ‘‘the organ of speech is natural to man, speech itself is not natural to him’’

(Second Discourse, Note X, p. 207).

While it is difficult to determine whether he is considering language as half-art or

instinct, Darwin points to language as being especially important in courtship

behaviors, which again points to an important connection between bird song, as a

secondary sexual character, and speech. He says that primeval man would have

‘‘probably first used his voice in producing true musical cadences, that is in singing,

as do some of the gibbon-apes at the present day; and we may conclude from a

widely spread analogy, that this power would have been especially exerted during

the courtship of the sexes—would have expressed various emotions, such as love,

jealousy, triumph—and would have served as a challenge to rivals’’ (Descent,
p. 109).17 With respect to challenging rivals, humans resemble mammals such as

stags who challenge each other to mortal combat by bellowing (Descent, p. 589).

The musical cadences of man which served as a challenge to rivals are also seen in

birds in their intense rivalry in singing (Descent, p. 418). Just as the ruff combines

the ability to woo a mate with the capacity to challenge or fight with potential rivals,

music or song can be similarly understood as potentially wooing females or

challenging rivals; like the ruff, this is to combine the beautiful and terrible.

In pointing to this double aspect of language, in its being in the service of

charming and challenging, Rousseau claims that ‘‘in order to move a young heart, to

repulse an unjust aggressor, nature dictates accents, cries, plaints: here [then] are the

oldest invented words, and here is why languages were songlike and passionate

before they were plain and methodical’’ (Essay on the Origin of Language,

Rousseau 1997b, p. 253). In this, speech’s role in both charming and challenging

has an effect on how we understand the temporal development of music and speech.

We shall return to Rousseau’s view of charming and challenging, a form of what I

am calling the beautiful and the terrible. I would suggest that the multifaceted nature

of language, music included here, could be understood as polymorphic in form.

This view of music as, in part, a secondary sexual character, is complicated by

Darwin’s claim that the love for singing and music in humans is not a secondary

sexual character (Descent, p. 632); but perhaps he means by this that it is not

16 The reciprocal relationship between intellect and speech is similar to the suggestion that the perception

of one’s own voice is necessary for the development and stabilization of speech production (Doupe and

Kuhl, p. 578). Rousseau and Darwin would agree with the notion that perception—or some aspect of

intellect—is necessary for production and vice versa.
17 On the relation between speech and song, Rousseau suggest that ‘‘around the fountains which I have

mentioned, the first speeches were the first songs: the periodic and measured recurrences of rhythm, the

melodious inflections of accents, caused poetry and music to be born together with language itself in those

happy climates and those happy ages when the only pressing needs that required another’s collaboration

were needs born of the heart’’ (Essay on the Origin of Language, p. 282).
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selected for but nonetheless used in courtship. But even this might be going too far

for Darwin:

As neither the enjoyment nor the capacity of producing musical notes are

faculties of the least use to man in reference to his daily habits of life, they

must be ranked amongst the most mysterious with which he is endowed. They

are present, though in a very rude condition, in men of all races, even the most

savage; but so different is the taste of the several races, that our music gives no

pleasure to savages, and their music is to us in most cases hideous and

unmeaning (Descent, p. 636).

If music were useful simply for acquiring a mate, it would not rank among the

‘‘most mysterious’’ faculties. If music for humans is done for its own sake, without

reference to its potential instrumental value, it would be similar to the delight

certain monkeys (Descent, p. 591) and birds take in their own signing and music. If

done for its own sake, to satisfy some hidden desire, Darwin might argue that it is a

most mysterious faculty in these non-human animals. It is clear that he does argue,

especially with regard to birds, that the music of non-human animals is to be

counted among the secondary sexual characters.

It is worth noting that this image that Darwin paints of the music surrounding

human courtship (Descent, p. 109) is resonant with Rousseau’s picture of savage

man as he moves from a solitary to a social state. In examining the origin of

inequality among men, Rousseau imagines a scene in the history of mankind in

which troops or tribes have been somewhat established:

It became customary to gather in front of the Huts or around a large tree: song

and dance, true children of love and leisure, became the amusement or rather

the occupation of idle men and women gathered together. Everyone began to

look at everyone else and to wish to be looked at himself and public esteem

acquired a price. The one who sang or danced best; the handsomest, the

strongest, the most skillful, or the most eloquent came to be the most highly

regarded, and this was the first step at once toward inequality and vice (Second
Discourse, p. 166)18

In calling song and dance a child of love, Rousseau could be understood to be

making an argument similar to the one Darwin makes relating music and courtship.

We have already seen this in Rousseau’s discussion of language as being charming

and challenging. In this case, singing and courtship are not, strictly speaking, part of

simple biological nature but emerge in the context of our discovery of the social life.

While Rousseau is well-known for drawing comparisons between humans and non-

human animals—‘‘anthropomorphic animals’’ and others—he takes pains to

distance humans from the bloody leks that occur in some species as the males

18 According to Darwin, ‘‘Man is the rival of other men; he delights in competition, and this leads to

ambition which passes too easily into selfishness’’ (Descent, p. 639). In the course of showing how

mimesis, mimicry and imitation are distinguished in his own work, Donald (2005) makes the suggestion

that ‘‘mimesis requires that the audience be taken into account. It also demands taking a third-person

perspective on the actor’s own behavior’’ (p. 286). In living in the eyes of others, we refine the ability to

see ourselves from a third person perspective.
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fight over females as described by Darwin (Descent, p. 156). In observing the fights

males engage into acquire a female, he sees clearly what Darwin would characterize

as a part of the process of sexual selection, but because Rousseau wants to argue that

quarrels of love are the product of society, he doubts that humans are ruled by such

lek-like behaviors. Human males do not have to battle for females because the

proportions of the sexes are equal19; in other words, for Rousseau, fighting is

associated with a relative scarcity of females, which is not the case for humans.20 I

suspect that Rousseau would agree with the suggestion that human males attempt to

charm and excite females, but only after the state of the solitary savage has morphed

into a proto-social one. So, it might be that Rousseau does not recognize the

connection between the law of battle and the attempt to woo and charm a female

laid out in full by the theory of evolution by sexual selection.

While Darwin suggests that music would express the gentler passions such as

love, it would also give a voice to jealousy and act as a challenge to those vying for

recognition, Rousseau would agree and extend the thought to cover public esteem or

recognition. The move is made by Rousseau from courtship to more general social

interactions. Darwin indicates a similar movement when he says that music ‘‘stirs up

in us the sense of triumph and the glorious ardour for war’’ (Descent, p. 637). A

character associated with courtship and the act of wooing is used in the service of

combat and the preparation for combat. The complex relationship between music

and language is important to our examination of the mimetic powers and

polymorphism of humans insofar as the former is related to courtship and the

latter is born out of the imitation of natural sounds according to the Darwinian

account.

Now that a discussion of societal interaction has been introduced, it will be

helpful to see language acquisition in this context. An important feature of the

human capacity lies in the power to imitate. As has already been observed, Darwin

endorses the notion that language owes its origin to the imitation and modification

of various natural sounds and the voices of animals (Descent, p. 109, cf. p. 103).

Darwin’s suspicion about the origin of languages being rooted in the imitation of

natural sounds is introduced by a discussion of the ability of birds to acquire song

(Descent, pp. 108–109). Young birds imitate those around them and practice to

perfect their capacity. Darwin includes this discussion, as he says, to ‘‘shew that an

instinctive tendency to acquire an art is not peculiar to man’’ (p. 109). The

acquisition of art or craft rests on imitation and practice. Darwin’s own thoughts on

imitation and language acquisition have been echoed in more recent work in

cognitive science where it is recognized that the ability to listen to sounds of others

and then imitate them is rare in the mammalian world, but, again, ubiquitous in

songbirds (Fitch 2000). We imitate those around us and acquire habits as a result.

Without the social fabric which surrounds us, language and many behaviors we

19 Darwin reports a lek-like practice among North American Indians wherein there is a system of

wrestling matches to determine which males get or keep wives (Descent, p. 627).
20 Darwin has a discussion of the relative proportions of males and females (e.g. Descent, pp. 250–251)

and a supplementary appendix dealing with the proportional numbers of the two sexes for various animals

(Descent, p. 279 ff). For humans, Darwin reports numbers for various countries and populations that

demonstrates a certain measure of variability in the proportion of the sexes.

J. A. Tipton

123



consider human would simply not develop. At the very minimum, our social

interactions and our imitation of the paradigms or templates we acquire through

social experience are a necessary condition for the development of language.

Languages emerge in the spaces between brains (Donald 2005, pp. 290–291), which

helps to understand the intimate connection between man as social animal and as

rational animal. Further, I would want to say that imitation is part of our social

nature. Suggesting this is perhaps to understand two Aristotelian formulations of

man as being intimately related, man as social animal and as the mimetic animal.21

Borrowed plumes

In addition to the diversity and conspicuousness of secondary sexual characteristics,

especially those used in the service of charming and exciting, birds hold a special

place for human beings, as Darwin suggests:

On the whole, birds appear to be the most aesthetic of all animals, excepting of

course man, and they have nearly the same taste for the beautiful as we have.

This is shewn by our women, both civilized and savage, decking their heads

with borrowed plumes, and using gems which are hardly more brilliantly

colored than the naked skin and wattles of certain birds. In man, however,

when cultivated, the sense of beauty is manifestly a far more complex feeling,

and is associated with various intellectual ideas (p. 408).

In what amounts to an anticipation of this line of thought, Darwin suggests that

birds have a sense of the beautiful and take pleasure from the sight of beautiful

things: ‘‘When we behold a male bird elaborately displaying his graceful plumes or

splendid colours before the female…it is impossible to doubt that she admires the

beauty of her male partner. As women everywhere deck themselves with these

plumes, the beauty of such ornaments cannot be disputed’’ (Descent, p. 115).

Human females appreciate the beautiful plumes much like their avian counterparts,

but then acquire them for their own beautification. What is admired from a distance

is usurped and becomes part of the form and costume of a human female.

Not only do humans take pleasure in the songs of birds, but they also get from

them plumes with which they can adorn themselves. Human beings appreciate both

the song and bright colored feathers produced in birds by means of sexual selection.

In addition, Darwin indicates that gems or stones are used in a way to imitate,

although this is my own interpretation of the passage, the skin and protuberances of

birds. We use something from birds, feathers, in conjunction with something

inorganic in order to make ourselves like the birds in some way. This attempt to

make ourselves or make some image of ourselves is an important way humans are

21 Donald sees spoken language as altering culture in a number of ways (e.g. 2004, p. 51). Aristotle

understands humans as social, rational and mimetic animals. In reflecting on these ways of understanding

man, I have come to see the ways in which imitation is woven into our social or political nature. In saying

that ‘‘custom and ritual are thus basically mimetic and group specific’’ (p. 285), Donald (2005) has come

to a similar conclusion while examining the role of mimetic processes in human evolution.
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protean or polymorphic. In what could be described as the imitation of a bird,

humans add to or modify the natural form given them.22

In the sixteenth century, men, and then women, began wearing ruffs, which are

articles of clothing that encircle the neck (Figs. 3, 4). The OED gives the following

citation from 1555: ‘‘the collars and ruffes bysette with lyttle rounde baules lyke

beades.’’ At their most extreme, ruffs could reach one foot in diameter and were a

sign of aristocracy and good breeding. Like certain secondary sexual characters that

are not checked by natural selection, the ruff in renaissance Europe became quite an

ornament. And just as a secondary sexual character in something like a fish [e.g. the

rainbow darter (Etheostoma caeruleum)] would vary considerably by geographi-

cally isolated populations (Tipton and Bart, in preparation), the ruff of Spain was

markedly different from the ruff of England. According to a site devoted to the

history of renaissance costume,23 the ruff had different attributes and was worn in

different ways in different European countries. The earliest known use of the word

‘‘ruff’’ to indicate the bird is in the mid seventeenth century. I do not wish to

Fig. 3 Portrait of Anna Rosina Tanck, wife of the mayor of Lübecker by Michael Conrad Hirt
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Anna_Rosina_Marquart.jpg). It is hard to look at this paining and not
see the resemblance to a bird

22 In a future paper, I will examine how this practice will be important when we turn to the question of

shaping populations through marriage, through the selection of humans and the making of an image of the

hero that serves as offspring.
23 http://www.art-estherbrassac.com/anglais/themes_a/cloth_r2.html.
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conclude that humans were imitating the male ruff in fashioning their own neck

wear, but, at the very least, I am tempted to see in this the truth of Darwin’s claim

that birds and humans have very similar tastes when it comes to the beautiful.

And again, the OED notes that ruff could also signify the full expression of

exaltation or excitement or a state of vainglory. It gives the following evidence for

this in a citation from 1548: ‘‘the duke of Burgoyn beyng now in his ruffe…toke

upon him the hole rule and governance of the realme.’’ ‘‘Ruff,’’ as applied to

humans, can point to an article of clothing that accentuates something in the face or

creates the appearance of grandeur; it can also indicate an aspect of speech or

psychological state.

Our mental faculties combined with or in addition to our mimetic powers (e.g.

Descent, pp. 89, 93, 154, 211) have made humans dominant over the rest of the

animal kingdom and enable a form of endurance whereby ‘‘man can long resist

conditions which appear extremely unfavorable for his existence’’ (Descent, p. 211).

Because man has the power to invent weapons, tools and ‘‘various stratagems to

provide food and defend himself’’ (Descent, p. 152), to largely shape the world in

which he lives, his body can remain relatively free from modification through

Fig. 4 Montaigne sporting a relatively subdued ruff
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natural selection (Descent, p. 152). The power and suppleness of mind allows bodily

form to be largely fixed: Darwin informs his reader that

Mr. Wallace, in an admirable paper…argues that man, after he had partially

acquired those intellectual and moral faculties which distinguish him from the

lower animals, would have been but little liable to bodily modifications

through natural selection or any other means. For man is enabled through his

mental faculties ‘to keep with an unchanged body in harmony with the

changing universe.’ He has great power of adapting his habits to new

conditions of life (Descent, p. 152).24

The human form is free from variation, because it is relatively free from natural

selection according to this line of thought. The power to alter form falls, in some

sense, into the hands of man. Humans are able, in a sense, to take on different forms.

This capacity is made possible by mimesis and, in the first instance, our penchant for

borrowed plumes. The human form can be altered, within limits, by us and this

capacity for alteration of form points to the powers of intellect, to mimesis and to

standards of beauty.

Bodily form, following Wallace, is fixed in humans, but this is related an

explosion of variability seen in the phenomenon of cognition. One could suggest

that the incredible variety of mind produced a fixity of bodily form. It is fruitful to

better understand the intellect more broadly to see how mind and body relate. I

began this paper by noting that imitation, according to Darwin, can be understood as

a precondition for the development of reason. What will be highlighted by a brief

turn to the intellect is the way in which the variability of mind is understood in light

of natural and sexual selection. In a book about origins, it is sometimes difficult to

tease out Darwin’s view on the origin of mind. He is clear regarding the relative

importance of human intellectual faculties, but says several seemingly contradictory

things regarding the development of man’s brain and intellectual faculties. On the

one hand, it is suggested that our ‘‘intellectual faculties have been mainly and

gradually perfected through natural selection’’ (Descent, p. 153). On the other hand,

Darwin suggests that ‘‘with man we can see no definite limit to the continued

development of the brain and mental faculties, as far as advantage is concerned’’

(Descent, p. 175). This claim seems to take the brain out from under the rubric of

natural or ordinary selection insofar as there is a limit to the amount of

advantageous modification under this kind of selection (Descent, p. 262; see Miller

2001). Perhaps we are to imagine an initial shaping of the intellectual faculties by

means of natural selection followed by a release from such pressures so as to allow

variations and modifications to take place without limit. In having no limit to the

amount of variation, the intellectual faculties would be similar to secondary sexual

characters (Descent, p. 262). Like the remarkable variation and novel forms of

plumage and song seen in birds, the human mind, somewhat liberated from the

24 Donald (2008) argues that the remarkable pace of cultural change has culminated ‘‘in the remarkable

phenomenon of our own species, which has generated a series of increasingly radical cultural and

technological changes without significant further biological evolution’’ (pp. 47–48).
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pressures of natural selection, blossoms like new varieties.25 In what has the

character of a summing up of the various arguments, Darwin claims that faculties

such as perseverance, courage, patience, imagination and reason ‘‘will have been

developed in man, partly through sexual selection—that is, through the contest of

rival males, and partly through natural selection—that is, from success in the

general struggle for life’’ (p. 630). This makes sense when it is understood that

Darwin sees not only bodily strength to win a female, but strength of character and

intellectual prowess to overcome the many contests, especially among social

animals (Descent, p. 630; see Miller 2001, p. 13).26

While the mental powers have allowed human form to remain relatively fixed,

Darwin still wants to hold onto the notion of the sometimes great differences

between the races of men. Our form may be relatively fixed but we are still

polymorphic or protean when considering the species as a whole (Descent, p. 229).

This is something I explored in relation to sexual selection and moral codes (Tipton

1999).

Here, I want to highlight the fact that we are really polymorphic or most

interestingly protean when it comes to the shape of our intellectual faculties, as

Darwin himself suggests (e.g. Descent, pp. 175, 262). I am, in part, also reminded of

an ancient discussion, of the discussion of the soul in Plato’s Republic. After the

picture of the rigid and fixed tripartite form of the soul introduced in the beginning

has served its purpose, Socrates refines the image of the soul near the end of the

dialogue. The picture of the soul which emerges paints one part of the soul as a

formless, changeable, protean thing. Socrates asks his interlocutors to think of the

soul as a ‘‘many-colored, many headed beast that has a ring of heads of tame and

savage beasts and can change them and make all of them grow from itself’’

(Republic 588c ff.). This polymorphic part stands alongside a part that has the form

of a lion and another that has the form of a human. Thus, the soul according to this

thought is both formless and something with a fixed or definite form. This argument

is consistent with Darwin’s suggestion that there is no limit to the modification and

variation of man’s intellect (Descent, p. 175). Donald (2004) suggests that humans

have ‘‘evolved into the cognitive chameleons of the universe’’ (p. 35). The

polymorphism of intellect finds an outward expression and is enhanced by our

ability to borrow plumes, to take brightly colored feathers in order to adorn

ourselves. Not only would we be imitating an animal but we might further

distinguish ourselves from the other tribes or races of men. Isolated populations

might develop differing notions of beauty that are used to shape certain moral

considerations (Tipton 1999) as a result of a number of factors including a

psychological fluidity that Socrates describes.

There seems to be a deleterious aspect of our mimetic powers. It is worth noting

in this context that the important power of imitation might lead to a drastic decline

or extinction of a race or tribe. In discussing reports from the Pacific Islands, and the

25 When examining the question whether humans across the globe belong to the same species, Darwin

indicates that domestic animals and wide-ranging species show a high degree of variation.
26 The issue is again complicated when he suggest in the summary to the discussion of sexual selection in

man that the power of intellect is due to natural selection together with inherited effects (p. 674).
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Hawaiian Islands in particular, Darwin claims that ‘‘owing, however, to their

passion for imitating Europeans, they altered their manner of dressing at an early

period, and the use of alcoholic drinks became very general’’ (Descent, p. 217).27

One can claim that imitation enabled the people of the Pacific Islands to experience

a more dramatic change in the habits of life in the course of 50 years than the

English during a 1,000 years (Descent, p. 217). The discussion of the imitation of

civilized cultures is part of an examination of the reasons for the extinction of

races.28 Humans can imitate the manners and ways of other groups of humans for

better or worse.29

Imitation more generally understood is what is of particular interest in the

suggestion that humans decorate their own bodies with borrowed feathers; while not

made explicit by Darwin, this strikes me as a form of imitation, but also a way in

which humans have the power to transform the merely biological; feathers, however

brightly colored, become more than feathers. If humans, especially women, borrow

the brightly colored feathers and plumes in order to beautify their own form in

accordance with some standard of beauty, there are analogous activities performed

by males that, I want to argue, are rooted in that process of battle which is exhibited

by males, especially mammals, in attempting to acquire a mate: ‘‘The law of battle

for the possession of the female appears to prevail throughout the whole great class

of mammals’’ (Descent, p. 618). That is not to suggest that bright colors or other

ornamentation are not present in mammals, just relatively less prevalent compared

27 See Willer (2009, p. 211).
28 While in this context, imitation seems to be responsible for what we might call a loss of cultural

diversity or a homogenization of the ways of human beings, other factors have long been identified as

causes. For example, Rousseau argues that ‘‘Nowadays, when commerce, Travels and conquests bring

different Peoples closer together, and their ways of life grow constantly more alike as a result of frequent

communication, certain national differences are found to have diminished…’’ (Second Discourse, Note X,

p. 205).
29 Nietzsche, in discussing the ‘‘hybrid European,’’ suggests several things of note for my analysis: ‘‘The

hybrid European—all in all a tolerably ugly plebian simply needs a costume: he requires history as

storage room of costumes. To be sure he soon notices that not one fits him very well; so he keeps

changing. Let anyone look at the nineteenth century with an eye for these quick preferences and changes

of the style masquerade; also for the moments of despair over the fact that ‘nothing is becoming’…again

and again a new piece of prehistory or a foreign country is tried on, put on, taken off, packed away, and

above all studied: we are the first age that has truly studied ‘costumes’—I mean those of moralities,

articles of faith, tastes in the arts and religions—prepared like no previous age for a carnival in the grand

style, for the laughter and high spirits of the most spiritual revelry for the transcendental heights of the

highest nonsense and Aristophanean derision of the world.’’ (BGE Section 223). Let me make a brief note

about Nietzsche and Darwin in general. Beyond Good and Evil and much of Nietzsche’s Genealogy of
Morals can be understood as an attack on Darwin’s notion of evolution by means of natural selection as

applied to humans. Insofar as evolution by means of natural selection employs the language of

‘‘adaptation,’’ Nietzsche attacks it as highlighting an activity of the second rank, as mere reactivity. Thus,

the essence of life, the will to power, is ignored. While beyond the scope of the current paper, I will in the

future attempt to answer Nietzsche’s objection by examining and articulating a developed capacity

grounded in the power of evolution by means of sexual selection and the force it can become when the

beautiful is consciously appreciated. Taking a different, but I would say related tack, Richardson (2004)

argues that Nietzsche models a new kind of selection on an understanding of Darwinian natural selection,

what Richardson calls ‘‘social selection’’. Richardson suggests that social selection, in concert with

natural selection, explains our values according to Nietzsche. Richardson finds surprising ways in which

Nietzsche grounds his own argument in Darwinian positions, while also stressing disagreements.
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to birds. In the context of discussing non-human mammalian ornamentation, Darwin

makes an apparent aside to address a question concerning human beings:

As the negro of Africa raises the flesh on his face in parallel ridges ‘or

cicatrices, high above the natural surface, which unsightly deformities, are

considered great personal attractions,’—as negroes and savages in many parts

of the world paint their faces with red, blue, white, or black bars—so the male

mandrill of Africa appears to have acquired his deeply-furrowed and gaudily-

coloured face from having been thus rendered attractive to the female

(Descent, p. 605).

The practice—or rather the several practices described—combine the beautiful and

the terrible. Bright paint is combined with the scarification of the face in order to, one

might suggest, imitate something like a mandrill. In this case, something like a feather,

is not actually borrowed from the animal, but the look is copied by means of human

artifice. Such a procedure is mimetic and might serve several purposes such as an

indication of social status, attraction of a mate, or to make one conspicuous in war. This

is similar to Aristotle’s claim that beauty in the prime of life combines pleasantness

and formidableness. When I think of imitation in general, I see one transforming one’s

image, usually temporarily, which is a product and process in what one might term

human polymorphism. In the case of cicatrices, the transformation is permanent. If, as

Darwin and Wallace suggest, human form is free from the pressures of natural

selection, human form can be altered according to some taste, either in an attempt to

imitate something in nature or to imitate some vision one has in mind.
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(2008) Was ist der Mensch. Walter de Gruyter, pp 45–49

Doupe AJ, Kuhl PK (1999) Birdsong and human speech: common themes and mechanisms. Annu Rev

Neurosci 22:567–631

Fitch T (2000) The evolution of speech: a comparative review. Trends Cogn Sci 4(7):258–267
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