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CHAPTER 5

Proving and Circulating the Theory 
of Natural Selection

Like most of her colleagues, Barber was torn between her religious faith 
and her scientific rationality. She had grown up in a devout Anglican fam-
ily, as suggested by the Books of Common Prayer held at the Albany History 
Museum which belonged to numerous members of her family. The church 
not only provided a much-needed sense of continuity to a migrant com-
munity, but also promised emotional and even physical security. Barber 
and 600 settler women and children had found shelter in the unfinished St 
John’s Anglican Church in Bathurst during the Sixth Cape-Xhosa War, 
which erupted on 11 December 1834.1 During the Seventh and Eighth 
Cape-Xhosa Wars, affected women and children spent much of their time 
in a camp in Bathurst as well as in St George’s church in Grahamstown.2 
Due to the scarce sources concerning her religious practices and their 
impact on her scientific work, I cannot go into more detail here. In the 
turbulent 1840s, Barber had taken up botany and its pursuit had soon 
become her ‘sovereign remedy to drive away care’.3

Over time, her scientific research gave her the security that others sought 
in their religious faith and community. However, the pursuit of botany and 
other scientific disciplines was still commonly regarded as a means of reli-
gious expression.4 Barber, for example, owned a bound edition with issues 
of the new popular science journal Recreative Science: A Monthly Record 
and Remembrance of Intellectual Observation, which had first been pub-
lished in August 1859. Its first editorial posited that humans were created 
by God already ‘gifted with powers to perceive and  appreciate the wonders 

© The Author(s) 2019
T. Hammel, Shaping Natural History and Settler Society, 
Cambridge Imperial and Post-Colonial Studies Series, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-22639-8_5

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-22639-8_5&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-22639-8_5#DOI


148

of his skill in the creation that exists around and above’ them.5 Recreative 
science, in that sense, was ‘the cultivation of […] physical and mathemati-
cal inquiry’ for ‘amusement as well as instruction’.6

In 1858, Charles Darwin was compelled to co-publish his article on 
natural selection with Alfred Russel Wallace, who had proposed a very 
similar theory during his stay in the Malay Archipelago.7 While many sci-
entists and intellectuals accepted the truth of evolution as a principle in 
some form or another, natural selection as an explanation for adaptation 
and speciation was instantly controversial. Darwin defined this as the 
‘principle, by which each slight variation [of a trait], if useful, is pre-
served’.8 Individuals with useful traits were said to be favoured in the 
struggle for survival and to produce offspring with similar characteristics. 
For brevity’s sake, Darwin called this principle of preservation ‘natural 
selection’.9 Ever since she had read Darwin’s On the Origin of Species 
(1859) in 1863, Barber found herself in a state of inner turmoil—torn 
between praising God’s signatures in nature and austerely describing her 
observations of local flora and fauna.10

BarBer Becomes a Darwinist

By the time Darwin’s On the Origin of Species was published, Barber had 
been corresponding with the Irish botanist William Henry Harvey for 
almost twenty years, during which he had been her main scientific corre-
spondent and had had a deep influence on her and her attitude towards 
natural selection. Little is known about Harvey whose incoming and out-
going letters were destroyed after his cousin had published a bowdlerised 
memoir of his life in 1869 presumably to conceal his depression.11 Harvey 
received a copy of On the Origin of Species early in 1860. Before having 
read the entire book, he held a satirical evening lecture in front of the 
Dublin University Zoological and Botanical Association on 17 February 
1860 which his colleagues found ‘rather unworthy of the occasion’.12

Once Harvey had read Darwin’s work, he started accepting aspects of 
natural selection.13 In October 1860, he sent the pamphlet of his short 
satire, which had been printed for private circulation, to Darwin, express-
ing his ‘repentance’.14 On 3 November, Harvey informed his colleague, 
the American botanist Asa Gray, that his reviews of Darwin had persuaded 
him to become ‘a Grayite’. For Harvey, Gray had succeeded remarkably 
well in combining the not mutually incompatible Christian doctrine and 
evolutionary theory. Harvey also argued that especially the book’s later 
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chapters on geographical and geological distribution of species had con-
vinced him that Darwinism would likely become fashionable with the next 
generation of scientists. In the meantime, Harvey declared Darwinism to 
be merely a plausible foreshadowing of the truth, ‘something like what, in 
higher things, Confucianism is to Christianity’.15

Harvey’s correspondence with Hooker, Darwin and, above all, Gray 
convinced him to believe in a process of post-creation change by gradual 
evolution.16 Harvey, the born Quaker, had converted to the Church of 
Ireland, whose more moderate views on the matter enabled him to change 
his attitude. In May 1861, he published a review in the Dublin Hospital 
Gazette, where he used biblical quotations as evidence for the general idea 
of evolution.17 Darwin was amused, as he had never expected ‘a helping 
hand from the Old Testament!’18 By the time Harvey died, in 1866, he 
had provided Darwin with information on the adaptation of Cape climb-
ing plants to their habitat and had come to accept natural evolution super-
vised by the Creator. Harvey had also raised Barber’s interest in the new 
theory in which she deeply immersed herself since 1863.19

Barber’s attitude towards evolution followed a similar trajectory, in 
which she developed a pragmatic understanding of the place of Christianity 
in this defining scientific debate of the day. Shortly after Harvey’s death 
from tuberculosis, Barber contacted Joseph Hooker, Darwin’s friend and 
colleague, explaining her approach to botany and the ease with which she 
accepted the assumptions of both science and religion:

I do not know whether you give preference to curious or beautiful plants for 
publication, Dr Harvey and myself would mostly “go in” for the marvelous 
[sic] and the strange, either in appearance or in habits, and our favorite [sic] 
motto was “Oh Lord how wondrous are thy works &c.”20

Barber came to combine her natural theology with a strong conviction in 
natural selection. At the time, she was heavily engaged in her work for 
Layard on local birds. He was a Darwinist, and her correspondence with 
him may have further convinced her. At the same time, she believed that 
God held nature ‘in perfect order’ and ‘in harmony and love’,21 something 
which she sought to prove in her local environment. In 1867, she con-
ceded for the first time in a publication that she was ‘a believer’ in ‘the laws 
of natural selection’.22

In her travel journal (1879), she praised the infinity of wonders to be 
found in ‘the Book of Nature’ which could not be grasped by the human 
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mind and attributed the existence of species which had successfully adapted 
to the varying conditions of their habitats to ‘the hand of Providence’.23 
In contrast, she bemoaned the divided churches, the empty church build-
ings and the loss of Christian values in the colony that rendered its resi-
dents unrighteous, greedy for wealth and hungry for power. She thus 
became reluctant to attend Anglican prayers and services.24 In the few 
instances that she mentioned going to church, she had done so while visit-
ing relatives whom she had accompanied to a service.25

Alan Cohen has described Barber as ‘almost agnostic’,26 similar to 
Darwin who privately pondered the insoluble ‘mystery of the beginning of 
all things’ and had to content himself with ‘remain[ing] an Agnostic’,27 a 
term coined by Thomas Huxley in 1869 to describe an ‘“honest doubter”, 
someone whose private struggle to hope and believe what he could was no 
longer any threat to society’s stability’.28

The Victorian ‘crisis of faith’ had begun as early as the 1830s, when 
Charles Lyell’s geological work proved the vastness of time.29 Many 
churchmen who were collecting natural history specimens in their spare 
time greeted Darwin’s theory with enthusiasm.30 One of these was 
Frederick Temple, who would later become Archbishop of Canterbury. 
He claimed at a meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of 
Science on 1 July 1860, for example, that God disseminated his work 
through the effects of slow natural causes and argued that the ‘doctrine of 
Evolution is in no sense whatever antagonistic to the teachings of 
Religion’.31 At the same time, there were doubters who were concerned 
with whether the theory could explain the range of characteristics observed 
among all the living organisms and who did also not believe that evolution 
could work without the guiding hand of a Creator. Yet, several influential 
public figures in Britain were also crucial in making room for the accep-
tance of the theory in the public discourse. Novelist Charles Kingsley, for 
instance, was convinced that God had programmed natural selection to 
allow the world to regulate itself.32

Darwin himself remained in constant contact with his readers by letter 
and throughout his lifetime published six editions of On the Origin of 
Species, indicating that the acceptance of evolutionary theory was a gradual 
process.33 By the late 1860s, the theory of evolution by natural selection 
was widely accepted in the English-speaking world and beyond.

Barber was one of the first naturalists at the Cape to become convinced 
by the theory of evolution by natural selection, but increasingly found 
herself in good company.34 In 1868, the editor of the Cape Monthly 

 T. HAMMEL



151

Magazine (CMM), Roderick Noble, a professor of physical science and 
English at the South African College, gave a speech at the South African 
Library in which he acknowledged the effects of evolution, but underlined 
that these did not undermine scriptural truths. He believed that evolution 
served to reinforce humans’ view of the omnipotence of God.35

Historian of South Africa Saul Dubow and geographer and intellectual 
historian David N. Livingstone have argued that Darwinian ideas were 
fiercely debated at the Cape in the late 1860s and 1870s, particularly after 
the publication of Darwin’s The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation 
to Sex (1871), which applied the theory of evolution by natural selection 
to human beings. By the early 1870s, Darwin’s theories were thus fairly 
widely discussed among intellectuals in Cape Town.36 Outright rejection 
was relatively rare, as the discussion and some attempts at amelioration of 
the main thrusts of some of his arguments in the Cape Monthly Magazine 
(CMM) show.37

The CMM was a journal established in 1857 to contribute to the intel-
lectual development of the colony.38 From 1856 to 1858, there was also 
the Grahamstown-based Eastern Province Monthly Magazine, which 
existed in friendly rivalry to the CMM, mirroring the political tensions 
between the eastern and western parts of the Colony. Similar to the Whig 
Edinburgh Review of the early nineteenth century, the CMM sought to 
foster a moral and commercial community in which the rising middle-class 
intelligentsia would have a voice. Unlike imported media, the CMM also 
provided a vent for Cape public opinion. The journal combined the genre 
of the British scientific quarterly with that of popular magazines by includ-
ing travel reports, poems and fiction aimed at both informing and enter-
taining its readers. This made it an important medium for the circulation 
of ideas and, at a time when authors were still unspecialised in disciplinary 
terms, this format suited their purposes well.39

Evolution was a hotly debated topic in the CMM. There are many ways 
to illustrate this, but perhaps the strongest index is the publication of 
extracts from a lecture given by governor Henry Barkly at the South 
African Library in May 1871. In it, he exempted humans from the evolu-
tionary process due to the absence of transitional forms. Yet, he was con-
vinced that other genera and species were formed through evolution. He 
thus fused creationist with evolutionary mechanisms and professed to have 
‘the highest respect’ for Darwin.40 Barber was very interested in the recep-
tion of Darwin’s theory and most likely followed the discussion 
in the CMM.
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She was also interested in how Darwin was received in Europe, as she 
sought to remain immersed and an active participant in the debate. For 
example, she asked Hooker whether he could send her a copy of John 
Tyndall’s address to the British Association Assembly at Belfast in 1874.41 
She was keen on reading it and had had ‘no chance of doing so in these 
outlandish parts’.42 In his address, the Anglo-Irish physicist argues that, 
according to ancient Greek atomism, material atoms could explain the 
world. He thereby takes a stance in a matter that scientists had hitherto 
left to theologians. For this theory, he was branded a ‘material atheist’, 
which was of great interest to Barber who was sharpening her line of 
argumentation.43

Besides following scientists’ debates, her embracing transcendentalism 
by the late 1870s helped her combine her belief in the ‘over-soul’ (God) 
which united all people as one being with evolutionary theory. The philo-
sophical movement originated in the eastern US in the late 1820s and 
1830s. Its most prominent representative was Ralph Waldo Emerson, the 
American essayist, lecturer, poet and ex-pastor, who was opposed to the 
contemporary general state of spirituality and intellectualism. According 
to this philosophy, nature and humans are inherently good, and the indi-
vidual is at its best when independent and self-reliant.44 Institutions and 
society, Emerson and Barber believed, corrupted the individual and that 
true community could only come into existence when real individuals 
met. Barber believed that every living creature bore the imprint of a higher 
power and that all objects in nature shared a special connection with each 
other. All living creatures were responsible for their own happiness, and it 
was their own fault if they were not happy, ‘for the blue sky bends over 
all’.45 As she could no longer find comfort in her religious community, she 
praised nature and was convinced that:

[…] if it were possible in this “work-a-day world” for weak human beings to 
cast off entirely the worry of their daily lives, and to offer up their souls in 
true and earnest prayer, it would be here in the forest, in this solitary church, 
“far from the madding crowd”, surrounded by the beauties of nature, the 
work of God’s hands in the temple, of the woods.

“If thou art worn and hard beset
With sorrows that thou woulds’t forget,
Go to the woods and hills – no tears
Dim the sweet face that Nature wears.”46
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Literary works heavily influenced Barber’s views of nature, as her reference 
to Thomas Hardy’s novel Far from the Madding Crowd (1874), set in the 
fictional county of Wessex in rural southwest England, indicates. And the 
last four lines confirm her interest in transcendentalist literature: they are 
the last stanza of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s poem Sunrise on the 
Hills (1825).47 In the poem, the narrator visits the hills, describes the 
landscape and recommends that readers should seek comfort in nature 
when their lives are burdened, which became one of Barber’s guiding 
principles in life.

Barber found confirmation for her attitude towards religion and nature 
in religious leaders and conservationists from both the Cape and the 
US. In her travel account, she mentioned that she and the first Bishop of 
Natal from the Church of England, John William Colenso, whom she had 
met in Pietermaritzburg, did not ‘belong to the wrangling communities’ 
and preferred worshipping in the forest and praising the Creator’s ‘mar-
vellous works, where all is peace and harmony’.48 John Muir (1838–1914), 
the Scottish-American naturalist and early advocate of wilderness preser-
vation in the US, like Barber, valued nature as a source of recreation for 
the human spirit. Barber advocated for botanical gardens in urban spaces 
and was part of the Kimberley Botanical Gardens’ committee in 1877.49 
She particularly promoted the planting of indigenous trees in botanical 
gardens, such as in Durban, where she saw trees that were not to be found 
in other gardens where ‘exotics predominate to the exclusion of our own 
lovely species’.50 Similarly, Muir later lobbied for the introduction of 
national parks, which he in 1912 described as ‘Nature’s cathedrals, where 
all may gain inspiration and strength and get nearer to God’.51 This state-
ment is very similar to Barber’s own views. She employed ‘wilderness’ as a 
concept to describe idealised pure nature, a place of natural balance and 
order, serving as a backdrop for human action.52

During the 1870s, Barber developed what was later succinctly described 
and propagated by South African author Olive Schreiner (1855–1920) as 
pagan animism, namely the strong belief in the interconnectedness of 
human, animal, plant and spiritual worlds.53 Barber and Schreiner do not 
seem to have known or corresponded with each other, despite their physi-
cal proximity at the Cape and similarity in worldviews.54 Yet, Schreiner 
seems to have further developed Barber’s view in many respects, as will be 
shown in different parts of this chapter. In 1884, Schreiner admired and 
associated herself with the views of Emerson and declared herself in com-
plete agreement with his philosophy.55 Through this approach, she sought 
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to undermine hierarchical thinking by advocating for the unification of the 
natural, spiritual and human realms within a conception of nature as a liv-
ing being in its own right.56 Barber did not just support the theory of 
evolution by natural selection but actively looked for evidence in her 
surroundings.

BarBer’s corroBorative eviDence for natural 
selection

In 1864, Barber became fascinated with the pollination of flowers by 
insects.57 Her research on the topic over the following years resulted in the 
publication of two of her articles in The Journal of the Linnean Society 
(Botany) in 1869 and 1871.58 Darwin had already supported the publica-
tion of her previous article on the fertilisation of another orchid, Liparis 
bowkeri, which was read to the Linnean Society in London on 6 February 
1868.59 Barber made an effort to market her knowledge on cases that 
confirmed natural selection. She wrote to Hooker that she had numerous 
interesting observations to make which ‘point towards Mr Darwin’s the-
ory as to the true one (the natural system I might say)’.60 She offered to 
provide Darwin and Hooker with much information on the subject ‘rela-
tive to things of this country’, which made her a valuable Cape co-worker.

Darwin also learned about Barber’s interesting observations from 
Trimen. Profoundly influenced by On the Origin of Species, Trimen had 
once seen Darwin in the Insect Room at the British Museum but had 
lacked the courage to approach him.61 However, when Trimen realised on 
reading Darwin’s On the Various Contrivances by which British and Foreign 
Orchids Are Fertilised by Insects (1862) that they were both interested in 
the fertilisation of Cape orchids, he introduced himself towards the end of 
1862.62 At the time, Trimen was working on what was to become his first 
scientific article on the functional morphology of the orchid Disa grandi-
flora (now Disa uniflora). Barber’s letters provided Trimen with impor-
tant information on the subject. Darwin published Trimen’s first article in 
1863–1864.63 From the beginning, Barber was vital for Trimen’s career in 
the making.

In 1863, Trimen informed Darwin of Barber’s observations on moths 
that had destroyed the previous season’s peach harvest in Albany,64 a prob-
lem both men had been pondering. Trimen told Darwin that there was 
supposedly a moth in Grahamstown, which he identified as Achæa 
Chamæleon Guén, a quadrifid noctua, that could perforate fruit with its 
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proboscis.65 While Trimen himself did not hold moths capable of penetrat-
ing such strong membranes, Darwin believed that nocturnal moths polli-
nated orchids when puncturing their nectaries to obtain nectar but had no 
evidence in support of this theory. Barber’s letters convinced doubtful 
entomologists that this was indeed possible. Interestingly, Barber provided 
Darwin with this evidence without having fully read his Fertilisation of 
Orchids, from which only the extracts which appeared in the Gardeners’ 
Chronicle had been accessible to her.66 Barber became progressively more 
convinced of natural selection.

The advocates of the theory considered mimicry—namely, the similar-
ity of one species’ appearance to that of another with the corresponding 
benefit of protection—to be one of the first important proofs of Darwin’s 
explanation of how some species evolved at a faster pace than others. In 
1861, the theory that natural selection altered the appearance of butterfly 
species to resemble that of other species, even if unrelated, had piqued not 
only Barber’s interest but also that of the wider scientific community. This 
process, a form of mimicry, by which harmless butterfly species varied 
their own appearance according to the effects of environmental influences, 
applying the warning signals of a harmful species when a predator was 
near, became known as Batesian mimicry, named after the English natural-
ist Henry Walter Bates and his work on butterflies in the Brazilian 
rainforests.67

The first article which Barber wrote on camouflage was an 1868 paper 
on the stone grasshopper found in the Grahamstown area. This she sent to 
Trimen, who criticised her for lumping together different grasshopper 
species and thus did not support its publication.68 However, Hooker read 
the article to the Linnean Society in London.69 One reason for the latter’s 
enthusiasm was that her article had confirmed his example of lizard cam-
ouflage from his Himalayan Journals (1854).70 Darwin, meanwhile, 
regretted that Barber had not enclosed pinned specimens of the grasshop-
per on differently coloured surfaces which would have confirmed her 
observation. Like Trimen, he was not convinced by Barber’s argument 
and likewise did not support the paper’s publication.71

Barber used many passages from the Bible which was unusual for scien-
tific publications at the time. She, for instance, described the grasshopper 
as follows:

the “lines have fallen to him in pleasant places” he is a happy little creature 
living in ease and plenty, basking the live long day in the sunshine, and 
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chirping his merry song, and dun though his coat may be, he can neverthe-
less boast of rainbow-colored hues, […] and to the wind he is equally indif-
ferent for like Friar John in Marmion – “But little cares he or kens which 
way it blows!”72

The first quote is a passage from Psalm 16:6, ‘The lines are fallen unto me 
in pleasant places; yea, I have a goodly heritage.’73 This illustrates the 
impact of Anglicanism on her scientific descriptions. The second is from 
Scottish writer Sir Walter Scott’s poem Marmion: A Tale of Flodden Field 
(1808) and underscores her deep knowledge of literature.74

Had Barber attached a watercolour illustrating the grasshopper’s cam-
ouflage and offered fewer supporting quotations from the Bible and other 
literary works, she may have considerably strengthened her argument. 
While quoting from poetry or prose and discussing novels was common in 
scientific correspondence,75 it was unusual in short scientific papers. Yet, 
she had hitherto enjoyed little exposure to their conventions, as her cor-
respondence was her main source of information.76 Barber later sent speci-
mens of the stone grasshopper from the Grahamstown area to John 
Obadiah Westwood, professor of zoology at Oxford, who had promised 
to classify these for her and who she hoped would also print her paper.77 
However, Barber’s article remained unpublished. The draft paper and its 
story of non-publication show how Barber’s scholarly possibilities differed 
from those of her European counterparts and how these disparities are 
reflected in her writing.

Butterfly mimicry anD the Birth of a new research 
fielD

Butterfly mimicry occupied the thoughts of entomologists such as Barber 
and Trimen. The latter could not travel between 1862 and 1866 as the 
cataloguing of butterflies in the South African Museum occupied all his 
time, which made Barber’s fieldwork and correspondence on the subject 
all the more important to him. Their correspondence between May 1863 
and December 1866 primarily focussed on individual species of moths and 
butterflies that Barber observed, collected, prepared in her garden or 
while travelling and sent to Trimen.78

In 1866, they came across a curious case that would occupy them in the 
years to come. After capturing his first Papilio cenea soon after his arrival 
at the Cape in 1858, Trimen had long pondered over its relationship to 
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Papilio merope. Since 1864, Barber had also been puzzled by the absence 
of merope females and male ceneas.79 By 1866, she questioned whether 
male cenea existed at all and, after checking all available collections at the 
Cape, Trimen shared her doubts.80 After reading Bates’s article on the 
Amazonian Heliconidae,81 he began to research the problem intensively. 
He soon suspected that species previously regarded as separate, such as 
Papilio cenea, Papilio dionysos, Papilio hippocoon and Papilio trophonius, 
were four forms of the female of one species. He seems to have been 
unaware of Alfred Russel Wallace’s 1865 article on 120 species of 
Papilionidae butterflies from the Malay Archipelago on the basis of which 
Wallace had argued that only the females were mimetic.82 Barber remained 
confused about why she was still unable to find a female merope in 1866,83 
while Trimen failed to find either female Papilio merope or male Papilio 
cenea in Natal in 1867 or in British collections and thus became more and 
more convinced of his own theory.84 In December 1867, he informed the 
Entomological Society in London of his ideas and promised that he would 
provide more evidence at a later stage.

Their research was soon communicated to their colleagues through 
Trimen’s publications. On 5 March 1868, Trimen presented his paper ‘On 
some Remarkable Mimetic Analogies among African Butterflies’ to the 
Linnean Society in London and saw its publication in the society’s transac-
tions in 1869.85 In this article, Trimen showed how Papilio cenea imitated 
Danais echeria, Papilio hippocoon and Papilio dionysos Danais niavius86; 
how Papilio trophonius copied Danais chrysippus; and that the four 
Papilionidae previously regarded as separate species were all female forms 
of Papilio merope.

Trimen’s paper was not well-received by entomologists such as William 
Chapman Hewitson (1806–1878), who had one of the largest contempo-
rary collections of butterflies in England, and John Obadiah Westwood, 
who was familiar with Wallace’s earlier report on different female forms of 
the Indian butterfly Papilio pammon.87 Hewitson agreed that hippocoon 
and dionysos were one species, but would not accept that they might both 
be females of merope. In Madagascar, he had seen females that resembled 
the male merope and commented that he was incapable of imagining that 
mainland males of the same species indulged in a ‘harem of females’ all 
differing as widely in appearance from each other as from other species in 
the genus. While he claimed to know of examples that had recently become 
known, he did not believe in differences between the sexes of one species 
that were as significant as between species in the genus.88 Equally shocking 
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was the power of females to dramatically change their appearance. In 
Trimen’s obituary in 1916, the paper was described ‘a classic’ which had 
initially been ‘received with little less than scorn by the then opponents of 
the Darwinian theory, and certainly with more opposition than were those 
by Bates and by Wallace, […]. We in these days cannot understand the 
dislike and even bitterness of that controversy […]’.89

In June 1868, Barber suggested to Trimen that the only definitive 
proof with which they could provide their critics would come through the 
raising of adult butterflies from Papilio cenea eggs.90 She or Trimen may, 
by now, have read Wallace’s aforementioned article in which he had 
focussed on how butterfly eggs turned into butterflies with different 
appearances. In any case, Trimen asked her to do so, a task to which Barber 
agreed if she could find any.91 She was unsuccessful in this regard in the 
years 1869 and 1870,92 but continued to describe merope and emphasise 
that natural selection allowed it to blend into its surroundings, thus pro-
viding it with an extra means of protection.

With Barber’s observations at hand,93 Trimen addressed other ento-
mologists such as the Eastern Cape-based farmer and naturalist James 
Philip Mansel Weale (1838–after 1911). Weale was an old school friend of 
the Trimen brothers. He studied law at Oxford, then took up farming in 
South Africa from the mid-1860s until about 1890, when he returned to 
England. His special interest was the pollination of flowers by insects. He 
corresponded with Darwin, who presented several papers to the Linnean 
Society for him. Weale distributed questionnaires in the Cape Colony for 
Darwin’s research on The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals 
in 1871.94 He reported having six cenea-merope larvae in 1873; from the 
first four of these pupae, two specimens of merope, a hippocoon and a cenea, 
emerged. Two were sent to Trimen, one of which died and out of the 
other emerged a merope. A later brood resulted in a trophonius.95 Trimen 
and Weale thus observed four forms of the female from a single species, 
and Trimen introduced Barber to his theory that cenea, merope, dionysos, 
hippocoon and trophonius were not distinct species of Papilio, but a few of 
over thirty different forms of the African mocker swallowtail now known 
as Papilio dardanus. She immediately agreed with Trimen, who in 1874 
published his own paper on ‘Observations on the Case of Papilio merope, 
with an Account of the various known Forms of that Butterfly’ in the 
Transactions of the Entomological Society, in which he described the female 
cenea as a hybrid between Merope and Danais (Amauris) Echeria.96

 T. HAMMEL



159

In 1881, Barber’s brother James Henry Bowker also observed the mat-
ing of a Papilio merope and a Papilio cenea and therewith verified one of 
the most fascinating cases of Batesian mimicry.97 These, it was confirmed, 
were two of the over thirty different forms of the African mocker swal-
lowtail now known as Papilio dardanus.

Barber continued to observe equivalent cases in other animals. In 1872, 
she reported witnessing that the Klep salamander in Kimberley, like the 
chameleon and the stone grasshopper of Grahamstown, ‘possessed the 
power of altering its colours’ and even doing so ‘far more rapidly than the 
chameleon’. Before experimenting by putting these animals in several dif-
ferent places, she had believed that ‘colours were stationary’.98

Trimen had seemingly been unaware of her experiments with rearing 
Papilio nireus. Barber had asked her brother James Henry to inform him 
during a visit to Cape Town, but he forgot.99 In June 1874, she sent her 
paper to Hooker100 who enthusiastically forwarded it to Darwin a month 
later, summarising Barber’s ‘clever suggestions’. This indicates that Barber 
aimed for British approval and first addressed scientists in the metropole, 
which changed with the foundation of the South African Philosophical 
Society, the equivalent to the Royal Society of London, in 1878.

Hooker listed a number of examples of similar cases he had witnessed 
but had never been quite convinced until reading Barber’s paper.101 In her 
paper, Barber had reported on her experiments with larvae and pupae that 
adapted their colour depending on their surroundings. For instance, they 
turned into dark green matching the colour of the orange tree, pale yellow 
green like the bottle-brush, yellow like the wooden frame of the cases in 
which they were reared and on which she placed them.102 In nature, the 
pupa thus resembled the colour of the leaves of the plants it fed upon, 
thereby ensuring its protection. She aimed to prove these observations 
with her drawings. She had learned from the rejection of her grasshopper 
paper (1868) and took Darwin’s advice of including a coloured illustra-
tion into account.103 The result was her most well-known article ‘Notes on 
the Peculiar Habit and Changes which Take Place in the Larva and Pupa 
of Papilio nireus’ published in the Transactions of the Royal Entomological 
Society of London in 1874.104

While Darwin did not find the publication of a coloured plate of the 
fertilisation of Duvernoia adhatodoides necessary,105 he supported the 
publication of this plate to convince the article’s readers of this case of 
 mimicry. As Darwin no longer travelled abroad, he required corroborative 
evidence from all over the world to convince as many people as possible of 
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his theory of evolution by natural selection and thus found Barber’s paper 
‘very curious’. He soon agreed that it should be published and asked 
Hooker to visit him so that they could discuss to which publication it 
should be sent.106 Entomologist and evolutionary biologist Henry Walter 
Bates also supported the paper’s publication due to the ‘more striking 
than usual facts’ which it contained.107 The article was then presented to 
the Entomological Society of London and immediately published in its 
Transactions.108 In March 1875, Darwin also sent the paper via govern-
ment dispatch to the governor of the Cape Colony, Sir Henry Barkly, who 
he thought would also be interested.109

For Darwin, Barber’s paper was thus of great importance and fully wor-
thy of his endorsement. Barber’s mimicry research on butterflies added to 
Darwin’s evidence on the topic from the Americas and Asia. In South 
Africa, her observations and analysis were crucial in initiating and estab-
lishing mimicry research as a field of its own. It has been argued that 
Trimen was the first to regard mimicry as a field of research in its own 
right. Trimen’s address on ‘Mimicry’ in 1898 was his most valuable con-
tribution on the subject, and greatly enhanced by his own observations 
from his long period of residence in South Africa.110 Barber was aware of 
Darwin’s dependence on informants such as herself. Indeed, she wrote to 
Hooker with the message that Darwin should ‘command’ her observa-
tions from the Cape if they were of use to him.111 By thus urging a response 
from Darwin, Barber attempted to make use of his dependence for her 
own scientific and career purposes.

sexual selection anD women’s Position in society

As a mechanism of natural selection, Darwin’s theory of sexual selection 
attracted much attention. Unpublished sketches show that Darwin had 
been pondering this notion since at least 1842.112 He alluded to it in 
Origin of Species, where he devoted two pages to his claim that sexual 
selection accounted for inter-gender differences in colour, pattern or 
structure in species in which males and females otherwise exhibited the 
same habits. Darwin argued that sexual selection ‘depends, not on a strug-
gle for existence, but on a struggle between the males for possession of the 
females; the result is not death to the unsuccessful competitor, but few or 
no offspring. Sexual selection is, therefore, less rigorous than natural 
 selection’.113 He also noted that female birds, for example, appeared to 
select what they regarded as the most beautiful or melodious mates.114 In 
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the 1860s, Darwin continued to puzzle over the persistence of maladap-
tive traits such as the bright plumage and long tail of the peacock, which, 
by providing no survival advantage, could not be explained by natural 
selection alone.

At the same time, a number of novels were published that debated 
sexual selection, as well as rituals of mating and courtship among humans, 
thereby seeking to combine the traditional courtship plot, at the time in a 
state of flux, with an interpretation of meeting and mating that became 
increasingly based on biological models.115 Literary scholars have shown 
that these novels, mostly by women authors, influenced Darwin and the 
way in which he developed and shaped his theories of sexual selection.116 
In The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex (1871), Darwin 
argued that sexual selection depended on the advantage of individuals 
over others of the same sex to attract the other for reproduction.117 There 
were thus two basic types of sexual selection: intrasexual selection or male- 
on- male competition for mates which could result in the death or ostracis-
ing of defeated rivals while females looked on passively; and intersexual 
selection, otherwise typically known as female choice, in which males (in 
most cases) attempted to charm the opposite sex (usually females). Here, 
females were no longer passive, but actively selected the partners of their 
preference.118

The largest focus of his explanation of sexual selection in The Descent 
was on birds, even though, according to current ornithologists, Darwin 
was ‘not much of an ornithologist’.119 Darwin’s discussion of birds in The 
Descent focused on other people’s observations, primarily on birds in 
North America and Australia. Only 68 pages of The Descent were on 
humans, while 200 were on birds.120 Moreover, almost a third of the 
seventy- four wood engravings in the first edition were of birds, far exceed-
ing any other subject of illustrations in the book.121 Darwin explained this 
emphasis with the argument that birds were the most aesthetic animals 
after humans and possessed secondary sexual characteristics which were 
more varied and conspicuous than in any other class of animals.122 Barber 
explained human interest in birds in the following way: ‘For we all like the 
birds, they awake us with their sweet voices in the early morning and in the 
“gloaming” their songs are still with us.’123 Birds have also been described 
as ‘large, sexually reproducing, diploid, warm-blooded vertebrate animals, 
with separate sexes, color vision, parental care, internal fertilization, and 
relatively large brains. These traits make them more like us than the major-
ity of other living things’.124 These aspects might also have influenced his 
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choice of birds. For Darwin, when humans observed male birds displaying 
their colourful plumage to females, they would thus recognise and find it 
‘impossible to doubt that the females admire the beauty of their male 
partners’,125 the very point which he sought to emphasise in his theory.

At the Cape, both natural and sexual selection were also often discussed 
through the prism of birds. Ornithologist, geologist, scientific traveller 
and medical practitioner Hugh Exton, for instance, adopted the theory of 
natural selection in 1871 during his research on whether the nest-building 
capabilities of birds were a natural instinct or an acquired adaptive trait.126 
A few years later, he favourably reviewed Layard’s Birds of South Africa 
which had followed Wallace’s system of classification developed in 
Contributions to the Theory of Natural Selection. This system took each 
species’ order and its modification according to changes in its surround-
ings into account.127 Among other references to Darwin, Hexton argued 
for the adaptive role of mimicry in the colouration of cuckoo eggs.

British and Cape intellectuals generally accepted The Descent more 
favourably than Origin of Species. Shortly after the former’s publication, 
Hooker informed Darwin that while dining out three days in a week he 
noticed that the idea of evolution was accepted and that The Descent was 
calmly discussed wherever he went.128 An anonymous review in the CMM 
in 1871, for example, reflected on the role sexual selection played in racial 
differentiation. The reviewer argued that the application of Darwinism to 
the moral and intellectual spheres was paramount and quoted Catholic 
theologian Cardinal John Henry Newman who insisted that The Descent 
was ‘pregnant with warning to those who would hastily condemn views of 
the mental and moral status of animals such as Mr Darwin so ably sug-
gests’. Newman had become known nationally by the mid-1830s and is 
remembered as an influential figure in English religious history in the 
nineteenth century. Despite Newham often being seen as a strict oppo-
nent of evolution, he considered it to be compatible with Christianity.129 
S/he concluded that The Descent would meet with severe and hostile criti-
cism due to its speculative nature, but should not be ignored as it was the 
foundation theory from which the development of organic life could be 
explained.130 This review encapsulates the contemporary debate at the 
Cape, to which Barber, as a frequent contributor to the CMM, added.

While the theory of sexual selection initially seemed an unlikely asser-
tion to Barber, she started providing relevant cases to naturalists in the 
mid-1860s. Her observations of birds she sent to Layard. As their corre-
spondence did not survive and her quotations in Birds of South Africa 
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(1867) are mostly undated, it is impossible to know when exactly she 
wrote these statements to him. Barber argued:

I have never seen a wild one [guinea fowl] with white feathers in its wings. It 
is contrary to the laws of natural selection […] for nature to produce any 
form that is useless or hurtful to her, such as white wing-feathers would be 
to wild guinea-fowls, for they would at once point out to wild-cats, owls, 
hawks, and sports-men, the direction in which the bird had flown or ran (for 
in crossing all rough places they open their wings while running); and I am 
inclined to think that if they do occur in any part of the colony with white 
wings, it is when they have accidentally been crossed with the tame, white- 
breasted guinea-fowl that is so common (especially amongst the Dutch 
colonists) nearly all over the colony.131

Barber thus initially provided an alternative explanation: she did not 
explain the occurrence of the white wing-feathers in guinea fowls with 
reference to sexual selection, but posited a hybridisation between wild and 
domesticated birds. She was, however, certainly aware of theories of sexual 
selection at the time, whether through reading the above-mentioned nov-
els, from the public debate or from her own reading of Darwin’s and 
Spencer’s works. In another letter, presumably written after discussing the 
guinea fowl, Barber, now convinced in Darwin’s explanation of sexual 
selection, informed Layard that she had observed a relevant case of female 
selection when the male Cape rock-thrush sung his rather lively song from 
a conspicuous position from where he could be heard and seen best and 
could thus quickly be chosen by a female.132 These two examples illustrate 
how Barber, initially sceptical of sexual selection, came to adopt the con-
cept and found evidence for it in her immediate environment. She then 
promised Trimen in 1868 that she would report on any examples of sexual 
selection which she may come across.133

The Descent was deemed ‘a literary sensation’, ‘must-read’ and ‘as excit-
ing as any novel’.134 It was therefore widely read and discussed. Darwin 
was aware of his theory’s social implications and deliberately included (at 
times multivalent) passages for his conservative, misogynist and feminist 
readers. I thereby argue that his readers were not just (deliberately or not) 
misreading him, but that in his very project Darwin set up arguments for 
both opinion leaders.

A number of scholars have described Darwinian evolutionary science as 
‘intrinsically anti-feminist’.135 In his remaining texts, numerous passages 
can be found that suggest this view. In his correspondence, for instance, 
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there is a striking letter that he wrote in reply to Caroline Augusta Kennard 
(1827–1907), an American campaigner for women’s education and mem-
ber of the New England Woman’s Club, the first woman’s club in the US, 
in 1882. In it, Darwin showed himself convinced that women were ‘infe-
rior intellectually’ to men and that ‘there seems […] to be a great difficulty 
from the laws of inheritance, […] in their becoming the intellectual equals 
of man’. In the same letter, he argued that women could be educated but 
‘that the early education of our children, not to mention the happiness of 
our homes, would […] greatly suffer’.136 Readers learned that Darwin saw 
‘greater intellectual vigour and power of invention in man’ as ‘the most 
able men will have succeeded best in defending and providing for them-
selves, their wives and offspring’.137 In contrast, Darwin maintained, with 
their maternal instincts, ‘greater tenderness and less selfishness’, women 
differentiated themselves from men.138

Many men scientists such as Francis Galton, Darwin’s cousin and British 
anthropologist known for his studies in eugenics, and the Swiss botanist 
Alphonse de Candolle expressed their misogynist sentiments and used 
Darwin passages as confirmations.139 The theory of natural selection and its 
assumptions of biologically conditioned gender differences in capacity and 
disposition could thus replace the theological justification for patriarchy 
derived from biblical stories such as that of the mythical Eve. The rib story 
in Genesis 2:20–22 and God’s thundering to Eve (‘I will greatly multiply 
thy sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children; 
and thy desire shall be thy husband, and he shall rule over thee’ (Genesis 3: 
16)) had always been preferred by misogynist and conservative men to the 
first chapter of Genesis, the simultaneous creation of men and women 
(Genesis 1: 27) which was often quoted by feminists in their counter-argu-
ments.140 Thus, while the explanation for their inferiority shifted, women 
continued to be subjugated and deemed less worthy individuals than men.

Yet, women realised that the theory’s focus on females’ position in 
nature, for the first time in biological theorising, offered them a unique 
opportunity to discuss women’s position in society. One of them was 
Barber who in 1868 discussed the impact sexual selection had on society 
with Trimen, who was of the opinion ‘that Darwin has found out that the 
whole sexual system in nature requires setting to rights!’141 She welcomed 
Trimen’s attitude that—according to what is known about his opinion on 
his women colleagues and how he supported Barber—cannot be taken as 
sarcastic. He may have rather meant that Darwin brought clarity to how 
the sexual system in nature works rather than changing gender relations, 
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as Barber wanted to understand his statement. While it is not clear how 
Barber came to embrace sexual selection in her observations on birds, it 
seems highly likely that she realised the theory’s potential for advocating 
for women’s rights and gender equality.

Barber’s desire to strengthen women’s position in society emerged in 
the 1860s. The Cape Colony’s 1853 constitution had made the colony 
one of the most egalitarian in the British Empire. It gave any ‘male person’ 
over the age of twenty-one, regardless of race but with property worth 
twenty-five pounds, the right to vote and be elected as members of the 
House of Assembly.142 Women had no right to vote or hold a political 
position. As in The Great Reform Act (1832) in Britain, women were 
explicitly excluded by substituting the general word ‘man’ with ‘male per-
son’, which happened for the first time in British and South African his-
tory. The Great Reform Act had allowed men who owned or rented 
property with an annual worth of ten pounds or more to vote. About half 
of the middle class could subsequently vote, which in total represented 
about 20% of all men in the country. The Second Reform Act (1867) later 
gave workingmen the vote, but not women.143 Andrew Bank has shown 
how racial attitudes at the Cape hardened after constitutional emancipa-
tion in 1853, which in turn resulted in the fostering of a broad colonial 
identity based on white alliance.144 Kirsten McKenzie’s research has eluci-
dated how the constitution disempowered women, as ideas of British 
domesticity were transferred to the Cape and a new gender order was 
introduced at the same time that set out distinctive roles for middle-class 
men and women in the political and domestic spheres, respectively.145 
Women in America were to find themselves in a similar situation after the 
Fourteenth (1866) and Fifteenth Amendments (1870), which granted 
emancipated men slaves the right to vote but did not do the same for 
women in general, many of whom subsequently sought to extract from 
evolutionary theory that which would serve their feminist cause.146

Barber could not engage in politics and must have felt constrained in 
the 1860s, when she was also confronted with the presence of her hus-
band and brothers for the longest continuous period of her adult life, in 
contrast to before when they had spent much time away from home, 
actively engaged in, among other endeavours, politics, agricultural matters 
and the Cape-Xhosa Wars. Through such experiences, Barber’s perception 
of suffering under contemporary gender norms increased, which in turn 
encouraged her to turn to a theory which included elements that she 
could use to strengthen the position of women in society.
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In contrast, proponents of natural selection became fierce opponents of 
female self-determination among humans. Darwin noted differences 
between female and male ‘secondary sexual characters’ that consisted of 
males’ ‘organs of locomotion or prehension’ and females’ ‘organs of nour-
ishment or protection for the young’.147 This suggests that Darwin saw 
females as different due to their reproductive capacity that forced them to 
be ‘passive materialists’ to ensure their survival.148 With his concept of 
sexual selection, he stressed the difference between the sexes, but did not 
place females lower than males. Darwin’s colleagues, such as the orni-
thologist John Gould, as will be seen in Chap. 8, or Alfred Russel Wallace, 
who simultaneously developed a theory similar to Darwin’s natural selec-
tion, were more conservative with regard to females’ position in nature 
and women’s in society.149 Darwin argued that males evolved adaptive 
weapons for attack and self-defence in male-on-male intra-species combat, 
while females developed an aesthetic sense for choosing a male.150

Wallace explained the adaptive principle in males with natural selection, 
opposed the idea of female choice and became the most outspoken oppo-
nent of the latter. He proposed what English Darwinian philosopher 
Helena Cronin calls the ‘“good sense” female choice’ view that ‘females 
choose their mates for vigor or health, for territory size or nest quality – 
the sort of sensible characteristics that natural selection would be choosing 
anyway’.151 In 1877, Wallace published his article ‘On the Colours of 
Animals and Plants’ in Macmillan’s Magazine,152 rejecting without reser-
vation the possibility of Darwinian female choice, which he deemed both 
unnecessary and an anthropomorphic notion. This attitude was partly a 
result of his spiritualist convictions, but also derived from his conception 
of natural selection as a sufficient explanation for evolution.153 Wallace had 
a profound impact among most Darwinians who avoided the subject of 
sexual selection and readily adopted his view that sexual selection was an 
ambiguous and superfluous hypothesis.154

The correspondence between Barber and Trimen which took place 
prior to the publication of her subsequent critique of Wallace suggests that 
she was harshly critical of the latter’s position of women. She advocated 
both for being recognised as a woman scientist and against men’s 
 underestimation of women more generally. At the beginning of November 
1877, she asked with heavy irony:

Did you see a long article in Macmillans Magazine by A. R. Wallace, in 
which he mentioned the changes in colour which take place in the pupa of 
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Papilio nireus which I sent a description of to Mr Darwin? Then he goes on 
to say “these remarkable changes would perhaps not have been credited, had 
it not been for the previous observations of Mr Wood.” This is rather flat-
tering to one is it not!155

By the end of the month, she still did

not think Wallace made a successful stand against Darwin’s theory of sexual 
selection and in a great measure but not entirely I am bringing forward 
proofs of sexual selection having a great deal to do with the production of 
fine feathers, however, the causes of coloration in nature, are so wonderful, 
and multitudinous in their cases, that one could fill a volume on the subject, 
and spend a life time in their study, and then not know or describe the half 
of them.156

By overlooking her achievements157 as well as giving false credit to a Mr 
Wood, most likely English zoological illustrator T.  W. Wood who had 
illustrated Wallace’s The Malay Archipelago (1869) and Darwin’s The 
Descent, Barber saw Wallace as a gatekeeper, who did not acknowledge her 
work properly due to her gender. Barber’s charge was heightened by her 
sensitivity towards and constant fight against the misrecognition of her 
work, as discussed in Chap. 4 with regard to the article falsely published 
under ‘Mr Layland’.

Barber therefore took issue with Wallace’s chauvinistic attitude and 
attacked him in a response paper to his article in 1878, which was difficult 
to publish. For a decade, she had collected information and observations 
to accumulate evidence for selection by females in local butterflies, moths, 
spiders and birds, finding evidence in the process that colour in nature was 
never accidental.158

Like Darwin, she used many examples of birds to defend her position 
on sexual selection. She argued that male red-breasted sunbirds (Nectarinia 
afra), Cape canaries (Crithagra canicollis) and yellow finches (Hypanthornis 
olivaceus) displayed their beauty in ‘love meetings’, while females were 
attracted to the most aesthetically beautiful mate. This, she observed, was 
in contrast to female domestic fowls, which chose the strongest male.159 
Besides these instances, Barber analysed the functions of colours among 
various species and described indicative or banner colour in polygamous 
birds that allowed them to keep together or to separate and later find each 
other.160 Protective colour is the colour that allows species such as the 
green wood-pigeon (Treron delalandii) in the Transkeian country to 
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closely resemble their favourite fruit trees, the wild fig’s foliage that is 
consequently ‘the home of these birds’ for offering them protection.161 
Similarly, the young ostriches imitate ‘the small black ant-heaps, which are 
by no means uncommon in the grassy localities, or on the plains where 
these birds have their nests’, as do pupae with the plants they feed on.162

Deceptive colour, according to Barber, differed from mimicry in that it 
is neither protective nor permanent, but changeable and uncertain and 
‘purely for the purpose of misdealing and deceiving’.163 Examples she gave 
were the small grey mottled chameleon, the green chameleon of Griqualand 
West, the ‘flower frog’ (Hyperolius) and the gaily painted ‘China spider’. 
Mimicry was for self-preservation as the ocelli in butterflies that repre-
sented eyes and in the case of different species of Satyridae made the toad 
see the eyes of a snake, ‘its deadliest foe’ and leave the butterflies in peace.164

In conclusion, Barber summarised that she had aimed to demonstrate 
‘to a certain extent the truth of Mr Darwin’s Theory of “Female 
Selection”’, and to illustrate ‘the peculiarities to which colour in its mani-
fold services is applied in nature, and the all-important influence which it 
has on the lives and habits of various creatures’.165

Barber had initially wanted to publish this article ‘On the peculiar 
Colours of Animals in Relation to Habits of Life’ abroad out of fear that 
only a few readers of the Transactions of the newly established South 
African Philosophical Society had read Wallace’s paper. Furthermore, she 
aimed for a large transnational readership, thus sending the article to 
England. Presumably, she posted it to the Macmillan’s Magazine or to 
Hooker, who she hoped would publish it for her. She wrote to Hooker in 
November 1878, pointing out to him that:

Some months ago I sent you a paper on colour and the effect it had on the 
habits of various creatures, and as I have not received a line from any of my 
Kew friends for so long, and the said paper has never been acknowledged I 
have come to the conclusion that probably it never reached you at all fre-
quently they are lost that are sent to this out of the way part of the world our 
postal arrangements are not of the best kind the last “Kew Garden Report” 
never reached Kimberley […] Be so kind as to send me a line to say whether 
the paper on “colour” ever reached you?166

This passage indicates how important the paper was to her, as she hoped 
to prove a point: in terms of her observations of sexual selection, the status 
she attributed to females in nature and to voice her opinion on Wallace’s 
unacceptable line of argumentation. Among the letters that have been 
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archived at Kew Library, Art and Archives, there is no earlier letter from 
Barber in which she indicates having sent the paper. Therefore, it can be 
assumed that the letter was lost or that Hooker forwarded it to a publisher 
or journal without leaving a trace in Darwin’s collection at Cambridge, 
the Linnean Society archives in London or the Royal Entomological 
Society in St Albans. What is certain is that Barber’s article was not pub-
lished in England. Four months after withholding the paper from Trimen, 
co-founder of the South African Philosophical Society and an editor of its 
Transactions, she sent it to him in November 1877. He duly published the 
article in the journal’s first issue and also made her the first woman cor-
responding member of the society.167 The published article did make its 
way into Darwin’s archives in Cambridge, but the circumstances of how it 
got there remain unclear.168 Wallace, presumably reading Barber’s paper 
and other literature on the topic, changed his mind and embraced female 
selection by the 1890s.169

Besides a few exceptions, however, the theory of sexual selection 
remained neglected until the second half of the twentieth century.170 It 
was to take half a century until R. A. Fisher could explain why female 
birds chose male birds with characteristics that were ‘downright deleteri-
ous’, such as the peacock’s tail.171 This long neglect by scientists also 
explains why the theory’s significance for the feminist cause has only 
recently attracted more scholarly attention. In these recent studies, the 
focus was mainly on women who openly criticised Darwin’s arguments 
as masculinist, such as the first ordained woman protestant minister in 
the US, Antoinette Brown Blackwell, or developed his concepts into 
gender theories, such as Clémence Royer in France. Blackwell’s The Sexes 
Throughout Nature (1875) was the first feminist critique of evolutionary 
theory by a woman. She showed how gender- biased Darwin and Spencer 
had been and promoted more objective methods, such as ‘a deeper read-
ing of facts’. She challenged mainstream science to study women, to 
transgress boundaries of masculinity in scientific practice and argued for 
a ‘Science of Feminine Humanity’ that could be ‘the ultimate arbiter of 
questions regarding sex difference’ if it was accepted that ‘the experience 
of women [should] count for more […] than the observation of the wis-
est men’. She thereby replaced patriarchal with matriarchal lines of rea-
soning.172 Royer (1830–1902) was a self-taught French scholar and 
lecturer on economics, philosophy and science, who translated Darwin’s 
Origin of Species into French in 1862, deducted from it an evolutionary 
gender  theory consisting of three phases. In the first, prehistoric men 
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and women barely differed physically or mentally from each other. The 
scarcity of natural resources raised competitive pressures and a gendered 
division of labour thus developed in the second phase, in which females 
became caretakers while males hunted and sought subsistence for their 
families. In the third phase, in industrial society, gender asymmetries 
were no longer necessary even becoming counterproductive. Humans 
needed both traditionally female and male characteristics. Biological 
gender asymmetries were thus not present at first, but became necessary 
in order to reach the stage of civilisation in which they could now 
disappear.173

In 1913, the American author and journalist Floyd Dell had already 
recognised that the women’s rights movement was ‘a product of evolu-
tionary science of the nineteenth century’. There had been ‘women’s 
rebellions’ before, but ‘modern science’ gave humans ‘a new view of the 
body, its functions, its needs, its claims upon the world’ which provided 
‘the basis for a successful feminist movement’.174

Barber believed that the oppression of women was rooted in power 
relations rather than their biology, as will be detailed in Chap. 8. 
Inequalities which existed due to a lack of educational opportunities for 
women175 made her spot sexual selection’s emancipatory potential. 
Barber’s approach was to present proofs for gender equality in the other-
than-human animal world and urge humans who felt superior to act 
according to superior principles. She was a pragmatist who strongly 
believed in the Lamarckian notion of trying and Emersonian self-reli-
ance with an underlying assumption that unhappiness is invariably self-
inflicted.176 Yet, her individual will and self-reliance did not guarantee 
her self-actualisation and progress in the scientific world. Barber had to 
depend on men members of society who supported her to evolve and 
progress. She struggled to be heard and published and fought for the 
recognition of the importance of the  theory of sexual selection as a 
means of advocating for women’s rights. With the new generation of 
settlers at the Cape and industrialisation, women more and more felt the 
need for more rights and co-determination.

While Barber had previously hoped that she could make metropolitan 
scientists rely on her services as an illustrator, she now found a far more 
important niche for herself, becoming one of the first naturalists to research 
insect mimicry and camouflage and their role in the pollination of plants. 
While Trimen was more of an armchair entomologist who emphasised the 

 T. HAMMEL

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-22639-8_8


171

importance of having access to large collections as well as the literature 
that she could not approach herself, Barber could observe butterflies in 
nature and experiment with them by rearing them in her laboratory- like 
garden. Barber and Trimen thus complemented one another, yet the dif-
ferent nature of their individual roles also illustrates the gendered division 
of labour at the time. Whereas women became increasingly accepted and 
appreciated as ‘invisible technicians’177—collectors, illustrators and infor-
mants—theory remained a predominantly male preserve. Yet, Chap. 6 
shows that Barber did not just circulate and provide corroborative evi-
dence for Northern theories.
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