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  Description




  Ever since The Origin of Species appeared in 1859, Charles Darwin’s followers have co-opted him as the patron saint of materialism. In False Messiah, longtime Darwinist and agnostic Neil Thomas looks at how Darwinism triumphed, and he challenges the official story with an exploration richly informed by his expertise in rhetoric and cultural history. What of Darwinism’s present status? Like Marxism—that other great materialist theory of the Victorian age—Darwinism has become “the God that failed.” As Thomas shows, although Darwinism has done incalculable damage to our culture, there is hope for renewal in contemporary scientific findings that are reinvigorating the argument from design as well as in what amounted to an ingenious flanking movement against modern materialism—the spiritually charged philosophy of nature developed in the poetry of William Wordsworth.
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  ADVANCE PRAISE




  In this fascinating and wide-ranging book, Neil Thomas draws on his expertise in European intellectual history and linguistics to examine both the content and context of Darwin’s writings. He draws in detail on the words of Darwin’s contemporaries, such as Charles Lyell and Asa Gray, to examine how Darwin’s ideas were received in the nineteenth century. He also considers the literary context, in the world of William Wordsworth, George Eliot, and Algernon Charles Swinburne. There is a particularly interesting section on Alfred Russel Wallace, the co-discoverer of Darwin’s evolutionary theory, who later changed his mind on some of the key aspects.




  Thomas also looks carefully at some of the details of Darwin’s text, and the difficulties of translating the concept of natural selection into other languages, and sets out what these reveal about Darwin’s lack of conceptual clarity. I found the discussion of Darwin’s religious confusion and struggles, and the claim set out here that Darwin’s ­presentation of natural selection comes close to that of a goddess figure, to be thought-provoking and insightful.




  The book provides a stimulating challenge to the lazy assumption that Darwin’s work provided a simple and satisfying scientific explanation for all aspects of the biological world. Anyone who holds onto that view after studying the issues discussed here really is clinging to a false messiah.




  —Peter Jeavons, Senior Research Fellow, St Anne’s College, Oxford; Emeritus Professor, University of Oxford




  How in the world could a theory as transparently lame as Darwin’s win over most late-nineteenth-century academics? Neil Thomas’s brilliant new book, False Messiah: Darwinism as the God That Failed, shows that many intellectuals then were already hoping to explain away the obvious designedness of life, in order to subsume biology into a totalizing, human-centered Enlightenment vision. Darwin merely offered them what they were hoping for. Ironically, as Thomas notes, it is the very progress of modern science—especially the discoveries of non-mechanistic quantum reality and the information-suffused molecular layers of life—that has ultimately quashed their efforts, whether or not they yet realize it.




  —Michael J. Behe, Lehigh University Professor of Biological Sciences and author of Darwin’s Black Box, The Edge of Evolution, and Darwin Devolves




  A beautifully written exploration of Darwin’s thinking, set against the historical context of his time and the diverse responses to his controversial ideas. Neil Thomas offers fascinating insight into the reception of The Origin of Species and the deep uncertainties Darwin himself harbored about his collected ideas. This work showcases careful scholarship and compelling analysis, exposing the flimsy foundations of the many persistent and popular misconceptions surrounding Darwin’s views.




  —David J. Galloway, former President of the Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons of Glasgow; Consultant Surgeon and Honorary Professor of Surgery, University of Glasgow, University of Malaysia, and the Chinese University of Hong Kong; author of Design Dissected and Controlled Chaos




  Readers of False Messiah will probably already know that Charles ­Darwin was a product of Victorian culture—in most respects, a typical one. Neil Thomas sheds useful light on the open-minded character of that culture, which allowed The Origin of Species to receive the critically sympathetic hearing that it did, even though the book challenged many of the orthodoxies of the time. As made abundantly clear in these pages, a key factor was the absence of a monopoly over scientific wisdom. Learned people from all fields were given a voice in such existential matters as the origins and meaning of life. Now, nearly two centuries later, various crises of scientific authority are returning us to a similar sensibility. But whereas Victorian open-mindedness opened the door to Darwin’s theory of evolution, today’s open-mindedness may soon see it to its departure.




  —Steve Fuller, Professor of Social Epistemology, University of Warwick, UK, and author of nearly thirty books, including Science vs Religion? and Dissent over Descent




  “Scientists animated by the purpose of proving themselves purposeless make an interesting subject for study,” the philosopher A. N. Whitehead wrote wittily and wisely several decades ago. Prof. Neil Thomas’s deft new book is as timely, judicious, and profound a brief account as could be desired of the defects, dangers, and enduring damage of orthodox Darwinism.




  False Messiah contains a tight argumentative line and extra­ordinarily profound insights and felicitous locutions, as in ­documenting in detail the “stubborn disparity between Darwin’s theory and the uncooperative facts of objective reality.” Its depiction and rehabilitation of Darwin’s noble contemporary, the pioneering naturalist Alfred Russel Wallace, a repentant reductionist, is particularly illuminating and heartening.




  Thomas’s articulate discussion of the protest against reductionism by the poet William Wordsworth (an instantiation of the Romantic and philosophical protest also found in Blake, Coleridge, Carlyle, and Dickens) reminds one of the truth and importance of Lionel Trilling’s point made over a half-century ago: “Wordsworth’s great auto­biographical poem The Prelude gives the classic account of the damage done to the mind… by the scientistic conception of mind that prevailed among intellectuals at the time of the French Revolution.” That scientistic conception retains great influential force, damaging human mental health and prospects for truth and justice in the twenty-first century. Thomas’s lucidly written book is an antidote to it.




  —M. D. Aeschliman, Professor Emeritus of Education, Boston University and author of The Restoration of Man: C. S. Lewis and the Continuing Case Against Scientism




  Although I am a theologian and not a scientist, nonetheless I warmly commend this unusual book by Neil Thomas. Interestingly, Darwin himself was not always totally convinced by his theory of natural ­selection. And as Neil Thomas pointed out in his previous book, ­Taking Leave of Darwin, modern evolutionary theory rests on a foundation considerably less stable and reassuring than rock. In False ­Messiah, Thomas shows that Darwin’s theory “cannot bear the weight of its role as Gospel for a brave new age of atheistical enlightenment.”




  —Paul Beasley-Murray, former Principle of Spurgeon’s College, London, and author of many books, including There Is Hope




  Darwinism is demoralizing. The more you believe Darwin provides an explanation for life, the more meaningless that life becomes. Darwin gave atheists false hope that their decision to reject purpose in the universe is right, and that living without ultimate hope is good. As Neil Thomas expertly demonstrates, Darwin benefited from a rising tide of secularism that warmly embraced his material explanation for life. Thomas’s book may well benefit from a rising tide of skepticism in the sufficiency of that materialist account, as modern science unravels the Darwinian story. This book gives good reasons to see through the messianic pretensions of Darwinism, and to follow instead the divergent path of Darwin’s peer and co-discoverer, Alfred Russel Wallace, back towards the overruling intelligence of God.




  —Alistair J. McKitterick, Senior Lecturer at London School of Theology, Consulting Fellow for the Whewell Centre, Cambridge, and author of Faithful Science




  Rarely have I encountered a book so stimulating, yet such a joy to read. With superb insight and his delightful prose, Neil Thomas invites us to come along on his own journey of discovery. Building on his deep expertise in the history of thought, Thomas presents a profound new assessment of the ideas that shape our culture and our lives. An ­essential resource for anyone wrestling with the issues of origins and their impact on the meaning of life.




  —Steve Laufmann, co-author of Your Designed Body and chair of the Conference on Engineering in Living Systems




  Neil Thomas tackles with considerable verve and wit the central conundrum of our age: the ever growing hiatus between what we think (or thought) we knew about the practicalities of genetic inheritance and its inscrutable complexities as revealed by modern science. ­Specifically, despite prodigious endeavor, the empirical evidence for the mechanisms of evolutionary transformation has proved elusive. His interpretation of how nonetheless it has dominated biological thought for 160 years, providing an all-encompassing explanation for the near infinite diversity of form and attributes of the living world, is as lucid as it is persuasive.




  —James Le Fanu, Fellow of the Royal College of Physicians, winner of the Los Angeles Times Book Prize, and author of Why Us? and The Rise and Fall of Modern Medicine




  




  PROLOGUE




  IN A PREVIOUS VOLUME, TAKING LEAVE OF DARWIN, I TELL WHY I WENT from a member in good standing of the Darwinian establishment to a person surprised to discover that modern evolutionary theory rests on a foundation considerably less stable and reassuring than rock. Specifically, on closer examination of the theory I was confronted with the bewildering spectacle of some indisputably clever people making unsupported claims in favor of a hypothesis originally advanced upon a surprisingly rickety foundation.




  I found that when Charles Darwin, together with later biologists as well as cosmologists, would reference purely notional processes such as “natural selection,” “­self-­assembly,” or “a cosmic imperative,” these terms amounted to little more than a ­side-­stepping of a host of imponderables. Hence the disquiet I felt at discovering that all their ­scientific-­sounding livery were but the regalia of so many empty referents carried along by magical thinking. And I mean “empty referents” in its formal linguistic ­sense—­words without demonstrable content within, or ascertainable relation to, the real world.




  Moreover, I found that Darwin and his successors had involuntarily, by the sheer incredibility of their claims, furnished presumptive evidence for the role of a special dispensation behind the origin and evolution of life on earth, a dispensation far beyond the parameters of a purely naturalistic analysis.1




  The present volume continues my intellectual journey, for it soon became clear to me that there were many further avenues still needing to be explored. In simplified terms, the present work takes relatively short sections of Chapters 2 and 3 of Taking Leave of Darwin and expands them into an entire book.




  In that previous work, I briefly surveyed the early and later voices of dissent from Darwin and weighed the back and forth between Darwin and his defenders on the one side and his more thoughtful critics on the other. But this is a rich vein, and I barely scratched the surface. Here, pick in hand, we will delve deeper.




  I should make clear from the outset that that my cheeky title, False Messiah, is not meant to describe Darwin as he ever styled himself. He actively resisted being ­co-­opted as the figurehead of a secularist religion. In part this may have been the respectable Victorian gentleman steering clear of anything redolent of French radicalism, but the effort also seems to have stemmed from a genuine personal ambivalence concerning matters metaphysical.




  Certainly, much of his professional work was devoted to substantiating the anti-theistic convictions of his grandfather, Erasmus Darwin, but Charles was much more prone to vacillate over the broader implications of his theory, brow knit, than to proclaim, fist in palm, some particular materialistic religion. Moreover, there is compelling evidence, analyzed in this book, that in later years he developed doubts about his formula for “creation without a creator.” In mining his personal correspondence and autobiography, one finds that in older age he became almost as much a natural theologian as a natural scientist.




  However, none of that has prevented a body of Darwin’s followers from ­co-­opting him as a sort of ­latter-­day messiah for a materialist program of cultural and civilizational transformation. I will argue that employing Darwin in this way is false twice over: First, it is not what Darwin made himself out to be. Second, and as accumulating evidence has made plain, his ­theory—­with or without the modern synthesis, and with or without the various ­third-­way epicycles tacked onto it in recent decades to save the appearances—­cannot bear the weight of its role as Gospel for a brave new age of atheistical enlightenment.




  However one chooses to characterize the aging gentleman of Down House, his doubts about the materialistic project have been amply vindicated by advances in biology in the last seven decades—one of the topics explored in the present book. Which brings us to the present volume’s subtitle. Students of the Cold War may recognize it as the title of a 1949 collection of essays by six prominent writers of the day on their conversion to, and eventual disillusionment with, communism.




  My borrowing of the phrase, and thereby connecting Marxism to Darwinism, is not incidental. Although The Communist Manifesto was published a decade before Darwin’s theory of evolution went public, Marx said he saw in Darwin’s On the Origin of Species “the book which, in the field of natural history, provides the basis for our views.”2 Or as he put it a year later: “Darwin’s work is most important and suits my purpose in that it provides a basis in natural science for the historical class struggle…. Despite all shortcomings, it is here that, for the first time, ‘teleology’ in natural science is not only dealt a mortal blow but its rational meaning is empirically explained.”3 In similar terms, Marx’s collaborator, Friedrich Engels, enthused that Darwinism had helped to eliminate teleology from biology4—much as Marx, we might say, had eliminated it from social science.




  Today we could invert this formulation to assert, with only slight exaggeration, that Marx has been eliminated from social science, at least Marxism as a coherent, all-encompassing political program.




  Darwinism, I want to argue, is approaching a similar condition of obsolescence. There are relatively few dyed-in-the-wool Darwinists remaining. True enough, in the academy one is still asked to genuflect before that mistiest of all dogmas, evolution. But among actual scientists doing serious work in biology, things have moved on from Darwin and even neo-Darwinism. As with many of our present-day social scientists, what remains in the biological sciences is a dogmatic commitment to materialism, regardless of how desperate that commit­ment may have become.




  Much of what follows has benefited from my background and expertise in European intellectual history as well as in languages and linguistics. In the present volume I cast a wide net to view Darwinism against the backdrop of European cultural assumptions, with special reference to religious and theological thinking, particularly among the Darwinists. Within that context I also focus on many linguistic ambiguities and modes of literary presentation favored by Darwin, which point towards largely unexplored subtextual implications.




  The volume is structured as follows. Chapter 1 describes the contemporary Darwin debate by attempting a “warts and all” sketch of the various issues at stake. In particular, I discuss how, more than 160 years on, there is no settled acceptance of modern Darwinian theory even among mainstream biologists, a reality rarely discussed in the popular press but one easily enough uncovered. To that end the opening chapter briefly surveys the more important issues which presently divide evolution experts.




  Chapter 2 discusses Darwin’s frequent lack of conceptual ­clarity—­a lack which becomes evident when we look at some of his imprecise and, at times, even misleading terminology. It was this lack of ­clarity which drew him into the contradiction of claiming, on the one hand, that “natural selection” was a mindless process and, on the other hand, that it was a ­crypto-­teleological process analogous to that employed by animal breeders bent on procuring the best livestock. After unmasking some ways in which Darwin’s conflicted mindset could have stemmed from ways of thinking familiar to the Victorians but no longer intelligible to our present generation, I go on to document how even some modern biological researchers have been constrained by their evidence to concede that Darwin’s notion of natural selection does not line up with the results of modern, empirical research in the area.




  Chapter 3 considers the implications of Darwin’s autodidactic ­education-­by-­installments, including his own awareness of the difficulties arising from a theory which had its origins in a stitching together of opinions he took from others rather than its emerging empirically from minutely observed fieldwork, as the Darwin mythology has it. As well as tracing modern influences on Darwin, I also consider the work of ancient atheist philosophers to whom Darwin owed a debt he was little aware of. Here too I consider the implications of Darwin’s giving a new lease on life to the philosophy of atheistic atomism, ­cold-­shouldered for almost two thousand years.




  Chapter 4, “Culture Wars,” begins a ­three-­pronged analysis of the changing religious landscape of Victorian Britain. First I come at it from the perspective of writers of the period, many of whom were prescient in their ability to anticipate trends in the developing, or sometimes deteriorating, spirituality of their wider society.




  Then I come to the university world of Oxford, a bellwether for intellectual developments throughout the nineteenth century and location of the famous debate on Darwinism in 1860 between Darwin’s bulldog, Thomas Huxley, and Oxford’s bishop, Samuel Wilberforce. Here I address Oxford’s changing culture through the nineteenth century as our ancient seats of learning reluctantly adapted themselves to secularizing trends in ­post-­Enlightenment Europe.




  Thereafter I come to the grassroots, mainly the ­working-­class movement simply styled “secularism,” which showed itself in remarkable advance of Oxford in its attitude to the German Higher Criticism of the Bible. I argue that the upshot of Darwin’s delaying publication of On the Origin of Species by almost two decades (he had already produced a pencil sketch by 1842), led to its benefiting from the rising tide of secularism which peaked in Britain in the period circa 1850–1890. The debatable logic of the Origin made sense within that secularizing context by dint of what is now commonly termed confirmation bias.




  Later in the chapter I turn to that deuteragonist of the Darwin story, Alfred Russel Wallace, whose many scientific achievements were, in their totality, considerably more impressive than those of Darwin. I assess the reasons that eventually impelled him to forsake crucial aspects of his ­co-­authored theory of natural selection. Wallace has often been sidelined by science historians who have described the evolutionary story in almost exclusively Darwinian terms, a tendency I resist in this volume.




  Chapter 5 discusses doubts harbored by both Darwin and some of his modern legatees concerning the sufficiency of natural selection. I also chart the ways that Darwin’s friends and colleagues helped him promote his ideas and yet, taking their cue from Darwin’s own insecurities and hesitancies, felt no obligation to regard his ideas as sacrosanct, so much so that they offered sharply varying takes on the Origin. In fact, many unresolved tensions in Darwin’s own mind caused him to present his Origin somewhat diffidently, as a theory worthy of consideration only until a better one might be advanced.




  Chapter 6 is devoted to what was in effect a rival philosophy of nature developed in the poetry of William Wordsworth. I look at how the poet’s considerable influence across all social classes as well as across the Atlantic Ocean stood as a philosophical barrier to people’s full acceptance of Darwinism.




  The seventh and final chapter considers how the recent disciplines of quantum mechanics and microbiology are difficult to square with those Newtonian notions of scientific predictability Darwin appealed to for intellectual support. This bears on the plausibility of Darwinian notions, since recent discoveries, acting as a corrective to Enlightenment presuppositions and presumptions, have undermined faith in the capacity of materialist science alone to predict outcomes and deliver truth. This, in turn, has undermined the Darwinian project itself.




  




  1. DARWINISM AND
 ITS DISCONTENTS




  THE IDEA OF EVOLUTION HAS A LONG PEDIGREE IN EUROPE, FIRST among the ancient Greek atomists and energetically resurfacing in the Enlightenment. I traced that history in my previous book and won’t belabor it in these pages. Here, suffice to say that what Erasmus Darwin, Charles’s grandfather, called the transmutation of species (borrowing an old alchemical term), and what Charles Darwin referred to as descent with modification, was a subject which had already exercised those ­free-­thinking ­eighteenth-­century French writers whom history refers to as les philosophes.




  These French Enlightenment figures toyed with the idea of the morphology of particular animal types changing over vast tracts of time. In his L’Homme Machine (1747), Julien Offray de la Mettrie argued that all animal forms had emerged from previous forms, so that the earthworm might be expected to transmute in time to become a considerably larger and more complex animal. Denis Diderot, anticipating conceptions later put forward by his countryman ­Jean-­Baptiste Lamarck, mooted in his D’Alembert’s Dream (1769) the possibility of a creature evolving through habitual functioning into another form of life altogether. Diderot even played with the bizarre (not to say physiologically illiterate) idea that those humans not required to perform manual labor might eventually become just heads.




  In the midst of what others regarded as the eccentric musings of a small, ­self-­referential coterie, it soon became clear that what was required was the identification of a causal mechanism that might render plausible the counterintuitive claim of boundless metamorphic evolution alleged by the group. The ambition was to identify what scientists from Newton onward termed a vera causa, a sufficient actuating means, for the changes in organismal form in the history of life.




  The theorizing of Darwin’s grandfather and the other trans­mutationists carried the idea that unaided nature, not God, had been responsible for rolling out Earth’s diverse biosphere of plants and animals. Perhaps hoping to justify his grandfather’s thinking on this point, Charles Darwin applied himself to finding a material mechanism underlying the evolution of all things and, hence, cut out the need for a cosmic middleman, so to speak. The idea that he (and Alfred Russel Wallace independently) hit upon he dubbed “natural selection.”




  The fundamentals of the idea were succinctly described by Darwin in the introduction to the Origin:




  As many more individuals of each species are born than can possibly survive; and as, consequently, there is a frequently recurring struggle for existence, it follows that any being, if it vary however slightly in any manner profitable to itself, under the complex and sometimes varying conditions of life, will have a better chance of surviving, and thus be naturally selected. From the strong principle of inheritance, any selected variety will tend to propagate its new and modified form…. Natural Selection almost inevitably causes much Extinction of the less improved forms of life, and induces what I have called Divergence of Character.1




  Cynthia Russett uses the flounder fish to illustrate the idea:




  The flounder originally lacked spots, but at some point a few baby flounders were born with spots which camouflaged them when they swam over pebbles or sand and thus lessened the chance of their becoming dinner for a hungry predator. A greater number of spotted than nonspotted flounders would therefore live to become parents of a new ­generation—­some without spots, but many spotted. Extended over vast stretches of time, this process of selection would lead to permanent modification of the flounder into a species all members of which possessed spots. And as selected individuals might form a distinct variety, so, with a greater effort of imagination, one might suppose varieties being elevated into separate species.2




  Such is the Darwinian narrative in simplified form, the story of how all life is said to have evolved naturally, without benefit of intelligent oversight, from the state of unicellular beginnings to that of highly complex plants and animals. On this accounting, natural selection is the previously unrealized means by which random variations were threshed and the surviving features and organisms put on the path from simpler to more complex, the changes leading in time towards the development of new species, families, and phyla.




  I have drawn special attention to Russett’s words “with a greater effort of imagination” in the quotation above because Darwin’s contemporaries, as well as all ­present-­day scientists, readily concede the possibility of minor adaptations to changing environments along the lines Darwin outlined. But some object that the spawning of fundamentally new biological forms is necessarily a teleological project in pursuit of a new physiological goal and therefore depends on the prior conception of a mind. To suppose otherwise, they contend, is a supposition requiring not just “imagination” but a truly heroic suspension of disbelief. This is because Darwin’s idea essentially proposes that purpose can be achieved purposelessly.




  Here we would do well to recall that rather jagged fault line between micromutations (the flounder acquires different colorings) and macromutations (e.g., the flounder slowly evolves into a more complex fish possessing new body parts with fresh capacities). That fault line has been excavated by critics and defenders alike in the wake of the Origin, and divides scientific opinion to this day. Some experts remain unpersuaded that all animal life could have evolved by the supremely chancy ministrations of Mother Nature alone, ­since—­according to the terms of ­neo-­Darwinian ­theory—­natural selection must necessarily wait upon genetic mutations before it can kick in and begin its winnowing operations. The large role accorded to chance in the evolutionary process has often been viewed as standing in considerable tension with the notion of a predictable mechanism, a consideration which impeded acceptance of Darwinian ideas.




  Chance in Darwin’s Theory




  For the first decades of Queen Victoria’s reign, any ­would-­be scientific law dependent on the postulation of chance would have condemned itself as being a contradiction in terms. For chance, by definition, is not a causal agency nor does it adhere to the predictability and regularity of a natural law.




  It’s true that Darwin likely conceived of the chance element of his theory not as randomness at an ontological level, as for instance randomness conceived of in some formulations of quantum mechanics, but instead as random only in an epistemological sense, as referring to events whose causal chains are unknown and perhaps indeterminable, or at least not describable by current natural law, as well as not arising for the sake of the survival and reproductive needs of the organism. As Darwin explained in the Origin, “I have hitherto sometimes spoken as if the ­variations—­so common and multiform in organic beings under domestication, and in a lesser degree in those in a state of ­nature—­had been due to chance. This, of course, is a wholly incorrect expression, but it serves to acknowledge plainly our ignorance of the cause of each particular variation.”3




  But is the term wholly incorrect? Think of a rock dislodged by happenstance, tumbling down a mountain, and coming to rest in some particular spot. Yes, if one were ­all-­knowing, one could provide a detailed, mathematical description of the natural forces accounting for the rock’s ­journey—­its every roll and skip, its particular rate of acceleration, its particular orientation when it came to a stop, and so on. But as this far outstrips our capacity to manage, we remain ignorant of its full causal story. And yet, even aware of that ignorance, we can hardly be said to abuse the language when we describe the particulars of any such haphazard journey down the mountain as random or ­chance-­like, even recognizing that such natural forces as gravity, inertia, and friction played their parts in the rock’s precise journey. In this regard, Darwin has done little more than state the obvious as regards what he means by chance. His attempt to distance himself from the conventional meaning of the term “chance” calls to mind the famous line from Shakespeare: “Methinks the lady doth protest too much.” Darwin, it seems, was acutely aware that the prominent role of chance in his chance/selection theory was not well calculated to impress his Victorian colleagues.




  Some modern, ­popular-­level accounts of Darwin’s ideas give the impression that with his theory of evolution a Great Discovery had been made whose ­self-­evident brilliance was such that every educated person not blinded by religious commitments readily assented to it. This reading of Victorian history, however, is not supported by the evidence. The common opinion of the leading men of science in the first half of the nineteenth century tended towards a form of deism, according to which divine law initiated life on earth. More broadly, educated opinion had, by the 1830s, become comfortable with the notion of a remote God having acted indirectly through natural laws of His own design.




  The result was that the predisposition in the natural sciences was in favor of natural laws and against the invocation of either miracle or chance. And so it was that Darwin’s unheralded announcement of a process in which chance variations introduced all the creative steps leading to the whole panoply of terrestrial life struck many in Victorian England as counterintuitive at best. The idea that random variations (today understood as genetic mutations) lay at the root of a process that gave rise to the most intricate of designs was sharply opposed by eminent scientific figures such as Darwin’s accomplished Cambridge tutor William Whewell and leading British scientist Sir John Herschel, the latter of whom reportedly described Darwin’s ­chance-­dependent theory as “the law of ­higgledy-­pigglety.”4




  They were far from alone in their negative assessment. Prior to the Origin’s publication, Whitwell Elwin, distinguished editor of the Quarterly Review, was selected by Darwin’s publishing house to vet his manuscript in advance of possible publication. Elwin, not mincing words, memorably advised against publication on the grounds that he deemed the work a wild and foolish piece of imagination whose author would have been better advised to confine himself to the subject of pigeons.




  Geologist, physiologist, and mathematician Samuel Haughton, a professor at the University of Dublin, sounded a similar warning, albeit in weightier tones. Haughton had become privy to the ­pre-­publication preview of the Origin in July 1858 at a meeting of the Linnean Society convened in London by Charles Lyell and Joseph Hooker.5 This was the occasion when, in the interests of gentlemanly fairness, the ­near-­identical evolutionary views of Darwin and Wallace were given equal time.




  In his autobiography Darwin makes special mention of Haughton, candidly reporting the Irish academic’s verdict as having been that “all that was new in there was false, and what was true was old.”6 This was in fact a painfully honest representation of remarks Haughton really did make to members of the Geological Society of Dublin on February 9, 18597 and which he developed in an anonymous article written for the 1860 edition of The Natural History Review.8 Haughton summed up his verdict on the papers by Darwin and Wallace (read out in absentia in both cases by Sir Charles Lyell) in unsparing terms: “There is no folly that human fancy can devise, when truth has ceased to be of primary importance, and right reason and sound logic have been discarded, that has not been produced, and preached as a new revelation.”9




  Haughton felt that Darwin had fallen for the logical post hoc ergo propter hoc fallacy, that is, as Haughton phrased it, the delusion that mere succession necessarily implied causation.10 Zoologist St. George Mivart, while later to the show, was also to oppose the inference that similarities in physiological structure necessarily implied a phylo­genetic relationship (a thesis Darwin would double down on in his second ­major work, The Descent of Man.11) In his 1871 book On the Genesis of Species, Mivart argued that such an inference involved circular reasoning: Similarities of bodily structure were simply assumed to be indications of common descent without concrete evidence. He felt that this was a circumstantial and superficial inference without clinching empirical support or even the prospect of confirmatory evidence emerging in the future.12 Later in the same work Mivart dismissed Darwin’s theory as depending on “mere minute, fortuitous variations.”13




  Other reviewers of the Origin also remained unconvinced by Darwin’s claims.14 The French Academy of Sciences was especially pointed, declining to elect Darwin to its zoological section on the grounds that his case for evolution was “not science, but a mass of assertions and absolutely gratuitous hypotheses, often evidently fallacious. This kind of publication and these theories are a bad example which a body that respects itself cannot encourage.”15




  Such, by and large, was the kind of professional response the ­Origin received. Mivart and Haughton, in company with members of the wider Victorian public,16 persisted in regarding poor chance, with or without the aid of natural selection, as unequal to the task of bringing such a grand and exquisitely crafted symphonic whole as the terrestrial biosphere into existence without any agency to compose and direct it.




  “A Deliberate Campaign”




  The ­pre-­publication slights and critiques Darwin received had the effect of putting him on the back foot. How could he get an idea so offensive to accepted scientific tenets embraced by both the scientific community and the wider public? What was his solution? Curtis Johnson took up this question through detailed researches into Darwin’s private notebooks, letters, and the multiple editions of the Origin. In his 2015 book Darwin’s Dice, Johnson concludes that Darwin increasingly ­de-­emphasized the idea of chance as a significant causal factor in evolution, especially after the first edition of the Origin. By the sixth edition, in response to criticisms received, the theory had been reframed to emphasize the guiding hand of natural selection, making variation seem less random and more directed.17




  Darwin’s private writings reveal that for later, revised versions of the Origin, he massaged his material as part of a sustained effort to get more of his readership to swallow the suspect pill of chance. This massaging is most apparent in the sixth and final edition. By then, forewarned and forearmed by Mivart’s verbal squibs about mere fortuity, Darwin had, according to Johnson, “adopted a variety of rhetorical strategies that added up to a deliberate campaign to retain chance as a central element while making it appear to most readers that he did not.”18




  In other words, Darwin became steadily convinced of the necessity to insinuate his dangerous idea into the consciousness of his peers by such means of verbal dexterity as he could devise, contriving to bypass his peers’ critical guard in a campaign of trompe-l’oeil or, in plain English, of pulling the wool over people’s eyes. Throughout his career, Darwin was never at a loss to construct imaginative and ingenious hypotheses. (See Chapter 3 below.) He would now put to hard service that aptitude as he strove to ­de-­emphasize the role of chance in his theory.




  By such an expedient Darwin hoped that criticism of his theory might quickly evaporate, a hope that his ­then-­ally Alfred Russel Wallace appeared to share when he advised Darwin to delete the word “accident” and replace it with some such bland circumlocution as “variations of every kind are always occurring in every part of every species.”19 Such careful locutions were to become part and parcel of a studied policy of obfuscation.




  Natural Selection: The Other Half of the Deal




  One might suppose that whereas the ­chance-­variation side of Darwin’s joint mechanism of evolution was a tough sell, at least the ingenious other half of the mechanism, natural selection, posed a relatively easy marketing challenge. But natural selection faced its own public relations ­difficulty—­empirical evidence for it accomplishing anything of note was in short supply.




  Here too Darwin had recourse to a sleight of hand, using the metaphor of an architect to describe the work of natural selection. However, as Johnson has pointed out, the architect metaphor worked at ­cross-­purposes with Darwin’s intentions, since an architect is manifestly an intelligent agent, in contradistinction to the witless and impersonal processes of natural selection.20 To make matters worse, the image had been employed for centuries in such locutions as “cosmic architect” to refer to the very deity Darwin wished to exclude.21




  Clearly the ­take-­away message from his writing, however deftly and euphemistically camouflaged, does involve the conception of the chance origin and evolution of life on this planet. On that reading God had been shown the door, having been rendered superfluous to evolutionary proceedings said to unfold autonomously. Yet ­Curtis Johnson also observes that in notes not for public consumption Darwin would ask himself, “Do these views make me an atheist?,” whereupon he exclaimed “NO!” In later notes he describes himself variously in theistic, deistic, or agnostic terms. Such terms, Johnson notes, “preserve the possibility… of a Creator who designed a world in the beginning that would operate in definite and predictable ways.”22




  At a later point in his life, Darwin may have been seriously tempted to return to the Christian fold, at least with one foot, as will be observed below. Perhaps even more tempting would have been a decision to return to the status quo ante, that is, to the common deistic prepossessions of the scientific community in the first half of the nineteenth century. Such a reversion might have been the easier for Darwin since, in the case of men of science, their convictions rested not on simple faith but on two centuries of philosophical thought. Those new patterns of thought had brought such enormous changes to people’s understandings of external nature as to make Darwin’s twin mechanisms of chance and natural selection problematical, if not indefensible. It is to that fundamental change in the educated European mindset that we now turn.




  Changing Ideas of Nature




  In the two centuries which separated William Shakespeare from Charles Darwin, there had occurred a revolution in Europe’s understanding of ­nature—­a change such as to make improbable the very notion of natural selection. It is well enough known that, in the early decades of the seventeenth century, Shakespeare could quite unproblematically portray an active nature capable of issuing portents of future misfortune as warnings to humanity. On the stage of the Globe theatre, it will be recalled, nature was able to put forth such meteorological warning signs as thunderstorms and sundry other “horrid sights seen by the watch.” But such stage evocations are interpreted by today’s audiences as merely a dramatic device (known technically as the “pathetic fallacy”). For hard on Shakespeare’s heels chronologically came a ­finger-­wagging brigade of ­mid- to ­late-­seventeenth-­century natural philosophers exhorting the bard’s intellectual heirs to view nature as an entirely passive phenomenon. No will or agency should henceforth be attributed to natural phenomena, these early scientists insisted, and this understanding became an informing axiom of ­post-­Enlightenment science.




  As Stanford history professor Jessica Riskin has pointed out in The Restless Clock: A History of the Centuries-Old Argument over What Makes Us Tick,23 a residue of the older thinking could still be traced in Lamarckian conceptions that posited an immanent force driving plants and animals to form themselves and to “complexify” their structures over time to produce many different plant and animal types. Harking back to ideas originally proposed by Denis ­Diderot and ­like-­minded philosophes in mid-­eighteenth-­century France, ­Lamarck proposed that living beings might be able to alter their own internal physiology and, by an act of will, develop such new organs as might be requisite to their purposes in life. His most (in)famous illustration of this claimed ability was the ­much-­cited (and derided) example of the giraffe species possessing the ability to elongate its neck over the course of many generations to be able to reach leaves at the tops of trees.




  Consistent with the tenets of this idea of a power inhering in nature itself, Lamarck was to look askance at the famous ­watch-­on-­the-­heath analogy formulated by William Paley, wherein Paley compared the functional arrangement of parts in a watch to the same in a living organism and argued that just as the one is necessarily designed, so is the other.24 Lamarck demurred, positing that the essential motor of the living being was, unlike with a watch, integral to it rather than something coming from an outside source. More than this, Lamarck was suggesting, inhering in living things is some natural force affording a species the capacity to evolve, given the right circumstances.




  Lamarck’s was then a decidedly bottom-up conception and, as Riskin observes, Lamarck’s was a “dangerous” idea since it posited self-evolving entities. Lamarck appeared to have replaced an external God with a mysterious and unspecifiable inner force. A common contemporary take is that in rejecting Lamarckism, science rejected what amounted to an attempt to smuggle back into biology an antiquated animism. Riskin offers a decidedly different perspective. On her view, “Lamarckism represented its era’s most naturalist, nontheological account of ­species-­change.”25
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