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A radical reappraisal of Charles Darwin from the bestselling author of Victoria: A Life.With the
publication of On the Origin of Species, Charles Darwin—hailed as the man who "discovered
evolution"—was propelled into the pantheon of great scientific thinkers, alongside Galileo,
Copernicus, and Newton. Eminent writer A. N. Wilson challenges this long-held assumption.
Contextualizing Darwin and his ideas, he offers a groundbreaking critical look at this revered
figure in modern science.In this beautifully written, deeply erudite portrait, Wilson argues that
Darwin was not an original scientific thinker, but a ruthless and determined self-promoter who
did not credit the many great sages whose ideas he advanced in his book. Furthermore, Wilson
contends that religion and Darwinism have much more in common than it would seem, for the
acceptance of Darwin's theory involves a pretty significant leap of faith.Armed with an
extraordinary breadth of knowledge, Wilson explores how Darwin and his theory were very
much a product of their place and time. The "Survival of the Fittest" was really the Survival of
Middle Class families like the Darwins—members of a relatively new economic strata who
benefited from the rising Industrial Revolution at the expense of the working classes. Following
Darwin’s theory, the wretched state of the poor was an outcome of nature, not the greed and
neglect of the moneyed classes. In a paradigm-shifting conclusion, Wilson suggests that it
remains to be seen, as this class dies out, whether the Darwinian idea will survive, or whether it,
like other Victorian fads, will become a footnote in our intellectual history.Brilliant, daring, and
ambitious, Charles Darwin explores this legendary man as never before, and challenges us to
reconsider our understanding of both Darwin and modern science itself.

“The prolific novelist and biographer probes the character and controversies of Charles Darwin’s
life and the controversial theory that turned the world on its head…. An illuminating new
biography of a legendary figure in the scientific world whose legacy continues to draw
reappraisals.” (Kirkus)“Though Darwin’s all-encompassing theory is now widely regarded as
paradigmatic science, Wilson provocatively considers it a quasi-religious credo—like Marx and
Engels’ The Communist Manifesto—ultimately doing more to shape political attitudes than to
advance scientific understanding…. Sure to spark debate.” (Booklist (starred review)) --This text
refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From the Inside FlapCharles Darwin: The man who
discovered evolution? The man who killed off God? Or a flawed man of his age, part genius, part
ruthless careerist, who would not acknowledge his debts to other thinkers?In this first single-
volume biography of Charles Darwin in twenty-five years, A. N. Wilson, the acclaimed author of
The Victorians and God's Funeral, goes in search of this celebrated but contradictory
figure.Darwin was described by his friend and champion Thomas Huxley as a symbol. But what
did he symbolize? In Wilson's portrait, both sympathetic and critical, Darwin was two men. On



the one hand, a brilliant naturalist, a patient and precise collector and curator who greatly
expanded the possibilities of taxonomy and geology. On the other hand, a seemingly diffident
man who appeared gentle and even lazy but hid a burning ambition to be a universal genius: he
longed to have a theory that explained everything.But was Darwin's 1859 masterwork, On the
Origin of Species, really what it seemed, a work about natural history? Or was it in fact a
consolation myth for the Victorian middle classes, reassuring them that selfishness and
indifference to the poor were part of nature's grand plan?Charles Darwin is a radical reappraisal
of one of the great Victorians, a book that isn't afraid to challenge Darwinian orthodoxy while
bringing us closer to the man, his revolutionary ideas, and the wider Victorian age.--Kirkus --This
text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From the Back CoverCharles Darwin: The man
who discovered evolution? The man who killed off God? Or a flawed man of his age, part genius,
part ruthless careerist, who would not acknowledge his debts to other thinkers?In this bold new
life—the first single-volume biography of Charles Darwin in twenty-five years—A. N. Wilson, the
acclaimed author of The Victorians and God’s Funeral, goes in search of this celebrated but
contradictory figure.Darwin was described by his friend and champion Thomas Huxley as a
symbol. But what did he symbolize? In Wilson’s portrait, both sympathetic and critical, Darwin
was two men. On the one hand, he was a brilliant naturalist, a patient and precise collector and
curator who greatly expanded the possibilities of taxonomy and geology. On the other hand,
Darwin, a seemingly diffident man who appeared gentle and even lazy, hid a burning ambition to
be a universal genius: he longed to have a theory that explained everything.But was Darwin’s
1859 masterwork, On the Origin of Species, really what it seemed, a work about natural history?
Or was it in fact a consolation myth for the Victorian middle classes, reassuring them that
selfishness and indifference to the poor were part of nature’s grand plan?Charles Darwin is a
radical reappraisal of one of the great Victorians, a book that isn’t afraid to challenge Darwinian
orthodoxy while bringing us closer to the man, his revolutionary ideas, and the wider Victorian
age.--This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.About the AuthorA. N. Wilson grew up
in Staffordshire, England, and was educated at Rugby and New College, Oxford. A Fellow of the
Royal Society of Literature, he holds a prominent position in the world of literature and
journalism. He is a prolific and award-winning biographer and celebrated novelist. He lives in
North London.--This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.Read more
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DedicationDeath to the weak! That is the watchword of what we might call the equestrian order
established in every nation of the earth, for there is a wealthy class in every country, and that
death-sentence is deeply engraved on the heart of every nobleman or millionaire . . . Take a few
steps farther down the ladder of creation: if a barnyard fowl falls sick, the other hens hunt it
around, attack it, scratch out its feathers and peck it to death.Honoré de Balzac, The Wild Ass’s
Skin,

Wellcome Library, London: Punch, 28 December 1861.
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PreludeDARWIN WAS WRONG. That was the unlooked-for conclusion to which I was inexorably
led while writing this book.To write the life of this Victorian Titan was an ambition which had been
at the back of my mind for a quarter of a century. In 1999, I published a book about the Victorian
crisis of faith, whose title was borrowed from a poem by Thomas Hardy – God’s Funeral.



Subsequently, I wrote a general survey of the period – The Victorians – and later a biography of
their monarch and figurehead, Victoria. It was irresistible to return to their most famous
intellectual revolutionary, the more so since the last major biographies appeared a good while
back, and had been published before the monumental Cambridge Darwin project, the
publication of his complete correspondence, had got far under way.It was certainly not my
intention when I began detailed reading for this book to part company from the mainstream of
scientific opinion which still claims to believe, and in some senses does believe, the central
contentions of Darwin’s most famous book, On the Origin of Species.There were a number of
reasons why it did not even cross my mind that I would come to disbelieve in Darwin’s theories.
The first reason is that I am not a scientist, and I am inevitably dependent on scientists for what I
know about the subject. So are we all – including scientists. In fact, if you are a professional
scientist, you will have even less time than a layperson to read at all deeply in areas of science
other than your own, since there is so much, in every branch of science, being explored and
discovered every year.In the last half-century, we have lived through a neo-Darwinian Golden
Age: another reason why it would be a bold person – or so I supposed before I started reading
up the subject – who came to question Darwin’s two central claims. These are, first, that by a
gradual process of evolution one species evolves into another (the process is always gradual);
the core of the theory is that nature does not make leaps – Natura non facit saltum. Secondly,
Darwin believed that nature is in a state of perpetual warfare and struggle; that progress in
evolution, and the perfecting of a species, takes place as a result of everlasting fight. ‘The
Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life’ is the second half of Darwin’s title for
The Origin of Species. Even if you realize that by ‘Favoured Races’ he was not, at this stage,
referring to human beings, the phraseology has a strange ring to it.The Golden Age of
Darwinism saw the publication of Julian Huxley’s Evolution in Action (1963) which I remember
reading when I was a schoolboy, and which seemed to me then entirely convincing. It was a
shorter version of his 1942 groundbreaking book Evolution: The Modern Synthesis. This was a
synthesis between basic Victorian Darwinism and the discoveries of modern genetics which,
when Huxley wrote, were still in their infancy relative to our level of knowledge today. The most
coherent expression of this belief in the synthesis is The Theory of Evolution by John Maynard
Smith, which was revised in 1993. Since those classics, there has been an abundance of books,
articles, television programmes expounding the ideas of Darwin. Although Darwin’s original
ideas are in fact, when you come to read much of this material, very heavily revised and indeed
changed, in the writings of the Darwinians the central contention remains the same: Darwin was
right; species evolve by a series of micro-changes, and this explanation is sufficient for
everything. The Darwinian Process explains all. Perhaps the most readable and pugnacious
proponent of this viewpoint is Richard Dawkins, who since publishing such books as The Selfish
Gene and The Blind Watchmaker in the 1970s has seemed to put the truth of the Darwinian
position beyond question.Nothing, however, is beyond question. As I quarried the history of
Darwin himself, it was inevitable that I should wish to see how his ideas stood up in the light of



contemporary scientific knowledge. This book, I quickly came to see, was very different from a
biography of a painter or a politician. If our tastes have changed, today, and we no longer admire
G. F. Watts, for example, as much as his contemporaries did, it does not mean he was a bad
painter. Lord Palmerston’s way of being Prime Minister might not work today, but we can still
esteem him in his own time and place.Science is not, however, a matter of passing taste. It is a
matter of verifiable fact. With any scientist in the past, we are bound to ask whether their insights
and theories still seem plausible. And in the case of Darwin this is doubly true, since his name is
invoked so frequently by current evolutionary theorists.I soon came to realize, when I started my
reading, that in fact there is no consensus among scientists about the theory of evolution. Most
would recognize that Darwin was a great pioneer of evolutionary biology. And everyone must
recognize that he was a prodigiously wide-ranging and observant naturalist, whose voyage in
HMS Beagle, when he was a very young man, brought back a wealth of specimens and
changed many branches of natural science. Everyone must recognize that he was among the
foremost experts on the earthworm. And his book on The Expression of Emotions in Man and
Animals is a masterpiece.When it comes to the two books which give the world the adjective
‘Darwinian’, however, The Origin of Species (1859) and The Descent of Man (1871), opinions
vary enormously in the scientific world. Until I got down to doing my reading, I had assumed that,
broadly speaking, scientific opinion accepted the truth of Darwin’s central theories, and that
objections to it were motivated not by scientific doubts but by some other set of ideas – most
likely religious ones. In so far as Darwin’s contemporaries rejected him on solely religious
grounds, that is part of the story. (Very few did.) In so far as people today question Darwin, on
religious grounds, that – it seemed to me – belonged to a different book. What interests me is
whether he got it right scientifically. And there it is obvious that we are entitled to judge him not
merely by the assessments made of his work by scientific and professional contemporaries –
nearly all of them rejected it. We are entitled to ask how much our contemporary state of
knowledge would lead us to question The Origin of Species.And this is where I was so
astonished. One of the modern scientists whose work I had followed, lightly, over the years was
my namesake (no relation) E. O. Wilson, one of the foremost entomologists in the history of
science. Not only was this Harvard professor a great scientist, but he also wrote sociobiology. I
am not sure how convincing I have found the Social Darwinism. Certainly, Wilson has received
many brickbats, accusing him of racism, misogyny and so forth.Sociobiology and Social
Darwinism, in particular, are contentious areas, sure enough. Darwin was beyond question a
racist in modern-day terms, but I would be cautious about judging men and women of the
nineteenth century by the standards of the twenty-first. Even before I came to write the Victorian
story of Darwin himself, however, I started to become aware of the violent dissent within the
ranks of the Darwinians of our time.Perhaps the most arresting example happened in the early
stages of my work, when I realized that E. O. Wilson, who had, forty years previously, been
broadly supportive of Richard Dawkins’s belief in a ‘selfish gene’, had broken ranks and begun
to think that, far from evolutionary progress being dependent on selfishness and struggle, it



sometimes owed quite a bit to co-operation. Ants don’t build anthills by fighting one another; nor
bees hives. In The Social Conquest of Earth, E. O. Wilson dared to put forward a ‘multi-level
selection theory’, as opposed to the idea of genes themselves being ‘selfish’. ‘There is no such
thing as a good or bad gene,’ he opined. Dawkins cited 137 other scientists who agreed with
him, and denounced Wilson for ‘an act of wanton arrogance’1 for daring to depart from
orthodoxy. Wilson responded in a BBC TV interview by claiming that Dawkins was no longer a
scientist, but a . . . ‘journalist’.2 Ouch.Scientists were not, then, at one over the status of Darwin’s
ideas. If they were reduced to trading insults with one another, it surely suggested a theory
which had collapsed: one camp accused the other of making ‘unsubstantiated assertions resting
on the surface of a quaking marsh of unsupported claims’. The other retorted that the enemy
had ‘ideas so confused as to be hardly worth bothering with’.3When I read more of what the
evolutionists had to say, both about their subject and about one another, I realized that Darwin’s
position as the great man of life-sciences looked uncertain. Geology has moved on since his
friend and mentor Sir Charles Lyell pioneered the subject in the early nineteenth century. But we
do not dismiss Lyell, since he discovered so much. What, exactly, did Darwin discover? Or is his
theory just that – simply a theory?Wilson’s slow but inexorable journey to disbelief in Darwin’s
‘struggle for life’ theory gave me pause. Then I came to read the work of Stephen Jay Gould. His
book The Structure of Evolutionary Theory (2002) was based on a lifetime’s palaeontological
research. Gould and his colleague Niles Eldredge developed a theory of what they called
‘punctuated equilibrium’. The little two-word phrase is a deadly one for the orthodox believer in
Darwin. In The Origin, Darwin admitted that the fossil evidence to support his theory was sparse.
Gould, one of the foremost palaeontologists of modern times, revealed that it was not sparse: it
was non-existent. What the fossil evidence demonstrated, beyond doubt and contrary to what
Darwin had claimed, was that nature did make leaps. It hopped. Species did not, apparently,
evolve little by little, though micro-mutation did indeed take place within species. The famous
finches and their beaks, gradually evolving to adapt themselves to different Galápagos Islands,
are a case in point.Gould wrote in 1980, ‘The absence of fossil evidence for intermediary stages
between major transitions in organic design, indeed our inability, even in our imagination, to
construct functional intermediates in many cases, has been a persistent and nagging problem
for gradualistic accounts of evolution.’4 Eldredge, in 1995, would write,No wonder
paleontologists shied away from evolution for so long. It never seemed to happen. Assiduous
collecting up cliff faces yields zigzags, minor oscillations, and the very occasional slight
accumulation of change over millions of years, at a rate too slow to really account for all the
prodigious change that has occurred in evolutionary history. When we do see the introduction of
evolutionary novelty, it usually shows up with a bang, and often with no firm evidence that the
organisms did not evolve elsewhere!5Then I read Michael Denton’s now classic work Evolution:
A Theory in Crisis (1985). Where necessary, in the pages that follow, I have summarized some
of Denton’s arguments. Denton does not deny that evolution occurs. He points out that we
observe it taking place within species. Darwin’s theory that all species have emerged by a series



of gradual, infinitely slow, infinitely small mutations is simply not borne out by the evidence.
Moreover it is not merely scientists who have provided us with reasons to doubt Darwin. Thomas
Nagel is only one philosopher, possibly the most distinguished, to question the plausibility of
Darwinism (Mind and Cosmos: Why the Materialist neo-Darwinian Conception of Nature is
Almost Certainly False, 2012). Do we need catch-all theories, such as Darwin’s, which seem to
explain everything at once?It is probably worth saying that Nagel is not a religious believer. His
fields have been political philosophy and the philosophy of mind. What he has come to question
is the extremely simplistic, reductionist ‘explanations’ of complex phenomena – above all,
consciousness – which Darwinism offers. ‘The world is an astonishing place, and the idea that
we have in our possession the basic tools needed to understand it is no more credible now than
it was in Aristotle’s day.’6I did not, and do not, want to write a destructive book, but I now found it
was not possible to tell the story from the position of a simple belief in The Origin of Species.
After a few months of agonizing over the matter, I decided that this makes my task much more
difficult than that of my predecessors in the Darwinian field, but also more interesting. The more I
thought about it, the more I saw that Darwin’s errors sprang from the mindset of his particular
age and milieu. They were programmed to have a particular view of the world by the economic
and social world in which they lived. Darwin was frank enough to say that his theory came to
him, not as a result of his biological researches, but from reading an economist – Thomas
Malthus.In time, I came to see Darwin as two men. One was the observant naturalist, who spent
nearly a decade writing a book about barnacles. The other was the theorist. The theorist is the
one whose name is invoked in our day to justify the theories of those who espouse them. Often
these theories have nothing to do with science. I therefore find myself writing, the biography not
merely of a man, but of his idea; and not merely of his idea, but of his age.

1A SymbolANY TOURIST IN London is likely, at some point, to visit the Natural History Museum
in South Kensington. Standing in its vast hall, you could almost be in a Romanesque cathedral.
You are greeted, however, by the statue of a man who was credited by his closest associates
with having undermined the very grounds for religious belief: Charles Darwin. The huge
museum, with its skeletons of creatures long since extinct from the earth’s surfaces and its
prodigious collection of specimens, continues to grow, and to be adapted, as a reflection of the
state of modern scientific knowledge. Yet it remains an essentially Victorian museum – Victorian
not merely in its architectural style, but in its aims and purpose.The collections of specimens – of
insects, birds, skeletons, fossils, many of them made and donated by Darwin himself – were
originally housed in the British Museum in Bloomsbury. The construction of a separate museum
constituted to celebrate the advances made in biology and botany and geology and zoology in
the nineteenth century was the inspiration of Richard Owen (1804–92). Not only was Owen one
of the great naturalists, and great anatomists, of his age, he was also an administrator of genius,
a wheeler-dealer, a getter-of-things-done. It was the energy and resolve of this former poor
apothecary’s assistant, later Hunterian Professor of Anatomy, which led to the accumulation of



enough funds to build the museum, and to cajole the government into recognizing what this
building was. It was a monument to the fact that the Victorian Age had seen advances in
scientific knowledge which were without historical parallel.The statue of Darwin which sits in the
hall at the bottom of the stairs in Owen’s great museum was made by the sculptor Sir Edgar
Boehm. It was unveiled a year after the museum opened, and the speech was made by the
President of the Royal Society, Thomas Huxley. ‘Whatever be the ultimate verdict of posterity
upon this or that opinion which Mr Darwin has propounded,’ Huxley said; ‘whatever
adumbrations or anticipations of his doctrines may be found in the writings of his predecessors;
the broad fact remains that, since the publication and by reason of the publication, of “The Origin
of Species”, the fundamental conceptions and the aims of the students of living Nature have
been completely changed. From that work has sprung a great renewal, a true “instauratio
magna” of the zoological and botanical sciences.’1Huxley’s words were both true and
provocatively paradoxical. They were erecting the statue in the museum which was the creation
of Owen, a man who had helped Darwin hugely in his early career but whom Darwin was to
describe in his Autobiography as a bitter enemy.2 The placing of Darwin’s statue in this
particular place was an act of deliberate renunciation not merely of Owen personally, but of his
whole attitude to science. Owen, dubbed the ‘British Cuvier’ by Huxley (who meant it as an
insult), was committed to the museum as the primary institution through which science moved
forward.3To each nation, their own pioneer. Many French people, sixty years before Darwin
published The Origin of Species, would have echoed Honoré de Balzac’s hymn to the great
Parisian museologist, and seen in Georges Cuvier’s assemblage of dinosaur-skeletons and
palaeontological relics the true beginnings of modern evolutionary science, and with it their
changed perception of what it meant to be a human being on the planet earth.Is not Cuvier the
greatest poet of our century? Certainly Lord Byron has expressed in words some aspects of
spiritual turmoil; but our immortal natural historian has reconstructed worlds from bleached
bones, has, like Cadmus, rebuilt cities by means of teeth, peopled anew a thousand forests with
all the wonders of zoology thanks to a few chips of coal and rediscovered races of giants in a
mammoth’s foot. These figures rise from the soil, tower up and people whole regions whose
dimensions are in harmony with their colossal stature. He writes poems in numbers, he is
sublime in the way he places cyphers after a seven [that is, he greatly increases the biblical
number of seven days of creation] . . . And suddenly . . . lost worlds are unfolded before us! After
countless dynasties of gigantic creatures, after generations of fishes, innumerable clans of
molluscs, comes at last the human race, the degenerate product of a grandiose type whose
mould was perhaps broken by the Creator Himself . . . We wonder, crushed as we are by so
many worlds in ruin, what can our glories avail, our hatreds and our loves, and if it is worth living
at all if we are to become, for future generations, an imperceptible speck in the past.4For Huxley,
however, and for his generation of English scientists, it made sense to claim that evolution had
been the discovery of an Englishman. Darwin was their magic genie, whom they had conjured,
not out of dead bones in a glass case, but out of their dissecting rooms and laboratories.



Darwin’s theories had been concocted, by his own confession, from reading the standard
textbook of selfish capitalist economics, Malthus’s Essay on the Principle of Population, but he
had tested his idea by observing living beings – pigeons, worms, dogs, apes incarcerated in the
zoological gardens. Logically speaking, the French novelist should have been right: if you believe
in ‘evolution’, you must believe that all species, including our own, are heading for a
transformative process which amounts to extinction – unless you concede, which Darwin
doggedly never would, that there is something ‘special’ about human beings which makes them
different from other species. Strangely enough, however, Huxley and the other Victorian
Darwinians, unlike Balzac and the followers of Cuvier, did not see their genus and class as
heading for extinction. Rather, they saw science as confirming their position as lords of the
universe. For Huxley, by contrast with Cuvier and Owen, it was the laboratory, and not the
museum, where science had made its strides.It is not only in the churches at the time of the
Reformation, nor yet alone in the former Soviet Union, that statues find themselves on the move,
often with deep symbolic effect. In the Natural History Museum, for example, Darwin’s statue on
the staircase was moved less than a decade after it had been placed there. Owen died in 1892,
ten years after Darwin, and his statue replaced that of the celebrated naturalist of Down House.
There seemed justice and logic in the decision at the time; after all, the museum was largely
Owen’s creation. Moreover, by then, Darwin’s reputation was on the wane, so much so that by
the early twentieth century it had almost the nature of a family cult, kept going by Darwins and
Huxleys and their Cambridge friends. Darwin in his lifetime had changed his mind so often about
the details of his theories that the scientific world had moved on. Evolution was accepted as a
given by most scientists. How it operated, however, remained mysterious until the rediscovery of
Mendel’s genetics in the early part of the twentieth century.5Then came neo-Darwinism, which
is still the orthodoxy in most academic scientific faculties in the world. This is the melding of
Darwinism with Mendelian genetics. The weirdly Victorian battle between creationists and neo-
Darwinians needed a patron, and the neo-Darwinians could scarcely, without absurdity, have
enlisted for this purpose the genial Bohemian friar who had pioneered the science of genetics.
Since Darwin and his champion Huxley were among the relatively few scientists in history who
entered the sphere of religious controversy, Darwin was the obvious such figurehead. The
bicentenary of Darwin’s birth, 2009, seemed a timely moment to heave the 2.2 ton statue back
to its original place on the landing overlooking the gigantic skeleton of a diplodocus. It was rather
as if the statues of Lenin had been re-erected in the central squares of the now democratic
capitals of the former Warsaw Pact countries. Darwin’s hero Charles Lyell liked to quote
Constant Prévost, ‘Comme nous allons rire de nos vieilles idées! Comme nous allons nous
moquer de nous mêmes.’Classification was Owen’s métier. For Huxley, by contrast, it was not
the museum but the laboratory which was the place where good science could progress. Owen,
in Huxley’s view, had committed the ultimate sin for a man of science: he had compromised the
truth, in order to appease his conservative-minded patrons. He had, in Darwin’s and Huxley’s
view, shilly-shallied over the truth of evolution, appearing, when he spoke to conservatives, to



disbelieve that species could mutate, while hinting, when he spoke to Darwin, that they could.
Darwin punished Owen, in The Origin of Species, by numbering him among those diehards who
believed species were fixed.As this shows, Darwin was no saint, for he knew perfectly well what
Owen thought about evolution, and knew he was not a simple-minded anti-evolutionist. Huxley,
however, egged Darwin on in his quarrel with Owen. And long before Darwin was an icon
sculpted by Boehm, and gazing benignly at visitors to the Natural History Museum, Huxley had
made his friend into a Type of the Perfect Man of Science, the secular-materialist equivalent of a
saint.Whereas Owen was a man of the world, who had to convince politicians and churchmen
that his museums would not upset the apple-cart, Darwin was single-hearted and single-minded
in his pursuit of the only thing which counted: the Truth. Moreover, Darwin, toiling for years in
spite of bad health, to establish the truth, was rooted neither in the cigar-scented committee
rooms of clubs, nor in the corridors of Whitehall, nor in the common rooms of academe. Rather,
he did his work in that sacred Victorian place, the home, where his faithful wife, mother to nine
children, dabbed her eyes with grief as her husband dismantled the grounds for religious belief.
Here, again, was a story which bore some relationship to reality, but which Huxley had moulded
creatively.Huxley coined the word ‘agnostic’ for his own religious position. By the time he
unveiled the Darwin statue, it was pleasing to consider oneself daring or anti-establishment by
not being Christian, but in fact, in the sort of circles in which Huxley moved – metropolitan and
intellectual – agnosticism was commonplace. Though there were intellectuals in public life – the
poet Browning, the politicians Gladstone or Salisbury – who were articulate Christian believers,
the Sea of Faith, as it ebbed in Matthew Arnold’s great poem ‘Dover Beach’, had made its
melancholy, long, withdrawing roar. G. K. Chesterton was probably right to say that by the end of
the nineteenth century atheism was the religion of the suburbs. Materialism, as expressed by
Herbert Spencer, the most famous and popular philosopher of the Victorian Age, defined that
age. Thomas Hardy, wistful and lyric, had described God’s Funeral in a poem. And Darwin, who
with his copious white beard resembled one of the biblical prophets, was the prophet of the
irreligious position. This was partly of his own doing, but it very much suited Huxley’s vision of
things to have the figure of Darwin to display to the public. Behold the Man! Here was the man
who, in the words of one of his most fervent disciples in our own times, had legitimized unbelief.
‘Although atheism might have been logically tenable before Darwin, Darwin made it possible to
be an intellectually fulfilled atheist.’ So wrote Richard Dawkins, in his classic distillation of
Darwinism The Blind Watchmaker.6Darwin, therefore, from the publication of his most famous
book, was always something more than a scientist. Huxley concluded his speech in the Natural
History Museum with a plea that Darwin should be seen not merely as a man. ‘We beg you to
cherish this Memorial as a symbol by which, as generation after generation of students of Nature
enter yonder door, they shall be reminded of the ideal according to which they must shape their
lives . . .’7In a survey conducted by the New Statesman magazine in 2011, various public or
intellectual figures were asked their religious views. Richard Swinburne, Emeritus Professor of
Philosophy at the University of Oxford, delivered one of the more succinct answers.To suppose



that there is a God explains why there is a physical universe at all; why there are the scientific
laws there are; why animals and then humans have evolved; why human beings have the
opportunity to mould their character and those of their fellow humans for good or ill and to
change the environment in which we live; why we have the well-authenticated account of Christ’s
life, death and resurrection; why throughout the centuries millions of people (other than
ourselves) have had the apparent experience of being in touch with and guided by God; and so
much else. In fact, the hypothesis of the existence of God makes sense of the whole of our
experience and it does so better than any other explanation that can be put forward, and that is
the grounds for believing it to be true.8I choose to quote this statement by a twenty-first-century
Oxford professor, at the beginning of a book about a nineteenth-century scientist, for two
reasons. One is that it is the best and simplest account of the Christian, theistic position which I
know. The second is that you would be hard pressed to find any philosopher, any highly
intelligent person, in the entire intellectual history of Europe, from the fall of Rome in the fifth
century AD to the time of the French Revolution, who would not have agreed with Professor
Swinburne’s words. The atheist or non-believing or materialist tradition existed, of course it did,
and can be found among the Epicureans of Dante’s time, the followers of Spinoza in the
seventeenth century and the atheist forerunners of modern thought in eighteenth-century
France. And there was David Hume. It remains true that the broad mainstream of intellectual
opinion would have supported the Swinburne line, not for fear of popes or patriarchs, not for
dread of the Inquisition, but because it would appear to be a sensible and reasonable statement.
One aspect of his credo, however, would have puzzled some – though not all – of the thinkers
and philosophers for that long period of one and a half millennia. And that is his belief that God
explains ‘why animals and then humans have evolved’.Plato, Aristotle, St Augustine, all believed
in evolution in some form or another. It was not a view entirely peculiar to the nineteenth century.
But in the decades before Darwin, and during his lifetime, evolution of the species had been
questioned – more, really, on theological than on scientific grounds. Various philosophical and
scientific mistakes account for this phenomenon. So it was that by Darwin’s day there were those
who supposed that you had to choose between believing in the fixity of species and losing your
religious faith. Darwin’s faith evaporated slowly, and for a number of reasons which a biography
such as this might be able to unpick. The battle over his Origin of Species theory, a battle which
Huxley so relished and encouraged, was a useful weapon against religion only if you supposed
– as many people appeared at that date to suppose – that God could have created the universe
only by placing unaltered and unalterable species in situ, rather like those gardeners in large
municipal parks who prick out the flower beds with plants ready-grown in potting sheds, rather
than allowing the exuberant chaos of the herbaceous border to form a life of its own. There are
still those who hold that to believe in evolution is incompatible with religious faith. They include
those on both sides of the divide – both materialist atheists and the creationists, so called. That
their strange battles still occupy so much of the antagonists’ energy in the twenty-first century is
testimony to Huxley’s instincts: this is certainly a show that will run and run. For such as these,



Charles Darwin is either the hero who ‘made it possible to be an intellectually fulfilled atheist’ or
he is the demon who made so many people lose faith in the Bible. Both the creationists and the
Darwinists here seem to be saying the same thing. In any event, it gives Darwin a strange
position in the history of science. True, Galileo got into trouble with the Roman Catholic Church
for asserting what Copernicus had worked out mathematically seventy years earlier, that we live
in a heliocentric, not an earth-centred, universe. But the Church recovered its equilibrium, and
nowadays the Copernican–Galilean–Newtonian universe is a fact which it would be insane to
deny. No other major scientific discovery or breakthrough has ‘made it possible to be an
intellectually fulfilled atheist’ – only Darwin’s. This will prompt some people to wonder whether
Darwin’s distinctive twin doctrines – that evolution occurs gradually by means of natural
selection, and that this process necessitates an everlasting struggle for existence – are not in
fact scientific statements at all, but expressions of opinion. Metaphysical opinion at that. To
conceal this fact, Darwin’s ardent disciples in our own day are quite happy for it to be supposed
– as it is by very many of the people who look at his image on a British ten-pound note – that
Darwin was the person who discovered the phenomenon of evolution. We shall come to see that
the story is not so simple. The story of evolution, and how some scientists resisted it and others
came to accept it, is, obviously enough, intimately connected with the story of Darwin. Long
before Darwin wrote The Origin of Species, however, scientists were aware that there was a
process at work within species which enabled them to adapt themselves to their environment.
French biologists had been divided between two opposing camps usually known as
functionalists and structuralists. Cuvier was the great champion of the functionalists. He believed
that flora and fauna had developed their characteristics as a way of surviving. That is why – let
us say – a bat has wings, in order that it can live in trees and high places to escape predators.
Cuvier’s great opponent was Etienne Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire. He believed that the best way of
studying species was to examine their basic structures rather than their functions.Taxonomy, the
subdivision of living plants, animals, insects and so on, was basically a study of structure. Cuvier
noted, for example, the furcula, a bone which enabled birds to fly. Saint-Hilaire found a
corresponding bone in fish. This showed, for the structuralists, that different species often had
cognate characteristics which lay dormant or unused, but which revealed relationships between
the species.Neither Cuvier nor Saint-Hilaire propounded a theory of how the species evolved.
Both accepted that the essential building-blocks of species were a sort of given. Owen believed
he had found the way to reconcile functionalist and structuralist biology. In his groundbreaking
discourse On the Nature of Limbs, given as a paper at an evening meeting of the Royal
Institution of Great Britain on 9 February 1849, Owen accepted that taxonomy’s task was to
classify the building-blocks, what he called homologues. A mammal, for instance, possesses
certain characteristics – it is amniote, it has hair, it has tetrapod limbs, at the end of which we
find a pentadactyl pattern. These are the given homologues of the taxa. Owen noted however
that every species of mammal has a different ‘adaptive mask’, as he called it. Depending on its
needs, the basic building-blocks for each species of mammal, will adapt, and this is most



obvious in the limbs, where in a bat you see wings, in a man useful fingers and thumbs, and legs
which enable him to stand upright, in the horse a series of adaptations which allows the
pentadactyl ‘hands’ and ‘feet’ to morph into hoofs. Owen did not offer an explanation for how the
species assumed their various ‘adaptive masks’. Nor did he offer an explanation of how the
building-blocks of nature arose in the first instance. He did conclude his discourse with words
which make it quite plain that science had, by 1849, come to accept changes within the taxa.To
what natural laws or secondary causes the orderly succession and progression of such organic
phaenomena may have been committed we as yet are ignorant. But if, without derogation of the
Divine power, we may conceive the existence of such ministers, and personify them by the term
‘Nature’, we learn from the past history of our globe that she has advanced with slow and stately
steps, guided by the archetypal light, amidst the wreck of worlds, from the first embodiment of
the Vertebrate idea under its old Ichthyic vestment, until it became arrayed in the glorious garb of
the human form.9The scientific study of how species adapt themselves ‘with slow and stately
steps’ would have advanced – as this glorious paragraph shows – had Charles Darwin never
been born. The distinctive and Darwinian idea, of course, was that one species changed into
another, that the building-blocks themselves – the carpels of angiosperms, for example,
enabling thousands of different plant forms to burst into flower, or the feathers of birds – had
somehow themselves evolved by a mysterious, impersonal process. Adaptation of the kind
demonstrated by Cuvier and Owen in their museums is a phenomenon which we can watch at
work, through the discoveries of palaeontology. These would eventually demonstrate, for
instance, almost every adaptive stage by which a small foxlike animal that walked on four toes,
and whose fifth dactyl was redundant thirty to fifty million years ago in the Eocene Epoch,
adapted itself in a progressive line producing Orohippus, Epihippus, Mesohippus and so on,
until it came to stand on one toe enclosed in a protective hoof. The redundant fifth dactyl was
evolved out of existence, and eventually Equus caballus, our horse, stands before us.Darwin’s
theory was that the basic building-blocks – the amniotic sack, the feather, the carpel – had
themselves evolved in the way that a horse’s limbs had adapted. For this, palaeontology has
never provided any evidence whatsoever. Stephen Jay Gould described the total absence of any
transitional forms as ‘the trade secret of palaeontology’.10There is surely a reason for this, and
when we identify the reason, we see why Charles Darwin occupies so unusual a role in the
history of science.The story of his life is not quite what you might expect. The first principle of
hydrostatics was plausibly attributed to a particular brainwave, occurring to a particular man,
Archimedes, when he stepped into the bath and realized that the mass of the overflowing water
was equivalent to his own. Darwin’s relation to the science of evolution was not of this order. But,
once he had been made into a symbol by Huxley (and he was very happy to be a symbol),
Darwin could take the credit for an idea which had, appropriately, evolved in many minds over
many decades. Moreover, although, to read the writings of modern-day Darwinians, you might
suppose that Darwin’s version of evolution has been irrefutably proved, or that it is now
contested only by religious bigots, this is decidedly untrue. Boyle’s Law, on the inverse



proportionality of volume and pressure in gases, remains in place until another chemist comes
along and refutes it by persuasive experiment. The same is true of all real scientific discoveries.
Darwin’s theory of natural selection, and his claim that the process works as a result of an
everlasting warfare in nature, are not laws like Boyle’s Law or Newton’s Law of Gravity. Although
their extreme unlikelihood (especially of the ‘struggle for existence’ idea) can be demonstrated,
they are not strictly speaking verifiable, or falsifiable, and in this sense they are not scientific
statements at all. It is for this reason that there has never been a time, since The Origin of
Species was first published in 1859, when Darwin’s theory was universally accepted by the
scientific academy. And even among Darwinians, down to our own day, there remain deep
fissures between the varying sects – for example, those who hold to the true faith of each
evolutionary change having come about by an infinitesimally slow gradualism or micromutation,
and those Darwinians such as Stephen Jay Gould and Niles Eldredge whose punctuated
equilibria provided a kind of Fast Forward button on the evolutionary Remote which allowed a
species to cut out some of the boring waiting-time and jolt forward to the next stage. So it is in
many senses surprising that Darwin is seen as a symbol, or as the Man Who Discovered
Evolution. How this came to pass will be explored in the story that follows. It certainly did not
happen by accident. It happened by determined and ruthless self-promotion on Darwin’s part, by
cultivation of his own image, and by enormous good fortune in his choice of enemies. In his own
lifetime, Darwin attracted little support among his scientific colleagues for his own distinctive
take on evolution. His loyal ‘Bulldog’,11 Huxley, however, was usually able to minimize the
intellectual and scientific objections to Darwinism by one simple device. He made it seem as if
Darwin’s enemies objected to his theory only for reasons of religious bigotry. If the Darwinists
had not managed to represent themselves as single-minded warriors for truth against
obscurantists from the Dark Ages, the unsatisfactoriness of their science might have been made
clearer. It is this book’s contention that Darwinism succeeded for precisely the reason that so
many critics of religions think that religions succeed. Darwin offered to the emergent Victorian
middle classes a consolation myth. He told them that all their getting and spending, all their
neglect of their own poor huddled masses, all their greed and selfishness was in fact natural. It
was the way things were. The whole of nature, arising from the primeval slime and evolving
through its various animal forms from amoebas to the higher primates, was on a journey of
improvement, moving onwards and upwards, from barnacles to shrimps, from fish to fowl, from
orang-outangs to silk-hatted Members of Parliament and leaders of British industry. It was all
happening without the interference or tiresome conscience-pricking of the Almighty. He, in fact,
had been conveniently removed from the picture, as had the names of the many other thinkers
and scientists, including Darwin’s own grandfather, who had posited theories of evolution a good
deal more plausible than his own. Copernicus had removed the earth – and by implication the
human race – from the centre of the universe. Darwin in effect put them back. For all the brave,
Darwinian talk of natural selection being non-purposive and impersonal, it breathes through the
pores of everything which Darwin and Darwinists write that natural selection in fact favours white



middle-class people, Western people, educated people, over ‘savages’. The survival of the
fittest was really the survival of the Darwin family and of their type – a relatively new class, which
emerged in the years after the Napoleonic Wars in Britain and held sway until relatively recently.
It remains to be seen, as this class dies out, to be replaced by quite different social groupings,
whether the Darwinian idea will survive, or whether, like other cranky Victorian fads – the belief
in mesmerism or in phrenology, for example – it will be visited only by those interested in the
quainter byways of intellectual history.
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rivka levy, “Honest, objective and informative depiction of Charles Darwin. A very well-
researched and objective biography of Darwin, which doesn't try to portray him as a modern-day
saint, and explores the logical direction that his theories, particularly of natural selection and
'survival of the fittest' as it came to be known, led.That Darwin's cousin, Francis Galton, and own
son, Leonard, became very keen proponents of eugenics, is a fact that should not be kept from
the public, and their views are clearly girded in those expressed by Darwin in 'The Descent of
Man', vis: "Both sexes ought to refrain from marriage if they are in any marked degree inferior in
body or mind", plus many other statements showing Darwin's dislike of the people he
considered to be 'unfit', sadly including people of color from the British Colonies.This coming
from a man whose paternal grandmother killed herself from alcoholism at age 31, and whose
own poor health and psychosomatic issues takes up a large part of this biography, kind of
underscores the many paradoxes and contradictions that made up Charles Darwin and his
theories. A.N. Wilson has done an excellent job of uncovering a much more honest and objective
picture of Darwin. It's unfortunate that so many of the people who have left a negative review
here seem to have done so for reasons other than the book's own merit and informational worth,
which is extremely high.It was also a really good read!”

Ricky, “A great naturalist but a less great theorist. Charles Darwin, the founder of the theory of
evolution by means of natural selection, was once heralded as one of the world’s greatest
scientists. Following his voyage as naturalist on HMS Beagle, he expounded a theory that
explained the ‘mystery of mysteries’, how species originated. Inspired by the economist
Malthus, he viewed life as a process of competition for resources, where the strongest, best
adapted individuals lived to breed and produce the next generation. What Herbert Spencer
called the ‘survival of the fittest’.This survival narrative fitted in with the views of political
progressives such as T. Huxley who became Darwin’s best defender. Darwin, like Marx, got rid
of the need for a God, and his simple theory won over the Victorians. A.N. Wilson calls Darwin a
‘mythmaker’, because he provided the middle class Victorians with a ‘consolation myth’ –
‘reassuring them that their selfishness and indifference to the poor were part of nature’s grand
plan.’Darwin’s theory was riddled with inconsistencies that even he saw in his later life. However,
once the idea of evolution had been introduced, it gained a life of its own. So many people
wanted it to be true, that the evidence against it did not matter. Even to this day, progressives
worship at its altar – the religious altar of atheism.A.N. Wilson has written a detailed and rich
biography of Charles Darwin, that shows him as a man of his time. He was a great naturalist, but
a less great theorist. He gave up on God but was too afraid to make this public. His poor health
and avoidance of situations of conflict, led to his work being interpreted and used in ways that he
may not have desired. He held racist views, and his theory led others to the eugenics movement
and to Hitler’s view of the superiority of the Aryan race. He was a man desperate to secure his



place as a respectable scientist, yet who relied on others to stand up for him. In the end, his
theory is scientifically suspect, held together more by strength of passion than by actual
evidence.Having completed the review, I have noticed just how polarising most other reviews on
this book are. Those leaving low star ratings appear to be criticising the author as if he were
coming at this from a creationist stance, which he most definitely is not. Instead, it reveals the
passion in political progressivism that is just as fanatical as the traditional religions they criticise.
Science does not serve either religion or politics, and it was Darwin's allignment with political
forces against religious forces that biased his conclusions.”

Will, “Context and discussion: a mammoth job. I came to this book (which is pretty cheap
considering its size) with low expectations because of the negative reviews on Amazon. But,
actually, this is an informative and interesting book. We start with Darwin's family, we follow his
early life and then his formative years on The Beagle and from there we take a journey through
the gradual formulation of his evolutionary theory. The scientific exposition is all part and parcel
of the social and personal nexus in which Darwin, a rich man, enjoys his comfortable middle
class life as, at first, a gifted amateur and then a revered scientist. Darwin's ambitions, despite
his diffidence, are shown and so is his eventual poor health. His gradual but decisive loss of
faith and his later books all receive attention and the book ends with an assessment of Darwin's
work according to the current state of science.The poor reviews given by some writers seem to
me to be ideologically driven. I don't think the book is muddled but it is (over)stuffed with
information and, since it follows a chronological path from birth to death rather than a thematic
one, the control of the exposition is not perfect. But, this said, it is a book which ought to be read
by those who want to put Victorian scientific advances into their context.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Charlie and the Speculate Factory. First of all,a Very Serious Warning to
the pious orthodox:this book treats Darwin as an ordinary,flawed human beingFirst of all,a Very
Serious Warning to the pious orthodox;this book treats Darwin as an ordinary,flawed human
being and not an inerrant demi-god and;this book does not always approach the Great Theory
itself with the full awed,veneration which is its true,rightful due
[shock,gasps,palpitations,smelling salts] These incredible blasphemies aside,this is,in fact,a
pretty good read,touching not only on Darwinism and its attendant erosion of religious faith but
also on a wide range of Victorian attitudes and
beliefs ,social,racial,scientific,cultural,economic,political......In short if,like me,you enjoy
comparing the nonsense they believed in the old days with the nonsense we believe now,this
book is a perfect companion.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Not a 'science'sbook , but a good read!. Very good piece of victoria n
social and cultural history. Would almost certainly irritate orthodox Darwinians but some very
interesting points of view from a cultural historian!”



david bird, “Wilson on Darwin. Excellent analysis by A.N. Wilson, as always - an extension of his
"The Victorians" title. He is a fine writer whose work is aimed at the intelligent reader rather than
at an overly-cautious, peer-centered 'academic' audience who are generally without his ability to
compose elegant prose.”

The book by A.N. Wilson has a rating of  5 out of 4.2. 93 people have provided feedback.
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