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Preface

More than a century after Darwin’s death there is still scepticism and
unease about the validity and significance of Darwin’s contribution to
knowledge. The time is certainly right to try to describe Darwin’s
scientific work briefly and in plain language. This book is not unbiased,
in the sense that | do not stand equidistant between Darwin and his
detractors. No working biologist can read and understand Darwin’s
work without realizing the overwhelming importance it has had for
the development of biological thought in general. But | hope the book
is fair in pointing out aspects of Darwin’s thinking that lack consistency
or have failed to stand up to critical scrutiny. Perhaps to emphasize

the importance of Darwin for biology will be considered as limiting

the scope and reference of Darwinism. But that would be nonsense.
The whole point of understanding the modern theory of evolution is

to understand that human life and human society are to a certain
extent biological issues, painfully difficult to deal with in these terms,
but still biology. For this reason | have kept strictly to the core of the
matter, which is Darwin’s contribution to biology. Darwinian philosophy
or Darwinian society are post-hoc constructs that had no place in
Darwin’s thought. He was unable to see how evolution in biology
could have any but the feeblest analogical resemblance to the evolution
of society. The complete separation between social and political
philosophy and Darwin’s Darwinism is the main justification, if any

is needed, for dealing only with the latter. The biology is where the



Vi

issues are finally grounded, and it is probably the biology that is least
generally known.

My Darwinizing has imposed heavily on the kindness and forbearance of
my friends and close scientific colleagues, and | apologize and thank
them all. | owe a particular debt of thanks to Geoffrey Butcher who took
over the burden of running the laboratory during my prolonged
absences.

Thanks also to the Oxford University Press for their original invitation to
write this book, to Michael Singer for a chance remark which tilted the
balance in favour of accepting the invitation, and to several generations
of editors at the Press for their help in making the book ready for
publication.

JONATHAN HOWARD
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Abbreviations

The following are the works by Darwin from which | have quoted in the
text. References to Darwin’s writings are given by an abbreviation of the
title, followed by volume number where appropriate, and a page
reference.

A *Charles Darwin, Thomas Henry Huxley. Autobiographies, edited
with an introduction by Gavin de Beer, Oxford, 1974.

D The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex, 2 vols,
London, 1871.
F The Various Contrivances by which Orchids are Fertilized by

Insects, London, 1890.

] Journal of Researches into the Natural History and Geology of the
Countries Visited during the Voyage of H.M.S. ‘Beagle’ round the
World, London, 1882.

L Life and Letters of Charles Darwin, edited by F. Darwin, 3 vols,
London, 1888.

M **Darwin’s Early and Unpublished Notebooks’, transcribed
and annotated by Paul H. Barrett, in Howard E. Gruber, Darwin
on Man: A Psychological Study of Scientific Creativity, London,
1974.

ML  More Letters of Charles Darwin, edited by F. Darwin and
A. C. Seward, 2 vols, London, 1903.

0 *On the Origin of Species. A facsimile of the First Edition, with an



introduction by Ernst Mayr. Fourth Printing. Cambridge, Mass.,
1976.

i *Darwin’s Notebooks on the Transmutation of Species, edited by
Gavin de Beer and others. Bulletin of the British Museum (Natural
History). Historical Series. Parts I, II, Ill, IV, and VI. London, 1960
and 1967."

\Y The Variations of Animals and Plants under Domestication, 2 vols,
London, 1868.

* Still in print
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