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Introduction: ‘I think’

FIGURE 1 Maull and Polyblank, Charles Darwin, c. 1855. Even before the
publication of On the Origin of Species Darwin’s Beagle voyage and associated
publications had earned him a place in the Literary and Scientific Portrait Club, a
‘virtual club’ consisting of photographs of eminent Victorians. Only the eyes and
brow hint at the ‘mental rioting” beneath.

© The National Portrait Gallery, London.
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At some point between July 1837 and January 1838 Charles Darwin wrote
these words at the top of page 36 of ‘Notebook B’, adding a small sketch
[Frontispiece] of a tree with various letters on its branches below. The palm-
sized notebook was one of a series that Darwin had on the go at this point,
each of them devoted to one of his scientific interests. B and M were devoted
to transmutation, to the theory that species had not remained fixed since
Creation, but had changed. As the scribblings around the sketch indicate,
observations made on a voyage around the world on HMS Beagle, as well
as wide reading, had led Darwin to speculate that a species might become
extinct and yet leave behind several new species as its descendants. The new
species would share a number of features. For centuries humans had used
such similarities to classify living things into tidy groups. The tidiness of
this classification was believed to reveal the tidiness of God’s Creation, in
which there was a place for everything, and everything had its place. What
if, Darwin speculated, those features were marks of inheritance, rather than
a divine plan?

The sketch was the first time Darwin had drawn the tree diagram which
has since become synonymous with evolution. Another one would appear
in his 1859 book On The Origin Of Species, showing the evolutionary
links between wild and domesticated pigeons. One hundred and fifty years
later the ‘I think’ sketch could be found on postcards, t-shirts, even as a
tattoo. The world was celebrating the bicentenary of Darwin’s birth and
the 150th anniversary of his book, On the Origin of Species. Darwin’s
theory of evolution by natural selection was hailed as one of the greatest
steps in mankind’s ongoing project to know and understand the universe.
Darwin had been born into a world lovingly created around the needs of
one species, Homo sapiens, created by God in His own likeness thousands
of years before. Darwin and his fellow Victorians lived to see humanity and
God banished to the edge of that universe: the former reduced to the level
of an improved ape, the latter missing, presumed dead. The universe was no
longer ‘our’ universe, constructed around our needs. Darwin was under no
illusions about the upset his discovery would cause. It is like confessing a
murder’, he wrote to a close friend.!

Few of the readers of this book will have been born into or grown up in a
Creator-focused universe, or see their lives in terms of a relationship with a
Supernatural Being. Such is the power of evolution as an idea, however, that
it cannot help but confront us, all of us, ‘religious,” agnostic or atheist, with
unsettling questions. What does it mean to be human? Are we masters of
our own destiny, able to make a free choice among real alternatives? Is our
destiny in the hands of our genes, which really pull the strings? Can we resist
the commands of these genes, these ‘selfish replicators’, as Richard Dawkins
calls them in his famous book, The Selfish Gene?

'Charles Darwin to Joseph Hooker, 11 January 1844. Darwin Correspondence Database,
http://www.darwinproject.ac.uk 729 (accessed on 2 May 2013).



