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Charles Darwin’s vision—“from so simple  

a beginning, endless forms most beautiful and 

most wonderful have been, and are  

being evolved”—now forms the foundation  

of the biological sciences.
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Since antiquity, science had meant 
uncovering the unchanging elements 

that underlay a changing world. This 
science meshed with religious accounts, 
which depicted the creation as inten-
tional and hierarchical. By the early 
19th century, revolutions in science, 
politics, and technology had thrown 
all this into doubt. Into this upended 
world came Charles Darwin.

REWRITING THE 
BOOK OF NATURE
C H A R L E S  D A R W I N  a n d  t h e  R I S E  o f  E V O L U T I O N A R Y  T H E O R Y  

CHARLES  DARWIN’S  VISION—“from so 
simple a beginning, endless forms most  
beautiful and most wonderful have been, 

and are being evolved”—now  forms the foun-
dation of the biological sciences. Radical 
in sweep, evolutionary theory laid bare the 
deep connections witin the living world—and 
implicated humanity as deeply as any other  
species. Darwin rewrote the book of nature, and 
forced us to rethink our own place within it. 

THE YOUNG CHARLES DARWIN JOINED THE FIVE-YEAR GLOBAL EXPEDITION OF 
H.M.S. Beagle in 1831. Darwin was overwhelmed with geological, botanical, 

and zoological observations—fossil mammals in Argentina, earthquakes in  

the Andes, platypuses in Australia. Upon his return home to England, he put  

the pieces together. Using the metaphor of the tree of life, he saw that  

variations within species grew until new species branched out. The engine  

of change lay in the competition for food and shelter. 

Evolutionary tree. Charles Darwin, 
Notebook B (1837–1838) 
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the B O O K S of D A R W I N 
O R  T H E  T H E O R Y  E X P L A I N E D
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”

I n a remarkable series of books—of 
which On the Origin of Species was the 

first—Charles Darwin (1809–1882) made 
his case for evolution . . . 

PUBLISHED NOVEMBER 24, 1859, THE ORIGIN IS “ONE LONG ARGUMENT.” VARIATIONS AMONG 
individuals, if providing some adaptive advantage, would be selected by the hand of Nature. 

Through inheritance, these traits would be passed on to descendants. Over time, as the traits  

became established in more and more individuals, the original form would change. By imperceptible 

stages, one species could turn into several. 

Natural selection explained the fact that 

related species of animals arose in close-by 

but isolated areas, such as on the islands of the 

Galápagos archipelago, and that extinct and now 

living species of South American armadillos strong-

ly resembled one another.

Charles Darwin, The Expression of 
the Emotions in Man and Animals (1872)

THE ORIGIN OF SPECIES laid the foundations of evo-

lutionary theory. Over the next 20 years, Darwin de-

veloped and expanded his argument into the fields of 

zoology, botany, psychology, and anthropology—most 

controversially claiming that human beings were fully 

subject to the principles of natural selection and had 

descended from non-human species. 

Mr.  D A R W I N ’ S  C H A M P I O N S

Darwin’s writings, carefully argued and beautifully crafted, 
were enormously persuasive. He quickly acquired a vocal 

cadre of explicators and popularizers—an international army 
of scientists who defended and contributed to evolutionary theory.

GEORGE ROMANES, A CANADIAN-BORN PHYSIOLOGIST, 
extended evolutionary theory to the development of human 

intelligence, while tirelessly writing and speaking to public 

audiences. Like many of Darwin’s defenders, he felt free 

to criticize problematic aspects of evolutionary theory. 

George Romanes  
(1848–1888)

T.H. Huxley  
(1825–1895)

THOMAS HENRY HUXLEY, AN English zoologist, 

became known as “Darwin’s bulldog” for his  

forceful exposition of evolutionary theory and  

vociferous attacks on Darwin’s critics.

THE FLAMBOYANT GERMAN zoologist and 

philosopher, ERNST HAECKEL, wrote widely-read 

illustrated books that popularized Darwinian theory.

Ernst 
Haeckel

(1834–1919)

“that TROUBLES our MONKEY ”
T H E  W O R L D  T H A T  D A R W I N  M A D E

Fun Magazine, London (1872). 
Yale University Library 

Darwin’s ideas circulated widely. 
Colonialism, racism, capitalism,  

socialism, atheism, materialism, sexism, 
feminism, modernism, and, of course, the 
life sciences, all claimed the Darwinian 
mantle. What united these different projects 
was the insight that the human species was 
just another biological organism, fully 
subject to the natural order of things. 

DARWINIAN THEORY DEVELOPED in ways that 

Darwin never envisioned. Francis Galton, 

his cousin, coined the term eugenics for a 

science that hoped to “improve” the species 

through “the self-direction of human evolu-

tion;” its most extreme followers promoted 

forced sterilization and genocide. Social  

critics such as Herbert Spencer argued that 

“survival of the fittest” justified laissez-faire 

capitalism, while Karl Marx claimed Darwin 

for “scientific socialism.”

That Darwin’s thought could be so fertile should not surprise us. 
On the  Origin of Species evoked life in all its intricacy, fecundity, 

and creativity. This is the world that Darwin explored and surveyed, 
described and explained—his enduring legacy to science, and to us.


