
The Evolution of Charles Darwin 
 

Charles Robert Darwin was born on the 12th of February, 1809 in Shrewsbury, Shropshire in 
England.  He was the 5th of 6 children.  His Father was a doctor, a huge man who dominated his 
family by force of his physical presence and his personality.  Charles’ Mother was a Unitarian 
and I would like to be able to tell you that she played an important role in her famous son’s 
religious development.  However, she didn’t.  She died when Charles was 8 years old and he 
recorded that he could hardly remember her except for her funeral. 
 
Charles was sent to a Grammar school headed by a Unitarian Minister but he did not do 
particularly well at school.  This disappointed his Father.  Instead of subjects like Latin and 
Greek, Darwin preferred the study of insects and the world of nature in general.  From an early 
age, Charles Darwin was a collector.  He was sent to Edinburgh University at the age of 16 
because his Father wanted him to become a doctor, but again this kind of schooling did not suit 
Darwin.  He spent much of his time collecting specimens for his various collections.  
 
 Still looking for a career for his son, Darwin’s Father sent him to Cambridge University in 1828 
(he would have been 19) to study for the ministry.  Again Charles was not suited to the life 
chosen for him.  However, at Cambridge he did begin to learn a more disciplined approach for 
his interest in nature.  He continued to be a collector and he formed what was to be for him a 
very important friendship with a Professor of Geology, Professor Henslow.  It was Professor 
Henslow who recommended Darwin for the job of Naturalist aboard the HMS Beagle which was 
to set out from England in order to complete a survey of the South American coast begun several 
years before. 
 
The HMS Beagle set sail on the 27th of December, 1831 for what was to be a three year voyage.  
Instead of three years, Darwin was away from England for almost five years.  During these years 
he amassed a collection of fossils and specimens of both animals and plants which he 
periodically sent back to England.  On the Beagle, Darwin found that his interests and abilities 
were ideally suited to the life of a Naturalist. When on the 2nd of October in 1836 the Beagle 
returned to England, Darwin was already known in the scientific community.  His specimens and 
his letters on scientific subjects to other scientific men had been circulated and some of his 
findings had already been published.  He soon began working on many of the items which he had 
shipped home. He had found his life’s work and devoted himself to it. 
 
Charles Darwin married his first cousin, Emma Wedgeworth, on 29th January, 1839.  They were 
both 30 years old.  “The service was Anglican but specially altered so as not to offend the large 
contingent of Unitarians in the congregation. . . .”  Charles was in poor health at the time and, 
indeed, was an invalid off and on for the rest of his life.  The most reasonable explanation of his 
continuing ill health was that he had contracted Chagas Disease in Brazil but his symptoms were 
many and varied and no specialist is certain about what caused his ill health.  It left him 
continually tired, with a weak heart and an uncertain digestion.  Nevertheless he managed his 
remaining strength carefully and with Emma’s help led a happy and productive life.  Aside from 
his numerous publications, Charles also helped produce 10 children, 7 of whom lived to 
adulthood.  Darwin was a devoted and loving Father and this aspect of his life I find most 
appealing.  His children raided his study for paper, scissors, glue, and so on and Darwin was 



unfailingly patient about these interruptions.  He played with his children, watched over their 
physical and mental growth with great care, told them stories, and shared their interests.  A 
famous and true story about Darwin as a Father is that “One of his sons, when about four years 
old, tried to bribe his father with sixpence to come and play with him during working hours.” 
 
In fact Darwin’s love for his children was one of the characteristics of his personality which 
people noticed about him and which was, of course, very important to his children.  His son 
Francis recalled:  
 
 I well remember one occasion when my Father reproved me for a piece of  
 carelessness; and I can still recall the feeling of depression which came  
 over me, and the care which he took to disperse it by speaking to me soon  
 afterwards with especial kindness.  He kept his delightful, affectionate  
 manner towards us all his life.  I sometimes wonder that he would do so, with 
 such an undemonstrative race as we are; but I hope he knew how much we 
 delighted in his loving words and manner.   How often, when a man, I have  
 wished when my Father was behind my chair, that he would pass his hand  
 over my hair, as he used to do when I was a boy. 
 
Darwin’s fame, that is his public recognition rather than that gained in the scientific community, 
was the result of the publication of The Origin of Species in 1859.  It is said by some to be the 
most important book published in the 19th Century.  It is from this book that modern evolutionary 
theory has come.  And it may surprise you when I say that Darwin did not use the word 
“evolution” in the book.  Yet the theory is implied, and the word is all but stated.  Another 
surprise for you may be the fact that Darwin was not the first scientist to believe in and advance 
the theory of evolution.  He himself knew of at least 20 other people before him, including his 
grandfather Erasmus Darwin, who published books in which the theory is suggested.  Yet it is 
Charles Darwin whose name is forever connected to this important theory.  There are two 
reasons for this.  The first is that Darwin had amassed a huge amount of evidence to support the 
theory.  From 1836 when he returned to England to 1859 when The Origin of Species was 
published, Darwin had spent his time patiently working with the specimens he had collected on 
the five year voyage of the Beagle, as well as acquainting himself with the findings of other 
Scientists.  The second reason is that Darwin offered an explanation for evolution, a plausible 
mechanism whereby a species can change, the mechanism is known as natural selection.  Natural 
selection allowed species which fitted their niches to gradually develop the adaptations which 
most suited their environments and so to evolve. 
 
Natural selection is really the key to understanding the success of Darwin’s work. Natural 
selection was not a theory invented by Darwin.  In fact Darwin adapted the theory to fit his own 
observations of fossil evidence.  It was a book by Thomas Malthus entitled, Essay on the 
Principle of Population (1838) that inspired Darwin.  Malthus wrote: 
 
     Through the animal and vegetable kingdoms Nature has scattered the seeds 
  of life abroad with the most profuse and liberal hand; but has been comparatively  
 sparing in the room and the nourishment necessary to rear them.  The germs of 
 existence contained in this earth, if they could freely develop themselves, would  



 fill millions of worlds in the course of a few thousand years.  Necessity, that 
  imperious, all-pervading law of nature, restrains them within the prescribed  
 bounds.  The race of plants and the race of animals shrink under this great  
 restrictive law; and man cannot by any manner escape from it. 
 
It was Darwin’s genius to note that, “it at once struck me that under these circumstances 
favourable variations would tend to be preserved, and unfavourable ones to be destroyed.  The 
result of this would be the formation of a new species.  Here, then, I had at last got a theory by 
which to work. . . .” 
 
Darwin worked for many years on his MS, The Origin of Species, which he considered to be 
only a sketch of a longer, more important work.  But then on 18 June, 1855 he was struck by a 
thunderbolt.  A young naturalist sent to him a MS entitled “On the Tendency of Variations to 
Depart Indefinitely from the Original Type.”  It was a short and complete statement of Darwin’s 
own theory of evolution by natural selection. The author, Alfred Russell Wallace, had also 
traveled widely, gathered fossils and read Thomas Malthus’ book.  Darwin was stunned.  He 
wrote to his friend Professor Lyell,  
 
    As I had not intended to publish my sketch, can I do so honourably,  
 because Wallace has sent me an outline of his doctrine?  I would far rather  
 burn my whole book than that he or any other man should think that I  
 behaved in a paltry spirit.  Do you not think that his having sent me this  
 sketch ties my hand? 
 
The solution to the problem was that papers by both men were read as a joint venture to the 
Linnean Society of London in 1858 and also both papers were jointly published in the Linnean 
Journal.  To their mutual credit both Darwin and Wallace acted generously and Wallace always 
maintained that Darwin should receive credit for discovering the theory of evolution by natural 
selection. 
 
The Origin of Species, the sketch Darwin thought unfinished, was published as a book a year 
later in 1859.  Its full title is On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection or the 
Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life.  It caused a lot of controversy in 
England because it seemed to go against the teachings of Christianity.  It seemed to attack the 
literal truth of the Bible. 
 
Other scientists before Darwin had been accused of attacking the literal truth of the Bible.  But 
Darwin was a respectable family man and a renowned scientist and therefore he could not easily 
be dismissed.  The press in England took up the controversy and reduced the complicated 
scientific argument to a phrase, was man related to Apes or Angels?  This sort of attack had been 
made against Professor Lyell, who was a geologist.  According to a reckoning based on the Bible 
by Bishop James Ussher in 1650, the earth was created in 4004 B.C.  However, Lyell had written 
a book entitled The Principles of Geology (1838) in which he “set himself the task of explaining 
[the age of the] earth only by using causes still in operation such as land elevation by volcanic 
and earthquake action and erosion from the effects of wind and water.”  The earth, he 
discovered, was hundreds of thousands of years old.  Lyell’s theory went against the 



Catastrophic Theory which stated that there had been a series of floods in the past when 
everything living had been drowned.  In this theory the different layers of fossils represented the 
life destroyed by such cataclysms of repeated acts of creation and destruction.  This belief stated 
that: “The Almighty destroyed in His wrath what He had in His mercy created.  The new species 
which God made were in no way related to the victims of earlier floods.  They were fixed, solid 
and immutable, like those species which Adam found in Paradise and which still exist today. .  .” 
 
Darwin had read Lyell’s Principles of Geology aboard the Beagle, and he was interested in the 
new theory which required an immense amount of time for the earth to change.  Darwin’s theory 
also required a very great period of time for species to slowly evolve from simple to more 
complex forms.  Lyell’s work allowed for this amount of time.  Both theories were seen as 
attacks on the Bible and Darwin’s book especially so, because hitherto man was thought to be 
unique, a creature made in the image of God and not by chance.  Furthermore, it was the 
authority of God, as demonstrated in the Bible, upon which Man’s moral behaviour was founded.  
Thus an attack on the scientific literal truth of the Bible by implication was an attack on the 
foundation of man’s morality.  This is how one newspaper editor put it: 
 
    It is impossible to over-estimate the magnitude of the issue.  If our humanity 
 be merely the natural product of the modified faculties of the brutes, most  
 earnest-minded men will be compelled to give up those motives by which they  
 have attempted to live noble and virtuous lives, as founded on a mistake. . .  [And]  
 the revelation of God to us, and the hope of a future life, [become] pleasurable  
 daydreams invented for the good of society.  If these views be true, a revolution in 
 thought is imminent, which will shake society to its very foundation by destroying 
 the sanctity of the conscience and the religious sense. 
 
The editor concludes that to put forward such a theory is “reckless.”   
 
Twenty five years after the publication of The Origin of Species more educated people doubted 
the literal truth of the Bible than before the publication of the book.  Everyone, doubters and 
believers, blamed the change of opinion on the growing importance of Science and the specific 
aspect of Science most to be blamed was the Theory of Evolution.  For some people, as we 
know, the Theory of Evolution is still a religious issue. 
 
Like many other Victorians, Darwin’s own religious views were affected by his research.  His 
own background was somewhat unconventional.  Not only was his mother a Unitarian but his 
paternal grandfather, Erasmus Darwin was known for his anti-Christian scientific beliefs.  So 
there was no strong Anglican influence in his boyhood home.  His wife, however, was a devout 
Anglican.   “She believed that one must accept the teachings of Christianity in order to save 
one’s immortal soul, that non-believers would be cast into the pits of hell.”  Darwin respected her 
strong faith and may have avoided using the word evolution in his book out of deference for her 
religious views.  But he himself gave up his belief in a personal God when he discovered the law 
of natural selection.  “There seems to be no more design in the variability of organic beings, and 
in the action of natural selection than in the course which the wind blows.”   
 



This, of course, ruled out the belief in Christ as the Son of God.  Darwin said, “I do not believe 
that there has ever been any revelation.”  Nor did Darwin believe in a life after death.  If not a 
personal God, than some other idea night have suited Darwin.  He could see the arguments on 
both sides: 
 
    I may say that the impossibility of conceiving that this grand and wondrous  
 universe with our conscious selves, arose through chance, seems to me the  
 chief argument for the existence of God: but whether this is an argument of real  
 value, I have never been able to decide.  I am aware that if we admit a first  
 cause, the mind still craves to know whence it came, and how it arose nor can  
 I overlook the difficulty from this [of the] immense amount of suffering through  
 the world. 
 
When an old man Darwin wrote, in answer to a student’s question, that he had never been an 
atheist, he did not deny the existence of God, but that the word agnostic, not knowing, would be 
“the most correct description of my state of mind.” 
 
His own morality did not disintegrate in the absence of a belief in Christ or a personal God.  He 
remained a good, upright man, a loving husband, Father, friend and a loyal subject of Queen 
Victoria.   In fact he was quite Victorian in his moral outlook.  In an age marked by a deep 
awareness of social responsibility, Darwin said that whether or not God existed, “Man can do his 
duty.” 
 
 
 
 
 


