
LIFE ON EARTH EVOLVED from a common source. 
This basic fact of existence is not entirely a recent 
discovery as ancient Greek philosophers like Thales and 
Anaximander suggested that life originally developed in 
the sea and only later moved on to land.
    But their ideas were effectively buried for two 
thousand years. Aristotle argued for an unchanging 
hierarchical ladder of nature in which there is a 
progression from simple, undeveloped types of inanimate 
matter to the highest, which are humans with rational 
souls. When Christianity became the official religion of 
the Roman Empire, Aristotle’s notion was given a 
Christian slant in the concept of a great chain of being, 
vertically extended, in which matter in the form of the 
earth is at the bottom of the chain and man, who is both 
matter and spirit, is a higher link. God, the ultimate spirit 
at the top, was assumed to have created this rigid 
hierarchy in the way described in Genesis.
   For hundreds of years no further scientific thought was 
devoted to the origin of life and it was generally accepted 
that the earth was fairly young in modern terms. In 
Shakespeare’s As You Like It, Rosalind says, “The poor 
world is almost six thousand years old”. Even as late as 
1650, James Ussher, Archbishop of Armagh, published his 
Annals of the Old Testament, a chronology which dated 
creation from the night preceding 23rd October, 4004 BC.
    Yet religious orthodoxy was already under scrutiny. 
The Copernican revolution had cast the earth and man 
out of the centre of the universe. Newtonian physics 
demonstrated that nature obeyed objective laws and that 
a God was no longer needed to maintain planetary 
motion. 
   The next stage on the voyage of discovery was to 
displace humans as the epicentre of the natural world. In 
the 18th century the Prussian philosopher Immanuel 
Kant speculated that organisms may have come from a 
single ancestral source. The French mathematician 
Pierre-Louis Maupertuis, the French naturalist 
Jean-Baptiste Lamarck and Erasmus Darwin, Charles 
Darwin’s grandfather, also had inklings of the truth. 
Alfred Russel Wallace came to a similar conclusion as 
Charles, and indeed he and Darwin introduced the theory 
in joint papers in 1858. 
      It was, however, Darwin who conducted the necessary 
research and collected the empirical data to demonstrate 
that evolution occurred and then made the idea 
acceptable for scientists and the general public. He 
showed that, instead of a ladder or a chain, all life is 
descended with modification from common ancestors 
through the paradigm of a tree of life with the same 
roots. He also provided a mechanism for the process. It is 
in the title of his seminal work of 1859: On the Origin of 
Species by means of natural selection, which is one of the 
most important books ever written.

   In nature there is a ‘severe struggle for life’, and 
organisms show variations in character that influence 
their success in this struggle. Natural selection is 
essentially the process by which the most advantageous 
heritable traits become more common in successive 
generations, and disadvantageous heritable traits become 
less common.
   Evolution by natural selection has been dubbed ‘the 
single best idea that anyone has ever had’ and also as 
‘Darwin’s dangerous idea’. It was dangerous, first of all, 
because in arguing for a mindless, blind, mechanical 
process, it removed the need for a designer. Human 
beings are not specially created by a God but are a part 
of the natural world and subject to its laws and 
processes. And if we are physical creatures like the rest 
of life, then we do not possess a soul and have no 
afterlife.
    It was not only that Darwin seemed to remove the 
need for a God which caused such opposition to his 
theory. It was also what he seemed to imply in the place 
of a deity. Herbert Spencer coined the term ‘survival of 
the fittest’ to describe the theory, and the concept of 
social Darwinism soon developed, in which the ideas of 
struggle and selection shifted from the world of biology 
to human society. Racism, cruelty, eugenics have all been 
seen as the end product.
   On the one hand, the ‘selfish gene’ seemed to provide a 
biological basis for a laissez-faire social morality, in 
which competition, struggle, success and failure are 
regarded as not only inevitable but also desirable. In 
America especially, it provided an underpinning for 
capitalism and the ideology of extreme libertarianism. 
John D. Rockefeller claimed that his fortune through 
Standard Oil was “merely the survival of the fittest... the 
working out of a law of nature and a law of God”.
    On the other hand, it also seemed possible to use 
natural selection to glorify group superiority, which is 
exactly how it was employed in Nazi Germany. 
Darwinism was seen as providing Hitler and the Nazis 
with a scientific justification for their policies in which 
the Aryan race and the German nation were treated as 
superior and other races were regarded as grossly 
inferior.
    Both views were mistaken. In terms of evolution by 
natural selection, ‘fittest’ can mean most loving and 
selfless, not the most aggressive and selfish. It can also 
mean the best camouflaged, the most fecund, the most 
clever or most co-operative. In other words, forget 
Rambo; think Einstein or Gandhi.
    The racism charge is particularly bizarre. Since it 
demonstrates that, far from being separate and different, 
all human beings belong to one biological race, 
evolution actually refutes racism. In America in the 19th 
century it was the biblical creationists      
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who generally  supported slavery. Darwin’s whole family were 
abolitionist and it was his grandfather Josiah Wedgwood 
who produced the famous cameo depicting a kneeling 
slave begging: “Am I not a man and a brother”, a motto 
Darwin himself used in his notes.
    In nature, it is not every animal for itself. Co-operation 
and altruism are as essential as competition. All social 
animals are dependent for survival on group life. 
Blackbirds and thrushes give warning calls when hawks 
fly overhead, even though it puts them in danger. Wolves 
and wild dogs bring meat back to other members of the 
pack. In many human societies, free health care and the 
welfare state have greatly weakened human differences 
and the process of mechanical natural selection.
    In his Descent of Man Darwin argued that we evolved 
from a long line of animals that care for the weak and 
build co-operation with reciprocal transactions. He 
argued for a strong continuity between human and 
animal behaviour and that human morality would be 
impossible without certain emotional building blocks that 
are clearly at work in chimp and monkey societies.
    In fact, far from individualism, nihilism or racism being 
the ethical implications of Darwinism, the relevant 
philosophical inference for humanity is existentialism. We 
have no proven purpose or fixed essence but instead we 
make up our own meanings and purposes. Evolution 
implies that we are part of nature and that we change. 
Like other creatures, we are not essentially good or bad 
but have the potential to be either. We are not static 
creatures but have the ability to evolve.
    If we consider the ancient codes of the Assyrians and 
the Israelites, we find that they made a distinction 
between their own people and outsiders and openly 
boasted about their cruelty to the latter. Assyrian kings 
boasted in stone tablets about how they tortured their 
non-Assyrian enemies and covered the valleys and 
mountains with their corpses. The Israelites boasted how 
they destroyed all the inhabitants of Jericho, Ai, Lachish 
and Hazor so that ‘there was not any left to breathe’.
   We have clearly evolved since those times. In his History 
of European Morals, W.E.H. Lecky wrote of anexpanding 
circle of morality: “at one time the benevolent affections 
embraced merely the family, soon the circle expanding 
includes first a class, then a nation, then a coalition of 
nations, then all humanity, and finally, its influence is felt 
in the dealings of man with the animal world”. We might 
add the material world itself to Lecky’s list.
    It is true that ethical progress has not been entirely 
upward. Europe’s dark period in the 20th century is a 
moral blight on humanity. But if we had followed 
Darwin’s true message instead of being enslaved to 
distortions and travesties of it, then we would have  taken 
a different path more appropriate to Lecky’s model.
    The legacy of the man whose 200th anniversary we 
celebrated on 12th February is not therefore merely 
confined to the fields of science or medicine. It is thanks 
in no small part to Charles Darwin that we have the 
insight and the power needed to rework the human 
paradigm and evolve our better natures.                                 


