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“Ready to Aid One Another”
Darwin on Nature, God, and Cooperation

JouN HEDLEY BROOKE

There can be no doubt that a tribe including many members who,

from possessing in a high degree the spirit of patriotism, fidelity,

obedience, courage, and sympathy, were always ready to aid one

another. and to sacrifice themselves for the common good would

be victorious over most other tribes; and this would be natural

selection

Darwin [187¢] 2004, 157 58)'

In this well-known passage from Darwin’s Descent of Man lies an invitation

to consider his understanding of cooperation and its place in his naturalistic

theory of human evolution. How did it feature in his account of the moral

sense and its development—a development that Darw in believed had been

reinforced by religion? In this introductory chapter my aim is to explore

some of the principal reasons why Darwin came to believe that a naturalls-

tic account should be given of what he called our social instincts and their

al to his analysis was a concept of “sympathy” that al-
ive role had

transmission. Centr
lowed him to say that, in the early history of human tribes, a decisi
d for the approbation of othersand a strong

been played by an mslnu tive nee
s contribution

desire to avoid [hl ir disapprov .11 In order to place Darwin’s
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of Botany since 1842: Darwin’s work was “poor—very poor” (Roberts
1988, 15)

A few years later, a scientific meeting was held in Boston at which both
Agassiz and the British physicist John Tyndall were present. Tyndall (1879,

182) left a poignant account of a scene that marks the passing of an age:

Rising from luncheon, we all halted as if by common consent, in
front of a window, and continued there a discussion which had
been started at table. The maple was in its autumn glory, and the
exquisite beauty of the scene outside seemed, in my case, to inter-
penetrate without disturbance the intellectual action. Earnestly,
almost sadly, Agassiz turned, and said to the gentlemen stand-
ing round, “I confess that [ was not prepared to see [Darwin’s]
theory received as it has been by the best intellects of our time.

Its success is greater than I could have thought possible.”

To speak of the passing of an age captures something of the Darwinian im-
pact, but it also misses a vital element. This is the remarkable diversity of
the religious response. No No interpretation of Darwin’s science, whether the-

istic or atheistic can be singled out as thc ()n]y natural ‘one. Asa Gray, to

whom Agassiz confided his poor opinion of Darwin, tonk a very different
view. Gray pn\llgﬂil‘lfnnlnl(‘d the theory of natural selection, claiming that
it had theologic: .ll_.l_L_’r\’.lnl.lj..(‘\ ((;ravmthc unity of the hu-
man races in a way that A‘L,a.\mz s science did not, and it even helped theolo-
gians with their most difficult problem: that of suffering, If competition in

a struggle for existence was the motor of evolution, there was perhaps a

sense in which the concomitant suffering was a precondition of the very

possibility of our existence., Gray even proposed to Darwin that since the
cause of the variations on which natural selection worked was, at the time,

unknown, th('rv “-:‘: nothing to say they could not be under the control of
S '_‘\‘____———— e —

The Diversity of Reception

Agassiz and Gray represent two poles in the response to Darwin, who had

of course, wondered, and worried, how his theory might be received: “God
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knows what the public will think,” he mused to one correspondent (Darwin
375). To admit the mutability of species, he once remarked, had been

1991,
like confessing a murder, so great was the possible stigma. He knew his book

was likely to have a polarizing effect, as it often did in public settings. When
the politician Benjamin Disraeli suggested that a choice had to be made be-
tween apes and angels for the template of human beings, he was depicted in
the press as having sprouted large angelic wings (Desmond and Moore 1991,
460—61). The threat to human dignity that so worried Samuel Wilberforce,

the Bishop of Oxford, was often captured in cartoons. There were monkeys
impatient to have their tails clipped in order to take their true place in soci-
ety (Brooke 1901, 201). Bruising attacks from some clergymen made Darwin
almost say that those who opposed his theory by snarling and baring their
teeth merely confirmed their animal origins.

The responses of three women reveal additional problems a
layers of diversity. An elderly Mary Somerville observed with nostalgic re-
gret that the beauty of a bird’s plumage and song could no longer be enjoyed

as having been designed for our delight. It was their utility to the birds them-
358). For a feminist leader, such

nd other

selves that mattered now (Somerville 1873,

as Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Darwinism offered the bright prospect of eman-

cipation. “The real difficulty in woman's case,” she wrote, “is that the whole

foundation of Christian religion rests on her temptation and man'’s fall.” By
accepting the Darwinian theory that “the race has been a gradual growth

from the lower to a higher form of life, and the story of the fall is a myth, we
woman, and reconstruct a more ra-

can exonerate the snake, emancipate the
tional religion for the nineteenth century” (Larson 2005, 52). Late in life, and
poignantly, Darwin’s wife Emma admitted that some aspects of his writing
had been painful to her—particularly the view that “all morality has grown

up by evolution” (Darwin 1958, 93). For so many Victorians, ileli_e_f_ir_l___the

Eirfcendental significance of moral values could be a way back to an other-
wise fractured faith—a route scemingly'lgl_gf_:ked by a science that had no
need of the transcendent. To this question of the moral sense we shall return
because, although Darwin’s account was naturalistic,
Nor did it devalue the virtue of cooperation. .

There was an even greater variety of religious reaction
Geographical parameters played a key role in shaping receptivity to Dar-
Winian ideas, making them seem less natural in some constituencies than

|
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others. As David Livingstone (2003, 117-23) has shown, "F(‘Nh)’ll'l‘l.ln,\ in
Princeton reacted very differently from those in Northern Ireland and dif
ferently again from those in Scotland. The reasons were often local and re
lated to high-profile public events. In Belfast, the same John Tyndall who
recorded the autumnal melancholy of Agassiz, delivered a provocative ad
dress in 187 (1879, 1y7-201) that associated Darwin’s theory with a more force-
ful naturalism than Darwin’s own. Whereas Darwin himself was willing to
use theological language when discussing the appearance of the first few
living forms (Peckham 2006, 759), Tyndall brooked no compromise. His ag
gression toward theology in the context of educational priorities sparked an
intensity of reaction that had no equivalent in Princeton. It meant that in
Belfast Darwin’s theory would unequivocally be seen as a vehicle for mate
rialism and athelsm

Many such contrasts could be drawn to indicate the importance of local
parameters. On the question of race, for example, geographical location mat
tered: the reception of Darwin's theory in New Zealand, where it was in-
voked to justify extermination of the Maori (Stenhouse 1999), was quite dif

.

ferent from perceptions in the southern states of America (Stephens 2000).
For complex social and political reasons the public spectacle of the "monkey
trials” (Famously that of the biology teac her John Scopes in Dayton Tennessee
in 192%) has been largely confined to North America (Larson 1997). There has
been no equivalent in England, where a future archbishop of Canterbury,
Frederick Temple, was already speaking in favor of evolution and against a
God of the gaps as carly as 1860. Because of the prevalent form of naturalism
according to which the deity worked through “natural laws” (Kohn 1980:

Brooke 1008), the more agnostic forms, such as that to which Darwin even-

tually tended, require explanation—and all the more 5o when, as in Darwin’s

|
rajectory, there was the loss of an original intention to become an Anglican

clergyman

In Britain, by the close of the nineteenth
Anglican ¢

century, there were, however,
lergy willing 1o embrace the Darwinian theory for its supposed

theological advantages. The ‘exlord theologian Aubrey Moore declared that

under the g ‘ " th |
 guise of a foe Darwin had done the work of a frwnd.Perc(nng

(
hristianity from a deistic travesty in which God was active only when in

tevfering in the natural order Pe

" acocke 1985, 111; England 2001), By explain-
ing naturalistically the ong :

in of new species, Darwin had sharpened the
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choice between a God active in everything or in nothing, In speaking of
Darwin and God we are not therefore dealing with “science versus religion”
in any straightforward sense (Moore 1979), tempting though it may be to
impose that cliché on the post-Darwinian debates. Contrary to modern cre-
ationist rhetoric, Darwin was, in his own words (1887, Volume 1, 304), “never
an atheist in the sense of denying the existence of a God.” He continued to
refer to a Creator, but one who created “by laws” (Brooke 1985, 46). Because
Darwin himself anticipated some of the more sophisticated theological
moves, his reflections on religion repay closer study. They also help us to
understand the metaphysical framework that regulated his explanatory

ambitions.

Preliminary Problems

There is, however, a preliminary problem that arises whenever questions
are asked about the religious beliefs of scientists from the past. There is no
simple answer to the question “What did Darwin believe about God?” There
are several reasons why this is so. Most significantly his views changed over
time (Brown 1986). Having studied for the Christian ministry during his
Cambridge years, he became a deist during the 1850s and increasingly ag-
nostic later in life. Even during one and the same period, it would be diffi-
cult to categorize him because he admitted that his beliefs often fluctuated.
When referring to himself as an agnostic in May 1879, he would add the ca-
veat “but not always” (1887, Volume 1, 304). At other times he would imply
that he deserved to be called a theist (1887, Volume 1, 313). If we try to com-
press a complex matter into sound bites, we shall certainly get it wrong,
Darwin sometimes said that he could not believe that this wonderful uni-
verse is the result of chance alone. Such remarks have lent themselves to
apologetic exploitation. But to appropriate them in that way misses the nu-
ance that Darwin so often inserted. He could not believe that the universe
was the result of chance, but nor could he look at the structures of living
organisms and see in them the product of design. As he disarmingly wrote
to Asa Gray, he found himself in an “utterly hopeless muddle” (Darwin
1993, 496).

Finally there is the complication that stems from the privacy of belief.
Darwin once reproached an enquirer by saying that he could not see why
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and with forethought extending over future cent uries to watch with unerr-
ing care and select for any object the offspring of an organism produced
under the foregoing circumstances; I can see no conceivable reason why he
could not form a new race . . . adapted to new ends” (Brooke 198s, 55). Nev-
ertheless Darwin could not bring himself to identify this hypothetical be-
ing with a providential, continually active God. And so we must ask why.

It seems obvious that his resistance had something to do with the loss of
his Christian faith. But then a further question arises. What precisely was
the relationship between the gains he made in science and his loss of faith?

At this point we often find in the literature one of two extreme positions.

Either it is simply assumed that it was his science that destroyed his faith. 3'-&
Or, in complete contrast, it is asserted that it was his loss of faith that made L
possible his radical science. In a contribution to Harvard Magazine, E_O. Wil- D,Q,M
son (2005, 33) has presented the choice in precisely these stark terms. He 4

writes: “The great naturalist did not abandon Abrahamic and other reli- lJ
gious dogmas because of his discovery of evolution by natural selection, as

one might reasonably suppose. The reverse occurred. The shedding of blind am ex,
faith gave him the intellectual fearlessness to explore human evolution wher- [

ever logic and evidence took him.” But are these the only alternatives? My [ ’\,B'
own view is that a more subtle analysis is necessary. While it is largely true g of] (@i
that Darwin'’s loss of faith was not occasioned by his science, there were, at bos L aX
the very least, indirect connections. Even before their marriage Emma wor- :
ried that the critical, skeptical mentality ncccsslary for constructive science @'}\V‘d“(
would corrode his faith: “May not the habit in scientific pursuits of believing g
nothing till it is proved, influence your mind too much in other things which
cannot be proved in the same way” (Darwin 1986, 172). And the second op-
tion, preferred by Wilson, cannot be entirely correct because Darwin had not
definitively renounced Christianity in the early 1840s when the first substan-
tial draft of his theory was entrusted to Emma for publication in the event
of his death (Moore 1989, 195-9).

Another problem with this structuring of alternatives is that some of
Darwin’s deepest reflections involved both scientific and religious consider-
ations simultaneously. For example, his science highlighted the theological

lem of pain and suffering. He once wrote that the existence of so much
pain and suffering in the world seemed to him one of the strongest arguments
against belief in a beneficent deity, but, he continued, it “agrees well with
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the view that all organic beings have been developed through variation
and natural selection” (Darwin 1887, Volume 1, 311). And he would some-
times reflect on features of nature that needed neither sophisticated sci-
ence not sophisticated theology to read them. These were the gruesome
features that deeply offended his aesthetic sensibilities. How could the
ichneumon wasp be the product of benevolent design when it laid its eggs
in the bodies of caterpillars that were then devoured by the hatching

grubs? Was there not something devilish in such a phenomenon? (Darwin

1993, 224).

Darwin’s Loss of Faith

I would argue that Darwin’s science did to a degree corrode his faith, and
for several reasons. The quality of the historical evidence, commonly adduced
for the miracles and divinity of Christ, Darwin considered poor compared
with the stringent evidential support required of a scientific theory. More-
over, reports of miracles had been rendered increasingly suspect because of
advances in scientific understanding to which he was himself contributing.
As he put it in his Autobiography (1958, 86), “the more we know of the fixed
laws of nature the more incredible do miracles become.” Considerations
drawn from science featured again because, although he was ignorant of the
causes of variation, he was convinced that the variations themselves ap-
peared randomly. Many were deleterious and even those that turned out to
be advantageous could hardly be said to have been produced with their
prospective use in mind. It was on this point that Darwin and Asa Gray
eventually parted company. Gray’s advice to Darwin was that, until such time
as the cause of variation was understood, it would be wise to ascribe it to
Providence. This was one reason why Gray felt no dissonance between nat-
ural selection and natural theology. He could interpret the variations as
having been led in propitious directions. Darwin dissented, arguing that
because a builder happened to use a pile of available stones to build a house,
it in no way followed that the stones had come into being in order that he
could build the house. Purposiveness was read out of the story and Gray had
to concede that he had no answer—except to say (and there is surely a lesson

here for some) that the perception of design is ultimately a matter of faith
(Moore 1979, 275-6).
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Darwin’s science did contribute to his agnosticism in one further re-
spect. It bears on his conviction that the universe as a whole could not be the

product of chance. In another of his captivating nuances, he would add that
there were reasons why he should not trust even his own convictions. If the
human mind was the product of evolution, what guarantees were there that
it was equipped to deal with such metaphysical and theological niceties?
(Darwin 1958, 93) Having identified these corrosive aspects of his science,
[ would still want to say that some of the more interesting reasons for his ag-
nosticism had nothing to do with his theory and could have been shared by

many of his contemporaries. To that extent | certainly agree with Wilson.

Existential Grounds of Religious Doubt

Darwin was a participant in a well-documented moral revolt against certain
Christiap teachings, notably the doctrine ofctem;_"—‘iorjﬁ)rthﬂlnre-
deemed. It was a pressing matter because members of his family were be-
yond the pale of Christian orthodoxy. His grandfather Erasmus Darwin had
been a freethinker: his father took the view that religion was only for women,
and his brother Erasmus was an avowed atheist. Emma Darwin later sug:-
gested that her husband had reacted against a caricature of Christian doc-
trine, but there is no doubting the intensity of his reaction. It was in the
context of recoil against this “damnable doctrine” that Darwin (1958, 87) let
slip his fiercest remarks on Christianity, declaring that he could not see how
anyone could even wish it to be true. We have already seen how he was af-
fected by the realization that an innate sense of God was not universal. This
militated against arguments for an intelligent deity based on inward convic-
tions and feelings. It was simply not true that “all men of all races had the
same inward conviction of the existence of one God” (Darwin 1958, o1). As he
had experienced and studied other cultures, he also found it impossible to
accept the idea of a unique revelation. The ignorance of the biblical writers
was transparent to him and the relationship of New to Old Testament he
found incongruous (1958, 85-6).

Furthermore, as James Moore has brilliantly shown, Darwin was deeply
affected by the death early in 1851 of his ten-year-old daughter, Annie (Moore
1989). The letters that passed between Charles and Emma as Annie gradu-

ally lost her private battle for existence are deeply moving. Even as late as
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1851, in distress and under duress, Darwin still invoked the name of God in
his most intimate correspondence (Darwin 1989, 13-24). But the loss of so
innocent a child (and his favorite) left a terrible scar. Was this not the prob-
lem of pain and suffering, justice even, experienced with piercing intimacy?
In one of Darwin’s letters to Asa Gray we find yet another consideration that
could scarcely be counted as scientific. Darwin (1993, 275) in July 1860 asked
Gray whether, if a man standing under a tree were struck by lightning, he
really believed that the accident had happened designedly. Many people,
Darwin supposed, did believe this, but he could not. When, on a summer
night, a swallow caught a gnat, did Gray really believe that it had been pre-
determined that that particular swallow should swallow that particular gnat
at that particular moment? For Darwin, the particularities, the contingen-
cies, the accidents of both human and nonhuman life—the absence of any
intelligible pattern—made belief in a caring Providence extremely difficult,
if not impossible.

Nature, God, and Cooperation

Enough has now been said of Darwin’s spiritual and intellectual biography
to explain why he would seek a naturalistic account of human morality and
its development—naturalistic in the sense of appealing to natural instincts
and rejecting the intervention of a supernatural Being. It was, nevertheless,
an account that still allowed the possibility that the evolutionary process
rested on laws that had been prescribed by a prescient deity. Indeed, in suc-
cessive editions of On the Origin of Species, a Creator who had “impressed
laws on matter” and even breathed life into the first living things was delib-
erately retained (Peckham 2006, 757-9). Darwin genuinely hoped there could
still be common ground between his deistic metaphysics and the natural
theology of Christian theists who were so prone to criticize him (Brooke
2008). He even glimpsed a possible means of rapprochement in a view ex-
Prcsscd by his cousin Hensleigh Wedgwood whom Darwin described as a
'very strong theist.” Darwin asked him whether he thought that each time
a‘ fly was snapped up by a swallow, its death was designed—the same ques-
tion he put to Gray. Wedgwood replied that he did not believe so. It was rather

that God ordered general laws and left the result to “what may be so far called

chance” (Darwin 1993, 350). This was the formula that Darwin tried on Gray
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when divulging his own take on evolution and design: “I am inclined to
look at everything as resulting from designed laws, with the details, whether
good or bad. left to the working out of what we may call chance” (1993, 224);
not. he added, that he was at all satisfied by it.

The secularizing force of Darwin’s brand of naturalism, particularly
as applied to mental evolution and the study of what came to be called the
emotions, has been discussed in depth by Thomas Dixon (2001; 2003). The
question to which I return here concerns the interplay between his under-
standing of religion, morality, and that cooperation within a tribe which, in
The Descent of Man, he supposed would have survival value. Those tribes
whose members were ready to aid each other stood the better chance of sur-
vival. Contemporary advocates of group selection, such as David Sloan Wil-
son (2002), have no difficulty in achievingan integrated vision. A spirituality
in which there is concern for others can be “understood from a purely evo-
lutionary and naturalistic perspective, as a strategy designed to generate so-
cietal benefits, often at an individual cost” (Wilson 2008, 42). Was Darwin’s
understanding similar? How did he address the issue of cooperation?

To ask whether Darwin understood cooperation in the sense commended
in this book is not a straightforward question. There are discontinuities as
well as continuities between Darwin’s understanding of biological and cul-
tural evolution and that of contemporary analysts—not least because a ge-
netic calculus of fitness was some way in the future. Nor should we forget
that when Mendelian genetics first featured in evolutionary theory in the
early years of the twentieth century, it initially tended to displace natural
selection by promoting mutation as an almost sufficient mechanism for
change—a mechanism that would have alienated Darwin, who consistently
favored the gradual accumulation of variation. Mathematical models con-
structed around the dilemmas of game theory would certainly have intrigued
him but, when describing selfless behavior, I%u'win 's first port of call was the
role of deep-seated social instincts in inducing an _unmsjtagy&tﬂher than a
Cw And because Darwmﬁnd himselfbalancTn—gmany
different forces at work in human evolution, conceding in his Descent of Man
that he had probably given too much weight to natural selection in the first
edition of On the Origin of Species, his admiration for those attempting to quan-
tify the various parameters with precision would probably have been tem-
pered with caution. Darwin himself never ceased to emphasize the massive
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summary of a complex matter: “Ultimately our moral sense or conscience
becomes a highly complex sentiment—onginating in the social instincts,
largely guided by the approbation of our fellow-men, ruled by reason, sell
interest, and in later times by deep religious feelings, and confirmed by in
struction and habit” ([1879] 2004, 157).

Darwin’s reference here to “deep religious feelings” shows that he co 11d
not exclude them from his story. Reverence or fear of gods or spirits had in
tensified feelings of acceptance or rejection, making possible higher degrees
of remorse and repentance. Religious beliefs themselves he traced back to

L tllree human capacities that had been crucial for survival: a basic concept of

. \, ) causality, a capacity for reason, and a curiosity about the world. One might
e i s M —

. observe that these could equally be seen as the preconditions of the possibility
of a science of nature and it is perhaps not surprising that, for the compre
hension of religion, he added emotional parameters. In The Expression of the
Emotions in Man and Animals ([1872) 1965, 217), he wrote of religious devotion
as, in some degree, “related to affection, though mainly consisting of rever
ence, often combined with fear.”

Reading Darwin’s account of religion and its role in reinforcing a moral
sense deeply rooted in a social instinct of cooperation, it would be casy to
conclude that he had explained it away. Certainly he had no compunction in
describing many religious beliefs as absurd. There are those who would like

to find in Darwin a blanket denunciation, but, unlike some of his modern

disciples, he showed discrimination. There was always what Darwin called
the “higher” question—namely, “whether there exists a Creator and Ruler
a /\ of the universe.” This question, he noted, “has been answered in the affis
| (L}/ mative by some of the highest intellects that have existed” ([1879) 2004, 116
; v If the laws governing human development, which had made religious be
i liefs possible, were ultimately derived from such a ruler, then the hix,"ln'l ques
‘ tion was not necessarily vacuous. Darwin repeatedly described belief in a
universal and beneficent God as “ennobling” and springing from a long and
‘ elevating culture ([1879] 2004, 116, 151, and 682). Darwin’s account of the I‘HHI al
‘ sense was often judged to be relativistic and his own wife was deeply trou
| bled by it. But though it could be disturbing, Darwin did not intend it to be
seen as relativizing. He explicitly wished to privilege the golden rule as the

foundati ighest expressi : i
tion and highest expression of morality: “As ye would that men should

do to yo » s Lk erarien
you, do ye to them likewise.” His avowed object had not been to ex-
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plain this principle away, but to show how it had been engendered naturally
([1879] 2004, 151)

One consequence of his evolutionary account was that it was possible to
see a trajectory of moral improvement Whereas many have seen grounds
for pessimism in Darwin’s dethronement of the human, his vision was full
of optimism: “There is no cause to fear that the social instincts will grow
weaker, and we may expect that virtuous habits will grow stronger, becom-
ing perhaps fixed by inheritance In this case the struggle between our higher
and lower impulses will be less severe, and virtue will be triumphant” ([1879]

2004, 150)

For all his prescience, Darwin remains a Victorian.

Notes

I References to Darwin's The Descent of Man are to the second edition, puh]lshnl in
1874 but corrected in the 1879 printing, on which Adrian Desmond and James
Moore have based their recent (2004 edition

2. Or, for modern game theorists, “reputation a
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