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Darwin Lecture 2012 

 
The search for a biological self is not really about ME, but rather about WE. [Darwin 
young man] 
 
 In his early life, Darwin was interested in so-called individual evolution; he 
 wrote in his  personal research journals about the survival of what he called 
 from time to time “most favored individuals.” 
 

Darwin had a personal stake in the matter: He suspected that cousin  
 marriage was injurious to heredity. He had married his first cousin Emma 
 Wedgwood, of Wedgwood pottery fame and fortune, and fathered many 
 children. [Darwin w/ William] He feared they would not constitutionally 
 be able to adapt to the pressures of modern industrial life.  

 
He also suffered from a longstanding personal illness from the days he 

 sailed on the Beagle voyage. “My dread,” he said, “is hereditary ill 
 health.” 

 
 Darwin eventually came around to the view that evolution in patterns of 
 behavior and physical structure only took place in groups, which he identified as 
 “species.” 

Darwin says: “Physical changes should act not on individuals, but on 
masses of individuals—so that the changes should be slow and bear 
relation to the whole changes of the countryside.” 

  [finches] If individuals belonged to species, and species evolved, then  
  individuals could vary only so much, and then only according to certain  
  predictable laws and statistical principles – otherwise the individuals  
  (which he called “sport variations”) would not be able to reproduce. 
 
  Darwin wasn’t exactly a population geneticist in looking at the geographic 
  distribution of such things as rheas, tortoises, and most famously finches,  
  but here’s basically how it works: [bimodal distribution] 
 

Imagine a normal curve that is splitting sideways into a bimodal 
distribution (two humps). In the process of getting from “here” to 
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“there,” the transitional forms might have sport variations that are 
harmful, neutral, or beneficial. If they survive long enough to reproduce – 
on average – their modified alleles will be passed along to the next 
generation where they might be modified still further. We’re talking 
mean values here. It’s all a matter of relative success on a bifurcating 
continuum, not so much a matter of individual fitness. 

  Only the organisms best adapted to their environment tend to survive  
  and transmit their hereditary characteristics in increasing numbers to  
  succeeding generations while those less adapted  tend to be eliminated. 

Any characteristic of an individual that allows it to survive to  produce 
 more offspring will eventually appear in every individual of the species, 
 simply because those members will have more offspring. 

  [snail colors] Chance variations in transmuting, evolving, species are  
  random in the sense that they are unwilled and unplanned, but variations 
  ultimately have an absence of identity until they can be explained – either 
  to the satisfaction of nature, the environment, or to other members of  
  the group – I think this will become clearer as I go along. 
 
  This is similar to the transformation that Karl Marx underwent in his own  
  nineteenth century thinking about the struggles of workers. In his early  
  writings like The Communist Manifesto he emphasizes the importance of  
  individuals, but later evolves the idea of the class struggle (or group  
  economic production) in Das Kapital. 
 
Darwin could believe in human “progress” without any necessity for “advance.” [Like 
 a branching tree], but not moving in any particular direction.  
 
 “Fitness” (a stand-in for progress) implied environmental and social success. It  
 had nothing to do with absolute success; nor did it have anything to do with a 
 PERSONAL savior, a concept he almost never talked about in public. 
 

His theory of evolution by natural selection was the source of what he called his 
own “pet horror” -- eventual human annihilation by way of the [heat death of 
the universe]: “I presume certainty of the sun someday cooling and we all 
freezing. To think of the progress of millions of years, with every continent 
swarming with good and enlightened men, all ending in this, and with probably 
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no fresh start until our planetary system has been again converted into red-hot 
gas.”  
 
I find something poetic in this, though. In the face of total calamity the human 
spirit has the opportunity to completely remake itself – [WE ARE ALL BORN OF 
STARS], therefore the universe ultimately FAILS TO CONQUER WHO WE ARE, 
AND WHO WE MIGHT BECOME. 
 
 OH RARE NEW WORLD THAT HATH SUCH CREATURES IN IT. And we are 
 connected to them all through evolution. We do not stand separate and 
 alone from Creation. 
 

Creationists and intelligent designers want to argue that complex 
biochemical and cellular structures are just too complex to be explained 
by evolutionary mechanisms and should be attributed to a supernatural 
power.  BUT 

 
  When confronted with existential concerns and death anxiety, Darwin  
  confided privately, people respond by searching for a sense of meaning  
  and purpose in life.  
 

You know, natural sciences majors have been taught to view evolutionary 
 theory as compatible with the  desire to find a greater sense of meaning in 
 life. [horsehead nebula] Carl Sagan summed up the philosophy in these 
 words: "The Cosmos is all there is, all there has been and all there ever 
 will be." A naturalist believes that nature is the whole show. 

 
You read last night a mere morsel about evolutionary ideas in The Origin of Species 
(1859). 
 
 [4 part theory] Our CONTEMPORARY theory of evolution has four parts: 
 

(1) evolution occurs; that is, living species are descendants of a common 
 ancestor that lived in the past. 
 

(2) evolutionary change occurs through the gradual, contingent transformation 
 of populations of individuals over thousands or millions of years. 
 

(3) new forms of life arise from the splitting of a single line of organisms into 
 two, a process known as speciation; the continual splitting of lines forms a 
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 nested genealogy of species, a tree of life composed mostly of dead branches 
 (extinctions) with living tissue at the tips of some of the branches. Just as a 
 living reef is mostly composed of the skeletons of dead corals, so also is our 
 ancestry. 
 

(4) evolution occurs through natural selection. Reproductively successful 
 individuals better suited or “adapted” to the current environment leave more 
 offspring, causing genetic change in populations over time which enhances the 
 “fit” of the organisms to the environment. It is this fit that gives organisms the 
 appearance of having been well designed for their environment and lifestyles. 
 Darwin called this “descent with modification.”  

 
[wedges of wood] In 1838, long before the publication of the Origin, Darwin realized: 
“There is a force like a hundred thousand wedges trying to force every kind of adapted 
structure into the gaps of the economy of Nature, or rather forming gaps by thrusting 
out weaker ones.”  

 
He chose wedges for his simile to convey a critical point about the mechanism 
of natural selection, because when you drove a wedge in, it displaced whatever 
was on either side. The image gives us a sense of the struggle for survival, and 
how alongside every survivor there is a victim.  
 
These wedges forced into the economy of Nature remind me of those niches for 
labor division and specialization Adam Smith talked about in the “Wealth of 
Nations” reading you did about a week ago. 
 

[lion eating zebra] From Thomas Malthus’ book On Population, Darwin learns that far 
more organisms are born than can hope to survive and reproduce themselves in a 
world of limited resources. The wages of death here in this world are simply 
enormous. Beauty is purchased at enormous cost. Put another way, our God is a God 
who “makes all things new” through pain and horror as creatures are devoured by 
other creatures. What kind of a god would design animals to prey upon one another?  
 

Look in the mirror sometime, will you, and you will observe the PREDATOR SELF. 
 It is fortunate, Darwin says, that death for your prey is generally quick. 
 

Evolution is not about reaching some goal of complexity, nor is it progressive. 
 Evolution is not fully random, though, because at bottom chemicals combine in 
 only certain ways, but it is dependent solely upon uncertain future events. It is 
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 about the vagaries of History. The relative differences in organisms’ adaptability 
 are accidents.  
 

Rather explicit in all of this is the assertion that a self is not as important as the 
 group. Indeed, Darwin in his own writings doubts that there is an individual 
 soul. Viewed from a remote vantage point, we might hazard to say that the 
 material world as a whole is engaged in its own act of creation. 
 

Darwin threw down a challenge to the old rigidities to the naming of things and 
having dominion over them. Evolution made everything a matter of degree, 
obliterating the absoluteness of white-and-black, right-and-wrong. Certainty 
dissolved into knowledge that things might be more or less so, or more or less 
not so. To paraphrase Bertrand Russell –  
 

“Permanence is replaced by relativity: there could be no original sin or fall 
of man because that implied some sort of prior perfection, and perfection 
was an absolute value, not a relative one – human life instead deserves to 
be mysterious and melancholy; a brief struggle against overwhelming 
external forces that will eventually drag us back down into the muck from 
whence we came.” 

 
 Darwin recognized that Nature was Cruel. Or at least we can say that Nature is 
 indifferent to the suffering of living beings. [metaphors] In revised editions of 
 the Origin Darwin actually removes references to “natural selection” and 
 replaced them with “survival of the fittest” (a term coined by Herbert Spencer). 
   
  Metaphors like this can be both helpful while ambiguous – the   
  comparison between natural and artificial selection was taken literally  
  by some readers, and the word “selection” seems to imply a “Selector” 
   
  “Survival of the fittest” on the other hand is an expression replete with  
  circular reasoning – it’s a tautology in which the fit survive and the   
  survivors are fit. 
 
  I actually prefer an earlier rhetorical flourish that Darwin abandoned  
  even before the publication of the Origin of Species: the    
  “struggle for existence.”  You know, figures of speech are useful in   
  expressing and extending our scientific methods even today – scientific  
  revolutions  are, in fact, metaphoric revolutions. 
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[Man is but a worm.] Today we know that what evolution by natural selection means 
is that we are not entirely the masters of our fate, certainly not the captains of our 
souls, but neither are we innocent and passive bystanders. Many factors in nature 
interact to cause and direct our evolution, but our mere understanding of evolution 
itself has become one of the factors allow us to in small ways subvert it. 
 
The idea that some organisms just happen to be more reproductively fit than others 
eventually wins Darwin over to the view that we live in a makeshift universe. It 
suggests that God is not loving, just, or compassionate. [deer] God allows the suffering 
of innocents. He is wasteful.  

 
Darwin is not just dispassionately spinning out some theory. As I said, Darwin 
worried about his own family, his own little ones. He was a softy, a gentle, kind-
hearted man: 

 

• His mother [Susannah] Wedgwood died when Darwin was only eight, after an 
extremely painful illness. 

• In 1825, Darwin witnessed [surgery] -- done without anesthetic -- on a tortured, 
sick child in the operating theater of a hospital in Edinburgh, Scotland. He fled in 
terror from the scene, determined to become something else, anything else, 
instead of a doctor, the wish of his father. … And yet he remained a Believer. 

• He suffers the death of his second daughter, Mary Eleanor, at only three weeks 
of age. 

• But then in 1851 something happens that shakes him to his core, the death of 
his [beloved ten-year-old child Annie] to what we today believe was 
tuberculosis. 

• Charles and his wife Emma looked first to orthodox medicine in hopes of curing 
their girl. The doctors, having no understanding of the disease, merely poisoned 
her with mercury and ammonia. Then they turned to hydropathy, the “water 
cure,” draping her in wet sheets and giving her cold showers in hopes of 
restoring her circulation. It did nothing to slow the progress of the disease. 

• Annie vomited green fluid, endured terrible fevers, and suffered bouts of 
delirium for months. Occasionally she had the strength to sit up in bed and 
watch her little sister Etty play with her dolls. Mostly she lay in bed crying 
“Papa, papa” and nearly always whispering “I quite thank you” when given 
orange juice from a spoon.  

• In the end Annie twice tried to sing, but her wandering mind could not find the 
words to go with the tune. Her last words were “It is beautifully good. … Where 
is poor Etty?”  
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• [Anne Elizabeth Darwin; Born March 2, 1841. Died April 23, 1851. A Dear and 
Good Child.] For years, Etty would believe that her sister was not quite dead. 

• Emma hoped that Annie would go to Heaven. She could not fathom God’s 
purpose in taking her child from her, but believed that death was inextricably 
bound up with sin. 

• For Darwin this put an end to years of deliberations about the Christian 
meaning of mortality; it opened him up to a rather immediate vision of the blind 
cruelty of nature. 

• Annie had not deserved to die; she had not even deserved to be punished – in 
this world, let along the next. As Darwin put it, Annie “formed to live a life of 
happiness” had stumbled on ill health and nature’s check fell upon her, crushing 
her remorselessly. He was haunted by her face, her loving kisses, and her tears 
as she died for the rest of his life. 

• Annie’s cruel death destroyed Charles Darwin’s belief in a moral, just universe.  

• This was the end of the road, the crucifixion of his hopes. He could not believe 
the way Emma believed – nor what she believed. There was no straw to clutch, 
no promised resurrection. Christian faith was futile. If there was a God, and 
Darwin doubted, he was shadowy, inscrutable, and ruthless.  

• He no longer attended church services with the family; he walked with them to 
the church door, but left them to enter on their own and stood talking to the 
village constable or walked the roads around the parish church alone.  

 
 
[The Descent of Man] (1871) 
 
 At the end of the Origin, Darwin admitted that he was interested in the   
  problem of evolution as it applied to Man: human variation,    
  geographical diversity (race), facial expressions, moral sensibilities,   
  reproductive behavior, sexual selection. 
 
 Despite his claim that MAN IS AN ANIMAL, the Descent of Man is actually a  
  more successful book than The Origin of Species in the late 19th century.  
 
 He’s reacting to statements by the Duke of Argyll in a book called The Reign of  
  Law (1867), where it is argued that “Ornament or beauty is in itself a  
  purpose, an object, an end.” In other words, [natural splendor] is   
  inexplicable except on the assumption that it was planned from the   
  beginning by a divine mind. 
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  [apes fighting] How could early human beings have successfully competed 
  with apes for example? Apes would always be better at living in the wild.  
  “Place a naked high-ranking elder of the British Association in the   
  presence of a gorilla, and behold how short and sharp will be the   
  struggle.” 
 
 In the Descent of Man Darwin tells us his own beautiful story about ourselves. 
 Beauty figures into his story at the deepest level, down to how we select   
 mates in sexual selection. Darwin knew a lot about the importance of sex, by 
 the way – he fathered ten children. 
 

Here’s some evidence of our connection to the lower animals: 
 

(1) [homologies] Man is built on the same plan as other mammals; we 
share a common ancestor. 

(2) [brain] All the fissures of the brain of the orangutan are present in the 
brain of man; it’s just the human brain is a little heavier. 

(3) [kissing pig] We share many of the same contagious diseases and 
parasites with monkeys and apes. 

(4) [monkey shot] Medicines work on us the same way, both humans and 
apes – which is fortunate, because medical research would be stymied 
if this were not true. 

(5) [embryos] Our early embryonic stages are virtually indistinguishable. 
(6) [mammaries] We have mammary glands in the same place. 
(7) [piriformis] We have useless rudiments like the appendix, wisdom 

teeth, and piriformis muscles improperly wrapped around sciatic 
nerves in the hips that only cause us pain and distress – evidence of 
past adaptations that in the present environment are now useless to 
us. 

(8) Darwin’s [tubercle.] The feature is present in approximately 10% of  
  the population. It represents the tip of the mammalian ear. 

(9) [Beards] are evidence of hairy ancestors. 
(10) The [Coccyx] (tailbone) is evidence of a muscular but vestigial tail. 
(11) The [prehensile toe] in the fetal stage of humans is evidence of our  

  arboreal habits grasping tree branches with our feet. 
(12) Our great [canine teeth] are evidence of use by ancestral forms in  

  biting off chunks of meat and chomping on our enemies. 
(13) And what about the tortured path of the [recurrent laryngeal nerve] 
—a nerve that runs from the brain to the larynx, which helps us speak and 
swallow. In humans, this nerve doesn’t take a direct route but descends 
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all the way to the chest, loops around the aorta near the heart, and then 
runs back up to the larynx. It is several times longer than it needs to be. In 
giraffes, this nerve is fifteen feet longer than it needs to be. Why? This 
evidence only makes sense in the light of evolution, back when the 
precursor of our laryngeal nerve was attached the sixth gill arch of our 
ancestors, and looped around a blood vessel that would later become our 
aorta. As that blood vessel moved back into our chest, the laryngeal nerve 
was pulled along in tandem. The arrangement is certainly not be efficient, 
but it works! 

 
[chimp-girl play chess] Darwin permits no great imaginative leap between us and the 
higher mammals either – we have mental faculties that differ only in degree and not 
in kind (our mental life exists on the same continuum with other animals; we are not 
special). This is a hypothesis of Copernican proportions, potentially removing us from 
the center of the universe of ideas. 
 
 Evidence: 
 
 (1) [Ants] defend their property, just like we do. 
  
 (2) [Chimpanzees bend twigs] to pull delicious ants out of their  nests, and 
 understand much of what is said to them by men; they can make use of the 
 language of men even though they cannot speak as men. 
 
 (3) [Bower birds] admire the beauty of their own nests, and actually practice 
 entasis, an optical effect of architecture previously thought only discovered by 
 the ancient Greeks. 
 
 (4) [Cats dream] of chasing rabbits in their sleep. 
 
 (5) [Dogs feel shame] and are capable of abstract thought – they can recognize a 
 dog at a distance, and as it draws closer to their territory they can discriminate 
 whether it be friend or foe. “A dog frames a general concept of cats or sheep, 
 and knows the corresponding words as well as any philosopher.” 
 
 (6) Every [horse] knows the way home. 
 
 (7) [cute chimp] We share with other mammals the instincts for self-
 preservation, love of the mother for newborn. We all dread snakes. 
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Darwin knew very little about [hominid fossils] because very few had yet been 
unearthed in his day, but: Are early hominids part of God’s special creation? Or were 
they simply occupying a niche in the world that we now occupy? I suspect you can 
now anticipate what Darwin’s answers might have been. 
 

 What did [Ardi] see when she stared into the shimmering pool? Did   
  Ardipithecus ramidus have a self? Of course she did. So what POSSIBLE  
  DIFFERENCE can it make whether she sprang from an ape or an angel? 
  
 What about the [Neanderthals]?  
 
  Anthropologists recently found evidence suggesting considerable  
  Neanderthal sophistication, and not only in tool-making and   
  hunting, but in their ability to feel things like compassion. 
 
  Take the Old Man of Shanidar. He had had a degenerative   
  disease in his legs, would have had difficulty walking, and had  
  a crushing injury to his cranium, so he was probably blind in   
  his left eye. The bones show those injuries occurred when he   
  was adolescent, and he lived to 40. He was probably looked   
  after for 25 to 30 years. 
 
  The remains of a [Neanderthal child] with congenital brain   
  abnormalities have been found. The child that was never   
  abandoned but lived to age 6.  
  
  What are we to make of [their graves]? We share Neanderthals  
  reverence for, adornment of, the dead.  
 
  [migration] Just last summer, we discovered that some of the  
  human X chromosome originated from Neanderthals, and is found  
  exclusively in people who left Africa in the last great migration. We  
  interbred with them. Then possibly drove them into extinction.  
 
 Or [Homo erectus]? Do we share their spirit, their laughter, their   
 love of family? Yes. 
 
 Did [Australopithecus] have a best friend? Most assuredly. 
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 Did [Lucy] mourn the loss of her baby in a flash flood in Ethiopia   
 3.3 million years ago? Did she find religion in the wake of    
 this tragedy? How callous if she had not. 
 
 And what will happen to the world when we die? When we all   
 die. When our kind becomes extinct. Will God develop a special 
 relationship with a [new species] that flourishes long after our present 
 Holocene (or some call, Anthropocene) era ends? 
 
 Evolution is elegant, and at the same time, a scientifically rigorous 
 explanation of our place in the natural world. Evolution tells us that we  
 are linked to the larger universe and a grand story of life in a prolonged 
 process of becoming. Evolution gives our lives a stronger sense than 
 ever of our being participants with other living beings in the drama of 
 the cosmos. 
 
   [Both animals and men sing] as a courting ritual; we share in our  
   collective ability to feel pleasure and pain, happiness and misery 
 
   [thinking chimp] All mammals can stand at attention; they all can  
   form memories; they all have imaginations; they all possess the  
   ability to pause, deliberate, and resolve problems – they have  
   REASON 
 

All apes and men dislike being laughed at; they know how [sweet  
 is revenge]; they know how to express gratitude; they know how to 
 become more wary and take better care of their own bodies as 
 they grow older 

 
  [Compare the facial expression] – the expressions of emotions – of   
   mammals and men. 
 
   Darwin showed that there were no special  muscles reserved for  
   humans, or that were dedicated only to the expression of   
   higher human emotions. 
 
   At the end of the selection from the Origin of Species that you read  
   for today, you saw that Darwin actually appealed to psychology:  
   “Psychology will be securely based on the foundation already well  
   laid by Mr. Herbert Spencer, that of the necessary acquirement of  
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   each mental power and capacity by gradation. Much light will be  
   thrown on the origin of man and his history.” 
 
   The implications of this view is earth-shattering: if we share with  
   the so-called lower animals our psychic evolution, then human  
   behavior can be predicted – prediction and control of human   
   behavior become tremendously important to the development of  
   the modern social sciences we’ll talk about throughout Core II,  
   including psychology, sociology, political science, and economics. 
 
 [Darwin-monkey and woman] For now, though, just see how this plays out in 
 Sexual Selection as explained in the Descent of Man: 
   
  Darwin asks the question: Why is there so much variety within the   
  races of men? [races of men] 
 
  He notices that we have all sorts of seemingly spontaneous variations in  
  our bodies that are preserved even though they appear “useless.” 
 
  Where nature does not select, he concludes, we can be our own selectors  
  – we crave novelty within certain limits (the limit being our inability to  
  select mates outside of our species without devastating results). 
 
  Sexual selection, he says, is the main agent in forming the various races of 
  men and of the animals – competition for the rights of reproduction  
  mattered most for Darwin – we are sex machines. 
 
  We also crave diversity; where all the women or men are beautiful,   
  variation in our external characteristics can become most pleasing to the  
  selector. 
 
  As Darwin puts it, “If all our women were to become as beautiful as the  
  [Venus de Milo], we should for a time be charmed. But we men should  
  soon wish for variety.”  
 
  Human beings are like other animals in that they possess features that  
  are preserved and developed solely because they contribute to   
  reproductive success.   
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  We have created all the varieties of men through our own    
  selection, much in the same way that the breeder has     
  artificially selected all of the different varieties of domesticated   
  animals. 
 
  Presto! Apparently useless traits have now been made useful when   
  recast in terms of sexual selection. 
  
  We appear to be the most helpless and defenseless of apes, but because  
  we have highly evolved patterns of sexual selection, and therefore   
  sociality and fellow-feeling, we have conquered all other mammalian  
  species. The Duke of Argyll was wrong about us. We make, we have  
  sculpted, ourselves into beautiful survivors – not God! 
 
  Our consolation prize, it seems, is that man is instinctively a SOCIAL   
  ANIMAL, but then there are many of these: Sheep are social animals too,  
  as are bees. We are somewhat special, but not so special at the same  
  time. Our triumph, limited though it is, is that the natural world has  
  failed to conquer all of our choices – We are what we will become. 
 
  Darwin reveals himself to be a committed Victorian. You need to know –  
  right now – that Darwin placed Savage Men on the scale of nature   
  between the Apes and Civilized Men. In almost all animals and almost all  
  [SAVAGE] races of men, women do the sexual selecting. 
 
   Evidence:   
 

In animals the otherwise useless ornament of the male 
 members of the species. 

 
    Savage women are primarily attracted to the [chiseled  
    musculature] of men, their deep and melodious voices, and  
    their hairy chins and protruding foreheads – because they  
    suggest health, reproductive vitality, and ability to provide  
    food and protection. 
 

Said Darwin, “In utterly barbarous tribes the women have 
more power in choosing, rejecting, and tempting their lovers, 
or of afterward changing their husbands, than might have 
been expected.” 
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    The more generations that women select, the more   
    chiseled, deep voiced, and hairy chinned men become. 
     
    Men do not become all chisel, muscle, and chin, though,  
    because natural selection prevents it, and because   
    of the vagaries of standards of beauty among different races  
    (or varieties) of men. 
    
 Among the CIVILIZED races, however, Darwin asserts that the men do the 
 selecting.  
 
  His evidence: 
 
  Witness the [ornamentation of women] in our society:  earrings, makeup,  
  perm and dye jobs and attention to flashy clothing – women try to   
  exaggerate whatever characters nature may have given them in hopes  
  that they might be preferred 
 
  Savage women may have preferred their men not be so hairy, but the  
  [hairlessness of women] must be due to male selection – we do not want  
  them to have beards (unless they are in the circus); hairlessness 
  is not much of a survival advantage, it means we burn easily in the sun,  
  but it’s not so crucial a character that it overcomes sexual selection. 
 
  In Hottentot civilization, men have even managed to make women   
  [STEE-AH-TOE-PIE-GUS] (in common parlance: BABY GOT BACK AND I  
  CANNOT LIE). 
  
  Even the skin color of women is often lighter or darker than that of men  
  in the population as a consequence of male selection – says Darwin. 
 
  [cave man and woman] Moreover, as the strongest and most vigorous  
  men provide security for their mates in the form of weapons, dogs, land,  
  they end up raising more (and more vigorous) children, thus assuring their 
  survival in the group. 
 
  Because males of the human species have been fighting for the protection 
  and honor of their women and because they have been engaged in the  
  heavily cognitive arts of hunting and fishing, they have evolved an   
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  intellectual superiority over women. “Man is more courageous,   
  pugnacious, and energetic than woman, and has a more inventive genius.  
  His brain is absolutely larger.” 
 
Hmmm. … Darwin is a man. And men have larger brains. Hmmm. [Philosoraptor] says 
that is very convenient. 
 
Darwin’s work in this area of sexual selection in humans has not survived the test of 
time.  
 

It appears that female cognitive ability can actually limit how melodious or 
handsome males become over evolutionary time.  
 
Males across the animal world have evolved elaborate traits to attract females, 
from huge peacock tails to complex bird songs and frog calls. Increased 
elaboration can draw predators in, placing an enormous cost to males with 
these sexy traits. 
 
Just this year (and Tyrone Hayes would love this), researchers studying tropical 
túngara frogs, found that females lose their ability to detect differences in male 
mating calls as the calls become more elaborate, limiting their evolution of that 
trait. 

 
[Darwin in old age] The Descent of Man demonstrates a commitment to what would 
become known as scientific materialism. 
 
 Religious belief is nothing more than primitive urges to bestow a cause   
 on otherwise inexplicable natural events. 
 
 Our dreams become spirits – like the dog that barks as a natural breeze   
 moves the curtain – we know it is NO-THING, but when we perceive   
 strange things happening in our own lives we react the same way,    
 explaining it as if it were SOME-THING. 
 
 And so our spirits became strange customs or described in miraculous   
 terms. In his private notes, which he did not share even with his wife,   
 Darwin argues that Christian beliefs about reward and punishment that   
 he once entertained are based on heathen  superstitions. 
 
 We have an instinctive need to believe – our religious devotion can be  
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 compared to the “love of a dog for its master” – BUT UNLIKE THE DOG WE 
 HUMANS  KNOW THAT WE ARE NOT GOD; WE KNOW THAT WE ARE NOT 
 OMNIPOTENT – and the implications of that knowledge for Darwin are rather 
 obvious. 
 
 At worst, our helpless and vulnerable state in the face of BLIND CHANCE causes 
 us to develop dogmas that cause us unspeakable dread and doubt. 
 

The dream of immortality is a way for human beings to comfort themselves 
from the disappointments of life – our very struggle for existence is the source 
of our illusions of immortality. 

 
 We have no particular advantage over the animals in our morality    
 either. As Darwin’s cousin William Fox jested, “The three main points of   
 difference to my mind – were that Men drink, smoke, and thrash their   
 wives – and beasts do not.” Truly humans do beastly things to one    
 another. 
 
 You can’t study these things (religion or morality) anyway because you can’t 
 observe them, so don’t exhaust yourself trying to tease out answers to ultimate 
 origins or purpose. Darwin once said that “answers to questions about ‘free 
 will,’ ‘predestination,’ and the  ‘origin of evil’ are beyond human intellect.” They 
 are like a cat trying to understand Newtonian physics. 
 
 Darwin’s inability to convince his good friends that the gap was narrow between 
 humans and orangutans, led to terrific of personal distress. Emma noted that 
 almost always after meeting with those who doubted his ideas, Darwin had 
 experienced “sickness and weakness … vomiting, shivering, hysterical crying, 
 dying  sensations, and half faints.” The implications of evolution by natural 
 selection troubled him deeply.  
 

Sometimes I am amazed at how prodigious was his scholarship despite all the 
 real and imagined horrors in his life. But then I remember his resilience and 
 belief in the power of ideas and evidence. And I hope you will too. THANK YOU.  
 


