
 The title of Phil.481 is ‘Topics in Philosophy’. The topic in question, for the Winter Term starting in January 2021, 

will be Charles Darwin. We will try to understand how he collected his evidence and how he reasoned from the 

evidence he collected to frame and verify his hypothesis that species are not fixed, but change because of natural 

selection. We can think of Darwin’s achievement in the Origins of Species (1859) as a detective story. Darwin 

methodically collected the relevant clues and solved an important mystery. The art of detection is intrinsically 

interesting (to philosophers and mystery lovers alike). The piece of detection masterminded by Darwin is spectacular. 

Like all pieces of spectacular detection, it depended first of all on recognizing the relevant state of affairs for what it 

was, namely that species are not fixed. That could seem obvious to us today. But it wasn’t in the early to mid-nineteenth 

century: Darwin himself believed that species are fixed when he set out, in 1831, on his voyage on the Beagle; he 

continued to believe this until about 1840. It is not that nobody had considered the possibility that species vary. The 

trouble was that the idea of variation was usually accompanied by inadequate, speculative explanations. One example 

of this can be found in Lamarck’s works at the beginning of the nineteenth century: individual organisms undergo 

changes, even as adults, because of use, habit or need, which changes they then (somehow) pass on to their offspring; 

species show a tendency to perfection. Darwin took such explanations to be worse than inadequate. He took them to 

be downright flaky – flaky enough to discredit the idea that species vary. We can say, of course, that the empirical 

evidence collected during the voyage of the Beagle made him change his mind. But that raises the question about the 

nature of his evidence, how he collected it and how he evaluated it. Again, if we think, by analogy, of other examples 

of detection, like that of Sherlock Holmes in the famous stories by Arthur Conan Doyle, we remember that it is not 

enough just to visit a crime scene: when the bumblers from Scotland Yard visit a crime scene, they look around and 

so often see nothing. The interest of detection – a fortiori the spectacular cases of it – is the question how investigators 

learn to ‘see’ when mere ‘looking around’ yields nothing or may put them on the wrong track. Once they have seen 

which piece of physical evidence is relevant and which is not, the next question – for them and for those of us interested 

in following their progress – is how they reason from it: how do they form good hypotheses to explain the physical 

evidence and how are these hypotheses tested? Once Darwin recognized that the natural historical evidence he had 

collected during his voyage on the Beagle indicated that species do change, how was he to explain this change? He 

plainly had to do better than Lamarck and company. That meant both that his hypothesis had to be non-flaky, adequate 

to account for the evidence, which meant in turn that it had to be testable. Somehow. Our program next term will be 

to figure out how Darwin met this challenge. We will read excerpts from his work, including notably the Origins of 

Species. We will also read excerpts from the works of his predecessors and competitors. I haven’t yet figured out all 

the readings. But they will certainly include excerpts from Lamarck, Malthus on population and Paley’s presentation 

of the so-called ‘argument from design’.   


