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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

Alfred Russel Wallace (1823-1913) was one of the most innovative and 

controversial figures of the Victorian era. His thought and career were in¬ 

terwoven with the scientific, ethical, philosophical, social, religious, political, 

and economic currents that fiowed in such profusion through the Victorian 

cultural landscape. Wallace was a prism by which a vast array of intellec¬ 

tual concepts and cultural forces was refracted. His receptivity to diverse 

ideas has tended to obscure the existence, and persistence, of certain major 

themes that guided Wallace through the vicissitudes of a life that spanned nine 

decades. Wallace challenged many of the comforting—if sometimes illusory— 

boundaries that were being constructed to preserve a sense of order in Victo¬ 

rian culture amid powerful, and confusing, changes. Some of these changes 

occurred within science and the scientific community. Others resulted from 

the momentous transformations of the mid- and late nineteenth century. 

Wallace was an elusive Victorian in the sense that it was—and remains— 

difficult to pigeonhole him into any neat category. Many labels have been 

applied to him: field naturalist, biological theorist, socialist, spiritualist, the- 

ist, land nationalizationist, philosopher, and ethicist. Each of these labels 

is apt. But Wallace was more than the sum of his parts. Different fields of 

interest loomed larger at different phases of his life. His central goal of inte¬ 

grating these diverse concerns functioned as an anchor for Wallace’s evolving 

intellectual and activist endeavors. His quest culminated in an overarching 

worldview—a teleological evolutionary cosmology. The various elements of 

Wallace’s synthesis came together most clearly in the later decades of his life. 

Wallace was hardly unique in attempting to construct a meaningful evolu¬ 

tionary cosmology. The Victorian era abounded in efforts to erect worldviews 

on evolutionary pedestals. Robert Chambers and Herbert Spencer immedi- 
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ately come to mind as influential evolutionary cosmologists (Secord 2000). 

What set Wallace apart from the pack was his stature as a practicing scientist. 

As codiscoverer with Charles Darwin of one of the most influential theories of 

the nineteenth century, evolution by natural selection, Wallace was destined 

for scientiflc superstardom. Indeed, most of the existing scholarly literature 

on Wallace focuses on his science and either leaves out Wallace’s “other” 

interests or fails to view his political, social, theistic, and philosophical con¬ 

cerns in context or in depth. Consequently, Wallace’s efforts to integrate his 

wide-ranging interests have long eluded historical understanding. This study 

demonstrates the seriously flawed nature of the conventional historiographic 

portrait of Wallace as a brilliant scientist who lapsed unfortunately into the¬ 

ism, socialism, or spiritualism. 

To many of his contemporaries, Wallace was a sage. His pronouncements 

on political, social, and ethical issues struck responsive chords in individuals 

and groups in Victorian society. One group, however, that remained decid¬ 

edly unimpressed by Wallace’s forays into these domains was the scientiflc 

naturalists. Spearheaded by Thomas Henry Huxley, this group included John 

Tyndall, William Kingdon Clifford, E. Ray Lankester, Frederick Harrison, 

G. H. Lewes, and Edward Tylor (Turner 1993). This influential group was 

not uninterested in political, social, ethical, or religious matters. As Adrian 

Desmond’s recent biography of Huxley demonstrates, Huxley and his fellow 

scientiflc naturalists were deeply involved in such debates (Desmond 1998). 

But as advocates of a speciflc ideal of science professionalization they were 

committed to constructing a definition of value-neutral and hence “objec¬ 

tive” science. They sought to distance professional science from the pejora¬ 

tive depictions of value-laden and hence “subjective” nonscience or pseudo¬ 

science. The scientific naturalists recognized the professional gains to be had 

by proclaiming the ideological neutrality of science. Huxley and his camp 

could claim that they spoke as objective experts, not political or ideological 

partisans. This strategy involved erecting an epistemological divide between 

science and politics, ethics, religion, and other cultural forces. It also en¬ 

couraged a distinction between elite and popular science. The strategy was 

essentially enunciated by the end of the 1860s and served Huxley, Darwin, 

and their colleagues well for several decades (Moore 1991). Such a strategy 

was brilliant but disingenuous. The scientific naturalists invoked an “ideo¬ 

logically pure” science that concealed their own varied sociopolitical agendas 

behind the banner of a rigorous professionalism. 

As Bernard Lightman and others have pointed out, however, “often scien¬ 

tific naturalists are treated as the dominant group in the intellectual landscape 

of the latter half of the nineteenth century, and their power is seen as sym¬ 

bolic of the triumph of a process of secularization. But we have overestimated 
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their influence. They were one group among many that vied for cultural au¬ 

thority during this period by drawing on the immense prestige provided by 

science” (Lightman 2001, 362-364). A number of other groups were also 

key players in Victorian debates about science. The North British physicists 

and the popularizers of science, for example, challenged the scientific natu¬ 

ralists’ interpretation of the meaning of science. These and other individuals 

and groups envisioned a larger, more inclusive role for science as part of 

the broader culture (Turner 1993; Otter 1996; Richards 1997; Smith 1998; 

Lightman 2001, 355-362). 

The issue of science professionalization is crucial to an assessment of 

Wallace’s life and career. In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the defi¬ 

nitions of professional “science” and “scientist” were far from resolved—and 

remained so until the early decades of the twentieth century. ^ The scientific 

naturalists’ verdict on Wallace is both polemical and inaccurate. John Tyndall 

may have told Wallace that he read his spiritualist writings with “deep dis¬ 

appointment.” And Thomas Henry Huxley was similarly disturbed by what 

he regarded as Wallace’s forays into unworthy arenas (Wallace [1905] 1969, 

2:280-281).^ Many of Wallace’s contemporaries, in contrast, regarded his 

effort to forge an evolutionary cosmology as entirely appropriate for a sci¬ 

entist. The majority of twentieth-century scholars, however, have elected to 

perpetuate Huxley’s and his allies’ portrayal of Wallace.^ 

New analytical approaches are required to establish a more realistic por¬ 

trait of Wallace. Certain historians in recent years have begun to free them¬ 

selves from the caricature of Wallace imposed by the scientific naturalists and 

many twentieth-century scholars—and my debt to them will be made clear in 

the course of this book. Wallace’s career seems eccentric or paradoxical only 

if we cling to the scientific naturalists’ model. This study takes a different tack. 

It does not depict Wallace as one who departed from the norms of profes¬ 

sionalized science precisely because what we think of as professional science 

today was in the process of being created in the late nineteenth century—and 

the process was very much contested. Instead, Wallace is approached here 

through the lens of the diverse, complex, and competing forces seeking to 

define the appropriate role of science in the broader Victorian culture. 

The main theme of this study is that there is an identifiable coherence—a 

leitmotif—in Wallace’s thought and activities. This quest for integration at the 

philosophical as well as practical levels, coupled with Wallace’s passion to un¬ 

derstand and change the world into which he was born, help explain his multi¬ 

faceted approach. There is an underlying link—his evolutionary cosmology— 

that binds together Wallace’s highly varied intellectual and practical pursuits. 

Uncovering and then exploring this link enables us to make sense of how he 

understood the relations among science, politics, economics, and religion. 
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Wallace was a formidable Victorian intellectual activist whose scientific acu¬ 

men, when coupled with a maturing theistic outlook, culminated in a pow¬ 

erful and holistic philosophy of nature and society. Wallace was committed 

to science and its methodology as one of humanity’s grandest achievements. 

But he recognized that the unbridled embrace of scientific and technological 

developments in the name of material “progress” was misguided and poten¬ 

tially destructive. Science, and its increasingly potent industrial applications, 

had to be tamed. What Wallace termed, with pointed irony, the “wonderful 

century” had striking successes and dangerous failures. Wallace’s own defi¬ 

nition of individual and societal progress was at odds with some of the most 

fundamental precepts of Victorian capitalism and imperialism. 

By identifying and examining relations among his most fundamental con¬ 

victions, Wallace’s evolutionary worldview gains a compelling clarity. Many 

of the paradoxes and unorthodoxies of which he was habitually charged are 

seen to fall into a coherent pattern of belief and behavior. This pattern was not 

fixed but continually developing. As an evolutionary biologist, Wallace would 

have found naive the notion that an individual’s life or the structure of a given 

society was static or unambiguous. During the past two decades, the increas¬ 

ingly sophisticated attention to the interplay between societal context and 

individual thought and action has dramatically enriched the historiography 

of science. The contextualist approach to the history of science has trans¬ 

formed our understanding of domains such as theory formation, ideology 

and science, the semantic and linguistic complexities of science terminology, 

religion and science, and gender issues.^ Of all the periods whose histories 

have benefited from these new perspectives, the Victorian era is one of the 

most conspicuous.^ A contextualist approach permits one to see Wallace as 

a whole human being, who was more than the sum of his (superficially) 

disparate parts. 

The Center(s) of Wallace’s Vision 

The “strands of system” in Wallace’s evolutionary worldview are diverse. 

They reveal tensions, both philosophical and personal, that he spent his life 

trying to resolve. But the notion of strands of system is crucial to an under¬ 

standing of who and what Wallace was. He was aware that his efforts to forge 

a syncretic evolutionary teleology drew on a variety of sources, hypotheses, 

and observations that some of his contemporaries—and a majority of later 

historians—found incongruous. It took Wallace the better part of a long life¬ 

time to transform those strands into components of a powerful evolutionary 

cosmology. An examination of relations among the separate strands he es¬ 

poused makes Wallace’s overarching vision clear. ^ 



Introduction 5 

Such eclecticism inevitably created tensions in the private and public 

Wallace. The tension between the individual and the community is pointedly 

manifest in Wallace’s career. It is necessary to confront directly this tension, 

characteristic of many of his contemporaries, in assessing Wallace’s place in 

Victorian science and culture. This requires focusing on the powerful role 

of individual passion in Wallace’s quest for a comprehensive worldview that 

merged his science with his other pursuits. Focusing on Wallace’s motivations 

as an individual is not equivalent to psychoanalytical history, nor does it 

preclude sociological analysis. Rather, an emphasis on Wallace’s personal 

coherence elucidates those decisive elements of character and those decisive 

events that shaped his particular evolution into a thinker of great range and 

accomplishment. Wallace, like many of his creative contemporaries, was a 

dynamic participant in the rich tapestry of Victorian cultural forces. They 

were real, three-dimensional people, who affected and interacted with one 

another in fascinating ways. Viewed thus, individuals are meeting points for 

influences, mobile rather than static or passive agents (Shortland and Yeo 

1996, 12-14, 36-37). 

Wallace made a key decision, early in his career, to incorporate science 

into a broader ethical framework. Once this decision was made, certain ben¬ 

efits and risks ensued. A major benefit for Wallace was the ability to deploy 

his scientific expertise on behalf of causes that he regarded as indispensable 

to the definition of an ethical life. A major risk was the marginalization of 

certain aspects of his maturing evolutionary cosmology by some influential 

voices in the scientific community—most notably the scientific naturalists. 

These risks were often of considerable cost, both professionally and finan¬ 

cially (Soderqvist 1996,49-53, 60-65, 70-74; Raby 2001,218-222). Wallace 

concluded his autobiography with an assessment of his life’s work that ex¬ 

presses the convictions that sustained him: “If, therefore, my books and essays 

have been of any use to the world—and though I cannot quite understand it, 

scores of people have written to me telling me so—then the losses and strug¬ 

gles I have had to go through have been a necessary discipline calculated to 

bring into action whatever faculties I possess” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:380). 

From the outset, Wallace’s path was marked by a sense of mission. He sought 

to integrate his theoretical insights and achievements with practical efforts 

and strategies to ameliorate what he deemed to be the most flagrant abuses 

of the society in which he lived—vast social, economic, and gender inequities, 

unfettered industrial expansion, and increasing environmental degradation. 

Wallace’s particular field of scientific expertise, evolutionary biology, cre¬ 

ated both opportunities and dilemmas for him and his contemporaries. Pre¬ 

cisely because evolutionary biology was at an interface between the natural 

and social sciences, it was notoriously susceptible to sociopolitical influences 
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and deductions of all stripes Qones 1980; Bowler 1993). The methodologi¬ 

cal issues raised by the convoluted history of the interactions between various 

models of natural science and social science also need to be considered (Co¬ 

hen 1994). The challenging and contentious efforts to construct appropriate 

professional boundaries for evolutionary biology speak volumes about Vic¬ 

torian science and culture. These efforts dramatically illustrate the complex 

process by which any age attempts to define or redefine the domain of sci¬ 

ence and grasp, for itself, the ever-malleable border between scientific and 

nonscientific discourse (Young 1985b). 

Professionalizing science had its star performer in Huxley. He “boosted 

the ‘Scientist’s’ profile by trenching on the clergy’s domain, raising the terri¬ 

torial tension by equating authority with technical expertise.” But the victory 

of this new breed of scientist/professionals by the 1870s was anything but 

certain. Many of “the English public schools and universities shunned sci¬ 

ence as useless and dehumanizing. . . . Oxford and Cambridge were finishing 

schools for prosperous Anglicans. Against 145 Classics Fellowships at Ox¬ 

ford in 1870, there were four in science. The stacked odds explain Huxley’s 

single-minded assault on the ivy seminaries using his new-professionalized 

forces” (Desmond 1998, xviii-xix). The forces arrayed against the new breed 

of professional scientist were not only those of older, entrenched, and well- 

to-do professions such as the clergy and law. Many of those fully sympathetic 

to enhancing the prestige and power of science and scientists had reservations 

about the scientific naturalists’ particular strategy. Wallace had major reser¬ 

vations. By the early 1870s, he had emerged as one of the most outspoken 

critics of the strategy of ideological neutrality. Wallace’s candid insistence on 

the reciprocal interaction between biology and ideology would increasingly 

shape his mature evolutionary worldview (Fichman 1997). His fluid move¬ 

ment from sphere to sphere was troublesome to those, like Huxley, hoping 

to establish a new orthodoxy. But once the Victorian period is recognized as 

one of competing visions of science’s proper role in culture, Wallace’s putative 

unorthodoxies are seen to be artifacts of historiography. Like Wallace, others 

in the scientific community—as well as many elements in the wider Victorian 

society—represented a much broader spectrum of response to science and 

its cultural role. Science popularizers, female and working-class scientists. 

Idealist philosophers, and religious thinkers were as crucial to the realities of 

Victorian science as were the elite new professionals and scientific naturalists 

(Livingstone 1987; Otter 1996; Gates and Shteir 1997; Brooke and Cantor 

1998; Lightman 2001). 

Wallace’s evolutionary cosmology, with its mix of sociopolitical reform¬ 

ism, theism, spiritualism, and ethical philosophy, abandoned any pretext of 

ideological neutrality. A central motive in Wallace’s career was to unveil the 



Introduction 7 

hollowness of the scientific naturalists’ claims to demarcate science objec¬ 

tively from the broader culture. Wallace’s writings from his earlier period may 

be seen as precursors to his later, more overt and passionate manifestos of 

the necessary ideological context and texture of evolutionary biology (Moore 

1997, 300-303). In this sense, Wallace retained Spencer’s and Francis Gal- 

ton’s goal of linking biology and culture while shedding their comforting 

armature of objective neutrality. How Wallace was able to perform that task, 

despite the risks and opprobrium he endured in pursuing his mission to effect 

cultural reform, constituted a Victorian “tract for the times.” Wallace’s so¬ 

cial progressionism interacted with his biological progressionism. Together, 

they reinforced his contention that science could not function as a neutral 

blueprint for political or ethical philosophy. Reformist and theistic convic¬ 

tions and biological insights were equal partners in his evolutionary teleology. 

Science was but one element, albeit a crucial one, in his construction of a 

comprehensive cultural vision (Wallace [1882] 1906). Wallace’s spirit and 

passion for using knowledge, derived from a diverse array of sources, to ar¬ 

ticulate an evolutionary cosmology that would aid him and others to “arrive at 

a juster conception of the . . . Life-World” remained the overarching purpose 

of his life’s work (Wallace 1910a, 10). 

Road Map for the Reader 

This is not a biography of Wallace in any conventional, chronological sense. 

The details of Wallace’s life and career have recently been the subject of two 

useful biographies that provide accurate chronological portraits (Raby 2001; 

Shermer 2002) Rather, this book is a contextualist and analytical study of 

Wallace’s major intellectual and cultural views and activities. Given the daunt¬ 

ing range of Wallace’s interests, the focus is on the most central of Wallace’s 

concerns: evolutionary biology (chap. 2), the philosophical and humanistic 

context of evolutionary theory (chap. 3), spiritualism (chap. 4), land nation¬ 

alization and socialism (chap. 5), and, finally, theistic evolutionary teleology 

(chap. 6). Since the major goal of this work is to show how Wallace integrated 

these diverse concerns, the subject matter of any one chapter surfaces, to a 

greater or lesser degree, in other chapters. Spiritualism and socialism, for 

example, were regarded by Wallace—if not by all his contemporaries—as 

fundamentally linked. Each chapter, consequently, is not autonomous but 

rather merges into the kaleidoscope that was Wallace. The reader will find, 

for example, that Wallace’s tour of North America (1886-1887) is discussed 

in several chapters (though in different contexts). Similarly, Wallace’s rela¬ 

tions with William James and Charles Peirce find analytical niches in several 

chapters. 
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Although evolutionary biology is the subject of chapter 2, the reader 

should not assume it takes pride of place among Wallace’s other interests. 

Wallace’s codiscovery of natural selection is the most well known, and among 

the first, of his numerous intellectual achievements. It is thus understandable 

why Wallace as expert field naturalist and brilliant biological theorist has been 

the focus of most previous historical attention. But Wallace’s intellectual work 

was just warming up when he formulated the theory of natural selection. He 

went on to explore a vast array of social, political, economic, philosophical, 

and theological issues—as well as maintaining his intense scientific activity 

and productivity—in the course of his long life. The overview of Wallace’s 

scientific achievements provided in chapter 2 is a necessary prolegomenon to 

the analysis of the integration of science and the broader culture that is the 

distinguishing quest, and enduring legacy, of Wallace’s life. 

If the book’s plan is neither strictly chronological nor simply thematic, 

then what is it? This study is an investigation of how Wallace managed to 

make sense of apparently diverse strands of thought and action to construct 

a philosophy of nature and of human beings in nature that was at the least 

provocative and, at its best, profound. Wallace gradually succeeded in using 

his evolutionary insights for a wide-ranging exploration of the human con¬ 

dition. The book is chronological to the degree that Wallace encountered 

different ideas and social realities at successive periods in his long life. But 

his path to integrating so many elements of the intoxicating soil of Victorian 

culture was by no means direct or without pitfalls. We shall see the process 

by which the youthful naturalist evolved into a deeply philosophical and out¬ 

spoken cultural critic. 

This analysis provides, therefore, a framework for understanding how and 

why Wallace combined these diverse elements into a comprehensive evolu¬ 

tionary cosmology. The whole of Wallace’s oeuvre is taken seriously in order 

to deepen and broaden our view of him. I have refrained from prejudging 

Wallace’s forays into what are often considered unscientific and/or misguided 

endeavors. Instead, the book follows those paths and concerns that Wallace, 

himself, deemed significant. Though scarcely defending each path Wallace 

chose to follow, I do provide a revised, and largely sympathetic, interpretation 

of Wallace’s personality, goals, and achievements. This book follows Wallace’s 

evolution both as a thinker and a three-dimensional human being. The partic¬ 

ular answers at which he arrived are significant for what they reveal about the 

uncertainties and ambiguities of Victorian culture. The paths Wallace pur¬ 

sued to ferret out those answers testify to his enduring conviction that science 

afforded a powerful but incomplete source of knowledge. Wallace was able to 

live with perplexities because he was grounded in the conviction that if this is 

certainly not the best of all possible worlds, it can nonetheless be made a better 
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world. The horizon of his thinking, while powerfully informed by his scientific 

training and observations, encompassed a wide-ranging critical assessment 

of the impacts of science on the broader culture. The profound advances in 

science and technology of the late nineteenth century led many Victorians to 

embrace the “cult of progress.” Others were frightened and bothered by the 

equally obvious flip side of progress: rampant urbanization, the dark, satanic 

mills that transformed the lush green landscape of Britain, and the creation 

of an industrial underclass. Wallace sought to reconcile his humanistic beliefs 

with his scientific investigations. He embarked on a personal and public quest 

to articulate an evolutionary cosmology that would ensure the dignity of all 

individuals in an ethical sociopolitical order appropriate to a new age. 

NOTES 

1. The professionalization of science in the second half of the nineteenth century 

is a subject currently undergoing intense historiographic and sociological analysis. For 

an introduction to this rapidly growing body of analysis, see Collini 1991; Turner 1993; 

Yeo 1993; A. Secord 1994a; Lightman 1997; Barton 1998a; Desmond 2001; Waller 

2001. 

2. Interestingly, some recent studies of both Tyndall and Huxley emphasize the 

ambiguities about spiritualism and materialism in their own professional and personal 

lives. See Barton 1987; Lightman 1987. 

3. George 1964; Schwartz 1984; Shermer 1994, 2001. Although Shermer provides 

an accurate account of Wallace’s commitment to spiritualism—and acknowledges the 

influence of spiritualist beliefs on his evolutionary theory—Shermer concludes that 

Wallace’s “supernaturalism” drove him, ultimately, to “pseudoscientific fool-hardiness”; 

more to the point, Shermer argues that such historical reconstructions as his on Wallace 

will help to “illuminate how and why perfectly reasonable and rational scientists come 

to believe in the reality of the paranormal and supernatural” (Shermer 1984, 83). For 

Shermer (and the others cited here), the (assumed) schism between Wallace as scientist 

and Wallace as nonscientist looms large. 

4. Scarpelli 1992; Smith 1992; Moore 1997; Vetter 1999; Berry 2002; Camerini 

2002; Jones 2002; Peck 2003, 6-12, 19-22. Wallace’s antivaccination activities are not 

dealt with at length in my book. He was part of a considerable portion of the population in 

both Europe and North America who were opposed to mandatory vaccination programs. 

Although Wallace’s name and formidable power of argumentation became an important 

tool for the antivaccination movement, his active involvement in the campaign was rather 

limited. His writings, however, generated considerable interest among both the proponents 

and detractors of antivaccination. Wallace’s sophisticated statistics-based critique of the 

medical efficacy of, and dubious public health safeguards relating to, vaccination are 

discussed in Smith (1991, 202-216) and Scarpelli (1992). 

5. The recent contextualist literature on the history of science is vast. I cite the 

following seminal works to indicate the range of historiographic activity, though they 

represent only the tip of the iceberg: Shapin 1994; Pickering 1995; Kuklick and Kohler 
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1996; Shortland and Yeo 1996; Brooke and Cantor 1998; Golinski 1998; Harding 1998; 

Lenoir 1998; Gieryn 1999; Schiebinger 1999. 

6. A representative sample of the growing contexualist literature on Victorian 

intellectual and cultural history includes Cooter 1984; Alter 1987; Russett 1989; Stafford 

1989; Desmond 1989, 1998; Collini 1991; Pratt 1992; Bowler 1993; Turner 1993; Yeo 

1993; Allen 1994; Jardine, Secord, and Spary 1996;’West 1996; Lightman 1997; Smith 

1998; Winter 1998; Yanni 1999. 

7. I owe the term “strands of system” to Douglas R. Anderson; see his Strands of System 

(1995, esp. 26-30, 56-67). Anderson’s approach to Peirce is methodologically similar to 

my analysis of Wallace, and his study of Peirce has provided me with several suggestive 

insights. The parallels between certain aspects of Peirce’s life, character, and efforts to 

construct a syncretic philosophy to those of Wallace are striking. The Wallace-Peirce 

connection is discussed in chapter 3. 



CHAPTER 2 

- 

The Making of a Victorian Naturalist 

The process by which Wallace became one of the greatest Victorian nat¬ 

uralists is central to understanding his evolutionary worldview. The 

concepts and attitudes that would guide Wallace’s quest for an integrative 

framework linking social, political, religious, philosophical, and scientific is¬ 

sues had their genesis in his earliest encounters with the natural world. 

Learning Land Surveying 

In the summer of 1837, Wallace went to join his brother William, a land 

surveyor, in Bedfordshire to acquire the rudiments of surveying and mapping. 

The year before. Parliament had terminated the traditional right of farmers 

to pay the charges assessed (tithes) on the land they worked in kind. Instead, 

rent charges, based both on the assumed productive potential of the land and 

on the farmer’s average actual yield, were put into effect. Surveying in the 

British Isles became, almost overnight, a trade in high demand. Tithe owners 

delighted in, and tenant farmers fulminated against, the precise surveys now 

required to assess accurately the new rent charges of field properties. These 

new survey maps were crucial legal documents in a new economic world 

(Kain and Prince 1985; Moore 1997, 301). Wallace’s surveying expertise 

would prove extremely valuable when he later tackled the more philosophical 

questions of animal and plant distribution (Camerini 1993). 

Wallace’s surveying career, in addition to its regular income, afforded him 

the joy of working daily in the open countryside. It was also his introduction 

to the science of geology. William, like most land surveyors, had acquired a 

tolerable knowledge of geological principles. Wallace soon became familiar 

with the fossils abundant in the chalk and gravel in the regions in which he 

11 
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worked. He also became adept at calculating the areas of the fields he and 

William surveyed (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:108-109; Bennett 1987). This 

technical knowledge of mapping was to serve Wallace well in his later trav¬ 

els in the Amazon Basin and the Malay Archipelago. Wallace’s work made 

him look with renewed interest at the paltry mathematics he had learned in 

grammar school. He purchased some cheap elementary books on mechanics 

and on optics published by the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowl¬ 

edge. It was these basic texts that “thus laid the foundation for that interest 

in physical science and acquaintance with its general principles which have 

remained with me throughout my life.” Wallace had ample opportunity to 

take solitary rambles in the British countryside. It was in this setting that 

he “first began to feel the influence of nature and to wish to know more of 

the various flowers, shrubs, and trees I daily met with, but of which for the 

most part I did not even know the English (much less Latin) names.” The 

embryonic evolutionist hardly realized that there was such a science as sys¬ 

tematic botany. He didn’t know that every flower and weed he encountered 

had already been accurately described and systematically classified. Since 

William took scarcely any interest in the native plants and animals constantly 

encountered in their travels, Wallace found little encouragement for pursuing 

the matter further. His introduction to the scientific literature of British flora 

and fauna would not come until several years later (Wallace [1905] 1969, 

1:110-111). 

In 1838, the Wallace brothers moved from Barton to Turvey, some twenty 

miles away. William had obtained the commission for a survey for tithe com¬ 

mutation of another parish. That work lasted until the summer of 1838. The 

two then relocated to Silsoe and, shortly thereafter, to Leighton Buzzard to 

undertake a survey of the parish of Soulbury (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:117, 

129-131). These experiences provided Wallace with one of his first direct 

encounters with the impact of nineteenth-century industrialization on rural 

Britain. Soulbury parish was crossed by the river Ouse and its tributaries. 

Parallel with the Ouse was the Grand Junction Canal, which then carried 

most of the heavy goods from the manufacturing districts of the Midlands to 

London. Following the same general direction but on higher ground a half 

mile west was the London and Birmingham Railway, then under construc¬ 

tion. Most of the earthwork had been completed and many of the rail bridges 

either built or nearly so. Wallace regarded the entire region “as enlivened by 

the work going on.” The Grand Junction Canal itself was in the midst of 

substantial modernization. It needed upgrading to carry the ever-increasing 

trade caused by the rapid growth of London and the boom in agricultural 

prosperity during the first third of the nineteenth century. To supply suffi¬ 

cient water for the locks of the canal, and the barges carrying the precious 
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cargo, it was necessary to construct steam engines to pump up the water at 

each lock from the lower to the higher level. Wallace had never before seen a 

steam engine. He took the greatest delight in examining these monuments of 

modernity, all erected by the celebrated firm of Boulton and Watt. William’s 

technical expertise permitted him to explain to his brother how these engines 

worked. Alfred gained his “first insight into some of the more important ap¬ 

plications of the science of mechanics and physics.” Wallace, like many of his 

contemporaries, failed to comprehend the implications of the revolutionary 

expansion of railways all over Britain (and elsewhere). He did not perceive 

that the canals would soon yield their economic status to the railways. 

During the next two years (1839-1840), the two brothers’ surveying pur¬ 

suits took them to the Welsh border country. Wallace realized that part of the 

function of survey maps was to facilitate the enclosure of traditional com¬ 

mons land. The broader ethical, political, legal, and historical aspects of land 

ownership and distribution at that time, however, did not seem particularly 

problematic to Wallace. He “certainly thought it a pity to enclose a wild, 

picturesque, boggy, and barren moor, but I took it for granted that there was 

some right and reason in it.” It would take several decades for him to con¬ 

clude that enclosures were “unjust, unwise, and cruel” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 

1:132-134, 140-150, 158). But the firsthand knowledge of rural conditions 

he was gaining would prove invaluable when Wallace later became an ardent 

advocate of land nationalization. 

In the summer and autumn of 1841, Alfred and William surveyed parishes 

in Brecknockshire and Shropshire. The Brecon Beacons, the highest moun¬ 

tain range in South Wales, are the source of the tributaries that feed into the 

river Usk. Wallace was exhilarated to work amid the picturesque environs of 

the Usk valley. To be once again living near his childhood home was an added 

pleasure. Wallace delighted in hearing, though never learned, the Welsh lan¬ 

guage. The Beacons presented him with his first contact with the phenomena 

of subaerial denudation. He did not fully appreciate their scientific signifi¬ 

cance until some years later when he had studied Charles Lyell’s Principles of 

Geology. Almost the whole of this region is of Old Red Sandstone formation. 

Subjected to centuries of rain, frost, and snow, the sandstone gives these 

mountains their characteristic rounded summits and surrounding extensive 

gently undulating plains. As Wallace put it in his autobiography, “We obtain 

an excellent illustration of how nature works in moulding he earth’s surface 

by a process so slow as to be to us almost imperceptible.” Wallace also saw 

for the first time one of those strange relics of antiquity, a huge erect slab of 

old red sandstone. This produced an impression that, more than six decades 

later, was “still clear and vivid” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:160-167). 

Late in 1841, the two brothers settled in Neath (in Glamorganshire, 



14 Chapter 2 

Wales) to survey and prepare corrected maps of the district. After complet¬ 

ing that task, their remaining work, including some minor architectural and 

engineering projects, was not onerous. Wallace found ample time to savor 

the delights of the Welsh moors and mountains. William was often away, 

seeking additional employment or engaged in some minor business ventures 

in various parts of the country. Alfred thus was left frequently to his own 

devices. Having learned the use of the sextant in surveying, he began reading 

books on astronomy. He constructed a simple telescope with which he was 

able to observe details of the moon’s surface as well as Jupiter’s satellites. 

These modest ventures led to another of Wallace’s life-long pursuits. He 

would keep abreast of the “grand onward march of astronomical discovery” 

(Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:191-192). In later years, Wallace’s knowledge of 

astronomy became quite sophisticated. He took an active part in the late- 

nineteenth-century debates on the possibility of life on Mars and on the 

astronomical factors that affected global climatic change. The years spent 

surveying served the critical function of broadening Wallace’s interest and 

skills relating to science. He acquired expertise that he otherwise would not 

have had. But Wallace’s early entry into the workforce deprived him of any 

higher formal education. His lack of exposure to university life set him apart 

from many of those who later became his colleagues as an adult. 

Nature’s Mysteries 

The most profound aspect of Wallace’s surveying was his “first introduction 

to the variety, the beauty, and the mystery of nature as manifested in the 

vegetable kingdom.” His botanical pursuits at this period were amateurish. 

William often characterized his brother’s ruminations in this area as worth¬ 

less, being of no obvious practical value. They were, however, precious to 

Alfred. Given his ignorance of natural history, any exposure to field study 

was instructive. Out of these tentative steps emerged Wallace’s passion for 

the subject that would become his life’s work: evolutionary biology. The pur¬ 

chase in 1841 of a shilling paper-covered book published by the Society for 

the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge was Wallace’s initiation into the world 

of systematic botany. The pamphlet contained an outline of the structure of 

plants and a short description of their various parts and organs. It included 

a good description of a dozen of the most common of the natural orders of 

British plants. The impact of this inexpensive tract on Wallace’s scientific 

development was momentous. Wallace recalled that “this little book was a 

revelation to me, and for a year my constant companion. On Sundays I would 

stroll in the fields and woods, learning the various parts and organs of any 

flowers I could gather, and then trying how many of them belonged to any 
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of the orders described in my book. Great was my delight when I found that 

I could identify a Crucifer, an Umbellifer, and a Labiate; and as one after 

another the different orders were recognized, I began to realize for the first 

time the order that underlay all the variety of nature.” Wallace’s self-directed 

botanizing quickly revealed that many of the plants he encountered, including 

some with the most beautiful and curious flowers, were not described in his 

cherished book. Wallace was in a quandary. The absence of formal education 

had left him ignorant of the existence of any suitable text of British floras. 

Wallace happened by chance to come upon an old issue of the Gardener’s 

Chronicle. He read it with growing excitement, particularly the advertisements 

and reviews of books. Wallace asked a friend for more issues. He found in one 

of them a notice of the fourth edition of John Lindley’s Elements of Botany. 

Described as a comprehensive work, it contained descriptions of all the nat¬ 

ural orders of plants and was illustrated by numerous excellent woodcuts. 

Lindley was professor of botany in the newly founded University of London 

and Fellow of the Royal Society. Wallace thought this just what he required 

to advance his botanical studies. The book’s ten-shilling price tag was a chal¬ 

lenge, however. Wallace was “rather frightened” at the prospect of such a 

major purchase. He was “always very short of cash; but happening to have 

[just then] so much in my possession, and feeling that I must have some 

book to go on with,” Wallace ordered it at the bookstore of a Mr. Hayward. 

Lindley’s book was excellent. It did have one grave shortcoming. There were 

scarcely any references to uniquely British species. Wallace was still at a loss 

as to the names of the plants he was observing daily. 

Wallace asked Hayward if he knew of any book that could rectify this de¬ 

fect. The bookseller at once declared that he had a copy of John C. Loudon’s 

comprehensive Encyclopedia of Plants (1829). Hayward said he would be glad 

to lend it, so that Wallace could copy the characters of the British species 

into the Lindley volume. For the next several weeks, Wallace spent all his 

leisure time copying the descriptions of the British species and genera into 

the (fortunately) broad margins of Lindley’s work. Wallace was able to iden¬ 

tify and copy the majority of plants he had encountered. There were several 

plants for which Wallace could not assign an unambiguous species classifi¬ 

cation. Such ambiguities were merely a minor annoyance at the time. But 

they plagued his thoughts. This practical difficulty in classifying plants was a 

catalyst that later provoked Wallace to assert that the taxonomic distinction 

between species and varieties was often an arbitrary, rather than a “natural,” 

property. His collecting and identifying British specimens was both a plea¬ 

sure and an education. The delight produced by the descriptions of exotic 

plants was even more decisive in Wallace’s path to glory. Even in words and 

drawings, the wondrous plants exerted a “weird and mysterious charm . . . 
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which, I believe, had its share in producing that longing for the tropics which 

a few years later was satisfied in the equatorial forests of the Amazon (Wallace 

[1905] 1969, 1:192-195). When Wallace left Britain for South America in 

1848, he had acquired—on his own initiative—an impressive knowledge of 

the general principles of plant systematics. ‘ . 

On His Own in Leicester 

Nineteenth-century British surveying was bound to suffer some diminution 

in its original capacity to absorb experienced practitioners. William had, for 

some time, attempted to shield his brother from the difficulties in finding 

remunerative work in that trade. In January 1844, William was forced to tell 

Alfred, then just turning twenty-one, that he could no longer provide him 

with any more surveying jobs. He encouraged Wallace to go to London to 

try to obtain a new type of employment. Wallace lived briefly in the capital, 

sharing his other brother John’s lodgings. With surveying and engineering no 

longer options, Wallace decided to try for a post at some school. He could 

teach English, surveying, elementary drawing, and other subjects with which 

he had some familiarity. He applied, successfully, for a post at the Collegiate 

School at Leicester. There he taught, for some thirty or forty pounds annual 

salary (an amount with v/hich he “was quite satisfied”), English, drawing, 

and some surveying and arithmetic. At Leicester, Wallace availed himself of 

the mathematical knowledge of his headmaster, the Reverend Abraham Hill. 

Hill had been a “rather high Cambridge wrangler.” He provided Wallace 

with books on algebra, trigonometry, and calculus. Alfred taught himself 

some of the rudiments of those subjects. But the major benefit of Hill’s en¬ 

couragement was Wallace’s fascination with “the ever-growing complexity of 

the higher mathematics as exhibiting powers of the human mind so very far 

above my own” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:229-232). 

Leicester also possessed a fine town library. Wallace spent several hours 

each day reading through its collections. He encountered two works that were 

to exert decisive influences on his career: Alexander von Humboldt’s Personal 

Narrative of Travels in South America and Thomas Malthus’s Essay on the Prin¬ 

ciple of Population. Von Humboldt’s vivid description of the tropics provoked 

an intense desire in Wallace to travel to those regions, a desire earlier whetted 

by his reading (probably in 1842) Darwin’s Voyage of the “Beagle” (McKinney 

1972, 5). Humboldt’s and Darwin’s books affected Wallace deeply and im¬ 

mediately, given his developing passion for natural history. The full impact of 

Malthus’s Essay was delayed. When it hit, in 1858, Malthus’s work provided 

Wallace with a major clue to the problem of the origin of species. At Leicester, 

Wallace met Henry Walter Bates, the entomologist and his future companion 
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in the Amazon. Bates was born in Leicester in 1825, making him two years 

Wallace’s junior. Although an excellent student, Bates, like Wallace, was com¬ 

pelled for family reasons to terminate his formal schooling in 1838. Bates 

was apprenticed to a local hosiery manufacturer at the tender age of thirteen. 

He had a prodigious capacity for work, both physical and intellectual. After 

laboring thirteen hours each day. Bates attended the Leicester Mechanics’ 

Institute at night. There he excelled in Greek, Latin, French, drawing, and 

composition. Like Wallace, Bates was, and remained throughout his life, an 

avid reader in a wide variety of fields. Bates was particularly fond of reading 

Homer in the original and Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. 

More significant for the Wallace-Bates’s relationship was Bates’s passion 

for entomology. He combed the nearby woods of Charnwood Forest for 

specimens whenever the opportunity arose. Bates’s scientific expertise was 

already in evidence. At the age of eighteen, he had a short paper on beetles 

published in the first issue of the Zoologist in 1843 (McKinney 1970). Wallace 

first met Bates at the Leicester library in late 1844 or early 1845. Local li¬ 

braries were part of the growing, nonmainstream, scientific networks of early 

nineteenth-century Britain. Their books and opportunities for personal con¬ 

tacts afforded intellectual stimulation for those financially or socially excluded 

from the existing elitist British universities. ^ Bates introduced Wallace to bee¬ 

tle collecting. Bates’s extensive personal collection was all the more amazing 

to Wallace when he learned that “the great number and variety of beetles, 

[with] their many strange forms and often beautiful markings or colouring, 

[had] almost all been collected around Leicester.” Bates’s friendship provided 

Wallace with a more direct stimulus than either Darwin or von Humboldt. 

Equipped with collecting bottle, pins, and a storage box, as well as James 

F. Stephens’s Manual of British Coleoptera, or Beetles, Wallace accelerated his 

pursuit of biological knowledge (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:232-238). 

At Leicester, Wallace heard his first lectures on mesmerism, given by 

Spencer Hall. Along with spiritualism, this was to become a major, and con¬ 

troversial, field of enquiry for him.^ Wallace had read George Combe’s es¬ 

say The Constitution of Man (1828). Combes’s combination of phrenological 

and progressivist ideas seemed to be corroborated by the mesmeric experi¬ 

ments Wallace witnessed at Leicester and later repeated on his pupils (Wallace 

[1905] 1969, 1:234-236). Wallace’s growing interest in psychical phenomena 

must be viewed alongside his youthful disavowal of traditional religious insti¬ 

tutions. The secular rationalism to which he had been exposed in London was 

reinforced by public lectures on David Friedrich Strauss’s Life of Jesus (1835). 

Further evidence of Wallace’s youthful antipathy toward certain prevalent 

religious doctrines occurs in his annotations to William Swainson’s Treatise 

on the Geography and Classification of Animals (1835). He purchased a copy 
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of Swainson in 1842. Wallace dismissed as ridiculous Swainson’s attempt to 

reconcile a literal interpretation of Scripture with modern geology and zool¬ 

ogy (McKinney 1972, 6). Wallace rejected special creation. At this period, he 

regarded empirical investigations and evidence, not natural theology, as the 

initial path toward the elucidation of the problems of natural history. But Wal¬ 

lace’s broadly theistic sympathies lurked in the background of his thought. 

Among the aspects of life in Leicester he regarded most highly, was “the 

opportunity of hearing almost every Sunday one of the most impressive and 

eloquent preachers I have ever met with—Dr. John Brown.” Wallace stated 

that “Brown was one of the few Church of England clergymen who preached 

extempore, and he did it admirably so that it was a continual pleasure to 

listen to him.” Wallace had become too convinced of the incredibility of large 

portions of the Bible and of the “absence of sense or reason in many of the 

doctrines of orthodox religion” to be persuaded of the literal truth of Brown’s 

eloquent sermons. He remained, nonetheless, open to the return “to some 

form of religious belief” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:240). 

Early Career Choices 

The totally unexpected death of William in February 1845 forced Alfred to 

return to Neath. With his surviving brother John, he wound up William’s 

business affairs. Wallace left Leicester with considerable regret. Although 

he regarded the year he spent there as perhaps the most important of his 

early life, he realized he had neither vocation nor any deep commitment 

to teaching grade school. He drew from his varied, and often financially 

precarious, experiences the optimistic moral that adversity has its rewards. 

Wallace viewed his hardships as 

really useful to me . . . and an important factor in moulding my char¬ 

acter and determining my work in life. Had my father been a moder¬ 

ately rich man and had supplied me with a good wardrobe and ample 

pocket-money; had my brother obtained a partnership in some firm 

in a populous town or city, or had established himself in his profes¬ 

sion, I might never have turned to nature as the solace and enjoy¬ 

ment of my solitary hours, my whole life would have been differently 

shaped, and though I should, no doubt, have given some attention 

to science, it seems very unlikely that I should have ever undertaken 

what at that time seemed rather a wild scheme, a journey to the al¬ 

most unknown forests of the Amazon in order to observe nature and 

make a living by collecting. 
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Apart from the design and construction of a local Mechanics’ Institute, Wal¬ 

lace found the work at Neath unpleasant. He determined to give it up as soon 

as alternative employment became available. He consoled himself, mean¬ 

while, with entomological and botanical collecting. Wallace began to focus 

his attention on central questions of philosophical biology. He read exten¬ 

sively in those works that dealt, either explicitly or implicitly, with evolution, 

the origin of species, the geographical distribution of animals and plants, 

and the difference between species and varieties. Wallace devoured Charles 

Lyell’s Principles of Geology, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (by the 

then anonymous author Robert Chambers), James Cowles Pritchard’s Re¬ 

searches into the Physical History of Man (1813), William Lawrence’s Lectures 

on Comparative Anatomy, Physiology, Zoology, and the Natural History of Man, 

and, for the second time, Darwin’s Voyage of the “Beagle” (Wallace [1905] 

1969, 1:197, 239-240, 254-257). 

The year 1845-1846 in Neath, as in Britain generally, was one of heady 

speculation in railways and their construction. Wallace asked John to give 

up his job as a journeyman carpenter in London and move to Neath. The 

two brothers, Wallace suggested, could set up some type of profitable busi¬ 

ness. This was not an odd request, given their combined practical experience 

and general knowledge of architecture, building, and engineering, as well as 

surveying. John agreed. He joined Alfred in January 1846, where they both 

lodged with Mr. Sims (Alfred’s sister Fanny’s future husband). When their 

mother indicated that she would like to live with them, Alfred and John rented 

a small cottage. Less than a mile from the center of Neath, the cottage had 

“a pretty view across the valley . . . and the fine Drumau mountain.” The 

brothers’ chief work in 1846 was the survey of their own parish of Llantwit- 

juxta-Neath, for the purpose of a new valuation of the tithe commutation. 

That work was completed smoothly. Wallace was then told that it was he who 

would be responsible for collecting the payments from farmers (who could 

afterward deduct it from their annual rents). This proved to be a highly un¬ 

palatable task for Wallace, since many of the farmers were very poor. His 

discomfort was compounded by the fact that some of the local farmers could 

not speak English. They could not even understand why they had to make the 

payments. Wallace often had to deal with farmers who, simply and adamantly, 

refused to pay him the amounts (sometimes quite small) owed. 

The net result was another experience that “disgusted me with business, 

and made me more than ever disposed to give it all up if I could but get any¬ 

thing else to do.” Wallace consoled himself by giving lectures on elementary 

physics at the Mechanics’ Institute to interested workers. In 1895, a half- 

century later, Wallace received a letter from one of those workers, Matthew 
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Jones. Jones asked if the author of Island Life and the Malay Archipelago was 

the same Mr. Wallace who taught the evening classes at Neath in 1845-1846. 

He added, “I have often had a desire to know, as I benefited more while in 

your class . . . than ever I was taught at school. I have often wished I knew 

how to thank you for the good I and others received from your teaching.” 

This letter is a tribute both to the powerful impact of the Mechanics’ In¬ 

stitutes in Victorian Britain and to Wallace’s teaching abilities. At Neath, 

Wallace indulged his growing fascination with all aspects of natural history. 

John proved far more supportive of his brother’s nascent scientific proclivities 

than William had been. He often accompanied Wallace on lengthy tours of 

the geologically striking countryside around Neath. It was on one of these 

nature walks Qune 1846), that Wallace obtained his first (and only) specimen 

of one of the most beautiful British beetles, Trichius fasciatns (Wallace [1905] 

1969, 1:241-247, 251). 

Wallace and Bates had begun corresponding on various subjects but 

chiefly on their mutual passion of collecting insects. They exchanged speci¬ 

mens by mail. During the summer of 1847, Bates paid Wallace a week’s visit 

at Neath. In his autobiography, Wallace states that “it must have been at this 

time that we talked over a proposed collecting journey to the tropics, but had 

not then decided where to go.” Fortunately, Bates’s widow retained some 

of these early letters of Wallace to her husband and returned them for the 

preparation of My Life. Wallace quoted a few passages from the letters. Since 

they do not appear in Marchant’s edition of Wallace’s letters, these passages 

are extremely important. They provide excellent clues to what Wallace was 

thinking about in this momentous period prior to his and Bates’s decision 

to embark on their Amazon travels (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:254-257). That 

decision was to alter Wallace’s life and career profoundly. 

The Lure of the Tropics 

One letter to Bates (11 April 1846) evokes Wallace’s increasingly urgent de¬ 

sire to visit, and collect in, the tropics. Commenting on Bates’s favorable 

opinion of Lyell’s Geology, an opinion he fully shared, Wallace noted that he 

had recently reread Darwin’s Beagle Journal. The second reading reinforced 

his opinion that “as the Journal of a scientific traveller, it is second only 

to Humboldt’s ‘Personal Narrative. . . .’ [Darwin] is an ardent admirer and 

most able supporter of Mr. Lyell’s views.” Wallace declared that he envied 

Bates for having friends living near him who shared his natural history pur¬ 

suits. Wallace said that he knew of no one else in Neath who studied even 

one branch of natural history. “I am quite alone in this respect,” he com¬ 

plained. With the exception of his correspondence with Bates, Wallace was 
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a solitary seeker in nature’s domain. His reading of Humboldt, in particular, 

assumed greater importance as one of the major determinants in Wallace’s 

career choice at this turning point in his life (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:256). 

Wallace’s sister Fanny also played a role in his decision to embark for 

South America. In 1834, when the Wallace family’s finances had not yet 

deteriorated completely, Fanny had attended a school in France to perfect 

her knowledge of the language. She worked in England for several years as a 

governess and schoolmistress. In 1844, Fanny obtained a better-paying post 

at an episcopal college in Georgia. She then was appointed headmistress at 

a private school near Montgomery, Alabama (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:72). 

Fanny came back to England in 1847. To commemorate her return from 

America, she invited her two surviving brothers, Alfred and John, to join 

her for a week’s vacation in Paris (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:72, 223, 256). 

Alfred enjoyed the visit, especially since he had an excellent interpreter. The 

pleasures of the French capital were not the only positive aspects of the trip 

for Wallace. He made several visits to the museums of the Jardin des Plantes. 

In his last letter to Bates before their imminent voyage, Wallace compared 

the holdings of beetles and butterflies of the Jardin des Plantes with the collec¬ 

tions in the insect room at the British Museum. He boasted to Bates that he 

was way beyond the mere phase of studying local collections. “I should like,” 

Wallace asserted, “to take some one family to study thoroughly, principally 

with a view to the theory of the origin of species. By that means, I am strongly 

of [the] opinion that some definite results might be arrived at.” Wallace con¬ 

cluded this letter, which exudes excitement, by referring to Lorenz Oken’s 

Elements of Physiophilosophy (Wallace read the English translation of 1847). 

He wanted “very much to see [it].... There is a review of it in iht Athenaeum. 

It contains some remarkable views on my favourite subject—the variations, 

arrangements, distribution, etc., of species” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:256- 

257). What finally triggered the two naturalists to undertake their scientific 

odyssey was their reading of William H. Edwards’s just-published Voyage up 

the River Amazon (1847). Edwards’s provocative description of the beauty and 

grandeur of tropical vegetation proved irresistible. Wallace and Bates decided 

that the Amazon Basin, with Para as their headquarters, was the most ap¬ 

propriate region for their expedition. Edwards’s statement that traveling and 

living expenses there were moderate clinched matters. Wallace and Bates 

contacted Edward Doubleday, entomologist and a curator of the butterfly 

collections of the British Museum. Doubleday assured them the whole of 

northern Brazil was comparatively unknown and a collection of novel species 

of insects, land shells, birds, and mammals would easily pay their expenses. 

The latter factor was essential. Wallace and Bates, unlike either von Hum¬ 

boldt (a man of independent means) or Darwin and Huxley (both of whom 
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were officially attached to naval surveys), were without financial support. 

They had to rely on the sale of their specimens. But Wallace and Bates were 

not, primarily, professional collectors. Their travels were motivated, rather, 

by a “true love for the objects of” their affection (Camerini 1996, 47). 

After a further study of South American animal and plant holdings at 

the British Museum, Wallace and Bates made arrangements with an agent, 

Samuel Stevens, to receive and sell their collections. Stevens was an enthusias¬ 

tic collector of British Coleoptera and Lepidoptera. He was also the brother of 

John Grace Stevens, the influential natural history auctioneer of King Street, 

Covent Garden. Samuel Stevens and Wallace were to enjoy a mutually advan¬ 

tageous and wholly amicable business and personal relationship for the next 

fifteen years. Stevens served the crucial function of being Wallace’s highly 

talented and trusted guardian of the immense collections he sent to England 

from South America and the Malay Archipelago. Absent from England, ex¬ 

cept for the brief period (1852-1854) between his two major expeditions, 

Wallace came to rely completely on Stevens. He preserved those specimens 

that were intended for Wallace’s private collections and, equally important, 

arranged for the sale of Wallace’s exotica at the most advantageous prices 

the London market would yield. Stevens thereby kept Wallace supplied with 

cash during his long years abroad. He provided Wallace with the provisions 

and other stores required for the laborious and often dangerous expeditions in 

South America and the Malay regions. Finally, Stevens kept Wallace informed 

on matters of general scientific interest (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:264-266). 

The rich and complex relationship between Stevens and Wallace was a ma¬ 

jor component of Wallace’s development as a scientist. Wallace, and Bates, 

had “tapped into an existing set of resources—the practical skills needed for 

collecting, the knowledge base for identifying what to collect, and the critical 

link through an agent to collectors of natural objects, whose money made 

their trip possible. They, [thus], participated in the culture of collecting—the 

networks of correspondence, publishing, specimen trading, and equipment 

manufacture—that made their venture financially” and materially possible 

(Camerini 1996, 48, 62-64). 

Contexts of Victorian Exploration 

A fortuitous meeting with Edwards, who happened to be in London, put the 

finishing touches on Bates’s and Wallace’s plans. He wrote letters of intro¬ 

duction for them to some of his American friends in Para. Bates’s parents 

invited the two prospective scientific adventurers to spend a final week with 

them at Leicester before sailing off. At Leicester, Wallace visited some of 
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his old friends from his teaching days there. More important, he practiced 

shooting and skinning birds. These techniques perfected, Wallace would use 

them to great advantage in South America as well as the Malay Archipelago. 

He also visited the wild district of Charnwood Forest, which had been so 

significant a force in Bates’s development as a naturalist. Everything in or¬ 

der, the two companions left Leicester by stagecoach for a “cold and rather 

miserable journey” to Liverpool. They made one stop at Chatsworth, to see 

its palm and orchid houses, then considered the finest specimens of their kind 

in England. In Liverpool, Wallace and Bates called on J. G. Smith, who had 

collected butterflies at Para and Pernambuco. Smith invited the two to dine 

with him. He showed them his collections and gave them extremely useful 

information about the country and peoples of the Amazon basin. Smith also 

spoke of the great natural beauty of the region. His verbal landscape strength¬ 

ened Wallace’s and Bates’s vision of what they expected to encounter on their 

arrival in South America. The two naturalists left England on 26 April 1848 

aboard the Mischief, a relatively small but fast sailing ship destined for Para 

(Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:265-267). 

When Wallace embarked for Para (now Belem, Brazil) on 26 April 1848 

he was a gifted but untested naturalist. He had a clear objective. Wallace 

wanted to investigate all aspects of the “species question” (Wallace [1905] 

1969, 1:257). When he returned to England from the Malay Archipelago 

fourteen years later, he was a biologist of established reputation. Wallace was 

one of many Victorian naturalists whose careers benefited significantly from 

voyages of exploration at early phases of those careers. Not only Englishmen 

but also numerous Europeans were guided by the writings and vision of von 

Humboldt. The Prussian polymath’s own voyages of exploration to many 

regions of the globe in the early nineteenth century provided a model for 

aspiring naturalists. The Humboldtian ethos eloquently argued for the im¬ 

portance of expeditions that observed, measured, and collected everything 

they encountered. It became a touchstone for nineteenth-century scientific 

advances in fields as diverse as climatology, zoology, botany, and physical and 

human geography. Humboldt provided a standard and a center of gravity for 

the proliferation of scientific exploring expeditions beginning in the middle 

third of the century. ^ Wallace considered von Humboldt’s Personal Narrative 

“the first book that gave me a desire to visit the tropics” (Wallace [1905] 

1969, 1:232). 

For Wallace, Darwin, Huxley, Joseph Dalton Hooker, Bates, and numer¬ 

ous others, training in the field served as a rite of passage en route to be¬ 

coming scientists of eminence. They came from different social backgrounds 

and possessed varying agendas. But all were united by the social worlds and 
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institutions that shaped the development of nineteenth-century natural his¬ 

tory research. The twin mantras of Victorian Britain^ colonialism and capital¬ 

ist industrialization, established the context for a shared network of relation¬ 

ships, opportunities, and obligations within which the naturalist-scientists 

lived and functioned. The connection between natural history and the Royal 

Navy was not as significant in Wallace’s career as it was for Hooker, Huxley, 

and many others. Wallace’s travels and field explorations were, nonetheless, 

situated in the common milieu that defined mid-Victorian scientific explo¬ 

ration. Wallace’s activities, particularly in the second of his two major voyages 

of discovery, were inseparable from the worldwide British colonial network 

as well as the lucrative trade in naturalists’ specimens shipped back to Lon¬ 

don.'^ His voyages to the Amazon and the Malay Archipelago were scientific 

and cultural rites of passage for him. They were also, in the deepest sense, 

journeys of personal exploration and development. 

South America: Travels Personal and Scientific 

Wallace reached Para on 28 May 1848 and remained in South America for 

four years. He recounted his experiences in A Narrative of Travels on the 

Amazon and Rio Negro (1853). In this, his first major book, Wallace described 

his often-risky journeys and vividly recorded his observations on the fiora and 

fauna of the Amazon basin (Wallace 1853a). Wallace’s interest in the region’s 

human inhabitants was no less keen. Much of the Narrative is devoted to a 

detailed account of the life and customs of the residents of the cities, as well 

as of the native tribes he encountered in traveling through the interior of the 

continent. 

Despite the novelty of Para, Wallace was at first disappointed. “The 

weather was not so hot,” he explained, “the people were not so peculiar, 

the vegetation was not so striking, as the glowing picture I had conjured 

up in my imagination, and had been brooding over during the tedium of 

a sea-voyage. . . . [During] the first week of our residence in Para, though 

constantly in the forest in the neighbourhood of the city, I did not see a single 

humming-bird, parrot, or monkey.” The naturalist’s trade had to be learned 

b}^ patience and experience. One of the major achievements of the Amazon 

travels was Wallace’s transformation from a novice into an expert naturalist. 

He acquired a formidable ability to discern the various peculiarities of differ¬ 

ent regions—“the costume of the people, the strange forms of vegetation and 

the novelty of the animal world.” After only two months of collecting at Para, 

Wallace and Bates were able to send their first specimens back to England. It 

was a staggering total of more than 1,300 species of insects (Wallace 1853a, 

3-4, 34). 
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The coexplorers traveled together for two years, with brief independent 

forays, in the environs of Para, along the Tocantins River and up the Amazon 

as far as Barra (today Manaus). At Barra, where the Rio Negro joins the 

Amazon, the two decided to separate permanently in order to maximize their 

collections. Wallace went on to explore the Rio Negro, the relatively unlcnown 

Uaupes, and other northern tributaries; Bates continued along the Upper 

Amazon. The journey up the Uaupes was one of the high points of Wallace’s 

South American sojourn. He wrote, nearly sixty years later, that so far as 

he had heard, “no English traveller had to this day ascended the Uaupes 

River so far as I did, and no collector has stayed at any time at Javita, or 

has even passed through it” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 23-24). The map that 

Wallace constructed remained the most accurate one until the first years of 

the twentieth century (McKinney 1972, 14; Knapp 1999). It detailed the 

course and width of the river for its first four hundred miles and the location 

of the various Indian tribes inhabiting its banks. Wallace also specified the 

location of the most important vegetable products of the surrounding forest. ^ 

It was on the Uaupes that Wallace had his first encounter with “man in 

a state of nature—with absolute uncontaminated savages!” Unlike the half- 

civilized tribes among whom he had lived previously, the Uaupes Indians 

were in “every detail . . . original and self-sustaining as are the wild animals 

of the forests, absolutely independent of civilization, and who could and did 

live their own lives in their own way, as they had done for countless genera¬ 

tions before America was discovered.” The appearance and behavior of these 

Indians left an indelible impression on Wallace. “I could not have believed,” 

he declared, “that there would be so much difference in the aspect of the same 

people in their native state and when living under European supervision. The 

true denizen of the Amazonian forests, like the forest itself, is unique and not 

to be forgotten” (Wallace 1853b, 190-94; [1905] 1969, 1:288). 

Wallace’s fascination with the Amazonian aborigines did not preclude a 

critical response to the culture of the half-civilized and urban inhabitants. In 

district after district, he noted that the “indolent disposition of the people . . . 

will prevent the capabilities of this fine country from being developed till Eu¬ 

ropean or North American colonies are formed.” Despite Wallace’s profound 

love of unspoiled nature, he shared (at this period in his life) the prevalent 

Victorian conviction that nineteenth-century European civilization defined 

the standard by which all cultures should be measured. His condemnation of 

the widespread practice of slavery in Brazil is chauvinistic as well as moralistic. 

“Can it be right,” Wallace asked, “to keep a number of our fellow creatures 

in a state of adult infancy,—of unthinking childhood? It is the responsibility 

and self-dependence of manhood that calls forth the highest powers and en¬ 

ergies of our race. It is the struggle for existence, the ‘battle of life,’ which 
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exercises the moral faculties and calls forth the latent sparks of genius. The 

hope of gain, the love of power, the desire of fame and approbation, excite to 

noble deeds, and call into action all those faculties which are the distinctive 

attributes of man” (Wallace 1853a, 55, 83). 

A Narrative of Travels is the first sustained example of Wallace’s skillful 

interweaving of biological theory with personal reflections, a mode he would 

employ to even greater advantage in The Malay Archipelago (1869). As a 

contribution to the scientific literature. Narrative is less impressive for one 

obvious reason. The ship Wallace had taken for his return voyage to England 

in 1852 sank. This resulted in the loss of his extensive private collection of 

insects and birds. The majority of his sketches, drawings, notes, and journals 

also ended up in the ocean depths. Fortunately, Wallace’s agent Stevens had 

insured the greater part of the Amazonian collection, so Wallace’s finances 

were not completely devastated (Camerini 1997, 369). That he was able to 

write the Narrative, the Palm Trees of the Amazon and Their Uses (1853), and 

several technical papers, using only the meager materials he salvaged from 

the burning vessel, is testimony to Wallace’s growing mastery as a naturalist. 

Some careful sketches of the Amazonian species of palms and fishes, his diary 

while on the Rio Negro, some notes for maps of that river and the Uaupes, 

plus the letters he had sent home were the only treasures that made their way 

with Wallace back to England (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:305-306,313-314).^ 

Despite the shortcomings of the Narrative from the standpoint of precise 

data and documentation, Wallace did set forth observations and ideas on 

geographical distribution and speciation that were to be fully developed in 

his later work. 

The Perplexities of Geographical Distribution 

The study of the geographical distribution of animals and plants was a famil¬ 

iar one at the time of Wallace’s voyage. Explanations of distributional data 

were generally embedded within the framework of the argument from design. 

This argument received an influential rendition in the 1830s with the pub¬ 

lication of the eight Bridgewater Treatises (Gillispie [1951] 1959, 209-216). 

Most naturalists believed that the multiplicity of species, their detailed—at 

times apparently perfect—adaptations to their particular environments, and 

the succession of organic forms in time accorded with the wisdom and fore¬ 

sight of a Creator God. Eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century advances in 

geology had seriously eroded the authority of literal biblical interpretation. 

But the tradition of natural theology remained strong, especially in Great 

Britain. William Paley, William Whewell, Hugh Miller, William Buckland, 

and Adam Sedgwick were among the powerful voices for divine providence 
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in the course of nature (Gillispie [1951] 1959, 219-222; Brooke and Cantor 

1998, 141-167). 

By the 1840s and early 1850s, however, the orthodox theory of special 

creation had lost much of its luster. The idea that each species had been 

uniquely and expressly created to occupy its particular niche in the environ¬ 

ment was becoming less tenable. A consensus remained, nonetheless, that 

the development of life was part of a harmonious and divinely inspired plan 

worked out through the agency of secondary (natural) causes. Baden Pow¬ 

ell, a Liberal Anglican clergyman-scientist, declared in 1855 that “the term 

‘creation’ indeed, especially as respects new species, seems now, by common 

consent, to be adopted among geologists as a mere term of convenience, to sig¬ 

nify simply the fact of origination of a particular form of animal or vegetable 

life, without implying anything as to the precise mode of such origination—as 

simply involving the assertion that a period can be assigned at which that 

species appears, and before which we have no evidence of its appearance” 

(Powell 1855, 399, 476-481). Powell later was one of seven well-known con¬ 

tributors to the controversial Essays and Reviews, published in 1860, which 

argued for the compatibility of evolution and religion—an extremely touchy 

issue since the appearance the year before of Origin of Species with its detailed 

public exposition of natural selection. 

In the Narrative, Wallace was stating received opinion when he noted 

that “countries possessing a climate and soil very similar, may differ almost 

entirely in their productions. Thus Europe and North America have scarcely 

an animal in common in the temperate zone; and South America contrasts 

equally with the opposite coast of Africa; while Australia differs almost en¬ 

tirely in its productions from districts under the same parallel of latitude 

in South Africa and South America.” However, on the assumption that the 

characteristic fauna of a region was the direct “product” of environmental 

conditions, this dissimilarity of the faunas of ecologically identical areas was 

problematical. For those regions separated by great oceans or mountain bar¬ 

riers, it could plausibly be argued that the present faunas were (in some un¬ 

specified manner) the product of history as well as ecology. Faunal differences 

would be expected, maintained by water and land barriers to the dispersion 

and intermingling of species. Lyell had clearly laid out these general anomalies 

of geographical distribution in Principles of Geology, a book that profoundly 

influenced Wallace’s thinking and that he probably took with him to South 

America in 1848 (McKinney 1972, 20-21). But as Wallace had discovered 

in his Amazon travels, places “not more than fifty or a hundred miles apart 

often have species of insects and birds at the one, which are not found at the 

other” (Wallace 1853a, 326-327). The existence of several closely related 

but not identical species in adjacent areas of practically identical climate and 
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topography was unexpected. Wallace had also been much struck by the fact 

that rivers, though generally easily passable by birds and insects, frequently 

acted as sharp demarcations between closely related species. The two beau¬ 

tiful butterflies Callithea sapphira and C. leprieuri, collected by him along the 

Amazon, are each restricted to one bank though separated only by the ex¬ 

panse of the river. A similar localization of the monkeys of the Amazon region 

emphasized the anomaly to Wallace. There should not have been a number 

of slightly different species in a given ecological niche (Wallace 1853a, 328- 

329). 

The recognition that the distribution of closely allied species was often 

marked by precise boundaries is the most important consequence of Wal¬ 

lace’s Amazon field studies. Thereafter, he insisted on the need to specify 

the exact locale at which species and varieties were collected. This rigor was 

not the practice of naturalists then. Vague designations such as “Amazon” or 

even “South America” abounded in the standard catalogs of species. Wallace 

himself was not aware of the need for precise notation of locale when he began 

collecting (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:377). He did not, in the Narrative, invoke 

his new distributional data to support explicitly a theory of evolution. But 

Wallace was fully aware of their significance in suggesting that closely allied 

species in adjacent areas resulted from an earlier isolation of populations 

from an original stock. Chance migration across river barriers, for example, 

would have set up the conditions for subsequent variation of the now isolated 

populations. Continued variation would, over time, result in the formation of 

distinct species (McKinney 1972, 24-26). In one passage, Wallace directly 

attacked the hypothesis that adaptation to conditions was the determining 

factor in the distributional patterns of species: 

In all works on Natural History, we constantly find details of the 

marvelous adaptation of animals to their food, their habits, and the 

localities in which they are found. But naturalists are now beginning 

to look beyond this, and to see that there must be some other princi¬ 

ple regulating the infinitely varied forms of animal life. It must strike 

every one, that the numbers of birds and insects of different groups, 

having scarcely any resemblance to each other, which yet feed on the 

same food and inhabit the same localities, cannot have been so dif¬ 

ferently constructed and adorned for that purpose alone. Thus the 

goat-suckers, the swallows, the tyrant fly-catchers, and the jacamars, 

all use the same kind of food, and procure it in the same manner 

(they all capture insects on the wing), yet how entirely different is 

the structure and the whole appearance of these birds! 

(Wallace 1853a, 58) 
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Though no evolutionary explanation was put forward, the Narrative of Travels 

signaled the direction Wallace’s ideas were to take. 

The Malay Archipelago: Wallace at the Periphery 

Although the solution to the problem of the origin of species still eluded him, 

Wallace returned from South America with a more sophisticated understand¬ 

ing of major conceptual issues in natural history. In London, he prepared 

the manuscripts for A Narrative of Travels on the Amazon and Rio Negro and 

Palm Trees of the Amazon and Their Uses, both published in 1853. His South 

American collections made Wallace’s name known to the leading members 

of the zoological and entomological societies. Wallace attended meetings of 

both groups assiduously. He presented several detailed papers on Amazonian 

butterflies, monkeys, and Ashes, as well as one titled “On the Insects Used for 

Food by the Indians of the Amazon.” During this period he also studied the 

extensive insect and bird collections of the British Museum and the Linnean 

Society and the botanical collections at the Kew Herbarium. 

Wallace was committed to another voyage as the best means of securing 

his reputation as a naturalist and of providing the data required for resolving 

the species problem. He decided on an expedition to the Malay Archipelago. 

The collections in London indicated that the archipelago was promisingly rich 

in the number and variety of its species. The fact that the natural history of 

the region, with the exception of the island of Java, was relatively unexplored 

was an intellectual invitation to Wallace. It was also a financial inducement. 

Wallace knew that specimens of the archipelago’s lesser-known fauna would 

find a ready market in Europe. While Wallace labored, collected, and shipped 

back his magnificent specimens from the Malay Archipelago, his agent and 

friend Stevens worked wonders in London. Stevens used his contacts in the 

burgeoning specimen trade to execute sales that were rewarding to himself 

and to Wallace. Stevens’s business savvy was sufficient to cover expenses for 

Wallace during his eight-year Malay sojourn. He also made shrewd invest¬ 

ments with part of the surplus from the London sales. These provided Wallace 

with a small income for the first few years on his return to London in 1862 

(George 1979). 

Start-up funds for a voyage to the East were another matter. In 1854, 

Wallace’s private resources were meager. Through the intercession of Sir 

Roderick Murchison, president of the Royal Geographical Society, Wallace 

gained free passage on the steamer Euxine, which left England in March 

1854. Disembarking at Alexandria, he proceeded overland to Suez, where 

he boarded the steamer Bengal and arrived in Singapore on 20 April 1854. 

Thus began “the eight years of wandering throughout the Malay Archipelago, 



30 Chapter 2 

which constituted the central and controlling incident” of Wallace’s life. He 

traveled nearly 14,000 miles, collected more than 125,000 specimens, and 

formulated those ideas that became the basis of evolutionary biology (Wal¬ 

lace [1905] 1969, 1:320-327, 331-332, 336). These travels also resulted in 

Wallace’s The Malay Archipelago: The Land of the Orang-utan, and the Bird of 

Paradise; a Narrative of Travel, with Studies of Man and Nature (Wallace [1869] 

1962), regarded as one of the masterpieces of Victorian travel writing (Raby 

2001, 199). 

Wallace’s “eight years of wandering” were not haphazard or solitary. They 

took place within the framework of an established colonial society in the East 

Indies. It was the culture, both ideological and physical, created by gener¬ 

ations of European explorers, traders, engineers, missionaries, and doctors 

that facilitated Wallace’s arduous travels, collecting, and achievements in the 

Malay Archipelago. Through the efforts of the British, Dutch, Danish, and 

German contacts he had, or made, Wallace secured housing, directions to col¬ 

lecting sites, translators, servants, and introductions to local rulers (Camerini 

1997, 370-371). The most notable instance of his “British connection” was 

Wallace’s introduction to Sir James Brooke, the English rajah of Sarawak (in 

Borneo). Wallace first called on him in late September 1854. Brooke received 

him “most cordially, and offered me every assistance at Sarawak . . . [he] has 

given me a letter to his nephew, Capt. Brooke, to make me at home [during 

the rajah’s frequent official absences]. ... I look forward with much interest 

to see what he has done and how he governs” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 42- 

43). Wallace developed a very cordial relationship with Sir James. As he wrote 

his mother in late 1855: 

You will see that I am spending a second Christmas Day with the 

Rajah ... I have lived a month with the Dyaks and have been a jour¬ 

ney about sixty miles into the interior. They are a very kind, simple 

and hospitable people, and I do not wonder at the great interest Sir 

J. Brooke takes in them. In moral character, they are far superior to 

either Malays or Chinese, for though head-taking has been a cus¬ 

tom among them it is only as a trophy in war. In their own villages 

crimes are very rare. Ever since Sir J. has been here, more than twelve 

years, in a large population there has been but one case of murder 

in a Dyak tribe, and that one was committed by a stranger who had 

been adopted into the tribe. ... I have now seen a good deal of Sir 

James, and the more I see of him the more I admire him. With the 

highest talents for government he combines the greatest goodness of 

heart and gentleness of manner. At the same time he has such con¬ 

fidence and determination, that he has put down with the greatest 
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ease some conspiracies of one or two Malay chiefs against him. It 

is a unique case in the history of the world, for a European gentle¬ 

man to rule over two conflicting races of semi-savages with their own 

consent, without any means of coercion, and depending solely upon 

them for protection and support, and at the same time to introduce 

the benefits of civilisation and check all crime and semi-barbarous 

practices. . . . Under his government, “running amuck,” so frequent 

in all other Malay countries, has never taken place. The people are 

never taxed but with their own consent, and Sir J.’s private fortune 

has been spent in the government and improvement of the country; 

yet this is the man who has been accused of injuring other parties for 

his own private interests, and of wholesale murder and butchery to 

secure his government! 

(Marchant [1916] 1975, 48-49) 

Wallace’s letter is more revealing than he realized. It displays his usual 

observational acuity and his keen interest in sociopolitical affairs. It also shows 

Wallace’s gentle character and his predilection for failing to detect in those 

whom he respected shortcomings obvious to others. This particular trait 

was to lead Wallace later into a series of contentious defenses of fraudulent 

spiritualist mediums in England. Wallace’s praise of Sir James betrays traces 

of “Rule Britannia.” His generally positive response to British colonial rule 

during the 1850s did not, however, preclude a critical ethnological outlook 

that was not typical of many Eurocentric Victorian travelers. “The more I see 

of uncivilized people,” Wallace affirmed, “the better I think of human nature 

on the whole, and the essential differences between civilized and savage man 

seem to disappear. ... I can safely say that in any part of Europe where 

the same opportunities for crime and disturbance existed, things would not 

go so smoothly as they do here. We sleep with open doors, and go about 

constantly unarmed” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:342-343). Wallace was still 

convinced of the superiority of European technical and scientific prowess. 

He was less convinced of the superior status of European cultural mores. 

However, Wallace’s crusades to expose the darker side of British imperialism, 

both at home and abroad, lay in the future. Now, he delighted in beholding 

and interpreting the spectacular natural history of the Malay Archipelago. 

Wallace’s Bond with Indigenous Peoples 

Important as the Malay colonial network was, Wallace’s brilliant scientific 

fieldwork would not have been possible without the aid of the indigenous peo¬ 

ples. Crucial to his collecting endeavors was the availability of help in carrying 
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out such specific, and often tedious, functions as locating and procuring an¬ 

imals and processing specimens for on-site description and transport back 

to England. Wallace was also wholly dependent on servants and laborers for 

carrying his precious specimens and personal belongings, building tempo¬ 

rary housing, communicating with local inhabitants, and procuring food and 

other necessary supplies. He would likely have perished during one of his fre¬ 

quent bouts with illness without the aid of faithful attendants. They secured 

whatever remedies were available and nursed him back to some semblance 

of health and vigor (Camerini 1996, 53). Wallace had first employed as his 

assistant a sixteen-year old English boy, Charles Allen, who accompanied 

him to the East in 1854. Bright and hard working, Charles did not live up 

to Wallace’s expectations as a scientific traveling companion. Charles proved 

careless in his personal habits and his work in preparing and mounting Wal¬ 

lace’s ever-increasing collections of butterflies, beetles, and birds (Marchant 

[1916] 1975, 39, 41). 

Exasperated, Wallace wrote his sister Fanny from Borneo (25 June 1855), 

asking her to confer with Stevens on a replacement for Charles. Stevens had a 

possible new assistant in mind. Wallace entreated Fanny to “let me know what 

you think of him. Do not tell me merely that he is a ‘very nice young man.’ Of 

course he is. So is Charles a very nice boy, but I could not be troubled with 

another like him for any consideration whatever. . . .Ask [Stevens’s suggested 

assistant] whether he can live on rice and salt fish for a week on occasion . . . 

whether he likes the hottest weather in England—whether he is too delicate to 

skin a stinking animal—whether he can walk twenty miles a day—whether he 

can work, for there is sometimes as hard work in collecting as in anything. Can 

he draw (not copy)? Can he speak French? Does he write a good hand? Can 

he make anything? Can he saw a piece of board straight? (Charles cannot, and 

every bit of carpenter work I have to do myself.)” Stevens retracted his sug¬ 

gestion. When Wallace left Sarawak in 1856, he was at a loss. Charles stayed 

behind to work with the bishop of Sarawak, training to become a teacher. He 

and Wallace remained friends, and Charles periodically rejoined Wallace’s 

expeditions (Wallace [1869] 1962, 417-419; Marchant [1916] 1975, 46- 

50). Wallace recorded in his field journal that each of his more than sixty 

separate Malay journeys necessarily involved preparation and significant loss 

of time on a number of occasions. It can be inferred that he was referring to 

trouble with finding suitable help. ^ 

One native who did fulfill all Wallace’s requirements was a Malay boy 

named Ali. Hired as Wallace’s personal servant in 1855, Ali turned out to be 

Wallace’s most trusted and valued companion. Initially, Ali was to serve as 

Wallace’s cook and handyman and to help him learn the Malay language. As 

All’s personal and intellectual qualities revealed themselves, Wallace came to 
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rely on him in many other respects. He taught Ali how to shoot birds, to skin 

them properly, and to mount the skins expertly. Ali was an adept boatman 

and hiker. His talents were essential in surmounting the numerous difficulties 

and dangers Wallace encountered in his travels into unchartered regions. Ali 

became familiar with Wallace’s needs and habits. When additional native help 

was required, Ali taught them those duties that he knew were essential to the 

success of the evolutionist’s research and observations. 

During Wallace’s stay in Ternate, Ali got married. Since his wife con¬ 

tinued to live with her family. All’s role as Wallace’s “faithful companion 

of almost all my journeyings among the islands of the far East” remained 

undiminished until Wallace’s final departure from Singapore in 1862 (Wal¬ 

lace [1905] 1969, 1:382-383). The bond forged between Wallace and Ali 

was powerful. Theirs was a complex relationship that straddled the elusive 

boundary category of servant and master in the colonial East Indies (Taylor 

1983, 17-19, 69-71). When the young Harvard zoologist Thomas Barbour 

traveled to the Dutch East Indies in 1907, he encountered a “wizened old 

Malay man” on the island of Ternate. The Malay introduced himself by 

saying “I am Ali Wallace.” Barbour “knew at once that there stood before 

me Wallace’s faithful companion of many years.” Barbour took Ali’s photo¬ 

graph and sent it to Wallace on his return home. Wallace subsequently wrote 

Barbour “a delightful letter acknowledging it and reminiscing over the time 

when Ali had saved his life, nursing him through a terrific attack of malaria” 

(Barbour 1950, 36). Ali was more than Wallace’s headman. He was Wallace’s 

teacher in the native language and manners and, in the truest sense, a friend 

and companion during years of thrilling adventure. When Wallace left the 

Malay Archipelago, he gave Ali presents of money, guns and ammunition, 

and sundry provisions and tools. By local standards, Ali had become a wealthy 

man through Wallace’s gifts. These gifts were not only tokens of the sincere 

respect, trust, and gratitude on Wallace’s part for all that Ali had done to 

make his sojourn in the Dutch East Indies as comfortable and productive 

as possible. They also represent Wallace’s acknowledgment of the vital role 

played by Ali in the realm of knowledge-making itself (Camerini 1996, 60). 

The Malay Odyssey: Continued and Concluded 

Wallace’s lengthy stay in the Malay Archipelago exposed him to prolonged 

and intimate contact with the varied peoples making up that melting pot of 

races. Chinese, Malays, Dyaks, Portuguese, Dutch, English, and the occa¬ 

sional American constituted a human tapestry as rich and intriguing as the 

complex faunal assemblages of birds, monkeys, butterflies, and fish. “The 

streets of Singapore,” Wallace wrote his brother-in-law Thomas Sims in 
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March 1856, “on a fine day are as crowded and busy as Tottenham Road, and 

from the variety of nations and occupations far more interesting. I am more 

convinced than ever that no one can appreciate a new country in a short visit. 

After two years ... I only now begin to understand Singapore and to marvel 

at the life and bustle, the varied occupations, and strange population, on a 

spot that so short a time ago was an uninhabited jungle” (Marchant [1916] 

1975, 50-51). 

In another letter to Fanny’s husband (Timor, 15 March 1861), Wallace 

elaborated in a postscript on his religious views. He knew these differed from 

the traditional faith of his sister and brother-in-law. “In my early youth I 

heard,” Wallace explained, 

as ninety-nine-hundreths of the world do, only the evidence on one 

side, and became impressed with a veneration for religion that has 

left some traces even to this day. I have since heard and read much 

on both sides, and pondered much upon the matter in all its bear¬ 

ings. ... I have [also] wandered among men of many races and many 

religions. I have studied man and nature in all its aspects, and I have 

sought after truth. In my solitude I have pondered much on the in¬ 

comprehensible subjects of space, eternity, life and death. I think I 

have fairly heard and fairly weighed the evidence on both sides, and 

I remain an utter disbeliever in almost all that you consider the most 

sacred truths. ... I am thankful I can see much to admire in all re¬ 

ligions. To the mass of mankind religion of some kind is a necessity. 

But whether there be a God and whatever be His nature, whether 

we have an immortal soul or not, or whatever may be our state after 

death, I can have no fear of having to suffer for the study of nature 

and the search for truth, or believe that those will be better off in a 

future state who have lived in the belief of doctrines inculcated from 

childhood, and which are to them rather a matter of blind faith than 

intelligent conviction. 

Wallace quickly added to Thomas: “This for yourself; show the letter only to 

my mother” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 65-67). His Malay travels reinforced 

Wallace’s disavowal of adherence to any traditional orthodox religion. But 

Wallace’s emerging evolutionary worldview was compatible with a broader 

spiritual and teleological framework that would become more overt on his 

return to England. Wallace’s eight-year sojourn in the Malay Archipelago is 

of crucial importance in the history of biology. It cemented his reputation 

as one of the premier scientists of the Victorian era. But Wallace was never 

a closeted scientist. His Malay travels were as much a personal journey of 
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discovery as it was a scientific odyssey. From 1854 to 1862 Wallace was 

exposed to an exotic realm, the creatures of which^—humans, animals, and 

plants—sparked his imagination in numerous directions. Although the “main 

object of all [his] journeys was to obtain specimens of natural history, both for 

my private collection and to supply duplicates to museums and amateurs,” 

Wallace had other motives (Wallace [1869] 1962, xi). 

Wallace’s evocative account of those eight years was published in 1869 

(fig. 1). He dedicated The Malay Archipelago to Darwin. Its subtitle is. The 

Land of the Orang-Utan and the Bird of Paradise; a Narrative of Travel with 

Studies of Man and Nature. The subtitle and the text itself indicate that Wal¬ 

lace was already pondering what he would later term the question of Man’s 

Place in the Universe ([1903] 1907) and The World of Life (1910a). Wallace 

explained the six-year delay in publishing the full account of his travels as 

necessary, given the immediate and immense task of studying, cataloging, 

and interpreting theoretically his abundant collections of fauna and flora. He 

wrote nearly thirty technical articles for the transactions and proceedings of 

the major scientific societies of London, including the Linnean, the Zoolog¬ 

ical, and the Entomological, in the years following his return to England. 

The Malay Archipelago, touching as it did on the social, political, and cultural 

Figure 1. Photograph of 

Wallace at age forty-six, 

taken when The Malay 

Archipelago was published. 
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characteristics of the countries and peoples he encountered and lived among, 

is a masterly piece of Victorian travel writing. It went through ten editions, 

was immediately translated into German, French, and Danish, and exerted 

a major influence on a whole generation of tropical naturalists (Marchant 

[1916] 1975, 201). iVthough Wallace provided extensive descriptions of the 

natural history of those island countries, it is significant that the concluding 

chapter of the book is entitled “The Races of Man in the Malay Archipelago.” 

Unraveling the mysteries of the human species was an enduring thread of 

Wallace’s life and career. He concluded the preface to The Malay Archipelago 

with the hope that those “who have been in any way interested in my travels 

and collections, may derive from the perusal of my book some faint reflexion 

of the pleasures I myself enjoyed amid the scenes and objects it describes” 

(Wallace [1869] 1962, xii). 

Wallace and Literature 

One such reader was the novelist Joseph Conrad. Conrad regarded The Malay 

Archipelago as his favorite book (Smith 1991, 455; Raby 2001, 199; Camerini 

2002, 14-15). And Lyell, in a letter to Wallace (13 March 1869), declared that 

“nothing equal to it has come out since Darwin’s ‘Voyage of the Beagle. ’ . . . 

The history of the Mias [Orang-utans] is very well done. I am not yet through 

the first volume, but my wife is deep in the second and much taken with it. 

It is so rare to be able to depend on the scientific knowledge and accuracy of 

those who have so much of the wonderful to relate” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 

287). Darwin’s reaction was also highly enthusiastic (Marchant [1916] 1975, 

194). 

A letter written by Wallace to his schoolfellow and oldest friend George 

Silk, near the end of his Malay travels, encapsulated the richness of Wallace’s 

personality. In his quiet and dignified way, Wallace dined heartily at the feast 

of human experience: 

The Amazon now seem[s] to me quite unreal—a sort of former ex¬ 

istence or long-ago dream. Malays and Papuans, beetles and birds, 

are what now occupy my thoughts, mixed with financial calcula¬ 

tions and hopes for a happy future in old England, where I may live 

in solitude and seclusion, except from a few choice friends. . . . Tell 

me about yourself, your own private doings, your health, your visits, 

your new and old acquaintances. . . . But, above all, tell me what you 

read. . . . Follow the advice in [the] Family Herald Article on ‘Hap¬ 

piness’, Ride a Hobby, and you will assuredly find happiness in it, 

as I do. Let ethnology be your hobby, as you seem already to have 
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put your foot in the stirrup, but ride it hard. If I live to return I shall 

come out strong on Malay and Papuan races. . . . You must read 

‘Pritchard’ through, and Lawrence’s ‘Lectures on Man’ carefully; 

but I am convinced no man can be a good ethnologist who does not 

travel, and not travel merely, but reside, as I do, months and years 

with each race. . . . When I went to New Guinea, I took an old copy 

of ‘Tristram Shandy’, which I read through about three times. It is an 

annoying and, you will perhaps say, a very gross book; but there are 

passages in it that have never been surpassed. ... I have lately read a 

good number of Dumas’s wonderful novels, and they are wonderful, 

but often very careless and some quite unfinished. ‘The memoirs of 

a Physician’ is a wonderful wild mixture of history, science, and ro¬ 

mance; the second part, the Queen’s Necklace, being the most won¬ 

derful and, perhaps, the most true. 

(Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:365-367) 

Wallace was an insatiable reader. He devoured innumerable scientific works, 

as well as an eclectic array of political tracts, philosophical treatises, religious 

texts, and, above all, novels and other fictional genres. Starting from his 

childhood, when his father had been appointed librarian to the Hertford 

Town Library, Wallace consumed all the books he could get. His daughter 

Violet recalled that her father was never without a book in hand. She and her 

brother William were especially impressed by their father’s ability to quote 

at delightful length passages from Lewis Carroll’s Alice through the Looking- 

Glass, which became a family classic (Marchant [1916] 1975, 11, 350). 

Wallace’s fascination with literature is fundamental to his life and work. 

He was an eloquent stylist. His scientific works are models of clarity and force. 

His works on sociopolitical and cultural matters are equally passionate and 

compelling, if not always convincing to all readers. Wallace’s zest for works on 

all subjects prevented his scientific theorization from myopia and profoundly 

enhanced his complex appreciation of this earthly “paradise.” Two sections, 

in particular, of The Malay Archipelago testify to Wallace’s literary as well 

as scientific prowess. The first dealt with his quest to find the mysterious 

orangutan. The second described his pursuit of the several varieties of birds 

of paradise. The opening paragraph of the first chapter entices the reader: 

If we look at a globe or a map of the Eastern hemisphere, we shall 

perceive between Asia and Australia a number of large and small is¬ 

lands, forming a connected group distinct from those great masses 

of land, and having little connexion with either of them. Situated 

upon the Equator, and bathed by the tepid water of the great tropical 



38 Chapter 2 

oceans, this region enjoys a climate more uniformly hot and moist 

than almost any other part of the globe, and teems with natural pro¬ 

ductions which are elsewhere unknown. The richest of fruits and the 

most precious of spices are here indigenous. It produces the giant 

flowers of the Rafflesia, the great green-winged Ornithoptera (princes 

among the butterfly tribes), the man-like Orang-Utan, and the gor¬ 

geous Birds of Paradise. It is inhabited by a peculiar and interesting 

race of mankind—the Malay, found nowhere beyond the limits of this 

insular tract, which has hence been named the Malay Archipelago. 

To the ordinary Englishman this is perhaps the least known part of 

the globe. 

(Wallace [1869] 1962, 1) 

In March 1855, Wallace left Sarawak to go to the coal works that were 

being opened near the Simunjon River, east of Sarawak. He lodged comfort¬ 

ably at the house of an English engineer named Coulson. Finding the locale 

particularly rich in insect species, Wallace had a small house built with two 

rooms and a verandah. He lived there for the next nine months. Simunjon 

proved to be the most successful site for Wallace’s insect collecting. Owing 

to the clearing of virgin forests for the construction of coal pits and a railway 

line, Wallace found Simunjon an insect collector’s dream, with twenty square 

miles of country filled with decaying trees, irresistible sites for a myriad of 

beetles, wasps, butterflies, and other insect species. One of Wallace’s chief 

reasons for coming to Simunjon was to “see the Orang-utan (or great man¬ 

like ape of Borneo) in his native habitat.” Wallace hoped “to study his habits, 

and obtain good specimens of the different varieties and species of both sexes, 

and of the adult and young animals. In all these objects I succeeded beyond 

my expectations” (Wallace [1869] 1962, 30). 

Orangutans and Birds of Paradise 

Wallace’s account of his first sightings and subsequent contacts with the 

orangutans (or miasy as they were called by the natives) is intriguing. It de¬ 

picts the complex relationship of the specimen collector to the object of his 

quest. Capturing orangutans was a tricky undertaking. They were large and 

powerful. One big adult male orang, when speared by one of Wallace’s aides, 

seized the man. “In an instant,” Wallace recorded, “the orang got hold of 

the man’s arm, which he seized in his mouth, making his teeth meet in the 

flesh above the elbow, which he tore and lacerated in a dreadful manner. 

Had not the others been close behind the man would have been . . . killed, 

as he was quite powerless; but they soon destroyed the creature with their 
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spears and choppers. The man remained ill for a long time, and never fully 

recovered the use of his arm.” Wallace, with his rifle, never faced that type 

of bodily danger. He killed, skinned, beheaded and prepared for shipment 

back to England many excellent specimens of orangutans. These were quickly 

bought by ardent purchasers, including the British Museum and the Museum 

at Derby. 

Wallace was acutely interested in observing the habits and social struc¬ 

tures of these evolutionary cousins of humanity. When he shot and killed 

one adult female, he found her young infant nearby. It was crying and ter¬ 

rified. Wallace carried the infant to his home. He nursed it back to health 

and enjoyed its companionship for several months. The naturalist who had 

slaughtered numerous adult orangs now found himself feeding the infant 

with “rice-water from a bottle with a quill in the cork, which after a few trials 

it learned to suck very well.” As Wallace’s adopted infant grew healthier, he 

“fitted up a little box for a cradle, with a soft mat for it to lie upon, which 

was changed and washed every day.” Wallace soon found it necessary to wash 

the little mias as well. He noted that it “enjoyed the wiping and rubbing dry 

amazingly, and when I brushed its hair seemed to be perfectly happy, lying 

quite still with its arms and legs stretched out while I thoroughly brushed the 

long [orange] hair of its back and arms.” A few weeks later, Wallace obtained 

a young harelip monkey {Macacus cynomolgus). The two youngsters became 

good friends. They afforded Wallace the delight of observing closely two simi¬ 

lar species with very different habits and mannerisms. Despite his best efforts 

at nursing and medical attention, Wallace’s pets succumbed to a fatal fever. 

Saddened but stalwart, Wallace spent his remaining weeks in Simunjon and 

its environs carefully observing and recording in detail the daily habits of the 

orangutan. He killed more specimens and prepared their skins and skeletons 

for London’s eager market (Wallace [1869] 1962, 26-49). Wallace’s firsthand 

and intensive study and knowledge of the orangutan made him almost unique 

among naturalists of the period. Despite their great appeal for collectors and 

museums, the orangutan in its native habitats remained relatively unstudied 

until the mid-twentieth century (van Oosterzee 1997, 184). The role played 

by his close contact with orangutans in Wallace’s developing evolutionary cos¬ 

mology is complex. Despite his playing with and nursing of these creatures, 

Wallace still seems to have regarded the gulf between these Great Apes—the 

“highest” representatives of the nonhuman world—and humans as conceptu¬ 

ally unbridgeable. Did these observations of the orangutan during the 1850s 

plant one of the seeds that would prompt Wallace to declare in the 1860s 

that human evolution was guided by factors other than natural selection and 

contribute to his refusal to leave the divine out of the history of Homo sapiens'' 

development (Berry 2002, 191)? At the very least, there are hints in the 1856 
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“On the Habits of the Orang-utan of Borneo” that Wallace’s observations of 

these apes were leading him to invoke more explicitly the concept of design 

in nature (see chap. 4). ^ 

The other major quest, indeed obsession, for Wallace was to see and 

obtain specimens of the magnificent birds of paradise (Paradiseidae). Though 

scarcely larger than crows, these gloriously plumed birds, Wallace exclaimed, 

“really deserve [their] name.” He thought them “one of the most beautiful 

and most wonderful of living things.” Certain species of birds of paradise were 

endemic to the Aru Islands. Other species were collected by Wallace in trips 

to the Molucca Islands and mainland New Guinea (Camerini 2002, 107). 

Wallace gained detailed knowledge of the habits of the various species of birds 

of paradise from firsthand observation and from the accounts of his hired 

hunters and conversations with natives of the region. Lest one underestimate 

the rigors confronting the tropical naturalist, Wallace provided in The Malay 

Archipelago a vivid if discomfiting account for the armchair traveler: 

At our first stopping-place sand-flies were very abundant at night, 

penetrating to every part of the body, and producing a more lasting 

irritation than mosquitoes. My feet and ankles especially suffered, 

and were completely covered with little red swollen specks, which 

tormented me horribly. . . . After a month’s incessant punishment, 

those useful members rebelled against such treatment and broke into 

open insurrection, throwing out numerous inflamed ulcers, which 

were very painful, and stopped me from walking. So I found my¬ 

self confined to the house, with no immediate prospect of leaving 

it. Wounds or sores in the feet are especially difficult to heal in hot 

climates, and I therefore dreaded them more than any other illness. 

The confinement was very annoying, as the fine hot weather was ex¬ 

cellent for insects, of which I had every promise of obtaining a fine 

collection; and it is only by daily and unremitting search that the 

smaller kinds, and the rare and more interesting specimens, can be 

obtained. When I crawled down to the river-side to bathe, I often saw 

the blue-winged Papilio ulysses, or some other equally rare and beau¬ 

tiful insect; but there was nothing for it but patience, and to return 

quietly to my bird-skinning, or whatever other work I had indoors. 

The stings and bites and ceaseless irritation caused by these pests of 

the tropical forests would be borne uncomplainingly; but to be kept 

prisoner by them in so rich and unexplored a country, where rare 

and beautiful creatures are to be met with in every forest ramble—a 

country reached by such a long and tedious voyage, and which might 
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not in the present century be again visited for the same purpose—is a 

punishment too severe for a naturalist to pass over in silence. 

Wallace’s greatest consolation during these ordeals was the specimens his as¬ 

sistants brought back to him daily during his long confinement. The sight of 

these birds of paradise “was quite a relief to my mind . . ., for I could hardly 

have torn myself away from Aru had I not obtained specimens.” The psy¬ 

chological, as well as scientific, significance of Wallace’s success in obtaining 

knowledge and specimens of these glorious birds was profound. As the first 

English naturalist to view the birds of paradise in their native forests, Wallace’s 

experience stimulated him “to continue my researches in the Moluccas and 

New Guinea for nearly five years longer. It is still the portion of my travels 

to which I look back with the most complete satisfaction” (Wallace [1869] 

1962, 353-354, 369). 

The first European voyagers to the region, in search of precious spices 

such as cloves and nutmeg, had been given dried skins of “birds so strange 

and beautiful as to excite the admiration even of those wealth-seeking rovers.” 

The early natural history of the family was shrouded in myth and ignorance 

of their actual characteristics. The Malays called them “God’s birds.” The 

Portuguese traders, seeing no feet or wings on the dried specimens and not 

venturing to obtain any authentic, observational knowledge of the living crea¬ 

tures, named them “birds of the sun”—speculating that they somehow lived 

only in the air, always turning toward the sun. It was the Dutch travelers 

who first denominated them Avis paradiseus, or paradise bird. As late as the 

17 60s, when Linnaeus named the largest species of the family Paradisea apoda 

(the footless paradise bird), no perfectly complete specimen had been seen 

in Europe. When Wallace arrived in the Aru Islands in 1855, even the Malay 

traders called them Burong mati, or dead birds. This indicated that actual 

sightings of the living birds were still rare (Wallace [1869] 1962, 419-420). 

During his five years of searching, Wallace was able to observe only five 

species. He offered two reasons for the elusiveness of the birds of paradise, 

the first of which was almost mystical: “It seems as if Nature had taken pre¬ 

cautions,” Wallace suggested, “that these her choicest treasures should not be 

made too common, and thus be undervalued.” Wallace considered it some¬ 

what of a inherent challenge by “Nature” that the birds of paradise, whose 

“exquisite beauty of form and colour, and strange developments of plumage 

are calculated to excite the wonder and admiration of the most civilized and 

the most intellectual of mankind, and to furnish inexhaustible materials for 

study to the naturalist, and for speculation to the philosopher,” should be 

witnessed in their actual habitats by only the most dedicated and intrepid 
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seekers. The second reason was far more pragmatic. Birds of paradise, like 

other rare and desirable commodities, lead “the inhabitants of uncivilized 

countries to conceal minerals or other natural products with which they may 

become acquainted, from the fear of being obliged to pay increased tribute, or 

of bringing upon themselves a new and oppressive labour” (Wallace [1869] 

1962, 439-440). Wallace’s observation was more astute than he first real¬ 

ized. When he did, finally, succeed in obtaining excellent specimens of birds 

of paradise, they were probably worth as much as any bird or insect on the 

planet to the well-heeled English collectors to whom Stevens sold Wallace’s 

yield (Quammen 1997, 85). Charles Allen, who rejoined Wallace for some 

of these searches, met with innumerable obstacles by the indigenous peoples 

in his quest for specimens of these birds. 

But what a sight they were when actually observed in their native habi¬ 

tat. Wallace’s description of the king bird of paradise (the Paradisea regia of 

Linneaus) is rhapsodic: 

This lovely little bird is only about six and a half inches long . . . [but 

its] head, throat, and entire upper surface are of the richest glossy 

crimson red, shading to orange-crimson on the forehead, where the 

feathers extend beyond the nostrils more than half-way down the 

beak. The plumage is excessively brilliant, shining in certain lights 

with a metallic or glassy lustre. The breast and belly are pure silky 

white, between which colour and the red of the throat there is a 

broad band of rich metallic green. . . . From each side of the body 

beneath the wing springs a tuft of broad delicate feathers about an 

inch and a half long, of an ashy colour, but tipped with a broad band 

of emerald green, bordered within by a narrow line of buff. These 

plumes are concealed beneath the wing, but when the bird pleases, 

can be raised and spread out so as to form an elegant semicircular 

fan on each shoulder. But another ornament sill more extraordinary, 

and if possible more beautiful, adorns this little bird. The two middle 

tail feathers are modified into very slender wire-like shafts, nearly 

six inches long, each of which bears at the extremity, on the inner 

side only, a web of an emerald green colour, which is coiled up into a 

perfect spiral disc, and produces a most singular and charming effect. 

The bill is orange yellow, and the feet and legs of a fine cobalt blue. 

In stark contrast to the glorious male, Wallace noted that the “female of this 

little gem is such a plainly coloured bird, that it can at first sight hardly be 

believed to belong to the same species” (Wallace [1869] 1962, 426-427). The 

precise evolutionary explanation for the widespread difference in appearance 
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between the male and female of many species of animals was to be a matter 

of major import to Wallace for the remainder of his career. His views on the 

causes and significance of sexual differences were integral to his conceptu¬ 

alization of evolutionary theory and natural selection. They would also be 

dominant, and controversial, components of his speculations regarding the 

evolution and future prospects of the human species. 

More Questions about the Human Species 

The Malay Archipelago is at once a scientific treatise, a popularized tract on 

travel and discovery, and a detailed account of observations of the natural 

world, including the human species. Its complex and compelling narrative 

structure constitutes a candid but entirely public diary of eight critical years 

in Wallace’s life. Written some six years after the completion of those travels 

(1862), it necessarily involved much reflection and introspection on his part. 

Wallace pondered matters cultural, political, and ethnological, as well as those 

relating more strictly to the floral, faunal, and geological peculiarities of that 

region of the globe. The fact that the book went through ten editions (the last 

revision appeared in 1891 and was reprinted six times up to 1922) testifies 

to its enduring appeal to a wide readership. It chronicled a crucial phase in 

Wallace’s evolution as a theoretical scientist, an astute observer of natural 

phenomena, and an increasingly committed political and social activist. 

Wallace ended his wide-ranging survey with a final chapter devoted to 

“The Races of Man in the Malay Archipelago.” Many of the previous chap¬ 

ters had dealt, directly or indirectly, with the various individuals and tribes 

that Wallace encountered during his eight-year sojourn. The final chapter 

was intended to “conclude this account of my Eastern travels with a short 

statement of my views as to the races of man which inhabit the various parts 

of the archipelago, their chief physical and mental characteristics, their affini¬ 

ties with each other and with surrounding tribes, their migrations, and their 

probable origin.” In keeping with his overarching goal of establishing bio¬ 

geography as a science treating all species, including Homo sapiens, Wallace 

declared that “two strongly contrasted races inhabit the Archipelago,” the 

Malays and the Papuans. These two major human groups were distinguish¬ 

able by their geographical distribution as well as their intellectual and social 

characteristics. The Malays occupied almost exclusively the larger western 

half of the archipelago. The Papuans, “whose headquarters are New Guinea 

and several of the adjacent islands,” occupied the eastern regions. In a man¬ 

ner similar to that in which he described the precise locale of animal and 

plant species in the Amazon basin, Wallace pinpointed notable human dis¬ 

tributional patterns. He observed that in the area demarcated by the major 
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geographical division of the Malays and Papuans “are found tribes who are 

also intermediate in their chief characteristics.” He immediately added that 

“it is sometimes a nice point to determine whether they belong to one or the 

other race, or have been formed by a mixture of the two.” 

Wallace deemed the Malays “undoubtedly the most important of these 

two [major] races.” It was a broad racial category, in which he included the 

Javanese, the Bugis (inhabitants of Celebes), the Moluccan-Malays, as well 

as the “more savage” Malay tribes (the Dyaks of Borneo, the Battaks of 

Sumatra, and the Jakuns of the Malay Peninsula). Wallace’s reasoning is 

explicitly Eurocentric. The Malays, he asserted, are the most civilized of 

the inhabitants of the archipelago because they have “come most in contact 

with Europeans, and [therefore] alone [have] any place in history.” Despite 

their diversity of language and dialects, Wallace considered the Malay race to 

“present a considerable uniformity of physical and mental characteristics.” 

Malays shared a common light reddish-brown skin color, with hair being 

invariably black and straight and of a rather coarse texture. The constancy of 

their hair attributes was so striking that Wallace asserted that “any lighter tint, 

or any wave or curl in it, is an almost certain proof of the admixture of some 

foreign blood.” Wallace’s extensive observations of the Malays, over so long 

and intimate a period among them, led him to conclude that their mental 

and moral traits were nearly as uniform as their physical appearance. The 

Malay, he declared, is impassive, reserved, diffident, undemonstrative, slow 

and deliberate in speech, and “particularly sensitive to breaches of etiquette, 

or any interference with the personal liberty of himself or another.” As an 

example of the latter trait, Wallace mentioned that he often found it difficult 

to get one Malay servant to waken another: “He will call as loud as he can, 

but will hardly touch, much less shake, his comrade. I have frequently had to 

waken a hard sleeper myself when on a land or sea journey.” Wallace described 

the “higher classes” of Malays as “exceedingly polite, [having] all the quiet 

ease and dignity of the best-bred Europeans.” But the Malays had a darker 

side to their character, “a reckless cruelty and contempt of human life.” This 

dual nature, Wallace inferred, had given rise to the disparate accounts of 

Malaysian temperament recorded by previous travelers to the archipelago. 

Wallace regarded the intellect of the Malays as “rather deficient. They are 

incapable of anything beyond the simplest combinations of ideas, and have 

little taste or energy for the acquirement of knowledge.” What “civilization” 

the Malays possessed, Wallace argued, could not have been indigenous but 

was likely due (in addition to European contact) to many of them having 

“been converted to the Mahometan or Brahminical religions.” 

The other major race of the archipelago, the Papuan, Wallace regarded 

as “in many respects the very opposite of the Malay.” The skin color of the 
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Papuans was a deep sooty-brown or black, sometimes approaching “the jet- 

black of some negro races.” Their hair was harsh, dry, and very curly, growing 

outward in adults to the “frizzled mop which is the Papuans’ pride and glory.” 

In stature, the Papuans decidedly surpassed the Malays. They were as tall, or 

sometimes taller, than the average European. Despite their darker hue, Wal¬ 

lace regarded the facial characteristics of the Papuan as being more similar to 

European appearance than were the Malays. He asserted that the facial traits 

of the Papuan and their characteristic frizzy hair (which covered their head 

as well as many other parts of their bodies) were sufficiently distinctive to 

enable observers to distinguish “at a glance” between individuals belonging 

to either of the two main races of the region. The moral characteristics of the 

Papuan appeared, to Wallace, “to separate him as distinctly from the Malay 

as do his form and features.” The Papuans were impulsive and demonstra¬ 

tive in speech and action, bold, noisy, joyous, and laughter loving. Their 

superior skills in domestic decoration and carvings compared to the Malays 

led Wallace to assert that the Papuans had a greater artistic sensibility. Like 

the Malays, however, the Papuan character had its dark side. He remarked 

that they “seem very deficient... in the affections and moral sentiments, 

[and] are often violent and cruel.” Wallace attributed these latter traits, in¬ 

terestingly enough, to the “intellect of this race,” which he was inclined to 

“rate . . . somewhat higher than that of the Malays.” The harsher moral traits 

and more severe discipline of the Papuans as compared to the “listless and 

apathetic” character of the Malays, Wallace suggested, “may be chiefiy due 

to that greater vigour and energy of mind which always, sooner or later, leads 

to the rebellion of the weaker against the stronger—the people against their 

rulers, the slave against their master, or the child against its parent” (Wallace 

[1869] 1962, 446-450). 

In a passage such as this, was Wallace describing the Papuans? Or the 

inhabitants of his native Britain? By the time the Malay Archipelago was pub¬ 

lished (1869), Wallace had already commenced his path toward social and 

political activism. This would lead him increasingly to advocate the reform of 

British society, raising the poor at the expense of the rich. It was the publica¬ 

tion of Malay that brought him into personal contact with John Stuart Mill. 

In 1870, Mill encouraged Wallace to become a member of the General Com¬ 

mittee of the Land Tenure Reform Association. Wallace was to remain in that 

association until the formation of the more radical Land Nationalisation So¬ 

ciety in 1880 provided him with a broader forum for his goal of sociopolitical 

transformation (Marchant [1916] 1975, 382). John (later Lord) Morley was 

another reader of Wallace’s book who pondered its cultural speculations. As 

the new editor of the Fortnightly Review, Morley was eager to make evolution 

the Fortnightly'^ creed (Desmond 1998, 367). He would clearly have been 
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responsive to the evolutionary framework of Wallace’s book. But Morley, like 

Mill, also was deeply interested in political issues. 

Some thirty years after first reading the Malay Archipelago, Morley wrote 

Wallace (in a letter dated 31 October 1900) that “in older days I often mused 

upon a passage of yours in the ‘Malay Archipelago,’ contrasting the condition 

of certain types of savage life with that of life in a modern industrial city.” 

Morley was responding to a letter written a week earlier by Wallace (20 Octo¬ 

ber 1900). By then, Wallace was an avowed socialist. He appealed to Morley 

as one of the few politicians “left to us, who ... is able to become the leader 

of the English people in their struggle for freedom against the monopolists 

of land, capital, and political power.” Wallace alluded to a recent speech in 

which Morley intimated that, “if the choice for this country were between 

Imperialism and Socialism, [he would be] inclined to think the latter the 

less evil of the two.” Lord Morley told Wallace that he did not suppose he 

would ever become a convert to Wallace’s socialist cause. But he added that 

he always remembered “J. S. Mill’s observation, after recapitulating the evils 

to be apprehended from Socialism, that he would face them in spite of all, if 

the only alternative to Socialism were our present state” (Marchant [1916] 

1975, 395-396). Land nationalization and socialism belong to later phases of 

Wallace’s career (see chap. 5), but that two such scientifically literate figures 

as Mill and Morley were also impressed with Wallace’s political interpolations 

in the Malay Archipelago testifies to the powerful and multilevel impact that 

Wallace’s account exerted on its readers in 1869. 

Rich in political allusion as the final chapter is, Wallace’s main purpose 

was to demonstrate that a line could be drawn that divided the two main races 

of the archipelago into separate geographical, as well as ethnological and cul¬ 

tural, entities. Wallace announced, with obvious satisfaction, that the human 

boundary he proposed “is on the whole almost as well defined and strongly 

contrasted, as is the corresponding zoological division of the Archipelago, 

into an Indo-Malayan and Austro-Malayan region.” That the human and 

animal boundary demarcations did not agree exactly was, for Wallace, neither 

problematic nor unexpected. The human line is not coincident with what has 

come to be known as “Wallace’s Line” but lies further east. Wallace’s Line, 

which refers to the faunal division of the Malay Archipelago, is one of the most 

disputed topics in biogeography. The term itself was first coined by Huxley 

in 1868 (Camerini 1993, 700). If Wallace’s Line is highly contentious, the 

human boundary is even more so. As Wallace (and others) pointed out, the 

human species has migratory abilities and interbreeding propensities that dif¬ 

fer from those of most other animal species. What Wallace found conclusive 

for his main argument was the “remarkable fact, and something more than 

a mere coincidence,” that the dividing lines “approach each other so closely 
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as they do.” Both these boundaries, he asserted, were “true and natural” 

and reflected the operation of evolutionary forces amid the constraints of a 

relatively stable, but not static, geological earth history (Wallace [1869] 1962, 

452-455). 

Using the extensive observational data from his field journals, and benefit¬ 

ing from the additional years of analytic scrutiny of that data after he returned 

to England, Wallace forged the final chapter of the Malay Archipelago into a 

concise summary of his views on the nature and distinctions of the diverse 

representatives of the human species (Brooks 1984, 59). But while the book 

came out in 1869, Wallace’s Malay odyssey actually ended in 1862. On leav¬ 

ing Singapore in late January of that year, Wallace returned via Bombay, 

Suez and Alexandria in Egypt, Malta, Marseilles, and thence across France. 

He arrived in London in the spring (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:382-385). The 

thirty-nine-year-old traveler came home a celebrated if controversial figure. 

Toward an Evolutionary Biogeography 

In the two decades following his return to England, Wallace’s scientific pres¬ 

tige grew rapidly. He was elected president of the Entomological Society of 

London (1870-1872) and president of the Biology Section of the British 

Association for the Advancement of Science (BAAS [1876]). Wallace’s pres¬ 

idential address (sec. D, biology) to the BAAS meeting in Glasgow on 6 

September 1876 was divided into two parts. Both the first, “On Some Re¬ 

lations of Living Things to Their Environment,” and the second, “Rise and 

Progress of Modern Views as to the Antiquity and Origin of Man,” were 

reprinted in Nature the following day (Wallace 1876a). Most significant, this 

period marked the publication of two of Wallace’s greatest works. The Geo¬ 

graphical Distribution of Animals ([1876] 1962) and Island Life ([1880] 1892) 

are seminal contributions to the modern science of biogeography. Wallace 

contributed a constant stream of major theoretical and descriptive articles to 

the leading natural science journals of the period. His subjects ranged from 

ornithological classification to the comparative antiquity of continents to the 

origin of species and genera to the significance of glacial epochs. He also was 

a prolific reviewer of books on a vast array of topics, including his famous re¬ 

views of Darwin’s The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (1872) 

and Lyell’s Principles of Geology (10th ed., 1867-1868) and The Geological 

Evidences of the Antiquity of Man (4th ed., 1873).^ 

In the 1860s, Wallace published a series of important articles on natural 

history and evolutionary biology, as well as The Malay Archipelago. But he had 

yet to produce a major book that synthesized the factual scope and theoretical 

power of his varied contributions to evolutionary science. At the urging of 
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his two close friends, the eminent ornithologists Alfred Newton and Philip 

Lutley Sclater, Wallace was persuaded to undertake a comprehensive analysis 

of the global distributional patterns of animals. The result would be the classic 

Geographical Distribution of Animals. It was Wallace’s technical magnum opus 

and stands as one of the masterpieces of Victorian biology. 

Since antiquity, naturalists had been aware that different regions of the 

globe housed distinct and characteristic fauna and flora. The differences 

in organic beings were assumed to be due to varied climates and physical 

conditions. It was Georges-Louis LeClerc, comte de Buffon who, in the 

mid-eighteenth century, deflnitively challenged the adequacy of these tra¬ 

ditional explanations. He pointed out that the tropical regions of the Old 

and New World, regions of practically identical ecology, differed strikingly in 

their indigenous mammals. By 1820, Buffon’s observation had been broad¬ 

ened, notably by von Humboldt and the Swiss botanist Augustin Pyrame de 

Candolle, to include most other animals and plants. Wallace was, of course, 

familiar with the work of von Humboldt. He would have also been familiar 

with the ideas of Candolle, which were summarized by both Lyell and William 

Swainson. Wallace had purchased a copy of Swainson’s A Treatise on the Ge¬ 

ography and Classification of Animals (1835) in 1842. He made copious anno¬ 

tations in the Swainson book, many of which were objections to Swainson’s 

overriding goal of harmonizing geology and zoology with biblical literalism. 

But Wallace was alert to Swainson’s useful zoogeographical observations and 

summaries (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:354; McKinney 1972, 6). “The great 

work of Lyell,” which had furnished Wallace “with the main features of the 

succession of species in time,” had become a bible of different sorts to Wal¬ 

lace (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:355). Thus Wallace, like many naturalists of 

the early 1850s, now recognized that any regions, even of identical ecology, 

separated by barriers (such as mountains or oceans) would have distinct and 

characteristic organisms. Most important, it was understood that the present 

distributional patterns of animals and plants were determined by historical 

factors (past changes, both organic and geological) as well as by existing 

ecological conditions (Browne 1983). It was Wallace’s genius to combine the 

data of geographical distribution with the concept of successive appearance 

of species in the famous 1855 essay “On the Law Which Has Regulated the 

Introduction of New Species.” Although he was informed by Stevens soon 

after that piece was published that “several naturalists express [ed] regret that 

I was ‘theorizing,’ when what we had to do was to collect more facts,” Wallace 

was determined to forge ahead (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:355). In a series of 

articles in the late 1850s and early 1860s, in The Geographical Distribution of 

Animals ([1876] 1962), and in Island Life ([1880] 1892), Wallace succeeded 

in incorporating the manifold data of animal distribution into a u nified theory. 
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He explained both existing and past zoological features of the various con¬ 

tinents and islands on the basis of geological history and the dispersal and 

evolution of animals. Wallace’s synthesis of zoology, geology, and evolution 

by natural selection established a causal framework for zoogeography, which 

was central to the formulation of evolutionary biogeography. 

One of the major goals of nineteenth-century biogeography was the deter¬ 

mination of a set, or sets, of regions that accurately described distributional 

patterns. An early and influential schema, limited to the world’s flora, was that 

proposed by Candolle. His Essai elementaire de geographic botanique (1820) di¬ 

vided the globe into twenty regions, each of which possessed a characteristic 

(or endemic) flora. During the following four decades, the concept of bio- 

geographical regions gained increased acceptance, although the number and 

boundaries of such regions varied with different authors. Zoological regions 

were crucial elements in the development of Wallace’s evolutionary thought. 

He used the theoretical concept and visual map images of mammalian regions 

in formulating his views on evolutionary descent. Wallace became increas¬ 

ingly devoted to establishing precise global regions that would provide the 

conceptual and visual means to bring rigor and order to the multitude of 

details presented by the study of zoological (and, by implication, botanical) 

geography (Camerini 1993). 

In 1858, P. L. Sclater, who became secretary of the Zoological Society 

of London, theorized that the earth was divided into six great ornithological 

regions: (1) Palearctic (Europe, northern Asia to Japan, and Africa north of 

the Atlas mountains); (2) Ethiopian or Western Paleotropical (Africa south of 

the Atlas mountains, southern Arabia, and Madagascar); (3) Indian or Cen¬ 

tral Paleotropical (India, southern Asia, and the western half of the Malay 

Archipelago); (4) Australian or Eastern Paleotropical (the eastern half of the 

Malay Archipelago, Australia, New Zealand, and most of the Paciflc Islands); 

(5)Nearctic (Greenland and North America to northern Mexico); and (6) 

Neotropical (southern Mexico, South America, and the West Indies). Each 

of these six regions was, Sclater claimed, inhabited by a distinct set of bird 

populations (Sclater 1858, 130). Using the extensive data from his travels 

in the Malay Archipelago, Wallace argued that Sclater’s assignment of the 

western half of the archipelago to the Indian ornithological region and the 

eastern half to the Australian region was valid in every branch of zoology 

(Wallace 1860). Surprisingly, the striking differences in the fauna between 

the eastern and western halves of the archipelago—marsupials, for instance, 

are conflned to the eastern half—seemed to be precisely demarcated by the 

Strait of Lombock. This strait between the islands of Bali and Lombock, 

merely fifteen miles wide, marked the limits and abruptly separated two of 

the great zoological regions of the globe. The lack of any significant ecological 
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differences between the two halves of the archipelago was seized on by Wal¬ 

lace. He asserted that the faunal dissimilarities were the result of past geolog¬ 

ical configurations different from those of the present. Separate evolutionary 

histories underlay the distributional patterns of the now proximate regions. 
* 

Wallace’s Line 

The theory that the earth’s surface had undergone significant changes in 

time was a central tenet of the new geology, enshrined in Lyell’s Principles 

of Geology (1830-1833). Wallace’s 1855 essay “On the Law” drew freely on 

geological speculation in explaining curious distributional phenomena. In his 

1857 essay on the distribution of animals in the Aru Islands, Wallace argued 

that the shallow seas separating the various islands of the eastern half of the 

Malay Archipelago implied past land connections between them. Now, in 

the 1860 essay on the “Zoological Geography of the Malay Archipelago,” 

Wallace tied these observations together and offered explicit explanations. 

He suggested that the faunal similarity of the eastern islands of the Malay 

Archipelago to New Guinea and Australia implied a former “great Pacific 

continent,” of which the present islands and Australia are the surviving frag¬ 

ments. Analogously, the faunal similarity of the western islands—including 

Borneo, Java, and Sumatra—to southern Asia argued for a past “extension 

of Asia as far to the south and east as the Straits of Macassar and Lombock.” 

In support of this view, Wallace noted that a “vast submarine plain unites 

together the apparently disjointed parts of the Indian zoological region . . . 

so completely that an elevation of only 300 feet would nearly double the 

extent of tropical Asia.” Most significant, that plain terminates abruptly in 

the deep sea of the Moluccas and the Strait of Lombock—that is, at the limit 

of the Indian region. 

The two halves of the archipelago, Wallace concluded, despite their 

present proximity, belonged to “regions more distinct and contrasted than 

any other of the great zoological divisions of the globe.” South America and 

Africa, separated by the vast expanse of the Atlantic, seemed to Wallace not 

as dramatically different as the Indian and Australian regions. Further, the 

sharp contrasts between the faunas of the latter two are “almost unimpaired 

at the very limits of their respective districts; so that in a few hours we may 

experience an amount of zoological difference which only weeks or even 

months of travel will give us in any other part of the world!” Wallace cited 

the presence of elephants, monkeys, orangutans, pheasants, and trogons in 

the Indian region against the marsupials, parrots, and birds of paradise of 

the Australian region (Wallace 1860, 172, 174, 178-179). The boundary 

between the two regions, later known as Wallace’s Line, was tentatively fixed 
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by Wallace as coinciding with the deep sea separating Borneo and Celebes 

in the north to the strait between Bali and Lombock in the south. Wallace 

himself later proposed slightly different depictions of the precise location of 

the boundary. The actual location of Wallace’s Line has been a source of 

debate among scientists to the present day (George 1981). 

Wallace’s Line found quick acceptance in the biogeographical literature 

and was widely adopted by zoogeographers. (Floral distributions present dif¬ 

ferent issues and anomalies, and plant geographers found Wallace’s boundary 

less useful.) The allure of a slender line separating marsupials from tigers, 

and honeyeaters and cockatoos from barbets and trogons, was potent not 

only to scientists but also to laypersons. Wallace’s Line was enthusiastically 

noted in the popular literature of the period. Ernst Haeckel outdid all his 

contemporaries when he asserted in 1893 that when crossing “the narrow 

but deep Lombok Strait we go with a single step from the Present Era to the 

Mesozoicum.” It was inevitable that such striking assertions would call forth 

objections and attempted refutations. After 1890, doubts were frequently 

expressed as to the validity of the specific line posited by Wallace. As the 

distributional data became better known, Wallace himself was less positive 

about the exact demarcation described by the faunal line that had come to 

bear his name. Defenders and opponents continue to battle it out, and an 

impartial study of the status of Wallace’s Line is still lacking. The issues 

involved in locating and assessing the significance of any precise borderline 

between different biogeographical regions are highly complex. Wallace was 

fully aware of these complexities, both conceptual and observational. His 

attempts to posit present faunal boundaries that reflected past distributional 

patterns testify to the boldness of his evolutionary vision. There was a relative 

paucity of data, both faunal and geological, in the late nineteenth century. 

This compelled Wallace and others to select arbitrarily a number of “indi¬ 

cator” species. They then based the outlines of biogeographic regions and 

subregions on the distribution of these species. Although many of the details 

of his original boundaries have necessarily been altered as more abundant 

data became available, Wallace’s insights were fundamental to the subse¬ 

quent development of the science of biogeography (Mayr 1976, 626-628, 

642-643). 

Continents, Oceans, and Land Bridges 

“On the Zoological Geography of the Malay Archipelago” (1860) is a culmi¬ 

nation of Wallace’s early views on geographical distribution. It placed him, 

around 1860, clearly within the continental extensionist tradition. The major¬ 

ity of naturalists invoked postulated past land extensions of greater or lesser 
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extent to account for present similarities of plants and animals in regions 

now separated by tracts of water. In 1846, Edward Forbes had postulated 

the existence of five past land bridges to account for similarities between 

British and various continental floras and faunas. He extended this idea to 

include other continental extensions of great magnitude. He championed an 

ancient Atlantic continent to explain the observed relationship between the 

species of the Azores, Madeira, and the Canary Islands and those of North 

America and Europe (Forbes 1846). Not all naturalists initially accepted each 

of Forbes’s postulated extensions. But an important precedent had been set 

for subsequent investigations and theoretical explanations of geographical 

(particularly disjunctive) distribution. Wallace endorsed the extensionist hy¬ 

pothesis in his 1860 essay. He stated that it was specifically those cases in 

which islands possessed a rich and varied fauna closely allied with that of 

adjacent islands or continents that forced the conclusion that a “geologically 

recent disruption [had] taken place.” Conversely, the distinctness of the fau¬ 

nas of regions now separated by seas, no matter how narrow, implied the lack 

of any land connection in, at least, the recent geological past (Wallace 1860, 

182-83). 

The sophisticated association of geographical distribution with geological 

changes stamps Wallace’s 1860 essay as a seminal work in the evolutionist tra¬ 

dition. He regarded it as laying the theoretical foundation for his later work in 

zoogeography, and in many respects it did. One aspect of that essay, however, 

is conspicuous by its absence from Wallace’s later theories. He ceased to uti¬ 

lize major continental extensions to explain present distributional anomalies. 

The conversion of Wallace to a position that made him a forceful opponent 

of the extensionist tradition and the preeminent defender of the doctrine of 

the permanence of the continents and oceans was a crucial development in 

nineteenth-century evolutionary science (Fichman 1977). Wallace’s analy¬ 

sis of global distribution data gradually convinced him that Sclater’s system 

had theoretical as well as descriptive significance. The assumption of the 

general permanence of the earth’s topography, with distinct and geologically 

enduring continents and oceans, provided Wallace with a vera causa for the 

existence of Sclater’s six well-defined zoogeographic regions. He was to de¬ 

vote a great portion of his subsequent scientific work and polemicization to 

the establishment of the thesis that the present distribution of the earth’s 

biota reflected migration and dispersal over a relatively fixed surface rather 

than any major alteration or movement of that surface itself in time (Wallace 

1892b). 

Wallace’s essay “On the Physical Geography of the Malay Archipelago” 

(1863) signaled the first major departure from his previous position. He now 

stressed that land connections could be inferred only in special instances 
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where the geological evidence, as well as distributional data, was overwhelm¬ 

ing (Wallace 1863, 227). Former land connections between widely separated 

regions, as well as between adjacent lands separated by deep seas, he deemed 

unlikely. Since Wallace held the six zoogeographical regions to represent fun¬ 

damental geophysical and evolutionary divisions, any connections between 

them in recent geological epochs became inadmissible. Henceforth, Wallace 

would restrict explanations of distributional patterns to past migrations across 

land and sea masses similar in their general outlines to the present oceans 

and continents (Wallace 1863, 226-227, 233). 

Anomalous Distributions 

The 1863 essay elicited the approval of both Darwin and Lyell. Darwin 

thought it “an epitome of the whole theory of geographical distribution” 

(Lyell 1867-1868, 2:346-353; Marchant [1916] 1975, 132). Their reac¬ 

tions are not surprising. Wallace was for the first time fully embracing the 

hypothesis of the general permanence of the oceans and continents that un¬ 

derlay Lyell’s geological uniformitarianism. Wallace’s stand was made ex¬ 

plicit the following year in “On Some Anomalies in Zoological and Botanical 

Geography” (Wallace 1864a). This essay treated several cases of apparently 

anomalous distributional patterns that had been advanced as objections to 

Wallace’s extension of Sclater’s ornithological regions. Wallace refined his 

argument that the six regions represented “a true Zoological and Botanical 

division of the earth.” Unlike the various schemes proposed by naturalists 

that were generally intended to apply only to a particular group of organ¬ 

isms, Wallace claimed that Sclater’s divisions were “well adapted to become 

the foundation for a general System of Ontological regions” (Wallace 1864a, 

111-113). There had been a long tradition of descriptive biogeography in 

the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, but most such systems were 

ahistoric (Larson 1986). It was precisely the historical framework of Sclater’s 

regions that enabled Wallace to seize on their import for his new conviction 

that evolutionary theory depended directly on the premise of continental 

permanence. In 1899, Sclater asserted that his original six regions had be¬ 

come elevated to the rank of biogeographical orthodoxy, particularly after 

Wallace had endorsed them unequivocally in his 1876 treatise (Sclater and 

Sclater 1899, chap. 1). Despite the extensive debates on the most accurate 

set of biogeographical regions, Sclater’s claim and his assessment of Wal¬ 

lace is cogent. The Royal Geographical Society’s Atlas of Zoogeography of 

1911 was largely predicated on Sclater’s regions as developed by Wallace 

(Bartholomew, Clarke, and Grimshaw 1911,4-12). That Huxley was a friend 

of Sclater’s, and keenly interested in the emerging science of biogeography 
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(Bowler 1996, 384-386, 391-394; Desmond 1998, 457, 465), provides yet 

another link in the complex professional and personal relationship between 

Wallace and Huxley. 

In the 1863 essay, Wallace sought to indicate “how Zoological and Botan¬ 

ical regions are formed, or why organic existences come to be grouped geo¬ 

graphically at all.” He advanced five premises that he claimed must underlie 

any discussion of geographical distribution. First, all species have a tendency 

“to diffuse themselves over a wide area, some one or more in each group 

being actually found to have so spread” and become “dominant species.” Sec¬ 

ond, there exist “barriers, checking or absolutely forbidding that diffusion.” 

Third, there has been a continual and “progressive change or replacement 

of species, by allied forms,” throughout the earth’s history. Fourth, there has 

been a gradual change in certain features of the earth’s surface leading “to 

the destruction of old and the formation of new barriers.” And last, natural 

selection entails that these changes of climate and physical conditions will 

often “favour the diffusion and increase of one group, and lead to the extinc¬ 

tion or decrease of another.” Given this explanation of the formation of the 

earth’s zoogeographical regions, Wallace then indicated how cases of anoma¬ 

lous distribution could be resolved within the framework of his theoretical 

model. Minor land connections still provided the key to certain anomalies. 

But Wallace was pressing hard for the antiextensionist position. 

Bates provided Wallace with a serious test for the hypothesis that biogeo- 

graphical regions coincided with the present distribution of land and ocean 

masses. Bates had shown that portions of the insect fauna of Chile and much 

of temperate South America showed little similarity to that of tropical North 

America. On Wallace’s schema, there should have been one Neotropical 

fauna including all of South America, Mexico, and the West Indies. More 

disturbing were the marked insect affinities between South America and the 

Australian Region, especially Tasmania and New Zealand (a resemblance that 

Hooker had shown to characterize also the distribution of plants). Wallace 

once again generalized from his studies in the Malay Archipelago. There, 

although there are two distinct zoological regions, certain areas show a mix¬ 

ture of species from the Indo-Malay and Austro-Malay subregions. Wallace 

suggested that in some cases—such as the predominance of certain genera 

of Oriental (Indian) rather than Australian insects in New Guinea and the 

Moluccas (Spice Islands)—the original population had been overwhelmed 

or, in the extreme, exterminated by immigrants from the adjacent region. 

“The result,” he declared, “is a mixture of races in which the foreign ele¬ 

ment is in excess; but naturalists need not be bound by the same rule as 

politicians, and may be permitted to recognise the just claims of the more 

ancient inhabitants, and to raise up fallen nationalities. The aborigines and 
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not the invaders must be looked upon as the rightful owners of the soil, and 

should determine the position of their country in our system of Zoological 

geography” (Wallace 1864a, 114-115, 118-119). Wallace, as did so many 

other Victorian scientists, drew freely on the metaphors of imperialism, con¬ 

quest, and stronger versus weaker populations of humans and other species 

(Browne 1992; Pratt 1992; Ritvo 1997). As Wallace’s commitment to social¬ 

ism and other egalitarian reformist schemes deepened in the later decades of 

the nineteenth century, however, these imperialist metaphors would assume 

a less prominent place in his writings. 

Since the greater part of southern (temperate) South America was known 

to be of a more recent date geologically than the tropical mass, Wallace argued 

it would first have been subject to immigration from the tropics. This would 

account for the fact that the birds, mammals, and reptiles of temperate South 

America are modifications of indigenous Neotropical species. But Wallace 

then emphasized that insects and plants had greater powers of dispersal by 

“what may be called the adventitious aid of the glacial period and of floating 

ice” as well as by transoceanic migration. They could easily have traveled 

the greater distances from the temperate regions of North America or from 

Australia and Antarctic lands. Being already suited to a temperate climate, 

these latter would have been capable of establishing themselves successfully 

in competition with immigrants from the tropical region. The Neotropical re¬ 

gion, Wallace concluded, thus retains its fundamental biogeographical status 

despite the instances of marked plant and insect affinities with more distant 

temperate regions (Wallace 1864a). 

The Permanence of Continents and Oceans 

Implicit in these arguments is the doctrine of the general permanence of the 

great features of the globe. Lyell recognized this when he cited Wallace’s 

solution of the problem of affinities between certain Australian and South 

American organisms. These regions, Lyell maintained, could not have had a 

free land connection since the Pliocene or even Miocene epochs (Lyell 1867- 

1868, 2:335-338). For those anomalous cases that had seemed to require past 

land connections, Wallace now offered a new framework for investigation: 

“Though the details of the distribution of the different groups may differ, 

there will always be more or less general agreement in this respect, because 

the great physical features of the earth—those which have longest maintained 

themselves unchanged—^wide oceans, lofty mountains, extensive deserts— 

will have forbidden the intermingling or migration of all groups alike, during 

long periods of time. The great primary divisions of the Earth for purposes 

of Natural History, should, therefore, correspond with the great permanent 
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features of the earth’s surface—those that have undergone least change in 

recent geological periods.” 

Wallace’s conception of zoogeography was predicated on—indeed ren¬ 

dered intelligible by—the fundamentally distinct character of the six main 

regions. This necessitated, almost axiomatically for him, that the oceans and 

continents had occupied their present positions at least within the period of 

development of present species. Wallace was fully aware of the difficulties, 

conceptual as well as practical, attendant on any attempt to establish a system 

of biogeographical regions that would be valid for all animals and plants. He 

was to become, however, more insistent that his expanded version of Sclater’s 

system afforded the prime, and most natural, model for the study of organic 

distribution (Wallace 1864a, 122-123). 

The Emergent Synthesis: 

Geographical Distribution of Animals 

By 1868-1869, Wallace had all the elements for a comprehensive treatment of 

zoogeography: the permanence of the oceans and continents (with auxiliary 

minor changes in physical geography), methods of dispersal and migration 

of organisms, glaciation, and, of course, evolution by natural selection. The 

resulting treatise. The Geographical Distribution of Animals, appeared in 1876 

(Wallace [1876] 1962). It was recognized at once as a landmark in the science 

of zoogeography as well as a strategic contribution to evolutionary theory 

(George 1964, 123). Hooker and Darwin declared that it was Wallace who 

provided the strongest arguments for the theory of the general permanence of 

the oceans and continents and most effectively demolished the views of exten- 

sionists and continental mobilists (Darwin and Seward 1903, 2:28; Huxley 

1918, 2:224-225). 

Given Wallace’s core belief that evolutionary theory held crucial impli¬ 

cations for an understanding of human nature and culture, it is significant 

that he chose not to include mankind in the text of Geographical Distribution. 

There were valid reasons for this decision. Individual species were excluded 

from the book because Wallace considered them too numerous to provide the 

basis for any manageable distributional analysis. Moreover, because species 

represent the most recent evolutionary modifications, he deemed them less 

indicative than genera—“the natural groups of species”—of those fundamen¬ 

tal distributional patterns connected with the more permanent features of the 

earth’s history. Wallace noted that to treat the genus Homo zoogeographically 

would yield the uninformative statement “universally distributed.” To deal, 

in contrast, with the distribution of the “varieties” or “races” of man would 

have violated the major methodological premise of the work. Moreover, for 
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Wallace^ anthropology had now become “a science by itself [which] it seems 

better to omit. . . altogether from a zoological work, than to treat it in a neces¬ 

sarily superficial manner” (Wallace [1876] 1962, l:vii-ix). Wallace’s decision 

to omit man from this particular treatise made strategic sense in that he per¬ 

mitted readers to focus on his central objective, geographical distribution of 

organisms generally. In any event, Wallace authored numerous other works 

that were central to the late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century debates 

about the bearing of evolutionary theory on human matters (Hawkins 1997). 

Wallace intended his 1876 treatise, as he did nearly all his writings, for the 

nonscientific reader as well as the professional scientist. His target audience 

included anyone “capable of understanding Lyell’s ‘Principles,’ or Darwin’s 

‘Origin.’ ” Geographical Distribution is an excellent specimen of Victorian sci¬ 

ence writing that is at once lucid and rigorous. The interweaving of fact, 

theory, and descriptive prose, which Wallace had practiced in A Narrative of 

Travels on the Amazon and Rio Negro and The Malay Archipelago, is perfected 

here. Particularly notable is the series of plates Wallace had executed to il¬ 

lustrate the physical aspect and characteristic fauna of the more important 

zoogeographical subregions. Their purpose was to “make the book more 

intelligible to those readers who have no special knowledge of systematic zo¬ 

ology, and to whom most of the names with which its pages are often crowded 

must necessarily be unmeaning” (Wallace [1876] 1962, l:x-xii). 

Part 1, “The Principles and General Phenomena of Distribution,” ex¬ 

plained why different regions possessed distinct and characteristic fauna. 

Wallace showed why, for example, parts of South Africa have lions, antelopes, 

zebras, and giraffes, while climatically similar parts of Australia house only 

kangaroos, wombats, phalangers, and mice. He invoked evolutionary change 

in conjunction with geographic “isolation by the most effectual and most per¬ 

manent barriers” (Wallace [1876] 1962, 1:7-8, 11-14). Wallace also placed 

great stress on the effects of glaciation in bringing about present global dis¬ 

tribution patterns (Marchant [1916] 1975, 203). Paleontological data were 

crucial in the development of evolutionary theory. Wallace devoted the sec¬ 

ond part of Geographical Distribution to a detailed analysis of the distribution 

of extinct mammals, with brief comments on extinct birds, reptiles, insects, 

and land and freshwater mollusks. Since the distribution of animal fossils 

is not identical with the distribution of living forms allied to them, Wal¬ 

lace argued convincingly that it was possible to reconstruct past migration 

routes in order to locate the probable origin of existing genera and fam¬ 

ilies (Wallace [1876] 1962, 1:42-43, 57, 107-108). The third and fourth 

parts of Geographical Distribution dealt with the faunal characteristics of the 

zoogeographical regions and with the present range of each of the families 

and genera of vertebrates, insects, and mollusks. This analysis constituted 
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the core of Wallace’s argument. He drew on a vast array of data from the 

past and present distributions of animals to substantiate his thesis that all 

the chief types of animal life appear to have originated in the great northern 

continents and then migrated southward into the unoccupied continents of 

the Southern Hemisphere (Wallace [1876] 1962, 1:173-174). Wallace’s use 

of the concept of northern origins of the earth’s fauna, with their subsequent 

migration and “conquest” of the southern land masses, is one more example 

of the potency of the metaphor of imperialism in the late Victorian era (Pratt 

1992; Ritvo 1997, 334-335, 349-350). Wallace’s thesis of northern origins 

also drew on a strong, if controversial, nineteenth-century explanatory tradi¬ 

tion in paleonotology and geology (Bowler 1996, 394-418). The latter source 

is more significant for the overall strategy of Geographical Distribution than is 

the metaphorical function of the concept. 

Wallace had laid out the principles that were to guide zoogeographical 

research and theory formulation for nearly a century. Many details of his 

broad synthesis, however, have been successfully challenged. The boundaries 

between the major zoogeographical regions and subregions have necessarily 

been revised as more accurate and extensive distributional data have been 

forthcoming and the methods of analyzing those data made more sophis¬ 

ticated. The border between the Oriental and Australian regions, the most 

famous example, has been shifted repeatedly by zoogeographers. It is no 

longer considered to be defined by Wallace’s original line. Wallace himself 

had offered his boundary as provisional. He stated that the precise limits 

between regions, when not formed by oceans, were somewhat arbitrary and 

“will be, not a defined line but a neutral territory of greater or less width, 

within which the forms of both regions will intermingle” (Wallace [1876] 

1962, 1:184). Similarly, increased fossil evidence has required modifications 

in Wallace’s reconstruction of past continental configurations (and connec¬ 

tions) and the former distribution and migrations of animals. The thesis of 

the northern origin of the major orders and families of mammals has been 

effectively criticized. The higher primates—the Old World monkeys, apes, 

and the ancestors of man, for example—are now thought to have emerged 

most probably in Africa and thence spread across the globe (Foley 1995). 

Most significant, the recent compelling evidence for continental drift has 

provided a radical alternative to Wallace’s explanation for the similarities 

between the fauna and flora of the southern continents. Given these qualifi¬ 

cations, it remains true that the general principles advanced in Geographical 

Distribution were fundamental to the development of the science of zoogeog¬ 

raphy. And Wallace’s position as the leading student of animal distribution 

was confirmed, four years later, with the appearance of Island Life ([1880] 

1892). 
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The Argument Completed: Island Life 

The fauna and flora of islands had intrigued and puzzled naturalists at least 

since the appearance of J. R. Forster’s Observations Made during a Vbyage 

Round the World (1778). Insular data, especially from the Galapagos Islands 

and the Malay Archipelago, were crucial for Wallace’s initial formulations of 

evolutionary theory and biogeography. Island Life is an analysis of the distri¬ 

butional phenomena presented by islands in their complex relation to each 

other and to continents (Wallace [1880] 1892). Although much of the first 

part of the book follows directly from the tenets of Geographical Distribution of 

Animals, Island Life is a powerful extension of Wallace’s biogeographical sys¬ 

tem. Darwin considered it the best book Wallace published. Hooker thought 

it “an immense advance [which] . . . brushed away more cobwebs that have 

obscured the subject than any other” treatise (Marchant [1916] 1975, 252, 

289-90). Aside from the brilliance of Wallace’s treatise, on a subject to which 

Hooker had devoted a great part of his own career. Hooker would have been 

delighted by Wallace’s dedication. Island Life bore the following inscription: 

“To Sir Joseph Dalton Hooker, who, more than any other writer, has ad¬ 

vanced our knowledge of the geographical distribution of plants, and espe¬ 

cially of insular floras, I dedicate this volume; on a kindred subject, as a token 

of admiration and regard.” The plan of Geographical Distribution had required 

that Wallace discuss mainly genera and the higher orders of animals. Island 

Life, in contrast, focused on species and included important discussions of 

phytogeography (plant distribution). It provided a more comprehensive scope 

for Wallace’s theorization. 

Island Life marked the completion of Wallace’s most innovative contri¬ 

butions to biogeography. Although he continued to refine details, the funda¬ 

mental principles of geographical distribution had been established. Wallace’s 

synthesis of geological and climatic data, modes of migration and dispersal 

of organisms, and evolutionary adaptation and divergence provided a frame¬ 

work that continues to guide biogeographical studies. Until the mid-twentieth 

century, this framework was allied to the doctrine of continental and oceanic 

permanence, which Wallace insisted was “the only solid basis for any gen¬ 

eral study of the geographical distribution of animals [and plants] ” (Wallace 

[1905] 1969, 2:386). Many recent accounts of the history of biogeography, 

however, are colored by the perception that until the general acceptance of 

the theory of continental drift in the early 1970s, the science of geographical 

distribution was bereft of any accurate geophysical foundation. The hypoth¬ 

esis of the large-scale displacement of continents in the earth’s history was 

given an early formulation in Alfred Wegener’s The Origin of Continents and 

Oceans (1915). Drift theory was rejected in Wegener’s lifetime and subjected 
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to bitter debates among geologists, paleontologists, and climatologists until 

the 1960s (Oreskes 1999). The articulation of the empirically confirmed 

doctrine of plate tectonics and seafloor spreading in the late 1960s gave drift 

theory (in a form radically changed from Wegener’s conception) decisive 

corroboration (Le Grand 1988). Recent histories of biogeography that are 

inspired by such hindsight are highly problematic. They assume that we are 

supposed to “know” that the debates over dispersal mechanisms of animals 

and plants and sunken land bridges between continents—debates to which 

Wallace’s theories were crucial—would eventually be incorporated into the 

drift paradigm. This is Whig history at its worst. The more appropriate his¬ 

toriographical approach is to look forward from Wallace and his contem¬ 

poraries, rather than backward from current scientific consensus. Wallace’s 

contributions to the late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century debates re¬ 

garding causal mechanisms for observed distributional patterns retain their 

profound historical significance (Fichman 1977; Bowler 1996, 371-372). 

Many influential scientists, such as William Diller Matthew in Climate and 

Evolution (1915), championed Wallace’s theories during the first half of the 

twentieth century (Rainger 1991, chap. 8). Wallace made biogeography one 

of the most impressive applications of the theory of evolution. 

Natural History and Beyond 

Wallace’s London residency served him well in establishing his scientific rep¬ 

utation and his network of friends and colleagues. But it had significant draw¬ 

backs. Wallace was unable to secure any permanent employment that would 

provide him with a steady income. Ironically, Wallace at this point was un¬ 

convinced of the possibility of earning anything substantial either by lecturing 

or writing. He felt that the “experience of my first work on ‘The Amazon’ 

did not encourage me to think that I could write anything that would much 

more than pay expenses.” Wallace also disliked the “confinement” of London 

life. He regarded it as uncongenial to his nature and a certain recipe for a 

shortened life span (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:414-416). 

When the government decided to establish a branch of the South Kens¬ 

ington museum in Bethnal Green (in East London) in 1869, to combine art 

and natural history for public benefit and instruction, Wallace campaigned 

for the directorship. He had the support of Lyell, Huxley, and other influential 

colleagues. However, when the museum was built and opened in 1872, the 

South Kensington authorities decided Bethnal Green could be managed from 

their headquarters. No director was chosen. This experience had a decisive 

effect on the course of Wallace’s life. In anticipation of gaining the post, and 

to commence the “country life” for which he so yearned, he purchased land 
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and built a home (1871-1872) in the picturesque village of Grays, some 

twenty miles from London. The site on which the home was constructed, 

by Wallace himself with the assistance of an architect and some friends and 

contract laborers, afforded beautiful views of the Thames and the Kent hills. 

The house was ready for Wallace, his wife Annie, and their children to move 

into in March 1872. Wallace “began to take that pleasure in gardening, and 

especially in growing uncommon and interesting as well as beautiful plants, 

which in various places, under many difficulties and with mingled failures and 

successes, has been a delight and solace to me ever since” (Wallace [1905] 

1969, 1:415-416, 2:90-93). 

In 1876, Wallace sold the house and land at Grays. Though still pleasant, 

it was no longer suitable for his growing family. The Wallaces moved first 

to Dorking and then, in 1878, to a larger house in Croydon. In the same 

year, Wallace applied to be superintendent of Epping Forest. The forest had 

recently been acquired by the Corporation of London to assure its protection 

and improvement while preserving its “natural aspect,” in accordance with 

the Act of Parliament that restored that immense tract to the public. Wal¬ 

lace’s failure to get the post was disappointing. It was also a relief. He was 

now “free to do literary work which I should certainly not have done if I had 

had permanent employment so engrossing and interesting as that at Epping. 

In that case I should not have gone to lecture in America, and should not 

have written ‘Darwinism,’ perhaps none of my later books, and very few of the 

articles contained in my ‘Studies.’ This body of literary and popular scientific 

work is, perhaps, what I was best fitted to perform.” Wallace’s candidacy for 

the Epping position was supported by the presidents of most of the natural 

history societies in London, by a number of members of Parliament, and by 

numerous residents near the forest and in London. He was rejected by the city 

merchants and tradesmen with whom the actual decision lay on the grounds 

that a “practical man” was needed. They wanted someone who would im¬ 

plement their plans to build a large hotel and an amusement park. Wallace’s 

article “Epping Forest” in the 1 November 1878 issue of the Fortnightly Re¬ 

view, which argued for utilizing parts of the unwooded tracts of land as “an 

experiment in illustration of the geographic distribution of plants [which] 

would have been both unique and educational,” did little to recommend him 

to the London commercial czars (Wallace 1878b, [1905] 1969, 1:416-417, 

2:101-102; Raby 2001, 218-221). Wallace’s environmental concerns, made 

public at this juncture, would become an increasing component of his activist 

politics in the years to come. 

Wallace’s failure to get either the Bethnal Green or Epping positions did 

enable him to devote himself more fully to his scientific and other interests. 

The question arises, of course, as to just how Wallace and his family managed 
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to live in such comparative comfort despite these setbacks. How did Wallace 

escape the straitened circumstances of so many members of the industrial 

society whose gaps between rich and poor he dedicated much of his later 

life to exposing? Wallace continued to enjoy some profits from the sale of his 

Amazonian and, especially, Malay collections. The Malay Archipelago was 

a financial as well as critical success, as were many of his books. Wallace’s 

employment as an examiner for a variety of educational institutions provided 

the steadiest, if rather modest, source of income. In 1870, Bates informed 

Wallace of a vacant post as examiner in physical geography at the science 

and art department housed in one of the magnificent new complex of build¬ 

ings at South Kensington. These temples of science owed much to Huxley’s 

successful politicking (Desmond 1998, 394-397). Wallace applied and was 

appointed in 1871. He also became an examiner in physical geography and 

geology for the Indian Civil Engineering College and for the Royal Geograph¬ 

ical Society in the same year. Thus began yet another career for Wallace. This 

lasted, except for his one-year lecture tour of North America (1886-1887), 

until 1897. A number of other scientists of repute but meager means, includ¬ 

ing Bates, worked as examiners. They each had more than a thousand papers 

to grade during a three-week period per year. The work, though arduous 

and repetitive to the point of drudgery, yielded an annual income of ^(^50 

to £60. Wallace and his coexaminers were able to exchange highly amus¬ 

ing examples of answers that “exhibited every possible degree of ignorance 

of the subject[s] . . . and thus contributed a little hilarity to our otherwise 

strictly business meetings.” For the question “Mention the natural habitat of 

the horse [and] the elephant,” Wallace recorded the following answer: “The 

habit of the horse is plowing, the elephant goes to shows.” Wallace’s three 

decades as an examiner left him with a decidedly critical assessment of the 

English educational establishment. For each student who did well, numerous 

others displayed complete ignorance of their subject matter (Wallace [1905] 

1969, 2:406-418). 

In Wallace’s opinion, this sorry state of affairs was the result of cultural 

and systemic factors. Many of the teachers themselves were ignorant in the 

subjects they were charged with instructing. In order to justify the existence 

of various government departments, it was necessary to demonstrate a cer¬ 

tain success rate. Wallace complained with great disdain that “hence the 

‘passes’ are brought up to good general average, however bad the bulk of the 

papers may be; and people are deluded by the idea that because a person 

has passed in Physiography [the former Physical Geography] he has a good 

general knowledge of the whole subject, whereas many pass who are quite 

unfit to teach any portion of it to the smallest child. My own conclusion is 

that all these examinations are an enormous waste of public money, with 
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no useful result whatever” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:412, 416-417). Wallace 

wrote a number of articles calling for the reform of British education. But 

this was one field in which he simply could not devote the prodigious expen¬ 

diture of intellectual and activist energy that characterized his other chosen 

fields of battle. Wallace’s educational philosophy drew heavily on his own 

experiences. Largely self-taught in his early years, economic and social cir¬ 

cumstances forced him to learn his science and all other disciplines outside 

the groves of academe. Wallace found the English “public school” system 

and its Oxbridge culmination a path reserved only for the most privileged 

members of society. 

In the first issue (1870) of Nature^ which he assisted in founding, Wallace 

specified that the “broad principle I go upon is this,—that the State has no 

moral right to apply funds raised by the taxation of all its members to any 

purpose which is not directly available for the benefit of all. ... I uphold 

national education, but I object absolutely to all sectional or class education” 

(Wallace 1870b). Wallace’s views were expressed in a letter to the editor. In 

order to counteract its arguments, which could be taken as critiques of ed¬ 

ucational (particularly science) reforms then being endorsed by Huxley and 

his allies, Wallace’s letter was prefaced by a lead article with the same title. 

This piece “Government Aid to Science” attacked his views and, Wallace 

felt, misrepresented his actual position. Most annoyingly, the article omitted 

dealing “with the main ethical question which I raised.” Wallace felt strongly 

enough about this preemptive strike to reprint his letter in full, with ex¬ 

planatory comments, in his autobiography (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:54-60). 

Wallace was scarcely a foe of more widespread public (in the modern sense of 

the term) education in sciences and arts. But his growing antiestablishment 

sentiments put him on a collision course with Huxley in this instance. Wal¬ 

lace was on more comfortable ground when he focused on the role museums 

could play in educating the public about natural history. He wrote several 

articles that set forth principles of museum design and collections display. 

Wallace’s proposals were radical at the time but have since come to be widely 

adopted. One of his major objectives was that the displays of animals and 

plants should mimic natural distributional patterns in realistic settings. This 

idea has been infiuential since Wallace first put it forward (Wallace 1869a). 

His writings on museums reinforce Wallace’s belief in an individual’s active 

self-involvement, rather than passive recipience, in his or her own education. 

Wallace contributed a constant stream of articles to Nature. The journal, 

which had a magazine format similar to the Reader or Saturday Review, was 

intended as a broad cultural forum but with a central emphasis on science. 

Under the guidance of men like Huxley and its liberal editor Norman Lock- 

yer, the moderately priced journal was an immediate success. Despite some 
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competition, including an Oxford-based monthly called the Academy, it be¬ 

came the leading popular voice for the professionalizing London scientific 

elite (Desmond 1998, 372). The coterie publishing Nature welcomed Wal¬ 

lace, at this point, as a powerful champion for the dissemination of the virtues 

of science among the educated general readers who made up its target audi¬ 

ence. Nature was an influential platform for Wallace’s expertise as scientist, 

scientific book reviewer, and science popularizer. He had become a Victorian 

naturalist of the first rank. 

NOTES 

1. Another example of nonmainstream meeting places (the pub) for the discussion 

of science is described by Anne Secord (1994b); for more forums for popular science 

discussion, see Greg Myers 1994. 

2. On mesmerism generally in this period, see Alison Winter (1998). 

3. For the general impact of von Humboldt, see Lewis Pyenson and Susan Sheets- 

Pyenson (1999, 258-260); however, detailed studies of the specific, rather than general, 

influence of the Humboldtian ethos on individual naturalists would be welcome additions 

to the scholarly literature. 

4. Camerini (1997, 354-377) gives an excellent general account of early Victorians in 

the field. See also her more detailed “Wallace in the Field,” in Kuklick and Kohler (1996, 

44-65). Both essays are indispensable for understanding the sociopolitical and cultural 

context of Wallace’s early career. For additional perspectives, see Philip Rehbock (1983); 

Janet Browne (1992); David Allen (1994); Nicolaas Rupke (1994); Nicholas Jardine, 

James Secord, and Emma Spary (1996). 

5. Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:316-320. The map is reprinted facing p. 320 and had 

appeared, of course, a half century before in his 1853 article “On the Rio Negro” (Wallace 

1853b). Wallace’s original hand-drawn and colored map, from which these lithographs 

were printed, shows great care and skill in its execution. It is mounted on linen and now 

housed at the Royal Geographical Society of London (Camerini 2002, 65-67). 

6. Brazilian ichthyologist Monica de Toledo-Piza Ragazzo has just published her 

edition of Wallace’s Rio Negro fish drawings, entitled Peixes do Rio NegrolFishes of the 

Rio Negro (2002), which features plates of all two hundred plus drawings (accompanied 

by Wallace’s original notes), with all auxiliary text, introductory comments, tables, and 

appendices—offered in both Portuguese and English. Apart from the value of the work as 

a historical document and contribution to biodiversity studies, it also highlights an aspect 

of Wallace’s talents that is usually overlooked: his skill as a sketch artist. 

7. Alfred Russel Wallace, MS. Journal, pp. 29, 34; cited in Camerini 1996, 54n. 26. 

Wallace’s original Malay journals and his field notebooks are housed at the Linnean Society 

Archives in London. Transcripts of these original documents, which are in Wallace’s 

ostensibly clear but often difficult to decipher handwriting, are also available at the 

Linnean Society. The transcripts are useful for an initial overview of each document but 

must be checked against the originals for any obvious misreadings or word omissions. 
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8. For detailed discussions of Wallace’s orangutan experiences, see Penny van 

Oosterzee (1997, chap. 10), and Gavan Daws and Marty Fujita (1999). 

9. Charles Smith (1991, 490-502) lists more than 150 such entries in his authoritative 

bibliography of Wallace’s writings. 

10. Noteworthy exceptions include Frankel (1981, 1984); Greene (1982); Browne 

(1983); Secord (1986); and Laudan (1987). 
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Wallace’s Evolutionary Philosophy 

Wallace’s evolutionary philosophy was central to his life and career. 

His philosophical interests have, however, not been accorded the full 

recognition they warrant. Wallace’s scientific and sociopolitical activities have 

generally been considered separate if not incongruous pursuits. An exami¬ 

nation of his evolutionary philosophy ties together these diverse aspects of 

his life. Wallace made no exceptional contributions to the discipline of phi¬ 

losophy in the Victorian period. But he followed philosophical controversies 

closely. Wallace’s interpretation of the different philosophical schools of the 

nineteenth century was crucial to the elaboration of his evolutionary world¬ 

view. Empiricism, positivism, idealism, realism, theism, and pragmatism all 

fascinated him. An analysis of his first writings on evolution, particularly the 

famous 1855 and 1858 essays, reveals that epistemological and metaphysical 

concerns were crucial to Wallace from the beginning of his career. Those 

essays laid the groundwork for the full exposition of evolutionary theory dis¬ 

cussed in chapter 2. The focus on these early essays in this chapter highlights 

their epistemological significance. By contextualizing Wallace’s evolutionism 

within the broader intellectual climate, the foundations of his critical analysis 

of Victorian culture become clear. 

Reading Chambers’s Vestiges 

In a letter written on 9 November 1845, Wallace asked whether Bates had 

“read ‘Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation,’ or is it out of your line?” 

Bates’s response indicated that he did not think much of the Vestiges as a work 

of any real scientific merit. Wallace replied on 28 December 1845 that he had 

“rather a more favourable opinion of the ‘Vestiges’ ” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 

66 
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1:254; McKinney 1969). Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, by the 

Edinburgh publisher Robert Chambers, had a remarkable, and contentious, 

impact on Victorian scientific and popular readers from the instant of its 

publication in October 1844 (Yeo 1984; Secord 2000). It has been cred¬ 

ited with effecting, more than any other previous work on evolution, a “sea 

change” in the fortunes of that doctrine. Vstiges brought “transmutation . . . 

off the streets, out of the shabby [medical] dissecting theatres, and into the 

drawing rooms [of Britain]. No longer was it to be the province of socialist 

revolutionaries and republican physicians.” As Vestiges forced its way into the 

realm of the scientific elite, opinions were strongly divided. Many questioned 

its central evolutionary thesis, its theoretical and empirical merits, and its 

potential impact on the wavering religious beliefs of an unsettled Chartist 

age. Hooker thought it “good value for a hack-work, despite its egregious 

blunders.” Darwin was inclined to be charitable toward its main thesis (for 

obvious reasons) but was extremely uncomfortable about its technical in¬ 

adequacies. Adam Sedgwick’s review bristled with “unmitigated contempt, 

scorn, and ridicule” (Desmond and Moore 1991, 320-322). Huxley granted 

that Vestiges was cleverly crafted, even a piece of brilliant journalism. But he 

thought Chambers’s science secondhand and “loathed the book’s blundering 

pretensions.” Part of Huxley’s negative response was due, doubtless, to his 

jealousy of the book’s considerable financial rewards for its author. Huxley at 

this period was embarking on his grand crusade to increase the comparatively 

meager social and financial recognition accorded to professional scientists. 

That Chambers, the very antithesis of Huxley’s vision of the new, culturally 

respected man of science, was reaping such significant monetary sums must 

have been particularly galling (Desmond 1998, 193). Vestiges was without 

question a major bestseller. By 1860, it had sold more than 20,000 copies in 

eleven British editions plus editions in the United States, Germany, and the 

Netherlands. For each revised edition. Chambers incorporated many of the 

criticisms leveled against the first edition and gradually increased the general 

scientific repute of his treatise (Williams 1971). The first and following edi¬ 

tions of the Vestiges, with their clear statement of the developmental hypoth¬ 

esis, exerted a decisive infiuence on Wallace’s emerging evolutionary specu¬ 

lations (McKinney 1972, 5-6, 9-12, 21, 40-42, 50-53, 84, 95, 147-148). 

Wallace’s reply to Bates depicted the impact of the Vestiges in unambiguous 

language. In contrast to the majority of his contemporaries, the young Wallace 

did not regard Chambers’s specific enunciation of the developmental thesis 

as “a hasty generalization.” Rather, he saw it as 

an ingenious hypothesis strongly supported by some striking facts 

and analogies, but which remains to be proved by more facts & the 
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additional light which future researches may throw upon the sub¬ 

ject. It at all events furnishes a subject for every observer of nature 

to turn his attention to; every fact he observes must make either for 

or against it, and it thus serves both as an incitement to the collec¬ 

tion of facts, & an object to which to apply them when collected. I 

would observe that many eminent writers give great support to the 

theory of the progressive development of animals & plants. There 

is a very interesting & philosophical work bearing directly on the 

subject—Lawrence’s “Lectures on Man”—delivered before the Royal 

Coll[ege] of Surgeons, & now published in a cheap form. The great 

object of these lectures is to illustrate the different races of mankind 

& the manner in which they probably originated—and he arrives at 

the conclusion [,] as does also Mr. Pritchard [sic] in his work on the 

Physical history of man, that the varieties of the Human race have 

not proceeded from any external causes, but have been produced by 

the development of certain distinctive peculiarities in some Individu¬ 

als which have become propagated through an entire race. 

This letter reveals crucial insights into Wallace’s first ruminations on that 

“question of questions,” ruminations that would inform his specific path 

toward discovery of the theory of natural selection. Wallace was unencum¬ 

bered by any prior theoretical prejudices against Chambers’s version of the 

developmental hypothesis. He recognized it for what it was: a provocative 

statement of a hypothesis that would require substantial empirical data to 

either prove or discredit it. Wallace incorporated the Vestiges along with his 

other readings and fieldwork in natural history into the basis for a viable 

and rigorous research program. The youthful surveyor and amateur natural 

historian was no naive Baconian. He already had a theoretical framework that 

his future empirical observations and fieldwork would either strengthen or 

render defective (Kleiner 1985). 

The December 1845 letter clarifies two enduring concerns of Wallace. 

From the outset, he was intrigued by the implications evolutionism held 

for the species Homo sapiens. Whatever Wallace’s fascination with beetles 

and butterflies, the human implications of evolution were always in the fore¬ 

ground of his thought. Wallace was also obsessed with the relationship be¬ 

tween species and varieties. He declared “that a permanent peculiarity not 

produced by external causes is a characteristic of‘species’ and not of mere ‘va¬ 

riety,’ and thus, if the theory of the ‘Vestiges’ is accepted, the Negro, the Red 

Indian, and the European are distinct species of the genus Homo.” Wallace 

would alter this opinion in a famous 1864 paper, in which he argued that all 

the “races” of mankind derive from a single ancestral species (1864b). But 
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Vestiges reinforced his view that humans were the product of similar forces 

that accounted for the development of all animal and plant species. The 

letter to Bates concluded with a provocative statement about the relationship 

of species to varieties: 

An animal which differs from another by some decided & perma¬ 

nent character, however slight which difference is undiminished by 

propagation & unchanged by climate & external circumstances, (like 

the negro) is invariably considered as a distinct species—while one 

which is not propagated so as to form a distinct race, but is produced 

more frequently from the parent stock (like the Albino) is generally [,] 

if the difference is not very striking, considered a variety,—now I 

consider both these to be equally distinct species, & I would only con¬ 

sider those to be varieties whose differences are produced by External 

causes & which therefore are not propagated as a distinct race. 

In how many cases in the animal world & particularly among In¬ 

sects are the differences between species far less than those between 

varieties, so consid[ere]d neither however being produced by Exter¬ 

nal circumstances. . . . How well too does this theory account for 

those excessively rare species whose Existence seems almost a mys¬ 

tery. They may be produced by more common species at intervals in 

the same manner as the Albino is from European parents. 

(McKinney 1969)^ 

The December 1845 letter is indispensable for assessing Wallace’s earliest 

views on the “species question.” Although his concept of variation would 

later be modified, this letter clearly indicated that Wallace was aware that 

viable definitions held a major key to uncovering the origin of species (Bowler 

1976). The letter also evokes Wallace’s state of mind as he pondered with 

Bates whether, and where, they should embark for a prolonged journey to 

the tropics. Wallace emphasized to Bates, if only to raise the latter’s estimate 

of Chambers’s book, that he had “heard that ‘Cosmos [,]’ celebrated work of 

the venerable Humboldt, supports in almost every particular its theories. . . . 

This work I have a great desire to read, but fear I shall not have an opportunity 

at present. Read Lawrence’s work—it is well worth it” (McKinney 1969, 372- 

373). Wallace later stated in his autobiography that one of the main reasons 

he chose to include these and several other letters to and from Bates in My 

Life was to show that “at this early period, only about four years after I had 

begun to take any interest in natural history, I was already speculating upon 

the origin of species, and taking note of everything bearing upon it that came 

in my way. It also serves to show . . . my appreciation of the ‘Vestiges,’ a book 
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which, in my opinion, has always been undervalued” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 

1:255). Wallace is surely correct to stress his independent path toward the 

discovery of natural selection (Kottler 1985). 

Robert Owen’s Impact 

The impact of Robert Owen’s social and political views on the philosophical 

development of the young Wallace at this period was even more profound. It 

was Owen’s fundamental principle that a person’s character was formed by 

a combination of heredity and environment (including education and fam¬ 

ily life). Wallace rejected the standard arguments against Owenite teaching, 

that it was immoral and denied the cherished precept of free will. Wallace 

never denied that heredity was fundamental to the evolutionary process; as a 

budding transformationist he could scarcely have done so. Rather, he agreed 

with Owen (fig. 2) that “character” can, and must, be improved by beneficent 

social and political environmental conditioning. Wallace pointed to Owen’s 

twenty-six-year experiment at New Lanark as indisputable confirmation of 

the validity of Owenite theories (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:89-91). As Greta 

Jones has recently demonstrated, however, Owen’s infiuence on Wallace was 

even more extensive than is usually thought (Jones 2002). Owenite socialism 

contributed in subtle ways to Wallace’s particular formulation of natural se¬ 

lection itself, particularly in the 1858 essay. Though Wallace would continue 

to refine his conception of the precise role played by natural selection, most 

notably in human evolution, three ideas of Owen proved highly relevant to 

Wallace’s original formulation. These included, in addition to the belief in the 

educability of mankind, the notion of “home colonization” (the foundation 

of self-supporting communities run on socialist principles) and a form of 

anti-Malthusianism (“man can produce more than he can consume”) (Jones 

2002, 80). 

Given Wallace’s specific assertion in his autobiography that it was his “rec¬ 

ollection [of] Malthus’s ‘Principles of Population’ ” on the island of Ternate in 

1858 that ignited a spark leading to his enunciation of natural selection (Wal¬ 

lace [1905] 1969, 1:361-363), the claim that Owenite anti-Malthusianism 

played a critical role would at first seem contradictory to accepted histo¬ 

riography of that crucial event in Wallace’s life. And Wallace’s “Malthusian 

moment” has been powerfully described by James Moore (1997). But Moore 

has, significantly, interpreted Wallace’s moment of inspiration in the broader 

context of the socialist legacy in Wallace’s scientific work. This alerts us to 

the fact that there were several possible readings of Malthus available in the 

early nineteenth century (Benton 1995). Spencer, Daiwin, David Ricardo, 

and many other thinkers of various philosophical and political stripes could. 
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Figure 2. Drawing of Robert 

Owen at age sixty-three by 

Ebenezer Morley (1834). 

and did, read Malthus through quite different lenses. Malthus is certainly 

present in Wallace’s 1858 paper, but it is Malthus read by an Owenite. Pop¬ 

ulation pressure was recognized by Wallace as one major factor intensifying 

selection. But he also cited the enormous importance of “some alteration of 

physical conditions” in habitat, environment, climate, and behavior in effect¬ 

ing species evolution. For Wallace, as for Owen, the pressure of population is 

not just a unilinear force crashing against limited subsistence. Particularly in 

human societies, the expansion of population may be mediated by inventions 

that increase food supply and by various forms of social organization that can 

reduce an imbalance between population pressures and available resources 

Qones 2002, 86-95). 

Wallace’s reading of Malthus, therefore, was complex. He regarded Prin¬ 

ciples of Population as dealing with the “problems of philosophical biology”— 

in short, a work he “greatly admired for its masterly summary of facts and 
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logical induction to conclusions” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:232). Malthus 

was part of Wallace’s philosophical education, just as Owen was. Indeed, 

both men—albeit in quite different ways—were philosophical mentors in his 

self-education. In one sense, Malthus as read through Owenite lenses alerted 

Wallace to the epistemological distinction between physical and cultural evo¬ 

lution. His exposure to Owenite principles never led him to espouse any 

version of Lamarckism. But Owen’s emphasis on individual ethical reform 

of “character” as a corollary to collectivist political reform rendered Wallace 

intellectually open to considering factors other than strictly physical causa¬ 

tion in the evolutionary process. One of the more intriguing by-products of 

Owenite thinking for Wallace’s conception of natural selection is that it sug¬ 

gested that natural selection alone might not be wholly adequate to account 

for all aspects of evolution, especially that of humans. It is of no little interest 

that Owen was publicly converted to spiritualism in 1853. The link between 

Owenism and spiritualism suggests that Wallace may have imbibed something 

more than sociopolitical messages from Owen and Owenite teachings Qones 

2002, 77). While living with his brother John in London for a few months in 

London in 1837, Wallace heard Owen lecture at the Hall of Science near Tot¬ 

tenham Court Road. Wallace declared he was struck by “his tall spare figure, 

very lofty head, and highly benevolent countenance and mode of speaking” 

(Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:79, 87, 104; Raby 2001, 13-14). His fascination 

with Owen did not preclude Wallace’s quest for additional insights. He soon 

came under the rather different spell of Herbert Spencer’s individualist polit¬ 

ical economy. But Wallace never ceased to regard Owen “as my first teacher 

in the philosophy of human nature and my first guide through the labyrinth 

of social science. He influenced my character more than I then knew, and . . . 

I am fully convinced that he was the greatest of social reformers and the real 

founder of modern Socialism” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:89-105, 234-236). 

Mesmerism and Phrenology 

Mesmerism and phrenology were two other areas Wallace pursued keenly 

during these early years. He had been introduced to those topics during the 

year he taught in Leicester. But it was two lecturers whom he heard in Neath 

who confirmed his growing conviction that mesmerism and phrenology were 

not only genuine but susceptible to decisive empirical proof as well. The 

two lecturers were Edwin Thomas Hicks (who called himself “Professor of 

Phrenology”) and James Quilter Rumball (a member of the Royal College of 

Surgeons and author of several medical treatises). Wallace was amazed by the 

accurate depiction of his character by both phrenologists’ rapid examination 

of the form of his head, made in full public view. Wallace preserved both 
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these documents and reprinted significant portions of them in his autobi¬ 

ography. He had also used them as some of the evidence given in support 

of phrenology in The Wonderful Century: Its Successes and Its Failures ([1898] 

1970). Among the thirty cranial regions examined by Hicks and Rumball, 

it was their assessment of Wallace’s “organ of Veneration” that impressed 

him most. They both stressed its small size. Wallace was astonished. “My 

character,” he declared, was indeed marked by “disregard for mere authority 

or rank.” In striking contrast, his organs of “Ideality and Wonder [were] both 

marked as well developed.” Here was an explanation for his “intense delight 

in the grand, the beautiful, or the mysterious in nature or in art” (Wallace 

[1905] 1969, 1:257-262). Contextualist historiography now offers tools by 

which attitudes such as those expressed by Wallace can be addressed with 

increasing sophistication. The scholarly literature on mesmerism, phrenol¬ 

ogy, and spiritualism is growing rapidly. The current reassessment of the 

so-called demarcation battles in those three fields puts into question deeply 

ingrained notions of what constitutes orthodoxy versus heterodoxy in the 

life sciences (Winter 1997, 28-32). Wallace’s phrenological beliefs may have 

provided some motivation for those career decisions and character traits that 

puzzled contemporaries and intrigue historians: his independence in matters 

scientific and cultural and his apparent indifference to professional, financial, 

and social status. 

Epistemology AND the 1855 Essay 

Wallace’s commitment to clarifying the philosophical bases of his theoretical 

and practical investigations is apparent in his first major publication. Pledged 

to some form of evolutionary theory since 1845, Wallace made his first public 

statement of this position in an essay entitled “On the Law Which Has Regu¬ 

lated the Introduction of New Species.” Written in February 1855 at Sarawak 

and published later that year in the Annals and Magazine of Natural History, 

the essay skillfully weaves together facts from geology and the geographic dis¬ 

tribution of animals and plants to construct a hypothesis that explains those 

facts as a consequence of evolutionary change. Wallace began by arguing that 

most previous explanations of the present—and often curious—distribution 

of animal and plants were unsatisfactory because they failed to take into 

account the past history of the earth and its inhabitants. The influence of 

recent theories in geology, particularly the doctrine of Lyell and the unifor- 

mitarians positing an endless but gradual repetition of geological changes 

throughout time, is explicit. Wallace considered it incontestable that during 

the earth’s immense history its surface had undergone successive gradual 

transformations, with a corresponding gradual modification in the forms of 
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organic life as they adapted to new environmental conditions. The present 

distribution patterns, therefore, must be the result of all previous changes, 

organic and inorganic. Wallace was particularly concerned with analyzing 

more closely the spatial and temporal relationships between species. The 

essay noted that the larger groups, such as classes and orders, are generally 

spread over the whole earth. In contrast, the smaller ones, such as families 

and genera, are frequently confined to more limited districts. Further, when 

genera themselves are widely spread, it is well-marked groups of species that 

are peculiar to each limited district. Wallace stressed that when “a group is 

confined to one district, and is rich in species, it is almost invariably the case 

that the most closely allied species are found in the same locality or in closely 

adjoining localities, and that therefore the natural sequence of the species by 

affinity is also geographical” (Wallace 1855, 184-185). 

Wallace next argued that the distribution of animals and plants in time, as 

evidenced by the fossil record, revealed marked similarities to their present 

geographical distribution. Whereas many of the larger groups (and some 

smaller ones) extend through several geological periods, there are peculiar 

groups found in a particular geological period (or formation) and nowhere 

else. Moreover—just as closely related species in the Amazon Basin occu¬ 

pied adjacent regions—species or genera are more closely related to those 

occurring in the same geological epoch than they are to species or genera 

separated from them by longer periods of geological time. Finally, just as 

the same (or similar) species generally are never found in widely separated 

regions without also being found in intermediate locations, the geological 

record does not show any abrupt disjunctions in the fossil remains of a given 

species. “In other words,” Wallace asserted, “no group or species has come 

into existence twice.” He concluded the essay with the famous declaration 

that “every species has come into existence coincident both in space and time 

with a pre-existing closely allied species” (Wallace 1855, 186). 

Wallace’s law drew together a large body of hitherto unrelated facts. It 

provided a compelling explanation for “the natural system of arrangement 

of organic beings, their geographical distribution, their geological sequence, 

the phenomena of representative and substituted groups in all their modifi¬ 

cations, and the most singular peculiarities of anatomical structure” (Wallace 

1855, 196). The 1855 essay, despite its brevity, is among the most forceful 

statements of evolution prior to the reading in 1858 at the Linnean Society 

of the Darwin-Wallace papers announcing the principle of natural selection 

(Beddall 1972). Darwin was among the first to recognize the significance of, 

and potential competition represented by, Wallace’s 1855 essay (Burkhardt 

and Smith 1985-, 7:107n. 27). The concept of evolution itself was not novel. 

By the mid-eighteenth century, authors such as Diderot, Buffon, and Mau- 
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pertuis were advocating explicit versions of transformist doctrine. At the be¬ 

ginning of the nineteenth century, sufficient “evidence from the fields of 

biogeography, systematics, palaeontology, comparative anatomy, and animal 

and plant breeding was already available ... to have made it possible to de¬ 

velop” convincing arguments for evolution (Mayr 1976, 278). Yet, resistance 

to the concept was entrenched. Lyell (initially), Richard Owen (the English 

comparative anatomist and paleontologist), and Georges Cuvier (the bril¬ 

liant French zoologist and scientific administrator) were among the most 

formidable opponents of transformism. Moreover, the work of two of the 

most widely known proponents of evolution. Chambers and Lamarck, was 

the object of intensive criticism (Hodge 1972; Desmond 1989, 176-180). 

The resistance to evolutionism arose from the challenges it posed to bi¬ 

ological orthodoxy as well as from concerns about what many perceived to 

be its radical political, religious, and philosophical implications for British 

society and culture. The vivid images of the French Revolution were po¬ 

tent forces across the Channel. The English upper classes blamed, rightly 

or wrongly, the revolution on the corrosive teaching of the Enlightenment 

philosophes. Lamarck was reviled as a figure who “vomited” his “abom¬ 

inable trash” over a Paris run riot. Lamarck’s evolutionary hypotheses were 

“damned as scientific excrement, fouling the wellsprings of society and sub¬ 

verting Church authority” (Desmond 1998, 89). Chambers, in Vestiges, toned 

down the unsettling social and political visions of radical evolutionism, with 

his suggestion that the developmental hypothesis represented a case of natural 

process preordained by God. By making evolutionism more respectable than 

Lamarck’s version. Chambers tamed it sufficiently so that the growing audi¬ 

ence of middle-class readers bought his book in vast numbers. But even this 

slightly sanitized exposition of evolution caused problems for Britain’s pater¬ 

nalistic and elitist society. Chambers peppered his discussion with references 

to phrenology and other “indelicate” topics such as pregnancy and abortion. 

Women (and not only emancipated socialist females) as well as men were de¬ 

vouring Vestiges. Clearly aimed at a broad and popular audience. Chambers 

was spreading evolutionary and other speculations among larger segments 

of the British populace than was deemed prudent by the reigning monarchs 

of science and philosophy. Sedgwick—who warned “our glorious maidens 

and matrons” against soiling their thoughts with such abominable ideas— 

voiced the fears of the Anglican establishment. He bitterly characterized the 

Vestiges^ mix of transmutation, spontaneous generation, and phrenology as an 

“unlawful marriage . . . breeding a deformed progeny” (Desmond 1989, 7- 

8, 176-178; Secord 2000, 223-226, 240-247). Given Wallace’s fascination 

with evolutionary speculation and phrenology, it was natural for him to be 

taken with Vestiges. His keen interest in the bold visions, if not the detailed 
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arguments, of Lamarck and Chambers sets him apart from many older biolo¬ 

gists of the period. But Wallace’s reaction to Chambers’s Vestiges was nuanced. 

He saw the polemical merit of the book in advancing the general public case 

for evolutionism but was fully aware of the major scientific inadequacies of 

Chambers’s work. 

It has been suggested that Wallace’s initial receptivity to Chambers’s views 

derived from his belonging, in the 1840s, more “to the non-biologically- 

educated public than he did to the world of the professional scientist” (Ruse 

1974, 54). The actual situation is more complex. Though the reasons for 

Wallace’s early comfort with evolutionary speculation have still not been es¬ 

tablished completely, there is no question that he was from the first aware of 

the conspicuous scientific errors that marred Chambers’s Vestiges and of the 

inadequacies of Lamarck’s theory. He did not yet belong to the professional 

scientific community, and his relationship to that community would remain 

ambivalent throughout his career. But his extensive immersion in the litera¬ 

ture and practices of the British naturalist tradition separated him profoundly 

from the “non-biologically-educated public.” Despite its weaknesses, he de¬ 

clared (in his autobiography) Vestiges to be an undervalued contribution to 

the development of evolutionary ideas (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:255). Bates 

did not share Wallace’s opinion of the worth of Vestiges^ but their discussions 

over the issues raised in Chambers’s book were one motivating factor in their 

fateful decision to travel to the Amazon. Although Bates and Wallace differed 

sharply on a number of Chambers’s speculations, their mutual interest in re¬ 

solving those differences contributed to their desire to see what observational 

evidence the distant tropics might hold. 

For Wallace, the publication of Vestiges functioned as one impetus to fo¬ 

cus more deeply on possible mechanisms by which species may have been 

transformed (Schwartz 1990, 140-143). As Bates later recalled, the trip was 

undertaken to “gather facts, as Wallace expressed it in one of his letters, 

‘toward solving the problem of the origin of species,’ a subject on which we 

had conversed and corresponded much together” (1863, l:iii). From as early 

as 1845, then, Wallace was preoccupied with the “species question.” When a 

decade later, he published his famous “On the Law Which Has Regulated the 

Introduction of New Species,” he had traveled an enormous distance, both 

geographically and conceptually. Wallace’s 1855 law, in contrast to Lamarck’s 

and (especially) Chambers’s ideas, was impeccable from a scientific stand¬ 

point. Precisely because it was derived from well-established data and sophis¬ 

ticated reasoning, Wallace’s law raised the evolutionary debate to a new level 

of rigor. Lyell, himself, testifies to the forcefulness of this impact. The very 

first entry in the first of that series of seven notebooks—his “Scientific Jour¬ 

nals” written between 1855 and 1861—in which Lyell recorded his thoughts 
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on the possibility of the transmutation of species, was a detailed abstract of 

Wallace’s 1855 essay. These notebooks manifest Lyell’s profound, prolonged, 

and painful reassessment of many of his long-held convictions, including 

those concerning the origin and development of the human species (1970, 

XV, xli, 1-8; references to Wallace recur throughout the series of notebooks). 

The immediate stimulus for Wallace’s 1855 essay had been the 1854 

publication of the polarity theory by Edward Forbes, the renowned British 

naturalist. Forbes contended that paleontological evidence—the abundance 

of fossils from both the earliest and most recent geological periods, coupled 

with a relative scarcity of fossils from intermediate periods—was consistent 

with a divinely ordained scheme of creation necessitating a maximum devel¬ 

opment of generic types at the opposite poles (in time) of the system of nature 

(Forbes 1851-1854). Wallace was “annoyed to see such an ideal absurdity 

put forth” when the facts could be explained simply on the basis of known 

geological and biological processes. He intended his essay both as a refutation 

of Forbes and as the occasion for a preliminary statement of his own ideas on 

evolution (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:355; Marchant [1916] 1975, 54). Argu¬ 

ing against Forbes, Wallace claimed that during periods of geological stability 

conditions would be favorable for the appearance and continued existence of 

new forms of life. Conversely, periods of geological activity and changes of 

climate in a given region “would be highly unfavourable to the existence of 

individuals, might cause the extinction of many species, and would proba¬ 

bly be equally unfavourable to the creation of new ones.” The increase of the 

number of species during certain epochs and the decrease during others were 

thus explicable “without recourse to any causes but those we know to have 

existed, and to effects fairly deducible from them” (Wallace 1855, 192-193). 

Wallace considered Forbes’s assumption that both the fossil record and 

human knowledge of it were tolerably complete epistemologically unwar¬ 

ranted. Wallace never tired of stressing that the fossil record was incomplete. 

Whole geological formations, with their fossil remains from vast periods of 

time, are buried beneath the oceans and therefore largely inaccessible to hu¬ 

man inquiry. And because knowledge of the entire series of the former inhab¬ 

itants of the earth is necessarily fragmentary, all hypotheses that proceed from 

the contrary assumption were to Wallace scientifically inadmissible. Quite 

apart from Forbes’s explicit rejection of the doctrine of evolution, his work 

repelled Wallace by its aprioristic speculation. The 1855 essay was clearly 

directed against such tendencies in biological thought. “The hypothesis put 

forward in [my] paper,” Wallace emphasized, “depends in no degree upon the 

completeness of our knowledge of the former condition of the organic world, 

but takes what facts we have as fragments of a vast whole, and deduces from 

them something of the nature and proportions of that whole which we can 
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never know in detail. It is founded upon isolated groups of facts, recognizes 

their isolation, and endeavours to deduce from them the nature of the inter¬ 

vening portions” (Wallace 1855, 185). Wallace’s arguments were, of course, 

not merely “deductions” from facts. He was working within a specific theo¬ 

retical framework, so much so “that several naturalists had expressed regret 

that he was ‘theorising,’ when what ‘was wanted was to collect more facts’ ” 

(Marchant [1916] 1975, 83). 

Rationalism and Empiricism 

Wallace was attempting to find his own via media between the competing 

claims of rationalism and empiricism. Of ancient vintage, this debate became 

acute in the nineteenth century because of the growing power and prestige 

of scientific methodology. Rationalism is the thesis that the ultimate source 

of knowledge is to be found in human reason. What constitutes reason was, 

and remains, a notoriously tricky question. Thinkers as diverse as Locke, 

Hume, and Kant—three names that were cited repeatedly in the early Victo¬ 

rian period—propounded different answers to that question. Wallace would 

have understood reason as that feature of the human mind that differs not 

just in degree but in kind from bodily sensations, feelings, and psychological 

states. Rationalists maintain that reason has a unique power for grasping real¬ 

ity. The flux of our experience is comprehensible only through the exercise of 

reason, which then enables human beings to understand the world in which 

they live. 

The empiricist tradition, in contrast, claimed that all philosophizing be¬ 

gins with actual experience. Few philosophers, however, ever literally main¬ 

tained that all knowledge comes from experience. Empiricism accorded a 

place for a priori knowledge but denigrated its significance, particularly when 

it came to matters of fact. The empirical tradition for Wallace, then, would 

have represented a significant contrast to rationalism. Rationalists hold that 

human beings have knowledge about matters of fact that is anterior to expe¬ 

rience and yet that does tell them something significant about the world and 

its various features. Empiricists would deny that this is possible. The history 

of epistemology has to a large extent been a dialectic between rationalism 

and empiricism in an effort to meet skeptical challenges posed to both po¬ 

sitions. Wallace, as so many of his contemporaries, was confronted with this 

dialectic. His own resolution was worked out gradually and received its ulti¬ 

mate expression in the period from the 1880s onward. But Wallace’s earliest 

philosophical musings reveal an appreciation of the imperative to reconcile 

his scientific findings and methodology with his beliefs about the nature of 

knowledge and the diverse array of human beliefs and actions. Wallace came 



WALLACE’S Evolutionary Philosophy 79 

of age in an era when scientific discoveries and technological successes were 

beginning to confer a potent authority on science and those intellectuals who 

were associated with it in the public’s eye. Wallace was fully aware of the 

personal significance of his decision to pursue natural history. Like William 

James, however, he realized that moral and political beliefs were as central 

to formulating a philosophy appropriate to the nineteenth century as were 

scientific theories and discoveries (Siegfried 1990, 16, 248-249). 

In the 1850s, Wallace’s epistemological framework was not only evolu¬ 

tionary but also secular. What is conspicuous in the 1855 essay, as well as 

in Wallace’s private notebooks of the period, is the lack of any explicit refer¬ 

ences to the concepts of divine intervention and design in nature (McKinney 

1972, 45). In contrast to the majority of British scientists, who still adhered 

to some form of natural theology, Wallace restricted his early scientific pro¬ 

nouncements to the language of physical and biological causality. The early 

exposure to secular philosophy, reinforced by his prolonged contact with 

non-European cultures, freed Wallace, at this period, from incorporating 

those traditional religious glosses that then colored much of Western bio¬ 

logical and geological reasoning. At this stage, Wallace opposed not only cre¬ 

ationists but also those evolutionists who incorporated explicitly providential 

elements into their explanatory schema. The usual evolutionist/creationist 

dichotomy drawn between biologists in the 1850s is less meaningful than a 

division among them on the basis of whether they sought or did not seek 

teleological explanations in their theoretical articulations (Ospovat 1978, 35, 

49-52). Wallace’s first statements of evolutionism illustrate this dichotomy in 

a particularly cogent manner. He was clearly sympathetic to certain teleolog¬ 

ical concepts from the outset of his career. But Wallace’s first tentative steps 

toward an evolutionary teleology were implicit rather than explicit. Certain 

of Wallace’s pre-1858 writings, however, indicate that he had indeed adopted 

teleological elements as part of his emerging evolutionary hypotheses but in 

characteristically idiosyncratic fashion (Smith 1992, 29). 

There are hints in an essay written in 1843, when Wallace was only twenty, 

that the youthful naturalist was even then viewing his studies within the 

broader framework of a purposeful cosmology. Portions of this essay, en¬ 

titled “The Advantages of Varied Knowledge,” were—many decades later— 

reproduced in Wallace’s autobiography. The young naturalist asked, “Can we 

believe that we are fulfilling the purpose of our existence while so many of the 

wonders and beauties of the creation remain unnoticed around us? . . . While 

so many of the laws which govern the universe and which influence our lives 

are, by us, unknown and uncared for? . . . Can we think it right that, with the 

key to so much that we ought to know, and that we should be the better for 

knowing, in our possession, we seek not to open the door, but allow this great 
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Store of mental wealth to lie unused, producing no return to us, while our 

higher powers and capacities rust for want of use?” Wallace concluded these 

youthful musings with the provocative query, “Can any reflecting mind have 

a doubt that, by improving to the utmost the nobler faculties of our nature 

in this world, we shall be the better fitted to'enter upon and enjoy whatever 

new state of being the future may have in store for us?” (Wallace [1905] 

1969, 1:201-204). Wallace followed his own advice and during the next two 

decades not only pursued a diverse array of interests but also suggested how all 

these bits of information might somehow be fitted together within a broader 

“general design” of nature. His fascination with Chambers’s progressivist 

cosmology as spelled out in the Vestiges (despite Wallace’s critique of nu¬ 

merous specific scientific errors in Chambers’s work) prodded Wallace to 

explore the issue of final causation during the 1840s and 1850s. His 1856 

essay “On the Habits of the Orang-Utan” specifically suggests the existence 

of “some general design [in nature] which has determined the details, quite 

independently of individual necessities,” of the many species of animals and 

plants (1856b). These occasional, but consistent, writings and musings of 

Wallace during the 1840s and 1850s would find their detailed and explicit 

exposition in his evolutionary teleology that emerged during the 1860s and 

after. The crucial point, however, is that Wallace’s intellectual evolution from 

the mid-1840s until the late 1860s—when evolutionary biology mingled and 

merged with anthropology, spiritualism, and sociopolitical interests in his 

mind and work—was marked by a series of efforts to find the most suitable 

integration of the laws of nature as a function of final causation (Smith 1992, 

22-23). With the appearance of the 1869 review of new editions of Lyell’s 

Principles of Geology and Elements of Geology and the publication of “The 

Limits of Natural Selection as Applied to Man” in Contributions to the Theory 

of Natural Selection (1870), Wallace presented to the world the unambivalent 

evolutionary teleology that he would expound in ever greater detail during 

the remainder of his life. 

But his main concern at this early period was to rescue the concept of evo¬ 

lution from the fanciful speculations that abounded in the 1840s and 1850s. 

Teleology, while occupying part of Wallace’s philosophical excursions, took 

second place to a more urgent task. Wallace’s first epistemological guidelines 

were deployed to create an evolutionary theory that would accord with the 

cannons of empiricist philosophy. Wallace aimed to present an evolution¬ 

ism that would compel assent precisely because that theory was grounded 

in demonstrable evidentiary claims. Tactically, Wallace focused on those as¬ 

pects of evolutionary theory that he (rightly) believed would most effectively 

defuse the skeptical attacks on his and Darwin’s hypotheses presented pub¬ 

licly in 1858 at the Linnean Society and in 1859 with the appearance of 
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Darwin’s Origin. Wallace’s comparative silence—with the crucial exceptions 

noted above—on the teleological components of his evolutionism comes as 

no surprise. He recognized that the battle in 1859 turned on defending the 

Origin to the scientific community and the broader public. He concentrated 

on elaborating the strongest segments of his and Darwin’s theory: the connec¬ 

tions between biological change and adaptation and geological/geographical 

distribution. Wallace realized that it would be counterproductive in the first 

contentious years after 1859 to emphasize the significant differences between 

his and Darwin’s conceptions of evolutionary cosmology (Smith 1992, 32- 

34, 36-37, 47-49). Similarly, Wallace did not yet feel sufficiently well armed 

to enunciate his more controversial views on human evolution. Nor was he yet 

prepared to elaborate on the broader issue of an evolutionary teleology that 

would best advance his goal of constructing a worldview that encompassed 

both detailed biological data and the sociocultural concerns that were inte¬ 

gral to his philosophy of nature. The lack of overt references to teleology in 

Wallace’s earliest evolutionary writings was part of a strategy for “going pub¬ 

lic” with respect to his teleological views “when the time was right” (Durant 

1985, 283).2 

Lyell and Wallace: A Philosophic Kinship 

Wallace’s emerging evolutionary teleology resonated with important aspects 

of the philosophical and scientific framework of Lyell’s developing evolution¬ 

ism. As noted previously, Lyell’s geological uniformitarianism was an indis¬ 

pensable component of Wallace’s first evolutionary pronouncements. It per¬ 

meated the essays written between 1855 and 1858. While Wallace contested 

certain of Lyell’s specific scientific conclusions—notably Lyell’s initial reluc¬ 

tance to accept transmutationism—Lyellian methodology remained crucial 

to Wallace’s speculations on numerous issues. Of the influential scientists with 

whom Wallace associated on his return to London, Lyell exerted the strongest 

influence. Wallace saw Lyell (fig. 3) frequently, and they spoke and corre¬ 

sponded at length on a wide variety of subjects, notably human evolution. 

It was not only scientific subjects that Wallace and Lyell discussed. During 

the ten years of Wallace’s London residency (1863-1872), if Lyell “had any 

special subject on which he wished for information, he would sometimes walk 

across the park to St. Mark’s Crescent [Wallace’s apartment] for an hour’s 

conversation; at other times he would ask me to lunch with him, either to meet 

some interesting visitor or for friendly talk” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:434). 

These informal but probing conversations between Lyell and Wallace consti¬ 

tute a dialogue between two of the key figures in the evolutionary debates of 

the 1860s. 
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Figure 3. Sir Charles Lyell 

in later life (engraving by 

G. Stodart). 

Wallace shared Lyell’s concerns regarding the bearing of evolutionary 

theory on the question of human origins and human nature. We know from 

Lyell’s notebooks during 1855-1861 that he was preoccupied with the im¬ 

plications of evolution on the origin of the so-called higher faculties. In an 

entry of 1 November 1858, Lyell had written that the “moral world is an 

addition [to the evolutionary process] to which nothing preexisting can be 

compared—the Free Will of Man—Memory, Pain, reasoning, instinct, sight, 

feeling, hearing, smelling, touch, taste, anger, rage . . . existed before, but not 

responsibility, sentiment, goodness. The intermediate stages are the enigma. 

They may link Man with Higher Beings as yet unrevealed to us”( Wilson 

1970, 197). Lyell maintained these views on the uniqueness of certain as¬ 

pects of human evolution. A decade later, Wallace penned the famous 1869 

Quarterly Review article (on the tenth edition of Principles of Geology). He 

proclaimed that some “power” other than natural selection had been neces¬ 

sary in the evolution of man. Lyell expressed his agreement (Wallace [1905] 

1969, 1:428). Lyell’s journals and notebooks are replete with references to 
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philosophers ranging from Plato, Pythagoras, and Aristotle to Bacon, Berke¬ 

ley, Mill, Adam Sedgwick, and ’^(diewell. Lyell’s notebooks were completed 

just a year or two prior to Wallace’s first meeting with him. Philosophical 

and epistemological issues would have been major topics the two discussed 

(Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:418-420, 422-424, 434). 

It was at Lyell’s more formal evening receptions that Wallace met many 

well-known figures, including the physicist John Tyndall, the period’s major 

historian of ideas W. E. H. Lecky, and the duke of Argyll. Wallace later recalled 

that although he and the duke “criticized each other’s theories rather strongly, 

he was always very friendly, and we generally had some minutes’ conversation 

whenever I met him.” Arabella Buckley (later Mrs. Fisher), who had become 

Lyell’s private secretary in 1863, befriended Wallace and “would point out to 

[him] the various celebrities who happened to be present” at Lyell’s soirees. 

Buckley and Wallace thus began that “cordial friendship” that would be a 

continued source of intellectual and social camaraderie throughout his life. 

Buckley shared Wallace’s deep interest in spiritualism, and they investigated 

the subject together. At one seance they attended, Samuel Butler was present. 

Butler was skeptical of seance phenomena. He did admit to Wallace, however, 

that the arguments put forth by Buckley (one of the “clearest-headed people” 

Butler knew) and by Wallace forced him to concede that there “must be 

something” of value in the pursuit of such inquiries and inquirers. 

Wallace trusted Buckley perhaps more than anyone else. He cherished 

her integrity, to the point of confiding in her alone of all his friends his con¬ 

stant financial anxieties and woes. She later was instrumental in persuading 

Huxley and Darwin to petition, successfully as it turns out. Prime Minister 

Gladstone to grant Wallace a civil service pension of £200 per annum in 

1881. It was Buckley who informed Wallace that Lady Lyell regarded him, 

in the 1860s, as “shy, awkward, and quite unused to good society.” Lyell was 

less concerned than his wife about Wallace’s social graces—^or lack thereof 

on his return from the Malay Archipelago—and far more interested in his 

intellectual prowess. Wallace, in turn, delighted in Lyell’s “great liberality of 

thought and wide general interests.” The two held similar reservations about 

the efficacy of natural selection to account for all aspects of human evolution. 

Wallace regarded his friendship with Lyell “with unalloyed satisfaction as one 

of the most instructive and enjoyable episodes in my life-experience.” He 

particularly admired Lyell’s philosophical openness. His assessment of Lyell 

as one of the ablest and most authoritative figures on the Victorian scene 

derived not only from their shared scientific interests but from their kindred 

approaches to philosophy. Wallace’s description of Lyell could serve as a 

description of himself. Lyell, Wallace remarked, was a rigorous but flexible 

thinker: “Although when he had once arrived at a definite conclusion he held 
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by it very tenaciously until a considerable body of well-ascertained facts could 

be adduced against it, yet he was always willing to listen to the arguments of 

his opponents, and to give them careful and repeated consideration” (Wallace 

[1905] 1969, 1:417, 433-435; 2:296-297, 378). Lyell, in one of his notebook 

entries in 1859, expressed that credo when he quoted a passage from Mill’s 

essay “Dr. Whewell on Moral Philosophy”: “The person who has to think 

more of what an opinion leads to than of what is the evidence of it, cannot 

be a philosopher or a teacher of philosophers” (Wilson 1970, 289). 

Natural History and Metaphysics 

Since the 1855 essay was “only the announcement of the theory, not its 

development” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 54), Wallace dealt only with certain 

applications of the law that “every species has come into existence coincident 

both in space and time with a pre-existing closely allied species.” The ob¬ 

served affinities among animals (and plants) were an obvious consequence 

of the law, and Wallace indicated how a combination of two modes of evo¬ 

lutionary development would account for past and present relationships. A 

new species, having for its immediate “antitype” (or parent stock) a closely 

allied species existing at the time of its origin, might, in turn, give rise to a 

third species. If this process continued, with each new species giving rise to 

but one further species on its model, the resulting system of affinities would 

be represented by a simple and direct line of succession in time. If, however, 

one species gave rise, at different times, to two or more new species, the series 

of affinities would be represented by a forked or many-branched line. Both 

patterns were evident in the fossil record, and Wallace described the resulting 

evolutionary network in the now familiar imagery of a “complicated branch¬ 

ing of the lines of affinity, as intricate as the twigs of a gnarled oak or the 

vascular system of the human body” (Wallace 1855, 187). The evolutionary 

system of natural affinities was not only complex; it was also incomplete. 

Contra Forbes and other idealist theorists, Wallace asserted the scientific 

superiority of evolutionary classification to arbitrary systems that assigned a 

definite number for the divisions of each group. Evolution’s trump card was 

that it proceeded from the more realistic premise that the fossil record was 

incomplete. Since many species may have become extinct without leaving any 

trace, Wallace argued that it was difficult, perhaps impossible, to arrive at a 

precise picture of species history. He also stressed that the historical sequence 

of fossils was not always ascertainable by the paleontological techniques then 

available. Despite these reservations, the evolutionary hypothesis did offer a 

naturalistic explanation of affinities and suggested fruitful avenues for future 
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research, Wallace’s evolutionary hypothesis, however, was never envisioned 

so as to preclude its extension to domains beyond the strictly biological. 

Data drawn from the geographical distribution of animals and plants were 

(and remain) a cornerstone of evolutionary theory, and Wallace demonstrated 

how his law readily accounted for those facts. The more isolated a region is 

from other landmasses and the longer its geological isolation, the greater will 

be the number of species, genera, and families peculiar to it. Conversely, 

adjacent regions will be populated by identical or closely allied species and 

genera, as Wallace had observed with the butterflies, monkeys, and fishes of 

the Amazon. But it was the more singular phenomena of biogeography that 

provided Wallace with his most striking evidence. He seized on the distribu¬ 

tional anomalies of the Galapagos Islands. The fact that each of the islands 

contained groups of animals and plants peculiar to itself but closely related 

to those of the other islands, as well as to those of the nearest mainland por¬ 

tions of South America, was inexplicable on the theory of special creation. 

The contrary would have been expected, since that theory presumed that 

regions with identical environments, such as the Galapagos Islands, should 

be populated with identical forms. Conversely, regions with markedly differ¬ 

ent environments, such as the Galapagos and the nearest South American 

mainland, should be inhabited by dissimilar forms. To Wallace, the “ques¬ 

tion forces itself on every thinking mind—why are these things so?” And the 

solution was clear: 

The Galapagos are a volcanic group of high antiquity, and have prob¬ 

ably never been more closely connected with the continent than they 

are at present. They must have been first peopled, like other newly 

formed islands, by the action of winds and currents, and at a pe¬ 

riod sufficiently remote to have had the original species [from South 

America] die out, and the modified prototypes only remain. In the 

same way we can account for the separate islands having each their 

peculiar species, either on the supposition that the same original 

emigration peopled the whole of the islands with the same species 

from which differently modified prototypes were created, or that 

the islands were successively peopled from each other, but that new 

species have been created in each on the plan of the pre-existing 

ones. 

(Wallace 1855, 188, 190) 

In like fashion, the distributions in regions separated by mountain ranges 

(according to their time of formation) or oceans (according to their depth) 

become readily understandable. 
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On the question of whether the succession of species in time had been 

from a lower, less specialized, to a higher, more complex, degree of orga¬ 

nization, Wallace argued that “the admitted facts seem to show that there 

has been a general, but not a detailed progression. Mollusca and Radiata 

existed before Vertebrata, and the progression from Fishes to Reptiles and 

Mammalia, and also from the lower mammals to the higher, is indisputable.” 

His law accounted not only for this development of higher from lower forms 

of life but also for apparent cases of retrogression in the fossil record. Thus, it 

is possible for a certain group—such as an order of the phylum Mollusca—to 

have reached a high level of specialization and complexity at an early epoch. 

Geological changes would then have caused the extinction of the more spe¬ 

cialized (and hence more vulnerable) representatives of the order, while leav¬ 

ing as the sole members of a once rich and varied group only some lower, 

less-specialized species. These latter would then have served as the antitypes 

for future species, which might never attain to the high degree of development 

of the earlier Mollusca. The retrogression in the fossil record is only apparent. 

In actuality, there had been a progression—although interrupted—of Mol- 

lusca and the theory of organic evolution is not contradicted (Wallace 1855, 

190-196). Wallace is here grappling with one of the most contentious con¬ 

cepts in nineteenth- (and twentieth-) century evolutionary theory: “progress” 

(Bowler 1996). Of all terms in the evolutionists’ lexicon, “progress” is one 

of the most problematic because of the multiplicity of meanings that have 

been attached to it. Wallace’s changing conceptions of progress are reflective 

of his, and his contemporaries’, attempts to provide provisional definitions 

of the relation between so-called higher and lower categories of animals and 

plants. Indeed, the very adjectives “higher” and “lower” have been rejected 

by some modern biologists, such as Richard Dawkins, as so “mischievous” as 

to merit deletion from the discourse of evolutionary biology. In the Victorian 

period, mischievous as the term “progress” may have been because of its am¬ 

biguity and uncertainty in the hands of different thinkers, the concept itself 

was at the very heart—semantically and culturally—of Victorians’ conception 

of evolutionism in both taxonomic and ideological dimensions (Keller and 

Lloyd 1992, 6, 263-272). Wallace’s early analysis of the concept of progress 

prefigured his later confident assertions regarding the applicability of that 

term to describe the course of human and social evolution. 

The 1855 essay is a remarkable if somewhat flawed document. It con¬ 

structed a powerful argument in support of the thesis that new species evolve 

(though Wallace did not yet employ the word) from closely related, pre¬ 

existing species but suggested no mechanism for such change. Yet Wallace 

had produced, from his own observations and insights as well as from the 

work of Lyell, Chambers, Darwin, Lamarck, and others, a major attack on 



WALLACE’S Evolutionary Philosophy 87 

creationism. Wallace’s complex relationship with Lyell surfaced clearly on this 

point. Principles of Geology^ with its suggestive remarks on biogeography and 

the struggle for existence in nature and its convincing demonstration of how 

geological changes could cause the extinction of certain species, was a funda¬ 

mental source for the 1855 essay. But on the crucial question of the origin of 

new species—“the most difficult, and at the same time the most interesting 

problem in the natural history of the earth” (Wallace 1855, 190)—Lyell had at 

first explicitly rejected Lamarck’s theory of transformism and invoked special 

creation (Lyell 1830-1833, 2:18-35). Thus Wallace’s “hope” that his efforts 

to deduce a law that determined, “to a certain degree, what species could 

and did appear at a given epoch, [would] be considered as one step in the 

right direction towards a complete solution” of the species question was a 

direct challenge to the major opponents of the theory of organic evolution in 

the mid-1850s (Wallace 1855, 190). 

Wallace was, therefore, surprised at the lack of public response to the 

appearance of the essay. The death of Forbes the year before had removed the 

one naturalist who would have been most likely to initiate a critical discussion 

of Wallace’s ideas among British scientists. It was from Bates that he first 

received some notion of the impact his work was destined to have. “I was 

startled at first to see you already ripe for the enunciation of the theory,” 

Bates wrote on 19 November 1856. “The idea is like truth itself, so simple 

and obvious that those who read and understand it will be struck by its 

simplicity; and yet it is perfectly original. The reasoning is close and clear, 

and although so brief an essay, it is quite complete, embraces the whole 

difficulty, and anticipates and annihilates all objections.” Bates was prescient 

in his belief that, although few naturalists would then be “in a condition to 

comprehend and appreciate the paper,” Wallace was assured, ultimately, of 

a “high and sound reputation” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 52-53). The two 

men who were best prepared to appreciate the contents and implications of 

the essay, Lyell and Darwin, read it shortly after it appeared. They were to 

be deeply infiuenced by Wallace. Despite the dearth of immediate public 

recognition, Wallace’s essay had brought him to the center of the Victorian 

evolutionary maelstrom. 

Building on the 1855 Essay 

From 1855 to 1858, Wallace sent to England several articles that are mainly 

descriptive accounts of the fauna and flora of the islands he visited in the 

Malay Archipelago. Three papers did deal explicitly with the epistemological 

implications of the 1855 law and reflect the increasing certainty of his evolu¬ 

tionary convictions (Wallace 1856a, 1857, 1858). In “Attempts at a Natural 
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Arrangement of Birds” (1856a), Wallace developed his contention that a nat¬ 

ural system of affinities based on evolutionary relationships provides the only 

basis for a valid classification schema. Drawing on his extensive knowledge 

of the birds of South America and of the Malay Archipelago—knowledge 

gained not only from field observations but also from the “constant habit 

of skinning” and preparing recently killed specimens—Wallace proposed an 

arrangement of the Passerine (Perching) order, based on the concept of a 

forked, or many-branched, line of descent from common ancestors. He held 

that previous classifications were inadequate or false because they imposed 

arbitrary divisions that forced “every bird . . . into one of them, [resulting in] 

the most incongruous and unnatural combinations” of genera and families. 

Wallace specifically attacked a modification of Cuvier’s system, then current 

in England, which divided the Passerines (which included finches, tanagers, 

hummingbirds, kingfishers, parrots, and woodpeckers) into five groups ac¬ 

cording to outward resemblance of beak formation (Wallace 1856a, 194- 

196). This version of Cuvier’s system, Wallace argued, was based on the 

similarity (or analogy) of superficial traits. As such, it was misleading for the 

purposes of systematics because those traits often represented independent 

adaptation (of unrelated organisms) to similar habits and food supply rather 

than any genetic affinity. 

In contrast, Wallace proposed a classification based on a complex of struc¬ 

tural traits, internal as well as external, which would reveal the actual (or 

natural) relationships among different species, genera, and families. He in¬ 

sisted that features such as the texture and arrangement of feathers, the form 

of nostrils, and the form and strength of the skull afforded more significant 

taxonomic criteria for assessing affinities because they were less easily adapt¬ 

able to external conditions. Such an ensemble of characteristics, particularly 

if it appeared universally throughout a given group, was the strongest evi¬ 

dence for natural as opposed to superficial kinship. Although Wallace was 

later to amend details of his classification slightly, the 1856 essay exemplified 

the explanatory potential of evolutionary theory. Not only had he success¬ 

fully applied the developmental hypothesis to a troublesome ornithological 

problem, but he had also clarified the question of what constituted an evo¬ 

lutionary transition. The most highly developed members of each group, 

Wallace asserted, must be most distinctly separated from all the species of 

any other group and could not possibly be transitional forms. By implication, 

it was clear that transitions between groups must be sought among the least- 

developed forms: the common ancestor in the network of branching affinities 

(Wallace 1856a, 196-199, 204, 207-214). 

Wallace continued to refine his evolutionary approach in an 1858 “Note 

on the Theory of Permanent and Geographical Varieties,” which focused 
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on the vexing question of the difference between species and varieties. The 

conventional view, both biological and theological, held that species were 

“absolute independent creations, which during their whole existence never 

vary from one to another, while varieties are not independent creations, but 

are or have been produced by ordinary generation from a parent species,” 

This definition, though apparently unambiguous, breaks down in practice, 

and Wallace exploited the dilemma by showing the logical inconsistency of 

the doctrine of “permanent varieties.” Species could be distinguished from 

varieties on two grounds. Using a quantitative criterion, any form whose 

characteristics differed from those of a given species, but within a specified 

limit, would be classed as a variety; any form whose differences exceeded the 

stated range of variation would be classed as a separate species. Alternatively, 

the difference between species and varieties could be regarded as qualitative 

“by considering the permanence, not the amount, of the variation from its 

nearest allies, to constitute the specific character.” Thus, a species would 

be defined by the permanence of its distinguishing characteristics, whereas 

a variety would be unstable and might revert back to its parent form. Wal¬ 

lace declared that neither definition was satisfactory. If species differed from 

varieties in degree only, the line that separates the two would be entirely ar¬ 

bitrary and “so fine that it will be exceedingly difficult to prove its existence.” 

If the only difference between species and varieties was quantitative, Wallace 

branded “that fact [as] one of the strongest arguments against the indepen¬ 

dent creation of species.” Why, he asked, “should a special act of creation 

be required to call into existence an organism differing only in degree from 

another which has been produced by existing laws?” The criterion of perma¬ 

nence fared little better. Certain forms, the so-called geographical varieties, 

were regarded as possessing characteristics that, though permanent, were not 

sufficiently distinct to allow their being classed as separate species. Conven¬ 

tional opinion allowed that such varieties shared the character of permanence 

with true species though, by definition, they were not special creations. Wal¬ 

lace remarked that it was indeed “strange that such widely different origins 

should produce such identical results.” The conclusion was obvious: “The 

two doctrines, of ‘permanent varieties’ and of ‘specially created unvarying 

species,’ are inconsistent with each other” (Wallace 1858). 

Wallace had begun the “Note” somewhat disingenuously by stating that 

he was not “advocating either side of the question.” His actual position is 

evident from an examination of one of the notebooks he kept during the 

course of his travels in the Malay Archipelago. This notebook, containing 

entries from 1855 to 1859, is indispensable for a full understanding of the 

development of Wallace’s ideas. It was probably intended as the draft of an 

extensive book on evolution, about which he wrote to Darwin late in 1857 
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and to Bates early in 1858 (Marchant [1916] 1975, 54; McKinney 1972, 30). 

The entries dealing with the difference between species and varieties are of 

the utmost interest. They indicate that at least as early as 1855 Wallace had 

concluded that there was no difference in kind between the two. His com¬ 

ments on the orthodox view that species can vary only within fixed, narrow 

limits are blunt: 

Lyell says that varieties of some species may differ more than other 

species do from each other without shaking our confidence in the 

reality of species—But why should we have that confidence? Is it not 

a nice prepossession or prejudice like that in favour of the stability of 

the earth which he has so ably argued against? In fact, what positive 

evidence have we that species only vary within certain limits? . . . We 

have no proof how the varieties of dogs were produced. All varieties 

we know of are produced at birth, the offspring differing from the 

parent. This offspring propagates its kind. Who can declare that it 

shall not produce a variety, which process continued at intervals will 

account for all the facts? 

(Wallace 1855-1859) 

The point of the 1858 “Note” now becomes clear. Convinced that there 

was no difference in nature between the origin of species and of varieties, 

Wallace sought to discredit the concept of species as fixed, special creations 

by showing the inconsistencies that followed from such a definition. He was 

not able to offer an entirely satisfactory definition of his own. The defini¬ 

tion of species was and remains a refractory problem, as the history of, and 

present debates on, taxonomic classification in evolutionary biology demon¬ 

strate (Keller and Lloyd 1992, 302-323). Furthermore, Wallace was not 

absolutely clear in the 1858 “Note” as to whether he intended the term 

“variety” to refer to a variant individual or a variant population. He used 

the term, interchangeably, to denote both concepts. Wallace himself later 

recognized this conceptual ambiguity and clarified the distinction between 

the two usages (individual variations vs. the resultant variant population— 

e.g., subspecies) when the paper was reprinted (in 1870) with the addition 

of a few key subheadings and footnotes (Kottler 1985, 375-379). But he did 

demonstrate effectively that there was no essential difference between the 

origin of species and varieties. Along with Darwin, Wallace thus provided the 

basis for removing one of the major impediments to evolutionary theory: the 

philosophical doctrine of essentialism. 

Essentialism had retarded the acceptance of evolutionary hypotheses dur¬ 

ing the first sixty years of the nineteenth century. In England, and to an even 
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greater degree in continental Europe, the typological thinking engendered by 

essentialism exerted a powerful hold on many naturalists wrestling with the 

“species question.” This philosophical paradigm presumes that the change¬ 

able world of appearances is based on underlying immutable essences and 

that all members of a given class represent the same essence. With a hallowed 

pedigree going back to Plato, essentialism did not ignore the enormous vari¬ 

ability in nature but relegated it to an inferior philosophical and scientific 

status. Discontinuity and fixity, accordingly, assumed pride of place in the 

naturalists’ essentialist lexicon when tackling the question of species and vari¬ 

eties (Mayr 1976, 282-283; Sober 1980). It was this aspect ofLyell’s concept 

of species that Wallace was targeting in the 1858 “Note.” Lyell, of course, was 

gradually becoming plagued by doubts with the validity of essentialism and 

publicly confessed his conversion to evolutionism in 1862 (Mayr 1976, 284). 

But in 1858, Wallace could legitimately count Lyell as a powerful voice in 

favor of essentialist, as opposed to evolutionary, models for species definition. 

Despite their (often significant) differences on the details of the evolu¬ 

tionary process, in this crucial period of the late 1850s Darwin and Wallace 

wrote in strikingly similar terms in attacking essentialism. In the Origin, Dar¬ 

win made full use of the fact that naturalists had “no golden rule by which to 

distinguish species and varieties.” This absence of any universally agreed on 

definitions of these two key concepts allowed Darwin to declare: “It must be 

admitted that many forms, considered by highly-competent judges as vari¬ 

eties, have so perfectly the character of species that they are ranked by other 

highly competent judges as good and true species. But to discuss whether they 

are rightly called species and varieties, before any definition of these terms 

has been generally accepted, is vainly to beat the air” (Darwin [1859] 1964, 

49, 296-297). Like Wallace, Darwin’s theory of the gradual modification 

and divergence of species insisted that the difference between species is one 

of degree, not of kind (Winsor 1991, 103). In the concluding pages of the 

Origin, Darwin boldly predicted that when the views he had meticulously 

detailed were generally admitted, 

there will be a considerable revolution in natural history. Systematists 

will be able to pursue their labours as at present; but they will not be 

incessantly haunted by the shadowy doubt whether this or that form 

be in essence a species. This, I feel sure, and I speak after experience, 

will be no slight relief. . . . We shall at least be freed from the vain 

search for the undiscovered and undiscoverable essence of the term 

species. The other and more general departments of natural history 

will rise greatly in interest. The terms used by naturalists of affinity, 

relationship, community of type, paternity, morphology, adaptive 
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characters, rudimentary and aborted organs, &c., will cease to be 

metaphorical, and will have a plain signification. 

(Darwin [1859] 1964, 484-485) 

Though Darwin’s prophecies were ultimately—in large measure—fulfilled, 

that path is a history filled with complexities and ironies (Winsor 1991, Si¬ 

ll 8). But Wallace’s and Darwin’s frontal assault on essentialism in biology 

was philosophically cogent and polemically effective.^ 

Charles Sanders Peirce, in his 1877 essay “The Fixation of Belief,” as¬ 

tutely recognized that the nineteenth-century controversy over evolutionism 

was, “in large part, a question of logic” (Hull 1973, 68). Wallace’s essays 

during the crucial period from 1855 to 1858 show how central his strategy of 

poking holes in the logic of essentialist thinking was to his discovery of natural 

selection. It was geography—that is, his detailed observations on the distri¬ 

bution of organisms in the Amazon and the Malay Archipelago—which pro¬ 

vided one vital clue. Like Darwin, Wallace was emphasizing a new approach 

to evolutionism, geographical evolutionism (Mayr 1982, 419). Essentialism 

was a major casualty of this new approach. The attack on so deeply rooted a 

concept in Western philosophy naturally provoked an outpouring of criticism 

from many Victorian biologists and philosophers—as well as defenses of the 

new approach (Hull 1973, 67-77). Since essentialism, historically, had often 

been linked to the concept of teleology in biological thinking, it would be 

surprising if Wallace—as well as Darwin—did not have to come face to face 

with teleology and its framework of causality and explanation (Ruse 2000, 

222-224; Short 2002). Though the issue is still controversial, there is ev¬ 

idence that Darwin—contrary to what many of his supporters and critics 

believed—did not throw out teleology along with essentialism. He attempted 

to put certain elements of traditional Aristotelian teleology on a more solid 

biological footing (Keller and Lloyd 1992, 324-333; Gotthelf 1999). Wal¬ 

lace, for his part, never thought that the rejection of essentialist philosophy 

entailed a rejection of teleology. Indeed, Wallace’s rejection of essentialism 

but embracement of an updated teleology constitutes a basic element of his 

developing evolutionary philosophy. 

The Aru Islands 

Despite the lack of any adequate mechanism for evolution, Wallace was in¬ 

terpreting the data from the Malay Archipelago with increasing mastery. His 

collecting in the Aru Islands (situated to the southwest of New Guinea and 

never before visited by an English naturalist)—which he regarded as the most 

successful of his entire travels (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:357)—provided the 
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material for the essay “On the Natural History of the Aru Islands,” published 

in 1857. The most striking characteristic of these islands was the absence of 

many widely distributed species of the western half of the Malay Archipelago 

(including Borneo, Sumatra, and Java). Equally notable was the similarity— 

in many cases identity—between Aru species of birds, insects, and mammals 

(the groups Wallace collected most extensively) and those of New Guinea 

and, to a lesser degree, Australia. Using that combination of biological and 

geological reasoning, which he had fashioned into a potent methodological 

tool, Wallace explained the anomalous distribution patterns of the Aru fauna 

on the basis of the evolutionary hypothesis and further eroded the special 

creationist position. Wallace’s Aru paper combined meticulous observation 

with a sophisticated analysis predicated on explicit evolutionary hypotheses. 

Although relatively brief, it—along with several other papers he wrote at 

the same period—stands as a seminal contribution to the origins of modern 

biogeography. 

Given the wide interval of sea (averaging 150 miles) separating the Aru 

Islands from the coast of New Guinea, the close resemblance of species was 

puzzling. Wallace cited the example of the island of Ceylon. Closer to the 

mainland of India than Aru is to New Guinea, Ceylon presents a fauna clearly 

distinct from India. It housed many unique species and, even, unique genera. 

Sardinia, about as far from Italy as Aru is from New Guinea, also presents a 

distinct fauna. In contrast, the only major islands that did possess a rich fauna, 

nearly identical to their adjacent mainland, were Great Britain and Sicily. 

The relatively singular biogeographical status of Great Britain and Sicily was 

crucial for Wallace’s course of reasoning. He noted pointedly that it “is held to 

prove that they have been once a portion of such continents, and geological 

evidence shows that the separation had taken place at no distant period.” 

Arguing by analogy, Wallace declared that Aru must once have formed part 

of New Guinea. He corroborated this by the fact that the Molucca Sea, which 

bordered Aru to the west, was of great depth. The sea eastward from Aru 

to New Guinea and southward to Australia was, in contrast, comparatively 

shallow. The shallow sea indicated a (geologically) recent land connection 

that would have provided a common set of ancestors for the present-day 

faunas of the now-separate landmasses (Wallace 1857, 478-479). 

The distributional anomalies of the Aru Islands were of more than merely 

local significance. They reflected the broader historical changes of the entire 

Malay Archipelago and afforded Wallace new evidence against special cre¬ 

ation. Most naturalists held that as “ancient species became extinct, new ones 

were created in each country or district, adapted to the physical conditions of 

that district.” Wallace emphasized that, according to Lyell, because extinction 

generally implied a change in physical conditions (to which existing species 
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were ill-adapted), the new species would be dissimilar to those species they 

replaced. This theory implied that regions possessing similar climate and 

topography would house similar fauna. Regions differing markedly in those 

respects should display unrelated animal populations. If special creation was 

the law that governed the introduction of species, there could be no con¬ 

tradictions to it, or at the very least, no striking exceptions. But the Malay 

Archipelago yielded Wallace the precise contradiction he had been seeking: 

Now we have seen how totally the productions of New Guinea [and 

Aru] differ from those of the Western Islands of the Archipelago, say 

Borneo, as the type of the rest, and as almost exactly equal in area to 

New Guinea. This difference, it must well be remarked, is not one 

of species, but of genera, families, and whole orders. Yet it would 

be difficult to point out two countries more exactly resembling each 

other in climate and physical features. ... If, on the other hand, we 

compare Australia with New Guinea, we can scarcely find a stronger 

contrast than in their physical conditions: the one near the equator, 

the other near and beyond the tropics; the one enjoying perpetual 

moisture, the other with alternations of excessive drought; the one a 

vast ever-verdant forest, the other dry open woods, downs, or deserts. 

Yet the faunas of the two, though mostly distinct in species, are strik¬ 

ingly similar in character. 

(Wallace 1857, 481) 

Every family of birds (except one) found in Australia also is found in New 

Guinea. More important, many of the Australian genera are also found 

in New Guinea. Similar distribution characterizes mammalian and insect 

groups. Wallace cited the presence of the kangaroo, perfectly adapted to the 

dry plains and open woods of Australia, in the dense and damp forests of 

New Guinea (but not of Borneo) as inexplicable on the creationist hypoth¬ 

esis. Similarly, the abundance of monkeys in Borneo—suited to its physi¬ 

cal environment—was in direct contradiction to their total absence in New 

Guinea, whose physical conditions were practically identical. Some law other 

than special creation, Wallace announced, “has regulated the distribution of 

existing species ... or we should not see countries the most opposite in char¬ 

acter with similar productions, while others almost exactly alike as respects 

climate and general aspect, yet differ totally in their forms of organic life” 

(Wallace 1857, 480-481). 

The “other” law is Wallace’s own, presented in 1855. Applied to the 

present case, the creationist contradictions disappear and the apparent distri¬ 

butional anomalies are resolved. At that period in the past when New Guinea 
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and Australia were united, they shared a similar climate and physical geogra¬ 

phy and housed related or identical species. When the landmasses separated, 

the climate of both regions would likely have been modified significantly, 

resulting in the extinction of many species. Subsequently, “new species have 

been gradually introduced into each [region], but in each closely allied to 

the pre-existing species, many of which were at first common to the two 

countries.” This process would account for the present similarity (but not 

identity) between the fauna of New Guinea and Australia. Further, those 

groups absent from one—such as the monkeys from Australia—would “nec¬ 

essarily be so from the other also, for however much they might be adapted 

to the country [New Guinea], the law of close affinity would not allow of 

their appearance, except by a long succession of steps occupying an immense 

geological interval.” Wallace continued the argument with respect to Aru to 

demonstrate the universal applicability of the 1855 law. Had the Aru Islands 

been separated from New Guinea for a longer period than was actually the 

case, the two faunas would be more distinct, though still related. The longer 

the hypothesized separation, the greater would have been the process of or¬ 

ganic change. Some species would have become “extinct in the one country, 

and unreplaced, while in the other a numerous series of modified species 

may have been introduced. Then the faunas will come to differ not in species 

only, but in generic groups. There would then be the resemblance between 

them that there is between the West India Islands and Mexico.” If, finally, the 

separation of Aru from New Guinea had taken place at a period as remote 

as that when Madagascar separated from Africa, the Aru fauna would show 

“an exact counterpart of what we see now in Madagascar.” There, although a 

general resemblance to African forms persists, the long continued divergence 

of Malagasy species from the ancestral stock has resulted in many peculiar 

genera and even entire families (Wallace 1857, 482-483). 

Wallace had vindicated his theoretical propositions of 1855 by a cogent 

explanation of distributional data collected in the Aru Islands. He had shown 

the special creationist argument to be both redundant and false. “Centres of 

creation,” which had been advocated by certain naturalists, were unnecessary 

unless one literally invoked a “center” in every island or district that possessed 

a unique species. Wallace also had shown the special creationist argument to 

be invalid; new species had never been created “perfectly dissimilar in forms, 

habits, and organization” from those that had preceded them (Wallace 1857, 

483). Most significant, he had indicated that anthropological data were as 

crucial to evolutionary theory as those drawn from the distribution of animals 

and plants. As mentioned in chapter 2, Wallace had studied the physical 

and moral traits of the Papuans (natives of New Guinea, Aru, and the Kei 

Islands) and “noted the very striking differences that exist between them 
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and the Malays, not only in outward features, but in their character and 

habits” (Wallace 1857, 474, 483). When Wallace later proposed a boundary, 

“Wallace’s Line” (the term was coined by Huxley in 1868), dividing the flora 

and fauna of the eastern (“Australian”) half of the Malay Archipelago from 

that of the western (“Indian”) half, he proposed a similar (but not identical) 

boundary between the Malayans and Papuans (Wallace 1863). 

The roots of Wallace’s fascination with tracing ethnological boundaries— 

geographical as well as socioeconomic and cultural ones—date back to his 

trade as a land surveyor in the early 1840s. Wallace’s firsthand experiences in 

observing the boundaries that separated the poorer Welsh farmers from their 

comparatively well-off English neighbors to the east of the south Wales border 

country left an indelible imprint on the nascent social reformer. Henceforth, 

Wallace would carry the visual and ideological force of the stark sociopolitical 

reality and geographic precision of ethnological divides as he moved beyond 

the conflnes of Britain to the more exotic arenas of South America and the 

Malay Archipelago (Moore 1997, 300-307). Ethnological data had, however, 

at this time a more profound and catalytic effect on Wallace’s thinking. It was 

the question of human evolution and the argument of Thomas Malthus’s 

Essay on the Principle of Population (1798) that provided a direct clue to his 

discovery of natural selection. 

Discovery of Natural Selection: The Specter of Malthus 

The joint discovery of the principle of natural selection by Wallace and Dar¬ 

win is among the most celebrated episodes in the history of science. Although 

their paths to discovery displayed common features, there is no doubt that 

the two naturalists arrived independently at strikingly similar hypotheses on 

the origin of species. Most historians have analyzed the simultaneous dis¬ 

covery as a matter of scientiflc priority. Such a focus tends to reconstruct 

the actual history of the joint discovery in terms of the garland of victory 

being awarded to either Darwin (more frequently) or to Wallace (less so). 

Barbara G. Beddall has offered a more realistic and less partisan analytical 

framework. Instead of invoking the analogy of a zero-sum game with winners 

and losers, Beddall employs the non-zero-sum game metaphor. Rather than 

pitting Darwin against Wallace for the spoils of victory—that is, priority—she 

suggests historians should appreciate and record the enormous contributions 

made by both Wallace and Darwin. By focusing on the interaction rather 

than competition between the two formulators of natural selection theory, 

the manner in which Wallace and Darwin benefited from each other’s work 

becomes the central object of historical reconstruction. This approach has 

the additional virtue of dispensing with the highly problematic scenarios of 
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“editorial manipulation” and “delicate arrangements” so frequently invoked 

to “solve” the priority dispute quandary. Such scenarios, while superficially 

seductive, obscure the complexities of the Darwin-Wallace connection and 

pose significant problems of interpretation that are not adequately supported 

by the historical record itself (Beddall 1988a). Wallace’s travels provided him 

with a vast body of observational data by means of which he was able to 

translate his evolutionary speculations (first suggested in a letter to Bates in 

1845) into the rigorous theory announced in 1858. And, like Darwin, Wal¬ 

lace’s empirical data were refracted through an epistemological lens. A key 

component of his “philosophical biology” was Malthus’s Essay on the Principle 

of Population. 

Although the exact nature of Malthus’s influence continues to be the sub¬ 

ject of debate, his Essay provided Wallace with a critical insight that enabled 

him to solve the question of how species originate (McKinney 1972, 149- 

150; Young 1985a, 610, 633-635; Bohlin 1991). Wallace’s autobiographical 

rendition of his moment of discovery provides a dramatic, if remote (it was 

written nearly half a century after the event), statement of scientific creativity 

(Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:360-363). It was during an illness on the island of 

Ternate, in late February 1858, that Wallace, pondering those subjects that 

had most engaged him during his Malaysian travels, recalled the work of 

Malthus that he had read some twelve years before. Wallace’s illness proved 

a blessing in disguise. “Suffering from a sharp attack of intermittent fever, 

and every day during the cold and succeeding hot fits [having] to lie down for 

several hours,” Wallace had “nothing to do but think over any subjects then 

particularly interesting me.” Malthus’s vivid demonstration of “the positive 

checks to increase”—disease, war, accidents, and famine—which keep the 

population of savage races down to a much lower average than civilized races 

sparked Wallace’s chain of reasoning: 

It then occurred to me that these causes or their equivalents are con¬ 

tinually acting in the case of animals also; and as animals usually 

breed much more rapidly than does mankind, the destruction every 

year from these causes must be enormous in order to keep down the 

numbers of each species, since they evidently do not increase regu¬ 

larly from year to year, as otherwise the world would long ago have 

been densely crowded with those that breed most quickly. Vaguely 

thinking over the enormous and constant destruction which this im¬ 

plied, it occurred to me to ask the question. Why do some die and 

some live? And the answer was clearly, that on the whole the best fit¬ 

ted live. From the effects of disease the most healthy escaped, from 

enemies, the strongest, the swiftest, or the most cunning. . . . Then it 
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suddenly flashed upon me that this self-acting process would neces¬ 

sarily improve the race, because in every generation the inferior would 

inevitably be killed off and the superior would remain—that is, the 

fittest would survive. 

(Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:361-362, emphasis in original) 

It at once became clear to Wallace that natural selection (though he did not 

yet use that term) was the mechanism he had been seeking. Combining Lyell’s 

description of the gradual fluctuations of land and sea, climate, food supply, 

and predators with his own field experience of organic variation in nature, 

Wallace realized that—given sufficient time—new species would evolve in re¬ 

sponse to altered environmental conditions. The exquisite and often complex 

adaptations of animals were now explicable not as the product of design but 

as the outcome of evolutionary change. Wallace’s autobiographical account 

of his historic discovery concluded with a fittingly histrionic flourish: 

The more I had thought over it the more I became convinced that 

I had at length found the long-sought-for law of nature that solved 

the problem of the origin of species. For the next hour I thought over 

the deficiencies in the theories of Lamarck and of the author of the 

“Vestiges,” and I saw that my new theory supplemented these views 

and obviated every important difficulty. I waited anxiously for the 

termination of my fit so that I might at once make notes for a paper 

on the subject. The same evening I did this pretty fully, and on the 

two succeeding evenings wrote it out carefully in order to send it to 

Darwin by the next post, which would leave in a day or so. 

I wrote a letter to him in which I said that I hoped the idea would 

be as new to him as it was to me, and that it would supply the miss¬ 

ing factor to explain the origin of species. I asked him if he thought 

it sufficiently important to show it to Sir Charles Lyell, who had 

thought so highly of my former paper. 

(Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:362-363) 

Upon recovery, Wallace wrote out his theory as an essay entitled “On the 

Tendency of Varieties to Depart Indefinitely from the Original Type” and 

mailed it to Darwin with the request that he show it to Lyell, “should he 

think it sufficiently novel and interesting” (Beddall 1968, 299). 

Wallace’s terse account of his moment of discovery of natural selection 

and his effort to so inform Darwin has generated a historical industry of its 

own. There is no reason not to accept Wallace’s account in My Life as his 

genuine recollection of the events leading to the joint announcement at the 
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Linnean Society. The magnitude of this event, however, has caused contro¬ 

versy over the precise details of many of Wallace’s, and Darwin’s, assertions 

as to the sequence of events leading to 1 July 1858. Unfortunately, Wallace’s 

original 1858 manuscript about varieties has never been found. The only 

known version of this crucial text is the one published in the August 1858 

Journal of the Proceedings of the Linnean Society (Wallace [1858] 1969). The 

original manuscript was sent to Darwin as an enclosure in a letter (itself miss¬ 

ing), referred to by Wallace in his account in My Life quoted above, and was 

subsequently sent by Darwin to Lyell in a letter dated 18 June 1858. The date 

of this particular letter from Darwin to Lyell has also been questioned. Since 

Darwin told Lyell that he received Wallace’s enclosure and letter “today,” 

that is, 18 June 1858, the actual date of Darwin’s letter to Lyell is enveloped 

in a mystery of its own (Burkhardt and Smith, 1985-, 7:xvii-xviii, 107-108, 

512). 

The absence of Wallace’s letter and original manuscript, coupled with the 

lack of any conclusive evidence for dating Darwin’s letter to Lyell, renders 

moot the question of whether Darwin held up Wallace’s packet for any reason 

(Burkhardt and Smith 1985-, 7:xviii). Certain points concerning the precise 

steps leading to the joint publication, as well as to the nature of the debt owed 

by Darwin to Wallace and/or Wallace to Darwin in the final articulation of the 

theory of natural selection, remain—for now—irresolvable (Beddall 1988a, 

2). The documentation that does exist in the form of notebooks, journals, 

and letters, in addition to the published articles and books of Wallace and 

Darwin, have, nonetheless, permitted scholars to establish fairly rigorously 

the historical reconstruction of the Wallace-Darwin relationship both before 

and after 1858. Thus, it is clear that Wallace, although aware that Darwin 

was preparing for publication his great work on species and varieties, did not 

know that the latter, too, had discovered natural selection but had not yet 

published on it. Darwin, in contrast, had likely discerned Wallace’s progress 

on the species question from his letters as well as the pre-1858 articles. Lyell’s 

and Edward Blyth’s alerting Darwin to the existence and significance of Wal¬ 

lace’s 1855 text should certainly have shaken, or at least roused, Darwin. 

Blyth’s letter to Darwin was particularly fulsome in its praise of Wallace’s hy¬ 

potheses. Darwin could not fail to see that Wallace’s 1855 essay propounded 

a powerful statement of the relationships between closely allied species and 

that it tried to show how geographical distribution would provide the key to 

understanding these. But Darwin quickly made a note to himself that the 

essay contained “nothing very new.” A recent biographer of Darwin suggests 

that, although Darwin was obviously aware of the evolutionary overtones in 

Wallace’s essay, he “blindly stared straight past the implications in Wallace’s 

words. . . . He was not prepared to see the possibility that someone else might 
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be hesitantly circling around before arriving at the same theory. His own work, 

not Wallace’s, was primary.” But Darwin could not minimize the significance 

of Wallace’s discovery (Browne 1995, 537-538). 

As Lyell had warned, Darwin was forestalled. He was in a quandary over 

the proper course of action to follow. Wallace had not specifically instructed 

Darwin to publish the essay. To his credit, Darwin realized that publication 

was the only honorable step (Burkhardt and Smith 1985-, 7:107). Lyell and 

Hooker arranged a compromise by which both Wallace and Darwin were 

accorded priority. On 1 July 1858, Wallace’s essay was read before the Lin- 

nean Society, preceded by extracts from an unpublished essay on natural 

selection written by Darwin in 1844 and from a copy of a letter dated 5 

September 1857 from Darwin to Asa Gray (fig. 4) that discusses the “prin¬ 

ciple of divergence”—an important part of the theory not discussed in the 

1844 manuscript. Neither of the two principals was present at that meeting. 

Wallace was still in the Dutch East Indies. Darwin was in Down, grieving over 

the death of his infant son Charles Waring Darwin on June 28 from scarlet 

fever and worrying about his other children (Porter 1993, 29). The jointly 

published papers, along with the letter to Gray, appeared on pages 45-62 of 

volume 3 (1858) of xho: Journal of the Linnean Society of London (Zoology) as 

Charles Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace, “On the Tendency of Species to 

Form Varieties; and on the Perpetuation of Varieties and Species by Natural 

Means of Selection,” with Wallace’s essay covering pages 53-62.'^ 

Wallace, in distant Malaysia, was ignorant of the distress his essay had 

caused Darwin and of the skillful manner in which Lyell and Hooker had 

extricated Darwin from his dilemma. Wallace never publicly questioned the 

propriety of the joint publication. He wrote home that Darwin had shown his 

essay to “Dr. Hooker and Sir C. Lyell, who thought so highly of it that they 

immediately read it before the Linnean Society,” thus ensuring Wallace “the 

acquaintance and assistance of these eminent men on [his] return home” 

(Marchant [1916] 1975, 57, 131). Wallace’s persistent deference to Darwin 

was generous but curious in the extreme. He later issued statements estab¬ 

lishing the independence of his discovery and emphasized that his essay had 

been printed without his knowledge, “and of course without any correction of 

proofs” (Beddall 1968, 313). Yet it is primarily by Wallace’s own efforts that 

the theory of evolution by natural selection is usually known as Darwinism. 

There is a double irony here. There were significant differences between Wal¬ 

lace’s and Darwin’s formulations of the theory—differences that intensified 

through the years (Kottler 1985). Some of those differences were apparent 

as early as 1860, when Wallace annotated the copy of the first edition of the 

Origin that Darwin had his publisher Murray send to him in the East Indies. 

This annotated copy is now part of the Keynes Collection, housed in the 
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Figure 4. Photograph of Asa 

Gray at age fifty-seven. 

library at the University of Cambridge (Beddall 1988b). Nonetheless, when 

Wallace published his masterly textbook exposition of the theory of natural 

selection in 1889, he titled it, simply, Darwinism—this, despite the fact that 

the final chapter of the book spelled out in detail Wallace’s conviction that 

natural selection did not account for important aspects of human evolution. 

The second irony is that Wallace’s deference has encouraged many twentieth- 

century historians to relegate his own contributions to evolutionary science 

to a lesser rank than Darwin’s. But in 1858, the relatively obscure Wallace 

could well be satisfied with having his name indelibly associated with that of 

a member of Britain’s scientific elite. 

The 1858 Essay: Brevity and Brilliance 

The object of Wallace’s 1858 essay was to show “that there is a general prin¬ 

ciple in nature which will cause many varieties to survive the parent species, 

and to give rise to successive variations departing further and further from the 

original type.” His argument proceeded from the premise that the “struggle 
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for existence” among animals in the wild arises from the disparity between 

the immense number of animals born and the limited resources necessary 

to sustain life. Ineluctably, Wallace wrote, this led to the survival of those 

individuals (within a given species) which are best equipped to meet and over¬ 

come the checks imposed by the precariousness of the food supply, the con¬ 

stant predations of enemies, and the vicissitudes of the seasons. Analogously, 

among the several allied species of a group, those which are best adapted to 

surrounding conditions will increase at the expense of other species, which 

themselves diminish in population and, in extreme cases, become extinct 

(Wallace [1858] 1969, 23-26). Turning to the central issue of the relation 

between varieties and species, Wallace noted that variations from the typical 

form of a species must have some definite effect, however slight, on the habits 

or capacities of the individuals possessing them. Changes such as difference in 

color (by rendering the animal more or less conspicuous and thus affecting its 

safety) or alteration in the strength or dimension of limbs or other external 

organs (by rendering the animal more or less capable of procuring food), 

for example, would affect the survival power of the variant. Those varieties 

possessing useful variations will tend to increase in numbers and keep their 

numerical superiority. Those possessing useless or harmful variations will 

tend to diminish. 

Wallace asked what would happen in a district populated by a parent 

species plus varieties if some alteration of environmental conditions (such 

as drought or invasion of new predators) occurred that rendered existence 

more difficult. His answer was clear. Those individuals that formed the least 

numerous and feeblest variety would suffer first and, under continued envi¬ 

ronmental pressure, become extinct. If the altered conditions persisted, the 

same fate might meet the parent species, leaving only the superior variety. 

Wallace pointed out that this variety would not revert to the parent form be¬ 

cause it would constitute a better-adapted population with altered heredity 

traits. But this new, improved, and populous race might itself, in time, give 

rise to new varieties that, by the same general law, become predominant and 

replace their own parent forms completely. If the process of “progression and 

continued divergence” continued through a sufficiently vast period of time, 

Wallace concluded, the ultimate variety will have departed far enough from 

the original type to be classed as a separate species. The origin of new species, 

therefore, is (in part) the result of the struggle for existence between closely 

related members of a population and the fact that variations among those 

members do frequently occur in nature (Wallace [1858] 1969, 27-29). 

One of the strongest traditional arguments to demonstrate the fixity of 

species was that varieties produced under domestication are unstable. Left 

to themselves, they generally revert to the normal form of the parent species. 
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This instability was also thought to characterize varieties occurring in the 

wild. Naturalists inferred that wild varieties would either revert to the parent 

form or, at most, vary within strictly defined limits. Wallace rejected that 

analogy as invalid. His essay proves just the opposite with respect to wild 

varieties. Wallace also showed how the frequent reversion of domestic vari¬ 

eties followed directly from natural selection. Domestic animals are artificial 

in that they are protected by man and thereby removed from the rigors of 

the struggle for existence. Variations that arise among them are selected and 

bred according to human requirements. Often, those that would render a wild 

animal unable to compete with its fellows are no disadvantage whatever in 

a state of domesticity. Short-legged sheep, pouter pigeons, and poodle dogs 

‘■could never have come into existence in a state of nature because the very 

first steps towards such inferior forms would have led to the rapid extinction 

of the race; still less could they now exist in competition with their wild allies” 

(Wallace [1858] 1969, 31). Wallace’s point was evident: if domestic animals 

were turned wild they would either become extinct or vary in a direction that 

would again adapt them to existence in the wild. They would of necessity 

return to something approximating the original species. 

Wallace’s terse conclusion to the 1858 essay encapsulated his achieve¬ 

ments at this stage: 

There is a tendency in nature to the continued progression of cer¬ 

tain classes of varieties further and further from the original type—a 

progression to which there appears no reason to assign any definite 

limits. . . . This progression, by minute steps, in various directions, 

but always checked and balanced by the necessary conditions, sub¬ 

ject to which alone existence can be preserved, may, it is believed, 

be followed out so as to agree with all the phenomena presented by 

organised beings, their extinction and succession in past ages, and all 

the extraordinary modifications of form, instinct, and habits which 

they exhibit. 

(Wallace [1858] 1969, 38) 

The Darwin-Wallace joint publication marked a turning point in the his¬ 

tory of biology. Remarkably, it seems to have generated minimal response 

at the time from the relevant scientific community (England 1997). Wal¬ 

lace’s essay was the more impressive contribution, as Darwin himself noted 

(Marchant [1916] 1975, 112), despite the fact that he had not intended it 

for publication in that form. And though Darwin assured Wallace that his 

“share in the theory will [not] be overlooked by the real judges, as Hooker, 

Lyell, Asa Gray, etc.,” it was to Darwin that full public recognition came with 
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the publication of On the Origin of Species ([1859] 1964) the following year 

(Marchant [1916] 1975, 112, 115). Wallace recognized that Darwin s book, 

brilliantly written with a wealth of illustrative examples, would advance the 

evolutionary cause among the general public as well as the scientific com¬ 

munity. In recommending it to his friend George Silk, he declared that “Mr. 

Darwin has given the world a new science, and his name should, in my opinion, 

stand above that of every philosopher of ancient or modern times. The force 

of admiration can no further go!!!” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:372-73). 

Actually, there were limits to Wallace’s admiration. Darwin relied heavily 

on the analogy between human selection and natural selection in presenting 

the case for evolution, whereas Wallace considered that analogy suspect and 

misleading (Wallace [1858] 1969, 31). He held it to be a major weakness that 

Darwin utilized so extensively the evidence of variation and selection among 

domestic animals and plants and devoted his own career to demonstrating 

that the theory of evolution could be supported solely by the evidence of 

variation in the wild. Darwin’s use of data from artificial selection, however, 

did clarify the concept of variation by showing that natural selection acted 

both on individual differences (to produce varieties) and, secondarily, on 

differences between varieties (to produce species)—a distinction that was 

not entirely clear in Wallace’s essay (Bowler 1976). In 1858, however, the 

differences between Darwin and Wallace were far less significant than the 

fact of their joint discovery. Catapulted to the forefront of Victorian science, 

Wallace could devote the remainder of his Malaysian travels to gathering that 

additional evidence necessary to support the theory against the anticipated 

hostility of its critics. 

This oft-told tale of the joint discovery of natural selection is germane to 

our understanding of Wallace’s rise to eminence as a Victorian social critic. It 

was Wallace’s scientific achievements in the 1850s that lent greater authority 

to his later pronouncements on social, political, and religious issues. But 

Wallace himself always resisted a compartmentalization between his scientific 

work and his increasingly visible presence in the arena of public affairs. The 

union of science and social activism already present in the Malay travels would 

become increasingly overt in the next few decades. Wallace’s lecture tour in 

North America during 1886-1887 epitomized his philosophical maxim that 

science and culture were inseparable. 

Transatlantic Contacts 

In 1885, Wallace received an invitation from the Lowell Institute in Boston, 

Massachusetts, to deliver its prestigious annual course of lectures the fol¬ 

lowing year. The opportunity to proselytize on behalf of evolutionary theory 
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and the financial rewards an extended American tour would be expected to 

yield were attractive. Wallace left England on 9 October 1886, arriving in 

New York on 23 October, “after a cold and disagreeable passage.” Five days 

later, he left for Boston to deliver his eight Lowell lectures, which were highly 

successful. Wallace spent the next year traveling across North America, re¬ 

peating the Lowell lectures with equal success in major American cities and 

in Toronto and Kingston in Canada. He met many of the United States’ most 

distinguished scientists and leading political, social, and intellectual figures. 

In addition to speaking on scientific subjects and observing at firsthand the 

flora and fauna of North America, Wallace spoke publicly on his political and 

theistic views. Wallace’s North American sojourn thus situated him squarely 

within the broader context of late Victorian cultural controversies on both 

sides of the Atlantic (Wallace 1886-1887). 

The tour constituted a high point of Wallace’s career both as statesman of 

evolutionary science and as ardent proponent of the controversial doctrines 

of (increasingly) socialist politics and of spiritualism (Wallace [1905] 1969, 

2:105-106, 129, 160, 200). One of the most intellectually significant aspects 

of the tour was his exposure to new currents in American philosophy. The 

emerging school of pragmatism, as it was then being formulated by William 

James and Charles Peirce, intrigued him. Wallace’s relationship with James 

and Peirce was crucial to the elaboration and clarification of his own philo¬ 

sophical stance. These transatlantic contacts proved more decisive in the 

domain of evolutionary philosophy than of evolutionary science—although 

the two were never separable in Wallace’s mind. 

The parallels in the lives and careers of Wallace and James are strik¬ 

ing. Both men pursued, through their studies of science, social issues, and 

epistemology, a worldview that would render intellectual analysis a potent 

tool for cultural reform. They both championed new ideas and sociopolit¬ 

ical causes as a means to effecting a transition to a more just social order. 

“Philosophic study,” James wrote, “means the habit of always seeking an 

alternative, of not taking the usual for granted, of making conventionalities 

fluid again, of imagining foreign states of mind.” Both men wrote books in 

the last decade of their lives (James died in 1910) that gave their particular 

philosophical messages to the world, messages that incorporated significant 

theistic elements. For James, the “final” statement of his convictions appeared 

in the trio of books by which he most wanted to be remembered: Pragma¬ 

tism (1907), The Meaning of Truth: A Sequel to 'Pragmatism” (1909), and A 

Pluralistic Universe: Hibbert Lectures ... on the Present Situation in Philosophy 

(also 1909; Simon 1998, xvi-xxiii, 204, 276-279, 301-305). Wallace’s trio 

of books were Man’s Place in the Universe ([1903] 1907), The World of Life 

(1910a), and Social Environment and Moral Progress (1913b). Wallace and 
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James ultimately arrived at a similar philosophical position. They rejected 

both Anglo-German idealism (particularly in its neo-Hegelian incarnation) 

and scientific materialism as wholly adequate responses to the dilemmas fac¬ 

ing late Victorian culture. They sought, instead, a comprehensive worldview 

that integrated scientific, ethical, spiritual, and theistic elements in a cosmos 

that had both a visible as well as an unseen order (Myers 1986, 447-449). 

Both Wallace and James were fully aware of the audacity of their quests. 

Of the two, it was James who most keenly experienced—and wrote of—the 

personal anxieties that such audacity entailed. He was convinced that “his 

public personality contradicted a hidden, more authentic, self” (Simon 1998, 

xvi). Wallace, in contrast, seemed to be at one with himself. Though open 

about what others perceived as paradoxes in his life and writings, Wallace 

nonetheless came increasingly to believe that there was no schism between 

his public and personal “selves.” His evolving philosophy of nature—with 

its amalgam of science, politics, and theism—reflected a growing assurance 

about the coherence of his life’s work. 

Already famous for his lucid expository writings, Wallace was less well 

known for his gifts as a public lecturer. According to Sir William Barrett, 

few could approach him for the clearness and vigor of his oratory, “which 

commanded the attention of every one of his hearers” (Marchant [1916] 

1975, 430). As both his admirers and critics in North America would attest, 

Wallace’s declarations on matters scientific and sociocultural always aroused 

heated debate. His tour afforded Wallace’s American and Canadian hosts 

and audiences a firsthand opportunity to witness one of the late Victorians’ 

most brilliant and contentious public figures in action. Wallace’s evolutionism 

had by 1886 come to include significant doses of spiritualism, theism, and 

social reformism. The elder statesman of evolutionary biology would both 

dazzle and infuriate his listeners in lectures that merged the theory of natural 

selection with forays into the incendiary arena of evolution’s implications for 

the pressing questions of Victorian industrial society. 

An Englishman in Boston 

Wallace arrived in Boston on 28 October 1886. His first Lowell lecture (1 

November), “The Darwinian Theory,” was delivered before a crowded audi¬ 

ence. The major newspapers had all sent reporters. According to the Boston 

Evening Transcript on 2 November 1886, “The first Darwinian, Wallace, did 

not leave a leg for anti-Darwinism to stand on when he got through his first 

Lowell lecture last evening. It was a masterpiece of condensed statement—as 

clear and simple as compact—a most beautiful specimen of scientific work. 
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Mr. Wallace, though not an orator, is likely to become a favourite as a lecturer, 

his manner is so genuinely modest and straightforward.” The account con¬ 

cluded with the key statement that “Dr. Wallace . . . then defined his own 

position upon the relation between man and the lower animals. Physically 

they are connected, but mentally there are powers which never could have 

been developed from lower animals.” Thus, from the outset of his North 

American tour, Wallace’s explication of “Darwinism” was, for all those who 

cared to notice, an explication of “Wallaceism.” 

Wallace stayed in Boston, with excursions to Poughkeepsie (home to the 

prestigious women’s college Vassar), New York, and Baltimore, for the next 

two months. At Vassar, Wallace’s lecture on evolution was part of the process 

by which the new biology was introduced into the curriculum. In 1889, Mar¬ 

cella O’Grady was appointed instructor in biology and by 1893 was named 

full professor, a status a female could rarely attain except at a women’s college. 

O’Grady’s 1894 course “Higher Biology” was the first at Vassar to deal ex¬ 

plicitly with evolutionary theory (Wright 1997, 631-635). During Wallace’s 

stay in Boston, he had the opportunity to meet most of Boston’s (and Cam¬ 

bridge’s) intellectual elite: the preeminent American botanist Asa Gray (who 

dined on several occasions with Wallace in order to introduce him to most 

of the important biology professors at Harvard), Oliver Wendell Holmes, the 

geologist James Dana, James Russell Lowell, William James, and Alexander 

Agassiz. Wallace was given an extensive personal tour of the Harvard Mu¬ 

seum of Comparative Zoology by Agassiz. The museum was a bastion of 

antievolutionism under Alexander’s father, Louis Agassiz, until the 1870s. 

The situation moderated substantially when Alexander succeeded his father 

as curator in 1874 (Winsor 1991). By the time of Wallace’s trip to America, 

museums had ceased to be static organizations designed to preserve the status 

quo. There was an active transatlantic debate as to how best to ensure that 

natural history museums could serve their scientific functions. The debates 

extended as far as the colonial outposts of the European empires (Sheets- 

Pyenson 1989). Wallace was sufficiently impressed with certain of the insti¬ 

tutional aspects of the Harvard Museum to provide a detailed account of it 

in the second volume of his Studies Scientific and Social (1900c). 

At a meeting of the National Academy of Science, Gray asked Wallace 

to answer a question concerning geographical distribution. He replied by 

describing the phenomena of seed dispersal by wind. Wallace explained how 

this ostensibly innocuous mechanism accounted for the varying proportion of 

endemic species in oceanic islands. He cited “the total absence in the Azores 

of all those genera, whose seeds could not be air-borne (either by winds 

or birds), [as] throwing light upon some of the most curious facts in plant- 
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distribution.” Wallace was surprised to find that these topics—which he, Dar¬ 

win, and Hooker, had made well known in Great Britain—were novel ones to 

his American audience. At another meeting of the National Academy, Wal¬ 

lace witnessed a confrontation between two of America’s foremost paleontol¬ 

ogists, Edward Drinker Cope and Othniel Marsh. Their clash reminded him 

of the acrimonious debates in England between Owen and Huxley. Wallace’s 

conversation with Holmes, “the Autocrat of the breakfast table,” touched 

not on evolution but on spiritualism. Holmes admitted that, although he 

had as yet little personal knowledge of the phenomena of spiritualism, he 

was inclined to accept its doctrines. Invited to a meeting of the New England 

Women’s Club, Wallace heard a talk on “what socialists want.” His own public 

declaration as a socialist was still a few years away, but he told the club that he 

found the views expressed “very vague and unpractical.” Challenged to clarify 

his reaction, Wallace gave a half-hour impromptu talk in which he argued that 

a true “social economy” need, at minimum, be founded on the twin pillars of 

land nationalization and equality of opportunity. He afterward wrote this out 

more systematically and published it as the chapter “Economic and Social 

Justice” in Studies Scientific and Social (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:110-111). 

Wallace utilized his final weeks in Boston to good advantage. At various din¬ 

ners, he met more members of Boston’s intellectual elite, including Russell 

Lowell and Edward Waldo Emerson (son of Ralph). Wallace also made the 

acquaintance of Boston’s community of spiritualists, many of whom he found 

quite equal to the former in terms of “general intelligence.” He attended some 

“very remarkable seances” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:115-116). 

William James 

Of all the Bostonians he met, Wallace’s relationship with William James 

(fig. 5) was among the most significant. Wallace met with James frequently 

in Boston and corresponded with him during the remainder of the North 

American tour (Wallace 1886-1887). Like Wallace, James’s religious/theistic 

thinking permeated his scientific and other studies. This is most evident in Va¬ 

rieties of Religious Experience (1902) and his work in experimental psychology. 

James’s abundant forays into psychical research demonstrate that passion for 

empirical observation and pursuit of “concrete facts” that Wallace maintained 

in his own investigations of spiritualism. One of James’s earliest published 

writings was a review of Wallace’s “The Origin of Human Races and the 

Antiquity of Man Deduced from the Theory of Natural Selection” ([James] 

1865). James, as did many others, regarded Wallace’s 1864 essay as a brilliant 

resolution of the bitter controversy in England and North America between 

the monogenists and polygenists. The monogenists (or “unity” theorists) held 
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that man is essentially a single species and that the various human races are 

merely local and temporary variations produced by different environmental 

conditions. The polygenists argued, in contrast, that the different races of 

man constitute, in effect, separate species, each of which had always been 

as distinct as it was at present. Wallace, by an ingenious application of the 

principle of natural selection, effected a compromise between the opposing 

anthropologists. He argued that though racial differences do antedate the 

recent historical period of human evolution, the several races derived from a 

single species. Early man, Wallace postulated, would have been subject to the 

harsh selective pressures of the environment. As humans spread to different 

regions of the globe in prehistory, the extremes of food, climate, disease, and 

predators would have produced, through the mechanism of natural selection 

acting on physical variations, those marked racial differences in appearance 

that remain so striking. But, Wallace suggested, these early humans were also 

subject to natural selection of intellectual variations. And once the human 

brain had evolved to a sufficient degree of power and flexibility, developing 

man would respond to the selection pressure of the environment by social, 

cultural, and intellectual adaptations. Wallace concluded that the develop¬ 

ment of man’s superior brain essentially suspended the action of natural 

selection on bodily structures. The different physical racial characteristics 

would henceforth remain fixed, and further human evolution would proceed 

by the selection of mental and cultural variants (Wallace 1864b). 

In his review, James applauded Wallace’s theory and asserted that “Nat¬ 

ural Selection, then, in its action on man, singles out for preservation those 

communities whose social qualities are the most complete, those whose in¬ 

tellectual superiority enables them to be most independent of the external 

world. The physical part of him is left immutable, and his mental and moral 

advance is secured.” So reasonable and irrefutable did Wallace’s essay ap¬ 

pear to James that he declared it astonishing that Wallace’s solution to the 

monogenist-polygenist debate was “made so late.” James felt that Wallace’s 

insight, like the theory of natural selection itself, underwent a gestation period 

prolonged by the obstinacy of less forward-looking thinkers. He concluded 

the review by asking why “may there not now be lying on the surface of things, 

and only waiting for an eye to see it, some principle as fertile as Natural Se¬ 

lection, or more so, to make up for its insufficiency (if insufficiency there be) 

in accounting for all organic change?” (James [1865], 263). James is here 

picking up on Wallace’s concluding remarks in the 1864 essay. Wallace had 

intimated that evolution “neither requires us to depreciate the intellectual 

chasm which separates man from the apes, nor refuses full recognition of 

the striking resemblances to them which exist in other parts of his structure” 

(Wallace 1864b). Wallace did not explicitly state in 1864 that natural selec- 
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Figure 5. Photograph of William 

James in later life. 

tion alone could not account for the origin and development of mankind. 

Nor did he predict a utopian future of socioeconomic and ethical harmony. 

But a reader as astute and “prepared” as James could clearly read a great 

deal more into Wallace’s 1864 essay than the theoretical resolution of the 

anthropologists’ racial controversy. 

James’s piece on Wallace, along with another review James wrote on Hux¬ 

ley’s Lectures on the Elements of Comparative Anatomy, establishes that he was 

an active participant in the evolutionary debates in America as early as the 

mid-1860s. James saw evolutionary theory as crucial to the emerging field of 

experimental psychology. The review of Wallace points to further similarities 

between Wallace’s and James’s emerging worldviews. Like Wallace, James 

regarded the problem of human consciousness as residing at the epicenter 

of evolutionary speculation. The review also reveals the influence of Charles 

Sanders Peirce and Chauncey Wright on James’s intellectual development 

and hints at his debt to Swedenborgian and transcendentalist thought. Peirce 

and Swedenborg, as will be shown, were important sources for Wallace’s epis¬ 

temological outlook. Another intellectual link between Wallace and James was 

that both viewed psychical research as an adjunct to experimental psychology 

(Taylor 1996, 10-14). Finally, both James and Wallace exhibited a willingness 
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to leave certain problems short of definitive resolution. They were able to live 

with that tension between skepticism and belief that tormented so many of 

their contemporaries by using such tension creatively in fashioning holistic 

theories of psychic phenomena (Still 1995, 5). James concluded his Varieties 

with the assertion that “the conscious person is continuous with a wider 

self through which saving experiences comej he neither affirms nor denies 

salvation (as defined in orthodox terms), but holds to the chance of it.” 

James and Spiritualism 

In his essays on psychical research, James admitted that he was at times baf- 

fied by the phenomena of spiritualism. He felt, nonetheless, that each limited, 

tentative observation would help to point in a definite direction and would 

add up to the beginning of a solid “science of the psychic” Qames 1986, xxx). 

James’s keen interest in investigations of spiritualist phenomena from a scien¬ 

tific perspective made him extremely sympathetic to the efforts of the group 

of prominent British intellectuals pursuing that goal. In addition to Wallace, 

they included Frederick Myers, Henry Sidgwick, Arthur Balfour (who later 

became England’s prime minister), and William Fletcher Barrett (physicist 

and member of the Royal College of Science in Dublin). Barrett founded the 

London Society for Psychical Research (SPR) in 1882. It was Barrett’s visit to 

America, with a contingent of Britain’s leading psychical researchers, that led 

ultimately to the formation of the American Society for Psychical Research 

in December 1884. Barrett, then forty years old, was a vigorous speaker 

who possessed impeccable scientific credentials. He had come at the invita¬ 

tion of several members of the American Association for the Advancement 

of Science, including the Harvard astronomer Edward Charles Pickering, 

Samuel Scudder (an entomologist who headed the Boston Museum of Nat¬ 

ural History), and Alpheus Hyatt, editor of Science. Barrett persuaded a group 

of America’s most eminent intellectual figures—including Pickering, Simon 

Newcomb (head of Johns Hopkins’ astronomy department and perhaps the 

nation’s most famous scientist), Alexander Graham Bell, Henry Bowditch 

(Dean of Harvard’s Medical School), and James—that psychical phenom¬ 

ena deserved as much scientific attention as electricity, magnetism, light, 

and gravitation. Barrett emphasized that none of these central fixtures in the 

nineteenth-century scientific firmament were themselves visible or tangible 

except through their effects. He challenged his American hosts with asser¬ 

tions that if electricity could travel unseen, why not thoughts? If gravitation 

pulled objects toward earth, why not a psychic force that would cause objects 

to rise? Barrett’s personal as well as intellectual gifts had a profound impact 
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on James and like-minded associates. His rhetoric proved decisive in em¬ 

boldening them to pursue experiments that would yield evidence of psychic 

phenomena that could compel scientific assent (Simon 1998, 191-193). 

The Swedenborgian Connection 

Wallace’s conviction that the investigation of psychic phenomena was a legit¬ 

imate field of scientific inquiry placed him at the center of the transatlantic 

enterprise championed by James and Barrett in the 1880s and 1890s. That 

Barrett was a close personal, as well as scientific, friend of Wallace’s, renders 

the Wallace/James nexus even more significant (Marchant [1916] 1975, 426- 

428, 433-440). In 1885, Wallace had written an article on the harmony of 

spiritualism and science for the Boston Sunday Herald. He argued that many 

scientific critics of spiritualism misused the term “science” in taking it as 

synonymous with “a limited branch of science, namely—physics. There are,” 

he countered, “whole regions of science in which there is no such regular se¬ 

quence of cause and effect and no power of prediction.” Wallace cited meteo¬ 

rology and biology as two such subjects. He noted that no one maintained that 

these were not sciences. Wallace asserted that such critics’ dismissal as non- 

scientific any field “where will intervenes” were wholly mistaken. “We have,” 

he pointed out, “the human will as a constant factor in sociology, in anthro¬ 

pology, in ethical science, in history, in psychology, yet no one maintains that 

all these studies are opposed to science even if they have, as yet, no claim to 

rank among established or exact sciences” (Wallace 1885b). Wallace’s article 

was criticized in a note appearing in the Journal of Science. The critic singled 

out Emanuel Swedenborg as a victim “of delusion and imposture.” In his 

reply to the critic, Wallace rejected the denigration of Swedenborg (Wallace 

1885a). Wallace’s explicit references to Swedenborg—in both his article and 

the reply to his critic—points to yet another similarity between Wallace and 

James. Swedenborgian thought figured prominently in James’s philosophical 

preparation (Varila 1977). Swedenborg influenced Wallace somewhat later in 

his career. He owned copies of two of Swedenborg’s books—God, Creation, 

Man (1905) and The Earths in Our Solar System (1894). Wallace’s annota¬ 

tions indicate that he saw certain parallels between his own philosophy and 

that of the admittedly far more mystical Swedenborg. The annotated copies 

are now in the Alfred Russel Wallace Library in Special Collections at the 

Edinburgh University Library. Wallace also possessed copies of two studies 

of Swedenborg: J. S. Bogg, An Illustrated Life of Swedenborg (1911) and J. V. 

Hultkrantz, The Mortal Remains of Emanuel Swedenborg (1910). 

For Swedenborg, teleology wasThe key concept linking the study of ani¬ 

mal and human nature. In his two-volume The Animal Kingdom, Considered 
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Anatomically, Physically and Philosophically (English trans., 1843-1844), Swe¬ 

denborg declared that “the world with its forces and forms, [is] but a complex 

of means to an universal end. . . . For what purpose are sensations given, but 

to produce intellectual ideas in human minds? In themselves they are but 

mediate or instrumental causes, and aspirations to intellectual ideas, but as 

soon as they enter the higher sphere of human minds, they begin to live more 

sublimely, or to understand. For what purpose, again, are intellectual ideas, 

unless to subserve the supreme life, or wisdom” (quoted in Varila 1977, 132). 

Wallace’s philosophy of nature, as expressed most fully in The World of Life, 

mirrors aspects of Swedenborgian thought. In that book, a distillation of his 

life-long study of natural history, Wallace concluded that abundant evidence 

“indicated a prevision and definite preparation of the earth for Man.” Wal¬ 

lace allowed that such teleology was “an old doctrine, supposed to have been 

exploded.” The central thrust of World of Life was to show the hollowness 

of teleology’s critics. “To all who accept the view that the universe is not 

a chance product,” he argued, “will... no longer seems to be outside the 

realm of scientific inquiry.” Wallace regarded his own mature evolutionary 

teleology as rendering Spencer’s doctrine of the unknown “Reality which 

underlies both spirit and matter” both more concrete and more intelligible 

(Wallace 1910a, 399-400). 

Like James and Peirce, Wallace felt he had refashioned Swedenborgian 

and other earlier transcendental epistemologies into a comprehensive phi¬ 

losophy of nature more consonant with the findings of nineteenth-century 

science. In 1903, Peirce recalled the “immense sensation” that the Darwin- 

Wallace theory of evolution created among his circle of friends (especially 

its impact on Chauncey Wright, the mentor of several Harvard intellectu¬ 

als, including Peirce and James). Peirce considered evolutionary theory a 

new paradigm for scientific thinking, which extended beyond biological dis¬ 

ciplines. He saw in evolution ideas of development that compelled philoso¬ 

phers as well as scientists to recognize “that there is a mode of influence upon 

external facts which cannot be resolved into mere mechanical action.” Signif¬ 

icantly, considering Wallace’s own ambivalent relation to Spencer’s concept 

of evolution, Peirce deemed Spencer’s interpretation a purely mechanistic 

account. Since for Peirce “all matter is really mind,” he emphasized the tele¬ 

ological implications of evolutionary theory in his own extensive writings on 

the subject (Parker 1998, 15-16, 200).^ 

Wallace regarded as misguided the characterization of Swedenborg as a 

mere speculative visionary whose worldview had been rendered obsolete by 

modern science. He dismissed the allegation that Swedenborg was the victim 

“of delusion or imposture.” Turning the tables against Swedenborg’s (and his 

own) critics, Wallace ridiculed the hubris of those “people who deny that we 
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have any evidence whatever of the existence of spirits, [yet nonetheless] claim 

to know a priori exactly what spirits ought to know and ought to tell us, if they 

do exist!” He insisted that the proponents of dogmatic scientific naturalism 

often were guilty of overzealous, and illegitimate, proclamations on behalf of 

science. Wallace argued that “science itself.does not yet know the ‘origin of 

the energy’ of gravitation, yet the theory of gravitation is its proudest boast.” 

He declared provocatively that “science only guesses at the ‘origin of energy’ 

of the magnet; and in tracing all terrestrial energy to the sun it only removes 

the difficulty one step, and cannot do more than make more or less guesses as 

to where the energy of the sun comes from” (Wallace 1885a). In an interview 

with Albert Dawson in 1903, Wallace discussed why he had come to write 

Man’s Place in the Universe and clarified certain aspects of his evolutionary 

teleology. Dawson concluded that “Dr. Wallace inclines to the view—and 

thus do revelation and Science clasp hands—[that] man is made in the image 

of his Maker, and I do not think he sees anything inherently absurd in the 

Swedenborgian idea that the whole universe may total up into the shape of a 

huge Man-God.” These are Dawson’s words, but they may be taken to refiect 

closely what Wallace himself stated (Dawson 1903). 

Since Wallace wrote no systematic treatise on the philosophy of science, 

it has usually been assumed that his interest was minimal. However, nu¬ 

merous sections of his published books and articles—as well as many of his 

published and unpublished letters and notebooks—show Wallace’s abiding 

concern with the epistemological bases of late-nineteenth-century science. 

Wallace was deeply involved in the debates not only on the status of evo¬ 

lutionary theory but on the broader questions of what defined science as a 

unique avenue of human inquiry. In an article published in 1900 in the New 

York Sun, he expanded on his philosophical views: 

So many of the objections which are still made to the theory of evo¬ 

lution . . . rest upon a misconception of what it professes to explain, 

and even of what any theory can possibly explain, that a few words 

on its nature and limits seem to be necessary. . . . Evolution, even if it 

is essentially a true and complete theory of the universe, can only ex¬ 

plain the existing conditions of nature by showing that it has been de¬ 

rived from some pre-existing condition through the action of known 

forces and laws. It may also show the high probability of a similar 

derivation from a still earlier condition; but the farther back we go 

the more uncertain must be our conclusions, while we can never 

make any real approach to the absolute beginnings of things. Her- 
✓ 

bert Spencer, and many other thinkers before him, have shown that 
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if we try to realize the absolute nature of the simplest phenomena, we 

are inevitably landed either in a contradiction or in some unthinkable 

proposition. ... It follows that all explanations of phenomena can 

only be partial explanations. They can inform us of the last change or 

the last series of changes which brought about the actual conditions 

now existing, and they can often enable us to predict future changes 

to a limited extent; but both the infinite past and the remote future 

are alike beyond our powers. Yet the explanations that the theory of 

evolution gives us are none the less real and none the less important, 

especially when we compare its teachings with the wild guesses or the 

total ignorance of the thinkers of earlier ages. 

(Wallace 1900a) 

Wallace’s epistemological preoccupation is evident. The passage also reveals 

why and how he conceived additional explanatory factors—including theism 

and spiritualism—to be cognitively as well as ethically germane to evolu¬ 

tionary philosophizing. The parallel to American pragmatism is overt. Like 

that of Peirce and James, Wallace’s evolutionary philosophy emphasized the 

fundamental connection between thought and action, between theory and 

practice. His conviction that evolutionary theory afforded a powerful tool by 

which social and political change could be effected mirrors the pragmatic cri¬ 

teria of truth and meaning. As did James and Peirce, Wallace believed deeply 

in the possibility of a convergence of human opinions on a stable body of 

scientific propositions. In both the near term and in the future, he expected 

evolutionary philosophy to provide viable and salutary guides for individual 

and collective action (Potter 1996, 74 and, on Peirce’s “British Connection,” 

see 17-36). 

Like Wallace, James wrote no complete philosophy of science. Yet there 

exist, scattered throughout his enormous body of work, important references 

to scientific definition and procedure. These can be assembled to construct 

a “Jamesian outlook” on the philosophy and practice of science from both 

an “internal” and “external” perspective. The internal dimension involves 

James’s views on contentious questions such as the ontological status of scien¬ 

tific laws, the relationship between conceptual laws and sensory experience, 

and the “language of reality.” The external focus of James’s deliberations 

is the need to connect scientific procedures with ethical and religious di¬ 

mensions of human discourse. Jamesian metaphysics demands an element of 

“commitment”—the famous “will to believe.” Peirce, too—although he was 

accorded far higher standing as a philosopher than either James or Wallace— 

refused to divorce logic and epistemology from metaphysics, cosmology, and 
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ethical and social commitment (Peirce [1903] 1997, 36, 65-75, 205-220).^ 

Despite differences in their particular enunciations of pragmatism, Peirce 

and James shared a fundamental philosophical outlook. Both believed that 

no theory of science or of truth could be elaborated without reference to a 

larger worldview. Any attempt to approach reality, they contended, required 

knowledge of the motives of the inquirer. James and Peirce espoused a holis¬ 

tic methodology that entailed that scientific statements could not be left in 

their immediacy as “fact.” Rather, raw facts had to be understood as mani¬ 

festations of patterns of development underlying the evolution of the entire 

universe (Gavin 1992, 56-95, 99-109, 202, 209). This holistic approach in¬ 

corporated a religious component, however broadly defined. Peirce saw the 

universe as a “vast representamen, a great symbol of God’s purpose, working 

out its conclusions in living realities” (Hartshorne and Weiss 1958-1965, 

5:119). Wallace’s evolutionary teleology and epistemology emerged from a 

kindred vision of nature and reality. 

The Swedenborgian influence on the development of American prag¬ 

matism is well documented (Taylor 1996, 12-13, 182-183). Fundamental 

aspects of James’s and Peirce’s basic epistemologies were derived from their 

affinity to certain Swedenborgian precepts (Varila 1977). For Wallace, the 

two most suggestive components of Swedenborg’s philosophical system were 

those of teleology and the “spirituous fluid.” Swedenborg’s The Economy of 

the Animal Kingdom is predicated on the assumption that the fundamental 

“substance of the animal kingdom is the spirituous fluid.” In his chapter 

“The Human Soul,” Swedenborg declared that the basis of both biology 

and philosophy is the maxim that the spirituous fluid can be considered to 

be, also, man’s mental life. He asserted that from “the anatomy of the animal 

body we clearly perceive, that a certain pure fluid glances through the subtlest 

fibres . . . and nourishes [and] actuates . . . everything therein.” If the human 

soul resides in the body, Swedenborg argued that its physical embodiment 

was the spirituous fluid. Anatomy and moral philosophy thus become one. 

Swedenborg further maintained that “if this fluid be regarded as the purest of 

the organs of its body, and the most exquisitely adapted for the reception of 

life, then it lives not from itself, but from Him who is self living, that is from 

the God of the universe, without Whom nothing whatever in nature could 

live, much less be wise” (Swedenborg 1843-1844, 2: 35, 211, 216, 233). 

Swedenborg’s main purpose in his elaborate conjectures on the structure 

of mental life and the relationship of the soul and body was to emphasize the 

centrality of the spirituous fluid. He deemed its primary function as having 

“intuition of ends.” The spirituous fluid was “conscious of all things,” with 

the power “to determine” events. For Swedenborg, teleology provides the 

basic explanatory model for both science and philosophy. The spirituous 
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fluid served as his nodal point for integrating the diverse phenomena of na¬ 

ture, including that of human cognition, activity, and, ultimately, wisdom. 

Swedenborg’s cosmological vision, when shorn of its more overwhelming 

mystical symbolism, became an element in James’s pragmatic philosophy. 

These Swedenborgian elements in James’s thought contributed to both the 

praise and scorn with which James’s “new” notions in his theory of knowl¬ 

edge were greeted (Varila 1977, 99, 125-135). When Wallace met James in 

1886, the two discussed Swedenborg. At a farewell dinner for Wallace at 

Parker’s Hotel, hosted by the wealthy Boston merchant John M. Forbes, the 

guests included (in addition to James) Holmes, Lowell, Gray, and Edward 

Waldo Emerson. Wallace noted that during the dinner, “luxurious in the ex¬ 

treme,” the conversation included “some pleasant interchange of ideas” on 

topics ranging from politics to travel to spiritualism (Wallace [1905] 1969, 

2:115-116). Ralph Waldo Emerson, Edward’s father, had been instrumen¬ 

tal in bringing Swedenborgian and transcendentalist connections to James’s 

attention (Taylor 1996, 182). The parallels between Wallace’s and James’s 

philosophical outlooks provided ammunition for critics who emphasized pe¬ 

culiarities or paradoxes in their respective writings and careers. 

Enter Frederic Myers 

Another link between Wallace and James was their close friendship with, and 

high admiration for, Frederic William Henry Myers (1843-1901). Myers, a 

well-known British essayist and psychical researcher, was a founding member 

of the British Society for Psychical Research (in February 1882). James soon 

joined the British SPR. In 1885, he began an active correspondence with 

Myers that lasted until the latter’s death in 1901. He visited Myers when in 

London (Skrupskelis and Berkeley 1992-, 6:511). Other prominent members 

of the SPR were Henry Sidgwick, Barrett, Oliver Lodge, Arthur Balfour, and 

Hensleigh Wedgwood. Wallace and James considered Myers instrumental 

in the effort to subject spiritualism to the canons of scientific empirical re¬ 

search (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:334-337; James 1986, 89-106). In a letter to 

James, Myers listed Wallace and James as among those persons in Europe and 

America “both earnestly and intelligently interested in psychical research” 

(Skrupskelis and Berkeley 1992-, 7:134-135). James wrote a flattering review 

of Myers’s Science and a Future Life (1893 [James 1986, 107-110]). James 

was also active in the American Society for Psychical Research. He was one 

of the nine members of the committee that organized the first official meeting 

of the ASPR in January 1885 at the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. 

The ASPR counted among its membership such luminaries of American sci¬ 

ence and medicine as Benjamin Peirce, Gray, George Fullerton, and Charles 
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Loomis Dana. Simon Newcomb^ then head of the Smithsonian Institution, 

was the society’s first president. James was extremely active in the work of 

the ASPR in the early years of its existence. He sat on the committees on 

mediumship, thought transference, and hypnotism (which he chaired). The 

committee on hypnotism was crucial in introducing to the United States the 

research of the French exponents of the experimental psychology of the sub¬ 

conscious. James sought to replicate the experimental findings of Alfred Binet 

and Pierre Janet, whose work had been studied by Myers, Frank Podmore, 

and Edmund Gurney at the SPR in London. The activities of the British 

group, as transmitted by James and his Boston colleagues, served as the vehi¬ 

cle by which news of the work of Josef Breuer and Sigmund Freud on hysteria 

first entered the American psychological literature. James’s reinterpretation of 

this new European research within the framework of pragmatism helped de¬ 

fine American psychology as the scientific study of consciousness conducted 

in empirically testable laboratory settings (Taylor 1996, 22-24, 146). 

James’s involvement with Myers was part of the broader development 

of his thought during the 1880s and 1890s. As one of America’s foremost 

psychologists and philosophers, James was positioned to insist that both 

disciplines included an inescapable subjective element. He dove into the 

controversial fields of abnormal psychology, psychical research (including 

experiments into telepathy, clairvoyance, and automatic writing), and the 

mind-cure movements that were then arising in the United States as alterna¬ 

tives to orthodox medicine. Like Wallace, he repeatedly declared puzzlement 

as to why most scientists seemed simply to ignore the data on which claims 

in these areas were made. Also, like Wallace, James attracted crowds to his 

lectures because he apparently inspired a sense of optimism in his listeners. 

He told his audiences that they had untapped reserves of energy that could be 

utilized to live more vigorous and healthy lives. James’s religious and meta¬ 

physical speculations fueled the attacks of some of his skeptical colleagues. 

But few could deny his stature as one of the most innovative North American 

psychologists at the turn of the century. James’s opposition to the imperialism 

he saw behind the Spanish-American and other wars, his concerns that mi¬ 

nority rights were being trampled in the rush toward economic and industrial 

advance, and his socialistic proclamations for a more equitable distribution 

of societal wealth were positions all shared by Wallace. Both men saw these as 

ingredients of a worldview that integrated science with moral, social, political, 

religious, and cultural beliefs and activities. Refusing to be pigeonholed into 

one field, James was a giant of late Victorian North American intellectual 

and social history (Myers 1986, 10-12). James, like Wallace, was elusive not 

because of evasion or secrecy; they were elusive because their wide-ranging 

thoughts and activities defied neat categorization. 
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Wallace’s relationship with Myers was as powerful as James’s. Wallace 

counted Myers as “among the eminent men whose first acquaintance and 

valued friendship I owe to our common interest in spiritualism.” The two 

met at some seances in London in 1878, and Myers invited Wallace to his 

lodging in Bolton Row, Mayfair. They discussed the experimental researches 

into psychic phenomena being conducted by Myers, as well as Gurney and 

Sidgwick. Wallace regarded Myers as the “first English writer to attempt to 

educe order out of the vast chaos of psychic phenomena, to connect them with 

admitted physical and physiological laws, and to formulate certain hypotheses 

that would serve to connect and explain a considerable portion of them” 

(Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:334-336). There were, however, subtle differences 

between Wallace’s and Myers’s conceptions as to the ultimate implications 

of psychic phenomena. 

Myers is famous for his theory of the “subliminal self,” which he set forth 

at a meeting of the SPR in 1892. The subliminal self provided a conceptual 

framework in which the diverse array of psychical phenomena could be inter¬ 

preted as manifestations of a stream of subliminal consciousness intruding 

on the “normal” state of consciousness. Hypnotism, telepathy, automatic 

writing, and mediumistic messages could be unified by Myers’s hypothesis. 

It was just this unifying function of the subliminal self theory that many pro¬ 

fessional psychologists found attractive. Ironically, it was the posited unifying 

power of the subliminal self that caused Wallace to reject, or at least keep his 

distance, from that speculation. The irony resides in the fact that Wallace was, 

almost congenitally, disposed to seek for unifying principles in nature. Like 

many other Victorian natural philosophers—including figures such as Lodge 

and Crookes—Wallace was uncomfortable with the very notion of gaps in 

the fabric of the universe. Lodge’s deployment of the ether was motivated, 

in part, by his conviction that the continuity of nature was a fundamental 

assumption of scientific inquiry. The continuity principle was also central to 

Balfour Stewart’s The Unseen Universe; or, Physical Speculations on a Future 

State (1875). Crookes declared that “all the phenomena of the universe are 

presumably in some way continuous” in both his presidential address to the 

sixty-eighth meeting of the Bi\AS and in his 1897 presidential address to 

the SPR (Oppenheim 1985, 382). 

It was not Myers’s speculative unity, however, to which Wallace objected 

but the specific motive that underlay it. Myers’s attempt to extend the bound¬ 

aries of what was then considered the normal personality necessitated, in his 

view, joining the baser with the elevated planes of psychic being. Wallace— 

who fully shared Myers’s conviction that psychic phenomena were empirically 

conclusive evidence of the presence of spirits—was not keen to emphasize any 

petty antics of the souls of the departed. To him, they represented inferior 



120 Chapter 3 

personality traits individual spiritual beings possessed prior to their physical 

deaths (Wallace 1896a, 262-264). Wallace wanted to emphasize only those 

nobler aspects of the human personality, as they were manifested in spiritual 

beings. His overarching purpose in embracing the existence of spiritual be¬ 

ings was that they guided humans to a higher moral development. Myers, 

in contrast, was mainly concerned with the spirit world to assure himself, 

personally, that the soul was not annihilated by bodily death. In Turner’s apt 

phrase, “Immortality rather than morality was Myers’s foremost concern” 

(Turner 1974, 122-130). Wallace sought to demonstrate that human beings 

and spiritual entities were linked in an enterprise of moral amelioration of the 

human species. He devoted the second half of his life to articulating an evo¬ 

lutionary cosmology that gave pride of place to social and political activism. 

Wallace, nonetheless, regarded Myers as one of the dominant forces in the 

rigorous study of psychic phenomena in the late Victorian period. James had 

an equally high assessment of Myers’s role as one of the major figures respon¬ 

sible for bringing the scientific temper to bear on the humanists’ interest in 

psychical phenomena and their bearing on the problems of human life and 

destiny Qames 1893). 

One of Myers’s abiding interests in psychical research related to the ques¬ 

tion of the possibility of life after death. His final thoughts on the subject were 

published posthumously in 1903, by his wife and son, as Human Personality 

and the Survival of Bodily Death (Taylor 1996, 147). Wallace considered it 

a “great work” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:334). James was similarly intrigued 

by Myers’s view that psychical research might shed light on the question of 

life after death (Myers 1986, 613). James’s esteem for Myers testifies to his 

profound intellectual and personal commitments to the reality of an unseen 

universe. These commitments were shared by Wallace and Peirce. Though 

the dynamics of the relationship between James and Peirce were not always 

calm, both championed the conviction that the aggressive scientific natural¬ 

ism that emerged in the 1860s and beyond, on both sides of the Atlantic, was 

at once misguided and dangerous. For James and Peirce, scientific natural¬ 

ism’s gravest defect was the tendency to minimize the role of theistic beliefs 

in knowledge formation (Raposa 1989; Croce 1995). Like James (and his 

father Henry James, Sr.), Peirce ultimately adopted an evolutionary theistic 

cosmology (Raposa 1989, 77). Peirce, moreover, had the highest regard for 

Wallace’s philosophical acumen as manifested in many aspects of his thoughts 

and writings, including Wallace’s evolutionary cosmology (Peirce 1906, 161). 

Throughout their respective careers, both James and Peirce wrote extensively 

on the methodological and metaphysical implications of evolutionary theory 

and the debates arising therefrom in England, France, Germany, and North 

America (Kuklick 1977; Taylor 1990). 
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Wallace and Peirce 

Like James—and like Wallace—Peirce’s scientific and philosophical writings 

came to be increasingly permeated by theism. Unlike the more dogmatic 

scientific naturalists, Peirce (fig. 6) did not regard science and religion, or 

reason and faith, as opposing domains. He maintained that faith plays an 

important role in the process of scientific inquiry, particularly in the enunci¬ 

ation of hypotheses. He saw a “sublime manifestation of the Deity” in human 

attempts to analyze and solve problems through the utilization of scientific 

method. Peirce considered this a pragmatic argument for God’s reality (Croce 

1995, 16; Potter 1996, 169-194). There is an affinity between the epistemo¬ 

logical framework of Wallace’s evolutionary theism and Peirce’s conception 

of scientific inquiry. Peirce’s confidence in the scientific method stemmed 

from a conviction that the capacity to discover ultimate truths was limited 

and fallible. But “when we practice our best, scientific method of inquiry,” 

he believed, “we can catch glimpses, always growing in clarity, of divinely 

created certainty” (Croce 1995, 16). Wallace’s and Peirce’s commitment to 

scientific theism is evident in their shared view that a scientific outlook was 

fully compatible with faith. Despite his (and Wallace’s) frequent condemna¬ 

tion of the traditional institutional aspects of religion, Peirce believed that a 

“community of faith” was necessary for the development of a better society in 

the late Victorian period (Raposa 1989, 11-13). In words that resonate with 

Wallace’s conception of a benevolent social order, Peirce wrote that “man’s 

highest developments are social; and religion, though it begins in a seminal, 

individual inspiration, only comes to full flower in a great church coextensive 

with a civilization. This is true . . . supereminently so of the religion of love. 

Its ideal is that the whole world shall be united in the bond of a common love 

of God accomplished by each man’s loving his neighbor” (Hartshorne and 

Weiss 1958-1965, vol. 6, par. 443). Peirce endorsed neither all of Wallace’s 

political views nor his relentless defense of the veracity of most spiritual¬ 

ist mediums. But he was wholly sympathetic to the conception of universal 

justice expounded in Wallace’s socialism (Peirce 1906, 161). 

Peirce considered Wallace one of the major “scientific notables” of the late 

Victorian period. He regarded Wallace’s lucid powers of argumentation, on 

a bewildering range of issues, to be sufficiently potent “and so surprisingly 

strong that some one of his works, say his ‘Studies, Scientific and Social,’ 

ought to be made the basis of a course of lectures on logic.” Peirce rein¬ 

forced his laudatory opinion of Wallace’s logical and argumentative sophisti¬ 

cation by citing similar assessments by Darwin, Mill, Spencer, Huxley, Nor¬ 

man Lockyer, and Chauncey Wright. To Peirce, “almost everybody whose 

judgment concerning the logic of science had any particular value . . . have 
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Figure 6. Photograph of Charles 

Peirce a few years prior to Wallace’s 

tour of North America (1886-1887). 

ranked Wallace among the past masters in scientific argumentation.” What 

others perceived as paradoxes or eccentricities in Wallace’s life and work, 

Peirce regarded as the necessary attributes of a bold and original thinker. 

Declaring that Wallace’s concept of natural selection, as it began to emerge 

more explicitly in the 1880s, was “superior to Darwin’s,” Peirce considered 

Wallace’s evolutionary teleology and cultural vision a notable achievement 

(Peirce 1906, 160-161). Peirce’s enthusiastic judgment is unsurprising, con¬ 

sidering the significant place accorded theism in Peirce’s epistemology. Both 

men elaborated worldviews that were compatible with theism, though both 

articulated their specific outlooks in an idiosyncratic manner (Raposa 1989, 

70). Moreover, both Peirce and Wallace shared the conviction that all knowl¬ 

edge was, and ought to be, social in character. Reason, itself, they believed, 

was communal. Peirce was blunt on this point, declaring that even “logic is 

rooted in the social principle” (Menand 2001, 229-230). 

One of Peirce’s clearest expositions of evolutionary theism is the series 

of essays he wrote for the Monist, during 1891-1893. Like James, Peirce 

had been deeply influenced by the theory of evolution by natural selection. 

Peirce’s relationship to Darwin is complex. He regarded the evolutionism of 

Darwin—as well as that of Spencer and other prominent exponents of evo¬ 

lutionary science—as critically important but limited. Fairly or not, Peirce 
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characterized natural selection in the phrase: “Every individual for himself, 

and the Devil take the hindmost” (Hartshorne and Weiss 1958-1965, vol. 6, 

par. 293). “Evolutionary Love,” the last of his Monist essays (1893), sets out 

Peirce’s conception of evolutionary theism most succinctly (Raposa 1989, 

72-87). Its objective was to demonstrate that wholly naturalistic interpreta¬ 

tions of evolution were incomplete. Peirce endorsed the scientific significance 

of natural selection. But, like Wallace, he held it to be inadequate to account 

for the whole of the evolutionary process. For Peirce, strictly naturalistic evo¬ 

lutionary theories were “pseudo-evolutionism.” He deemed them “scientifi¬ 

cally unsatisfactory” because they gave “no possible hint of how the universe 

came about” and were “hostile to all hopes of personal relations to God” 

(Hartshorne and Weiss 1958-1965, vol. 6, par. 157). Peirce’s cosmology is 

permeated by the central role played by both divine and human love in affect¬ 

ing, and effecting, the course of evolution. His scientific theism ultimately 

rests on the criterion of purposefulness. For Peirce, evolution is inextricably 

bound to a social ethic that is both radically communitarian and utopian 

(Raposa 1989, 76, 82). Notwithstanding the differences between Peirce’s 

and Wallace’s specific versions of evolutionary theism—Peirce’s “Supreme 

Being” accords more closely to traditional Christian conceptions of the deity 

than does Wallace’s—the parallels between their philosophical frameworks 

are striking and warrant more detailed scrutiny. 

“Is Nature Cruel?” 

Peirce’s perception of the problem of evil accords with Wallace’s treatment 

of that conundrum. Wallace devoted all of chapter 19 in World of Life to 

the query that had hounded philosophers and theologians for centuries: “Is 

Nature Cruel? The Purpose and Limitations of Pain” (Wallace 1910a, 369- 

384). Evolutionists now had to tackle it. In Peirce’s analysis of the perennial 

philosophical and practical ruminations on evil, he softens the dilemma of 

the classical theists who believed in an omnipotent and benevolent Deity by 

invoking evolutionism. In place of Leibniz’s “whatever is, is best” argument, 

Peirce contends that whatever is will prove to work out for the best in the 

(evolutionary) long run. He is able to assert that, “thus, the love that God 

is, is not a love of which hatred is the contrary; otherwise Satan would be a 

coordinate power; but it is a love which embraces hatred as an imperfect stage 

of it.” Peirce’s solution to the problem of evil is that particular manifestations 

of evil, such as human suffering or pain, are warning devices. They serve 

God’s purposes as a means for “detaching us from false dependence on Him” 

(Hartshorne and Weiss 1958-1965, vol. 6, pars. 287, 507; Raposa 1989, 87- 

92). In the World of Life, Wallace attempted to answer the numerous charges 
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that the theory of evolution by natural selection necessitated, even glorified, 

the widespread destruction of many living forms as the price for evolutionary 

advance. In language analogous to Peirce’s, Wallace admits that evolutionary 

struggle is often “so utterly abhorrent to us that we cannot reconcile it with 

an author of the universe who is at once all7wise, all-powerful, and all-good. 

The consideration of these facts has been a mystery to the religious and has 

undoubtedly aided in the production of that widespread pessimism which 

exists to-day; while it has confirmed the materialist, and great numbers of 

students of science, in the rejection of any supreme intelligence as having cre¬ 

ated or designed a universe which, being founded on cruelty and destruction, 

they believe to be immoral” (Wallace 1910a, 369-370). 

Wallace maintained that such sentiments arose from a misunderstanding 

of natural selection. Citing J. Arthur Thomson (who reviewed Wallace’s Dar¬ 

winism) and Huxley’s article in Nineteenth Century (1888), Wallace asserted 

that leading evolutionists themselves contributed to the broader public con¬ 

fusion regarding the role of pain in the universe. He targeted Huxley’s con¬ 

tention that since myriads of generations of herbivorous animals “have been 

tormented and devoured by carnivores” and that carnivores and herbivores 

alike were “subject to all the miseries incidental to old age, disease, and over¬ 

multiplication,” one could not maintain that the world was governed “by 

what we call benevolence.” Wallace rejected Huxley’s caustic opinion that 

were human ears sharp enough, we would hear sighs and groans of pain like 

those heard by Dante at the gate of hell. Like Peirce and James, Wallace felt it 

was not his or Darwin’s own words but the constant assertions of prominent 

Darwinians, and their disciples, “repeated and exaggerated in newspaper ar¬ 

ticles and reviews . . . that [have] led so many persons to fall back on the 

teaching of Haeckel—that the universe had no designer or creator, but has 

always existed; and that the life-pageant, with all its pain and horror, has been 

repeated cycle after cycle from eternity in the past, and will be repeated in 

cycles for ever.” Wallace averred that “we have here presented to us one of 

the strangest phenomena of the human mind—that numbers of intelligent 

men are more attracted by a belief which makes the amount of pain which 

they think does exist on the earth last for all eternity in successive worlds 

without any permanent and good result whatever, than by another belief, 

which admits the same amount of pain into one world only, and for a limited 

period.” 

Wallace’s teleology afforded a quite different conclusion. “Whatever pain 

there is,” he declared, “only exists for the grand purpose of developing a 

race of spiritual beings, who may thereafter live without physical pain—also 

for all eternity!” He rejected all conceptions “of a universe in which pain 

exists perpetually and uselessly, [for] one in which the pain is strictly limited. 
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while its beneficial results are eternalV" Wallace’s extended analysis of the 

existence, purpose, and limitations of pain provides one of the most cogent 

examples of his scientific theism. By embedding the principle of utility within 

a teleological framework, Wallace believed he had answered the question of 

nature’s cruelty. Pain was an essential factor in an evolutionary process “that 

has succeeded marvellously, even gloriously, inasmuch as it has produced, as 

its final outcome, man, the one being who can appreciate the infinite variety 

and beauty of the life-world, the one being who can utilise in any adequate 

manner the myriad products of its mechanics and its chemistry” (Wallace 

1910a, 370-373). 

Wallace characterized the human tendency “to transfer our sensations of 

pain to all other animals [as] grossly misleading.” He considered it far more 

probable that “there is as great a gap between man and the lower animals in 

sensitiveness to pain as there is in their intellectual and moral faculties; and 

as a concomitant of those higher faculties.” Wallace denied the sensation of 

pain to the vast majority of the animal kingdom. Even for those more complex 

animals that he had to admit feel pain, he claimed their consciousness of their 

suffering was fleeting. Death by powerful predators such as the lion or puma 

is generally so swift that the momentary pain inflicted by the deep wounds of 

claws and teeth of carnivores is masked by the rapid death of the prey. For 

Wallace, natural selection leaves scant place for pain except for one species, 

humans. In this chapter of The World of Life, Wallace elaborated on arguments 

he discussed briefly in Darwinism. “ We require to be more sensitive to pain,” 

he noted, “because of our bare skin with no protective armour or thick pads 

of hair to ward off blows, or to guard against scratches and wounds from 

the many spiny or prickly plants that abound in every part of the world; and 

especially on account of our long infancy and childhood.” 

Wallace felt that his analysis of the purpose and limitations of pain pro¬ 

vided the solution to a problem that had long puzzled him. Why had humans 

lost their hairy covering, especially from their backs where it would have been 

so useful in carrying off rain, at an early stage in evolution? The answer was 

now clear. In his essays of the 1860s, Wallace had invoked only utilitarian 

arguments to explain this striking difference between humans and the higher 

primates. His developed teleology allowed a complementary agency, divine 

provision, to account more fully for the anomaly. The loss of hair most likely 

occurred, Wallace surmised, at precisely that point when ancestral forms 

“first became Man—the spiritual being, the “living soul” in a corporeal body, 

in order to render him more sensitive. ” Mankind’s earliest advance toward civ¬ 

ilization, the use of fire, immediately became a daily and hourly danger to 

the species. It was the advent of sudden and acute sensations of pain that 

rendered this momentous event in human history benevolent rather than 
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hazardous. As life became more complex, dwellings, clothing, and cooking 

increasingly exposed early humans to loss, injury, and death by fire. Natu¬ 

ral selection gradually eliminated those individuals less sensitive to fire and 

more careless in the use of it. This juxtaposition of guiding providence and 

the rigors of natural selection, which had come to constitute the very core of 

Wallace’s evolutionary theism, dictated the emergence of pain and suffering 

as necessary stages in human development toward a higher end. 

Wallace’s views parallel Peirce’s in “Evolutionary Love.” For both men, 

pain and suffering are necessary ingredients in human evolution because 

they inevitably result in a higher destiny for mankind. Wallace asserted that 

no “other animal needs the pain-sensation that we need; [and] it is therefore 

absolutely certain that no other possesses such sensations in more than a 

fractional degree of ours.” But Wallace is no Dr. Moreau. He warned that 

his evolutionary explanation of pain gave no support to vivisection. Wallace 

asserted that the moral arguments against vivisection retain their full force, 

whether “the animals suffer as much as we do or only half as much.” Vivi¬ 

section, in his view, breeds “a callousness and a passion for experiment” on 

living organisms that is at once brutal and immoral. For Wallace, nature’s 

cruelty must be seen within the broader context of the overarching plan of 

the “Ruler of the Universe.” Any glorification of pain and suffering, whether 

for experimental purposes or for militaristic or economic gain, are doctrines 

not “worthy of an evolutionist, or of a believer in God” (Wallace 1910a, 373- 

381, 383). The parallels between Wallace’s and Peirce’s scientific theism is 

indicative of a broader transatlantic harmonization of evolutionary teleology. 

Peirce’s faith shaped his philosophical pronouncements on the presence 

of both certainty and uncertainty in scientific inquiry. His conviction that 

the scientific method incorporated theistic elements was endorsed by James 

and an influential group of New England intellectuals. Peirce had been one 

of the leading members of the Metaphysical Club, a Cambridge intellectual 

discussion group of Harvard students and graduates active in the 1860s and 

1870s. In addition to Peirce and James, the Metaphysical Club’s members 

and visitors included the future Supreme Court Justice Holmes, the popu- 

larizer of science John Fiske, and Frances Ellingwood Abbot (Fisch 1964; 

Kuklick 1977; Menand 2001, 201). Holmes and Wallace, as noted above, 

were proponents of spiritualism. Abbot was well known for his critique of 

agnosticism and his arguments on behalf of scientific theism. Wallace owned 

copies of Abbot’s The Way out of Agnosticism or the Philosophy of Free Religion 

and Scientific Theism. ^ Clearly, Wallace found in the New England Cambridge 

setting an extremely hospitable environment for the doctrines of evolution 

and evolutionary theism that he was expounding in his tour. 
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Wallace and T. A. Bland’s In the World Celestial 

Wallace continued his spiritualist investigations—and his integration of them 

into his evolutionary philosophy—after leaving Boston and arriving in Wash¬ 

ington, D.C., on 31 December 1886. (See chap. 5 for the detailed analysis of 

Wallace’s three-month sojourn in Washington.) The relationship he formed in 

the nation’s capital with T. A. Bland is particularly germane to an understand¬ 

ing of Wallace’s philosophical and epistemological framework. Bland shared 

both Wallace’s spiritualist and political convictions. Editor of the magazine 

Council ofFire^, Bland was appalled at the rampant land speculation in Amer¬ 

ica. He was particularly ardent in his denunciation of “the robbery of land 

granted [originally] as Indian reserves.” He invited Wallace to give a talk to a 

group of his friends explaining the principles of land nationalization. Wallace 

noted in his journal that he “preached on ‘Land Nationalisation’ ” but that 

his ideas seemed too “wild” even to as sympathetic a group as that gathered 

by Bland and that he didn’t “think [he] made a convert.” In his autobiogra¬ 

phy, Wallace later contextualized this failure by noting that in the mid-1880s 

“there was hardly a professed socialist in America” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 

2:129-130). But the climate for spiritualism in Washington was decidedly 

more salubrious. 

Bland considered Wallace one of the great “headlights of humanity” in 

the nineteenth century, an avatar of cultural as well as ethical advance (Bland 

1906). Wallace, in turn, was impressed with Bland. He possessed copies of 

two of Bland’s books: Pioneers of Progress (1906) and In the World Celestial 

(1905). It is the latter work, as Wallace’s annotations in his copy (in Edin¬ 

burgh University Library) demonstrate, that affords insights into Wallace’s 

philosophical worldview. In the World Celestial is ostensibly a work of fiction, 

depicting the relationship between two characters, Paul and Pearl. Bland in 

his introduction asserted that the experiences recounted actually occurred to 

his friend, “a well-known and popular author.” Bland explicitly vouched “for 

the integrity of Paul and assure [d] the reader the story is true in its essential 

facts. Pearl is a real character, and . . . the story of the love which budded on 

earth and blossomed in Heaven is not a fiction, but a genuine romance of two 

worlds” (Bland 1905, author’s introduction). Whatever the literary merit of 

this book, Wallace’s copious markings and annotations indicate that he fully 

endorsed Bland’s views as expressed in this “romance of two worlds.” 

In the World Celestial was a spiritualist tract for its times. Paul and Pearl, 

lovers on earth, have continued their relationship in the spiritual realm. Bland 

is specific about the physical structure of spiritual space, which is a nestlike set 

of seven spheres surrounding earth. The earth—as are the other planets—is 
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“surrounded by seven belts of ether, and a still finer fluid which your sci¬ 

entists call argon. These belts are spheres of spirit life. . . . Thus, all space 

is occupied by the planets and their spirit spheres.” In Bland’s topography, 

spirits must make the progressive journey from the first to the seventh sphere 

as their intellectual and moral qualities become more and more refined. Al¬ 

though spirits from inferior spheres cannot pass to higher spheres until suffi¬ 

ciently developed ethically, spirits in the “higher spheres can visit the lower at 

will, and mingle with their inhabitants freely. [Moreover,] spirits from all the 

spheres can visit the planet from which they came, but they cannot make their 

presence known to those in their physical bodies, except through the agency 

of persons endowed with some sort of medial gift” (Bland 1905, 87). Wallace 

marked this passage as a “good account of spheres.” Wallace’s conviction of 

both the reality of the spirit realm, and the interaction between spirits and 

earthly inhabitants, is unambivalent. He was often viewed as a bit too keen 

on defending the reality of spirit manifestations rendered visible by persons 

“endowed with some sort of medial gift.” A brief examination of the con¬ 

text of Bland’s work provides insight into the depth of Wallace’s spiritualist 

convictions and their function in his broader epistemological perspectives. 

First, those convictions reinforced his arguments from the principle of 

utility that the “higher faculties of man” required more than the operation of 

natural selection for their development. Wallace marked the following passage 

in Bland’s tale, in which Pearl informs Paul that “you doubtless know that 

man has, as a natural and necessary inheritance from his savage ancestors, 

all the faculties possessed by the lower animals, and that in addition to these 

he has, not only the reasoning faculties of much higher order than any brute 

possesses, but moral consciousness, ideality, and other endowments which 

are purely human, and that it is through the development of these higher 

faculties alone that he is enabled to control those faculties which are com¬ 

mon to brute and man, and live a human, humane, and harmonious life” 

(Bland 1905, 121). The significance of this passage for Wallace is enhanced 

by the fact that it occurs within a lengthy discourse by Pearl (120-128) dur¬ 

ing which she expounds on a number of historical and religious topics. The 

“lurid theology” of Calvin, with its harsh doctrine of predestination, is de¬ 

clared barbarous compared to the teachings of modern spiritualism. Yet even 

Calvin has been “reformed” under spiritualist guidance. Pearl informs Paul 

that Calvin “has long since revised his creed and he deeply deplores having 

given to the world a system of doctrines which so greatly misrepresent the 

character of the all-loving Father. He is an unseen member of every great 

assembly of Calvinist churches, doing all that he can do to bring about a 

radical change in the creed which he gave to the world” (Bland 1905, 123). 
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The image of Calvin as a fifth-columnist would surely have appealed to the 

radical reformer in Wallace. 

Pearl mentions Swedenborg explicitly as “one kindred writer who spoke 

of such spiritual spheres both actually and metaphorically.” Paul is further 

informed by his partner in two worlds that “good deeds, prompted by pure 

motives, done on earth, are the treasures in heaven referred to by Jesus.” 

Wallace’s markings indicate that he read these pages carefully. His annota¬ 

tions substantiate the claim that there was no abrupt break or inherent con¬ 

tradiction between his earlier secular attitudes and his mature evolutionary 

theism. Wallace objected not to religion but to those traditional institutions 

and creeds that placed too great an emphasis on fear, hatred, and punishment. 

Wallace’s scientific and spiritualist principles enabled him to refashion theism 

into a modern evolutionary teleology. This framework enabled him to inte¬ 

grate religious sentiments and sociopolitical reforms with scientific advances 

into a strategy for the renovation of late Victorian society. Without such inte¬ 

gration, Wallace was certain that the positive achievements of the “wonderful 

century” would be obliterated. When Paul and Pearl visited Washington, as 

spirit tourists, they attended many of the numerous seances popular in the 

city. More dramatic were their visits—spirits apparently passed easily through 

security points—to a presidential cabinet meeting. There, as Bland recorded, 

Paul found the current president surrounded by a host of spirits. Among these 

were such mighty figures from American history as Benjamin Franklin and 

Alexander Hamilton. Each of these, quite literally, spiritual advisers proffered 

advice to the president on the critical decisions that lay before him. There was 

also a “spirit lobby” in Congress. Its “wise and good” efforts at persuasion in 

infiuencing votes, as Pearl wryly noted, ensured that “this government would 

[not] be far more corrupt, unjust, and despotic than it is” (Bland 1905, 125- 

126, 130-133). 

Wallace’s laudatory opinion of Bland’s In the World Celestial is indicative of 

his conviction that political, social, and theistic forces were interdependent. 

It was such interdependence that gave Wallace, as it did so many others in 

Britain and North America, hope that the ravages of late Victorian commer¬ 

cialism and capitalist industrialization could be moderated and a just soci¬ 

ety effected. The Reverend H. W. Thomas, president of the World’s Liberal 

Congress of Religions, had written the introduction to Bland’s book. One of 

Thomas’s main objectives was to counter what he perceived as the materi¬ 

alist thrust of the times. Modern science and modern theism, he believed, 

could together forge a basis for a new outlook on humanity’s place in nature. 

Thomas, like Bland and Wallace, had little use for either dogmatic Catholi¬ 

cism or the Protestant Reformers. He condemned their emphasis on hell 
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as eternal damnation for “unintentionally [doing] a great wrong to mankind; 

they closed the doors between the two worlds. Nothing could be done for lost 

souls; their doom was forever hopelessly sealed; and even the saved were far 

removed from the concern of those on earth. The result has been to chill the 

emotions, to lessen interest in the life to come and to weaken faith in immor¬ 

tality.” Modern spiritualism and refashioned theism, according to Thomas, 

afforded a far more reasonable, “and certainly not unscriptural,” framework 

for religious and ethical precepts and practices. “God,” he declared, “is life, 

‘the living God,’ ‘the God of the living, and not of the dead.’ The change that 

we call death is an incident in the evolution of life. . . . The universe at center 

is mind—spirit; man at center is divine; is the child of God.” Thomas con¬ 

sidered “the fact of form”-—as it was being increasingly revealed in scientific 

findings in all fields—fundamental to late Victorian philosophies of nature. 

Suns, stars, and satellites as well as their various orbits are “forms.” The 

universe itself is form, and there are the myriad forms of life that cellular bi¬ 

ology is continually demonstrating. For Thomas, the “prototypes of all these 

are thought forms—mind, spirit forms; the universe, it is the objectivized 

thought of the Infinite mind, reason, beauty, justice, and love.” He noted 

that this conceptual scheme was akin to the old “Platonic doctrine of Divine 

Ideas.” H. W. Thomas asserted that his views were in complete accord with 

“what we know as the ideal philosophy” (Thomas 1905). The tradition of 

idealist philosophy was as significant at the close of the nineteenth century 

in North America as it was in Great Britain and much of continental Europe 

(Otter 1996). 

Wallace was attracted to certain strands of idealist philosophy. He en¬ 

dorsed Thomas’s description of “ministering spirits” as “often walking un¬ 

seen by our side . . . [and whose affections] Death does not lessen, but inten¬ 

sifies.” Spirit love, Thomas averred, “is, of all love, the tenderest, the most 

forgiving, the greatest, for it has risen above the discords and hatreds of time.” 

Bland concluded his own introduction on a triumphant note: 

The old theology is losing its hold upon the real beliefs of many 

thoughtful minds; the larger and better faith and hope of the new is 

taking the place of the old. And not only this, with the larger knowl¬ 

edge of his mighty surroundings and the mastery of material forces, 

man is coming to see, to feel, and to fill his larger place in the uni¬ 

verse. The power of man has been augmented a hundred, a thousand 

fold; steam, electricity and telegraphy have made the once distant 

and unknown parts of the earth seem near and common. And one 

now knows that the universe is one—“the one Being”; ... In the 

occult world we are finding that hypnotism, clairvoyance and telepa- 
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thy are facts. The unseen world is nearer and more real; not only is 

wireless telegraphy a fact, but we may send thoughts to those far way; 

and all this is making more common and real the idea of the possible 

communion of earth with heaven. 

(Bland 1905, author’s introduction) 

In 1885, Wallace had written in strikingly similar terms of the impact of 

science and spiritualism on theology: 

We who have satisfied ourselves of the reality of the phenomena of 

modern Spiritualism in all their wide-reaching extent and endless 

variety, are enabled to look upon the records of the past with new 

interest and fuller appreciation. It is surely something to be relieved 

from the necessity of classing Socrates and St. Augustine, Luther and 

Swedenborg, as the credulous victims of delusion or imposture. The 

so-called miracles and supernatural events that pervade the sacred 

books and historical records of all nations find their place among nat¬ 

ural phenomena, and need no longer be laboriously explained away. 

The witchcraft mania of Europe and America affords the materials 

for an important study, since we are now able to detect the basis of 

fact on which it rested, and to separate from it the Satanic interpreta¬ 

tion which invested it with horror, and appeared to justify the cruel 

punishments by which it was attempted to be suppressed. ... In 

these and many other ways history and anthropology are illuminated 

by Spiritualism. 

To the teacher of religion it is of vital importance, since it enables 

him to meet the skeptic on his own ground, to adduce facts and ev¬ 

idence for the faith that he professes, and to avoid that attitude of 

apology and doubt which renders him altogether helpless against the 

vigorous assaults of Agnosticism and materialistic science. Theology, 

when vivified and strengthened by Spiritualism, may regain some of 

the influence and power of its earlier years. 

Science will equally benefit, since it will have opened to it a new 

domain of surpassing interest. Just as there is behind the visible world 

of nature an “unseen universe” of forces, the study of which con¬ 

tinually opens up fresh worlds of knowledge often intimately con¬ 

nected with the true comprehension of the most familiar phenomena 

of nature, so the world of mind will be illuminated by the new facts 

and principles which the study of Spiritualism makes known to us. 

Modern science utterly fails to realize the nature of mind or to ac¬ 

count for its presence in the universe, except by the mere verbal and 
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unthinkable dogma that it is “the product of organization.” Spiritual¬ 

ism, on the other hand, recognizes in Mind the cause of organization, 

and, perhaps, even of matter itself; and it has added greatly to our 

knowledge of man’s nature, by demonstrating the existence of indi¬ 

vidual minds indistinguishable from those of human beings, yet sep¬ 

arate from any human body. It has made us acquainted with forms 

of matter of which materialistic science has no cognizance, and with 

an ethereal chemistry whose transformations are far more marvellous 

than any of those with which science deals. It thus gives us proof that 

there are possibilities of organized existence beyond those of our ma¬ 

terial world, and in doing so removes the greatest stumbling-block 

in the way of belief in a future state of existence—the impossibility 

so often felt by the student of material science of separating the con¬ 

scious mind from its partnership with the brain and nervous system. 

(Wallace 1885b) 

Wallace’s close and enthusiastic reading of Bland’s book is now contextu¬ 

alized. His linkage of spiritualism, theism, and science reflected a pervasive 

ideology among important segments of late Victorian society and culture. 

The Wonderful Century and The World of Life should be recognized for what 

they were. These later works of Wallace were not the eccentric musings of 

a declining mind but powerful syntheses of iate-nineteenth/early-twentieth- 

century intellectual currents. They incorporated and influenced the thoughts 

and activities of members of elite and popular cultures on both sides of the 

Atlantic. Figures as eminent as Peirce and James recognized the significance 

of Wallace’s efforts to formulate a proactive evolutionary theism. His attempt 

to establish a viable framework for harnessing the forces of science and tech¬ 

nology to a humane, and environmentally conscientious, social and political 

order was central to his life. 

Wallace’s Epistemology: Idealist and Realist? 

Wallace’s epistemology resists any neat label. His philosophical position bears 

the imprint of both idealism and realism. He sought to integrate elements of 

idealist and realist metaphysics to construct a scaffold for his own study and 

interpretation of nature. Such an integrative attempt was far from unique 

in the later Victorian period. Only when realism and idealism are viewed as 

antithetical is a synthetic approach deemed odd, if not impossible. There are 

many definitions of these two dominant philosophical traditions. It is suffl- 

cient for the purpose of situating Wallace’s position on the epistemological 

spectrum to indicate the most basic characteristics of each tradition. Idealism, 
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whatever form it takes, “requires that what is thought of as real be constructed 

by mental conditions, whether those conditions be limited to human agents 

or a transhuman agency, understood as divine or as the Absolute. Realism, 

on the other hand, in the minimal sense requires that what is real be to some 

extent or in some way independent of mental construction—indeed, what 

is real determines, contributes to, or at least resists the [agency] of mental 

activity, human or transhuman” (Hausman 1993, 144). 

Traditional historiography has tended to view the latter half of the nine¬ 

teenth century, especially in Britain, as a period in which philosophical 

realism, and its more specific formulation in scientific naturalism, was tri¬ 

umphant. The propagandists for the primacy of scientific naturalism in ex¬ 

plicating “truth” were vocal and influential. But they were decidedly not 

the only voices heard. Recent scholarship has identified British idealism as 

a crucial component of late Victorian culture. David George Ritchie, T. H. 

Green, F. H. Bradley, Edward Caird, Bernard Bosanquet, and their followers 

explored compelling alternatives to materialist and atomist/reductionist mod¬ 

els in the study of nature and of society (Otter 1996, 6-7, 143-148). The 

interplay between realism and idealism was equally pronounced in North 

America (Hausman 1993, chap. 4). Thus, Wallace’s admixture of realist and 

idealist concepts in his own philosophizing is reflective of the broader context 

of transatlantic thought. 

There are two main reasons why Wallace found it appropriate to attempt 

a synthesis of realism and idealism. First, as noted above, he considered 

scientific naturalism inadequate to account for all aspects of evolution. But 

second, and equally crucial, Wallace was drawn to the idealists’ conviction 

that philosophy and sociopolitical reform should be inextricably related ac¬ 

tivities (Nicholson 1990). Although the attempts to establish a “biological 

sociology” were as diverse as they were inconclusive, the lure of that par¬ 

ticular Holy Grail was irresistible. Realists and idealists alike were drawn 

to the quest to utilize evolutionary biology to illuminate the broader ques¬ 

tions of consciousness, thought, and purpose in social evolution (Otter 1996, 

101-119). In this case, politics often made curious bedfellows of disparate 

thinkers. 

John A. Hobson summed up the rich and often contradictory world of 

Victorian evolutionary philosophy when he remarked that it “was not the 

least of Spencer’s victories that he has forced evolution on the idealists— 

those who approach Unity from the other side” (Hobson [1904] 1988, 63). 

Similarly, Wallace’s alliance with Ritchie was complicated. Ritchie was un¬ 

sympathetic to Wallace’s incorporation of spiritualism into the evolutionary 

process (Ritchie 1889, 115). But both shared a commitment to the concept 

of design in nature. More tellingly, for Wallace, Ritchie wedded an evolution- 
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ary teleology to an explicitly socialist and collectivist solution to the “social 

question.” Ritchie appealed to socialists to have patience and “reverence for 

the long toil of the human spirit.” Although he noted that much work was 

required before socialism could bring the “good elements” in regressive sen¬ 

timents and institutions to the fore, he asserted that the “Divine purpose . . . 

is gradually revealing itself in the education of the human race” (Robbins 

1982, 86). As did many other Victorians, Wallace enunciated a holistic phi¬ 

losophy in which the indisputable findings of science could be shown to be 

compatible with a broader metaphysical and ethical framework. As cofounder 

of the theory of natural selection, Wallace’s particular philosophical synthesis 

was bound to generate vigorous reactions—positive and negative—among his 

contemporaries. 

Wallace and Spencer 

Wallace’s long and complex relationship with Spencer reveals much about 

Wallace’s attempt to reconcile idealism and realism. He frequently expressed 

his admiration for Spencer, declaring himself “an enthusiastic admirer of 

Mr. Spencer’s writings, and a follower of his philosophy” (Wallace 1869b). 

Spencer exerted on Wallace, as on many others coming of age in the mid¬ 

nineteenth century, a powerful intellectual as well as social influence. The 

two were close friends. They exchanged views on a wide variety of issues 

ranging from animal and human fertility to land nationalization. Spencer 

was one of the first Londoners Wallace had sought out on his return from 

the Malay Archipelago. Accompanied by Bates—who, like Wallace, had read 

and “been immensely impressed” with First Principles—Wallace hoped for 

enlightenment of the great unsolved problem of the origin of life. He realized 

only too well that the Origin of Species had (deliberately) left that problem “in 

as much obscurity as ever.” Both he and Bates eagerly looked to “Spencer as 

the one man living who could give us some clue to it.” Wallace’s account of 

that first meeting says much about his desire to probe deeply the fundamental 

questions posed by evolutionary theory. It also captures Spencer’s tendency to 

retreat into the comforts of accepting the barriers posed by the “unlcnowable”: 

[Spencer’s] wonderful exposition of the fundamental laws and con¬ 

ditions, actions and interactions of the material universe seemed to 

penetrate so deeply into that “nature of things” after which the early 

philosophers searched in vain . . . that we both hoped he could throw 

some light on that great problem of problems. ... As young students 

of nature we wished to have the honour of his acquaintance. He was 

very pleasant, spoke appreciatively of what we had both done for the 
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practical exposition of evolution, and hoped we would continue to 

work at the subject. But when we ventured to touch on the great 

problem, and whether he had arrived at even one of the first steps 

towards its solution, our hopes were dashed at once. That, he said, 

was too fundamental a problem to even think of solving at present. 

We did not yet know enough of matter in its essential constitution 

nor of the various forces of nature; and all he could say was that ev¬ 

erything pointed to its having been a development out of matter—a 

phase of that continuous process of evolution by which the whole 

universe had been brought to its present condition. So we had to wait 

and work contentedly at minor problems. 

Wallace was disappointed but not discouraged. His own developing evolu¬ 

tionary philosophy permitted him to approach questions about the origin of 

life and the course of human evolution by epistemological avenues “which 

Spencer and Darwin neglected or ignored” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:23-24). 

Wallace digested the volumes of Spencer’s Synthetic Philosophy. Although 

he thought highly of Spencer, his early reverence was soon tempered with a 

more critical and qualified respect. Their divergent positions on key issues 

in the natural and social sciences became apparent. Wallace and Spencer 

remained united more by a passionate dedication to evolution and to social 

reform than by shared philosophical outlooks. Wallace derived much amuse¬ 

ment “from the often unexpected way in which [Spencer] would apply the 

principles of evolution to the commonest topics of conversation” (Wallace 

[1905] 1969, 2: 33). It was Spencer’s phrase “survival of the fittest” that Wal¬ 

lace preferred to his and Darwin’s term “natural selection.” Wallace thought 

“survival of the fittest” less subject to misleading personification and a direct, 

not metaphorical, expression of the process of evolution (Marchant [1916] 

1975, 141).^ Their mutual respect, despite their differing epistemologies, 

endured. In 1874, Spencer asked Wallace to look over the proofs of the first 

six chapters of The Principles of Sociology “and give him the benefit of my 

criticisms, ‘alike as naturalist, anthropologist, and traveller.’ ” Wallace found 

little requiring emendation, but “sent him a couple of pages of notes with 

suggestions on points of detail, which, I believe, were of some use to him” 

(Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:27). 

But Wallace was wary of Spencer’s habit of dismissing many books if a 

scant perusal of their contents did not accord with his own preconceived 

notions. He was particularly annoyed by Spencer’s refusal to read Henry 

George’s Progress and Poverty and Henry Buckle’s History of Civilization (Wal¬ 

lace [1905] 1969, 2:27, 30-31; Marchant [1916] 1975, 391-392). Wallace 

rejected Spencer’s analysis of the origin of the moral sense in humans. “If 
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mindj” he wrote, “with all its powers is simply a function of organized matter, 

then Mr. Spencer’s theory of the origin of morals is the only one which can 

be held by a student of science. If, however, there is any thing in man more 

than his physical organization, then it becomes a subject of strict scientific 

and philosophical inquiry to determine from a study of the phenomena of 

his mind in various stages of growth and under various conditions, what is 

the mental substratum required to account for the development of the facul¬ 

ties we actually find in him” (Wallace 1869b). Wallace’s teleology rendered 

Spencer’s utilitarian explanation for the development of the moral sense un¬ 

acceptable. Wallace’s reasoning on this score paralleled Peirce’s dictum that 

theism, like science, can be true to its own essence, only by subjecting its 

doctrines to the test of experience and criticism. 

Peirce’s epistemology was first elaborated in a series of “Illustrations of 

the Logic of Science” in the Popular Science Monthly in 1877-1878. The 

scientific method, he argued, is but one of several ways of fixing beliefs. Be¬ 

liefs are essentially habits of action. For Peirce, the scientific method began 

with an experimental investigation of the observable effects of forces on ob¬ 

jects. That accomplished, science provided guidelines by which the human 

intellect would recognize those old, inadequate habits that were no longer 

appropriate. New, fiexible habits of action could be established that allowed 

for better adaptation to the never-ending novelties revealed by empirical re¬ 

search. Peirce’s metaphysical writings, with their emphasis on chance and 

continuity, were further illustrations of his logic of science. When pragma¬ 

tism became a popular movement in the late 1890s and early 1900s, Peirce 

was dissatisfied with all of the forms of pragmatism then current, includ¬ 

ing his own original exposition. His last productive years were devoted to a 

radical revision of pragmatism. He labored on articulating the principle of 

what he had come to call “pragmaticism.” Peirce’s later epistemology incor¬ 

porated evolutionism more directly than previously. Knowledge, including 

science, he now emphasized was developmental and open to its own cor¬ 

rection. Peirce’s pragmaticism explicitly rejected the ideology of the ethical, 

metaphysical, and theistic neutrality of science. The ideological neutrality 

of science had been expressed most forcefully in America by Wright. Peirce 

worked toward effecting a viable rapprochement between what he termed the 

“religious metaphysics” and the “physical metaphysics” of the late nineteenth 

century (Anderson 1995, 61-63). 

Wallace pursued a similar approach in his attempt to construct an episte¬ 

mological synthesis of diverse elements in late Victorian thought. This syn¬ 

thetic approach did not preclude opting for a specific position if the circum- 

stances warranted. When forced to choose between the utilitarian hypothesis 

and the intuitional theory, which explained the origin of morality “by the 
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supposition that there is a feeling—a sense of right and wrong—in our nature 

antecedent to and independent of experience of utility,” Wallace endorsed the 

intuitional hypothesis. This put him on a collision course with certain aspects 

of Spencerian epistemology. Wallace declared that he was decidedly of the 

opinion “that there is a limit to the sphere which [Spencer’s] philosophy em¬ 

braces, and that the limit is to be found in the doctrine of the origin of morals” 

(Wallace 1869b). In the end, Wallace sided with the idealist philosophers. He 

endorsed the views of Ritchie, Bosanquet, and Henry Sidgwick. They all ob¬ 

jected to what they perceived as Spencer’s overly positivist and reductionist 

epistemology. Spencer’s strident evolutionary defense of individualist and 

laissez-faire sociology in such works as The Man versus the State (1884) was 

a further irritant to the idealist camp (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:28-29 [esp. 

29n. 1], 33, 272; Otter 1996, 94-98, 127-133). 

Wallace’s relationship to Spencer illuminates the “branching-tree” course 

of Wallace’s evolution as a philosopher and social critic. Spencer’s Social 

Statics (1851) provided Wallace with a direct stimulus to his writing the 1864 

essay on the origin of human races (Wallace 1864b, clxx). Social Statics also 

forcibly demonstrated to Wallace “the immorality and impolicy of private 

property in land.” It was instrumental in focusing him onto the question of 

land nationalization (Wallace 1880, 735). Wallace’s mature views on political 

economy, specifically socialism, retained an individualist accent. He fervently 

believed that a socialist state must incorporate a voluntaristic, not coercive, 

ideology. But he rejected the central axioms of laissez-faire political econ¬ 

omy that had become so closely associated with Spencer (Coleman 1999, 

11-15). Wallace’s siding with the idealist philosophers in their critique of 

Spencer did not prevent him from remaining his own man. Wallace’s life 

was informed by an eclecticism that permeated his approach to all issues. 

This eclectic imperative manifested itself in Wallace’s philosophical evolu¬ 

tion. It was an indelible feature of his personality and intellect throughout his 

life. 

NOTES 

1. I have quoted from the original letter as reprinted in McKinney 1969, rather than 

the very minimally emended version Wallace printed in My Life (Wallace [1905] 1969, 

1:254-255). 

2. I have borrowed Durant’s phrase “going public” because of its forcefulness and 

accuracy. Durant’s analysis, however, is restricted to an account of Darwin’s career. 

Wallace’s strategy for “going public,” of course, is markedly different from Darwin’s. 
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3. Currently, there is renewed interest among historians and philosophers of biology 

with respect to whether essentialism was the dominant paradigm for taxonomy in the 

first half of the nineteenth century or, instead, only one of several concepts influencing 

naturalists in the decades prior to the publication of Origin. Mary Winsor and others 

argue that essentialism had little impact on the actual practice of working naturalists in 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Winsor ^003). In contrast, others argue that 

essentialism at the level of species concepts (or, rather, a family of such essentialisms) was 

the main paradigm (e.g., Stamos 1999). For Wallace and Darwin, however, the evidence is 

strong that they both regarded essentialism as a powerful paradigm that had to be purged 

from biological theory. 

4. For a discussion of the complex and still ambiguous events leading to the joint 

publication, see Beddall (1968, 299-318); McKinney (1972, 142-146); Desmond 

and Moore (1991, 467-472); and Porter (1993). Beddall’s account, emphasizing the 

disappearance of the manuscript of Wallace’s essay as well as the disappearance of critical 

letters from Wallace, Lyell, and Hooker sent to Darwin during this crucial period, is 

the most temperate yet forceful indictment of Darwin’s, Lyell’s, and Hooker’s handling 

of the joint publication and suggests, once again, that Darwin may have owed a debt 

(unacknowledged) to Wallace in the genesis of the Origin. 

5. On the evidence for Swedenborgian influences on Peirce, see Varila (1977, 20-21). 

6. Peirce also delivered a series of eight Lowell Lectures between 23 November and 

17 December 1903 (Peirce [1903] 1997, 18, n. 2). 

7. Wallace’s annotated copies are in ARWL. Abbot sent Wallace a letter with the gift 

copy of The Way out of Agnosticism, which is enclosed in that volume. Dated 27 April 1890, 

Abbot wrote Wallace to please 

do me the honor to accept the accompanying little book of mine . . . 

and kindly to express your critical opinions of the new argument, 

grounded solely on science and philosophy, which it presents in 

support of theism. Somehow I entertain a stronger hope of sympathy in 

this endeavor from you than I do from most scientific men of the day; 

for you have shown what seems to me a deeper insight than they into 

the indestructible nature of our great religious convictions. I hope to 

receive a number of such critical judgments from leading men of our 

time, with a view to publication in a future edition of my book; and 

that must be my excuse for venturing to make this request. Ignoring 

wholly the traditional grounds, I make my appeal solely to the modern 

intelligence; and I hope my patiently worked-out results will be found 

of lasting value. 

8. These two terms have been among the most contentious in the history of 

evolutionary biology. Two recent treatments of the their semantic and ideological 

ambiguities are: M. J. S. Hodge (1992, 212-219) and Diane B. Paul (1988). 



CHAPTER 4 

The Making of a Victorian Spiritualist: 

Multiple Directions and Inevitable Tensions 

Victorian Spiritualism in Cultural Context 

Victorian spiritualism has been a problematic area of inquiry. At its most 

basic level of definition, spiritualism can be characterized as the belief that 

departed souls, and other nonmaterial conscious entities, could influence 

and communicate with humans—usually through a medium (by means of 

physical phenomena) or during unusual mental states such as trances (Wal¬ 

lace 1869b, 1874, 1875b, 1885b). Spiritualism’s claims and experimental 

procedures were embraced by a significant number of people, scientists as 

well as laypersons. But equally large numbers rejected those claims and the 

experimental proofs that were adduced in support of them. This ambiva¬ 

lent contemporary reception of nineteenth-century spiritualism has both at¬ 

tracted and repelled later scholars. The reasons for its mixed reception in 

the Victorian period are complex but comprehensible. The reasons for the 

generally marginalized status it has been accorded by cultural historians and 

historians of science during the twentieth century are clearer but more dis¬ 

turbing. Spiritualism and what may be termed the other “occult sciences” 

(including phrenology, mesmerism, and psychical research) seemed less than 

completely reputable to early- and mid-twentieth-century historians trained 

to emphasize the triumph of positivism. In the 1980s, however, a newer breed 

of scholars began to reconsider the significance of spiritualism in the Victorian 

era. ^ Their analyses have uncovered the reasons for the widespread appeal 

of spiritualist and related beliefs. The intellectual relevance and pervasive 

cultural importance of spiritualism, mesmerism, and phrenology, and their 

varied intersections, can no longer be construed as marginalized phenom¬ 

ena.^ They were too deeply ingrained in the minds and hearts of too many 
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people to be anything other than profound^ if contentious, characteristics of 

Victorian culture. 

The first revisionist studies emphasized the intense sense of religious 

doubt and questing that drew individuals to spiritualism. It, and related av¬ 

enues into the realm of the nonmaterial universe, were powerful influences 

because they afforded vehicles for mediating between the often competing 

claims of traditional religions and modern science. This influence reached 

thousands of men and women from diverse social, economic, and theological 

backgrounds. Some of Britain’s foremost intellectuals and scientists, such as 

Henry Sidgwick, Edmund Gurney, and Frederic W. H. Myers, were among 

those most deeply affected (Mandler et al. 1997, 77-84). Studies in the past 

decade have broadened the explanatory scope of spiritualism’s appeal by ad¬ 

dressing issues of gender and sexual politics, theories of narrative and rhetori¬ 

cal strategies, interiority and constructions of subjectivity and the “self,” and 

the epistemological claims of science (Barrow 1986; Owen 1990; Noakes 

1998; Winter 1998). It is against this rich background of scholarship that 

Wallace’s own complex relationship to spiritualism—as well as mesmerism 

and phrenology—may now be more fully assessed. He was part of a broad 

sociocultural as well as intellectual community for whom investigations into 

the spiritual realm were epistemologically significant, politically influential, 

and emotionally rewarding. Wallace’s encounters with spiritualism during the 

1860s reveal much about the thoughts and plans of the man who returned 

to London after prolonged travels in the tropics. 

A London Life: 1862-1871 

When Wallace arrived back in London in March 1862, he was a scientist of 

considerable repute. He associated with most of the intellectual luminaries 

of the day. Two factors, however, tempered his rise in the British scientific 

establishment. First, Wallace encountered a series of disappointments in se¬ 

curing a major teaching or research post in the metropolis. This experience 

prefigured his life-long battle to earn a living commensurate with his talents 

and achievements. Second, Wallace’s controversial stance in matters scientific 

and social began to emerge more openly. The decade of the 1860s consti¬ 

tutes, in microcosm, the ambivalent pattern his life would follow for the next 

half century. The distinction between, and integration of, the public and 

private aspects of any Victorian scientist was complex. Different scientists 

had their own particular patterns of navigating the torturous geography of 

public/private and individual/group levels of scientific activities to gain pro- 
v» 

fessional status and public legitimacy (Rudwick 1982). Wallace surely sensed 

but did not accept the split image of him generated in the minds of many of 
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his scientific colleagues owing to his spiritualist pursuits during the 1860s. 

His life is a record of his efforts to dispel such perceptions by integrating his 

diverse convictions and activities. These efforts were only partially successful. 

There were struggles and setbacks, professional as well as personal, on the 

road to the final articulation of his comprehensive worldview. Through it all, 

Wallace was sustained by his growing certainty in the scientific validity and 

ethical superiority of a holistic philosophy of human nature. 

Wallace’s London years are crucial for understanding the personal and 

public trajectory of a highly innovative figure in Victorian culture. They were 

the years that witnessed some of his most brilliant scientific accomplishments. 

These were also the years in which Wallace’s association with spiritualism was 

most intense. At one level, the link between Wallace’s science and his spiritu¬ 

alist activities is obvious. He repeatedly made the point that he approached 

the phenomena of spiritualism with the critical training and epistemology of 

the scientist. His goal was to establish a scientific foundation for the phe¬ 

nomena and claims of spiritualism. But this obvious (to him) connection 

tells us little about the personal and emotional motives that drew Wallace to 

the study of spiritualism. Nor does it explain why he became one of its fore¬ 

most champions for more than half a century. The spiritualism-as-science 

approach fails to penetrate the deeper sources of Wallace’s, and many oth¬ 

ers’, persistent commitment in the face of widespread skepticism. One of 

the strongest lures of spiritualism was the message of self-help and optimism 

with which its teachings were imbued. Phrenology and mesmerism attracted 

large followings for the same reason. Wallace had earlier applauded Cham¬ 

bers’s Vestiges and George Combe’s The Constitution of Man for bringing the 

significance of mesmerism and phrenology to his attention (Wallace [1905] 

1969, 1:234-235). The broad appeal of these and kindred works lay in their 

progressive conclusions regarding human development (Winter 1994; Secord 

2000, 161-163, 267). 

The linkage between spiritualism, mesmerism, and phrenology in Wal¬ 

lace’s developing concept of human nature is clear. But there is an additional 

connection between spiritualism and mesmerism that bears directly on his 

attraction to those movements. Spiritualism, like mesmerism, was a public 

activity. The procedures by which advocates (and critics) sought to assess the 

authenticity and propriety of seance and other phenomena involved “observ¬ 

ing and interpreting social characteristics” of the participants and “judging 

the relationships between people.” Allegations and counterallegations con¬ 

cerning fraud were staples of spiritualist controversies. But questions of fraud 

lead to larger issues. Fraud was a constant question in spiritualist experi¬ 

ments precisely because spiritualist phenomena were inextricable from the 

social context in which they occurred. These phenomena were made manifest 
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through the mediation of actual persons, with real passions, socioeconomic 

status, and personal as well as cultural agendas. The very act of deciding what 

the phenomena “meant required that one assert what one thought social rela¬ 

tions were, or ought to be” (Winter 1998, 66).^ Wallace genuinely believed in 

the viability of bringing spiritualism within the scope of legitimate scientific 

inquiry and validation. But he was also a willing and active participant in 

the cultural construction of the phenomena he studied so intently. Why, and 

how, do Wallace’s spiritualist activities relate to his own personality and to 

his conception of what social—and societal—relations ought to be? 

'BiE Public and Private Wallace 

Social relations operate at two levels: the personal relationship between in¬ 

dividuals and the relationship between individuals and the society in which 

they live. Wallace wrote extensively on the latter aspect. His literary output 

concerning social, political, and economic matters is enormous. In contrast, 

he wrote little about his personal life. Wallace’s immersion in spiritualism 

during the 1860s provides important clues to his character. In addition to its 

cultural dimension, spiritualism fulfilled private needs and aspirations. Since 

spiritualism was one of the arenas in which females played an influential, 

perhaps even dominant, role, Wallace’s commitment affords insights into his 

relationship with women. Lady Lyell thought Wallace “shy, awkward, and 

quite unused to good society” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:433). Lady Lyell was 

a formidable London hostess and her assessment of Wallace’s social graces is 

as indicative of her own social conventions and expectations as it was of Wal¬ 

lace’s. His unassuming demeanor would have been apparent with respect to 

women, and especially women of elevated social status. The fact that spiritual¬ 

ist circles afforded less intimidating surroundings for male/female interaction 

would certainly have been a relief to one as shy as he. Wallace was drawn to 

spiritualism for a number of reasons. But the opportunity for socializing with 

women must be recognized as one of those reasons. Wallace felt comfortable 

with the females whom he encountered at seances and similar gatherings 

because he shared not only their spiritualist beliefs but their egalitarian and 

progressive sociopolitical views as well. Wallace was frequently criticized for 

defending mediums (the majority of whom were female) in celebrated cases 

of alleged fraud. If the interpretation of spiritualist phenomena involved as¬ 

serting what one thought social relations should be, then Wallace’s tenacious 

defense of spiritualism is indicative of his growing commitment to gender 

egalitarianism. 
_ ^ 

For those less prone to judge a person’s character by the ability to shine in 

the glittering salons of London high society. Lady Lyell’s dismissal of Wallace 
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as awkward was misguided. At a meeting of the BAAS in Dundee in 1867, 

during that same period when Wallace was frequenting the Lyell soirees, 

Wallace stayed at the home of Professor W A. Knight. Knight’s impression 

of Wallace was the reverse of Lady Lyell’s. “I, and everyone else who then 

met him at my house,” Knight commented, “were struck, as no one could 

fail to be, by his rare urbanity, his social charm, his modesty, his unobtrusive 

strength, his courtesy in explaining matters with which he was himself familiar 

but those he conversed with were not; and his abounding interest, not only in 

every branch of Science, but in human knowledge in all its phases, especially 

new ones. He was a many-sided scientific man.” Knight also noted specifically 

Wallace’s “vivid sense of humor,” a trait that many others enjoyed in their 

encounters with Wallace (Marchant [1916] 1975,451-452). Were Lady Lyell 

and Professor Knight talking about the same person? They were. Wallace was 

shy in those social surroundings in which he felt uncomfortable. But in those 

settings in which he felt at ease, such as spiritualist circles, shyness gave way to 

openness. Wallace’s zest for life surfaced. It was this passion and humor that 

sustained him through the vicissitudes in his long journey to self-fulfillment 

and serenity. His strength of character impressed even those with whom he 

disagreed on sociopolitical and scientific matters. 

In London, Wallace first went to live with his sister and brother-in-law, 

Frances (Fanny) and Thomas Sims. They had a house and nearby photo¬ 

graphic business in Westbourne Grove. Fanny was an ardent spiritualist, and 

she and Wallace shared their convictions openly with each other (Raby 2001, 

186, 190-191). Although gaunt and drawn, with a beard dotted with white, 

Wallace was still an imposing figure. An inch taller than six feet, with square 

though not very broad shoulders—he had not yet acquired that scholar’s stoop 

that would become increasingly more noticeable as the years progressed—he 

was spare and very active. Wallace was passionate about his frequent walks. 

Until late in life, he remained capable of taking long country hikes, which 

never failed to afford him great pleasure (Marchant [1916] 1975, 349). De¬ 

spite the twelve years spent in exotic lands, Wallace’s disposition remained ba¬ 

sically unaltered. He had become accustomed to servants, bargained toughly 

with Chinese traders and Malay pirates, and dealt with sea captains, sultans, 

and rajahs. Yet the cheerful outlook on the world and that touch of humility 

were still, and would remain, hallmarks of Wallace’s personality (Brackman 

1980, 236). According to his two children, “He was very independent, and 

it never seemed to occur to him to ask to have anything done for him if 

he could do it himself—and he could do many things, such as sewing on 

buttons and tapes and packing up parcels, with great neatness.” Wallace’s 

lack of vanity, rare in the gilded age of late Victorianism, extended to his 

mode of dress. “He was not very particular about his personal appearance. 
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except that he always kept his hair and beard well brushed and trimmed. . . . 

His clothes were always loose and easy-fitting, and generally of some quiet- 

coloured cloth or tweed. . . . He wore no ornaments of any kind, and even the 

silver watch-chain was worn so as to be invisible” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 

350). But Wallace’s years abroad, filled with physical and intellectual trials 

and rigors, had transformed the youthful autodidact into a figure of powerful 

motivation. 

Wallace’s determination to persevere and succeed, despite obstacles, is 

one of his most characteristic traits. One anecdote from this period captures 

well this facet of his personality. “Soon after my return home in the spring of 

1862,” Wallace recorded, 

my oldest friend and schoolfellow, Mr. George Silk, introduced me 

to a small circle of his friends, who had formed a private chess club, 

and thereafter, while I lived in the vicinity of Kensington, I was in¬ 

vited to attend meetings of the club. One of these friends was a Mr. 

L-a widower with two daughters, and a son at Cambridge Uni¬ 

versity. I sometimes went there with Mr. Silk on Sunday afternoons, 

and after a few months was asked to call on them whenever I liked in 

the evening. . . . On these occasions the young ladies were present, 

and we had tea or supper, and soon became very friendly. The eldest 

Miss L-was, I think, about seven or eight and twenty, very agree¬ 

able though quiet, pleasant looking, well educated, and fond of art 

and literature, and I soon began to feel an affection for her, and to 

hope that she would become my wife. In about a year after my first 

visit there, thinking I was then sufficiently known, and being too shy 

to make a verbal offer, I wrote to her, describing my feelings and ask¬ 

ing her if she could in any way respond to my affection. Her reply 

was a negative, but not a very decided one. 

Wallace felt that it was his “undemonstrative manner [which] had given her no 

intimation of my intentions. ... At first I was inclined not to go again, but on 

showing the letter to my sister and mother, they thought the young lady was 

favourably disposed, and that I had better go on as before, and make another 

offer later on.” Wallace misread the “friendly” situation. When he did make 

a formal offer again to Mr. L-, he was now told that “his daughter wished 

to break off the engagement. The blow was very severe, and I have never in 

my life experienced such intensely painful emotion” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 

1:409-410). This emotional trauma was one factor predisposing Wallace to 

react favorably to the comforting doctrines of spiritualism. But he required 

more than spiritualism to comfort him completely. 
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Wallace learned his lesson from “Miss L.” and proceeded to hone his skills 

in the Victorian marriage market. In the spring of 1865, he took a small house 

with his mother in St. Mark’s Crescent, Regent’s Park, near the Zoological 

Gardens. It was here that he saw “most of my few scientific friends,” including 

the botanist William Mitten. Scarcely a year later, Wallace, then forty-three, 

married the botanist’s “eldest daughter, then about eighteen years old.” His 

marriage to Annie Mitten proved an enduring and mutually satisfying one. 

Wallace gave no further details as to the reasons for the success of his second 

proposal. He noted only “that it never occurs to me at any time to talk about 

myself; even my own children say that they know nothing about my early 

life; but if any one asks me and wishes to know, I am willing to tell all that 

I know or remember” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:410-412). That Wallace, so 

voluminously eloquent in his publications, remained reticent about his inner 

life renders a detailed analysis of some major personal episodes speculative 

to a degree. 

Constructing a Scientific Career 

England in the early 1860s was a nation in ferment. Rapid changes affected 

the nature and scope of the emerging community of professional scientists. 

Groups like the X Club (Barton 1998a, 410-444), the BAAS, and numerous 

other bodies, both formal and informal, all sought to define what should be 

meant by that new evolutionary specimen: the professional scientist. Wallace 

had to define a place for himself in this complex institutional battleground. 

The rubric of professional scientist was itself a contentious term. The 1860s 

were a time of intense discussion about the character of the Victorian scientific 

community. Its functions in society, and the values by which it judged the 

work of its members, were under scrutiny. One of the dominant features of 

the disputes over evolution, ostensibly carried out in the spirit of objective sci¬ 

entific neutrality, was the key role played by ideology (Moore 1991; Fichman 

1997). The tactics of the rising Darwinian camp, in particular, amounted 

to an organized marginalization of certain prominent (and promising) biol¬ 

ogists. Those whose works contained elements deemed problematic for the 

emerging definition of professional scientists came under fire. 

Henry Charlton Bastian was one of many casualties of the battle to pro¬ 

mote the image of a naturalistic and value-neutral professionalized science. 

Bastian has been stigmatized as the loser in his debates with Huxley and 

Tyndall in the late 1860s/early 1870s over the status of spontaneous genera¬ 

tion within the acceptable canon of evolutionary science. He was subjected 

to a singularly effective, if scientifically dubious, assault by members of the 

X Club and their allies. Their efforts to discredit Bastian’s theoretical and 
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experimental work were elements in the general strategy to create a socially 

irreproachable community of professional scientists. That community had 

no room for Bastian and other evolutionists whose ideas held associations 

with radical politics and amateur science. By the early 1870s, Huxley had 

succeeded, more by his potent rhetorical skills than by scientific argumenta¬ 

tion, in discrediting Bastian and his claim that spontaneous generation was 

inextricably tied to Darwinian evolution. Huxley’s concern was never actu¬ 

ally with the validity of spontaneous generation. He privately vacillated on 

the subject for many years. Huxley was far more anxious to ostracize a rising 

scientist whose theories and experiments seemed to sully the professional 

standing and respectability of the Darwinian camp and the X Club. Since 

Bastian refused to amend his theories on spontaneous generation, so that 

they no longer carried explicit associations with radical politics and amateur 

science, Huxley used his formidable professional standing to excommunicate 

him from the High Church of X Club Darwinians (Strick 1999). Bastian is a 

prime case of an evolutionist whose theories prevented him from gaining the 

imprimatur of professionalizing science. 

Wallace was sufficiently persuaded by Bastian’s evidence and interpreta¬ 

tions to write a highly enthusiastic review of the latter’s best known book. The 

Beginnings of Life (1872). Wallace’s review is but one signal of the ambiguity of 

his own reputation within the rising Darwinian camp during that critical pe¬ 

riod of the struggles to define professional science (Wallace 1872b). Wallace 

was not the only prominent evolutionist to disagree with Huxley’s assessment 

of Bastian. A considerable number of biologists regarded “Bastion’s version 

of scientific naturalism with spontaneous generation as an equally valid com¬ 

petitor to the X Club’s version without it—perhaps as having an even better 

claim to be the version most compatible with the doctrine of [evolutionary] 

continuity.” The Bastian controversy is important to the assessment of Wal¬ 

lace’s professional standing. It demonstrates that the claim by Huxley and 

his cohort to be the “official” voice of Darwinism, as well as constituting the 

London scientific establishment, is open to substantial historiographic cri¬ 

tique. One could be a “good Danvinian,” as Wallace claimed to be until his 

dying days, without marching to Huxley’s orders. Wallace’s defense of Bas¬ 

tian served only to further alienate him from the X Club Darwinians (Strick 

1999, 74-80). Anton Dohrn complained to Darwin that Wallace’s laudatory 

two-part review of Bastian was evidence that Wallace was “drift[ing] away, 

and now most unfortunately associates himself with such a man as Bastian! 

[Wallace’s] two articles in Nature are the worst thing he ever did in his life,— 

and it becomes really difficult for his friends to speak with respect of him” 

(Groeben 1982, 40-41). Wallace later realized that Bastian’s extreme mech¬ 

anistic materialism was irreconcilable with his own deepening commitment 
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to spiritualism and evolutionary theism. But it was too late. His belated re¬ 

pudiation of Bastian did nothing to endear him to the dogmatic scientific 

naturalists (Strick 2000). Wallace’s spiritualism, though it caused him to dis¬ 

tance himself from the persona non grata Bastian, provided ammunition for 

Huxley and his coterie to augment tensions with respect to Wallace’s status 

in the professional scientific community. 

Wallace and the Professional Elite 

The expansion in the numbers of scientists and the widespread dispersion 

of scientific ideas at the popular level and within institutions of education 

signaled a shift in social and intellectual authority in England. As competing 

voices and factions sought to capture the prized role of becoming recognized 

as the professionalizing elite, it became clear that what was at stake was not 

only the authority of science in Victorian culture. A new public image of sci¬ 

ence was also being forged. Huxley, Tyndall, and their allies actively engaged 

in formulating codes of ethics, strengthening professional organizations, and 

establishing professional schools. Educational institutions, public lectures, 

popular journals and newspapers, and books of science popularization were 

crucial to this goal (Perkin 1989; Turner 1993, 174-176). The process of 

professionalization was rife with conflicts among those who were within the 

scientific community but who had different ideological goals. Those deemed 

outside the emerging scientific community—amateurs, religious authorities, 

and the public—posed another set of definitional problems. The notion of a 

“working-class science” further complicates an already dense historiographic 

situation. Yet another role played by the new “man of science” was that of 

public moralist (Collini 1991). Where did Wallace fit in? 

By the early 1860s, the sheer magnitude of his theoretical accomplish¬ 

ments rendered him no longer an amateur. But was Wallace a member of the 

emerging professional scientific elite? Although he corresponded extensively 

with his scientific peers, held posts in several scientific societies, and was 

author of a stream of innovative and highly influential papers in the most 

prestigious scientific journals, Wallace remained at the fringes of the profes¬ 

sionalizing elite. Moreover, if professionalization was as much about social 

status as about science, Wallace seemed blithely unconcerned. Whereas Hux¬ 

ley and Tyndall were social climbers—and others like Hooker and Lyell who 

did not need to do any climbing since they were already “there”—Wallace 

had no such ambitions. He did not want to control the thinking of others in 

matters scientific, as did Huxley, Tyndall, and their coterie. Nor did he feel 

that the public image of science needed continual polishing (e-mail message 

from Ruth Barton to the author, February 28, 1999). Although Wallace was 
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fervent about his scientific beliefs, he either adopted or was pushed into the 

stance of outsider-as-insider. Since Wallace was a social outsider, as well as 

an intellectual maverick, he was likely regarded as not especially crucial to 

the goals of the architects of emerging professional science. Moreover, the 

notion of “professional science” in the nineteenth century is currently under 

scrutiny. Several historians have recently suggested that professional science 

became exclusive and specialist only in the early twentieth century (Barton 

1998a, 444n. 86). Wallace’s ambivalent status was, thus, not unique. Given 

his eminent scientific achievements, however, it was egregious. Wallace’s in¬ 

creasingly public involvement with spiritualism, as well as his critiques of the 

ethics of industrializing Victorian society, were seen as problematic by those 

advocating an ideologically neutral vision of science. Wallace’s sociopolitical, 

spiritualist, and theistic pronouncements irked Huxley, Tyndall, and their 

coterie. But once the Victorian scientific community is recognized as far 

more diverse than the scientific naturalists’ model, Wallace ceases to be the 

anomaly created by much of twentieth-century historiography. Involvements 

in spiritualism and social reform were seen by Wallace and many others as 

entirely consistent with a broader conception of science’s—and scientists’— 

role within the wider cultural context. 

Wallace established a network of relationships with many of the lead¬ 

ing scientists during his first years back in London. He formed close ties 

with Darwin, Lyell, Huxley, Tyndall, Spencer, Lubbock, W. B. Carpenter, 

Crookes, Hooker, Galton, Alfred Newton, Philip L. Sclater, St. George Mi- 

vart, William Flowers, Norman Lockyer, and the eminent chemist Raphael 

Meldola. Wallace met frequently with them, both at scientific meetings in the 

capital and at their homes. His two most important relationships were with 

Darwin and Spencer. Soon after his return to London, Wallace accepted Dar¬ 

win’s invitation to visit him in Down. In that rural court, Wallace “had the 

great pleasure of seeing him in his quiet home, and in the midst of his family.” 

During the next several years, Wallace would visit Darwin whenever the lat¬ 

ter came to London to stay with his brother. Dr. Erasmus Darwin, in Queen 

Anne Street—“which he usually did every year when he was well enough. . . . 

On these occasions I usually lunched with him and his brother. . . . He also 

sometimes called on me in St. Mark’s Crescent for a quiet talk or to see some 

of my collections” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:1-6, 33-34). A major fruit of 

their friendship was the brilliant scientific correspondence between the two. 

This correspondence was an intense interchange. Darwin wrote Wallace from 

Down (22 January 1866) to “thank you for your paper on Pigeons, which in¬ 

terested me, as everything that you write does. Who would have ever dreamed 

that monkeys influenced the distribution of pigeons and parrots! But I have 

a still higher satisfaction; for I finished yesterday your paper in the Linnean 
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Transactions. It is admirably done. I cannot conceive that the most firm be¬ 

liever in Species could read it without being staggered. Such papers will make 

many more converts among naturalists than long-winded books such as I shall 

write if I have strength” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 137-38). Darwin recog¬ 

nized and admired Wallace’s lucid and persuasive writing style as a formidable 

tool in the arsenal for advancing the evolutionist cause. Despite growing 

differences on matters both scientific and cultural, Darwin and Wallace re¬ 

mained close and affectionate colleagues for the remainder of Darwin’s life. 

Wallace also sought out the acquaintance of Spencer. As mentioned in 

chapter 3, Wallace had been “immensely impressed” with Spencer’s First 

Principles and looked to him as “the one man living who could give [him] 

some clue ... to the great unsolved problem of the origin of life—a problem 

which Darwin’s ‘Origin of Species’ left in as much obscurity as ever.” Thus 

began another relationship in which scientific and philosophical concerns 

formed the core of personal friendship. Although Wallace would later come 

to differ greatly from Spencer “on certain important matters, both of nat¬ 

ural and social science,” the two never ceased to value each other’s views 

(Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:23-33). As further testimony to their friendship, 

Wallace named his son, born in 1867, Herbert Spencer Wallace. The name, 

as he informed Darwin—admitting that “I quite forget whether I told you 

that I have a little boy, now three months old”—honored both his brother, 

Herbert, and Spencer. Darwin, collecting materials for The Expression of the 

Emotions in Man and Animals (1872), congratulated Wallace, adding that he 

hoped the new child would deserve his namesake but that “he will copy his 

father’s style and not his namesake’s. Pray observe, though I fear I am a 

month too late, when tears are first secreted enough to overflow; and write 

down date” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 155-158). Wallace’s description of his 

relationship with the remainder of the London scientific community as for 

the most part only “social” is revealing. He was deeply familiar with the 

scientific work of all of them, as they were with his own evolutionary (and 

other) hypotheses and empirical data. Yet Wallace, from the outset of his long 

career and residence in England, desired to distance himself somewhat from 

them professionally. That he made an exception in the case of Darwin and 

Spencer is not surprising. Both of them also maintained a degree of sepa¬ 

ration from the intense machinations of the emerging professional scientific 

community. In Darwin’s case, this can be attributed in part to his conscious 

decision to live at some physical distance from London (a decision similar to 

that made later by Wallace). In Spencer’s case, his standing as a professional 

scientist was always ambiguous. In contrast, Wallace’s relationship with other 

colleagues, especially Huxley, was cordial but professionally restrained. He 

was often invited to Huxley’s house in Marlborough Place. He became a 
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welcome visitor, greatly enjoying the companionship of Huxley’s wife and 

children. Yet Wallace felt, at least during the early 1860s, that he lacked 

the scientific “authority” of Huxley, already a rising star in the professional 

community. Huxley was a major figure at the School of Mines, the Zoological 

Society (of which he was made a vice-president in 1861), and the Geological 

Society (whose 1862 annual address he was asked to deliver by its infirm 

president [Desmond 1998, 302-304]). 

Wallace’s professional path could not have been more different from that 

of Huxley (fig. 7). He was somewhat in awe of Huxley’s specialist knowledge 

of physiology. During the course of the 1860s, however, Wallace “gradually 

acquired confidence in my own judgment, so that in dealing with any body 

of facts bearing upon a question in dispute ... I would always draw my own 

inferences from them, even though I had men of far greater and more varied 

knowledge against me. Thus I have never hesitated to differ from Lyell, Dar¬ 

win, and even Spencer [and Huxley]” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:42). Though 

never reluctant to engage in public debate, Wallace displayed a relative in¬ 

difference to professional advancement in terms of positions of power within 

the scientific community. But he was not without certain career ambitions. 

Indeed, because Wallace spent the crucial decade of the 1850s away from 

London, he was able to establish himself more readily as a scientist of repute 

and not merely a gifted amateur naturalist. The boundaries of class and sta¬ 

tus, so sharply defined in England, were far less obvious in colonial outposts 

of the Empire. 

Wallace’s Early Views on Human Evolution 

The more fluid society of European (including English) travelers and settlers 

in the East Indies afforded Wallace an easy entree into such gentlemanly 

circles as the clergy, government, industry, and medicine. This would have 

been impossible for him in England. He became, instantaneously, a mem¬ 

ber of the colonial establishment in the Malay Archipelago. The contacts 

open to him and the favors and privileges granted by the European gentry 

all greatly facilitated his scientific endeavors during 1854-1862 (Camerini 

1997, 371-372). When Wallace did return to England in 1862, his profes¬ 

sional credentials, though impeccable, did not necessarily carry the same 

weight in London as they did in the Malay Archipelago. But as codiscoverer 

of natural selection, Wallace was inevitably thrust to the center of controversy 

surrounding the question of “man’s place in nature.” Both he and Darwin 

had been preoccupied with human evolution from the start. However, the 

wording of the communication to the Linnean Society in 1858 announcing 

their joint discovery obscured this fact. The publication of Darwin’s Origin 
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the following year continued the duo’s public reticence on the subject of man. 

It was Wallace who, in 1864, first abandoned that reticence by demonstrating 

that evolution could provide a comprehensive methodological framework for 

the scientific study of man. Wallace’s writings in the 1860s are crucial for 

understanding his contentious interpretation of the implications of evolu¬ 

tion for human concerns, including spiritualism. His thoughts and activities 

in this decade vividly illustrate the profound but ultimately ambiguous role 

evolutionary theory played in Victorian culture. 

Wallace extended the biogeographical arguments he used in analyzing 

zoological distribution in the Malay Archipelago to encompass the islands’ 

human inhabitants. “On the Varieties of Man in the Malay Archipelago,” read 

at the Ethnological Society of London meeting on 26 January 1864 (Wallace 

1865b), proposed that the geological history of the archipelago had a sig¬ 

nificant influence in determining the character and distribution of mankind 

there. Wallace asserted that a line analogous to that which marks the zoolog¬ 

ical boundary between the Indo-Malayan and the Austro-Malayan regions 

divides the archipelago into “two portions, the [human] races of which have 

strongly marked distinctive peculiarities” (Wallace 1865b, 211). The focus 
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on mapping accurate human as well as animal and plant boundaries domi¬ 

nates three of his most important scientific essays of the early 1860s (Wallace 

1860, 1863, 1864a). Wallace’s persistent attention to mapping biogeograph- 

ical regions precisely—-and to demonstrating that these regions reflected the 

evolutionary history and migrations of organisms—was part of a broader 

reconceptualization of “visualizing” biology that gathered force in the mid¬ 

nineteenth century. 

As discussed in chapter 2, Wallace observed that striking contrasts ex¬ 

isted between the Malays (inhabiting the western half of the archipelago) 

and the Papuans (inhabiting New Guinea and some adjacent islands). These 

contrasts, Wallace argued, were the result of their separate evolutionary his¬ 

tories. His protracted intimacy with the Malays and Papuans had enabled 

Wallace not only to establish their geographical distribution but to specify 

their differing physical as well as behavioral, moral, and intellectual char¬ 

acteristics in detail (Wallace 1865b, 201-205). “On the Varieties of Man,” 

taken in conjunction with “The Origin of Human Races and the Antiquity 

of Man Deduced from the Theory of‘Natural Selection’ ” (Wallace 1864b), 

were Wallace’s first public extensions of evolutionary theory to humans. They 

made explicit his conviction that anthropological issues were the legitimate 

concern of the evolutionary biologist, a conviction not entirely popular then. 

Although the evidence for man’s great antiquity was generally accepted by the 

mid-1860s, resistance was still strong toward a complete evolutionary expla¬ 

nation of man’s nature and history (Burrow 1970, 131). Wallace would later 

include factors other than natural selection in his account of human evolu¬ 

tion. But these early 1860s essays were powerful contributions to the growing 

chorus of geologists, archeologists, physical and cultural anthropologists—as 

well as biologists—who by the mid-1860s were radically altering Victorian 

conceptions of human prehistory (Van Riper 1993, 159-160, 172, 220). 

Wallace admitted that his biogeographical treatment of man was some¬ 

what speculative and, in parts, based on inadequate data. Wallace’s “human 

line” cannot be taken as proving that the Malays came from the West, origi¬ 

nally, and the Papuans from the East. Modern blood group analysis has shown 

that line to be an actual boundary between certain human populations, thus 

lending support to some aspects of Wallace’s theory. But the boundary he 

posited may only mark the eastern limit of one particular wave of coloniza¬ 

tion from the West. Other western emigrants may have spread further east, 

giving rise to the Papuan/Polynesian races now found in the archipelago’s 

eastern half. 

Additional factors complicate Wallace’s analyses of human distributional 

patterns. Homo sapiens can cross the seas more readily than other mammals. 

Consequently, certain assumptions that are valid in treating the distribution 
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of other animals may not be applicable in the reconstruction of human evo¬ 

lution (George 1964;, 115; for Wallace’s own qualifications, see [1905] 1969, 

1:421). Despite these caveats, Wallace successfully demonstrated in “Vari¬ 

eties of Man in the Malay Archipelago” that evolution by natural selection 

could function as a potent explanatory model in the study of humans. Wal¬ 

lace’s paper, a legitimate product of his belief that “true science only begins 

when hypotheses are framed to express and combine the facts that have been 

accumulated,” signaled his entry into the vigorous anthropological debates 

of the period (Wallace 1865b, 215). Two months later, he was prepared to 

offer his major contribution to those debates and stimulated the evolutionary 

bias that soon permeated Victorian anthropology and social theory.^ 

The Origin of Human Races 

The question of the origin and relation of the several human races had pro¬ 

voked a controversy in England with profound cultural as well as strictly 

biological implications. Wallace’s “The Origin of Human Races and the An¬ 

tiquity of Man Deduced from the Theory of ‘Natural Selection’ ” (1864b) 

was a brilliant effort to resolve the dispute between the monogenists and 

polygenists. The essay, which was read with great interest by William James, 

as well as Spencer, Lyell, Darwin, and most of the scientific community in 

Britain and America (Marchant [1916] 1975, 277-278), was not restricted 

to the question of the origin of human races. Wallace extended the argu¬ 

ment to include the sensitive issue of racial superiority. He suggested that 

those races that were exposed to harsher climatic conditions would become 

hardier, more provident, and more social than the races that lived in subtrop¬ 

ical and tropical regions, where food was more abundant and “where neither 

foresight nor ingenuity are required to prepare for the rigours of winter.” 

Wallace appealed to history to support biology on this point. He claimed that 

all “the great invasions and displacements of races have been from North to 

South, rather than the reverse.” Wallace cited the successive conquests of the 

Indian peninsula by races from the northwest, and the conquest of southern 

Europe by the “bold and adventurous tribes of the North,” as proof that 

the inhabitants of temperate regions are always superior to the races of the 

tropics. The “great law of ‘the preservation of favoured races in the struggle 

for life,’ ” he declared, operated as inexorably in the human realm as it did 

throughout the rest of the natural world (Wallace 1864b, clxiv). 

Wallace’s 1864 essay is notable for its statement of the racial superiority 

of Europeans. In the coming years, he modified this opinion as his political 

views became more explicitly reformist and egalitarian. But in 1864, Wallace 

echoed the imperialist sentiments of the period. He asserted that natural 
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selection “leads to the inevitable extinction of all those low and mentally 

undeveloped populations with which Europeans come in contact.” The in¬ 

digenous populations of North America, Brazil, Australia, Tasmania, and 

New Zealand succumbed “not from any one special cause, but from the in¬ 

evitable effects of an unequal mental and physical struggle.” As late as 1864, 

then, Wallace was confident that the European race, and its descendants, 

would always conquer the savage races with which it comes in contact “in the 

struggle for existence, and . . . increase at [their] expense, just as the more 

favourable increase at the expense of the less favourable varieties in the animal 

and vegetable kingdoms” (Wallace 1864b, clxv). Despite Wallace’s personal 

opposition to overt forms of racial discrimination, his first publications on 

human development demonstrate how readily evolutionary concepts and vo¬ 

cabulary lent themselves to racist social theory (Haller 1971; Bannister 1979, 

180-200; Lorimer 1997). But Wallace’s own background and travels predis¬ 

posed him to question the moral superiority of European to other cultures. 

He could not deny that Europeans had been empowered by the scientific 

and technological developments of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

They occupied a position of undeniable global economic, industrial, and 

military supremacy. Spiritualist, theist, and socialist precepts, however, soon 

emboldened Wallace to articulate unequivocal condemnations of the misuse 

of European and North American technical prowess (Stack 2000, 693-694). 

That Wallace read his paper to the Anthropological Society of London has 

an added interest. The controversies over race within the rival Anthropolog¬ 

ical and Ethnological Societies had erupted into full-scale war. The Anthro¬ 

pological were a break-away group from the Ethnological Society. Led by the 

openly racist Robert Hunt, they accused the Ethnologicals of being less scien¬ 

tific because of their attachment to the “rights of man mania” (Stocking 1987, 

248-254). The Anthropologicals also advocated polygenesis as a theory and 

justified slavery as a policy. They differed sharply from their parent society 

on ideological and political as well as scientific grounds (Richards 1989b). 

Since Wallace’s 1864 paper was intended to ameliorate the tense situation 

between the proponents of monogenism and polygenism, he did not see the 

opposition between the two societies as irreconcilable at this point. However, 

when it became apparent that the Anthropological Society was unrelenting 

in its doctrinaire racism and antiegalitarian politics, Wallace quit. He joined 

forces with Huxley, Lubbock, and others over the next several years to limit 

and control the contributions of the Anthropologicals to the BAAS in order 

to give what they called “proper direction” to anthropology and to reunite the 

societies (Barton 1998a, 439). These efforts paid off. Under the leadership of 

Huxley, the two rival societies were merged in 1871 in the newly formed and 

professionally more respectable Anthropological Institute. Wallace’s views on 
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the “woman question” were also in transition at this point. In 1864, he had 

spoken against the Ethnological Society’s admission of women to its meetings 

on the grounds that “consequently many important and interesting subjects 

cannot possibly be discussed there” (Richards 1989a, 264). Like his views on 

races, Wallace’s views on women were to change significantly during the next 

decade and after. During the mid-1860s, however, Wallace had not yet fully 

articulated his critique of the assumption that science was an ideologically 

neutral enterprise. Consequently, it is during this decade that Wallace acted 

more in accordance with the emerging image of the professional scientist 

than he did either earlier or from the 1870s onward (Fichman 1997, 100- 

103, 112-114). 

Wallace’s 1864 paper further implied that evolution accounted for the 

preeminent status humankind held within the animal kingdom. At that pe¬ 

riod when the human mind had become of greater importance than bodily 

structure, Wallace declared that “a grand revolution was effected in nature— 

a revolution which in all the previous ages of the earth’s history had had 

no parallel.” Since humans could now respond to changing environmental 

conditions by an advance in mental capabilities, Wallace suggested they were 

in “some degree superior to nature, inasmuch as [they] knew how to control 

and regulate her action” (Wallace 1864b, clxviii). One of the most contentious 

issues to surface in the debates about evolution was the question of man’s 

status in the hierarchy of nature. Evolutionary theory sharpened the perennial 

concern as to where humans stood in the “great chain of being.” This not 

only involved the diverse opinions advanced by those who held that traditional 

religious teachings dictated that humans and nonhuman animals were onto- 

logically different. Scientific opinion was also divided on this point. One need 

look no further than the ongoing debate between Wallace and Darwin as to 

the adequacy of natural selection to account for the origin and development 

of humans to recognize how incendiary this question was in the Victorian 

period (and remains so to the present day [Kottler 1985, 420-424]). Darwin 

inclined toward the view that placed humans squarely and completely within 

the realm of those forces that accounted for the evolution of all species. Wal¬ 

lace, in contrast, believed that human evolution in certain crucial respects 

was an exception: forces other than natural selection operated in the history 

and future development of mankind. 

Wallace’s views on human evolution are complex as well as controversial. 

He had from his earliest writings and thoughts been convinced of humanity’s 

unique status. Joel Schwartz has argued that sometime after 1858, Wallace 

first came to decide that humans and nonhuman animals had evolved ac¬ 

cording to different processes (Schwartz 1984). But Wallace had entertained 

this idea of humans as an exception to the evolutionary history of other 
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animals from the 1840s (Smith 1992, 2-3, 6-8, 13-14). The evidence for 

the continuity of Wallace’s thought on this matter will be discussed later in 

the chapter, in the section dealing with the precise role played by spiritualist 

beliefs in Wallace’s theory of human evolution. By 1864, Wallace’s maturing 

evolutionary concepts provided him with additional motivation to assert that 

those who maintained that human attributes argued for a “position as an 

order, a class, or a sub-kingdom by [themselves], have some reason on their 

side.” Nor were humans merely at the summit of organic nature. The contin¬ 

ued action of natural selection and spiritual agencies destined Homo sapiens 

to an ever higher level of existence. Persuaded that further mental and moral 

evolution was possible, Wallace described humanity’s future ecstatically in 

the concluding paragraph of the essay: 

Each one will then work out his own happiness in relation to that of 

his fellows; perfect freedom of action will be maintained, since the 

well balanced moral faculties will never permit any one to transgress 

on the equal freedom of others; restrictive laws will not be wanted, 

for each man will be guided by the best of laws; a thorough appre¬ 

ciation of the rights, and a perfect sympathy with the feelings, of all 

about him; compulsory government will have died away as unnec¬ 

essary (for every man will know how to govern himself), and will 

be replaced by voluntary associations for all beneficial public pur¬ 

poses; the passions and animal propensities will be restrained within 

those limits which most conduce to happiness; and mankind will 

have at length discovered that it was only required of them to develop 

the capacities of their higher nature, in order to convert this earth, 

which had so long been the theatre of their unbridled passions, and 

the scene of unimaginable misery, into as bright a paradise as ever 

haunted the dreams of seer or poet. 

(Wallace 1864b, clxviii-clxx) 

“Origin of Human Races” testified to Wallace’s conviction that the find¬ 

ings of biology, particularly of evolutionary theory, bore directly on social 

and political questions. During the remainder of the decade, he continued to 

publish articles, reviews, and commentaries of anthropological importance. 

He wrote “On the Progress of Civilization in Northern Celebes” (1864), 

“How to Civilize Savages” (1865), “Phallic Worship in India” (1865), “On 

Physico-Anthropology: Its Aims and Methods” (1867), “On the Primitive 

Condition of Man” (1869), “The Origin of Moral Intuitions” (1869), “On 

Instinct in Man and Animals” (1870), and, finally, a review of Gabon’s 1869 

Hereditary Genius for the 17 March 1870 issue of Nature (Smith 1991, 482- 
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488). Clearly, Wallace had thought long and hard before penning the two 

bombshells that appeared in 1869: his review of Lyell’s tenth edition of Prin¬ 

ciples of Geology and “Limits of Natural Selection as Applied to Man.” A 

major, but not exclusive, impetus for going public with his long-held belief 

that factors additional to natural selection had guided human evolution were 

Wallace’s first sustained encounters with spiritualism in the mid-1860s. 

Early Encounters with Spiritualism 

During his tropical journeys, Wallace had heard of the strange phenomena 

associated with spiritualism said to be occurring in America and England. 

Some of the accounts seemed “too wild and outre to be anything but the 

ravings of madmen.” Other reports appeared to be well confirmed. Wal¬ 

lace determined, therefore, to ascertain on his return to London whether 

the alleged phenomena were legitimate or merely the results of chicanery or 

suggestion (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:276). Wallace’s early involvement with 

mesmerism and phrenology predisposed him to consider that there might be 

“mysteries connected with the human mind which modern science ignored 

because it could not explain” (Wallace 1875b, 131-132). 

Wallace’s first documented seance attendance took place in 1865, at the 

home “of a friend—a sceptic, a man of science, and a lawyer.” Wallace, too, 

was initially skeptical that “the marvels related by Spiritualists” he had either 

read or heard about “could literally be true.” What changed his attitude was 

the force of personal evidence. He also declared that it was not any “dread of 

annihilation ... or from [an] inordinate longing for eternal existence” that 

he approached spiritualism. In the jungles of the Amazon and the Malay 

Archipelago he had at least three times “to face death as imminent or proba¬ 

ble within a few hours.” Wallace felt only a “gentle melancholy at the thought 

of quitting this wonderful and beautiful earth to enter on a sleep which might 

know no waking.” Prior to the 1860s, Wallace regarded the question of “con¬ 

scious existence . . . independent of the organised body” as not yet answer- 

able. He approached his first seance with an open mind, “utterly unbiassed 

by hopes or fears, because I knew that my belief could not affect the real¬ 

ity.” It was the “unrelenting” accumulation of personal evidence at seances 

following his first that gradually but profoundly made Wallace convinced of 

the reality of spirit manifestations (Wallace 1875a). He regarded spiritualism 

as a legitimate field for scientific investigation. Hypotheses could be tested 

empirically, and spiritualist claims would be verified or refuted according to 

the canons of nineteenth-century scientific methodology. Wallace set out to 

overcome the skepticism of many of his professional associates and establish 

spiritualism as a valid “science of human nature which . . . appeals only to 
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facts and experiment [and which] affords the only sure foundation for . . . the 

improvement of society and the permanent elevation of human nature” (Wal¬ 

lace 1875b, 228-29). He would later endorse his friend Barrett’s application 

of Ockham’s razor to the maze of spiritualist phenomena. “But why,” Barrett 

challenged spiritualism’s detractors, “should we think it so extravagant to en¬ 

tertain the simplest explanation that occasionally a channel opens from the 

unseen world to ours, and that some who have entered that world are able 

to make their continued existence known to us” (Barrett 1908, 64). Wallace 

underlined the phrases “the simplest explanation” and “occasionally” and in 

the margin wrote “yes!” in his copy of Barrett’s book, which is in Edinburgh 

University Library’s Special Collections. 

Wallace’s desire to embark on a detailed study of spiritualism is fully 

consistent with his philosophy of nature and his temperament. Evolution, in 

Wallace’s view, encompassed diverse explanatory elements. Evidence for his 

conviction that there were forces other than strictly physical or material ones 

at work in the evolution of animals as well as humans comes from an early 

essay on orangutans. In 1856, Wallace argued that the large canines of the 

male of the species do not seem to be adaptive. “Here,” he observed, “we have 

an animal which lives solely and exclusively on fruits and other soft vegetable 

food, and yet has huge canine teeth. It never attacks other animals, and is 

rarely attacked itself; but when it is, it uses, not these powerful teeth, but its 

arms and legs to defend itself.” Wallace preempted the expected “indignant” 

reaction that he was suggesting that the orangutan, and many other animals 

including humans, were provided with organs of no use to them. His answer 

was direct: 

Yes, [I] do mean to assert that many animals are provided with or¬ 

gans and appendages which serve no material or physical purpose. 

The extraordinary excrescences of many insects, the fantastic and 

many-coloured plumes which adorn certain birds . . . , the colours 

and infinitely modified forms of many flower-petals, are all cases, for 

an explanation of which we must look to some general principle far 

more recondite than a simple relation to the necessities of the indi¬ 

vidual. [I] conceive it to be a most erroneous, a most contracted view 

of the organic world, to believe that every part of an animal or plant 

exists solely for some material and physical use to the individual—to 

believe that all the beauty, all the infinite combinations and changes 

of form and structure should have the sole purpose and end of en¬ 

abling each animal to support its existence—to believe, in fact, that 

we know the one sole end and purpose that exists in organic beings, 

and to refuse to recognize the possibility of there being any other. 
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Naturalists are to apt to imagine, when they cannot discover, a use for 

everything in nature; they are not even content to let “beauty” be a 

sufficient use, but hunt after some purpose to which even that can be 

applied by the animal itself, as if one of the noblest and most refining 

parts of man’s nature, the love of beauty for its own sake, would not 

be perceptible also in the works of a Supreme Creator. 

What this 1856 essay demonstrates is that even as his mind was gearing up for 

the articulation of natural selection, Wallace’s conceptualization of evolution 

was broad. His aim was nothing less than “our complete appreciation of all the 

variety, the beauty, and the harmony of the organic world” (Wallace 1856b). 

Natural selection would be one of the major keys to understanding how the 

harmony of the organic world had come about. But spiritualism was another 

key. Wallace considered spiritualism as a fruitful standpoint from which to ex¬ 

plicate the broader meaning of evolution, particularly at the moral/intellectual 

level. For him, natural selection and spiritualism were mutually supportive 

elements in a grander scheme of things. 

Wallace’s early exposure to mesmerism provided him with a potent epis¬ 

temological and experimental analogue for studying the phenomena of spir¬ 

itualism. Both mesmerism and spiritualism had been subjected to the twin 

demons of either hostile (usually uninformed) criticism or enthusiastic (of¬ 

ten naive and overzealous) endorsement. Wallace could deploy his own 

formidable powers of exploring contentious issues with that rigor and in¬ 

dependence that characterized his entire career. One more factor attracted 

Wallace to spiritualism. Its teachings required no dogmatic, unbending sub¬ 

mission of its broad spectrum of adherents. Spiritualism afforded the serious 

investigator a fertile field for investigating experimentally phenomena of an 

unusual and hence—to the insatiably curious Wallace—highly alluring char¬ 

acter (Smith 1992, 1, 18). 

The curiosity to explore new ideas has long been recognized by sociolo¬ 

gists of science as an indispensable component of the psychological make-up 

of those individuals who choose science as a career. Wallace was no exception. 

He spent many long and dreary hours in uncertain experimentation, with 

scrupulous attention to detail, pursuing what he and many others thought 

was, potentially, an exciting and novel domain of scientific inquiry. Far from 

being naive when it came to such experimental researches, Wallace performed 

or read about sophisticated attempts to validate spiritualist claims experimen¬ 

tally. The fraud and conjuring that later came to characterize much of popular 

spiritualism, as paid mediums and accomplished magicians became standard 

fixtures on the spiritualist circuit, were only one aspect of a broad movement. 

Wallace, in fact, was obsessive about ferreting out such legerdemain in his 
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spiritualist enterprises in the 1860s. It has been suggested that Wallace often 

failed to detect imposture not because his critical approach or observational 

skills were deficient—his entire career proves the contrary—“but because he 

was a naturalist, not an accomplished magician. We must deal with Wallace 

under his given circumstances and experiences; if he had access” to the tech¬ 

niques of a Houdini some of his more adamant defenses of seance phenomena 

may have been toned down or abandoned (Malinchak 1987, 77). Not surpris¬ 

ingly, Wallace’s “conviction threshold was lowered whenever he came across 

some apparent fact or reference involving a member of his family” at certain 

seances. Alfred and his sister Fanny shared a certainty that spiritualism put 

them in touch with their dead brothers (Raby 2001, 185-186). The strongly 

personal dimension of Wallace’s spiritualist beliefs is not incompatible with 

the overall stance of objectivity he maintained in his investigations of the 

scientific status of spiritualism and other psychic phenomena. 

Spiritualism and Wallace’s Worldview 

Even had Wallace moderated the tenacity of his defense of spiritualist phe¬ 

nomena, he would still have adhered to the movement. Spiritualism power¬ 

fully reinforced his political and theistic convictions. The ethical teachings 

of spiritualism were as important, if not more important, to him than the 

scientific legitimacy of its claims. His encounters with spiritualism, from the 

beginning, were in accord both with his epistemological framework concern¬ 

ing nonmaterial reality as well as his cultural vision. Two works that Wallace 

deemed as “forming the best-reasoned and the most logically arranged body 

of evidence for psychical phenomena in existence” were written by Robert 

Owen’s son, Robert Dale Owen: Footfalls on the Boundary of Another World 

(1861) and its sequel The Debatable Land between This World and the Next 

(1871 [Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:294-295]). Wallace reviewed the latter work 

in 1872 (Wallace 1872c). His enthusiastic review elicited “very interesting” 

letters from Dale Owen and from Eugene Crowell, a New York medical doc¬ 

tor. Crowell’s letter came with a copy “of his exceedingly valuable work, 

‘Primitive Christianity and Modern Spiritualism’ (2 vols.), in which almost 

every miraculous occurrence narrated in the Old or New Testaments is par¬ 

alleled by well-authenticated phenomena from the records of modern spiri¬ 

tualism, many of them having been witnessed and carefully examined by Dr. 

Crowell himself” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:295). Wallace’s personal copies of 

both of Dale Owen’s books are marked throughout with enthusiastic triple 

vertical lines in the margins. Dale Owen’s combination of spiritualism and 

political reformism was manna to Wallace. 
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After his flirtation with agnosticism in the 1840s and 1850s, Wallace’s 

emerging theism in the 1860s and early 1870s dovetailed neatly with his spir¬ 

itualist leanings. He endorsed Dale Owen’s assertion of the concord between 

spiritualism and Christianity—once the latter was “shorn of parasitic creeds.” 

Dale Owen also emphasized, as did Wallace, that spiritualism “teaches no 

speculative divinity” but only one that was demonstrated clearly by a vast 

body of phenomena. In Footfalls on the Boundary of Another World, Dale 

Owen (1861, 4) commented also on the difference between Swedenborg 

and Swedenborgianism. For Owen, Swedenborg—“the great spiritualist of 

the eighteenth century”—was a profound thinker whose writings “even at a 

superficial glance, must arrest the attention of the right-minded.” Sweden¬ 

borg’s doctrine of the “constant influence exerted from the spiritual world 

on the material” and “his glowing appreciations of that principle of Love 

which is the fulfilling of the Law” were “of too deep and genuine import to 

be lightly passed by. To claim for them nothing more, they are at least mar¬ 

velously suggestive, and therefore highly valuable.” Owen had little use for 

the interpolations made by many of Swedenborg’s disciples. He felt they had 

exaggerated Swedenborg’s occasional mystical allusions into a full-blown and 

often incomprehensible system. Owen concluded that one must “appreciate 

Swedenborg outside of Swedenborgianism” (Owen 1861).^ Wallace may have 

first learned of Swedenborg from Dale Owen’s 1861 work. He would then 

have been prepared to share James’s and Peirce’s regard for Swedenborg when 

he met them during his North American tour in 1886-1887. Wallace followed 

Owen’s injunction to separate Swedenborg from the Swedenborgians, just as 

he would later distinguish Marx from the plethora of Marxist disciples. Dale 

Owen’s books provided Wallace with a compelling statement of spiritualist 

philosophy—integrated with Owenite socialist teachings—that appealed to 

his intellectual as well as ethical and political concerns. These concerns were 

crucial in shaping Wallace’s developing worldview. 

For Wallace and the many other Victorians who espoused spiritualist 

tenets, a question arises. Did spiritualism act as a surrogate faith, or reli¬ 

gion, for them? Much has been written about the role of alternatives to fill 

the void for secularists when stark materialism proved disconcerting. Similar 

explanations have been advanced for Christians when their orthodoxy was 

tested by the doubts engendered by scientific theories and biblical criticism. 

In sociological terms, late-nineteenth-century spiritualism lacks the institu¬ 

tional attributes that are taken to characterize organized religion. There was 

no official spiritualist church. The creeds that emerged were sufficiently var¬ 

ied to defy simple categorization. Some spiritualist groups arranged services 

that bore a close resemblance to more traditional church services. For other 
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groups, all formal paraphernalia of religious observance were rejected. To 

complicate the sociology of spiritualism further, its practice varied in different 

communities and among different social groups within the same community. 

Moreover, Victorian spiritualism was embraced by freethinkers. Noncon¬ 

formists, church-going Anglicans, and, even on occasion, Roman Catholics. 

The manner “in which spiritualism became entangled with religion, orga¬ 

nized and disorganized, exoteric and esoteric, is not easily summarized” 

(Oppenheim 1985, 62). Nor need it be. For the majority of adherents, it was 

the optimistic ethical and social message supported by scientific evidence 

and interpretation that was spiritualism’s main drawing card. For Wallace, 

spiritualism alone did not function as a surrogate faith. He combined it with 

theistic and scientific convictions within a broader evolutionary teleology. 

Wallace’s scientific theism was his faith. 

The ethical implications of spiritualism were not the only elements that 

attracted Wallace. He, like increasing numbers of adherents—first in North 

America and then in Britain—found certain phenomena of spiritualism ir¬ 

resistible. Induced trance states and somnambulist manifestations by itiner¬ 

ant lecturers as spectacle had an immediate popular appeal. The enduring 

fascination with the marvelous and the mysterious, a constant in human his¬ 

tory before, during, and after the scientific revolution(s) of the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries, had lost none of its power during the nineteenth 

century (Daston and Park 1998). As positivism and scientific naturalism 

gained increasing prominence, fascination with the marvelous and the occult 

increased as counterpoints, especially among the general public. (Parallels 

with the late twentieth and very early twenty-first centuries are not hard 

to draw.) Traditional religious authority, particularly among sects such as 

Unitarians and Quakers, grew more relaxed. Converts to such liberalized 

sects participated in a shift in perspective on the nature of spirit activity. 

Diabolic characterizations became less frequent as the emphasis on (usu¬ 

ally benevolent) disembodied human intelligences grew. Some hoped that 

spiritualism might constitute a new, scientifically respectable form of reve¬ 

lation and thus modernize some forms of traditional religion creeds. Table 

tilting and other staples of seance phenomena, which ostensibly provided 

witnesses with the opportunity to have conversations with those who had 

“passed over,” captivated many. No lesser mortals than Queen Victoria and 

the prince consort were caught up in spiritualism’s popularity. Neither could 

resist the opportunity to converse with unseen spirits. After Albert’s death 

in 1861, Victoria relied on the mediumistic powers of John Brown, her per¬ 

sonal servant and confidant, to communicate with the departed prince. Such 

widespread immersion in spiritualism by the 1860s testifies to the excitement 

that characterized the movement’s rapid growth. Sympathetic commentators 
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referred to the “infectious” quality that drew people of all social classes to 

the various private and public arenas in which spiritualism flourished. The 

movement’s equally vocal critics preferred the term “contagion.” It is against 

this broader landscape that Wallace’s infection must be situated. As both an 

articulate champion of spiritualism and a powerful scientiflc voice, Wallace 

was uniquely placed to assume a highly visible role in the inevitable contro¬ 

versies surrounding the claims and counterclaims of so striking and novel a 

feature on the mid-Victorian landscape.^ 

Mesmerism 

Just as Wallace’s approach to spiritualism was shared by many of his con¬ 

temporaries, he was not alone in his interest in studying mesmerism. From 
I 

the 1830s to the 1860s and beyond, mesmerism attracted a wide following. 

Since it took hold in Britain later than it did in the rest of Europe, mesmerism 

had the aura of being a new and fascinating science of life and mind to the 

early and mid-Victorians. Despite some initial public experiments that were 

easily discredited during the 1830s, mesmerism entered into the social, psy¬ 

chic, and institutional fabric of Victorian society by 1840. Far from being 

the marginal or pseudo-science portrayed by most historians until recently, 

mesmerism (and animal magnetism and hypnotism) permeated Victorian 

culture at all levels. Aristocrats, the industrial middle classes, factory workers, 

doctors and their patients were keenly interested in, if not always converted 

by, mesmeric claims and practices. In England, Ireland, and Scotland, as well 

as throughout the developing empire, mesmeric practitioners, from doctors 

to itinerant lecturers, forced both intellectual elites and the general public to 

consider seriously the status to be allocated their held. Recent scholarship 

has now made clear the prominent role mesmerism played in the debates as 

to what constituted appropriate scientiflc and medical authority. To dismiss 

mesmerism, along with spiritualism and phrenology, as fringe movements 

is to view the nineteenth century through the most opaque of Whig history 

lenses. The prominence of Victorian mesmerism reveals, once again, that the 

debates over authority in scientiflc, medical, and intellectual life generally 

were far more intense than the majority of twentieth-century historians have 

cared to admit. What counted as legitimate or “real” science in the second 

half of the nineteenth century was a very open question indeed. It is anachro¬ 

nistic to assume that there was a clearly deflnable and invincibly empowered 

orthodox or professional community of science in Victorian Britain. Mes¬ 

merism was central to the process by which traditional cultural—including 

scientific—assumptions and attitudes were tested, contested, and ultimately 

transformed. It is significant that mesmerism’s period of greatest influence 
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coincided with a period of major social and political reforms (culminating in 

the Second Reform Act of 1867) in Britain. Mesmerism provided an excel¬ 

lent forum for questions concerning the nature not only of the human mind 

and body but of the body politic as well. It brought to the surface issues of 

power and authority that were rarely acknowledged openly in mid-Victorian 

Britain. Mesmerism became one focus for tackling controversial claims about 

psychological and physiological influences on the functioning of society. It 

touched the emotionally charged matters of class, gender, and race (Winter 

1998, 3-9, 306-309). All these questions had been occupying Wallace from 

his early youth. On his return to London in 1862, these questions assumed a 

new vivacity for the naturalist who had spent so many years in tropical jungles 

and villages. 

Wallace and his brother Herbert, with whom he traveled for a time in 

South America, had been early converts to mesmerism. They were convinced 

that the chief phenomena produced on subjects in mesmeric trances were 

authentic and well documented. They also found that they possessed mes¬ 

meric powers themselves. Among the indigenous peoples of South America, 

Wallace and Herbert were able to induce the typical mesmeric responses of 

catalepsy, altered states of consciousness, loss of sensation, and partial paral¬ 

ysis. Thus, as early as the 1840s, Wallace had become convinced that such 

phenomena were objective reality “and by no means due to the imagination 

of the unusually stolid Indian” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:275-276). Wallace’s 

activities must be viewed within the context of Victorian mesmerism in the ex¬ 

panding empire at midcentury. Colonial India was viewed as a vast social lab¬ 

oratory for studying a wide variety of issues in a setting where the contentious 

British debates might prove less intrusive. In addition to mesmerism, the in¬ 

troduction of scientific and technological practices, educational reforms, and 

the use of statistics in the study of social institutions found virgin territory 

(Baber 1996). 

The Scottish surgeon James Esdaile was Britain’s chief colonial advo¬ 

cate of mesmerism. Arriving in Calcutta in 1845, Esdaile set up the first of 

what came to be an expanding network of hospitals. In them, mesmerism 

had explicit medical objectives. Anesthetizing surgical patients was the most 

prominent. Esdaile succeeded in persuading Sir Herbert Maddock, deputy 

governor of Calcutta, to establish an official committee to evaluate his work. 

The committee members concluded that the mesmeric phenomena described 

and witnessed were genuine. But they argued against the wholesale introduc¬ 

tion of mesmeric medical practices in India as premature. The committee 

members wanted more experiments, especially ones conducted using Eu- 

ropean subjects, before they could endorse institutionalized mesmerism in 

India. Apart from the central issue of verification, the debates about colonial 
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mesmerism involved questions of superiority and inferiority and influence 

and submission between colonizer and colonized. Despite the committee’s 

qualified endorsement, Esdaile and his supporters were successful in the 

campaign to have mesmerism accepted as a legitimate if minor procedure 

in hospital practice in India. Mesmerism became a focus of more intensive 

research and scrutiny, particularly before the introduction of chemical anes¬ 

thesia (Winter 1998, 187-212). But Wallace was now (since 1862) back in 

England, not in some colonial setting. His attempt to investigate spiritual¬ 

ist as well as mesmeric phenomena was a far more complex task, socially, 

scientifically, and institutionally. 

Mesmerism, like spiritualism, reflected and influenced the vigorous de¬ 

bates in mid-Victorian Britain concerning the definition and exercise of sci¬ 

entific authority. Although Wallace is more well known for his prominent 

role in the controversies surrounding spiritualism, he also entered the heated 

frays on mesmerism. His most significant personal contest was that with 

William Benjamin Carpenter. From the late 1830s until his death in 1885, 

Carpenter was one of Britain’s most distinguished physiologists. He was a 

leader in the movement to further popular scientific education and assisted 

in the development of the University of London, where he served as registrar 

from 1856 until 1879. Carpenter was also one of the most relentless de¬ 

bunkers of mesmerism, spiritualism, and phrenology. From the early 1850s 

onward, in a stream of polemical articles, he hammered home his conviction 

that the phenomena of mesmerism and spiritualism were open to only two 

interpretations. Thought reading, automatic writing, and related activities. 

Carpenter insisted, could be either explained on the basis of demonstrable 

physiological hypotheses (such as involuntary but entirely mundane muscu¬ 

lar movements) or dismissed as imposture or delusions (Oppenheim 1985, 

241-244).^ Clearly, a Wallace-Carpenter confrontation was inevitable. 

Wallace contra Carpenter 

As in so many of his relationships with scientific contemporaries (and, often, 

adversaries), Wallace was able to detach controversy from personal animosity. 

Carpenter was one of Wallace’s near neighbors in London. He frequently vis¬ 

ited Carpenter in the evenings, when the latter was usually peering through his 

microscope. Carpenter enjoyed displaying the world of minute organisms and 

structures to Wallace, who appreciated Carpenter’s enthusiasm if he did not 

always agree with some of Carpenter’s specific explanations and conclusions. 

The two became “very friendly . . . and often walked across the Regent’s Park 

into town together.” When, some years later, Wallace and Carpenter entered 

into “a rather acute controversy upon mesmerism and clairvoyance,” Wallace 
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accused Carpenter of misstatements, evasions, or willful obscurantism. But 

he always maintained that his opposition to Carpenter’s criticism of spiritu¬ 

alism and mesmerism was restricted to questions of fact and evidence rather 

than personal animus. Wallace’s inference was clear: it was Carpenter who 

had made their debate more acrimonious that it need have been. At the BAAS 

meeting in Glasgow in 1876, Wallace was president of the biological section. 

The session, he noted, “was rendered rather lively by the announcement of 

a paper by Professor W. F. Barrett on experiments in thought-reading. The 

reading of this was opposed by Dr. W. B. Carpenter . . . but as it had been 

accepted by the section, it was read. Then followed a rather heated discus¬ 

sion; but there were several supporters of the paper, among whom was Lord 

Rayleigh, and the public evidently took the greatest interest in the subject, 

the hall being crowded.” In his autobiography, Wallace added that the issues 

raised by Barrett’s paper were pursued in the following decades by Barrett, 

Frederick Myers, Sidgwick, Edmund Gurney, “and a few other friends [who] 

founded the Society for Psychical Research [SPR], which has collected a very 

large amount of evidence and is still actively at work [in 1905]” (Wallace 

[1905] 1969, 2:42-43, 49).^ 

The relationship of mesmerism and spiritualism to the work of the SPR, 

and Wallace’s role in that context, are complicated. Wallace became an hon¬ 

orary member of the SPR in the year it was founded (1882) and remained 

one until his death. He was asked on at least two occasions to assume its 

presidency but declined. A rift soon developed between Wallace and a num¬ 

ber of members of the society as to the specific role to be accorded spiri¬ 

tualist researches within the SPR’s broader mandate to investigate psychic 

phenomena generally. As the society developed, many of its members turned 

increasingly to investigating evidence drawn from areas such as thought trans¬ 

ference, hypnotism, hallucinations, multiple personality, dreams, and abnor¬ 

mal psychology. In so doing, the initial spiritualist umbrella under which the 

society undertook many of its researches weakened or was discarded, and 

investigations became segregated into several independent divisions. Wal¬ 

lace’s continued emphasis on mediumistic phenomena as a core of psychical 

research—particularly given his steadfast defense of many mediums accused 

of fraud—was looked on with growing disfavor by a number of members of 

the SPR. Wallace considered the demotion of spiritualist interpretations in 

the SPR’s hierarchy of explanations for the phenomena it investigated mis¬ 

guided. By 1886, several prominent spiritualists, including William Stainton 

Moses and E. Dawson Rogers, left the society. Wallace stayed on but realized 

that the holistic philosophy of science, ethics, political reform, and theism 

he had articulated was not shared by all members of the SPR (Malinchak 

1987, 145-178). The SPR, and the British scientific establishment gener- 
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ally, became more elitist and specialized in the last decades of the nineteenth 

century. Wallace’s ambivalent relationship to the SPR, therefore, is testimony 

both to the strength of his egalitarian ethos and to the tensions inherent in 

defining professional science (Oppenheim 1985, 135-136; Winter 1998, 305, 

346-347). 

Wallace’s complaint that Carpenter’s antimesmerist and antispiritualist 

critiques were often tedious, irrelevant, and pugnacious was just. Carpen¬ 

ter’s constant admonition that a rigorous scientific education would immu¬ 

nize individuals against what he termed the tricks of mediums clearly missed 

the mark, considering the number of eminent scientists who endorsed either 

spiritualism or mesmerism or both. Wallace’s frustration with Carpenter’s 

increasingly nasty diatribes was shared by many of Carpenter’s spiritualist 

adversaries. Wallace was voicing a general sentiment when he pointedly re¬ 

marked that, as far as Carpenter was concerned, “nobody’s evidence on this 

particular subject is of the least value unless they have had a certain special 

early training of which . . . Dr. Carpenter is one of the few living represen¬ 

tatives.” Despite his personal vendettas. Carpenter was recognized by both 

allies and foes alike as Britain’s most formidable denigrator of both spiritu¬ 

alism and mesmerism (Oppenheim 1985, 243-244 and 244n. 130). Wallace 

did confide to Barrett (9 December 1877) that he had been “advised by other 

friends not to waste more time on Dr. C.” He left it to other spiritualist and 

psychical investigators to refute Carpenter’s more outrageous attacks. Such 

refutation, Wallace indicated, would more than anything else serve to “lower 

Dr. C. in public estimation on this subject [because of Carpenter] being 

forced to acknowledge that what he has for more than thirty years declared to 

be purely subjective is after all an objective phenomenon” (Marchant [1916] 

1975, 427). 

The World of SMnces 

When Wallace attended his first seance in 1865, he was impressed with the 

“rapping and tapping sounds and slight movements of a table” (Wallace 

[1905] 1969, 2:276). Repeated seances, including several with the renowned 

English medium Mrs. Marshall later that year, exposed Wallace to a wide 

variety of physical and mental spirit manifestations. During the following 

years he continued to attend seances regularly and read voraciously in the 

spiritualist literature. Satisfied that the tests that he and others devised and 

executed excluded the possibility of collusion or deception, Wallace gradually 

became convinced both of the authenticity of these remarkable phenomena 

as well as of the spiritualist interpretation of them. At first, Wallace did not re¬ 

ject the possibility that the simpler seance phenomena, such as table tappings 
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and table vibrations, might result from some involuntary force coming from 

mediums themselves. It was only when he observed “some very remarkable 

phenomena” at seances in 1866 and early 1867, presided over by the medium 

Miss Nichol (later famous as Mrs. Samuel Guppy, and still later as Mrs. 

Volckman), that Wallace became completely convinced that the phenomena 

he and others had witnessed “could not possibly have been produced by any 

of the persons present,” including the medium. It was Wallace’s sister, Fanny 

Sims, at whose home Miss Nichol was living temporarily, who first discov¬ 

ered her friend’s unique mediumistic gifts in November 1866. Wallace and 

Fanny had numerous sittings with Miss Nichol subsequently, and her talents 

matured rapidly. Phenomena at her seances included “a very large leather 

arm-chair which stood at least four or five feet from the medium, [which 

then] suddenly wheeled [itself] up to her after a few slight preliminary move¬ 

ments.” Henceforth, Wallace would remain unshaken in his conviction that 

seance phenomena could not be accounted for by any know physical forces 

and could only be attributed to spirit force (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:279-280, 

291-293). We can thus set Wallace’s full-blown embrace of spiritualism at 

the end of 1866 or the very start of 1867. 

Wallace had been struck by the mass of testimony accumulated since the 

advent of modern spiritualism, which he dated from 1848. In that year, the 

daughters of the Fox family of upstate (Hydesville) New York received in¬ 

telligent communications via “mysterious knockings” (Wallace 1875b, 152- 

53). The “Rochester Rappings,” as these auguries of spiritualism came to be 

called, quickly made celebrities of the Fox sisters Alargaret and Kate. Spir¬ 

itualist interest and seances spread rapidly across the eastern United States 

and then made their progress westward across the nation. In the heady mid¬ 

nineteenth-century atmosphere of mysticism, religious unorthodoxy, and so¬ 

cial utopianism—as well as mesmerism and phrenology—Britain was fertile 

ground for the spread of spiritualism. In 1852 and 1853, two American 

mediums, Mrs. Hayden and Mrs. Roberts, visited Britain. Spiritualism’s 

transatlantic crossing had commenced. It was the visits of Daniel Douglas 

Home to England, first in 1855 and again in 1859, that truly ignited the 

enthusiasm of British audiences. Home was perhaps the most remarkable 

if enigmatic of nineteenth-century mediums. Although eccentric enough to 

make him subject to caricature in Punch and other British periodicals, he was 

never proven to be a charlatan. Between 1855 and the early 1870s, Home’s 

mediumistic powers attracted numerous followers. His audiences came from 

all strata of society. Home presided over seances for Napoleon III and Tsar 

Alexander II, British luminaries such as Sir Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Robert 
_ ^ 

and Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and Mrs. Frances Trollope, as well as nu¬ 

merous men and women of modest or humble circumstances. Robert Owen, 
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an iconic figure to Wallace, was one of Home’s earliest visitors in 1855. The 

free trade crusader John Bright arranged a meeting with Home in 1864. 

Home’s reported spirit manifestations produced both adoring disciples and 

vehement critics. He fully cooperated when scientists sought to investigate 

his powers. At a time when fraudulent mediums were none too rare, even 

so staunch a skeptic as the psychical researcher Frank Podmore grudgingly 

admitted that “Home was never publicly exposed as an impostor; . . . [and] 

there is no evidence of any weight that he was even privately detected in 

trickery.” Home’s successes, coupled with the growing tide of seances con¬ 

ducted by other mediums, made spiritualism a force whose momentum grew 

dramatically in mid-Victorian Britain (Oppenheim 1985, 10-16). It was in 

this atmosphere of intense interest in the alleged phenomena of spiritualism 

that Wallace turned his analytic scrutiny to a personal investigation of such 

phenomena. 

Although spiritualism (and mesmerism) enjoyed the support of many in¬ 

dividuals, the response from the emerging professional scientific community 

was, at best, mixed. During the 1860s, then, Wallace was faced with a profes¬ 

sional conundrum. How best could he portray himself both as the brilliant 

scientist he clearly was and a supporter of spiritualism? He described his first 

acquaintance with spiritualist phenomena and the effect they produced on 

him in the “Notes of Personal Evidence,” which later appeared in his On 

Miracles and Modern Spiritualism (Wallace 1875a). Wallace approached the 

subject with an open yet critical mind. Since the phenomena he witnessed 

seemed devoid of manipulation or trickery, he felt it obligatory to investigate 

the claims made on behalf of spiritualism with the utmost seriousness (Wal¬ 

lace [1905] 1969, 2:276-277). This campaign was to prove an uphill battle. 

Wallace conducted his campaign relentlessly. Detailed personal observations 

and innovative inferences that he drew from them had characterized Wallace’s 

earliest studies in natural history. That same combination motivated his inves¬ 

tigation of spirit phenomena. It accounted, in part, for Wallace’s persistence 

despite criticism from certain quarters. Even those closest to him commented 

occasionally on his frequent willingness to defend the mediumistic powers of 

individuals accused of fraud and deception (Raby 2001, 184-192). 

Myers was perceptive when he said that Wallace was one of those whose 

“natures . . . stand so far removed from the meaner temptations of human¬ 

ity that [they] thus gifted at birth can no more enter into the true mind 

of a cheat than I can enter into the true mind of a chimpanzee” (Myers 

1895, 218). Wallace was, almost congenitally, incapable of seeing the worst 

in those in whom he believed. This incapacity did not preclude vigilant con¬ 

demnation of those whom he considered guilty of the great social and ethical 

injustices he opposed so passionately throughout his life. Wallace was not 
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unique in possessing characteristics that at times seem ambiguous. The Vic¬ 

torian period, no less than any other in history, abounded in individuals who 

were amalgams of a bewildering variety of traits. Wallace forged a compelling 

worldview from disparate elements within himself and the cultures in which 

he lived for nearly a century. Two beacons guided his life and career. One 

was the belief in natural law, under whose sway he included science and 

spiritualism. The other was the conviction that humans were capable, given 

a suitably reformed sociopolitical environment, of achieving that better state 

that his evolutionary teleology rendered plausible. 

The Force of Personal Evidence 

As previously indicated, Wallace stated that his early experiences with mes¬ 

merism predisposed him to study spiritualist phenomena. On numerous oc¬ 

casions in the 1840s, and then during his tropical journeys, Wallace wit¬ 

nessed mesmeric phenomena such as phreno-mesmerism, catalepsy, and 

“sympathetic sensation.” More significant from the perspective of personal 

and psychological impact, Wallace found that he possessed mesmeric powers. 

When teaching at the Collegiate School at Leicester in 1844, he successfully 

mesmerized some students. Wallace was struck by “the sympathy of sensa¬ 

tion” between his subjects and himself. Such sympathy was observed (and 

recorded) repeatedly and was to Wallace “the most mysterious phenomenon 

[he] had ever witnessed” (Wallace 1875a). 

This sympathy manifested itself by tests such as placing a lump of sugar or 

salt in Wallace’s own mouth, out of sight of the patient. The patient then “im¬ 

mediately went through the action of sucking, and soon showed by gestures 

and words of the most expressive nature what it was [Wallace] was tasting.” 

In “Notes of Personal Evidence,” Wallace explicitly rejected deception or 

trickery because of the precision and precautions with which he had pre¬ 

pared the experiments. He also rejected psycho-physiological explanations, 

such as power of suggestion on the part of mesmerist toward the patient. 

Wallace deemed such hypotheses to be “no explanation at all.” Wallace’s in¬ 

sistence on this point is extremely revealing about his state of mind regarding 

the phenomena he witnessed. From his earliest encounters with mesmerism 

and spiritualism, Wallace resented imputations of delusion or fraud. He felt 

that he, and those whose experiments he followed, were earnest seekers of 

accurate knowledge of phenomena that seemed beyond the pale of (then) 

accepted canons of science. The years spent among indigenous inhabitants 

of South America and the Malay Archipelago left their mark on Wallace’s 

psyche and his conception and practice of science. Animist creeds and be¬ 

lief in the reality of spirits abounding in nature were fundamental precepts 
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of tJiose peoples. Wallace had shared tdieir daily lives and experiences and 

absorbed their cultures. By the time he returned to London, Wallace was 

a naturalist for whom “mysterious” phenomena had become a significant 

component of a valid knowledge base. He was determined to see where such 

phenomena belonged in the explanatory framework of nineteenth-century 

science (Wallace 1875a). 

Despite the similarities of the phenomena of mesmerism and spiritualism, 

Wallace maintained there were two fundamental differences. First, mesmer¬ 

ized subjects never had any doubts as to the reality of what they saw, heard, 

or felt. Moreover, they generally lost their memory of how they fell into mes¬ 

meric trances during which they were transported from “a lecture-room in 

London . . . on to an Atlantic steamer in a hurricane, or [into] the recesses of 

a tropical forest.” Participants at seances, in contrast, were always fully aware 

of events at every moment and often critically examined apparatuses and took 

notes of the proceedings. Second, whereas the mesmerizer had the power of 

acting only on “certain sensitive individuals,” there was no limitation to the 

number of persons who simultaneously witnessed the mediumistic phenom¬ 

ena at seances. Visitors to “Mr. Home or Mrs. Guppy,” Wallace noted, “all 

see whatever occurs of a physical nature, as the record of hundreds of sittings 

demonstrate.” He added that even many skeptics of spiritualist philosophy 

nonetheless testified to observing manifestations at seances. Wallace’s insis¬ 

tence on these important differences between mesmerism and spiritualism 

did not imply that he viewed one set of phenomena as more objective or 

“real” than the other. He considered the conflation between mesmerism and 

spiritualism to be yet another tactic by which certain scientists sought to 

discredit both fields. Wallace’s distinction between the two was intended to 

promote independent verification of spiritualism and mesmerism (Wallace 

1872a). 

Edward B. Tylor enters the picture at this point. Wallace had just re¬ 

viewed Tylor’s two-volume Primitive Culture: Researches into the Development 

of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Art, and Custom (1871). He was impressed 

with Tylor’s massive documentation on anthropological issues so close to 

his own studies. But he had strong reservations about Tylor’s explanations 

of primitive beliefs and practices, notably those relating to animism or the 

“doctrine of souls.” Wallace rejected Tylor’s underlying thesis that history’s 

long record of human preoccupation with supernatural or miraculous enti¬ 

ties or events was readily explained by characterizing them as “mere belief.” 

Even more galling to Wallace, was Tylor’s terming contemporary spiritualist 

claims as “survival of old beliefs.” These claims, Wallace objected, “have 

been recently investigated by Mr. Crookes and other Fellows of the Royal 

Society, and are declared to be realities by members of the French Institute, 
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by American judges and senators, and by many medical and scientific men” 

in Britain. Wallace judged Tylor guilty of the same prejudice that marked the 

work of scientific naturalists such as Tyndall and Carpenter. He was irked by 

their refusal to concede that “the so-called supernatural is not all delusion, 

and that many of the beliefs of all ages [including the nineteenth century] 

classed as superstitions, have at least a substratum of reality.” Wallace did not 

suggest that claims made by proponents of spiritualism (and mesmerism) be 

accepted uncritically. The opposite, in fact, was his objective. His purpose 

in writing “The Scientific Aspect of the Supernatural,” and other similar 

pieces from the mid-1860s through the 1870s, was to encourage scientists 

to broaden the scope of what were considered appropriate areas of inquiry. 

Even so powerful a work as Tylor’s Primitive Culture, Wallace argued, failed 

to come to grips with the fundamental question, “How much of truth is at 

the bottom of the so-called superstitious beliefs of mankind?” Wallace, at 

this point in his career, was fighting for the freedom of scientists to search 

for the “underlying facts’" that might well explain phenomena that he felt 

were too readily dismissed as superstition. Science, as Wallace was coming to 

conceptualize it, had first to divest itself of the self-imposed constraints that 

precluded an objective investigation of all fields, however odd or unsettling. 

As he wryly noted, it was pertinent to recall that the history of science was 

replete with examples of theories dismissed at first merely because they were 

opposed to existing orthodoxy. For Wallace, the search for truth demanded 

that widely attested phenomena must, at least initially, “be recognised as pos¬ 

sible realities and studied with thoroughness and devotion and a complete 

freedom from forgone conclusions.” Otherwise, he admonished, it would be 

“hopeless to expect a sound philosophy of [physical nature or] of religion or 

any true insight into the mysterious depths of our spiritual nature” (Wallace 

1872d)." 

The Scientific Aspect of the Supernatural 

It is within this context of open inquiry that Wallace composed a succinct 

account of the accumulating evidence regarding spiritualism. Drawing on 

his own experiences at seances as well as the large literature composed on 

both sides of the Atlantic, he published The Scientific Aspect of the Supernat¬ 

ural in 1866.^^ Wallace prefaced his account by arguing that many events 

deemed miraculous or supernatural because they appear to run counter to 

laws of nature are, actually, “natural” and can be shown to involve no vio¬ 

lation of natural process, broadly defined (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:280). To 

brand certain events incredible because they are inexplicable on then known 

natural laws was, Wallace insisted, tantamount to maintaining that man has 
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“complete knowledge of those laws, and can determine beforehand what is 

or is not possible.” The history of science, however, demonstrates the pro¬ 

gressive and cumulative character of human knowledge. Wallace noted that 

“the disputed prodigy of one age becomes the accepted natural phenomenon 

of the next and that many apparent miracles have been due to laws of nature 

subsequently discovered.” Five hundred years ago, he declared, the effects 

produced by the telescope and microscope would have been called miracu¬ 

lous by those ignorant of the laws of optics. Just a century ago, he continued, 

“a telegram from three thousand miles’ distance, or a photograph taken in a 

fraction of a second, would not have been believed possible, and would not 

have been credited on any testimony.” Closing in for the kill, Wallace invoked 

a more recent and closely related example. At the start of the nineteenth 

century the fact that surgical operations could be performed on patients in 

a mesmeric trance without their apparently “being conscious of pain was 

strenuously denied by most scientific and medical men in [England], and 

the patients, and sometimes the operators, denounced as impostors.” By the 

middle decades of the century, Wallace asserted, these phenomena were more 

generally credited and recognized as a consequence of “some as yet unknown 

law” (Wallace [1886] 1875, 39-40). 

For Wallace, the phenomena of spiritualism presented an analogous case. 

They could be shown to follow, not contravene, the course of nature. To ren¬ 

der these manifestations “intelligible or possible from the point of view of 

modern science” required, Wallace suggested, “the supposition that intelli¬ 

gent beings may exist, capable of acting on matter, though they themselves are 

uncognisable directly by our senses” (Wallace [1866] 1875, 42-43). The ac¬ 

tivities of these disembodied intelligences were consonant with “the grandest 

generalisations of modern science, [according to which] light, heat, electric¬ 

ity, magnetism, and probably vitality and gravitation, are believed to be but 

‘modes of motion’ of a space-hlling ether.” That spirits, intelligences of an 

“ethereal nature,” could act on ponderable bodies and produce the varied 

physical effects witnessed at seances was, to Wallace, a legitimate and plau¬ 

sible deduction. Wallace was not the only one advancing the hypothesis that 

the [alleged] ether might be the medium linking the material to the spiritual 

world. William Crookes and Oliver Lodge, among other scientists, main¬ 

tained similar suppositions (Trusted 1991, 158-161). Invoking a venerable 

Enlightenment argument that the faculty of vision and existence of light and 

color would be inconceivable to a race of blind men, Wallace maintained 

that it is “possible and even probable that there may be modes of sensation 

as superior to all ours as is sight to that of touch and hearing” (Wallace 

[1866] 1875, 44-45). In a like vein, Wallace four years later (1870) tackled 

David Hume and his own contemporary William Lecky, the highly respected 
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writer of the History of Rationalism and the History of Morals^ on the subject 

of miracles. Wallace then felt secure enough to proclaim that “Hume’s ar¬ 

guments against miracles are full of unwarranted assumptions, fallacies, and 

contradictions . . . [and that] the philosophical argument so well put by Mr. 

Lecky and Mr. Tylor, rests on false or unproved assumption, and is therefore 

valueless.” That Wallace would challenge figures of such prestige, and in fields 

other than his own areas of expertise, might easily be dismissed as audacity 

or folly. But the stakes for Wallace were now sufficiently high to warrant an 

assault on the very pillars of skeptical thought. Otherwise, he warned, “history 

will again have to record the melancholy spectacle of men, who should have 

known better, assuming to limit the discovery of new powers and agencies 

in the universe, and deciding, without investigation, whether other men’s 

observations are true or false” (Wallace 1870a). 

Wallace’s claim was never that the alleged phenomena of spiritualism 

be accepted uncritically. He urged that they be accepted as matters “to be 

investigated and tested like any other question of science.” The thrust of The 

Scientific Aspect of the Supernatural lay in the evidence adduced by “persons 

connected with science art, or literature, . . . whose intelligence and truthful¬ 

ness in narrating their own observations are above suspicion.” Wallace was 

particularly sensitive to the charge that his advocacy of spiritualism was infiu- 

enced “by clerical and religious prejudice” and detracted from his authority 

as a student of natural history. Although theism would later come to permeate 

his evolutionary teleology, Wallace always maintained an aversion to conven¬ 

tional religious dogmas. It is in this specific context that he stated that until 

the time of his first personal acquaintance with the facts of spiritualism he had 

been a “confirmed philosophical sceptic, rejoicing in the works of Voltaire, 

[David Friedrich] Strauss [whose influential Life of Jesus (1835) denied the 

supernatural character of Jesus’ career and contributed to the “higher criti¬ 

cism” of the Bible] and [the German materialist philosopher and zoologist] 

Carl Vogt.” It was not by any preconceived opinions, Wallace asserted, but 

only “by the continuous action of fact after fact, which could not be got rid 

of in any other way,” that he was “compelled” to accept spiritualism. He 

placed great weight on the testimony of Augustus De Morgan (the English 

mathematician), Nassau William Senior (the political economist), William 

Makepeace Thackeray (the novelist), and other eminent figures. They all 

had reported witnessing authentic spirit manifestations as diverse as table 

moving, communications by raps, clairvoyance, and the production of flow¬ 

ers and other objects at seances. Wallace cited one witness to the playing of 

the “Last Rose of Summer” on an (apparently) unassisted accordion, “but in 

so wretched a style that the company begged that it might be discontinued” 

(Wallace [1866] 1875, vi-vii, 49, 53, 82-87, 95-98). 
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Wallace’s “Fabric of Thought” 

Wallace’s main purpose in writing The Scientific Aspect of the Supernatural was 

to encourage objective assessment of spiritualism’s evidentiary claims. But 

the theoretical and especially moral implications of that doctrine had already 

begun to permeate his “fabric of thought.” He concluded with a description 

of the hypothesis according to which “that which, for want of a better name, 

we shall term ‘spirit,’ is the essential part of all sensitive beings, whose bodies 

form but the machinery and instruments by means of which they perceive and 

act upon other beings and on matter.” At death, the spirit quits the body but 

still retains “its former modes of thought, its former tastes, feelings, and af¬ 

fections.” Wallace claimed that under “certain conditions disembodied spirit 

is able to form for itself a visible [and, in some instances, tangible] body out 

of the emanation from living bodies in a proper magnetic relation to itself” 

and thereby communicate to persons either directly or through the agency 

of mediums. The significance of these communications, for Wallace, derived 

not in their imparting any “knowledge to man which his faculties enable him 

to acquire for himself,” but in their moral use. Spirit manifestations were 

incontrovertible evidence of the “reality of another world . . . and of an ever- 

progressive future state.” He emphasized the continuity between the charac¬ 

ter of the embodied and disembodied spirit. Spiritualist continuity was “in 

striking contrast with the doctrines of [traditional] theologians, which place 

a wide gulf between the mental and moral nature of man in his present and 

in his future state of existence.” Wallace chided those critics who scoffed at 

the trivial nature of some of the events witnessed at seances. Such trivialities, 

he remarked were hardly “to be wondered at, when we consider the myriads 

of trivial and fantastic human beings who are daily becoming spirits, and 

who retain, for a time at least, their human natures in their new condition” 

(Wallace [1866] 1875, 107-110, 124). The study of spiritualist phenomena 

seemed, above all, capable of providing insights toward “the partial solution 

of the most difficult of all problems—the origin of consciousness and the na¬ 

ture of mind.” Wallace maintained that rather than being incompatible with 

evolution, spiritualism completed his biological theory. It accounted for those 

human attributes that he considered inexplicable by natural selection. Spir¬ 

itualism, he asserted, was a striking supplement to the doctrines of modern 

science. The organic world has been carried on to a high state of development 

and has been ever kept in harmony with the forces of external nature, by the 

grand law of “survival of the fittest” acting on ever-varying organizations. In 

the spiritual world, the law of the “progression of the fittest” takes its place 

and carries on in unbroken continuity that development of the human mind 

that has been commenced here (Wallace [1866] 1875, vii-viii, 114-116). 
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Wallace had a hundred copies of The Scientific Aspect of the Supernatural 

printed separately and sent them to those of his colleagues—including Hux¬ 

ley, Tyndall, and the positivist George Henry Lewes—whom he hoped to 

persuade to take up the subject seriously. Tyndall read the pamphlet “with 

deep disappointment.” He wrote Wallace that, while he saw “the usual keen 

powers of your mind displayed in the treatment of this question,” he deplored 

Wallace’s willingness to accept data that were “unworthy of [his] attention” 

(Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:280-81). Huxley, to whom Wallace had described 

spiritualism as “a new branch of Anthropology,” replied that although he was 

“neither shocked nor disposed to issue a Commission of Lunacy against you,” 

he remained completely disinclined to investigate the alleged phenomena 

(Marchant [1916] 1975,418). Huxley’s dismissal of the compiled evidence as 

“disembodied gossip,” which interested him as little as did the more mundane 

variety, particularly rankled Wallace. It typified the indifference or derision 

with which a number of his scientific associates, particularly the scientific 

naturalists, regarded his efforts. More gratifying was the attitude of Robert 

Chambers and others who had reservations about the scientific naturalists’ 

attempt to define science. On receipt of Wallace’s pamphlet. Chambers wrote 

(10 February 1867): 

I have received your letter and your little volume. It gratifies me 

much to receive a friendly communication from the Mr. Wallace 

of my friend Darwin’s “Origin of Species,” and my gratification is 

greatly heightened on finding that he is one of the few men of science 

who admit the verity of the phenomena of spiritualism. I have for 

many years known that these phenomena are real, as distinguished 

from impostures; and it is not of yesterday that I concluded they were 

calculated to explain much that has been doubtful in the past, and 

when fully accepted, revolutionize the whole frame of human opinion 

on many important matters. . . . How provoking it has often appeared 

to me that it seems so impossible, with such a man, for instance, as 

Huxley, to obtain a moment’s patience for this subject—so infinitely 

transcending all those of physical science in the potential results! My 

idea is that the term “supernatural” is a gross mistake. We have only 

to enlarge our conceptions of the natural, and all will be right. 

(Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:285-286) 

Later that year (1867), while attending the BAAS meeting in Dundee, 

Wallace visited St. Andrews University. There he met Chambers and “had the 

great pleasure of an hour’s conversation with him in his own house” (Wallace 
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[1905] 1969, 2:280, 285-286). Wallace held Chambers’s Vestiges in high re¬ 

gard when he first encountered it some twenty years previously. And the 

two now shared a positive estimation of both the evidentiary status and the 

potential broader cultural and moral significance of spiritualism. Chambers’s 

path toward spiritualism predated Wallace’s. Chambers had begun attend¬ 

ing seances early in the 1850s. Skeptical at first, Chambers—like Wallace— 

was increasingly convinced by personal observation that seance phenomena 

were untouched by trickery. They represented authentic spiritual agencies 

at work. In 1859, the year the Origin appeared. Chambers had complained 

that spiritual phenomena suffered from the same skepticism that condemned 

the developmental law of progress (Secord 2000, 495). Chambers’s parallel 

between the obstacles placed by segments of the scientific community to 

accepting evolutionism and spiritualism mirrored Wallace’s views. 

Chambers was also deeply impressed with the mediumistic powers of 

Home. At a seance in 1860, Home placed Chambers in touch with a spirit 

who claimed to be his father. As a test. Chambers asked that the spirit play, 

on an accordion lying on the floor, his father’s favorite English tune. The ac¬ 

cordion immediately played “The Last Rose of Summer,” which Chambers 

exclaimed was his father’s favorite melody. He became so convinced of the re¬ 

ality of spiritualist phenomena and the authenticity of Home that he agreed to 

give a sworn deposition in 1867 attesting to Home’s irreproachable character 

in a lawsuit brought against the medium. Chambers’s testimony was crucial 

to Homes’s successful defense. Like Wallace, Chambers enunciated, from 

1853 until his death in 1871, an increasingly theistic evolutionary teleology. 

From the mid-1850s onward. Chambers moved overtly from the dominant 

scientific naturalism of his earlier career toward a conviction in human/spirit 

interaction and a belief in personal immortality (Home [1888] 1976, 146- 

147, 268; Millhauser 1959, 174-185). Finally, and not unexpectedly, both 

Chambers and Wallace had a complex relationship with a certain sectors of 

the scientific community. 

Wallace’s Status in the Scientific Community 

This complex relationship is central in assessing the role of spiritualism, and 

later theism, in Wallace’s life and career. Wallace was establishing a niche in 

the professional scientific community on his return to London. He was never 

a typical Victorian scientist—the term itself is an oxymoron. But Wallace 

wanted to have not only his scientific achievements but his emerging broader 

worldview accepted, or at least not derided, by his scientific peers. Later, 

especially from the 1880s onward, when Wallace’s thought and activities were 
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more deeply correlated with his social, political and theistic convictions, he 

could afford to be less sensitive to hostile criticisms. But such Olympian calm 

could not descend on Wallace until he fought the battles of the 1860s and 

1870s over the scientific status of spiritualism and mesmerism. 

Wallace was not fighting a solitary battle^against some fictitious monolithic 

scientific community. A number of his scientific colleagues found seances and 

various spiritualist activities as congenial as did Wallace. He was closely con¬ 

nected, socially and intellectually, through these spiritualist activities, convic¬ 

tions, and writings with a highly supportive network of friends and associates. 

This network included scientists as well as many other individuals from all 

segments of Victorian society (Oppenheim 1985). But during the 1860s and 

1870s, Wallace was stung by the dismissive tone of the scientific naturalist 

faction regarding attempts to secure legitimacy for spiritualism. Fear of losing 

professional standing, significantly, was a dominant motive in Darwin’s friend 

and disciple George John Romanes’s reluctance to admit publicly to his sym¬ 

pathies with spiritualism (letter from Charles Carleton Massey to William 

F. Barrett, 24 December 1881, in WFBP). Their different approaches to 

professional status were but one of several factors that provoked controversy 

between Wallace and Romanes on the subject of spiritualism (Kottler 1974, 

180-182). Wallace’s spiritualism, as well as his sociopolitical views, meshed 

with his earliest conception of the nature of science and the philosophical and 

cosmological framework of evolution. He refused to conceal his spiritualist 

affinities. Wallace thrust himself to the center of the debates surrounding 

spiritualism’s status in the scientific community. 

Mill versus De Morgan 

Claims and counterclaims for the alleged phenomena of spiritualism 

abounded during the 1860s. Wallace had been “urged strongly to make a 

personal investigation of the subject. . . [by] H. W. Bates, and Professor 

E. B. Tylor,” among others. He was especially desirous of learning, “first¬ 

hand ... of the frame of mind of eminent men upon this subject.” As might 

be expected, eminent Victorians differed on this, as on so many other matters. 

Two representative “frames of mind” were those of John Stuart Mill and the 

brilliant mathematician Augustus De Morgan. They display the split among 

the intellectual elite on this question. Mill had been sent a tract in which it 

was stated that he, along with Ruskin, Tennyson, and Longfellow had be¬ 

come believers in spiritualism. The tract had been sent by a Mr. N. Kilburn 

of Auckland, New Zealand, who asked Mill if it were true. In a letter to 

Kilburn (18 March 1868), Mill tersely replied: “It is the first time I ever 

heard that I was a believer in spiritualism, and I am not sorry to be able to 
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suppose that some of the other names I have seen mentioned as believers in 

it are no more so than myself. For my own part I not only have never seen 

any evidence that I think of the slightest weight in favour of spiritualism^, 

but I should also find it very difficult to believe any of it on any evidence 

whatever, and I am in the habit of expressing my opinion to that effect very 

freely whenever the subject is mentioned in my presence.” Wallace was not 

aware of this specific letter of Mill until Kilburn sent it to him in 1874, “or 

I might have mentioned the subject when I dined with [Mill] in 1870.” But 

Mill’s views were well-known, so it is likely that Wallace understood where he 

stood on the matter much earlier than 1874. In his autobiography, Wallace 

commented on Mill’s position in the context of the climate of the late 1860s. 

“If,” Wallace noted, “by ‘any evidence whatever’ Mr. Mill meant testimony 

of others, I myself, and most spiritualists, were in the same frame of mind 

when we began our inquiries; but as he used the word ‘evidence,’ he no 

doubt included personal evidence, and to decide beforehand that he would 

not believe it is very unphilosophical.” Thus Wallace on one of mid-Victorian 

Britain’s foremost philosophers! Wallace quickly added that Mill “only says 

difficult, not impossible, and here ... I quite agree with him.” During this 

period of intense debate, Wallace also “had letters from other men of various 

degrees of eminence of a much more satisfactory nature” (Wallace [1905] 

1969, 2:283-284). 

De Morgan, when he received Wallace’s 1866 pamphlet, wrote him a 

letter that revealed a quite different frame of mind from Mill’s: 

I am much obliged to you for your little work, which is well adapted 

to excite inquiry. But I doubt whether inquiry by men of science would 

lead to any result. There is much reason to think that the state of 

mind of the inquirer has something—be it internal or external—to 

do with the power of the phenomena to manifest themselves. This I 

take to be one of the phenomena—to be associated with the rest in 

inquiry into cause. It may be a consequence of action of incredulous 

feeling on the nervous system of the recipient; or it may be that the 

volition—say the spirit if you like—finds difficulty in communicating 

with a repellent organization; or, maybe, it is offended. Be it which it 

may, there is the fact. Now the man of science comes to the subject 

in utter incredulity of the phenomena, and a wish to justify it. I think 

it very possible that the phenomena may be withheld. In some cases 

this has happened, as I have heard from good sources. 

Wallace felt that De Morgan’s letter depicted the typical “scientific frame 

of mind, as manifested by Tyndall, Lewes, and W. B. Carpenter, with great 
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perspicuity” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:284-285). Wallace faced a dilemma. 

He was concerned in this phase of his career with his scientific standing. He 

was also aware that some influential segments of the emerging professional 

community were constructing a definition of science that would preclude 

spiritualism and related areas from the sphere of “proper science.” 

De Morgan was not a confirmed spiritualist. He was, however, part of 

that group of prominent scientists, including Lord Rayleigh, Joseph John 

Thomson, and Balfour Stewart, who were completely willing to examine the 

claims of spiritualism critically and without preconceived judgments. In the 

preface to his wife Sophia’s book From Matter to Spirit (1863)—Sophia was an 

avowed spiritualist—De Morgan argued that rigorous experiments coupled 

with an open mind were the most appropriate tools a scientist could, and 

should, deploy to investigate spiritualist claims. “Thinking it very likely that 

the universe may contain a few agencies—say half a million—about which no 

man knows anything,” he wrote, “I cannot but suspect that a small proportion 

of these agencies—say five thousand—may be severally competent to the 

production of all the [spiritualist] phenomena, or may be quite up to the 

task among them” (De Morgan 1863, v-vi). De Morgan had been annoyed 

by Michael Faraday’s 1854 lecture “Mental Training,” which suggested that 

scientists should investigate novel occurrences with appropriate preconceived 

notions of what was or was not possible in nature. Faraday’s dictum on the 

nature of evidence in scientific demonstrations struck De Morgan as overly 

restrictive. The novel and controversial phenomena of seances, and he had 

attended many, demanded in De Morgan’s opinion an open-mindedness and 

impartiality, not a predisposition to ridicule. 

Balfour Stewart shared De Morgan’s views. Stewart was active in many 

fields—chemistry, meteorology, astronomy, mathematics, and physics as well 

as natural history (he was director of Kew Observatory before he assumed 

the physics professorship at Owens College). He declared preconceived ideas 

to be the greatest obstacle threatening the advance of nineteenth-century sci¬ 

ence. Stewart was a staunch antimaterialist, as well as council member, vice- 

president, and finally president of the SPR. He maintained an independent 

approach to the study of possibly unknown forces at work in the universe. In 

The Unseen Universe or Physical Speculations on a Future State (1875), Stewart 

carefully refrained from endorsing spiritualism. The book’s coauthor, P. G. 

Tait, had earlier spoken contemptuously of those who displayed too facile 

a credulity with respect to spiritualist claims. Stewart’s and Tait’s intention 

was to present a modern cosmology acceptable to scientists and theologians. 

Both men believed in the existence of an invisible world that was linked to 

the visible world by bonds of energy. Though fuzzy on what these bonds 

of energy were, the coauthors’ fundamental purpose was to place the argu- 
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merit for design and continuity in nature in an explicitly theistic context. 

More to the point, Stewart’s and Tait’s theism was cast in a framework that 

they hoped would be recognizable, and acceptable, to their scientific col¬ 

leagues (Oppenheim 1985, 330-338). Wallace had a similar goal. His copy 

of a later edition of The Unseen Universe is marked by favorable annotations 

(in ARWL). Wallace also was deeply interested in the possible explanatory 

value of forces or energies that might be linked to spiritualist phenomena. In 

a reply to Huxley’s dismissal of spiritualism as “disembodied gossip,” Wallace 

had written (1 December 1866) that he had no wish to pressure Huxley into 

experimental inquiries for which he had “neither time nor inclination.” But 

Wallace pointedly reminded Huxley that while he had as little regard “for the 

‘gossip’ you speak of. . . I do feel an intense interest in . . . the exhibition of 

force where force has been declared impossible^ and of intelligence from a source 

the very mention of which has been deemed an absurdity. ... I believe that I 

can now show such a force, and I trust some of the physicists may be found 

to admit its importance and examine into it” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 418- 

419). Wallace’s position on the evidentiary basis for spiritualist claims can 

be contextualized by looking at the spectrum of scientific opinion regarding 

seances in the late 1860s/early 1870s. 

Wallace and William Crookes 

The road taken by Wallace is illuminated by looking at the concurrent inves¬ 

tigations of William Crookes, one of Britain’s greatest chemists and physi¬ 

cists. Wallace and Crookes had attended several seances together, including 

one conducted by Home. At that seance, in early 1871, Wallace witnessed 

some “most wonderful phenomena.” Despite his own and others’ scrutiny. 

Home’s unrivaled mediumship came through unscathed. Crookes, Fellow of 

the Royal Society (and later its president from 1913 to 1915), assisted in 

the measurement of a table’s levitation, again produced by Home. Wallace 

reported these events to his close friend Arabella Buckley. He added that 

“Mr. Home courts examination if people come to him in a fair and can¬ 

did spirit of inquiry.” Wallace urged Buckley to read an article by Crookes 

that had appeared in the Quarterly Journal of Science, outlining the results 

of Crookes’s investigations regarding spiritualist phenomena. Wallace de¬ 

clared that Crookes’s “facts are most marvellous and convincing, and appear 

to me to answer every one of the objections that have usually been made 

to the evidence adduced” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 420-421). Given that 

Crookes’s researches were, in the early 1870s, regarded as even more contro¬ 

versial and suspect than Wallace’s own, Crookes may not have been the wisest 

choice for Wallace’s praise. The similarities between them are striking. Both 



182 Chapter 4 

Wallace and Crookes lacked formal university education, had brilliant scien¬ 

tific achievements, showed audacity in areas where others feared to tread, and 

undertook a quest to uncover a unified cosmos in which “Matter and Force 

seem to merge into one another ... [to constitute] Ultimate Realities, sub¬ 

tle, far-reaching, wonderful” (William Crookes’s address “Radiant Matter,” 

inD’Albe 1923, 290). 

Crookes was fascinated by the phenomena of spiritualism and psychic 

forces throughout his long and distinguished career. His discovery of the 

element thallium (1861) had secured his election to the Royal Society in 

1863. His most active involvement with spiritualism occurred during the 

period 1870-1875. If anything, Crookes’s spiritualist investigations made 

him, for a time, a more puzzling figure to the scientific community than 

Wallace. Crookes’s experimental expertise was recognized as extraordinary 

by his scientific colleagues. His intense study of seances included some of the 

most elaborate procedures and apparatuses for assessing the validity of spirit 

phenomena. Yet that scientific scrupulousness was vitiated, in the eyes of 

many of his critics, by two major factors. First, there were, and continue to be, 

questions about the precise nature of the relationship between Crookes and 

the famous, and very lovely, medium Florence Cook. The two participated 

in a long series of seances in 1873 and 1874, and speculation was prevalent 

that Cook was Crookes’s mistress (Hall 1963). Such speculation naturally 

led to charges of collusion at those seances. These allegations were potent, 

since Crookes claimed that spirit manifestations were one of the surest planks 

on which spiritualism was tested and experimentally verified. The repeated 

appearance of “Katie King,” whom Crookes swore he clasped in his arms 

and photographed on several occasions, were the most celebrated of Cook’s 

manifestations. 

The second critique of Crookes, one often leveled at Wallace, was gullibil¬ 

ity. There is little doubt of his personal fondness for Cook. Her career received 

a tremendous boost from Crookes’s prestigious participation at her seances. 

His complete faith in her honesty and integrity may possibly have rendered 

him a malleable accomplice rather than the staunchly objective observer he 

believed himself to be. Though the verdict is still out, there is no doubt 

that Crookes, like Wallace, truly believed in the authenticity of seance events 

(Oppenheim 1985, 340-343). Wallace was a staunch defender of Crookes’s 

experimental successes. Fie objected to the skeptics’ dismissal of “Katie’s” re¬ 

peated manifestations and photographs. Wallace was incensed by the chorus 

of charges that the phenomena described by Crookes and numerous other 

investigators (including himself) were merely the result of sophisticated trick- 

ery by skillful and duplicitous mediums. In a letter to Romanes, with whom 
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he conducted a long and argumentative correspondence on the authenticity 

of seance phenomena and related touchy subjects, Wallace vented his anger. 

He complained bitterly that to “me, and I believe to most inquirers, it will 

appear in the highest degree unscientific to reject phenomena that could not 

possibly be due to imposture, and to ignore the hundreds of corroborative 

tests by other equally competent observers, and then, after this, to call all such 

observers (by implication) fools or lunatics!” Not surprisingly, Wallace also 

wrote Romanes protesting that the latter’s “assum[ing], without any attempt 

at proof, that [Wallace’s] writings on vaccination and land nationalization 

showed incompetence and absurdity was appealing to ignorant prejudice, 

and was therefore both unscientific and in bad taste” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 

321, 323). 

As was often the case in highly publicized efforts for experimental valida¬ 

tion, the seances Crookes conducted with Home between 1871 and 1873 had 

their passionate supporters as well as vehement critics. Some contemporaries 

described them as laying the “foundation stone” of evidential support for 

the reality of psychical phenomena (Podmore 1897, 53). During this period, 

Crookes attended numerous seances presided over by different mediums. But 

it was Home’s abilities that impressed him most. Home’s seances prompted 

Crookes to assert “the existence of a new force, in some unknown manner 

connected with the human organisation, which for convenience may be called 

the Psychic Force” (Barrington, Goldney, and Medhurst 1972, 22). Wallace 

also lauded Home’s significance in lending powerful support to the spiritualist 

camp in their bitter debates with skeptics (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:286-290). 

There is one striking dissimilarity between Wallace’s and Crookes’s en¬ 

dorsement of spiritualism. Wallace continued throughout his life to defend 

the authenticity of practically all mediums. Crookes, in contrast, was alert 

to the extent to which deceit characterized the practice of some mediums. 

His experiments with Mary Showers in 1874 and 1875 revealed the pat¬ 

tern of fraudulence behind the manifestations reported at her seances. This 

experience was sufficiently traumatic to contribute to Crookes’s decision to 

desist from active investigations of seances after 1875. Wallace, in contrast, 

remained ready to come to the defense of mediums, both intellectually and 

legally. This Wallace/Crookes difference was paralleled by a similar contro¬ 

versy between Wallace and William James. In chapter 3, the notable analo¬ 

gies between Wallace’s and James’s epistemological outlooks were demon¬ 

strated. Despite their multiple affinities, however, Wallace and James found 

themselves on opposing sides of the fence regarding the authenticity of some 

prominent mediums. 
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Wallace contra James on Mediums 

That Wallace and James had differences in their approach to the study of 

spiritualism and psychic phenomena was inevitable. Both fields had numer¬ 

ous and disputatious factions on each side of the Atlantic. One of the most 

notorious disputes concerned Mrs. Hannah V. Ross. Hannah, assisted by her 

husband Charles, gave a series of widely publicized seances in Providence, 

Rhode Island, and Boston during the period 1883-1885. The Rosses and 

their supporters were adamant that Hannah was particularly gifted at effect¬ 

ing “full-form materializations” of both children and adult spirit manifesta¬ 

tions. Her controversial seances were widely covered in publications ranging 

from the Banner of Light—a spiritualist periodical published in Boston and 

the main organ of New England mediums—to the New York Times. Though 

her seances were often raided and subjected to on-site inspections by var¬ 

ious local authorities, Hannah Ross continued to enjoy the confidence of 

both James and Wallace. James had even been cited in one Times article (4 

February 1887) as having pronounced Mrs. “Ross among the wonders of 

the nineteenth century” Qames 1986, 402). Further Ross seances, however, 

were soon to break her spell on James, although not on Wallace. 

The two went together to sittings with Hannah in Boston on 27 and 28 

December 1886. Wallace told James that he “should much like to join [him] in 

a private seance with Mrs. Ross either at her house or yours if you can arrange 

a party of say 10, half ladies.” James refused to accord blanket affirmations 

as to the authenticity of mediums. Wallace knew of James’s reservations and 

wanted to show them groundless, at least with respect to Hannah. An ar¬ 

dent witness for the defense at many trials of controversial mediums, Wallace 

wrote James that he considered allegations “of fraud on mere suspicion"' as 

“unreasonable & unscientific. You ask for facts & proofs on our side, but 

offer only suspicions on your side.” Eager to vindicate Hannah’s reputation, 

Wallace himself arranged for a private seance at her house. He advised James 

not to “have violent skeptics at the party or any who would behave otherwise 

than at a friend’s house. Have half ladies if possible, and as many who have 

some medium power or know something of the subject as possible. . . . Pray 

do not suggest a personal search of Mrs. Ross. It is both valueless & utterly 

unnecessary” (Skrupskelis and Berkeley 1992—, 6:184-186). 

James agreed to Wallace’s requests and the two joined more than a dozen 

ladies and gentlemen, including several regular contributors to the Banner^ for 

the two sittings. While no spirit approached James or Wallace, several other 

sitters were favored with materializations. The only two participants in these 

particular seances who enjoyed scientific prestige were Wallace and James. 

Subsequent Ross seances came under increased scrutiny. During January to 
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April 1887, when Wallace had already left Boston for Washington, several 

of Mrs. Ross’s sittings were subject to raids by “concerned citizens.” She 

and her husband became the subjects of a much-publicized scandal. James 

refused to be drawn into the scandal but did allow a letter from him to be 

printed in the Banner of Light (10 February 1887). He now believed the “Ross 

gang” was guilty of “roguery,” if not outright criminal misdemeanor but said 

little more Qames 1986, 29-32). Wallace, true to form, actively entered the 

dispute on the side of the Rosses. He demanded that their critics adduce 

definite proof of fraud rather than merely suggesting it. In any event, both 

Rosses were arrested, but only Hannah’s husband was brought to trial in 

May. He was found not guilty by the jury in early June 1887. Despite her 

husband’s judicial “vindication,” Hannah was never to regain her standing in 

the spiritualist community. By the 1890s, materializations—whether genuine 

or fraudulent—were no longer fashionable. More prominent were trance and 

medical mediums Qames 1986, 402-405). The Ross episode, although it 

pitted Wallace against James on this particular issue, did not deter either of 

them from continued mutual interest in the broader empirical investigation of 

psychical phenomena. But it does point to a certain depth of conviction—or, 

in the harsher terms of Wallace’s critics, gullibility—on Wallace’s part with 

regard to spiritualism. His role in the notorious trial of “Dr.” Henry Slade was 

characteristic and highlights the difference between Wallace’s public image 

as a hard-core spiritualist and the more cautious public stances of Crookes 

and James. 

The Slade Trial 

Slade was one of the most skillful but unscrupulous of the many Ameri¬ 

cans who came to Britain to promulgate the spiritualist cause. He arrived 

in London in the summer of 1876. His reputation and abilities as an expert 

in obtaining spirit messages written on slate tablets were sufficiently impres¬ 

sive to baffle, initially, some of the more dubious psychical researchers. E. 

Ray Lankester (professor of zoology at University College, London) and Dr. 

Horatio B. Donkin (physician at Westminster Hospital) detected what they 

regarded as blatant if sophisticated trickery at Slade’s seances. They wrote let¬ 

ters to the Times and proceeded to press charges. The case was held at Bow 

Street, site of one of Victorian London’s major police offices and magistrates’ 

court, in October and attracted a great deal of attention. Charles Carleton 

Massey, a noted barrister and advocate of spiritualism (he served on the first 

council of the SPR in 1882), was counsel for the defense. Massey, completely 

convinced of Slade’s innocence, argued eloquently before the magistrate, as 

did Wallace as a key witness. Wallace considered Massey “one of the most 
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intelligent and able of the Spiritualists,” and one “whose accession to the 

cause is due, I am glad to say, to my article [“A Defence of Modern Spir¬ 

itualism” (1874)] in the Fortnightly.'" Wallace supported Massey’s protest 

against the Treasury Department’s having taken up the prosecution. Slade 

was charged under the Vagrancy Act of illegally employing “certain subtle 

craft and devices to deceive and impose on certain of her Majesty’s subjects.” 

Wallace objected to the Treasury’s involvement on the grounds that “it is an 

uncalled-for interference with the private right of [scientific] investigation in 

these subjects” (Wallace to W. F. Barrett, letter dated 18 December 1876, in 

Marchant [1916] 1975,426). 

Neither Massey’s eloquence nor Wallace’s testimony carried the day in 

this instance. Darwin and E. Ray Lankester testified against Slade in the trial 

(Milner 1996). Slade was convicted and sentenced to a three-month impris¬ 

onment. He was spared that humiliation when his conviction was overturned 

because of linguistic ambiguities in the wording of the specific statute in the 

Vagrancy Act under which he had been brought to trial. Slade immediately 

left England to return to the more comforting spiritual atmosphere of Amer¬ 

ica. But his defenders, including Wallace and Massey, continued to proclaim 

their belief in the authenticity of his mediumship. Massey outdid Wallace this 

time in their crusade to rehabilitate Slade’s reputation. He translated Johann 

Zollner’s Transcendental Physics into English in 1880 as a tribute to Zollner’s 

own efforts to restore Slade’s reputation. During 1877-1878, Zollner, pro¬ 

fessor of physical astronomy at Leipzig, investigated Slade. Unable to detect 

any deceptive techniques on Slade’s part, although many other investigators 

had done so, Zollner published a laudatory account of Slade’s mediumistic 

powers. The evidentiary claims of spiritualists would continue to embroil 

Wallace and a host of eminent persons on both sides of the bitter divide into 

the beginning decade of the twentieth century (Oppenheim 1985, 22-23, 

31-33). 

Despite his skepticism regarding the activities of certain mediums, 

Crookes remained fascinated by the phenomena associated with spiritual¬ 

ism. He became involved with the SPR, serving first on its council and then 

as its president in the late 1890s. He also joined the Theosophical Society 

(in 1882) and the Ghost Club. Wallace regarded theosophy as bordering on 

the irrational. He was upset by Crookes’s espousal of it (Marchant [1916] 

1975, 432-433). Crookes finally turned his attention away from physical 

manifestations to what he considered the less tainted and more promising 

studies of mental phenomena, such as telepathy. He also became overtly 

hostile, after 1875, to the spiritualist claim of communion with the dead— 

until, that is, the death of his wife in 1916. After sixty years of marriage. 
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Lady Crookes’s passing left her bereft husband “prostrated with grief.” Her 

death was sufficient to cause the elderly scientist to embrace a deep, totally 

uncritical spiritualist faith. Crookes resumed attending seances explicitly for 

the purpose of witnessing (the now highly comforting) physical manifesta¬ 

tions. He was persuaded that his wife was often close by him at these sessions. 

Crookes also sought out the services of the “spirit photographer” William 

Hope, who duly captured Lady Crookes’s spirit on film in December 1916. 

Crookes wrote an enthusiastic letter to Lodge reporting this treasured event, 

to which Lodge gently replied that Hope had a reputation for trickery and 

tampering with photographic plates. Crookes remained convinced that he 

had in his possession a spirit photograph of his late wife (Oppenheim 1985, 

344-352). 

The loss of a loved one functioned in a similar manner to reinforce Wal¬ 

lace’s spiritualist convictions. The death of his sister Fanny, with whom he 

has always been extremely close, in 1893 was a severe blow to Wallace. Two 

years later, his brother John died in California (Raby 2001, 263). It seemed 

“unnatural and incredible that the living self with its special idiosyncrasies 

[one has] known so long . . . should (as so many now believe) have utterly 

ceased to exist and become nothingness!” For Wallace, death made one feel, 

“in a way nothing else can do, the mystery of the universe.” With all his vast 

knowledge of and belief in spiritualism, Wallace still felt “occasional qualms 

of doubt, the remnants of [his] original deeply ingrained scepticism.” Death 

of friends and family served as a powerful antidote to such qualms. Wallace 

took comfort in the support that his “reason” lent to the psychical and spir¬ 

itualistic phenomena that demonstrated “that there must be a hereafter for 

us all” (Wallace to J. W. Marshall, letter dated 6 March 1894, in Marchant 

[1916] 1975, 436). 

The comparison of Wallace and Crookes reveals much about the battles 

waged over spiritualism in the Victorian era. Both men approached the sub¬ 

ject with an openness that—precisely because of their impeccable scientific 

credentials—infuriated those colleagues intent on securing elevated social 

and institutional status for the scientific community. Crookes and Wallace 

were perceived, in some quarters, as threats to the hard-won authority of 

science. Both, however, were sincere in their efforts to extend the domain of 

legitimate scientific inquiry. And both were subject to rebuke for this. The 

most common charge leveled against Crookes and Wallace was that they were 

woefully fragmented personalities. Carpenter attempted to paint both men 

with the same brush. He declared that Wallace and Crookes had a tragic du¬ 

ality that led them, all too often, to abandon their rational halves and give free 

rein to their “other” persona. It was the other half of their split personalities. 
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Carpenter insinuated, that led to their “lapses” into mysticism and credulity. 

Carpenter was particularly malicious in characterizing Crookes’s spiritualist 

interests (Carpenter 1871, 1877b). 

Crookes treated Carpenter’s criticism with levity; Wallace felt such accu¬ 

sations merited serious reproach and rebuttal. Crookes teasingly urged Car¬ 

penter to use appropriate scientific terminology in describing the alleged dual 

personalities. He wanted his persona to be designated the “Ortho-Crookes 

and Pseudo-Crookes” (Crookes 1877a, 1877b). Wallace’s response to Car¬ 

penter’s accusation, and similar ones by Lewes, Tyndall, and Romanes, that 

“there were two mental natures in Crookes and Wallace—the one sane and 

the other lunatic!” was more serious. He completely rejected the notion that 

scientists who sympathetically investigated spiritualism were straying from the 

course of rigorous methodology and accurate empirical procedures. He pro¬ 

claimed that neither he “nor any other well-instructed spiritualist” expected 

those reading their fully documented reports to become facile converts. What 

they did demand, Wallace insisted, was that skeptics entertain “doubt of their 

own infallibility on this question; we ask for inquiry and patient experiment 

before hastily concluding that we are, all of us, mere dupes and idiots as 

regards a subject to which we have devoted our best mental faculties and 

powers of observation for many years” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:318, 350). 

The “Other Wallace”? 

The other Wallace thesis plagued Wallace during his lifetime. It continues 

to be a standard characterization used by many historians. That charac¬ 

terization is, simply, misguided. There was no “other Wallace.” He was an 

integrated personality whose worldview incorporated diverse fields and syn¬ 

thesized them into a comprehensive and compelling framework. Wallace was 

gullible on more than one occasion. But such gullibility did not detract from 

his ability to pursue an overarching goal: a theistic evolutionary teleology 

that melded science, politics, ethics, and social reform. The “two Crooke¬ 

ses” thesis has also proved tenacious. But that thesis has now been shown 

to be untenable. No more than Wallace was Crookes a schizoid personality. 

Crookes’s life, however fragmented certain aspects might at first appear, was 

motivated by a coherent goal. Crookes’s science and studies of the occult, 

his physical and psychic experiments, were “integral, intertwined parts of 

his lifelong fascination ‘with other conditions of existence than the familiar.’ 

They shared a place in his efforts to elucidate the still mysterious forces that 

shaped the universe” (Oppenheim 1985, 352-353). 

Wallace had many allies in his serious interest in investigating spiritualism 

and publicizing the claims associated with it. Britain was awash in broad pub- 
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lie and scientific support of that doctrine. Radicals, freethinkers, feminists, 

scientists, and other intellectuals embraced one or another of the versions of 

spiritualism circulating in Europe and North America in the 1860s and later 

(Oppenheim 1985; Barrow 1986; Owen 1990). Wallace’s initial interest in 

spiritualism soon became part of his broader forays into sociopolitical activ¬ 

ities. Like his mentor Robert Owen, and many other Victorian spiritualists, 

Wallace saw spiritualist teachings as having important ramifications for social 

and political reform (see chap. 5). 

Spiritualism and a growing commitment to a theistic conception of nature 

posed little difficulty for Wallace emotionally or intellectually and, in fact, 

actually influenced his maturing articulation of the scope of evolutionary 

biology. Recent scholarly studies have shown that important groups existed 

within the ranks of professional scientists in the Victorian period whose mem¬ 

bers fully endorsed the notion that there was an integral religious dimension 

to science. The “North British” physicists, such as William Thomson, James 

Clerk Maxwell, and Peter Guthrie Tait (Smith 1998), the Christian Darwin¬ 

ists (Moore 1979; Livingstone 1987), and idealist natural philosophers such 

as T. H. Green, F. H. Bradley, and Edward Caird all appropriated science and 

evolutionary theory to construct theistic metaphysical systems (Otter 1996). 

They shared Wallace’s interests in theistic and spiritualist matters and would 

not have considered it unscientific to do so. When the topography of Victorian 

science is viewed not merely from the perspective of Huxley and the scientific 

naturalists but also from the broader intellectual landscape, theistic science 

is recognized as a powerful paradigm in Wallace’s era (Lightman 2001). 

Spiritualist Networks 

The number of people interested in spiritualism in Victorian Britain was 

sufficiently large to have fostered an extensive institutional network. There 

were newspapers, magazines, and organizations to advance spiritualist causes. 

From the 1850s onward, more than two hundred groups devoted to various 

aspects of spiritualism came into existence. These included London-based as¬ 

sociations as well as numerous provincial societies. Such groups provided the 

institutional setting for meetings, debates, social contact, and seance rooms 

for spiritualists and psychical researchers. Membership figures for these orga¬ 

nizations do not in themselves provide accurate figures for the total number 

of individuals actively involved in spiritualist pursuits. Working-class spiritu¬ 

alists, for example, could often not afford the membership fees (sometimes 

as high as a guinea) to join either London or provincial groups. Instead, 

they used places like the Mechanics’ Institutes or their own homes to share 

their spiritualist interests. Fees were not the only barrier to joining established 
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groups. A number of middle-class spiritualists, who could easily afford mem¬ 

bership fees, preferred the privacy of their own homes so that they would not 

jeopardize their jobs or their standing in the community by open identification 

with explicit organizations. Spiritualism in Victorian Britain was pervasive, 

despite not always being deemed completely respectable. But the number of 

spiritualists, like Wallace, who “came out of the closet” by far exceeded those 

who remained covert. The precise number of spiritualists remains an elusive 

calculation for the historian. The methodology of counting suitable heads is 

compounded by other factors. The spiritualist population was a constantly 

shifting one. For some participants, spiritualism was a temporary phase, on 

their journey to other theological or metaphysical frameworks. The labeling 

of sociocultural categories is always a tricky proposition. Were Swedenbor- 

gians and theosophists, for example, spiritualists? Or were they breeds apart? 

(Oppenheim 1985, 50-51). The total number of active British spiritualists, 

therefore, can only be approximated. Estimates range from 10,000 to 100,000 

(Gauld 1968, 77). 

When numbers from the rest of Europe and North America are included, 

it becomes indisputable that spiritualism was a potent force in Victorian cul¬ 

ture. Wallace’s emphasis on the political ramifications of spiritualism was 

not uncommon. As early as the 1850s, the spiritualist society in the bor¬ 

ough of Keighley “combined Owenite socialist ideas with preparations for 

the millennium” (Harrison 1969, 251). Wallace’s conversion to socialism 

came later, with his reading of Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward ([1888] 

1960). But his conviction that social reform was inseparable from the moral 

transformation of society permeated his worldview as it did that of most 

Owenites (Royle 1998). Wallace regarded Owen as his “first teacher in the 

philosophy of human nature and [his] first guide through the labyrinth of 

social science.” He considered Owen the greatest of all nineteenth-century 

social reformers. Wallace wrote a perceptive critique of Owen’s life, empha¬ 

sizing the ambivalent results of the massive “experiment” at New Lanark. 

For twenty-six years, Owen managed the workers employed in the mills of 

New Lanark. He attempted to implement his theories on education, char¬ 

acter development, and societal change among them. Significantly, Wallace 

attributed the ultimate failure of New Lanark not to any defect inherent in 

Owenite philosophy and practice. He blamed, instead, Owen’s decision to 

give up the New Lanark property and spend his fortune and the remaining 

years of his life in attempting to establish too many similar communities in 

too many different countries. Given his own varied pursuits, Wallace was, in 

the end, a more focused individual than his revered Owen (Wallace [1905] 

1969,2:91-105). 
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Efforts to form a spiritualist organization on a national scale were mounted 

in Britain from the 1860s onward. Controversy quickly arose over the ques¬ 

tion of whether a national organization would be inimical to the spontaneity 

and intimacy that many local groups felt were essential to their practice of 

spiritualism. Bureaucracy, such as that required by a national organization, 

was deemed incompatible with the essence of their spiritualist faith by many 

(Nelson 1969, 103, 111-116, 119). But Victorian Britain was an organized 

and organizing society, and spiritualists gradually followed suit. The path to 

national organization was fraught with turf wars, fierce personality conflicts, 

and tensions between the London metropolis and the provincial periphery. 

British spiritualists were eager to attend social evenings as well as hear in¬ 

numerable talks on their public duties. Wallace lectured and wrote on this 

latter issue. Spiritualist followers participated at seances, collected reports 

of phenomena, and helped stock spiritualist libraries. Gradually, national 

organizations, some more durable than others, developed. In August 1873, 

the British National Association of Spiritualists was formed at a meeting in 

Liverpool, sponsored by the local Psychological Society. In 1875 it moved to 

commodious London headquarters at 38 Great Russell Street. Its member¬ 

ship then surpassed 400, a sizable total for a spiritualist society at that time. 

But financial and other troubles plagued the BNAS. Members were negli¬ 

gent about paying their fees, and it was becoming increasingly expensive to 

hire professional mediums for seances. By 1882, the BNAS folded. Stainton 

Moses, the autocratic head of the BNAS, recognized that a greater concession 

to democratic structures of governance was mandatory if a new organization 

were to be made viable. The London Spiritualist Alliance (LSA) was the 

result. Launched in 1884 by a somewhat chastened Moses and a number of 

his close followers, the LSA enjoyed a wider network of support—Wallace was 

a member—and continues to exist today (as the College of Psychic Studies). 

Perhaps the most important organization to emerge from this period was the 

Society for Psychical Research (SPR), which held its first meetings in 1882. 

Although a number of prominent spiritualists were among the founding mem¬ 

bers, the SPR marked the emergence of a new kind of national organization. 

Its membership quickly came to include prominent professors, MPs, and 

fellows of the Royal Society—a feat unmatched by any previous spiritualist 

society. The SPR’s Journal and Proceedings was markedly more professional 

and prestigious than any organ of the existing spiritualist press. Despite the 

patina of authority and respectability, the SPR was intimately involved with 

the world of London spiritualism. This intimacy was to influence the history 

of the SPR well into the early decades of the twentieth century (Oppenheim 

1985, 51-57). Wallace’s complex relationship with the SPR mirrored the 
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intricate yet tense interaction between spiritualism and the emerging field of 

psychical research. It also was a stage in his personal journey toward a theistic 

evolutionary teleology. 

Wallace’s Revisionist Surprise: A Historiographic Myth 

Wallace’s perceived public position as a leading proponent of natural selec¬ 

tion as the dominant agent in human evolution was altered abruptly in April 

1869. In a review of two new editions of geological treatises by Lyell, Wallace 

announced that man’s intellectual capacities and moral qualities were not ex¬ 

plicable by natural selection. As unique phenomena in the history of life, they 

(as well as certain physical attributes) required the intervention at appropriate 

stages of “an Overruling Intelligence.” Wallace declared that this nonmaterial 

agency “guided the action of those laws [of organic development] in definite 

directions and for special ends” (Wallace 1869c). Wallace’s response to Lyell’s 

tenth edition of the Principles of Geology (1867-1868) was doubly significant. 

He applauded Lyell’s long-awaited endorsement of evolutionism. The public 

statement of his own views on man, moreover, paralleled (though for different 

reasons) Lyell’s extreme reservations concerning the role of natural selection 

in human evolution. Darwin was, not surprisingly, disappointed with both 

Wallace and Lyell (Bartholomew 1973, 300-303). 

Ironically, it was Darwin’s statement of the principle of utility that Wal¬ 

lace invoked to substantiate his claim of the limitations of the scope of natural 

selection. In the Origin, Darwin (fig. 8) argued that natural selection could 

produce neither a structure harmful to an organism nor a structure that was of 

greater perfection than was necessary for an organism at the particular stage 

of its evolutionary development (Darwin [1859] 1964, 201-202). Citing the 

culture of the “lowest savages” and, by implication, man at more remote 

periods in his history, Wallace maintained that the utility principle precluded 

natural selection as the agent responsible for four characteristic human fea¬ 

tures: the brain, the organs of speech, the hand, and the external form of 

the body. The brain of savages, Wallace noted, is of practically the same 

size and complexity as that of the average European. Savages could, under 

appropriate cultural conditions, be capable of the outstanding intellectual 

achievements of civilized man. Yet, the mental requirements of the lowest 

savages are “very little above those of many animals.” His highly developed 

brain, Wallace concluded, was an organ of greater perfection than necessary 

for survival. According to the utility principle, natural selection would have 

provided the savage with an intellect only slightly superior to that of the 

apes. It cannot, Wallace emphasized, explain the complexity of the savage’s 

brain. The hand of the savage is, similarly, an organ of greater refinement than 
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Figure 8. Charles Darwin a 

year before his death (from 

an 1881 photograph by 

Elliott and Fry). 

required and could not have been produced by natural selection alone. Man’s 

highest civilized accomplishments—art, science, and technology—were de¬ 

pendent on “this marvellous instrument.” For Wallace, the savage’s perfect 

hand was evidence of provision by a higher intelligence of an organ that 

would be fully utilized only at a later stage in human development. The erect 

posture of the savage (and prehistoric man), “his delicate and yet expressive 

features, the marvellous beauty and symmetry of his whole external form,” 

are additional examples of modifications Wallace claimed were of no physical 

use to their possessors. Early man’s (comparative) nakedness, he suggested, 

was disadvantageous. Wallace argued, again, for intelligent intervention and 

provision in the evolutionary process. “The supreme beauty” of the human 

form and countenance, though initially of no practical use, had (probably) 

been the cause of man’s aesthetic and emotional qualities. Wallace believed 

these qualities could not have arisen if humans had retained the appearance of 

an erect gorilla. He further suggested that human nakedness, “by developing 
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the feeling of personal modesty, may have profoundly affected our moral 

nature.” Wallace applied analogous reasoning to the complex and delicate 

physical and mental apparatuses responsible for human speech, which ap¬ 

peared in advance of the needs of their possessors (Wallace 1869c). 

The 1869 review concluded with the proposition that a “new standpoint 

[was possible] for those who cannot accept the theory of evolution as ex¬ 

pressing the whole truth in regard to the origin of man.” Wallace was careful 

to declare that the higher intelligence was consonant with the teachings of 

science. He now invoked domestic variation, the very analogy he had criti¬ 

cized Darwin for using so extensively in the Origin. Wallace stated that just 

as man had used the laws of variation and selection to produce fruits, vegeta¬ 

bles, and livestock, so also “in the development of the human race, a Higher 

Intelligence has guided the same laws for nobler ends.” In both cases, the 

“great laws of organic development” had been adhered to, not abrogated. 

Natural selection had been supplemented by conscious selection. In human 

evolution, Wallace concluded, “an Overruling Intelligence has watched over 

the action of those laws so directing variations and so determining their accu¬ 

mulation, as finally to produce an organization sufficiently perfect to admit 

of and even to aid in, the indefinite advancement of our mental and moral 

nature” (Wallace 1869c). 

The majority of Wallace scholars have interpreted his 1869-1870 views 

as representing a volte-face with respect to his previous conceptualization of 

evolution. This presumed radical shift is usually attributed to Wallace’s grow¬ 

ing involvement with spiritualism in the period 1865-1870. If, however, his 

thoughts and writings from 1845 to 1870 are analyzed within the broader 

framework of Wallace’s holistic approach to human evolution, a different 

picture emerges. Philosophical, ethical, and sociopolitical concerns had al¬ 

ways informed his biological investigations. Wallace’s modifications of certain 

causal explanations of human evolution were developments from, not repu¬ 

diations of, his earlier, preliminary hypotheses. To use a geological metaphor, 

Wallace was not an intellectual catastrophist but an intellectual uniformitar- 

ian. If it is argued a priori that spiritualism and evolutionary science represent 

mutually exclusive conceptual schemes, then Wallace’s acceptance of spiri¬ 

tualism would readily be seen as the cause of his rejection of natural selection 

in explaining man’s higher faculties. Wallace’s basic approach to the study of 

man and nature, however, was set in his mind well before he finally hit on 

natural selection. He maintained a consistent but evolving overall worldview 

in his writings over a span of seventy years. Neither natural selection nor spiri¬ 

tualism was a departure from this central vision. Momentous as the discovery 

of natural selection had been, Wallace was skeptical as to its competence to 

explain all of human evolution. He envisioned some additional explanatory 
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model to resolve fully the question of human origins, their higher faculties, 

and their future evolution. 

Wallace on Causality 

To understand why Wallace had from the outset of his career been recep¬ 

tive to the idea that other than strictly mechanistic forces were operative 

in the history of human evolution, it is helpful to discuss briefly his notion 

of causality. Wallace rejected, at least as early as the mid-1840s, the simple 

model of causality offered both by creationist theology and Lamarckian bi¬ 

ology. He viewed the creationist argument that God had specially provided 

all the earth’s creatures (including humans) with just what they needed to 

survive as equivalent to a first cause that explained nothing because it could 

explain everything. Wallace found equally wanting the goal-centered Lamar¬ 

ckian model that emphasized the immediate causes and specific effects of 

organic change. His reading of Chambers’s Vestiges of Creation had deepened 

Wallace’s belief that causation had to be conceived as more encompassing 

in its operation than merely acting to meet the immediate material needs 

and/or conscious desires of each individual organism. Put otherwise, Wallace 

from at least the mid-1840s began to think of evolution as progressive in the 

sense that such progress represented movement toward a system-level goal: 

the development of higher, “godly,” beings. In the 1840s and 1850s, there¬ 

fore, an intoxicating brew of ideas from Lyell, Owen, and Spencer as well as 

Chambers fermented in Wallace’s brain. The result was a notion of causality 

that provided him with a teleology that encompassed biological, societal, and 

spiritual/psychic evolutionary change. The seeds were sown for what would 

become one of the cornerstones of Wallace’s lifework: the enunciation of an 

evolutionary cosmology that incorporated an overriding “general design” of 

nature calling for “a model of its productions recognizing not merely the place 

of material things within it, but: (1) man’s emotional and intellectual response 

to material things, and (2) the possibility of higher causes altogether” (Smith 

1992, 20-30). As discussed in chapter 3, Wallace’s evolutionary philosophy 

bore strong resemblance to ideas embraced in the pragmatism of James and 

Peirce. In particular, Wallace endorsed the view that formal languages such 

as logic and mathematics were intimately tied to human social systems of 

belief—subject, of course, to the proviso that such beliefs were consistent 

with the reality of the senses (Menand 2001, 199-200, 228-230, 356-358). 

Thus, in a causal hierarchy, “Will existed prior to force, which itself was prior 

to matter (and thus ‘nature’). Causal continuity [for Wallace] was best ad¬ 

dressed in terms of will, not matter. . . . The brain, for example, was not to be 

construed as the ‘cause’ of conscious awareness; rather, it was a structure that 
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had evolved pursuant to consciousness ” Wallace’s exposure to the precepts 

and evidentiary claims of spiritualism in the 1860sj therefore, confirmed cer¬ 

tain fundamental ideas about human biological and social evolution he had 

entertained since the mid-1840s (Smith 1992, 37-39). 

Wallace’s 1856 essay “On the Habits of the Orang-Utan of Borneo” sheds 

further light on his early views on evolutionary cosmology. In discussing the 

characteristics of this fascinating creature—so close in appearance to the hu¬ 

man form—which he encountered in his Malay travels, Wallace challenged 

conventional wisdom about the huge canine teeth of the male orang. Natu¬ 

ralists generally assumed that the teeth were used for the purposes of defense 

against the tigers, bears, and other carnivorous animals of the tropical forests. 

Wallace’s close scrutiny of the orang’s habitat and activities convinced him 

that the canine teeth served no such purpose. Tigers “cannot climb trees, and 

[are] therefore quite unable to attack the orang, which never need descend 

to the ground, and very rarely does so.” To emphasize the point, Wallace 

noted that in the rare event that a tiger did attack an orang, he would do 

so stealthily and from behind. “Let us imagine,” Wallace continued, “a tiger 

springing upon the back of an orang who was walking on the ground; what 

could the animal possibly do, with those fearful claws deep in his back and 

shoulders, and those tremendous teeth firmly fastened in his neck? The ver¬ 

tebrae would probably be broken . . . [and] the tiger, knowing the strength 

of its prey, would be sure to strike at a mortal part, or obtain such a hold 

as could not be shaken off.” Moreover, the native Dyaks were unanimous in 

telling Wallace that the orang, which lives solely and exclusively on fruits or 

other soft vegetable food, never either attacks or is attacked by tigers, bears, 

or Other large predators (Wallace 1856b, 26-29). Wallace’s point is starkly 

clear; 

Do you mean to assert, then, some of my readers will indignantly 

ask, that this animal, or any animal, is provided with organs which 

are of no use to it? Yes, we reply, we do mean to assert that many an¬ 

imals are provided with organs and appendages which serve no ma¬ 

terial or physical purpose. The extraordinary excrescences of many 

insects, the fantastic and many-coloured plumes which adorn certain 

birds . . . the colours and infinitely modified forms of many fiower- 

petals, are all cases, for an explanation of which we must look to 

some general principle far more recondite than a simple relation to 

the necessities of the individual. We conceive it to be a most erro¬ 

neous, a most contracted view of the organic world, to believe that 

every part of an animal or of a plant exists solely for some material 

and physical use to the individual, ... to believe, in fact, that we 
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know the one sole end and purpose of every modification that exists 

in organic beings, and to refuse to recognize the possibility of there 

being any other. Naturalists are too apt to imagine, when they cannot 

discover, a use for everything in nature: they are not even content to 

let “beauty” be a sufficient use, but hunt after some purpose to which 

even that can be applied by the animal itself, as if one of the noblest 

and most refining parts of man’s nature, the love of beauty for its 

own sake would not be perceptible also in the works of a Supreme 

Creator. 

(Wallace 1856b, 29-32) 

Significance of the Orangutan Essay 

Wallace’s 1856 essay clearly indicates that he was already thinking in terms 

of a broader evolutionary teleology that had as one corollary the centrality of 

“some general design which has determined the details, quite independently 

of individual necessities.” He declared: “The separate species of which the 

organic world consists being parts of a whole, we must suppose some depen¬ 

dence of each upon all.” He had already embarked on a program of following 

the “indications of a general system of nature, by a careful study of which we 

may learn much that is at present hidden from us.” More pointedly, Wallace 

announced that he believed “that the constant practice of imputing, right or 

wrong, some use to the individual, of every part of its structure, and even of 

inculcating the doctrine that every modification exists solely for some such 

use, is an error fatal to our complete appreciation of all the variety, the beauty, 

and the harmony of the organic world” (Wallace 1856b, 30-31). In 1856, of 

course, this program was just beginning to take shape in Wallace’s thought. 

He would spend the remainder of his career in gradually developing the full¬ 

blown teleological evolutionary cosmology that found its full articulation in 

his later works, notably Man’s Place in the Universe ([1903] 1907) and The 

World of Life (1910a). (See chap. 6.) But many of his articles, reviews, and 

books from the late 1860s onward provide abundant evidence that natural 

selection was subsumed under a more comprehensive evolutionary design 

(Smith 1992, 25 n. 83). A note appended to the 1856 orang essay amplifies 

Wallace’s reference to “the works of a Supreme Creator”: 

The talented author of the “Plurality of Worlds” [William Whewell] 

has some admirable remarks on this subject. He says, “In the struc¬ 

ture of animals, especially that large class best known to us, verte¬ 

brate animals, there is a general plan, which, so far as we can see, 

goes beyond the circuit of the special adaptation of each animal to 
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its mode of living; and is a rule of creative action, in addition to the 

rule that the parts shall be subservient to an intelligible purpose of 

animal life. We have noticed several phenomena in the animal king¬ 

dom, where parts and features appear rudimentary and inert, dis¬ 

charging no office in their economy, and.speaking to us not of pur¬ 

pose, but of law.” Again: “And do we not, in innumerable cases, see 

beauties of colour and form, texture and lustre, which suggest to us 

irresistibly the belief that beauty and regular form are rules of cre¬ 

ative agency, even when they seem to us, looking at the creation for 

uses only, idle and wanton expenditure of beauty and regularity? To 

what purpose are the host of splendid circles which decorate the tail 

of the peacock, more beautiful, each of them, than Saturn and his 

rings? To what purpose the exquisite textures of microscopic objects, 

more curiously regular than anything which the telescope discloses? 

To what purpose the gorgeous colours of tropical birds and insects, 

that live and die where human eye never approaches to admire them? 

To what purpose the thousands of species of butterflies with the gay 

and varied embroidery of their microscopic plumage, of which one 

in millions, if seen at all, only draws the admiration of the wandering 

schoolboy? To what purpose the delicate and brilliant markings of 

shells which live generation after generation in the sightless depths of 

ocean? Do not all these examples, to which we might add countless 

others, prove that beauty and regularity are universal features of the 

work of Creation in all its parts, great and small?” 

(Wallace 1856b, 30-31) 

The 1856 essay documents that Wallace was thinking in terms of “higher 

causes,” rather than only proximate causes, as part of the explanatory frame¬ 

work for his evolutionary cosmology. After his discovery of natural selection 

in 1858, Wallace had a major and potent model of evolutionary change for 

articulating many aspects of this developing cosmology. But the solution to 

the thorny question of the origin of the higher human faculties could not, for 

Wallace, be given entirely in terms of natural selection. When, after 1863, he 

began to write more explicitly, and publicly, about human evolution, he now 

saw pieces of the puzzle coming together. The stage was set for Wallace’s in¬ 

tegration of spiritualism with evolution. He regarded spiritualism and natural 

selection as complementary components of a larger evolutionary teleology. 

But he appreciated the fact that many of his scientific colleagues—notably 

Huxley, Darwin, Tyndall, and Carpenter—would regard them as mutually ex¬ 

clusive. For tactical reasons, he chose to emphasize the utilitarian objections 

against the total efficacy of natural selection in the 1869 review. He hoped they 



The Making of a Victorian Spiritualist 199 

would be read as a scientifically less contentious analysis of the limitations of 

natural selection than an overtly spiritualist critique would have been. In one 

sense, Wallace’s tactic succeeded. A number of biologists, already dubious of 

the explanatory potential of natural selection as the sole mechanism of evo¬ 

lution, recognized the force of his utility critique (Bowler 1983, 28). For the 

next twenty years, Wallace publicly maintained that a utilitarian analysis was a 

major basis for his critique of natural selection in human evolution. However, 

he increasingly adduced theism, in addition to spiritualism, to explain fully 

man’s unique features. The teleological and theistic imprint on his evolu¬ 

tionary views is substantiated by the fact that Wallace remained throughout 

the rest of the century a staunch advocate of natural selection as the main 

agent of animal and plant evolution. But theism assumed an important role 

in Wallace’s reconceptualization of the scope and efficacy of natural selection 

(Fichman 2001b). In Darwinism ([1889] 1975), when he conceded that nat¬ 

ural selection could account for many of the unique physical features of man, 

he still rigorously exempted human moral and intellectual qualities from its 

sway (Wallace [1889] 1975, 455; Kottler 1974, 162, 188-92). As we have 

seen, this exemption had its roots in Wallace’s evolutionary speculations, and 

writings, from the mid-1840s to the mid-1860s (Smith 1992, 29-30, 48n. 

163). His early thinking—most notably in the 1856 orangutan essay—on the 

need to explore, without prejudice, a wide range of causal agencies in human, 

as well as nonhuman, evolution matured into the evolutionary cosmology that 

Wallace expounded with increasing conviction. 

National styles may also have played a role in Wallace’s original emphasis 

on a utilitarian critique. Certain sectors of the British scientific community 

were uncomfortable with theistic evolution. In the United States, in con¬ 

trast, many leading evolutionists, such as Gray and James Dwight Dana, 

maintained that the “biological solution does not exclude the theological.” 

Wallace’s theistic position in the 1870s and beyond was viewed as buttressing 

their contention that the hypothesis of evolutionary descent was fully compat¬ 

ible with the conviction “that humanity bore the image of God.” Significant 

numbers of American scientists regarded Wallace’s (and others’) evolution¬ 

ary theism as confirming the Christian belief “that the elements attesting to 

the special relationship between God and human beings resided in the fact 

that the human species possessed attributes—self-consciousness, reason, the 

moral sense, free will, and religiosity—that were different in kind from those 

of all other animals” (Roberts 1988, 176-177). One must be careful, how¬ 

ever, in overemphasizing national differences. Overtly theistic statements on 

evolution in the United States became less common in the closing decades 

of the century. But this does not imply that theistic evolution was being re¬ 

jected. As Ronald L. Numbers has recently suggested, “theistic evolution was 
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undergoing privatization more than elimination.” Although references to the 

divine became less visible in the scientific literature toward the close of the 

Victorian period, many American evolutionists retained their religious views 

(Numbers 1998, 40). Since Wallace had never adhered to any traditional 

institutionalized religion, he escaped the crisis of belief that afflicted so many 

of his contemporaries on both sides of the Atlantic. Theism, therefore, held 

no legacy of trauma for him. Consequently, Wallace could become more, not 

less, overtly theistic in the latter decades of his life. He grew more confident 

in expressing publicly views that he chose to deemphasize in the 1860s and 

early 1870s. 

The 1869 review stands as a public watershed in Wallace’s career. It was, 

as Darwin noted, an “inimitably good” exposition of natural selection, but 

one that concluded with those few remarks on man that made him “groan.” 

Wallace expected Darwin’s and others’ reactions with “regard to my ‘unsci¬ 

entific’ opinions as to Man, because a few years back I should myself have 

looked at them as equally wild and uncalled for” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 

199-206). Wallace’s depiction of his views as “unscientific” is intentionally 

ironic. It is also historiographically important. Wallace had never deemed 

unaided natural selection to be a sufficient mechanism for all aspects of hu¬ 

man evolution, nor that of certain other animals. His spiritualist writings 

in the several years prior to the Lyell review emphasized further the need to 

posit auxiliary agencies to explain human higher faculties. Whether Wallace’s 

theistic rendition of evolutionary theory falls within the category of scientific 

or nonscientific concepts is related to current debates among historians of 

science and religion. In the rich and ambiguous context of Victorian philoso¬ 

phies of nature, a demarcation between the two categories was (and remains) 

elusive (Fichman 1997). Wallace was articulating the personal as well as 

metaphysical tensions that accompanied the rise of professionalized science. 

His evolutionary teleology became clearer still the following year, with the 

publication of Contributions to the Theory of Natural Selection ([1870] 1891). 

Contributions to the Theory oe Natural Selection 

Contributions is a collection of ten essays, the last two of which are germane 

here.^^ The penultimate essay is a basically unmodified reprint of Wallace’s 

1864 “The Origin of Human Races” (1864b), though Wallace did change 

the title to “The Development of Human Races under the Law of Natural 

Selection.” Two textual alterations indicate the extent to which his views 

on human evolution reflected his maturing philosophy of nature. The final 

euphoric paragraph of the 1864 essay was replaced in the 1870 version by a 

far more qualified anticipation of the course of human development. Wallace 
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asserted that the present period of world history was abnormal, the great 

advances of science often being perverted by “societies too low morally and 

intellectually to know how to make the best use of them.” Natural selection 

alone could not secure any permanent moral or intellectual advance. Wallace 

declared it was “indisputably the mediocre, if not the low, both as regards 

morality and intelligence, who succeed best in life and multiply fastest.” Yet 

Wallace, as so many Victorians, was committed to the belief that mankind 

was, however erratically, advancing to a more elevated moral and intellec¬ 

tual plateau. Since this advance could no longer be ascribed “in any way 

to ‘survival of the fittest,’ ” Wallace was “forced to conclude that it is due 

to the inherent progressive power of those glorious qualities that raise us so 

immeasurably above our fellow animals, and at the same time afford us the 

surest proof that there are other and higher existences than ourselves, from 

whom these qualities may have been derived, and towards whom we may 

be ever tending.” The other significant alteration in the 1870 version is the 

insertion of the phrase “from some unknown cause” in Wallace’s explana¬ 

tion of the great advance in man’s mental development at that period in his 

evolutionary history when his mind, rather than his body, became the major 

object of selection (Wallace [1891] 1969, 179, 185). 

The final essay in Contributions, “The Limits of Natural Selection as Ap¬ 

plied to Man,” elaborated on the arguments sketched in the 1869 review. It 

made explicit Wallace’s philosophical commitment to an evolutionary tele¬ 

ology. In rejecting a materialistic version of evolution, Wallace admitted that 

it will “probably excite some surprise among my readers to find that I do 

not consider that all nature can be explained on the principles of which I 

am so ardent an advocate; and that I am now myself going to state objec¬ 

tions, and to place limits, to the power of natural selection.” Focusing on 

two phenomena—the origin of consciousness and the development of man 

from the lower animals—the essay attempts to demonstrate, “strictly within 

the bounds of scientific investigation,” that there exists a providential force 

responsible for the development of consciousness and those human charac¬ 

teristics that cannot be explained by natural selection. In a harsher portrait 

than he draws elsewhere, Wallace depicted 

the savage languages, which contain no words for abstract concep¬ 

tions; the utter want of foresight of the savage man beyond his sim¬ 

plest necessities; his inability to combine, or to compare, or to rea¬ 

son on any general subject that does not immediately appeal to his 

senses. So, in his moral and aesthetic faculties, the savage has none 

of those wide sympathies with all nature, those conceptions of the in¬ 

finite, of the good, of the sublime and beautiful, which are so largely 
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developed in civilised man. Any considerable development of these 

would, in fact, be useless or even hurtful to him, since they would to 

some extent interfere with the supremacy of those perceptive and ani¬ 

mal faculties on which his very existence often depends, in the severe 

struggle he has to carry on against nature and his fellowman. 

The fact that all the higher intellectual and moral faculties do occasionally 

manifest themselves in the primitive state indicates their latency in the large 

brain of savage man. That this organ is much beyond his actual requirements 

is substantiated by the fact that certain of the higher animals, with far smaller 

brains, exhibit behavioral traits similar, if not identical, to those of the savage. 

Wallace cited the ingenuity of the jaguar in catching fish, the hunting in packs 

of wolves and jackals, and the placing of sentinels by antelopes and monkeys. 

This evidence of continuity in psychological and behavioral processes from 

the higher animals to early man had provided Darwin with some of the most 

crucial support for his theory of human evolution by natural causes only. 

Wallace now used that evidence for a radically different purpose. It served 

as testimony that the large brain of savage man was “prepared in advance, 

only to be fully utilised as he progresses in civilisation.” The brain, Wallace 

concluded, “could never have been solely developed by any of those laws 

of evolution, whose essence is, that they lead to a degree of organisation 

exactly proportionate to the wants of each species, never beyond those wants.” 

Wallace thus adduced the necessity of a “supreme intelligence” in explaining 

not only the course of human evolution but also the origin of consciousness 

itself. His main target here was Huxley’s “celebrated article ‘On the Physical 

Basis of Life’” (Wallace [1891] 1969, 186-193, 206-207, 212). 

Wallace contra Huxley, Again 

The origin of mental faculties such as “the capacity to form ideal conceptions 

of space and time, of eternity and infinity—the capacity for intense artistic 

feelings of pleasure, in form, colour, and composition, and for those abstract 

notions of form and number which render geometry and arithmetic possible,” 

presented equally formidable difficulties, according to Wallace. The capacity 

to form abstract ideas, because they lie so “entirely outside of the world of 

thought of the savage, and have no influence on his individual existence or 

on that of his tribe,” could not have been developed by the accumulation and 

preservation of gradual mental variations, since such variations would have 

been of no use in the struggle for existence. That such traits have occasionally 

been found among certain savage races argues, again, for their future role, 

not present utility. Wallace claimed this as further testimony to the action of 
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“some other power than the law of the survival of the fittest, in the develop¬ 

ment of man from the lower animals” (Wallace [1891] 1969, 199, 202-203). 

Wallace deemed conscience, or moral sense, inexplicable by natural selec¬ 

tion. The question of the moral sense was a complex one in Victorian culture. 

Its origin, its psychological force, and its relationship to diverse ethical norms 

were topics of great concern (Richards 1987). The theory of natural selec¬ 

tion intensified the philosophical debates on morality. It focused attention on 

the relationship between instinctual and acquired (learned) behavior and be¬ 

tween individual and group welfare and survival. Wallace was familiar with 

the competing schools of British moral philosophy. He rejected utilitarian 

explanations of the origin of morality, such as the Benthamite rational calcu¬ 

lation of pleasures and pains. Wallace considered utilitarianism inadequate to 

account for the peculiar sanctity attached to actions that early man may have 

considered moral as contrasted with the very different feelings with which 

he regarded what was useful. The utilitarian sanction for truthfulness, he 

argued, is neither powerful nor universal. Its opposite, falsehood, has in “all 

ages and countries . . . been thought allowable in love, and laudable in war; 

while, at the present day, it is held to be venial by the majority of mankind 

in trade, commerce, and speculation.” Wallace emphasized the difficulties 

with which truthfulness, practical and otherwise, has always been beset, and 

the many instances in which it has brought “ruin or death to its too ardent 

devotee.” He concluded that considerations of utility could never have in¬ 

vested “it with the mysterious sanctity of the highest virtue,—could [never 

have induced] men to value truth for its own sake, and practice it regardless 

of consequences.” Wallace advocated, instead, the intuitional theory, which 

postulates an innate moral sense, antecedent to and independent of experi¬ 

ences of utility. Depending on individual or racial constitution, and on edu¬ 

cation and habit—modified by custom, law, and religion—the acts to which 

its sanction are applied will vary (Wallace [1891] 1969, 196, 200-203). 

Wallace closed his critique with an analysis of the origin of consciousness. 

He wanted to refute Huxley’s assertion that “thoughts are the expression of 

molecular changes in that matter of life that is the source of our other vital 

phenomena.” Wallace contrasted life—“the name we give to the result of a 

balance of internal and external forces in maintaining the permanence of the 

form and structure of the individual”—with consciousness. He granted that 

life may conceivably be regarded as the result of “chemical transformations 

and molecular motions occurring under certain conditions and in a certain 

order.” He was adamant, however, that no combination of merely material 

elements, no matter how complex, could ever produce the “slightest ten¬ 

dency to originate consciousness in such molecules or groups of molecules.” 

Wallace held matter and consciousness to be “radically unlike, exclusive, and 
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incommensurable.” The presence of consciousness in “material forms is a 

proof of the existence of conscious beings, outside of, and independent of, 

what we term matter” (Wallace [1891] 1969, 207-210). In an adroit stroke, 

Wallace argued that Huxley’s materialist reductionism was inconsistent with 

“the most recent speculations and discoveries as to the ultimate nature and 

constitution of matter.” Citing the theory that what is commonly called mat¬ 

ter is actually an arrangement of centers of attractive and repulsive force, 

Wallace asserted that the special properties of matter (electrical chemical, 

magnetic) can be explained on the basis of the interaction between these force 

centers. Rejecting the standard materialist line that all matter is conscious, 

Wallace declared matter itself to be “essentially force, and nothing but force.” 

Moreover, the various forces in nature—of which matter and consciousness 

are different manifestations—may be ultimately reducible to “will-force; and 

thus, . . . the whole universe is not merely dependent on, but actually is, the 

WILL of higher intelligences or of one Supreme Intelligence” (Wallace [1891] 

1969, 207-212). 

Wallace’s position at this juncture in his career seems anomalous. He 

was an effective advocate of natural selection being a primary mechanism 

of evolution as well as a formidable opponent of a complete evolutionary 

naturalism. No aspect of evolutionary theory was more ideologically charged 

than that which dealt with humans, particularly their moral and intellectual 

attributes. The intense public interest and controversy engendered by the 

theory of natural selection could hardly have arisen if the question of man’s 

descent from the lower animals was not perceived as an inextricable compo¬ 

nent of that theory (Ellegard 1958, 332). Wallace’s views could scarcely be 

ignored and “Limits to Natural Selection” created a furor. He came under 

fire from both Darwinians and their opponents. Darwinians objected to his 

spiritualist interpolations, although they could not effectively repudiate all of 

his arguments on the insufficiency of natural selection. Opponents of evolu¬ 

tionary naturalism, while receptive to Wallace’s position on human origins, 

felt that he still accorded too great a power to natural selection in the plant 

and animal kingdoms (Kottler 1974, 157-159). 

Yet Wallace’s apparently anomalous position is such only at a superficial 

level of analysis. By embedding natural selection within the framework of 

a theistic evolutionary teleology, Wallace had found the solution to the cen¬ 

tral question—the presence of human higher faculties—which had previously 

eluded him. Arguing that the “laws of organic development have been occa¬ 

sionally used for a special end, just as man uses them for his special ends,” 

Wallace signaled that natural selection was, ultimately, subservient to other 

higher, directed powers (Wallace [1891] 1969, 213-214). Wallace’s more 

fully articulated views of the 1860s-—1870s would increasingly permeate his 
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elaboration of an explicit evolutionary theism during the last three decades 

of his life. The American Protestant theologian James McCosh, a president 

of the College of New Jersey (later Princeton University) and prolific author 

of works on the harmony of science and Christian faith, was among those 

who regarded Wallace as having provided scientific evidence for divine inter¬ 

vention in evolution (McCosh 1890, chap. 6). In dissociating himself from a 

complete evolutionary naturalism, Wallace was joining Lyell, Gray, and the 

substantial group of scientists and laypersons who adhered to some type of 

theistic teleology (Hull 1973, 64-65). 

Contributions to the Theory of Natural Selection is a crucial document in 

Wallace’s intellectual and professional evolution. It confirmed his position 

as the eloquent champion of natural selection, save, of course, with respect 

to human moral and intellectual attributes. Contributions also signaled the 

explicit convergence of biological and metaphysical concerns in Wallace’s 

evolutionary theory. Metaphysical concerns were to dominate the subsequent 

elaboration of his scientific as well as sociopolitical and ethical concepts. Wal¬ 

lace’s integration of such disparate fields made (and makes) him a colorful 

and intriguing figure. It also had the effect of distancing him further from the 

professional scientific community. Nearly forty years later, Lubbock (then 

Lord Avebury), whose data regarding the cranial capacities of primitive man 

Wallace had used in Contributions, expressed how bothered many mutual col¬ 

leagues still were by Wallace’s controversial path of 1870. Writing to Wallace 

(1 May 1910) after reading his autobiography, Lubbock remarked that it 

“must be a source of very many pleasant memories to you to look back and 

feel how much you have accomplished. It surprises me, however, how much 

we [still] differ, and it is another illustration of the problems (?) of our (or 

rather I should say of my) intellect. In some cases, indeed, the difference 

is as to facts. ... As to Spiritualism, [however,] my difficulty is that noth¬ 

ing comes of it. What has been gained by your seances, compared to your 

[scientific] studies?” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 438-439). Wallace would have 

unequivocally answered that much had been gained: a holistic evolutionary 

worldview. But he would also have admitted that his path exacted a toll. The 

making of this Victorian spiritualist was a journey replete with tensions. 

Financial Problems 

During the 1860s, the question of Wallace’s financial security, and sagac¬ 

ity, became a matter of serious concern. Until his return from the Malay 

Archipelago, he had always managed to stay afloat economically. Wallace 

supported himself as a surveyor and teacher in his youth. Although his valu¬ 

able Amazonian specimens were lost by fire at sea during transport back to 
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England, Wallace’s excellent agent Samuel Stevens had “fortunately insured 

them for /^150.” This sum enabled Wallace “to live a year in London, and 

get a good outfit and a sufficient cash balance for my Malayan journey.” The 

eight years in the Malay Archipelago, aside from their immense scientific sig¬ 

nificance, “were successful, financially, beyond my expectations.” The rarity 

and brilliance of Wallace’s exotic preserved birds and insects brought high 

prices from the deep pockets of London’s exuberant collectors of natural 

history curiosities. Stevens, ever astute, had invested the proceeds in Indian 

guaranteed railway stock. Wallace, on his return from Malaysia in 1862, thus 

found himself in possession of about a year in income. He sold some 

of his own extensive private collections after he had made what use of them 

was needed for augmenting his scientific hypotheses and evidence. Wallace 

could, therefore, have enjoyed a comfortable, if by no means affluent, yearly 

income if he had not succumbed to the lure of financial speculation. As he 

later expressed it in his autobiography, “owing to my never before having 

had more than enough to supply my immediate wants, I was wholly ignorant 

of the numerous snares and pitfalls that beset the ignorant investor, and I 

unfortunately came under the influence of two or three men who, quite un¬ 

intentionally, led me into trouble.” On the friendly advice of individuals who 

seemed more knowledgeable than he, Wallace invested in English and Amer¬ 

ican railways, foreign securities, slate quarry properties, and, most heavily, 

in English lead mines. Though all his investment choices turned out poorly, 

none was more devastating than the lead mine speculation. How, Wallace 

pleaded later, could one then know that the enormous amount of silver min¬ 

ing in Nevada, where the ore contained lead and silver combined, would lead 

to the ruin of English lead mining? The massive exploitation of American 

silver mines produced lead as a waste product in the refining of silver for 

market. American entrepreneurs quickly realized that the lead waste was it¬ 

self a potential source of great income. Large-scale exports of lead to Europe 

commenced and so lowered the prices of that commodity that British lead 

mines in particular became wholly unprofitable. The rapid and inexorable 

fall in lead prices began about 1870. “The result of all this,” Wallace noted, 

“was that by 1880 a large part of the money I had earned at the risk of health 

and life was irrecoverably lost” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:360-363). 

Victorian Britain was bristling with speculation and manias, economic 

as well as intellectual. It was Wallace’s misfortune, literally, to be counted 

among the many who lost most of their capital in the booms and busts of the 

late-nineteenth-century global economy. Wallace also gambled intellectually 

in one notorious instance. He agreed to accept the challenge of John Ham- 

pden (a relative of Bishop Hampden), an upholder of the flat earth theory, 

to “prove the convexity of the surface of any inland water, offering to stake 
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/^500 on the result.” Sensing an easy victory, Wallace agreed to the wager. 

What Wallace had not counted on was Hampden’s lunacy, vitriolic tenac¬ 

ity, and relentless public and legal invectives to dispute the experimental 

results (Garwood 2001). Hampden’s campaign against Wallace’s conclusive 

proof went on for fifteen years. Although Wallace won the original wager, 

he spent :^700 to contest Hampden’s ceaseless litigation, persecution, and 

public calumny. Wallace held himself partly to blame initially “for my fault in 

wishing to get money by any kind of wager.” He should have more quickly re¬ 

alized the quackery with which he had permitted himself to become involved. 

The Hampden affair, he declared bluntly, constituted “the most regrettable 

incident in my life” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:364-376). 

The steady stream of brilliant books, notably the highly popular Malay 

Archipelago, coupled with his lectures, reviews, and articles on an encyclo¬ 

pedic scope of subjects, yielded Wallace a more secure annual income. This 

enabled him to provide modestly for his family. An unexpected gift of £1,000 

from a cousin of his mother’s in 1878, at the time of Wallace’s unsuccessful 

attempt to secure the appointment as superintendent of Epping Forest, eased 

Wallace’s financial plight somewhat. This time, Wallace was more prudent 

with his capital. He invested it so as to bring a risk-free income of from £50 

to £65 per annum. Still, Wallace’s total income in the 1860s and 1870s was 

never more than “barely sufficient to support my family and educate my two 

children in the most economical way.” It would not be until he was awarded a 

Civil Service pension of £200 in 1881 that Wallace would finally be free from 

the constant economic anxiety under which he labored for nearly two decades 

(Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:377-378; Marchant [1916] 1975, 248-251). 

What Sustained Wallace? 

Wallace’s career path placed him at times at the epicenter of the British sci¬ 

entific community and at other times at its margins. This shifting status had 

ramifications that intensified as he turned his formidable energies from spir¬ 

itualism to political activism. What sustained Wallace throughout the years 

of controversy engendered by his commitment to spiritualism and other con¬ 

tentious domains? One reviewer of James Marchant’s Alfred Russel Wallace: 

Letters and Reminiscences, published a few years after Wallace’s death, high¬ 

lighted those character traits that explain Wallace’s persistence. According to 

the Reverend R. J. Campbell, 

Wallace had that rare gift, denied to many great men, of keeping 

up with his time in thought and feeling. He was never superan¬ 

nuated. . . . He lived on, and worked on, with an optimism and 
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abandon, a zest and enthusiasm, not easily found in men many years 

his junior. He was an idealist in many fields. ... A fearless champion 

of unpopular causes, he never was afraid of being called a crank or 

unpractical dreamer, nor did he shrink from the full consequences 

of his principles. . . . Here we have a man who might have had the 

most brilliant social and academic distinctions thrust upon him . . . 

but who deliberately chose to live a life of retirement and comparative 

poverty. 

Campbell, a friend of Marchant’s, noted one further element to explain Wal¬ 

lace’s optimism and tranquility amid the storms surrounding him: “He was 

no self-blinded sentimentalist; he looked facts in the [face]; but he had a 

source of consolation lacked by his great fellow-worker, the German savant 

Ernst Haeckel, and that was his robust faith in God. After his early period 

of agnosticism he never could divorce his science from his religion, and of¬ 

ten declared that both were equally based upon observed and reliable facts” 

(Campbell 1916). Although Wallace’s God was not that of any orthodox 

traditional faith, his belief in an overruling Intelligence became more pro¬ 

nounced in the second half of his life. His encounters with spiritualism in the 

1860s provided Wallace with an additional source for that optimism which 

sustained him from his earliest years. 

NOTES 

1. Oppenheim (1985) is the classic statement of this new historiography. Several 

works prior to Oppenheim’s had begun the task of rescuing these fields from the neglect 

they had endured, notably. Nelson (1969), Turner (1974), and Cerullo (1982). 

2. Phrenology was the theory originated by the German anatomist and physiologist 

Franz Joseph Gall (1758-1828). By the early nineteenth century, it had come to be 

viewed by many as one avenue for the scientific study of the mind and mental faculties. 

Phrenology’s main premise was that the mental powers of individuals consisted of separate 

faculties, each of which had its own organ and location in a definite region of the surface of 

the brain—the size and development of each organ indicating the degree of development 

of its particular faculty (e.g., benevolence, intellectual ability, self-esteem, veneration). By 

studying the external conformation of an individual’s cranium, phrenologists believed they 

could determine the strength or deficiency of any particular faculty of the individual in 

question. 

Mesmerism was the doctrine popularized by the Austrian physician Franz Anton 

Mesmer (1734-1815). Its main premise was that a hypnotic state, usually accompanied 

by muscular rigidity and insensitivity to pain, could be induced by an influence (originally 

called animal magnetism) exercised by the mesmerist operator over the will and nervous 

system of a patient or subject. Wallace believed, as did numerous Victorians, that 
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spiritualism, mesmerism, and phrenology were complementary, not independent, modes 

of scientific understanding of the human mind. The particular mix of these three theories 

varied significantly from one practitioner to another (Cooter 1984j Winter 1998). 

3. Alison Winter’s analysis focuses on mesmerism, but her methodological framework 

is equally applicable to spiritualism. 

4. Stafford 1984; Lynch and Woolgar 1990; Myers 1990; Camerini 1993; Porter 

1995; Baigrie 1996; Rubino 1997. The capacity for maps to “look the same” but radically 

change in meaning over time became significant. So, too, did the notion that the meaning 

of a map resides not only in the map but also in relation to the written text of which it is a 

part and the larger historical context in which it appears. 

5. “On the Varieties of Man” was presented at the Ethnological Society of London 

meeting of 26 January 1864 but was not published in full in the society’s Transactions until 

1865 (Wallace 1865b). “The Origin of Human Races” was read at the Anthropological 

Society of London (ASL) meeting of 1 March 1864 and published in the AST Journal in 

the same year (Wallace 1864b). 

6. Wallace’s annotated copies of the two Dale Owen books are now in in ARWL. 

7. Nelson 1969; Barrow 1986; Malinchak 1987, 48-95; Owen 1990; Noakes 1998. 

For older accounts that give an eyewitness flavor to the debates surrounding spiritualism, 

see Moses 1894; Podmore [1902] 1963; Doyle [1926] 1975. 

8. Carpenter elsewhere depicts spiritualism and mesmerism as “Epidemic Delusions” 

(1877b). 

9. For one of Wallace’s several more pointed replies to Carpenter’s criticisms, see 

Wallace, “The Curiosities of Credulity” (1878a). 

10. “Notes of Personal Evidence” was added as a postscript to “The Scientific Aspect 

of the Supernatural” (1866) when that essay was published in Wallace’s On Miracles and 

Modern Spiritualism in 1875; the version of “Notes” I have used comes from the 3d ed. of 

Miracles (1896a). 

11. Some fifteen years later, during his tour of North America, Wallace formed a close 

friendship with the sociologist Lester F. Ward. The two shared common political views 

and botanical interests but had rather different attitudes concerning spiritualism (Wallace 

[1905] 1969, 2:117-118). Wallace read Ward’s two-volume Dynamic Sociology (1883), 

which he described in his autobiography as a “masterpiece of elaborate systematic study 

of almost every phase of social science” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:117). Wallace took great 

exception, however, to Ward’s citing Tylor’s explanation of spiritualism as authoritative. 

On the inside back jacket of his “American Journal,” Wallace complained (privately, in 

this instance) that Ward allowed “no word of the possibility, even, of spiritual bemgs being 

realities, who do manifest themselves occasionally to man! No reference to the vast mass of 

evidence in favour of such a belief, and to the thousands of educated and intelligent men 

who have been forced to the belief by evidence against all their prepossessions” (Wallace 

1886-1887). 

12. An expanded version was reprinted in On Miracles and Modern Spiritualism 

(Wallace 1875b, 29-137). All further references to Scientific Aspect are to the version in 

Miracles and Modern Spiritualism (Wallace [1866] 1875). 

13. “The Prosecution of Dr. Slade,” Spiritualist Newspaper 9 (6 October 1876): 110; 

Lankester’s and Donkin’s letters appeared in the Times (London), 16 September 1876, 7. 

Wallace had offered his own positive account of his experiences with Slade in “A Sitting 

with Dr. Slade,” The Spiritualist (London), 9, no. 4 (25 August 1876): 42. 

14. I am indebted to Charles Smith (1992) for the clear statement of the overall conti¬ 

nuity, rather than abrupt disjunction, between Wallace’s early and later thought; this essay is 

now readily available on “The Alfred Russel Wallace Page” (http://www.wku.edursmithch/). 
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All references to Smith’s 1992 essay will be to the original. The version on the Web site 

was “lightly revised in October 1999.” 

15. The original title is Contributions to the Theory of Natural Selection (1870); I have 

used the reprinted version (with alterations): Natural Selection and Tropical Nature: Essays 

on Descriptive and Theoretical Biology (Wallace [1870] 1891). All references to this work 

will be from the 1969 reprint of the 1891 ed. and will be cited as Wallace (1891) 1969. 



CHAPTER 5 

^^3 

Land Nationalization to Socialism: 

The Ethics of Politics and the Politics of Ethics 

'he battles over spiritualism clarified the epistemological basis of Wal- 

X lace’s maturing evolutionary philosophy. He now felt ready, by the 

1870s, to charge into the heated arena of public affairs. Social, political, and 

economic implications of evolutionary thought for the pressing questions of 

Victorian industrial society came to occupy a greater portion of Wallace’s life 

and work. His impassioned stands on land nationalization, socialism, vacci¬ 

nation, and other incendiary topics reinforced his reputation as an innovative 

thinker in diverse fields. Wallace continued to be a prolific author of books 

and articles on biogeography, geology, and climate (especially in the new field 

of glacial phenomena). He was also an active and influential social reformer 

in a turbulent period in British history. Writings on societal issues flowed 

ceaselessly from his pen. 

Characteristically, Wallace’s provocative sociopolitical activism was 

played out against the backdrop of the tranquil environment of his home 

life. In 1881, Wallace and his family moved to “Nutwood Cottage” in Go¬ 

daiming, at that time known for its excellent school system and the charm of 

its scenery. During the next eight years as resident of that rural seat, where 

his children attended Charterhouse School, Wallace delighted in his garden 

and greenhouse. Quietly cultivating more than a thousand species of plants, 

Wallace drew on the calm (in his case) of family life to sustain him for the 

public battles he was to engage in with such passion and tenacity. Gardening 

was, for Wallace, a source of “pure enjoyment” throughout his life. He made 

very few experiments with the myriad of plant species he grew. Rather, it was 

the “exquisite beauty and almost infinite variety of the vegetable kingdom, 

which enabled me better to appreciate the marvel and mystery of plant life, 

whether in itself or in its complex relations to the higher attributes of man” 

211 
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(Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:103-104, 203-204). Wallace’s observations of plants 

were directly related to his increasingly explicit evolutionary teleology. The 

serenity he drew from natural history seemed to energize him for the political 

battles into which he plunged. 

Evolution and Ideology 

The relationship between evolutionary theory and social and political ideol¬ 

ogy is one of the most intensively studied aspects of the cultural context of 

Victorian science (Young 1985b; Bowler 1993; Lightman 1997). That Wal¬ 

lace should attempt to integrate his biological findings with his concerns for 

societal reform is hardly remarkable. What is notable is the degree to which 

Wallace made this integration a matter of public record. Unlike the majority 

of his scientific colleagues, who either confided their political opinions to 

their immediate circle of family and friends or chose the less visible forums 

of diaries and personal journals, Wallace’s political and social views were a 

matter of public record. His outspokenness on key issues such as capitalism, 

poverty, and the “woman question” made him a fixture of Victorian cultural 

wars. By analyzing the fundamental concepts that underlay Wallace’s political 

philosophy, it becomes clear why he simply could not remain silent on the 

burning controversies of his day. Wallace believed that it was the duty, not 

merely a peripheral activity, of the scientist to “go public” on questions of 

poverty, land nationalization, gender roles, and kindred explosive subjects. 

His passion to use whatever tools lay at hand—science, education, lecturing, 

spiritualism—to effect radical and lasting societal change is as much a part 

of his core vision as were his detailed scientific observations. ^ 

Wallace’s perspective on the public role of the intellectual has strong par¬ 

allels with that of Spencer. Although the two disagreed on many points of 

theoretical and practical detail, they were united by a conviction that it was 

the duty of the scientist to engage directly in social and political controversies. 

For both Spencer and Wallace, ethics lay at the very base of any legitimate 

sociopolitical philosophy. Spencer had given Wallace a copy of The Data of 

Ethics (1879). In his preface, Spencer described the present age as one in 

which “I am the more anxious to indicate in outline, if I cannot complete, 

this final work, because the establishment of rules of right conduct on a 

scientific basis is now a pressing need. Now that moral injunctions are los¬ 

ing the authority given by their supposed sacred origin, the secularization 

of morals is becoming imperative.” Spencer described the opposite poles of 

the Victorian ethical debates as between those who fear the decline of the 

“controlling agency” of the “divine commandments . . . [and] the guidance 

it yields” versus those who feel that there is no danger in a “vacancy left un¬ 

fulfilled by any other controlling agency. . . . The one holds that the gap left by 
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disappearance of a code of supernatural ethics, need not be filled by a code of 

natural ethics; and the other holds that it cannot be so filled” (Spencer 1879, 

iv). Spencer is clear that for all who belong to neither extreme camp there 

exists the hope and belief that a naturalistic code can fill the vacuum. Wallace’s 

copy of The Data of Ethics is heavily annotated. In one note in the margin of 

the preface, Wallace queried: “is it controlling? the controlling power 

IS THE KNOWLEDGE THAT EACH PERSON IS MAKING THEIR FUTURE HAPPINESS 

BY FOLLOWING THE DICTATES OF THIS PURE MORALITY.” Wallace’s annotations 

reflect his conviction that any new ethics must emanate from a combination 

of theism, spiritualism, and social reform, as well as from data drawn from 

evolutionary biology. Wallace was wholly sympathetic to Spencer’s goal of 

establishing a new ethics for technological society. Unlike Spencer, however, 

Wallace insisted that any such new ethical system transcend the framework 

of narrow scientific naturalism.^ It is here that the imprint of epistemologi¬ 

cal concerns is most manifest in Wallace’s developing evolutionary teleology. 

Wallace had earlier established, to his satisfaction, that culture was not predi¬ 

cated, except in certain obvious aspects, on biologically determined behavior. 

He thus freed himself from the constraints of a strictly naturalistic explana¬ 

tion for the history of cultural developments from humanity’s origins to the 

Victorian period. Wallace could now articulate an emergentist conception of 

both individual and societal evolution. 

Land Nationalization 

Wallace’s early introduction to radical social and political speculation, pri¬ 

marily through Owenite writings and teachings, instilled in him a critical 

attitude toward central maxims of British legislation and political economy. 

The years spent in land surveying, prior to the voyage to South America, 

provided him with a detailed knowledge of the laws and practices governing 

private and public property, although he did not then consider those laws 

egregiously unjust (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:89, 158). Reading Spencer’s S’o- 

cial Statics (1851), particularly the chapter on “The Right to the Use of the 

Earth,” on his return from the Amazon turned Wallace’s interests toward 

social and political reform (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:235). His travels in the 

Malay Archipelago were undertaken with a heightened attention to anthropo¬ 

logical and sociological data, in addition to the strictly biological. Wallace’s 

prolonged residences in primitive communities in South America and the 

East compelled him to question whether Europe had attained that pinnacle 

of social and moral development that its undoubted scientific and material 

progress rendered axiomatic to many Victorians. 

During these travels, Wallace had been repeatedly struck by the “remark- 
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able [fact] that among people in a very low stage of civilization we find some 

approach to ... a perfect social state [in which] . . . there are none of those 

wide distinctions, of education and ignorance, wealth and poverty, master 

and servant, which are the product of our civilization.” He concluded The 

Malay Archipelago ([1869] 1962), somewhat startlingly, with a denunciation 

of the highly vaunted civilization of nineteenth-century Europe. Wallace’s 

1864 article on the origin of human races (as discussed in chap. 4) had echoed 

sentiments of European racial superiority (1864b). But closer analysis of the 

situation back home made Wallace far less certain of the accuracy of these 

sentiments. Technical mastery over the forces of nature had brought about a 

vast accumulation of wealth and an ever more prodigious international com¬ 

merce. It had also, Wallace asserted, brought about those crowded towns and 

cities that “support and continually renew a mass of human misery and crime 

absolutely greater than has ever existed before.” He now felt that Europeans, 

rather than the so-called savages among whom he had lived, suffered un¬ 

der a “barbaric” social and moral organization, Wallace specified the abuses 

engendered by private property as the primary culprit: 

We permit absolute possession of the soil of our country, with no 

legal rights of existence on the soil to the vast majority who do not 

possess it. A great landholder may legally convert his whole property 

into a forest or a hunting-ground, and expel every human being who 

has hitherto lived on it. In a thickly populated country like England, 

where every acre has its owner and its occupier, this is a power of 

legally destroying his fellow-creatures; and that such a power should 

exist, and be exercised by individuals, in however small a degree, in¬ 

dicates that, as regards true social science, we are still in a state of 

barbarism. 

(Wallace [1869] 1962, 456-458) 

These passages in The Malay Archipelago^ the most popular of all his 

books, marked Wallace’s debut as an outspoken social critic. Land policy 

was a critical focus for social controversy in England at the start of the 1870s. 

Wallace objected to the clearances of the time, as well as past enclosures and 

Irish landlordism. John Stuart Mill, who had turned increasingly to issues of 

land reform by 1870, was impressed with Wallace’s sentiments. Mill asked 

him to become a member of the General Committee of his proposed Land 

Tenure Reform Association. The association, the main object of which was to 

claim for the state all future unearned increments of land values (the increase 

in land value not deriving from any actual improvements by the owner) was 

formed in 1871. Wallace attended its meetings until Mill’s death in 1873 
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caused its dissolution (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:235-238). After Mill’s death, 

the question of land reform continued to occupy Wallace intermittently for 

the next several years. He refrained from offering any definite proposal for 

outright nationalization because of theoretical objections advanced by Mill, 

Spencer, and many of their followers. Although severe critics of the inequities 

of private property in the land, they opposed any reform that would entail 

what they regarded as a pernicious increase in state intervention. 

Wallace’s relationship with Spencer was extremely close. But there were 

major differences in their strategies for societal reform. “As you may sup¬ 

pose,” Spencer wrote to Wallace on 25 April 1881, “I fully sympathize in the 

general aims of your proposed Land Nationalization Society; but for sundry 

reasons I hesitate to commit myself, at the present stage of the question, to a 

programme so definite as that which you send me. It seems to me that before 

formulating the idea in a specific shape, it is needful to generate a body of 

public opinion on the general issue, and that it must be some time before 

there can be produced such recognition of the general principle involved as 

is needful before definite plans can be set forth to any purpose.” He told 

Wallace that persuasion should precede direct action. Once public opinion 

was roused, Spencer believed, “the land-owner [could] be distinctly placed 

in the position of a tenant of the State in something like the terms proposed in 

[Wallace’s] schemes: namely, that while the land itself should be regarded as 

public property, such value as has been given to it should rest in the existing 

so-called owner.” Spencer concluded his advice cum warning to Wallace by 

asserting that the “question is surrounded with such difficulties that I fear 

anything like a specific scheme for resumption by the State will tend, by 

the objections made, to prevent recognition of a general truth which might 

otherwise be admitted.” Spencer made it clear that he felt strongly that the 

time was far from ripe for taking any concerted action to nationalize the land 

(ARWP MS. 46434, fol. 350). 

Wallace Takes the Lead 

The bitter controversy over Irish landlordism, which intensified during 1879- 

1880, provoked Wallace to assume a more dominant role in the agitation for 

land reform and cast aside such hesitations as those felt by Spencer (fig. 9). 

The ineffectualness of the proposals put forward to resolve the Irish situation 

convinced Wallace that state ownership of some kind was essential to remove 

the abuses of the existing land tenure system. Charles Stewart Parnell’s too 

modest proposals for Irish problems finally forced Wallace to act decisively. In 

1880, he severely criticized Parnell’s program for Irish peasant proprietorship 

as not abolishing privilege but, instead, merely reshuffling some land titles 
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from a smaller to a larger minority. Wallace was now prepared to go public 

with his plan for more radical and thoroughgoing and, hence, more lasting 

systemic change (Gaffney 1997, 612-613). 

All land, Wallace proposed, would revert to the state, while the im¬ 

provements or increased value given to the land—such as buildings, drains, 

plantations—would remain the salable property of the present owner (now 

“state tenant”)- The management of the land would devolve not to the state 

but to the actual tenant proprietors. The publication of these views in an 

article in the Contemporary Review immediately attracted the attention of 

those who desired land reform but opposed increased state intervention in 

land management (Wallace 1880). The Land Nationalization Society (LNS), 

with a program based on Wallace’s principles, was formed in 1881 with Wal¬ 

lace as its president (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:239-40). At this stage of his 

political career, Wallace was still a radical Liberal. He was not yet uncom¬ 

fortable with Liberal domination of the land reform movement (Offer 1981). 

Land Nationalisation: Its Necessity and Its Aims was published the following 

year (Wallace [1882] 1906). Although he remained committed to the goals 

Figure 9. Photograph of 

Wallace at age fifty-five, two 

years before the publication 

of Island Life (1880) and 

three years prior to his 

election as president of the 

newly formed Land 

Nationalisation Society 

in 1881. 
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of the LNS, Wallace’s march toward socialism in the 1880s forced him to 

move beyond even radical liberal land reform strategies. 

Wallace dedicated Land Nationalisation to “the working men of England.” 

He intended it as a rigorous yet easily comprehensible demonstration that 

“the vast riches and the degrading poverty of [England,] which, in their ter¬ 

rible combination and contrast, are unparalleled in the civilised world,” derive 

from its system of land tenure. Drawing on a mass of documentary evidence, 

including the reports of Parliamentary commissions, Wallace argued that pri¬ 

vate ownership in land necessarily produces evil results “of the most alarming 

magnitude.” Moreover, the widespread pauperism, vice, and crime of large 

portions of the English laboring classes, “which strike foreigners with the 

greatest astonishment,” are due not to any special ignorance or ill-conduct 

on the part of English landlords but are inherent in the system itself. Wallace 

declared that so long as the “highest teaching of political science” tells the 

great landlords “that their land is their property,” they will necessarily act 

so as to increase the profits from their holdings. Every step taken to secure 

this end—the enclosure of common land, the eviction of tenants from their 

homes to convert farms into game preserves or smaller holdings into larger 

ones, or the outright appropriation of the added value given to the land by 

the labor of tenants—was, Wallace noted pointedly, “supported by the power 

and majesty of the law.” The fact that many landholders were also magis¬ 

trates further enhanced their power to coerce their tenants into conformity 

with their own political and religious opinions. Wallace compared this cata¬ 

log of despotic powers over individuals to those “we are accustomed to look 

upon with horror when occurring in the Turkish or Russian Empires.” He 

detested the right of English landlords, as absolute owners of the land, to 

destroy ancient monuments and to work, sell, export, and totally exhaust 

the (nonrenewable) mineral wealth of the country solely for individual profit 

without regard for the national interest or future generations (Wallace [1882] 

1906, 100, 129-135, 176-179). 

In contrast to the miserable condition of many of the agricultural and town 

laborers of England, Scotland, and Ireland, Wallace cited the widespread 

system of “occupying ownership” in Switzerland, Germany, Norway, Bel¬ 

gium, and Erance. In those countries, the occupier and cultivator of the land 

was also its owner, and the population was generally satisfied and thriving. 

Wallace concluded that “in order to effect a real and vital improvement in 

the condition of the great mass of the English nation, not only as regards 

physical well-being but also socially, intellectually, and morally,” a radical 

change in the system of land tenure was required. Only if private ownership 

of the land as a source of income from its rent or for commercial speculation 

were abolished, and each cultivator of the land became its virtual but not 
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absolute or unrestricted owner, would England possess the “healthy, moral 

and contented” population its great wealth would seem to permit. 

Wallace emphasized that any reform that merely transferred absolute 

ownership of the land from existing landlords to existing tenants would be 

self-defeating. The new owners, being free to divide their holdings and sublet 

portions, would in time constitute a new privileged class and the worst abuses 

of landlordism would revive. Wallace’s fundamental conviction that every cit¬ 

izen be given the opportunity to procure suitable land for his or her personal 

occupation, with permanent security of tenure, entailed that the state alone 

be the actual owner of the land. Subletting would be prohibited by law. His 

proposal for land nationalization necessitated that a “person must own land 

only so long as he occupies it personally; that is, he must be a perpetual 

holder of the land, not its absolute owner” (Wallace [1882] 1906, 18-19, 

137, 182-183). 

A Proposed Land Nationalization Act 

To effect the transfer to state ownership, Wallace proposed a Land Nation¬ 

alization Act. The act was based on the distinction he had earlier drawn 

between the inherent value of the land (depending on natural conditions 

such as geological formation, climate, aspect, surface, and subsoil) and the 

improvements added to the inherent value by the labor or outlay of the owners 

or occupiers. Wallace specified that on the date of the act’s coming into oper¬ 

ation, the state would assume ownership of the land. The state would be com¬ 

pensated for the use of nationalized land by payment of an annual “ quitrent,” 

determined according to the assessed inherent value of each plot. The im¬ 

provements created by landholders (or their predecessors) would remain their 

absolute property and would henceforth constitute the “tenant right,” to be 

retained by them or sold as they wished. Wallace opposed outright confisca¬ 

tion of landed property. He stipulated that each existing landowner, and “any 

heir or heirs of the landowner who may be living at the passing of the Act, or 

who may be born at any time before the decease of the said owner,” be paid 

an annuity by the state equal to the same net income from the land derived 

prior to nationalization. He defended this temporary continued “existence 

[of] a class of pensioned idlers, living upon the labour of others, without the 

smallest exertion of body or mind on their own part,” on the grounds that the 

property of living individuals (and their immediate heirs) be strictly respected 

by the state. Future descendants, Wallace declared, had no such proprietary 

rights to the land (exclusive of tenant right). He considered the presumed 

rights of inheritance one of the worst abuses of landlordism (Wallace [1882] 

1906, 193, 198-199). 



Land Nationalization to Socialism 219 

Existing tenants at the time the Nationalization Act took effect would 

be entitled to continue the occupation of their houses or farms on payment 

to the state of the annual quitrent. Each tenant also would have to acquire 

the tenant right to the property, by purchase from the existing landlord. As 

absolute owner of the tenant property, he would then be free, if he chose, to 

bequeath either all or part of it. For those unable to provide the sum necessary 

for purchase of the tenant right, Wallace suggested that loan societies or mu¬ 

nicipal authorities be empowered to advance the required sum, which would 

then be repaid by the tenant over some fixed length of time. Wallace insisted 

that such mortgaging be strictly limited to prevent anyone from endeavoring 

to farm more land than his capital and abilities warranted, that is, from farm¬ 

ing under a perpetual mortgage. At the same time, there need be no upper 

limit to the extent of land any single state tenant could occupy. A wealthy 

individual might retain or purchase rights to a vast acreage. Since he could 

not sublet any portion of his tenant right, however, Wallace envisioned no 

reason for anyone retaining more land that he and his daily employees could 

feasibly operate. City dwellers who so chose could also exercise the universal 

right embodied in Wallace’s program and select plots of available agricultural 

land or portions of commons or waste lands for their personal occupation in 

proximity to cities and towns. Such (presumably) salubrious dwelling places 

would, he maintained, “always produce health and contentment” and would, 

for those industrial workers who utilized their land only to produce food as a 

supplement to purchased provisions, provide some security in times of unem¬ 

ployment. Finally, Wallace suggested—but did not specify how—that urban 

residences be similarly nationalized, and the present occupiers of leasehold 

houses or rental premises be enabled to become their owners (Wallace [1882] 

1906, 202-218). 

The publication of Land Nationalisation catapulted Wallace to a promi¬ 

nent role in the public debate on land reform. This debate provided a major 

focus for the broader question of social and political reform in Great Britain 

during the late 1870s and 1880s (d’A Jones 1968, 55). Wallace’s new role did 

not force him to “turn renegade to natural history” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 

262). Rather, Wallace would continue to probe more critically the relation¬ 

ship of evolutionary biology to sociopolitical issues. As Robert M. Young has 

pointed out, it “is not in the least surprising that those who were interested 

in the relationship between man and nature should, with consistency, be 

concerned about workers and property, and conversely” (Young 1971, 223). 

Just as Wallace had earlier reassessed the scope of natural selection in human 

evolution, he now analyzed more thoroughly the use (or misuse) of evolu¬ 

tionary theory to buttress particular social and economic policies. His views 

on land nationalization were integral elements in Wallace’s developing system 
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of social evolutionism, in which biological and sociopolitical convictions re¬ 

acted on one another. Wallace’s “invasion” of political economy is scarcely 

the aberration that many of his scientific peers, such as Huxley and Darwin, 

decried (somewhat disingenuously, given their own abiding concern with, 

and benefits from, matters economic). He entered that domain by a route he 

knew well: land economics. Like many other struggling young men, Wallace 

had been a land surveyor. One of his greatest works. Geographical Distribution 

of Animals ([1876] 1962), was permeated with the language and metaphor 

of surveying and boundaries. Perhaps the most famous single boundary for 

which Wallace is known, as discussed previously (chaps. 2 and 3), is the Wal¬ 

lace Line, through the Macassar Straits, in the Malay Archipelago (Camerini 

1993). This line, which marks the faunal divide between the characteristic 

animals of the Australian and Asian regions of the archipelago, first appeared 

publicly in Wallace’s 1863 essay “On the Physical Geography of the Malay 

Archipelago” (Wallace 1863). But Wallace was also keenly interested in deter¬ 

mining whether a similar boundary could be drawn to demarcate the different 

human races he encountered in his travels in the archipelago. 

A year later (1864b), Wallace described just such a racial boundary. This 

second line marked the division of “the Malayan and all the Asiatic races, 

from the Papuans and all that inhabit the Pacific.” This ethnological bound¬ 

ary, Wallace indicated, ran a few hundred miles east of the faunal one (Moore 

1997, 296-297). But this boundary was not merely an abstract creation: hu¬ 

man racial distribution in the Malay Archipelago was directly linked to food 

distribution patterns. Wallace’s theorization and observations in the Malay 

Archipelago were suffused with the specter of Malthus. Just as in the 1840s, 

when Wallace surveyed Welsh farms and noticed that boundaries could be 

drawn between the domains inhabited by the impoverished Welsh farmers 

and those of the (slightly) more well-to-do English laborers, so too later in 

the Malay Archipelago did he envision ethnological divides as reflective of a 

struggle for food and other resources. Wallace’s approach to ethnology was 

based, in part, on cartography. But this cartography was rooted in economics 

(Moore 1997, 300-307). From the outset of his career Wallace sought in¬ 

sights into the relationship not just between humans and nature but also 

between humans and nature in relation to land (Gaffney 1997, 611). 

Enter Henry George 

While writing Land Nationalisation, Wallace had, in 1879, read Progress and 

Poverty (1879) by the radical American economist Henry George. George’s 

thesis that material progress had engendered rather than alleviated human 

poverty and misery paralleled Wallace’s own claims. He regarded George’s 
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work as “a most remarkable theoretical confirmation” of the inductive argu¬ 

ment he had developed in examining the evidence of the actual condition of 

people under different systems of land tenure (Wallace [1882] 1906, 173). 

Wallace was struck by George’s devastating critique of the pessimistic conclu¬ 

sions drawn by Malthusian political economists. He informed Darwin that 

George, who accepted the operation of Malthus’s principle of population 

with respect to animals and plants, denied that “it ever has operated or can 

operate in the case of man, still less that it has any bearing whatever on the 

vast social and political questions which have been supported by a reference 

to it” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 260). As codiscoverer of natural selection, 

Wallace rejected George’s complete disavowal of evolutionary biology with 

respect to human questions. He was fully sympathetic, however, to George’s 

arguments against laissez-faire economic policies, which invoked Malthus 

as an unequivocal source. Wallace’s views regarding Malthusian premises— 

and the conclusions frequently drawn from them—were complex. He urged 

Spencer and Darwin to read George’s book. 

Spencer informed Wallace that he had “already seen the work you name— 

Progress and Poverty; having had a copy, or rather two copies, sent me. I 

gathered from what little I glanced at, that I should fundamentally disagree 

with the writer, and have not read more.” Spencer declared that he demurred 

“entirely to the supposition, which is implied in the book, that by any possible 

social arrangements whatever, the distress which humanity has had to suffer 

in the course of civilization could have been prevented. The whole process, 

with all its horrors and tyrannies, and slaveries and wars, and abominations of 

all kinds, has been an inevitable one accompanying the survival and spread 

of the strongest, and the consolidation of small tribes into large societies; 

and among other things the lapse of land into private ownership has been,” 

Spencer emphasized, “like the lapse of individuals into slavery, at one period 

of the process altogether indispensable. I do not in the least believe that from 

the primitive system of communistic ownership to a high and finished system 

of State ownership such as we may look for in the future, there could be any 

transition without passing through such stages as we have seen and which 

exist now.” Spencer’s unwillingness to read George arose from his theoretical 

objections to the central thesis of Progress and Poverty^ not from any belief 

that political action on the part of intellectuals was inappropriate. On the 

contrary, Spencer had already given his opponents “more handles against 

me than are needful.” He was acutely sensitive to the fact that someone as 

politically influential as himself had to exercise prudence as to which actions 

to take and which not to take if he deemed the timing inauspicious (ARWP 

MS. 46434, fol. 350, Spencer to Wallace, 6 July 1881). One avenue Spencer 

did endorse was an “appropriate” degree of government intervention. In a 
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subsequent letter, Spencer praised the “economic merits” of state control of 

certain key industries. He drew Wallace’s “attention to the facts lately brought 

out by Sir Thomas Farrer, secretary of the Board of Trade.” Farrer, Spencer 

felt, showed “that under the system of railway administration in England, 

which differs from that of France in that the companies are less under State 

control, and their lines are not eventually to lapse into the hands of the State, 

the amount of convenience to the traveller, both in economy, swiftness, and 

number of trains, is far greater than in France” (ARWP MS. 46434, fol. 350, 

Spencer to Wallace, 23 February 1884). Spencer was as much a “political 

animal” as Wallace. 

Darwin, too, declined to read George’s book but for very different rea¬ 

sons. In the last letter he sent Wallace [12 July 1881], Darwin said he would 

“certainly order ‘Progress and Poverty,’ for the subject is a most interesting 

one. But I read many years ago some books on political economy, and they 

produced a disastrous effect on my mind, viz., utterly to distrust my own 

judgment on the subject and to doubt much everyone else’s judgment! So 

I feel pretty sure that Mr. George’s book will only make my mind worse 

confounded than it is at present” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 261). Darwin’s 

plaintive response underscores a fundamental difference between the two 

naturalists on the appropriate relationship between a scientist’s professional 

studies and commitment to sociopolitical activity. Darwin kept his reflec¬ 

tions on the political implications of evolutionary biology (relatively) private. 

He was gripped by obsessive fears for his and his family’s “respectability.” 

Darwin disliked those portions of Huxley’s first public lecture on the Ori¬ 

gin, in which Huxley advocated scientific expertise as the crucial ingredient 

in Britain’s technological and imperial ambitions. Huxley’s words were a 

self-serving plea on behalf of the new white-collar specialist. They were also 

prescient. But Darwin dismissed them as “flashy rhetoric [and] so much 

‘time wasted’ ” (Desmond and Moore 1991, 489, 627). Darwin’s polite but 

famously ambiguous response to Marx’s claim that he and Marx were intel¬ 

lectual soulmates is further evidence of Darwin’s fear of participating openly 

in the public debates concerning the societal ramifications of evolutionary 

biology (Colp 1976, 1982). The contrast with Wallace could not be greater. 

Wallace—president of the LNS, outspoken exponent of spiritualism, and 

crusader for a host of sociopolitical causes—thrived on public controversy, 

particularly in those arenas at the juncture of science and politics. 

Wallace found George’s vision enunciated in Progress and Poverty potent 

and alluring. George, like his fellow journalist, Edward Bellamy—whose work 

was to influence Wallace’s sociopolitical ideas profoundly—was alarmed at 

the materialism and ugliness they saw around them in the Gilded Age of 1870s 

America. Both came to maturity in the aftermath of the Civil War. They were 
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appalled by the seemingly unstoppable triumph of an urban industrial order 

marked by increasing inequality of wealth and power. George and Bellamy 

were convinced that a dominant factor in these insidious developments lay 

in the twin vices of a growing monopoly of land by the oligarchs and an 

unchecked, and unhealthy, rapid urban growth. This powerful combination 

drove masses of farmers off their land and into the cities where they were 

quickly submitted to lives of poverty and degradation. The greatest evil, 

they both concluded, was the obliteration of religion and morality before 

the altar of material wealth and civic luxury and licentiousness. Part astute 

economic and political observation and part redemptive zealotry, the writings 

and speeches of George and Bellamy exerted an immense appeal on both sides 

of the North Atlantic. Progress and Poverty and Bellamy’s Looking Backward 

(1888) were two of the runaway best-sellers of the late nineteenth century 

(Thomas 1983, 1-4). 

Wallace’s critique of competitive capitalism, implicit in Land Nationali- 

sation^ disposed him to imbibe the message of George and Bellamy. It was 

Charles Parnell who indirectly brought Wallace and George together. Parnell, 

an Irish nationalist, was a leading figure in the fight for Irish home rule. But, as 

noted previously, Wallace and George regarded his specific proposals for im¬ 

proving the laws concerning Irish peasant proprietorship as too modest and, 

ultimately, ineffective. Both were annoyed by what they considered Parnell’s 

temporizing in Ireland. Wallace used the LNS to give George a platform 

when he toured Britain in the winter of 1883-1884 advocating his “single 

tax” program. George’s first lecture was at a meeting of the LNS (Wallace 

[1905] 1969, 2:255-256). The reaction of George Bernard Shaw, then a 

young reporter of twenty-five, to George’s appearance was typical. He and 

some of his avant-garde colleagues found George’s appeals to such “dated 

Enlightenment notions as Truth, Justice, and Liberty” unfashionable. But 

Shaw was captivated by George’s rhetorical skills. He declared that only an 

American could have seen in a single lifetime “the growth of the whole tragedy 

of civilization from the primitive forest clearing.” Shaw was also impressed 

with the manner in which George illustrated his theory with references to 

urban land values and London’s prohibitive rents. Then and there, Shaw 

enlisted as “a soldier in the Liberative War of Humanity.” 

Others in the audience, while not so certain of the efficacy of the complete 

package of George’s specific remedies to socioeconomic problems, responded 

enthusiastically to what they termed his “Christian message.” The future 

Fabian Sydney Olivier, who declared that while it was easy enough to snicker 

at George for his “deduction of the immortality of the soul from the sound 

theory of property in land,” quickly added that was precisely to miss the 

point of the lecture. For all his “rhapsodical and unchastened style, strongly 
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suggestive of the pulpit,” George had at least brought the social question 

“into general notice of others than readers of Mill and Spencer, and for that I 

think he is to be thanked.” George’s message met with great success at many 

similar gatherings in the next few months in England, Scotland, and Wales 

(Thomas 1983, 194-198). As the socialist John Atkinson Hobson later re¬ 

called, however, the “Prophet of San Francisco” had to choose his audiences 

with some care. It was working-class people, Hobson noted, who were most 

prepared to give full assent to George’s proposition that unqualified private 

ownership of land was “the most obviously unjust and burdensome feature 

in our present social economy.” Leading intellectuals such as John Ruskin 

and Frederick Harrison deemed George’s lectures and message admirable. 

But his appeal, according to Hobson, lay preeminently with those groups 

of “largely self-educated, keen citizens, mostly nonconformists in religion, 

who carried forward a radical, freethinking tradition whose roots lay in an 

eighteenth-century moral economy” (Hobsonl897; Barker 1955, 415-416). 

Wallace and Hobson’s Problems of Poverty 

Hobson (1858-1940) is best known for his critiques of the economic bases 

of imperialism. He was a humanistic critic of current economics, particularly 

those theories of capitalism that posited exclusively materialistic definitions 

of value. In 1887, Hobson moved to London. He met the journalist William 

Clarke, who invited him to join the Fabian Society. An active member, Hob¬ 

son wrote two books for the organization. Problems of Poverty (1891) and 

Problem of the Unemployed (1896). Other works of his during this period 

were Evolution of Modern Capitalism (1894) dindjohn Ruskin: Social Reformer 

(1898). C. P. Scott, editor of the Manchester Guardian, recruited Hobson as 

correspondent in South Africa. While reporting on that country, he developed 

the idea that imperialism was the direct result of the expanding forces of mod¬ 

ern capitalism. Returning to England in 1900, Hobson went on a national 

lecture tour. A strong opponent of the Boer War, he condemned it as a “con¬ 

flict orchestrated by and fought for the preservation of finance capitalism at 

the expense of the working class.” Over the next few years, Hobson published 

works exploring the links between imperialism and international conflict. In 

Imperialism (1902), Hobson argued that imperial expansion was driven by a 

search for new markets and opportunities for investment overseas. His vivid 

writings helped Hobson obtain an international reputation. He influenced 

leaders as diverse as Lenin, Trotsky, and David Lloyd George, whose “Peo¬ 

ple’s Budget” of 1909 included certain of Hobson’s views (Brailsford 1948). 

It was inevitable that Wallace would admire so kindred a thinker. 

Wallace read Hobson’s Problems of Poverty closely; his copy of the book 
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is heavily annotated. Hobson’s goal, as announced in the preface, “to es¬ 

tablish on a scientific basis the study of the ‘condition of the people,’ ” was 

identical to that which permeated Wallace’s sociopolitical analyses. Hobson 

decided not to include the “larger proposals of Land Nationalization and 

State Socialism . . . because it was impossible to deal, however briefly, even 

with the main issues involved in these questions” within the confines of the 

book’s focus on exposing the causes of poverty. But his strategy to focus on 

a specific audience—that “of the citizen-student who brings to his task not 

merely the intellectual interest of the collector of knowledge, but the moral 

interest which belongs to one who is a part of all he sees, and a sharer in the so¬ 

cial responsibility for the present and future of industrial society”—delighted 

Wallace. Among the many passages Wallace underlined and marked with 

exclamation points, two express that sense of moral as well as intellectual 

outrage which characterized Wallace’s increasingly public cultural critiques. 

The first is Hobson’s blunt challenge to the proponents of late Victorian 

industrial capitalism: 

We are not at present concerned with the requirements of the indus¬ 

trial machine, but with the quantity of hopeless, helpless misery these 

requirements indicate. The fact that under existing conditions the 

unemployed seem inevitable should afford the strongest motive for 

a change in these conditions [Wallace’s underlining]. Modern life 

has no more tragical figure than the gaunt, hungry labourer wander¬ 

ing around the crowded centres of industry and wealth, begging in 

vain for permission to share in that industry, and to contribute to that 

wealth; asking in return not the comforts and luxuries of civilized life, 

but the rough food and shelter for himself and family, which would 

be practically secured to him in the rudest form of savage society. 

The second passage in Hobson’s book that commanded Wallace’s complete 

accord asserted that the “conscious socialist is he who, recognizing in the¬ 

ory the nature of this social property inherent in all forms of capital, aims 

consciously at getting possession or control of it for society, in order to solve 

the problem of poverty by making the wage-earner not only a joint-owner of 

the social property in land but also in capital” (Hobson 1891, v-vi, 17, 198; 

Wallace’s annotated copy is in ARWL). 

Hobson’s view of George as a key figure in “spreading the word” was also 

an apt description of Wallace. Wallace’s and George’s careers were linked 

by two notable traits. The first is their moral fervor and the second is the 

hostility that their socioeconomic theories engendered among academic and 

professional economists. Like Wallace, George was neither a churchgoer nor 
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a conventional Christian. But he was a deeply religious man with a powerful 

faith in a benevolent deity and the immortality of the soul. In language rem¬ 

iniscent of Wallace’s theism, George declared his deity “not a God who is 

confined to the far-off beginning or the vague future, who is over and above 

and beyond men, but a God who in His inexorable law is here and now; 

a God of the living as well as the dead; a God of the market place as well 

as of the temple; a God whose judgments wait not another world for exe¬ 

cution, but whose immutable decrees will, in this life, give happiness to the 

people that heed them and bring misery upon the people who forget them” 

(George 1906-1911, 1:252). Wallace possessed a copy of Godfrey Blount’s 

The Blood of the Poor: An Introduction to Christian Social Ethics. That Wallace 

had a copy of Blount’s small tract reinforces the parallels between Wallace’s 

and George’s thought. Blount’s preface announced that although he was “no 

Political Economist in the technical sense,” he still felt obliged to write as a 

concerned citizen on economic matters. His objective was clear: to demon¬ 

strate “the absolute dependence of all forms of energy on food, and [the] 

consequent indebtedness [of] honest business ... to the agricultural life.” 

His second major goal was to show why “religion must not be disassociated 

from the facts of life.” A main target of Blount, as it was for Wallace, was the 

degradation of the agricultural worker, whose life was increasingly embed¬ 

ded in urban and industrial networks of “mischievous” monetary standards 

of value. Blount’s tract lacked rigor and can best be deemed another utopian 

prescription for social renewal. But its twinning of religion and economics 

reflected the views of many Victorian social critics, including Wallace (Blount 

1911,9-10, 14-15; Wallace’s annotated copy is in ARWL). 

Wallace’s critique of capitalist theory drew on his rejection—or redefini¬ 

tion—of two of the central pillars of that theory: the definition of “capital” 

and of “wealth.” In his presidential address to the LNS in 1891, Wallace 

told his audience that “money is not capital. A man may have a houseful of 

money, but it is not capital till it is converted into tools or raw materials, 

and even then it will not be productive capital unless it can command both 

labor and intelligence to use it.” In Wallace’s view, shared by a number of 

his contemporaries, “capital, like all wealth, is created and grows solely by 

means of labor and intelligence applied to land or to the products of the land. 

It is one of the misleading errors of political economists,” he declared, “that 

the three factors of wealth are land, labor and capital. The true factors, as 

long ago pointed out by our vice-president, Mr. Volckman, are land, labor 

and intelligence.” Wallace stated his reformist manifesto: 

It follows that, when the workers have free access to the land, and as 

the labor is certainly all their own, they only need the intelligence to 



Land Nationalization to Socialism 227 

produce in a very short time all the capital that is needed. It would 

be an insult to the working men of England to suppose that they have 

not the necessary intelligence;—it would moreover be contrary to all 

experience and all history, for whence has usually come the intelli¬ 

gence that has created the wealth of England, if not mainly from the 

ranks of the workers? Hargreaves and Arkwright, Watt and Stephen¬ 

son, were not landlords or capitalists, though these last have derived 

much of their wealth from their inventions. Under present conditions 

the value of both capital and land to their respective owners, depends 

entirely on the amount of labor they can command. Both land and 

machinery are worthless, if left unused, while the former sometimes, 

and the latter always rapidly deteriorates in value. The landlord and 

the capitalist are therefore absolutely dependent upon the laborer, 

and if the laborer can be put in such a position as to be independent 

of them, he really becomes their master, instead of being, as now, 

their slave, and they will have to come to him and beg him to enable 

them to make something, however little, out of their property. 

(Wallace 1891c, 19-20) 

Wallace’s 1891 address—with its echoes of George and Hobson—force¬ 

fully expressed his conviction that scientific and industrial advance, if un¬ 

accompanied by economic and political reforms of a radical nature, would 

only serve to perpetuate historical inequities. Wallace had learned by direct 

experience in his early teens the potential power, despite their current degra¬ 

dation, of those who worked the land. His surveying activities exposed him to 

both the dignity and the plight of the agricultural populations of England and 

Wales. The intimate contact he established during twelve years among the in¬ 

digenous, mainly agricultural, peoples of the Amazon and Malay Archipelago 

intensified Wallace’s identification with land and labor. The zeal for societal 

reform, sparked by his early exposure to Owenite teachings, was a striking 

trait in the thought and character of the youthful Wallace. That zeal, when 

merged with his later scientific studies, produced the mature critic. First 

through land nationalization and then through conversion to socialism, Wal¬ 

lace used his formidable intellectual powers to preach reform. He attacked 

the pernicious confusion between “real and fictitious wealth.” Real wealth, 

the product of labor, Wallace believed was all too easily transformed by “our 

fiscal and legislative arrangements” into fictitious wealth. Private investments 

yielded unearned income that served to perpetuate the morally bereft and po¬ 

litically explosive exploitation of the “labouring poor [by] an ever-increasing 

class of idle rich” (Wallace 1900c, 2:256-257). The term “preach” is not 

merely rhetorical. For Wallace, the necessity to effect economic and political 



228 Chapter 5 

change had a religious significance. Wallace’s vision was a moral and cultural 

regeneration of Victorian society based on his conception of the philosophical 

implications of a theistic and teleological evolutionary biology. Wallace’s bio¬ 

logical socialism emerged from his critical observation of the world of nature 

and of humans, what he would ultimately term “the world of life.” 

Wallace and the Professional Economists: 

Jevons and Marshall 

By the late 1880s, Wallace had become a well-known figure in sociopolitical 

and economic controversies. He was highly respected among the land nation¬ 

alists and segments of the general population, especially the laboring classes. 

But what was his reputation among the professional political economists? 

Like George, Wallace’s political and economic theories were not always fa¬ 

vorably received among academics. This is not surprising, given that neither 

possessed professional credentials in those disciplines. More pointedly, for 

Wallace, it has been suggested that Victorian political economy “only be¬ 

came a full-blooded social science . . . ironically [when it began] moving away 

from, not toward, natural history” (Schabas 1997, 87-88). Would Wallace’s 

stature as an evolutionist help or hinder his reputation among the profes¬ 

sional economists? A look at Wallace’s relations with two of Britain’s pre¬ 

eminent economic theorists, William Stanley Jevons and Alfred Marshall, is 

instructive. Unlike George, Wallace was accorded a measure of respect for 

his economic views among the professional economists. 

The leader in Britain for the drive to erect a rigorous basis for a science 

of economics was Jevons. His Theory of Political Economy (1871) is gener¬ 

ally credited as the major signal of the Marginal [Utility] Revolution of the 

1870s. Jevons “called for a radical transformation of the conceptual foun¬ 

dations and methodological principles of the classical theory of Ricardo and 

Mill.” According to Jevons and his followers, “value was determined by utility, 

not labor. The distribution of goods and services was the result of individ¬ 

ual deliberations at the margin, not the incessant struggle between laborers, 

landlords, and owners of stock. Jevons also campaigned for the adoption of 

mathematics, particularly the calculus.” He set in “motion the program for a 

unified mathematical theory” that would come to underlay the new Victorian 

science of economics as taught by Alfred Marshall, among others (Schabas 

1997, 73). 

Wallace agreed with some of what he had read by Jevons. But he rejected 

the attempt to create a science of economics that took mathematics, not bi- 

ology, as it primary methodological tool. Wallace believed the mathematical 

focus would divert attention from what he regarded as the essential elements 
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in societal reform. Mathematical abstraction^ he objected, would diminish 

the primacy to be accorded to the actual realities of labor and land. It would 

also shift analysis away from efforts to terminate the incessant struggle be¬ 

tween laborers and capitalist landlords and the beneficiaries of unearned 

wealth from stocks and other socially divisive financial instruments of ex¬ 

change and income. Wallace possessed a copy of the second edition (1878) 

of Jevons’s small introductory treatise Political Economy. Wallace did not take 

exception to Jevons’s objective in putting “the truths of Political Economy 

into a form suitable for elementary instruction.” Nor did he disagree with 

Jevons’s preface, which stated that there “can be no doubt that it is most de¬ 

sirable to disseminate knowledge of the truths of political economy through 

all classes of the population by any means which many be available. From 

ignorance of these truths,” Jevons warned, “arise many of the worst social 

evils—disastrous strikes and lockouts, opposition to improvements, improvi¬ 

dence, destitution, misguided charity, and discouraging failure in many well- 

intended measures.” The fact that Jevons’s tract was published in the series of 

Science Primers, under the general editorship of “Professors Fluxley, Roscoe, 

and Balfour Stewart,” was likely one reason why Wallace purchased the book. 

Wallace also endorsed Jevons’s claim that the current system of land tenure 

in England, Scotland, and Ireland was, “in fact [a] feudal system.” Jevons 

asserted that the “laws should be made not for the benefit of any one class, 

but for the benefit of the whole country. The laws concerning landlord and 

tenant have, however, been made by landlords, and are more fitted to pro¬ 

mote their enjoyment than to improve agriculture.” It was not Jevons’s de¬ 

scription of Britain’s economic inequities to which Wallace objected but his 

proposed solution. Unlike Wallace, Jevons was willing to grant that there was 

no inherent evil in “few landlords with great rent-rolls,” rather than many 

“small landlords receiving small rents”—as long as the larger landlords were 

constrained by laws that guaranteed an equitable distribution of the wealth 

thus produced. Wallace simply could not share Jevons’s faith in the ability 

of a system of large landholdings to effect social justice and economic equity 

Qevons 1878, 5, 92-95; Wallace’s annotated copy is in ARWL). 

It was not the concept of rent itself but the prevailing practice of “com¬ 

petition rent” that Wallace opposed. Setting the rent of a particular holding 

at the highest price the market would bear was, as Wallace stated in his 1893 

presidential address to the LNS, “undoubtedly the [best] case . . . from a 

landlord’s or speculator’s point of view—considering the money income to 

be got from the land to be everything, the well-being of the tenants noth¬ 

ing. . . . But,” Wallace told his audience, “from our point of view—looking 

at the cultivation of the land as leading primarily to the well-being of the 

tenants ... it seems to me to be the very worst mode possible.” Instead of 
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free market competition, Wallace proposed an alternative method of setting 

rents: “the valuation of lots by an expert. . . . These lots, with the rents thus 

determined, would then be open to selection, either on the system of ‘first 

come first served,’ or if thought fairer, of a ballot for the order of choice on 

certain fixed days.” Wallace concluded that either method, “supposing the 

valuation to be fairly made,” would reduce, and ultimately eradicate, inequal¬ 

ity of opportunity, since no tenant could complain that “either by chance or 

through any other cause, some of the tenants were paying higher rents than 

others” (Wallace 1893a). 

This 1893 LNS address came three years after Wallace’s public decla¬ 

ration as a socialist. He emphasized that a primary goal of societal reform 

was that all citizens should “be able to form and keep a home; to be ... as 

secure in that home, so long as they pay the moderate ground-rent for the 

land, as if they were the actual owners of the freehold, subject only to the 

payment of taxes.” Wallace wanted “the new tenants under land nationalisa¬ 

tion to be really free holders in the old sense—free men holding land from the 

community never to be interfered with so long as they continued to pay the 

moderate dues and to be law-abiding citizens.” Wallace’s goal, after his con¬ 

version to socialism, remained that which had been a key motivation for his 

life’s work from his early youth: “to secure the equal well-being of the whole 

of the industrial community, and . . . initiate that progressive improvement, 

with the diminution and ultimate abolition both of enforced idleness and of 

undeserved poverty” (Wallace, 1893a). 

In the context of the rapidly evolving systems of political and economic 

philosophy in late Victorian Britain, any facile dichotomies between thinkers 

who adhered completely either to socialist or to capitalist ideologies are un¬ 

helpful. Wallace’s relationship to Jevons’s work, limited as it may be, under¬ 

scores the necessity to recognize that of all elements of Victorian culture that 

were in flux, economic and political theory and action were among the most 

complex. There were many links, both personal and theoretical, between 

individuals who found themselves on different sides of a malleable ideolog¬ 

ical divide. It is instructive, if somewhat ironic, to note that the Mechanics’ 

Institute in Neath, which Wallace had helped design and construct in 1846, 

was funded in part by an uncle of Jevons (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:245-246). 

British intellectuals such as Wallace, who pronounced themselves “social¬ 

ist,” propounded versions of that doctrine that incorporated some elements 

of capitalist political economy that still permeated most of late Victorian 

thought. Wallace’s conversion to socialism is crucial to an understanding of 

his mature evolutionary teleology (Stack 2000, 692-694). His socialism— 

rooted in land nationalization—is one more element in his overarching vision 
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of progressive^ and purposeful, societal evolution. Here, Wallace remained 

true to his Owenite training. 

Avid proponents of industrial capitalism in the early nineteenth century 

also supported land nationalization. In their view, the abolition of private 

landlordism would lower costs of production to the capitalist as well as attack 

aristocratic power. Wallace had quite a different motive for espousing land 

nationalization: he wanted not to cheapen the costs of capitalist enterprises 

but eradicate them. As Greta Jones has recently argued, “Wallace followed 

Owen in seeing the establishment of egalitarian communities as the nucleus 

of a new and more just society which would eventually replace competitive 

capitalism altogether. Even in the changed political and social circumstances 

of the late nineteenth century, Wallace still maintained his original utopian 

vision of the self-governing community based on Owenite principles.” In¬ 

deed, when land nationalization became associated with George’s socialism 

in the 1880s, Spencer quickly moved away from the first idea because of his 

antipathy to socialism. Wallace was disgusted by Spencer’s defection from 

the land nationalization cause Qones 2002, 75). 

Close Encounters: Marshall on Wallace and George 

Even allies as close ideologically as Wallace, Hobson, and George differed 

on certain theoretical and practical issues. But these differences were in¬ 

significant compared to their common goals. Wallace and George were fur¬ 

ther united by their passionate and highly public missionary-style reformism. 

Indeed, George’s visits to Cambridge and Oxford were near disasters. His 

university audiences were offended by his negative references to upper-class 

privilege. At Oxford, a clique of Tory undergraduate rowdies jeered as George 

attempted one of his messianic moral exhortations. Those audiences were 

also outraged by what they regarded as the heresies of a “confused meddler” 

in the precincts of academe. The formidable neoclassical English economist 

Alfred Marshall rose at Oxford to declare George’s arguments for land na¬ 

tionalization to be unsound and demeaning to the rising scholarly discipline 

of economics. Marshall was only one of George’s academic critics, on both 

sides of the Atlantic, who expressed amusement and annoyance at what they 

regarded as George’s confusion of ethics and economics. For his part, George 

decried the old and new university establishments’ dependence on big money 

and their tendency to teach dominant business values in the guise of disinter¬ 

ested learning. On his return to the United States, George would abandon the 

intellectual elite as a privileged minority, who distanced themselves from the 

rest of society and, in his view, shirked their responsibilities to the common 
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people. George appealed^ rather, to the tradition of individuals like Ralph 

Waldo Emerson and Walt Whitman v^hom he regarded as the true social 

critics and ablest humanitarian reformers. The reformer’s allies, George as¬ 

serted, were not to be found in the ascendant professional communities of 

late-nineteenth-century America. His allies were those “divine average” men 

and women who agreed with him in condemning the seductions of wealthy 

industrial society and sought a new moral order (Thomas 1983, 198-201). 

Wallace had his own run-in with Marshall in 1883, the year following the 

publication of Wallace’s Land Nationalisation. While still professor at Univer¬ 

sity College in Bristol, Marshall delivered three lectures on the evenings of 

February 19, February 26, and March 5, 1883. This course of lectures was 

an explicit attack on George’s Progress and Poverty. They constitute a cogent, 

if not altogether convincing, attempt to counter George’s powerful role as a 

propagandist for land reform. George’s influence, both in England as well as 

his native United States, was at its peak in the early 1880s. 

Progress and Poverty appeared in an English edition in 1881, one year 

after its initial publication in America. The English edition sold close to 

100,000 copies in three years—a highly impressive number. More offensive 

to Marshall was the fact that George entered the British lecture circuit during 

1882-1884. He gave extensive and popular lecture series, and his ideas, and 

the controversies they engendered, received widespread press coverage. Mar¬ 

shall’s Bristol lectures had as their main objective the demolition of George’s 

theories and reputation. The first lecture argued that there had been—in di¬ 

rect contradiction to George’s message—a vast rise in the standard of living 

of English workingmen during the nineteenth century. Marshall’s second lec¬ 

ture presented, in as popular a form as possible given the inherent complexity 

of the subject, his general marginal productivity theory of distribution. The 

third and final lecture was a sustained attack on nationalization of the land. 

Marshall’s lectures elicited two letters from Wallace contesting Marshall’s 

evidence and approach. Marshall responded. Their exchange demonstrates 

Wallace’s growing reputation as a political activist (Stigler 1969).^ While 

Marshall despised George both on intellectual and on personal grounds, he 

treated Wallace’s views with respect. Marshall engaged Wallace not as a pro¬ 

fessional economist (which he was not) but as an eminent biologist whose 

views and quantitative arguments demanded serious attention. Marshall’s 

lectures indicated that he was willing to entertain certain fairly radical land 

reforms. These included the limitation of all sales of state lands to hundred- 

year leases and the purchase by the state of survivor interests in land. These 

two particular planks in land reform agendas do not differ materially from 

those put forward by Wallace. Marshall’s second letter to Wallace states that 

“Mr. Wallace cannot desire [certain land reform measures] more heartily 
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than I do” (Stigler 1969, 186, 216). The irony here, of course, is that it was 

Wallace’s eminence as an evolutionary scientist that prompted Marshall’s 

markedly more temperate response to Wallace’s critiques. After all, was not 

Wallace a scientist, rather than (like George) a poet? In the discussion that 

followed Marshall’s second Bristol lecture, one questioner asked why Mar¬ 

shall had termed George a poet. The questioner then “called attention to the 

fact that Mr. George advocated nationalisation of the land as a remedy for 

poverty, and asked how it was that Mr. A. Wallace, an able man, came to the 

same conclusion. Professor Marshall said Mr. Wallace’s proposal was much 

more reasonable than that of Mr. George. He did not call Mr. George a poet 

because he said erroneous things. He was a poet because he was poetic, and 

he was not a man of science because he said erroneous things” (Stigler 1969, 

199). Marshall missed the main point that Wallace refused, as fervently as 

did George, to demarcate science from ethical and moral considerations. 

Wallace encountered George again, during his tour of North America. 

Arriving in New York on 23 October 1886, Wallace stayed with the journalist 

A. G. Browne, who had called on Wallace during the summer at Godaiming. 

In the cab to Browne’s house, Wallace found himself accompanied by George, 

whom Browne had specifically invited to meet his houseguest. Wallace spent 

much of his remaining time in New York with George, who was then em¬ 

broiled in a contentious race for mayor of New York City. Wallace addressed 

a gathering of George’s followers on 25 October, informing them of reform 

movements in England. The New York mayoral campaign was closely mon¬ 

itored nationally. Although George was not successful in this bid, he came 

in with a surprisingly strong showing with the second largest vote in the 2 

November election, edging out third-place Theodore Roosevelt. The healthy 

George vote, which pleased Wallace greatly, prompted a writer for the Boston 

Evening Transcript to declare, on 3 November 1886, that George now “holds 

the balance of political power in [New York] city” and “can defeat either 

Democrat or Republican who in the past or future has or shall give offence 

to the labor element. He is admitted to be a greater man today than if he 

had been elected mayor, and in the future will be feared and courted by both 

parties.” 

Given Wallace’s own merging of spiritualist and socialist convictions, it 

is of particular interest that on Wallace’s last full day in New York City (27 

October), George spoke before a group of spiritualists. Arguing against his 

opponents’ claims that a mayoral victory for him would bring anarchy and 

chaos to society, George drew a parallel between his own political platform of 

equitable distribution of wealth, including land, with the spiritualists’ belief 

that “we go from this life to another life. You believe also, as I believe, that 

wherever we go we will find something to maintain our existence—that in 
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the other life there are things for our support somewhat analogous to” those 

available in this life—when suitable reforms are achieved. George concluded 

his brief talk with the hope that the mayoral campaign would be the means 

of bringing the issue of equitable distribution of wealth into the open. A New 

York Herald story on 28 October 1886 reported that George emphasized that 

“the land belongs, as Thomas Jefferson says, in usufruct to the people: that 

everyone that comes into this world has the right to a foothold and to all 

the materials necessary to maintain life and an equal right to all that nature 

has provided for all such things.” Allowing for a large dose of rhetoric in 

George’s talk at the near climax of the mayoral contest, it is pertinent that 

George publicly drew a link between spiritualism and political reform. Just 

as Wallace had drawn enthusiastically on George’s socioeconomic theses, 

George—in this week together in New York—had imbibed a modicum of 

Wallace’s fervent spiritualism. 

The harmony between George’s and Wallace’s public statements aroused 

admiration as well as hostility. George’s theory in regard to land and its own¬ 

ership, as codified in Progress and Poverty, came under scathing attack in an 

article in the New York Independent. The author, Hugh P. McElrone (editor 

of The Catholic Mirror), attacked George’s proposals for reform as corro¬ 

sive of the “principles upon which the American Republic is founded, nay, 

the principles upon which rests the whole fabric of Caucasian civilization.” 

George was guilty not only of Godlessness but also of proposing a remedy for 

social and political ills that would set “loose the dreadful contagion of Com¬ 

munism” (McElrone 1886). Such intemperate attacks as this would become 

less common as George’s reform ideas gained ever greater currency both 

in North America and in Great Britain. Wallace and George became closely 

linked in the public arena as men of similar hopes for societal reform. George’s 

belief that the nineteenth “century was closing in darkness, that the principle 

of democracy, which triumphed in 1800 with the ascendancy of Thomas 

Jefferson to the presidency of the United States, might be conquered by the 

Hamiltonian principle of aristocracy and plutocracy in 1900” was one of the 

great spurs to his continued political activism. A similar note of ambiguity, 

if not despair, as to the prospects of an unreformed social order was the leit¬ 

motif of Wallace’s The Wonderful Century: Its Successes and Its Failures ([1898] 

1970). Both men were convinced of the absolute necessity of fundamental 

change in the emerging industrial world of the dawning twentieth century. 

North American Tour: 1886-1887 

Wallace’s reconnecting with George was but one aspect of his North Ameri¬ 

can tour of 1886-1887. His sojourn in Boston, immediately following the 
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several days spent in New York, was crucial in exposing Wallace to new 

philosophical currents (see chap. 3). New York and Boston were only the 

first two stops in what proved to be an eventful year in Wallace’s life. Visits to 

Washington, D.C., and San Francisco, among other cities and towns, enabled 

Wallace to gather more general observations and experiences relating to the 

socioeconomic and political climate of North America. The details of these 

visits provide valuable insights into Wallace’s frame of mind at this significant 

stage in his own evolution. During his tour, Wallace met many of the United 

States’ most distinguished scientists as well as numerous leading political, 

social, and intellectual figures. In addition to speaking on scientific subjects, 

Wallace lectured on his sociopolitical views. He also made the acquaintance of 

America’s leading spiritualists and temporarily resumed frequent attendance 

at seances. The single most lucrative lecture he gave was not on evolutionary 

biology but on spiritualism. Wallace delivered “If a Man Die, Shall He Live 

Again?” to an enthusiastic San Francisco audience of more than a thousand 

persons (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:129, 160). 

Since the death of Darwin in 1882, Wallace was England’s elder states¬ 

man of evolutionary biology. Nonetheless, his financial status was, as ever, not 

commensurate with his fame. When he embarked from London, it was aboard 

“a rather slow steamer in order to have a cabin to myself at a moderate price.” 

Wallace had originally hoped that his tour would extend to New Zealand, 

Australia, and South Africa. The fact that his London to New York passage 

made him “sick and unwell almost the whole time” moderated his expecta¬ 

tions. Adding to the physical discomforts of travel—Wallace was no longer the 

intrepid explorer who had once surmounted the obstacles and discomforts of 

the Amazon basin and the Malay Archipelago—was his unfortunate choice 

of an American agent. The agent was lax, and there were costly gaps between 

Wallace’s lecture engagements (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:105-107). A major 

impetus for Wallace’s tour was “the prospect of clearing 1,000 [pounds] by a 

lecturing campaign [which], though it would require a great effort, [offered] 

the chance of earning a lot of money which would enable” him to pay off 

his mortgage and leave at least some modest estate for his family (Marchant 

[1916] 1975, 392). The tour of the United States and Canada, while not 

notably successful financially, did afford Wallace the firsthand opportunity 

to explore the curiosities of North American flora and fauna, geology, and 

geography. Equally important, for his increasingly significant political and 

social activism, was Wallace’s direct contact with the varied cultures of the 

human inhabitants of Britain’s former American colonies. These contacts 

with scientists, statesmen, politicians, educators, and journalists as well as 

segments of the general public in North America would shape certain of 

Wallace’s cultural writings and opinions on his return to England. 
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Before leaving Boston permanently, Wallace made a number of regional 

side trips. In late November, he visited the eminent Yale professor of pale¬ 

ontology’ Othniel Marsh in New Haven, Conn. Wallace described his host as 

“very wealthy, [who] had built himself an eccentric kind of house, the main 

feature of which was a large octagonal hall, full of trophies collected during his 

numerous explorations in the far West.” Marsh’s house was situated near Yale 

College’s Peabody Museum, which contained an extremely large collection 

of fossil skeletons, chiefly of mammals and reptiles of America. Wallace was 

deeply impressed on seeing “these wonderful remains of an extinct world.” 

Especially striking were the huge bones of the atlantosaurus—nearly 130 feet 

long and thirty feet high and, at the time, generally regarded as the largest land 

animal that had ever existed—and the remarkable horned dinosauria. Most 

significant for the statesman of evolution was the Peabody’s nearly complete 

series of links connecting the modern horse with the ancient eohippus and 

hyracotherium. Wallace also met James Dwight Dana, the celebrated Yale 

geologist. He was taken on a walking tour of New Haven, which Wallace 

described as one of the most picturesque and pleasing cities he visited during 

his American travels. Wallace gave several lectures in Baltimore, including 

one titled “Island Life” at the recently founded Johns Hopkins University. 

He called on Hopkins’s President Gillman, who introduced him to a number 

of professors and students of different disciplines. In the next few days Wal¬ 

lace spoke, formally and informally, on evolutionary theory. When asked by a 

group of psychologists as to his own interest in the unsettled problems in that 

field, he candidly replied that he paid little attention to them. Wallace “was 

only interested in the question of how far the intellectual and moral nature of 

man could have been developed from those of the lower animals through the 

agency of natural selection, or whether they indicated some distinct origin 

and some higher law” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:112-114). 

Leaving Boston at the end of December, Wallace arrived in Washington, 

D.C., on 31 December 1886. Except for several brief excursions, he spent 

the next three months in the nation’s capital. Once again, his visit was a rich 

mixture of scientific, political, and spiritualist undertakings. He was especially 

pleased to be able to meet with the many scientists in government depart¬ 

ments and at the Smithsonian Institution. Wallace did not give his Lowell 

lectures but did read two nonspecialized papers. One, before the Woman’s 

Anthropological Society, dealt with the “Great Problems of Anthropology.” 

The other was “Social Economy versus Political Economy.” In this second 

paper, Wallace presented his developing reformist views and increasingly stri¬ 

dent critique of competitive capitalism. It was, in his words, “altogether too 

revolutionary for many of my hearers.” A reporter from the Washington Post 
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wrote that it was “astounding that a man who really possesses the power 

of induction and ratiocination, and who, in physical synthesis has been a 

leader of his generation, should express notions of political economy, which 

belong only or mainly to savage tribes.” The Post article typified the reaction 

of some of Wallace’s North American—as well as British—colleagues to what 

they regarded as an unfortunate, and misguided, splitting of his interests into 

“sound” scientific and “unsound” (or unpalatable) sociopolitical domains. 

Wallace attributed the poor reception of his political talk in Washington to 

the fact that “there was hardly a professed socialist in America.” In his autobi¬ 

ography, written in 1905, Wallace would comment that “in the eighteen years 

that have elapsed since this paper was read an enormous advance in opinion 

has occurred, and to-day, not only to a large proportion of the workers, but 

to thousands of the professional classes, the views therein expressed would 

be accepted as in accordance with justice and sound policy” (Wallace [1905] 

1969, 2:128-129). 

Wallace and Lester Ward 

One of the high points of Wallace’s stay in Washington was the close personal 

and intellectual bond he formed with the sociologist Lester Frank Ward. 

Though united by their socialist leanings. Ward proved recalcitrant to the 

force of Wallace’s spiritualist convictions. As Wallace diplomatically put it. 

Ward was “an absolute agnostic or monist, and around this question our 

discussions most frequently turned. But as I had a basis of spiritualistic ex¬ 

periences of which he was totally ignorant, we looked at the subject from dif¬ 

ferent points of view” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:118). Ward was sympathetic 

to Wallace’s emerging evolutionary teleology. Ward’s sociology was dualis- 

tic, not monistic, in one major respect. He stressed the distinction between 

physical, or animal, purposeless evolution and mental, human evolution de¬ 

cidedly modified by purposive action. Ward’s purposive agents were human 

beings and their cultures, not Wallace’s spiritual intelligences. But as did Wal¬ 

lace, he severed social principles from simplistic, direct biological analogies. 

Ward was among the first and most influential of those American thinkers 

who attacked the laissez-faire individualism of conservative social Darwinism 

and the conservative use of science generally (Commager 1967, xxxi-xxxiii, 

74-77). 

Wallace particularly admired Ward’s 1893 Psychic Factors of Civilization 

(Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:117). Ward, on his part, agreed with Wallace that 

natural selection was incompetent to explain the higher faculties of humans. 

In Pure Sociology (1903), Ward cited Wallace’s Contributions to the Theory of 
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Natural Selection ([1870] 1969) and Darwinism ([1889] 1975) as providing 

the definitive arguments for curtailing the theoretical role of natural selection 

in human evolution. But the “psychic factors” Ward invoked as the agents 

responsible for the origin and development of the higher human faculties 

were themselves products of human evolutionary advances. These psychic, 

or “telic” (Ward’s preferred terminology), factors served in Ward’s sociolog¬ 

ical theory to demonstrate that the “law of mind” is distinct from the “law 

of nature.” Telic forces, themselves the product of human cultural evolution, 

prodded further evolutionary advances. Both Ward and Wallace shared a con¬ 

viction in an ultimately purposive, directed evolutionary process. But whereas 

Wallace embraced a theistic evolutionism, with interventionist providential 

guidance. Ward’s system relied on psychic forces that arose solely from the 

evolutionary process itself (Ward 1903, 490-492, 497-499). 

Ward’s notion of progressive evolution, as was the case with LeConte, 

also contained traces of Lamarckism. Wallace remained adamant in his con¬ 

demnation of neo-Lamarckian intrusions into evolutionary biology in the 

closing decades of the nineteenth century (Wallace 1908a). But he shared 

Ward’s and LeConte’s social progressionism. In the case of LeConte there 

was an additional link to Wallace. LeConte argued that the theological impli¬ 

cations of evolution were consonant with human progress in his Evolution and 

Its Relation to Religious Thought (1888). The paleontologist Edward Drinker 

Cope was another evolutionary theist, whose Theology of Evolution (1887) 

made explicit his conviction regarding the divine origin of the consciousness 

underlying evolution (Bowler 1983, 126-127).^ Despite the theistic affinities 

between Wallace and LeConte and Cope, it was Ward with whom he formed 

the closest personal bond. Their shared faith in socialism as a precondition 

for progressive human evolution, and their mutual scientific interests (Ward 

was also a paleobotanist), united Wallace and Ward as intellectual comrades. 

Several letters from Wallace to Ward afford additional evidence of their 

close political affinity. Ward was less activist than Wallace and less comfort¬ 

able with publicly styling himself a socialist. He preferred to promote the 

cause of equality of opportunity for the masses from the academic pulpit. 

He coined the term “sociocracy” to characterize his belief that social and 

economic inequities should be abolished but within a framework of meritoc¬ 

racy (Stern 1935). Ward’s proposed path to a socialist future thus differed 

slightly from Wallace’s. These letters, because they were written to an Amer¬ 

ican confidant, show Wallace in a less guarded moment. Two are particularly 

revealing. 

The first was sent to thank Ward for sending a copy of The Psychic Factors 

of Civilization. It merits quotation because of the critical comments Wallace 

made regarding Spencer: 
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I have read the third part through, carefully, & think your exposi¬ 

tion of the scientific character of Socialism as opposed to Herbert 

Spencer’s Individualism exceedingly forcible, and calculated to do 

much good. I have also looked through & read a good deal of xht first 

& second parts, which however being so purely psychological does 

not interest me so much. Chapter XVII on Social Friction is however 

an exception ... & would come better in the 3''‘^ part. If these were 

embodied together, with a good deal more of concrete illustration, 

it would form an excellent work on the Scientific Basis of Socialism, 

which would have great value as a weapon against the individualist 

school, and would enlighten many who are now blinded by the pres¬ 

tige of Spencer & the Political Economists. . . . 

No doubt we are advancing on the very lines you point out as the 

true ones, but only empirically, and so much in the very teeth of the 

popular political economy that politicians only give way to it as a con¬ 

cession to the demands of the populace. I think I shall try to make 

known your doctrine in the form of a popular review article, though 

it will be a difficult job. 

How dreadfully Herbert Spencer has fallen off in his Justice 

[1891]. Parts of it are so weak and illogical as to be absolutely child¬ 

ish. You have no doubt seen H. George’s severe criticism of it. 

(Wallace to Ward, 21 November 1893, in Stern 1935, 378-379) 

Wallace had his differences with Spencer, and these differences augmented, 

particularly after Wallace’s public declaration as a socialist. But he never char¬ 

acterized Spencer so harshly in his published writings. In his autobiography, 

Wallace referred to Spencer’s Justice as a work that showed that equality of 

opportunity has “a broad foundation in the laws of nature.” His sole, and 

mild, criticism is that “Spencer himself did not follow out his principles to 

their logical conclusion” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:272). One would be hard- 

pressed to recognize that Wallace is referring to the same book. 

The second letter, acknowledging receipt of Ward’s Outlines of Sociology, 

displayed a side of Wallace not often revealed. After telling Ward it was one 

of his best works on sociology—“Never was sound teaching on the subject 

more wanted, and wise legislation, if we are not to be soon plunged into a 

revolution”—Wallace noted that he had been avidly reading “Mr. Wyckoff’s 

papers on the Workers in Scribners’ Magazine.” These prompted Wallace to 

ask himself how much longer laborers would continue to work at difficult and 

dangerous trades for pitiful wages and with no prospect of rest and comfort in 

their old age. Viler still was the fact that even getting work on such scandalous 

terms was becoming difficult if not impossible for increasing segments of the 
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labor force. Wallace’s dismay and disgust induced him to tell Ward, in one of 

the few writings extant in which Wallace alludes at any length to his family, 

that 

the whole miserable system—or want of system—has also been 

brought more vividly before me by my son’s experience in America 

where he has now been a year and a half. He has had the best edu¬ 

cation I could give him in Electrical Engineering—3 years in College 

and 3 years in the workshops & at various jobs. So far, in America, 

he has been able to get nothing but labourer’s or lineman’s work at 

moderate wages, but the bosses always keep them at high pressure for 

nine hours a day, after which of course they are not fit for much but 

eating and sleeping. . . . He is a thorough Socialist, and makes friends 

with most of the men he works with, but after a job, they often have 

weeks or months of idleness before they get another. What a terrible 

thing it is that under the present social system, the vast majority of 

workers, however steady and well educated, have, and can have, no 

prospect but a life of toil and an old age of poverty or worse—and 

this when the work actually done, if properly organized, would pro¬ 

vide not only necessaries but comforts for all, with ample leisure and 

a restful old age. Surely the coming century must see the end of the 

existing system of cut-throat competition, and wealth-production 

based on the misery & starvation of the millions! 

(letter from Wallace to Ward, 12 October 1898, in Stern 1935, 379) 

Wallace was no armchair naturalist, nor was he an armchair socialist. He 

had explored nature in the field. He had experienced economic and political 

inequities firsthand, through his own experiences and those of his broth¬ 

ers and now his son. This letter, written close to the time of The Wonderful 

Cefuury and a decade after the North American tour, tells us more about 

the personal sources of Wallace’s cultural critiques than many of his more 

well-known books and articles. The combination of theoretical and practical 

factors shaped Wallace’s sociopolitical views as profoundly as they did his 

scientific ones. 

Senator Stanford 

Of all the high profile individuals Wallace met in Washington, it was Sen¬ 

ator Leland Stanford who best exemplified what Wallace regarded as the 

paradoxes of America. Wallace’s ambivalent reaction to meeting and being 

befriended by Stanford is testimony to Wallace’s own tensions at this critical 
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stage in his career. He was introduced to the extremely wealthy Stanford and 

his wife by Mrs. Beecher Hooker. The sister of Henry Ward Beecher and 

Harriet Beecher Stowe, she, like the Stanfords, were ardent spiritualists. The 

Stanfords informed Wallace that they had both “had long-continued inter¬ 

course” with their only son, who had died at age sixteen three years before 

in Florence. Their communications with their son occurred at seances with 

“several different mediums, and under circumstances that rendered doubt 

impossible.” Wallace concluded that the senator, “a man of exceptional abil¬ 

ity and intellectual vigour, . . . would hardly be imposed upon in such a mat¬ 

ter.” Wallace again encountered the Stanfords at the home of Charles Nord- 

hoff, author of the influential 1875 book The Communistic Societies of the 

United States (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:119, 165-166). Nordhoff gave Wal¬ 

lace a copy of his work, inscribed “To Dr. A. R. Wallace, with the author’s 

friendly regards, Washington, Feb. 1887.” Wallace read Nordhoff’s account 

of his visits to various communities including those at Oneida, Bethel, Au¬ 

rora, and several Shakerite communes with great interest. He marked several 

passages with triple underlining. Nordhoff’s accounts described actual com¬ 

munities predicated on philosophies that had become highly congenial to 

Wallace. Nordhoff’s rosy depiction of the egalitarianism, security, frugality, 

and healthfulness of rural communes resonated deeply with Wallace’ personal 

and social values (Nordhoff 1875, 393-395, 402-403; Wallace’s annotated 

copy is in ARWL). 

Wallace had been introduced to Nordhoff by Major John Wesley Powell, 

director of the U.S. Geological Survey. Powell was a noted anthropologist 

as well as a geologist. He and Wallace quickly formed a friendship based on 

their mutual interests. Wallace was also given privileges at the prestigious 

Cosmos Club. In its comfortable confines he encountered some of Wash¬ 

ington’s, and America’s, most eminent “scientiflc men and women.” Many 

people had told Wallace that his Malay Archipelago had “first led them to 

take an interest in natural history and its more general problems.” Powell 

took Wallace to a meeting of the Literary Society, held at Nordhoff’s home. 

Wallace met “hosts of people who were really too polite and enthusiastic— 

‘proud to meet me;’ ‘honour and pleasure never expected;’ ‘read my books 

all their life!’ etc.—leaving me speechless with amazement!” The paper read 

that particular evening was “by Mr. Kennan, describing his recent visit, on 

his return from Siberia, to Count Tolstoi, the great Russian novelist, phi¬ 

lanthropist, and non-resisting nihilist. It was a very clever, sympathetic, and 

suggestive picture of a man described as a ‘true social hero—one of the Christ 

type.’ ” Wallace was deeply interested in Tolstoy’s life and political philoso¬ 

phy. He owned more than thirty books by the Russian sage [now housed 

at Edinburgh University Library]), many of which he annotated extensively. 
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Wallace often dined, thereafter, at Nordhoff’s home (Wallace [1905] 1969, 

2:118-119). 

Wallace became part of Washington’s social circuit. He particularly en¬ 

joyed Senator Stanford’s group of (mainly wealthy) spiritualist friends. He 

was invited to stay with the Stanfords for a few days at their luxurious country 

house at Menlo Park when he later visited California. That state, especially 

the vibrant city of San Francisco, was home to a sizable population of spiritu¬ 

alists. Wallace’s visit to Menlo Park was intriguing. He regarded Stanford as 

a striking exemplar of the advocates of spiritualism. Wallace’s host impressed 

him further with a drive to see some of the other millionaires’ residences and 

with a visit to the site of the grand university he and his wife were building 

to the memory of their son. To the nascent socialist, however, all was not as 

it appeared. The Stanfords’ country house and their spectacular mansion in 

San Francisco were tended entirely by hordes of Chinese servants. The sen¬ 

ator assured Wallace “that the Chinese had been the making of California, 

doing all kinds of domestic work, gardening, and shop-keeping when every 

European was rushing after gold.” Stanford had initially endured much public 

hostility because of his opposition to the anti-immigration laws of California 

and through his large-scale employment of Chinese servants and workers. He 

believed that he had now lived that down by demonstrating how productive 

immigrant, as well as American, labor was in making his adopted state “the 

richest part of the Union.” As a gracious and dazzled guest, Wallace did not 

voice at that time his antipathy to his host’s practices. He did assert later, in 

his autobiography, that Stanford’s view as to the general well-being of all the 

inhabitants of California was fallacious: 

He looked at the world, just as our legislators do, from the point of 

view of the employer and the capitalist, not seeing that their prosper¬ 

ity to a large extent depended on the presence of a mass of workers 

struggling for a bare subsistence. At the very time of our interview 

[in that summer of 1887] the actual fruit-grower could hardly earn 

the scantiest subsistence, because he was dependent on the mid¬ 

dlemen and railway companies to get his crop to market, and be¬ 

cause the very abundance of the crop often so lowered prices as to 

make it not pay to gather and pack. Since then, year by year, the 

unemployed and the tramp have been increasing in California as 

in the Eastern States, while San Francisco reproduces all the phe¬ 

nomena of destitution, vice, and crime characteristic of our modern 

great cities. But neither capitalists nor workers yet see clearly that 

production for profit instead of for use necessarily leads to those re¬ 

sults. The latter class, however, thanks to the socialists, are rapidly 
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learning the fundamental principle of social economy. When they 

have learnt it, the beneficent and peaceful revolution will commence 

which will steadily but surely abolish those most damning results of 

modern (so-called) civilization—insanitary labour, degrading over¬ 

work, involuntary unemployment, misery, and starvation—among 

those whose labour produces that ever-increasing wealth which their 

employers are proud of, and which their rulers so criminally misuse. 

Although Wallace delighted in the spiritualist fervor of his California ac¬ 

quaintances, the specter of social inequity that he witnessed firsthand at the 

Stanfords was never far from his thoughts (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:165-169). 

Wallace’s remaining weeks in North America did little to lessen the im¬ 

pact of the vivid picture of social and economic inequity that both he and 

George detested. Wallace spent his final days in California experiencing both 

the natural beauty and the somewhat eccentric human behavior on display 

in that state. He went with his brother to the region around Santa Cruz, then 

known as a health resort on the Pacific coast south of San Francisco. He 

saw not only the forest tracts that housed some of the finest specimens of 

redwood still left in southern California but also the luxuriance of California 

gardens. He was particularly struck by the common scarlet geranium, which 

“grew into large bushes, forming clumps six or eight feet high [in] a mass of 

dazzling colour.” Returning to Stockton for a final week, Wallace witnessed 

a Fourth of July celebration. At the town hall, a schoolboy read the Dec¬ 

laration of Independence and then the civic “oration” was delivered. Both 

were “pretty good in substance, but declaimed with outrageous vehemence 

and gesture. Then a patriotic poem was recited by a lady, but two crying 

infants and exploding crackers outside much interfered with the effect.” The 

rest of the day was “a kind of small and rough carnival,” with fireworks, 

constantly exploding crackers, and processions of animals, clowns, crowds 

of people, and members of all the trades and professions, including firemen 

and members of the army corps (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:169-170). After 

this exuberant display of Americana, Wallace left Stockton that evening to 

begin his journey back eastward across the continent. 

Evolution Run Amuck? 

Wallace had only one more lecture engagement, at the Michigan Agricultural 

College on 29 July 1887. He had ample time to explore the effects of rapid 

industrial expansion in many regions in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada and 

the Rocky Mountains that were once pristine. The effects of hydraulic mining 

were already reducing the once fine and fertile valleys to a waste of sand. 
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gravel, and rock heaps. Wallace was struck by the size of the operations of 

the great Nevada silver mines, those same mines that were rendering English 

mining no longer competitive or profitable. Wallace was also struck by the 

majesty of the Rocl<y Mountains, with their exquisite wild flowers, many of 

which were species “quite new to me, and of very great interest.” He also 

noted the “smooth, rounded forms of the rocks here [which] are plainly due 

to the effects of glaciation.” Wallace’s journey eastward took him to Lake 

Tahoe, Reno, and Salt Lake City, in whose environs he saw flowery valleys 

that “equalled the finest of the European Alps.” He also recorded that, “as 

compared with Switzerland, the Rocky Mountains are very poor in snow- 

clad peaks and high alpine scenery, but are quite equal, and perhaps even 

superior, in the number, extent, and grandeur of its can[y]ons or deep valley 

gorges” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:169-178). By 18 July, Wallace had reached 

Denver and, by 27 July, Omaha. Arriving in Chicago, he was struck by the 

numerous houses being constructed in bare open country—“indications of 

a land ‘boom,’ such as are continually got up by speculators.” Chicago itself 

seemed “enveloped in a smoky mist worthy of London itself.” It appeared 

to Wallace as a London run riot, disfigured by the railroad companies and 

intense urban manufacturing concentrations. Like all new American cities he 

had seen, Wallace described Chicago as an architectural as well as sociological 

hybrid. 

Slums coexisted side by side with handsome shops and palatial town- 

houses. In the intense heat of a Midwestern summer, screeching engines of 

various types and function poured “out dense volumes of the blackest smoke, 

and at this time of year the grass is dried up, and the trees all blacker than in 

London.” Wallace noted, with obvious relief, that he did not have any “busi¬ 

ness to keep me in Chicago.” Memories of the tropics, and even memories 

of London, conjured up far more pleasing images to this North American 

traveler. Wallace endorsed the opinion of a “writer in ‘The Century’ for June 

1887, [who] well says—‘A whole huge continent has been so touched by 

human hands that over a large part of its surface it has been reduced to a 

state of unkempt, sordid ugliness’” (Wallace 1886-1887, journal entry for 

29 July 1887). His stay at the Michigan Agricultural College was decidedly 

more pleasant. After giving his final lectures on “Darwinism” and “Colours 

of Animals,” Wallace enjoyed “the botanical garden attached to the college, 

the library, and the insect collections, which latter were very fine.” 

The last phase of his North American journey took Wallace first to 

Kingston, Canada. There, he was a guest of the parents of his friend Grant 

Allen, at their delightful old country house on the shore of Lake Ontario. Wal- 
.A 

lace beheld trilliums in flower for the first time, boated around the celebrated 

Thousand Islands and spent one night at the elegant Thousand Islands Hotel. 
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Viewing the St. Lawrence River from its broad verandah, he was struck by 

the “varied and beautiful combinations of rock, wood, and water, hardly to 

be surpassed.” He paid particular attention to the rock masses or ridges, all 

of which displayed “striae, furrows, and deep scorching” which followed the 

general direction of the St. Lawrence valley. “This,” Wallace asserted, “is the 

most conclusive indication of ice-action as opposed to other causes.” The 

delights of the Canadian landscape ended on his entry into Montreal. Its 

appearance was “much spoilt by factory chimneys and the usual but quite 

unnecessary pall of smoke.” Once again, Wallace drew what for him was now 

a dogmatic conclusion: “For all this unsightliness in almost every city in the 

world, land monopoly and competition are responsible.” Wallace embarked 

from the port of Montreal aboard the steamer Vancouver, bound for Liverpool 

with one brief stop at Quebec City (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:180-191). 

Wallace had found that “over the larger part of America everything is raw 

and bare and ugly.” He attributed this to “a want of harmony between man 

and nature.” The softening effects of “human labour and human occupation 

carried on for generation and generation in the same simple way” were nonex¬ 

istent in the rapidly industrializing United States. Wallace was appalled that 

the “slow and gradual utilization of natural forces allowing the renovating 

agency of vegetable and animal life to . . . clothe the whole landscape in a 

garment of perennial beauty” had been sacrificed to the mania for industrial 

growth. America was not unique. Wallace commented that his beloved Eng¬ 

land was in the process of creating ugliness and destroying both natural and 

human beauty. “But in America,” he felt, “it is done on a larger scale and 

with a more hideous monotony.” The blame, Wallace declared, lay not with 

“our American cousins [but from] the evil traditions inherited from us.” The 

greatest of the evils bequeathed by Europe to the (recent) emigrants to North 

America was “the ingrained belief that land [could] be . . . monopolized by 

capitalists or by companies.” To Wallace, this was a recipe for disaster. It 

left “the great bulk of the people as absolutely dependent on these monop¬ 

olists for permission to work and to live as ever were the negro slaves of the 

south before emancipation.” More so than in England or Europe, Wallace 

condemned North American land speculation as the vast organized business 

curse of purported progress. 

In North America, Wallace believed he had witnessed evolution run 

amuck. “A nation formed by emigrants from several of the most energetic and 

intellectual nations of the old world, [included] from the very first all ranks 

and conditions of life—farmers and mechanics, traders and manufacturers, 

students and teachers, rich and poor.” Wallace emphasized that “the very 

circumstances which drove them to emigrate led to a natural selection of 

the most energetic, the most independent, in many respects the best of their 
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several nations.” Such a population would necessarily, he averred, develop 

the virtues as well as the prejudices and vices of the parent stock in an 

exceptionally high degree. In words that would echo later in The Wonderful 

Century, Wallace declared that America showed the potential catastrophe 

of unbridled scientific and economic growth. To him, America seemed an 

experiment of civilization in the making. The experiment was one in which 

the cult of capitalist progress had obliterated any constraints, ethical as well 

as socioeconomic. The only hope, Wallace would learn shortly, lay in the fact 

that it was an American, Edward Bellamy, whose “books first opened the 

eyes of great numbers of educated readers to the practicability, the simplic¬ 

ity, and the beauty of Socialism.” Wallace did not declare himself publicly 

as a card-carrying socialist until 1890. But socialist sympathies, dating from 

his youthful Owenite experiences, are evident from the 1840s onward. The 

1886-1887 tour clearly served to enhance his socialist proclivities. Wallace 

returned from his year in North America with an invigorated sense of his 

mission as a crusader for social and political reform (Wallace [1905] 1969, 

2:191-199). 

Wallace and George in Britain 

The writings and personality of George, one of America’s most effective re¬ 

formist firebrands, had made a deep impression on Wallace. George’s zeal was 

contagious, and Wallace was not immune. Wallace and George locked arms 

in their struggle against privilege and their hopes for a soon to be realized 

utopian future. That class privilege was a provocative issue in late Victo¬ 

rian Britain is obvious. In the discussion period following Marshall’s third 

Bristol lecture in 1883 (mentioned earlier in this chapter), one questioner 

had declared that “the Professor [Marshall] gave them political economy 

for the rich and middle classes and not for the poor” (Stigler 1969, 211). 

Class bias, from the other end of the spectrum, was at the core of the scorn 

George’s lectures provoked in elite British quarters. When George had lec¬ 

tured in Oxford on 15 March 1884, before a rather different audience from 

the one to which Marshall spoke in Bristol, the meeting ended in chaos. 

George possessed the ability to inspire loathing as well as inspiration among 

various audiences. His Oxford listeners, who included Marshall, accorded 

George and his theories scant support. The account of that meeting betrays 

an antipathy to George, which he reciprocated. One Oxford undergraduate 

haughtily reminded George that there “were ladies present.” George had just 

remarked that if only one class of society owned the land, “that class ruled 

the people who ruled the men of England. Who were the men to whom they 

applied the same title that they applied to the Deity, your Lord? . . . There 
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were on this island to-day men who trembled in the presence of their landlords 

almost as slaves.” Those comments, among numerous similar ones, elicited 

vehement cries of “shame” from the audience. It is abundantly clear from 

the transcript of the meeting that the Oxford audience found George, not the 

elite of England, shameful (Stigler 1969, 217-226, esp. 223). 

Wallace was never so overtly confrontational as George. But they pur¬ 

sued a common cause. Wallace was always proud of his modest roots. In a 

postscript to his presidential address to the LNS at the annual meeting in 

1885, Wallace stated that it was his early and close relationship to the land 

that instilled in him a lifelong opposition to private ownership of that precious 

component of nature. Wallace had been forced to leave school for financial 

reasons at the age of fourteen. He worked as an apprentice land surveyor with 

his elder brother in both England and Wales. The experience of living on the 

land during some of the most impressionable years of his life gave Wallace 

an intimate “knowledge of peasant life and an interest in agriculture.” It also 

gave him a desire to reform existing British class structures (Wallace 1885c). 

So close was Wallace and George’s public relationship that in Britain, for 

many years, George’s single tax and Wallace’s land nationalization were linked 

as parts of the same political program. This linkage had significant impact on 

British politics. The Fabian Bernard Shaw attributed his conversion to social¬ 

ism to his purchase of Progress and Poverty (at Wallace’s land nationalization 

meeting). He declared that when he was “swept into the great Socialist revival 

of 1883,1 found that five-sixths of those who were swept in with me had been 

converted by Henry George” (Henderson 1911, 152-153). That Shaw and 

so many others were converted to socialism by the nonsocialist George is 

explicable when George’s objections to socialism are clarified. He opposed 

not the goals of socialism but what he, and many of his generation, saw as the 

socialists’ means to those ends—theories of materialism, doctrines of class 

conflict, and predictions of revolution. George singled out what he perceived 

to be the loss of individual freedom inherent in any socialist scheme. Late- 

nineteenth-century socialism was not a single movement, and George had 

become fixated with one particular variant of socialism. Shaw, and Wallace, 

would find socialism as interpreted by George equally abhorrent. Wallace’s 

socialist vision explicitly precluded all those doctrines that so repelled George. 

What George saw as the best answer to the problem of poverty in the 

industrial age, the single tax, or appropriation of all ground rent through 

taxation, was itself a utopian remedy. The single tax was designed to provide 

a complete solution to the problem of land in a rapidly industrializing era. 

It avoided a choice between individualism and collectivism by retaining a 

nominal right of private property. This left improvements on the land in the 

hands (and pockets) of the owners, while retaining the land itself (and its con- 
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fiscated rents) for the benefit of the entire community (Thomas 1983, 117- 

122). George’s message was simple and alluring. He did “not propose either 

to purchase or confiscate private property in land. . . . Let the individuals 

who now hold it still retain, if they want, possession of what they are pleased 

to call their land. Let them buy and sell, and bequeath and devise it. We may 

safely leave them the shell, if we take the kernel” (George [1879] 1938, 405). 

To Liberal Prime Minister Herbert Asquith, a friend of Wallace, George and 

Wallace were two arms of a pincer movement. Asquith’s view, which saw 

the remedies of the two social reformers as complementary utopian visions, 

was accurate. When (after 1890) Wallace became an outspoken socialist, he 

continued to support George’s single tax movement. Upon George’s death 

in 1897, the single tax movement dominated land reform efforts in Britain 

from 1895 to 1914, and beyond. However, when land reform finally came in 

the Town and Country Planning Act (1947), aspects of the act recalled more 

of Wallace’s ideas than those of George (Gaffney 1997, 614-615). 

So great was George’s charisma that he was asked to run for mayor of 

New York again in 1897. Though only fifty-eight years old, George’s health 

had long been precarious. It was against both his doctors’ orders and his 

family’s wishes that he agreed to this second run at the mayoralty. His basic 

optimism, despite his frail condition, surfaced at the prospect of another 

electoral campaign. He declared to his sons that the “great, the very great 

advancement of our ideas may not show now, but it will. And it will show 

more clearly after my death than during my life. Men who now hold back will 

then acknowledge that I have been speaking the truth.” George did not live 

to complete the campaign. He died of a stroke on 28 October, just five days 

before the election. His body lay in state in central Manhattan, with more 

than a hundred thousand mourners passing his bier. The obituary in the New 

York Times eloquently summarized the thoughts of many: 

Profoundly tragic as is the death of Henry George at this moment, 

it can truly be said that his life closed in the noblest services to his 

ideals, fitly rounding a career that from the start has been singularly 

worthy. . . . Whatever we may think of the theory he worked out, 

no one can dispute its benevolent spirit. . . . He was the most un¬ 

selfish of men. He coveted neither wealth nor the leisure so dear to 

the thinker. Ambition in the ordinary sense did not move him, and 

though he dearly loved the sympathy of his fellow-men, the usual 

rewards of popularity left him indifferent. His courage, moral and 

intellectual, was unwavering, unquestioning, prompt, and steadfast 

(Schwartzman 1997) 
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George’s obituary could well have been describing Wallace’s own personal 

characteristics. 

The Wonderful Century? 

Wallace’s North American tour and his close ties to George encapsulated the 

conundrum of his later years. He would continue to find a coterie of sci¬ 

entists, associates, and friends who endorsed Wallace’s increasingly explicit 

evolutionary theism. Its strong doses of socialism and spiritualism elicited 

enthusiastic reactions from the adherents of those widespread movements. 

But certain of his colleagues, scientists and others would publicly bemoan 

Wallace’s embrace of what they perceived as crusades that tarnished his sci¬ 

entific reputation. A review of Wallace’s The Wonderful Century: Its Successes 

and Failures ([1898] 1970), which appeared in the American Historical Re¬ 

view more than a decade after his North American tour, captured the sense 

of unease that Wallace’s broadening public stance was engendering in many 

of his admirers. The reviewer noted that the “book, though suggestive and 

interesting as the product of a mind distinguished for its accomplishments in 

the field of physical science, is yet disappointing to one who looks to it for a 

well-balanced discussion of its main theme. The first part presents a series 

of discussions of the inventions and discoveries of the age, but the second 

portion is an extraordinary exhibition of hobby-riding, in which phrenology, 

spiritualism, opposition to vaccination, and universal panaceas for poverty 

play a part so exaggerated that, in spite of the author’s eminence in his 

own field, it is impossible to take the whole book seriously as an estimate 

of nineteenth-century civilization” (American Historical Review 1899). The 

ambivalent response to Wallace’s articulation of the sociopolitical and moral 

implications of evolutionary theory turned on two main factors. 

As Wallace more openly identified himself with radical movements and 

ideologies, he emerged as a particularly troublesome voice to some of his 

contemporaries. His scientific prestige made Wallace a force to reckon with, 

even in sociopolitical matters. His views in this domain were anathema to 

those who believed that science and technology fueled a chariot of unalloyed 

Victorian cultural “progress.” The second half of The Wonderful Century is a 

sophisticated deconstruction of many of the icons of late-nineteenth-century 

materialism. Propagandists for the unmitigated virtues of competitive cap¬ 

italism were not amused. Furthermore, Wallace was paving the way, if not 

intentionally then at least by the tenor of his emerging evolutionary worldview, 

for a partial demotion of his professional scientific stature. As the writer in 

the American Historical Review (1899) put it, with perhaps unintended irony. 
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the “best passage in the book is the history of the writer’s own codiscov¬ 

ery with Darwin of the principles chiefly associated with the latter’s name. 

His candor and generosity in recognizing Darwin as the principal discoverer 

are admirable.” The canonization of Darwin, safely dead and (presumably) 

politically correct, had begun. The marginalization of Wallace, equally, had 

begun. That Wallace entitled the book that emerged from his Lowell lectures 

Darwinism ensured that this process would continue into the closing decades 

of the twentieth century. Spencer made an astute comment when he received 

a presentation copy of the book from Wallace. He wrote Wallace that he 

regretted “that you have used the title ‘Darwinism,’ for notwithstanding your 

qualification of its meaning you will, by using it, tend greatly to confirm 

the erroneous conception almost universally current” (ARWP MS. 46434, 

fol. 350, Spencer to Wallace, 18 May 1889). Spencer was alluding to the 

canonization of Darwin. He was also referring to the pejorative connotation 

of “Darwinism” as implying unbridled capitalist competition. Wallace, like 

Spencer, rejected such ruthless readings of the term. It thus remains even 

more curious, psychologically as well as semantically, as to why Wallace chose 

that title for his exposition of evolutionary science. 

The Socialist Comes out of the Closet 

Returning to England in August 1887, Wallace set to work on Darwinism. He 

intended it as a popular treatise, and an answer to three decades of criticism 

of natural selection. The book is replete with irony and paradox. Wallace had 

supplemented natural selection in pivotal stages of human evolution. He was 

vulnerable in his self-appointed role as defender of that mechanism as the 

key to species change. The book provided an eloquent defense of natural 

selection but within the framework of a theistic evolutionary teleology. The 

paradox resolves itself when we recall that Wallace never regarded natural 

selection alone as wholly adequate to explain all aspects of the evolutionary 

process—particularly of humans. It required nearly four decades for him to 

articulate fully his complex conceptualization of evolution—an articulation 

that was permeated by ideological, philosophical, theistic, and sociopolitical 

convictions. The clearest expression of Wallace’s Weltanschauung is not in 

Darwinism but, rather, in a series of articles on sexual selection as an agent 

of evolutionary dynamics. Those articles made explicit the convergence of 

epistemological and activist concerns that transformed Wallace into one of 

the Victorian era’s most incisive cultural critics. 

In June 1889, Wallace moved to Parkstone and busied himself once again 

with gardening and rural life. ButTociopolitical issues were his paramount 

concern. The following year, Wallace wrote an article on “Human Selection” 
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for the Fortnightly Review (Wallace [1890] 1900c). He called it “the most 

important contribution [he had] made to the science of sociology and the 

cause of human progress” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:209). “Human Selec¬ 

tion” contained his first public declaration as a socialist. Wallace’s socialism 

was voluntaristic rather than doctrinaire. He declared that “compulsory so¬ 

cialism is to me a contradiction in terms—as much as would be compulsory 

friendship” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:268). 

In the years immediately following his initial public advocacy of land na¬ 

tionalization, Wallace thought it the best solution to the abuses of unregulated 

private ownership of property. His youthful flirtation with Owenite socialism 

had been tempered “by the individualistic teachings of Mill and Spencer, and 

the loudly proclaimed dogma, that without the constant spur of individual 

competition men would inevitably become idle and fall back into univer¬ 

sal poverty.” In 1889, this philosophical and political tension between the 

conflicting claims of Owenites and Spencerians was resolved for Wallace by 

his reading of Edward Bellamy’s Socialist utopia Looking Baekward ([1888] 

1960; Wallace 1891b). Wallace regarded Bellamy’s book as a definitive repu¬ 

diation of every “sneer, every objection, every argument [he] had ever read 

against socialism.” He realized that Bellamy’s utopia was just that: a vision of 

an ideal future state, not a manual for achieving socialism. Wallace also recog¬ 

nized that different nations would require different routes to a socialist future. 

Wallace’s nondoctrinaire view of socialism is underscored by a reprint of the 

article on his conversion that he pasted into his copy of the eighteenth edition 

of Looking Backward. This article, titled “A Distinguished Convert”—and 

which appeared in the New Nation (1891b)—included extracts from a letter 

Wallace had written to Richard T. Ely of Johns Hopkins University, author 

of An Introduction to Political Economy (1889). It also included an addendum 

that Wallace felt necessary to make his own views clear to both American 

and British audiences (Wallace 1891b). Ely, while sympathetic to socialism, 

had pointed out what he perceived as certain weaknesses of the doctrine. In 

his letter, Wallace noted that Ely’s criticisms would have appeared cogent to 

him only a year earlier (1888). But, he now asserted, such criticisms were all 

answered in Looking Backward: 

From boyhood—when I was an ardent admirer of Robert Owen—I 

have been interested in socialism, but reluctantly came to the con¬ 

clusion that it was impracticable, and also to some extent repugnant 

to my ideas of individual liberty and home privacy. But Mr. Bellamy 

has completely altered my views on this matter. He seems to me to 

have shown that real, not merely delusive liberty, together with full 

scope for individualism and complete home privacy, is compatible 
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with the most thorough industrial socialism—and henceforth I am 

heart and soul with him. It is, however, a long way to such a goal, 

and your [Ely’s] book will, I think, help men to a knowledge of the 

evils that have immediately to be remedied. I cannot myself see how 

the greatest of the evils of our present system—its involuntary idle¬ 

ness and consequent pauperism—can ever be got rid of under the 

system of unrestricted competition and capitalism, with labor as a 

marketable commodity. 

The New Nation article is crucial to understanding Wallace’s road to socialism 

(Wallace 189 Id). 

First, it contains a statement of Wallace’s relationship to socialism and 

to Bellamy that Wallace explicitly wanted brought to the attention of a wide 

audience. Second, it publicized a fundamental component of Wallace’s con¬ 

ception of socialism: the sanctity with which he clothed the concepts of in¬ 

dividualism and personal “home privacy.” Chapter 17 of Looking Backward 

deals with organizational aspects of Bellamy’s utopia. In a key passage. Dr. 

Leete, one of the novel’s protagonists, is asked whether the socialist govern¬ 

ment would deprive “small minorities of the people to have articles produced 

for which there is no wide demand . . . merely because the majority does not 

share it.” Leete replied that as long as there was “a popular petition guarantee¬ 

ing a certain basis of consumption,” then “our officials [who] are in fact, and 

not merely in name, the agents and servants of the people” would effect ap¬ 

propriate measures to ensure a limited production of the desired commodity. 

Any other course would, Leete emphasized, “be tyranny indeed . . . and [one] 

may be very sure that it does not happen with us, to whom liberty is as dear 

as equality or fraternity.” The importance of this passage to Wallace is man¬ 

ifest. He marked it by triple vertical lines in the margin. Wallace specifically 

underlined the phrase “liberty is as dear as equality or fraternity” (Wallace’s 

annotated copy of Looking Backward, 137-138, ARWL). The entire tenor of 

Bellamy’s utopia resonated with Wallace’s deepest feelings on the sanctity of 

his home and personal privacy. Wallace detested dogmatic socialist agendas. 

He had nothing but scorn for Enrico Ferri’s Socialism and Positive Science 

(Darwin-Spencer-Marx). Wallace possessed a 1905 English translation of an 

1896 French edition of Ferri. On the inside front cover of his copy, Wallace 

dismissed Ferri’s book as “vague & badly constructed, . . . not worth trans¬ 

lating.” Ferri’s assertion that there was a single, scientifically valid, socialist 

doctrine—that enunciated by Marx—angered him. Wallace was adamant that 

socialism was in accord with evolutionary science. He was equally adamant 

that there was no single path to socialism (Wallace, annotated copy of Enrico 

Ferri, Socialism and Positive Science, in ARWL). 
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Wallace on Marx 

In The Revolt of Democracy (1913a), Wallace indicted technologically potent 

Victorian society with failing to deal effectively with what he saw as its greatest 

blight: 

As President of the Land Nationalisation Society for thirty years, I 

have given much attention to the various inquiries by Royal Commis¬ 

sions, by Parliamentary Committees, or by private philanthropists, 

into Irish evictions and Highland clearances, sweating, unemploy¬ 

ment, low wages, unhealthy trades, bad ahd overcrowded dwellings, 

and the depopulation of the rural districts. These inquiries have suc¬ 

ceeded each other in a melancholy procession during the last sixty 

years; they have made known the almost incredible conditions of life 

of great numbers of our workers; and they have suggested more or 

less ineffective remedies, but their proposals have been followed by 

even less effective legislation when any palliative has been attempted. 

Wallace applauded the intention of Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, who 

became liberal prime minister in 1905, to change “this attitude of negation 

of all his predecessors . . . and so to legislate as to make our native soil ever 

more and more ‘a treasure-house for the poor rather than a mere pleasure- 

house for the rich.’ ” But the three great national strikes of 1911-1912—of the 

railway, mining, and coal workers—made it clear to Wallace that even with 

the good intentions of the liberal governments there would be no solution 

to labor unrest until the “reasonable claims of the workers” are satisfied by 

radical reform of the governing institutions of the country (Wallace 1913a, 

1-2, 7-8, 12-13), It is in this general sense that Wallace respected Marx as a 

major social critic and reformer. 

He endorsed Marx’s conviction that laborers should receive “the whole 

produce” of their labor. But Wallace could not abide what he deemed the 

pernicious aspect of Marxian doctrine (especially as developed by the “Ger¬ 

man socialists”)—“that indefinite increase of. . . governmental interference 

with labour and industry.” In an article of 1884, Wallace had offered his 

definition of the legitimate role of government intervention. It was “to secure 

peace from external foes, and safety from internal violence; . . . [to] give free 

and speedy justice between man and man; . . . [to] secure to all alike free 

access to the land and all natural powers; [and to] abolish every monopoly of 

individuals and classes.” Wallace believed that when labor was freed from the 

shackles imposed on it by capitalist overlords, then all members of a liberated 

social order would work collectively, but equally, “to realise the best social 
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state which, in its present phase of development^ humanity is capable of.” Wal¬ 

lace was optimistic that the “distant future will take care of itself; let us try,” 

he advised, “to improve the future that is immediately before us” (Wallace 

[1884] 1969, 2:248-249). 

Wallace saw a voluntaristic/collectivist society, as sketched in the 1884 

article, as his political testament. It was “the true system of laissez-faire, now 

so much abused as if it had failed, when really it has never been tried.” When 

Wallace reprinted the article in his autobiography twenty years later, after he 

had become an avowed socialist, he still considered his take on “true” laissez- 

faire “to be logically unassailable.” Further, he considered the principles guid¬ 

ing the LNS to be compatible with major aspects of Marx’s own thinking. He 

declared one LNS proposition to have anticipated “the main thesis of Marx.” 

That proposition maintained that it “is out of the pauper and floating masses 

who have been separated from the land, and have consequently no option 

between starvation and selling their labour unconditionally, that capital is 

originally formed, and is, thereafter, enabled absolutely to dictate to the very 

labour that creates it, and to defraud that labour of those surplusses [sic} 

which ought to remain wholly with the latter.” Wallace borrowed this LNS 

proposition verbatim from an 1856 work by a medical doctor, Robert Dick, 

titled “On the Evils, Impolicy, and Anomaly of Individuals Being Landlords 

and Nations Tenants” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:241-242, 244, 248). What 

are we to make of Wallace’s juggling of Marx, Spencer, and Dr. Dick? 

First, Wallace always trod across disciplinary lines. His quest to uncover 

a unifying thread among the vast array of thoughts and actions of the late 

Victorian era impelled him to do so. He strode from biology to philosophy 

to politics to religion and back again with a boldness that at once impressed 

and bewildered (or repelled) his contemporaries. Initially, Wallace’s opinions 

were widely sought on sociopolitical matters because of his renown as codis¬ 

coverer of natural selection. Later, the mature Wallace came to be regarded 

as an innovative cultural critic in his own right. His “invasion” into political 

economy has been deemed recently by one economic historian as injecting a 

fresh voice into certain perennial debates about the production and distribu¬ 

tion of wealth in society. Though not ranking with other more theoretically 

influential “interlopers” in that formidable domain—such as Adam Smith (a 

philosopher), Frangois Quesnay (a physician), David Ricardo (a broker and 

sometime MP), Thomas Malthus (a clergyman), Marx (a sometime jour¬ 

nalist) and John Stuart Mill (a customs official and sometime MP)—Wallace 

shared with them a conviction in the necessity and worth of interdisciplinarity 

(Gaffney 1997, 610). 

A second essential point in assessing Wallace’s reputation as a cultural 

critic is that he used certain terminology in idiosyncratic fashion. In his 
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lecture “Social Economy versus Political Economy,” given in Washington, 

D.C., Wallace sought to distance himself as far as possible from “the old 

‘political economy.’ ” He considered it “effete and useless, in view of mod¬ 

ern civilization and modern accumulations of individual wealth. Its one end, 

aim, and the measure of its success, was the accumulation of wealth, with¬ 

out considering who got the wealth, or how many of the producers of the 

wealth starved. What we required now,” Wallace argued, “was a science of 

‘social economy,’ whose success should be measured by the good of all.” This 

speech got a mixed reception in 1887. Eighteen years later, however, when 

Wallace referred to it in his autobiography, he noted that public opinion had 

“advanced” so dramatically that many more members of the working and 

professional classes supported his views (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:129). In 

elaborating his mature socioeconomic proposals, Wallace sought to repudiate 

most of the central tenets of classical political economy. 

Wallace’s Critique of Political Economy 

The list of Wallace’s divergences from classical political economy is large. 

(1) He opposed free trade and favored imposing tariffs in accordance with 

the tariffs that foreign countries imposed on the home country. He also main¬ 

tained that free trade imposed external costs, in the form of environmental 

degradation. (2) Wallace supported introducing minimum wages. He rec¬ 

ommended “a very high minimum wage for really necessary or useful work.” 

(3) Wallace condemned interest and profit income. He believed lending at 

interest should be illegal, except for personal loans of fixed duration. Not 

even such personal loans would be enforceable by law; the loans would be 

made at the risk of the lender. (4) Wallace championed nationalization of 

the land. He called private property in land “barbarism” masquerading as 

“civilization.” He scorned the free trade in land movement, which sought 

to abolish entails and to make conveyancing cheap and expeditious. Wallace 

believed the elimination of such market imperfections would only lead to a 

further concentration of land ownership. (5) Wallace advocated prohibition 

of the export of coal and iron. He believed unhindered export would raise 

the price of these products for British workers. (6) Wallace endorsed the 

management by state authority of all industries “essential to public welfare.” 

(7) He believed “capital” was the “tyrant and enemy of labour.” And, fi¬ 

nally, (8) Wallace urged the provision of bread free to “anyone who was in 

want of it.” The overriding goal of Wallace’s sociopolitical philosophy was 

to find a remedy for what he (and many but not all of his contemporaries) 

regarded as the deplorable plight of the working class (Coleman 1999, 6- 

8, 10). 
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The similarity between certain of Wallace’s and Marx’s critiques of classi¬ 

cal political economy explains Wallace’s esteem for Marx. On the issue of free 

trade, Wallace’s language is Marxist. He regarded free trade as one example 

of that ideological legerdemain by which more powerful nations sought to 

sanctify their exploitation of less powerful* nations. Wallace later criticized 

the Dutch system of colonial management—from which he had benefited so 

greatly in the Malay Archipelago—as one that “farmed” the natives and their 

societies “for the benefit of the mother country.” Not merely the Dutch but 

all European colonial powers were, in Wallace’s opinion, opening the way 

to greater global commercial activity in the guise of introducing “advanced 

civilisation.” By the late 1870s, Wallace had come to view such globalization 

as a recipe for disaster. It would only “lead to the gradual alienation of the land 

to capitalists, give an unnatural stimulus to the population, and inevitably in¬ 

troduce the evils of feverish competition, pauperism, and crime, from which 

the [subject] country has hitherto been comparatively free” (Wallace [1879] 

1883, 300-325).^ Wallace’s developing critique of British, as well as Euro¬ 

pean and North American, society led him explicitly to condemn Victorian 

colonialism as pernicious. The seeds for this critique had been sown during 

Wallace’s early tropical journeys. 

Wallace’s constant emphasis on the role of the individual in a socialist 

society is consistent with his position as political activist and evolutionary 

biologist. Wallace was one of the contributors to a collection of essays on 

socialism. Forecasts of the Coming Century by a Decade of Writers, edited by 

Edward Carpenter (1897). Wallace’s essay was “Reoccupation of the Land.” 

William Morris, Bernard Shaw, and Carpenter were among the other con¬ 

tributors. The essay Wallace found most provocative was by his fellow nat¬ 

uralist Grant Allen: “Natural Inequality.” Wallace and Allen had a history 

of controversy, especially with respect to their opposed theories of animal 

coloration. Allen’s advocacy of free love was also anathema to Wallace, as 

were Allen’s eugenics proclivities. Allen linked free love to eugenics in his 

assessment of marriage. To Allen, marriage was a legal encumbrance that 

militated against the freedom to choose temporary partners for the explicit 

purpose of procreating the “fittest” offspring. Wallace called Allen’s proposals 

“detestable” (in his account of them in “Human Selection”) and a certain 

recipe for the destruction of family life and long-term parental affection, two 

of the most sacred tenets of Wallace’s own personal life. However innovative 

in other domains, Wallace was highly conservative in his views on marital and 

sexual matters. Wallace did find that he and Allen were united on one crucial 

point: the compatibility of socialism with individualism. 

He marked the following passage in Grant’s essay with triple underlin¬ 

ing: “I have never been one of those who hold that Socialism is opposed 



Land Nationalization to Socialism 257 

to individualism. On the contrary, I believe that Socialism will encourage 

and develop individuality. I am a Socialist just because I am an individualist. 

Who are even,” Allen asked, “now the best Socialists among us? The least 

individual? Not a bit of it; the most markedly individualistic and idiosyncratic 

temperaments in Britain.” Allen could have been describing Wallace. Allen’s 

citing of Spencer’s dictum that “the character of the units determines the 

character of the aggregate” in this passage which so impressed Wallace, points 

again to the powerful impact Spencer’s views exerted on Wallace throughout 

his life. Wallace fully appreciated that, as biologists and socialists, he and 

Allen were united by their expert knowledge of evolutionary science in their 

espousals of socialism. Wallace underlined Allen’s statement “that one of the 

great points of Socialism will be this, that while it will seek to redress such 

natural inequalities as feebleness, ill-health, loss of limb or organ, deficient in¬ 

tellect, or deficient moral sense, it will seek to develop to the utmost all better 

inequalities, such as conspicuous strength, health, manual dexterity, mental 

ability, virile or feminine faculty, . . . [and] artistic, scientific, or literary abil¬ 

ity, . . . and to utilise them to the utmost for the good of the community. In 

short, while discouraging all false betternesses, it will encourage and make 

the most of all true ones” (Wallace’s copy of Edward Carpenter 1897, 137- 

138, in ARWL). Wallace urged Allen to write a socialistic novel. He felt Allen 

was well-equipped for the task as a “well-known and talented writer” and an 

articulate advocate for socialism (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:272-274). 

Biological Socialism 

As a field naturalist, Wallace could hardly deny that individual differences 

were a fact of evolutionary life. His biological socialism is realistic as well 

as utopian. Economic and social inequities should and would be abolished 

by the transition to a socialist state. But other inherent human differences, 

such as those delineated by Allen, were biological raw materials that could be 

put to communal advantage within a voluntaristic framework. The emphasis 

Wallace placed on the role of voluntary female choice in his mature concept of 

human sexual selection was crucial. It enabled him to argue for a noncoercive 

approach to effecting permanent biological improvements within a socialist 

society. Carpenter’s essay in Forecasts of the Coming Century, “Transition to 

Freedom,” outlined a form of voluntaristic socialism that, “broad enough 

and large enough to include an immense diversity of institutions and habits,” 

accorded with Wallace’s vision. One of Carpenter’s footnotes caught Wal¬ 

lace’s attention. Carpenter warned that the growth of the modern millionaire 

was a “serious evil. Now that any man endowed with a little low cunning and 

tempted by self-conceit and a love of power has a good chance of making 
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himself enormously rich, Society is in danger of being ruled by as mean a 

set of scoundrels as ever before in History. And nothing less than a com¬ 

plete transformation of our monetary system will enable us to cope with this 

danger.” Wallace doubly underlined this footnote. He wrote in the margin of 

his copy that “the abolition of inheritance will do it best, quickest, & most 

equitably” (Carpenter 1897, 190). Wallace would later present an expanded 

account of his view that the abolition of inheritance of wealth would gradu¬ 

ally lead to the entire disappearance of millionaires in his 1905 article in the 

Clarion^ “If There Were a Socialist Government—How Should It Begin?” 

(Wallace 1905a). 

The addendum that Wallace requested in the New Nation's (28 March 

1891) account of his conversion to socialism provides further insight into his 

pragmatic conception of socialist politics. He wanted to spell out his view 

that the course of reform could not be the same in Britain as it was in the 

United States or in any other nation. Since Britain’s landed aristocracy still 

retained “much of the power they possessed in feudal times,” Wallace deemed 

its continued existence the prime “source of the profound class-distinctions 

that still prevail among us.” He asserted that land monopoly “must be got 

rid of before we can make any real progress” toward socialist reforms. The 

primary remedy for Britain’s sociopolitical malaise—though not necessarily 

for other nations—was, Wallace reiterated, “the nationalization of the land.” 

After his declaration as a socialist, land nationalization still remained “the 

first step ... by which the power and prestige of the great landlords will be 

destroyed. The workers,” Wallace declared, “having free access to land, will 

then be able to accumulate capital and to establish co-operative industries 

among themselves. They will thenceforth be independent of both landlord 

and capitalist, and the step will not be a difficult one from partial and local 

to complete and national cooperation.” The New Nation article concluded 

with the statement that “Mr. Wallace is one of the best known followers of 

Darwin, and in fact himself made some of the discoveries which are popu¬ 

larly attributed to Darwin” (Wallace 1891b). Wallace would have found the 

journalist’s remark delicious. Wallace had recently published Darwinism, in 

which he desisted from making the same claim himself. 

If Wallace was coy in Darwinism, he was not in “Human Selection” 

([1890] 1900c). That 1890 article was more than Wallace’s public proclama¬ 

tion of his socialism. It was, he asserted, also his “first scientific application of 

[that] conviction.” In preparing “Human Selection,” Wallace had immersed 

himself in a wide spectrum of socialist literature. He read William Morris’s 

News from Nowhere. Wallace thought it “a charming poetical dream, but as a 

picture of society almost absurd, since nobody seems to work except at odd 

times when they feel the inclination, and no indication is given of any orga- 
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nization of labour.” Laurence Gronlund’s Our Destiny (1890), in contrast, 

struck Wallace as a “beautiful and well-reasoned essay on the influence of so¬ 

cialism on morals and religion.” It was also a favorite of Shaw’s. Gronlund’s 

earlier Co-operative Commonwealth (1884) was “an exposition of construc¬ 

tive socialism, which has given us in its title the shortest and most accurate 

definition of what socialism really is” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:266-268). 

But it was Bellamy’s novel that exerted the greatest impact on Wallace, 

as it did on numerous thinkers on both sides of the Atlantic. The publication 

of Looking Backward in 1887 propelled Bellamy overnight from the literary 

wings into the very center of American reform activism. His book sold 60,000 

copies in the first year. Sales climbed swiftly to more than 100,000 in the 

next year, as editions appeared in England, France, and Germany. Looking 

Backward was, however, not intended as textbook socialism. It was a work 

of utopian fiction. Bellamy’s inspirational eloquence was as powerful a draw 

to his readers as was the harmonious socialist society he depicted. In a letter 

Wallace published in Land and Labor on his support of land nationalization 

and socialism, he characterized Bellamy’s “remarkable book” as setting forth 

“for the first time—so far as I know—[a] practicable and altogether unobjec¬ 

tionable scheme of socialist life” (Wallace 1889). Wallace was so “captivated” 

by Looking Backward that after his initial reading of the English edition in 

early 1889, he gave it a “second almost immediate perusal.” This was an 

honor he had previously bestowed on only one other book, Spencer’s Social 

Statics. He read Bellamy’s tract for an unprecedented third time (in 1890), 

in order to refresh his memory “on certain suggestions which seemed to me 

especially admirable” (Wallace [1905] 1969,2:266-267). The novel attracted 

followers as disparate as litterateurs, political mavericks, retired army officers, 

Theosophists, Christian socialists, feminists, and a curious assortment of vi¬ 

sionaries and reactionaries. Wallace shared with Bellamy, as both did with 

George, a growing aversion to what they all perceived as the shallowness and 

sham that drove the forces of a predatory capitalism in the late nineteenth 

century. Wallace, Bellamy, and George offered complementary critiques of 

the secularizing force set loose by Victorian materialism and called on new 

theistic resources to counter and contain it (Thomas 1983, 36, 42, 262, 

266-275). 

“Human Selection” is Wallace’s most explicit statement of what he be¬ 

lieved to be the appropriate relationship between evolutionary biology and 

political ideology. He opened “Human Selection” by noting that in “one of 

my latest conversations with Darwin he expressed himself very gloomily on 

the future of humanity, on the ground that in our modern civilization natural 

selection had no play, and the fittest did not survive. Those who succeed in 

the race for wealth are by no means the best or the most intelligent and it 
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is notorious that our population is more largely renewed in each generation 

from the lower than from the middle and upper classes” (Wallace [1890] 

1900c, 1:509). Wallace’s politics were antithetical to Darwin’s, but he agreed 

that there was an undoubted check to progress in social evolution. Wallace 

dismissed as possible solutions to this evolutionary dilemma any proposals 

based solely on beneficial environmental infiuences, such as education or hy¬ 

giene. Though these could produce improvements in any given generation, 

Wallace held that they could not of themselves lead to a sustained improve¬ 

ment of humanity. Implicit in such proposals was the Lamarckian concept 

“that whatever improvement was effected in individuals was transmitted to 

their progeny, and that it would be thus possible to effect a continuous ad¬ 

vance in physical, moral, and intellectual qualities without any selection of 

the better or elimination of the inferior types” (Wallace [1890] 1900c, 1:510). 

The inheritance of acquired characteristics was still accepted by many evolu¬ 

tionists. Under the rubric of neo-Lamarckism, it underlay certain biologically 

oriented reformist speculations in the 1880s and 1890s (Stocking 1962). Wal¬ 

lace rejected all versions of Lamarckism, old and new. He maintained that the 

researches of Galton and August Weismann had demolished the theory of the 

inheritance of acquired traits. According to Weismann, the hereditary mate¬ 

rial (germ cells in the ovaries and testes that produce egg and sperm) cannot 

be modified by changes undergone by the remaining body cells (comprising 

the somatoplasm [Robinson 1976, 234-237]). Wallace accepted Weismann’s 

infiuential but controversial hypothesis and concluded that there remained 

“some form of selection as the only possible means of improving the race” 

(Wallace [1890] 1900c, 1:510). 

Wallace contra Eugenics 

Wallace detested what he termed “artificial selection,” under which he in¬ 

cluded such schemes as Galton’s eugenics. Among Gabon’s proposals was 

“a system of marks for family merit.” Those individuals who rated well in 

health, intellect, and morals would be encouraged, by state subsidies, to 

marry early and raise large families. While such “positive eugenics” might 

increase slightly the number of excellent human specimens, Wallace argued 

that it would be socially ineffective and evolutionarily insignificant. Positive 

eugenics would leave the bulk of the population unaffected and fail to “dimin¬ 

ish the rate at which the lower types tend to supplant. . . the higher” (Wallace 

[1890] 1900c, 1:513). Given the limited knowledge of human inheritance, 

Wallace declared that artificial selection was not only scientifically dubious 

but also culturally pernicious. Eugenics, by perpetuating class distinctions. 
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would postpone social reform and afford quasi scientific excuses for keeping 

people “in the positions Nature intended them to occupy.” Negative eugenics, 

or the prevention or discouragement of procreation by those deemed unfit, 

seemed to Wallace “a mere excuse for establishing a medical tyranny. And 

we have enough of this kind of tyranny already. The world does not want the 

eugenist to set it straight. . . . Eugenics is simply the meddlesome interference 

of an arrogant scientific priestcraft” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 466-67). 

Wallace had initially welcomed Gabon’s Hereditary Genius (1869) as pro¬ 

viding important data in support of evolutionary biology. His later antipathy 

to Gabon’s eugenics stemmed from what he regarded as its cultural authori¬ 

tarianism. Wallace also distanced himself from Gabon because of the latter’s 

general lack of empathy, if not utter rudeness, to those whom he regarded 

as not of his social standing. Gabon’s views on gender were a further irri¬ 

tant to Wallace. Gabon met, and was polite to, important females such as 

the novelist George Eliot, the social reformer Beatrice Potter Webb, and the 

celebrated Florence Nightingale. But he never regarded them as intellectual 

equals. Gabon was also insulting to ambitious but socially less privileged 

men. He treated his highly talented exploring assistant in Africa, Charles 

Andersson, and the quite famous Henry Morton Stanley with disdain. Gal- 

ton publicly minimized the significance of Stanley’s now-legendary meeting 

with David Livingstone at Lake Tanganyika in 1871. He dismissed Stanley’s 

recounting of his spectacular exploring feats in the Congo (which won him 

a knighthood) as “essentially a journalist aiming at producing sensational 

articles.” Finally, Gabon’s descriptions of his own African explorations are 

replete with crude and arrogant comments about indigenous peoples whom 

he likened to baboons, pigs, and dogs. While Gabon was hardly alone among 

Victorian explorers in expressing such Eurocentric attitudes, he was among 

the most extreme (Fancher 1998, 108-109, 112). Such character traits were 

anathema to Wallace. His habitual empathy, as manifested in his views on 

women and his deep appreciation of the cultures of indigenous peoples, sep¬ 

arated him from Gabon both on scientific and personal levels. 

To Wallace, neo-Lamarckism, eugenics, and capitalist apologias extracted 

from evolutionary theory were not merely biologically dubious. They also 

proceeded from fundamentally objectionable social premises. Wallace main¬ 

tained all were founded on class distinctions and economic inequities. Their 

advocates ignored or failed to confront the central fact that Victorian culture 

frustrated, rather than facilitated, genuine evolutionary advance. For Wallace, 

the key to permanent human betterment lay in the operation of a benevolent 

biological selection. Socialism, he believed, would provide the sufficient—and 

necessary (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:266)—condition for that selective force: 
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When we have cleansed the Augean stable of our existing social orga¬ 

nization, and have made such arrangements that all shall contribute 

their share of either physical or mental labour, and that all workers 

shall reap the full and equal reward of their work, the future of the 

race will be ensured by those laws of human development that have 

led to the slow but continuous advance in the higher qualities of 

human nature. When men and women are alike free to follow their 

best impulses; when idleness and vicious or useless luxury on the one 

hand, oppressive labour and starvation on the other, are alike un¬ 

known; when all receive the best and most thorough education that 

the state of civilization and knowledge at the time will admit; when 

the standard of public opinion is set by the wisest and the best, and 

that standard is systematically inculcated on the young; then we shall 

find a system of selection will come spontaneously into action which 

will steadily tend to eliminate the lower and more degraded types of 

man, and thus continuously raise the average standard of the race. 

(Wallace [1890] 1900c, 1:517) 

Socialism, by removing disparities of wealth and rank, would eliminate the 

economic and political prejudices that, Wallace claimed, dominated the selec¬ 

tion of reproductive partners in Victorian society. In their place, mate choice 

would focus on those higher moral and intellectual traits often neglected 

(or rendered subservient) in competitive capitalist society (Wallace [1890] 

1900c, 1:526). 

Sexual Selection: Wallace’s Early Views 

That the selective process Wallace envisioned as the key to further human 

evolution is a form of sexual selection is, at first sight, surprising. One of the 

major theoretical disagreements between Wallace and Darwin had stemmed 

precisely from Wallace’s refusal to accord scientific status to female choice 

as an agent of evolution. In the Origin, Darwin briefly introduced the the¬ 

ory of sexual selection to account for certain animal characteristics whose 

occurrence did not seem explicable by natural selection. “When the males 

and females of any animal have the same general habits of life, but differ in 

structure, colour, or ornament,” Darwin maintained that such sexual dimor¬ 

phism arose not from “a struggle for existence, but [from] a struggle between 

the males for possession of the females.” He further indicated that sexual se¬ 

lection includes two distinct processes. First, in certain species, particularly 

polygamous ones, there is an actual (or threatened) combat between males for 

the privilege of mating. Those males possessing variations that better equip 
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them for combat will succeed in competition with their rivals and leave the 

most progeny (who inherit those variations). Thus, Darwin suggested, arose 

the antlers of male deer, the spurs on the legs of certain male birds and the 

huge mandibles of male stag beetles. Second, there are species in which the 

males possess musical organs, bright coloration, or ornamental appendages 

(such as the elaborate tails of the male birds of paradise). Darwin claimed 

that such traits had developed because the females were more attracted to 

males of striking appearance. He saw “no good reason to doubt that female 

birds [for example], by selecting, during thousands of generations, the most 

melodious or beautiful males, according to their standard of beauty, might 

produce a marked effect” (Darwin [1859] 1964, 88-89). 

Initially, Wallace conceded some minor evolutionary role to sexual se¬ 

lection. He granted that male rivalry accounted for “the development of 

the exceptional strength, size, and activity of the male, together with the 

possession of special offensive and defensive weapons.” But Wallace desig¬ 

nated it “a form of natural selection which increases the vigour and fighting 

power of the male animal, since, in every case, the weaker are either killed, 

wounded, or driven away” (Wallace [1889] 1975, 282-283). The second part 

of Darwin’s hypothesis, female choice, struck Wallace as extremely dubious 

(Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:18; Marchant [1916] 1975, 130). Two essays on 

animal coloration that appeared in 1867—“Mimicry, and Other Protective 

Resemblances among Animals” and “On Birds’ Nests and Their Plumage; 

or the Relation between Sexual Differences of Colour and the Mode of Ni- 

dification in Birds”—reveal the degree to which Wallace had come to differ 

from Darwin (Wallace [1867a] 1891a, [1867b] 1891a). 

Among the more curious modifications of the coloring and external form 

of animals are those instances when one species resembles another unrelated 

species so closely as to make it difficult to distinguish between them by ap¬ 

pearance. It was Wallace’s friend and coexplorer Bates who, in 1862, first 

explained such imitation—which he termed mimicry—by natural selection. 

During his travels in South America, Bates had noticed that the brilliantly 

hued heliconid butterflies of the Amazon region were copied both in color and 

pattern by several unrelated species, including the Leptalides (Dismorphia) 

butterflies. The Heliconidae secrete substances (with nauseous odors) that 

render them unpalatable to insectivorous birds and are avoided as prey. Bates 

reasoned that the mimicking butterflies (which lack the offensive secretions) 

acquire protection merely by looking like the original. Natural selection, he 

argued, would favor just those variations that more closely approximated 

the appearance of the protected species. Bates suggested that “the selecting 

agents [were] insectivorous animals, which gradually destroy those sports or 

varieties that are not sufficiently like [the Heliconidae] to deceive them.” Over 
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time, cumulative selective pressure would result in the production of those 

remarkable insects that exactly resemble (externally) the mimicked species. 

Both Darwin and Wallace recognized Bates’s explanation as providing pow¬ 

erful empirical support for their theory. Wallace explicitly endorsed Batesian 

mimicry in 1865 in his important essay “On the Phenomena of Variation and 

Geographical Distribution as Illustrated by the Papilionidae of the Malayan 

Region” (Bates 1862; Wallace 1865a, 19; Darwin wrote a favorable (but 

unsigned) review of Bates’s article in the Natural History Review 3 [1863]; 

219-224). Two years later, in his essay on mimicry in the Westminster Review 

(1867), Wallace extended Bates’s idea to incorporate within the evolutionary 

framework the widespread phenomena of protective resemblances in general 

among animals (Wallace [1867a] 1891a). 

Invoking the principle of utility, Wallace asserted that many aspects of 

the coloration and external appearance of animals—including traits hitherto 

regarded as useless or trivial by naturalists—are (or were) often of the ut¬ 

most importance for survival (Wallace [1867a] 1891a, 35-36; Wallace [1889] 

1975, 13-35). The diverse instances of resemblance, whether to the sur¬ 

rounding environment or to other animals, were evolutionary adaptations 

that served to conceal creatures either from their predators or from those 

animals they themselves prey on. Wallace cited the green-plumed groups of 

tropical birds (such as the parrots, barbets, and touracos), the many dusky 

nocturnal creatures (including rats, bats, and moles), the polar bear, the arctic 

fox, the alpine hare, and the “flounder and the skate, [which] are exactly the 

colour of the gravel or sand on which they habitually rest,” as evidence of 

such adaptive coloration. The so-called walking-stick insects of the family 

Phasmidae provided Wallace with a particularly striking example. Their col¬ 

oring, external form and texture, and the arrangement of the head, legs, and 

antennae render them identical in appearance to the twigs and branches on 

which they rest. Wallace claimed that all such traits—“from the mere absence 

of conspicuous colour or a general harmony with the prevailing tints of na¬ 

ture, up to such a minute and detailed resemblance to inorganic or vegetable 

structures as to realise the talisman of the fairy tale, and to give its possessor 

the power of rendering itself invisible”—were explicable by natural selection. 

Batesian mimicry becomes a special case of protective coloration and one, 

Wallace suggested, that might include not only insects but also snakes and 

birds (Wallace [1867a] 1891a, 36-41, 46-47, 49, 70-76). 

Natural Selection or Sexual Selection? 

Wallace’s 1867 essay on mimicry concluded with a brief but signiflcant dis¬ 

cussion of the relation of protective coloring and mimicry to the sexual dif- 
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ferences of animals. For those species of insects (and birds) in which the 

sexes are dissimilar in color or marking, Wallace suggested that the generally 

duller and less conspicuous coloration of the females was an adaptation that 

served to conceal them from predators during the depositing of eggs. “In the 

spectre insects (Phasmidae),” he noted, “it is often the females alone that so 

strikingly resemble leaves, while the males show only a rude approximation.” 

Conversely, those insects with little need for protective concealment, such as 

the Heliconidae and the stinging Hymenoptera (wasps, bees, ants), display 

no (or only slightly developed) sexual differences in color. Wallace regarded 

the general absence of color differentiation between the sexes in species of 

insects protected by “disagreeable flavour, ... by their hard and polished 

coats, [or by] their rapid motions” as compelling evidence against the hy¬ 

pothesis of female choice. Although he did not completely abandon sexual 

selection—which “has often manifested itself [among insects] by structural 

differences, such as horns, spines, or other processes”—Wallace’s analysis of 

the development and function of color in the animal kingdom foreshadowed 

his increasing commitment to the strict operation of natural selection in these 

instances (Wallace [1867a] 1891a, 79-80). 

In his second 1867 essay, “Theory of Birds’ Nests,” Wallace further devel¬ 

oped his views on the dull coloration of females in many species. He argued 

dull color was due not to selection by the females of more handsomely colored 

males but to their greater need for concealment. Wallace claimed that birds, 

because of their prolonged period of incubation, provided a decisive support 

for his own hypothesis. In the majority of cases in which male birds are more 

brilliantly colored, he noted that the female hatched the young in open nests. 

During brooding, the female would be “exposed to the attacks of enemies, 

and any modification of colour which rendered her more conspicuous would 

often lead to her destruction and that of her offspring.” Natural selection, 

Wallace indicated, would tend to eliminate any variations in this direction. 

Conversely, any variations in color that tended to render the female less con¬ 

spicuous by assimilating her to the surroundings would be favored by natural 

selection. Male birds, since they are not subject to such periods of enforced 

helplessness—and, hence, to selective pressure against (random) conspicu¬ 

ous color variations—would be capable of acquiring the brilliant plumage 

characterizing their sex only. Wallace’s argument extended to those groups 

of birds, including the kingfishers, trogons, and mynahs, in which the female 

was as conspicuously colored as the male. With very few exceptions, these 

birds construct nests that are either domed or concealed in the hollows of 

trees or in burrows in the ground. The females of these species, since they 

are effectively hidden from predators during incubation of their eggs, are free 

to acquire “the same bright hues and strongly contrasted tints with which 
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their partners are so often decorated.” Finally, in those few cases (such as 

the gray phalarope) in which the female is more conspicuously colored than 

the male, Wallace declared “it is either positively ascertained that the latter 

performs the duties of incubation, or there are good reasons for believing 

such to be the case” (Wallace [1867b] 1891a, 129-132). 

Wallace on Darwin’s Descent of Man 

While Wallace had not altogether repudiated female choice in the evolution 

of certain aspects of sexual dimorphism, he did relegate it to a position of 

minimal importance. The publication of Darwin’s Descent of Man in 1871 

([1871] 1874) accentuated the divergence between the two naturalists on 

sexual selection. Aside from human origins, no issue divided Wallace and 

Darwin as sharply as did sexual selection (Marchant [1916] 1975, 175-78, 

181-90, 210-14, 245-48; Wallace [1889] 1975, 282-88, 294-96).^ Darwin 

elaborated at length on what he considered to be the widespread operation 

of male rivalry and female choice throughout the animal kingdom, including 

humans (Jann 1994). Wallace’s review of Darwin’s Descent emphasized his 

growing conviction that sexual selection was incompetent to account for the 

overwhelming majority of sexual differences Darwin had documented. 

Even if one granted that female animals were capable of exercising a 

preference in the choice of mates, Wallace denied that the individual tastes 

of successive generations could produce any constant effect. “How are we 

to believe,” he asked, “that the action of an ever varying fancy for any slight 

change of colour could produce and fix the definite colours and markings 

which actually characterize species? Successive generations of female birds 

choosing any little variety of colour that occurred among their suitors would 

necessarily lead to a speckled or piebald and unstable result, not to the beau¬ 

tifully definite colours and markings we see” (Wallace 1871, 182). Wallace 

explicitly objected to Darwin’s assertion that conscious mate selection had 

been an important agent in determining human racial and sexual differences. 

Such selection would require “the very same tastes to persist in the majority 

of the race during a period of long and unknown duration.” Wallace insisted 

there was no evidence for this hypothetical identity of tastes on the part of 

human ancestors. He further emphasized that, as Darwin’s own examples 

demonstrated, members of “each race admire all the characteristic features 

of their own race, and abhor any wide departure from it; the natural effect 

of which would be to keep the race true, not to favour the production of 

new races” (Wallace 1871, 179-180). Only natural selection, Wallace in¬ 

sisted, by “unerringly” selecting or rejecting variations according as they are 

either useful or disadvantageous, could produce fixed racial or secondary 
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sexual characteristics. Although Wallace could assign adaptive value to only 

certain secondary sexual characteristics, he did not doubt the “existence of 

some laws of development capable of differentiating the sexes other than sex¬ 

ual selection” (Wallace 1871, 182). Human racial differences, he suggested, 

were either adaptive themselves or correlated with useful variations (Wallace 

[1870] 1969, 178-179). 

For the next two decades, Wallace continued to develop his case against 

sexual selection. Darwinism was intended, in part, to demonstrate that the 

varied phenomena of sexual dimorphism could be subsumed under the action 

of natural selection. In addition to protective coloration, Wallace declared 

that the need for recognition had played a decisive role in modifying the 

comparative coloration of the sexes. Since hybridization between members 

of closely related species generally results in either infertile or otherwise less 

fit offspring, any development that served to reduce the possibility of such 

crosses would be favored by natural selection. “The wonderful diversity of 

colour and of marking that prevails, especially in birds and insects,” Wallace 

suggested, “may be due to the fact that one of the first needs of a new species 

would be, to keep separate from its nearest allies, and this could be most 

readily done by some easily seen external mark of difference.” He emphasized 

that either the male or the female could be modified in color apart from the 

opposite sex “in the process of differentiation for the purpose of checking 

the intercrossing of closely allied forms” (Wallace [1889] 1975, 218, 227, 

272-73). 

The fundamental disagreement between Wallace and Darwin on sexual 

selection emerged most clearly with respect to male bird song. Darwin be¬ 

lieved birds “to be the most aesthetic of all animals, excepting of course man, 

and they have nearly the same taste for the beautiful as we have” (Darwin 

[1871] 1874, 407-408). The ability to sing, he maintained, is a powerful 

means employed by male birds “to charm the females.” Darwin again invoked 

the analogy of human breeding. Just as humans can modify domesticated 

birds by selecting particular variations, Darwin argued “the habitual or even 

occasional preference by the female of the more [melodious] males would 

almost certainly lead to their modification . . . augmented to almost any ex¬ 

tent compatible with the existence of the species” (Darwin [1871] 1874,421, 

479). To Wallace, evolutionary explanations of behavioral or physical traits 

predicated on an aesthetic sense in lower animals were unacceptable. The 

discontinuity between human higher faculties and the mental processes of the 

rest of the animal kingdom had become axiomatic for him. Wallace declared 

that imputing aesthetic tastes to birds (and insects) was an anthropomor¬ 

phism as unwarranted as that made by “writers who held that the bee was a 

good mathematician, and that the honeycomb was constructed throughout 
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to satisfy its refined mathematicar’ sense. He adroitly cited Darwin to sup¬ 

port his critique, Wallace noted that the Origin properly ascribed the bee’s 

instinctual hive-making ability to a gradual accumulation by natural selection 

of those variations that were conducive to the construction of the best cells 

with the least expenditure of labor and precious wax (Wallace [1889] 1975, 

336-337, 461-464). The song of a male bird, Wallace argued analogously, 

functions not to charm the female but as a call to indicate his presence. In 

addition to their value as a means of recognition between the two sexes of a 

given species, characteristic birdcalls also are signals that the pairing season 

has arrived. Wallace pointed out correctly that when the individuals of a 

species are widely scattered, such calls are of crucial importance in enabling 

pairing to take place as early as possible. This reduces the period during 

which the potential mates are exposed to predation and other dangers in 

their search for each other (Mayr 1972, 96). The “clearness, loudness, and 

individuality of the song,” Wallace concluded, “becomes a useful character, 

and therefore the subject of natural selection” (Wallace [1889] 1975, 284). 

Sexual Selection in Humans: A Stunning Reversal 

Darwinism forcefully summarized Wallace’s efforts to minimize the impor¬ 

tance of sexual selection among animals. By 1890, however, Wallace dramat¬ 

ically reversed his position with respect to its efficacy in human evolution. 

This reversal reflects the extent to which Wallace had now integrated his 

biological and social theories. Bellamy’s Looking Backward provided Wallace 

with more than a cogent defense of socialism. It advanced an explicit con¬ 

text in which human evolutionary progress could be permanently effected. 

In Bellamy’s egalitarian future state, “sexual selection, with its tendency to 

preserve and transmit the better types of the race, and let the inferior types 

drop out, has unhindered operation.” Women, free from the demands of 

poverty or wealth, could now choose as the fathers of their children only 

those men who possessed traits—“beauty, wit, eloquence, kindness, generos¬ 

ity, geniality, courage”—worthy of transmission to posterity, and ensure that 

every “generation is sifted through a little finer mesh than the last” (Bellamy 

[1888] 1960, 218). Wallace’s rejection of neo-Larmarckism as well as cap¬ 

italist variants of social biology left him with only the guidance of spiritual 

intelligences as a vera causa for further human evolution. Bellamy’s sexual 

selection yielded an auxiliary mechanism whose explanatory potential Wal¬ 

lace fully appreciated. Female choice under socialism was a revelation for 

Wallace. It was contingent on the presence of faculties and characteristics 

that owed their development to spiritual intelligences. It also functioned as a 

naturalistic mechanism. 
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Female choice had the further advantage of providing a selective force 

and, hence, the possibility of evolution in an otherwise egalitarian society. It 

has been stated that “socialism and nineteenth-century evolutionism were al¬ 

ways very uneasy bedfellows, and in the conflict between them Wallace chose 

socialism” (Young 1971, 224). This is inaccurate. Sexual selection provided 

a mechanism by which socialism and evolution could be made compatible. 

Wallace did not have to choose between the two. As a biologist, Wallace 

sought to demonstrate that sexual selection under socialism was scientiflcally 

valid. He had to confront the objection that in an egalitarian society, with its 

presumed absence of the Malthusian checks of war, famine, and pestilence, 

an inevitable overpopulation would plunge mankind into a bitter struggle 

for existence. But George’s Progress and Poverty had taught Wallace that the 

Malthusian principle, though valid in the case of animals and plants, was 

not operative in human society. Wallace could now confldently argue that 

delayed marriage would be enshrined as one of the fundamental conditions 

of socialist society. Ironically citing Galton, he noted that the proportion¬ 

ate fertility of women decreased with increased age at marriage. Wallace 

also invoked Spencer’s essay “A Theory of Population Deduced from the 

General Law of Animal Fertility” (1852). Spencer had suggested that the in¬ 

creasing complexity of civilization encouraged intelligence and self-discipline. 

It also diminished fertility. Spencer’s hypothesis fit perfectly with Wallace’s 

new espousal of female choice in human evolution (Wallace [1890] 1900c, 

1:521-523)." 

Wallace asserted that socialism would eradicate the dangerous conditions 

of labor under capitalism. Since men were more generally employed in dan¬ 

gerous occupations, this would significantly lower the rate of male mortality 

relative to females. Wallace knew that there was a statistically higher per¬ 

centage of male births. He predicted that the observed excess of females, in 

capitalist society, during the ages of most frequent marriage (from twenty to 

thirty-five years) would be neutralized under socialism. In the monogamous 

socialist state that he and Bellamy envisioned, women would be in a slight mi¬ 

nority. Female choice, based on an excess of males (or at least not a minority), 

would become biologically significant. Wallace believed the greater option of 

female celibacy under socialism, possible because of financial independence, 

would augment the rigor of sexual selection. Female choice, Wallace asserted, 

would ensure that those individuals “who are the least perfectly developed 

either mentally or physically ... or who possessed any congenital deformity 

[or tendency to hereditary disease] would in hardly any case find partners, 

because it would be considered an offence against society to be the means of 

perpetuating such diseases or imperfections” (Wallace [1890] 1900c, 1:524- 

525). Such individuals, he was careful to point out, would not be deprived of 
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the ability to lead contented lives. They would, by social consent, simply not 

transmit their defective traits to offspring (Wallace [1892] 1900c, 2:507). 

“Human Progress: Past and Future” 

In “Human Progress: Past and Future” (1892), Wallace elaborated on the 

thesis that sexual selection under socialism afforded a potent means of ef¬ 

fecting a permanent amelioration of human society. The advance in material 

civilization in historical times was undoubted. Wallace questioned whether 

there had been a corresponding advance in human mental and moral nature 

(Wallace [1892a] 1900c). He granted that “during the whole course of hu¬ 

man history the struggle of tribe with tribe and race [with] race has inevitably 

caused the destruction of the weaker and the lower, leaving the stronger and 

the higher, whether physically or mentally stronger, to survive.” He doubted 

whether such a process did, or ought to, operate under the conditions of 

modern civilization. Wallace fulminated that the system of inherited wealth— 

“which often gives to the weak and vicious an undue advantage both in the 

certainty of subsistence without labour, and in the greater opportunity for 

early marriage and leaving a numerous offspring”—had unfortunate conse¬ 

quences for human evolution. He also considered that the preservation of 

the weak or malformed could be construed as interference with the course of 

nature (Wallace [1892] 1900c, 2:496-97). Wallace noted, however, that the 

cultivation of sympathetic feelings “has improved us morally by the continu¬ 

ous development of the characteristic and crowning grace of our human, as 

distinguished from our animal nature” (Wallace [1890] 1900c, 1:526). The 

fact that some who in infancy were weak or physically deformed later exhib¬ 

ited superior mental qualities afforded an ethical sanction for civilization’s 

protection of the weak. 

Wallace reiterated his concern that humans under capitalist social systems 

were retarding evolution’s “general advance.” He stressed that the widespread 

modern trust in education and environmental reform as the main engines of 

human betterment was misplaced. Under socialism, the mistaken belief in the 

hereditary transmission “of the effects of training, of habits, and of general 

surroundings” would be replaced by the powerful action of sexual selection 

(Wallace [1892] 1900c, 2:496, 505). Wallace wryly added that Weismann’s 

argument against the inheritance of acquired traits, v/hether physical or cul¬ 

tural, was cause for relief not despair. The debauched practices of the wealthy 

and the sordid habits of the oppressed workers in Victorian society could not 

produce any permanent degradation of humanity. But Wallace was cognizant 

of what were commonly perceived to be the pessimistic cultural consequences 

of Weismannian biology. He sought to allay the fears of friends and colleagues 
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with Larmarkican proclivities, such as Ward and LeConte. They believed that 

Weismann’s “germ plasm” theory of heredity doomed to failure all proposals 

for human betterment “except by methods which are revolting to our higher 

nature” (Wallace [1892] 1900c, 2:508).® Far from negating the influence of 

education and of beautiful and healthful surroundings, Wallace asserted that 

socialist society would treasure them. Sexual selection, when informed by 

an ethos of freedom and human dignity guaranteed by economic equality, 

necessarily entailed “that education has the greatest value for the improve¬ 

ment of mankind.” Moreover, Wallace declared, for the first time in human 

history “selection of the fittest may be ensured by more powerful and effective 

agencies than the destruction of the weak and the helpless” (Wallace [1892] 

1900c, 2:508). 

Wallace deemed the principle of sexual selection under socialism to be 

“by far the most important of the new ideas I have given to the world” 

(Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:389). This principle, however, was not a new idea 

of Wallace’s. He borrowed it almost verbatim from Bellamy. But Wallace’s 

particular deployment of sexual selection under socialism is highly signifi¬ 

cant and was crucial for the development of his vision of human evolution. 

Malthus had long ago provided Wallace with one stimulus to bring various 

lines of thought together. Bellamy, and George, now gave Wallace an equally 

powerful stimulus. He was able to refashion a number of conceptual and 

ideological themes that had existed in a sometimes uneasy proximity in his 

life and career. Wallace had long embraced certain socialist ideas, dating 

from his youthful attendance at Owenite lectures in the working-class Halls 

of Science and Mechanics’ Institutes. The ending of his 1864 essay “The 

Origin of Human Races” had echoed that Owenite vision (Wallace 1864b, 

clxix-clxx). But Wallace changed the ending in an 1870 version, which em¬ 

phasized spiritualist rather than socialist themes. He never abandoned his 

belief in the guidance of spiritual intelligences as agents in human evolution. 

Nor did he waver in his insistence that spiritualist claims could be verified 

empirically and thus constituted a body of demonstrable scientific knowledge 

(Oppenheim 1985, 316, 320). Nonetheless, Wallace clearly appreciated the 

polemical advantages of the naturalistic mechanism of sexual selection within 

the broader framework of his evolutionary teleology (Durant 1979). Bellamy 

and George legitimated Wallace’s ongoing effort to forge a synthesis of social 

progressionism with biological progressionism. 

British Socialists: A Mixed Crew 

In a story filled with ironies, Wallace’s debt to George for his own articulation 

of evolutionary socialism was profound. George never permitted himself to be 
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labeled a socialist. But Wallace was part of a broad English socialist movement 

that regarded George as one of its patron saints. When Sidney Webb wrote 

in 1889 that the “present English popular Socialist movement may be said 

to date entirely from the circulation here of Progress and Poverty,^’ it was 

only a modest exaggeration. Even Marx’s sop-in-law Edward Aveling lectured 

enthusiastically to London audiences on George’s theories (Rodgers 1998, 

70). Thus, Wallace was now well-positioned to reject any proposals, including 

involuntary eugenics schemes, for social and/or biological amelioration that 

accepted Victorian competitive capitalism: 

They all attempt to deal at once, and by direct legislative enactment, 

with the most important and most vital of all human relations, re¬ 

gardless of the fact that our present phase of social development is 

not only extremely imperfect, but vicious and rotten at the core. . . . 

Let any one consider, on the one hand, the lives of the wealthy as 

portrayed in the society newspapers . . . with their endless round of 

pleasure and luxury, their almost inconceivable wastefulness and 

extravagance; . . . and, on the other hand, the terrible condition of 

millions of workers—men, women, and children—as detailed in the 

Report on the Lords^ Commission on Sweating, on absolutely incon¬ 

testable evidence, and the still more awful condition of those who 

seek work of any kind in vain. . . . Can any thoughtful person admit 

for a moment that, in a society so constituted that these overwhelm¬ 

ing contrasts of luxury and privation are looked on as necessities, and 

are treated by the Legislature as matters with which it has practically 

nothing to do, there is the smallest probability that we can deal suc¬ 

cessfully with such tremendous social problems? 

(Wallace [1890] 1900c, 1:516-517) 

Interestingly, Huxley—who was no foe of capitalist imperialism and who 

regarded Wallace’s socialism as anathema—expressed similar concerns about 

harsh treatment of many individuals. Huxley argued that eugenic interven¬ 

tion would destroy the bonds of social sympathy (Paradis 1989, 47-48). Of 

course, this was precisely what most eugenists considered the virtue of their 

schemes: scientific experts would manage societal evolution. Wallace’s op¬ 

position to eugenics was not shared by all socialists. Pearson saw eugenics, 

as did certain of the Fabians, as compatible with an “elitist socialism”—a 

planned socialism by middle-class experts and administrators (MacKenzie 

1981, 75-79). The Fabian Society had been formed, in part, by disillusioned 

middle-class liberals. They rejected Marx’s theory of revolution and replaced 

that with an ideology of evolutionary socialism. For most of the Fabians, 
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the transformation of capitalist society would be accomplished by a reorga¬ 

nization of government ownership and management commencing with the 

municipalizing of public utilities and transit systems throughout England. 

The key to Fabian schemes for reform of society was the recruitment of 

socialist intellectuals to serve as experts and managers of the new order. 

The first attempt to present a comprehensive Fabian doctrine was made in 

December 1889, with the publication of Fabian Essays in Socialism. Consisting 

of eight essays by leading Fabian theorists, including Shaw, Sidney Webb, and 

Sydney Olivier, the volume sold well. It pushed the Fabian Society into the 

public gaze (Fabian Society 1889). The volume played down the importance 

of class conflict. Its contributors suggested that the path to a socialist society 

lay in the hands of impartial bureaucrats, drawn from the types of clerical 

and managerial groups represented within Fabian ranks (Laybourn 1997, 

22). This was not Wallace’s nor many other British socialists’ take. They 

stipulated the active participation of the working classes in effecting social 

change. Wallace’s relationship to the Fabians was not straightforward. The 

spiritualist affiliation of a number of members of the society, particularly in 

its early phases, was congenial to Wallace. That characteristic countered the 

Fabians’ increasingly elitist outlook, in Wallace’s eyes, but only to a certain 

degree. Wallace, mindful of his youthful experiences and his Owenite lessons, 

was now prepared to articulate a strategy that incorporated spiritualism and 

theism within the framework of what he envisioned as a truly egalitarian 

socialist society (Barrow 1980). 

An exchange of letters (1901-1906) between Wallace and Sydney C. 

Cockerell reveals much about the central role played by Owen in instilling 

that life-long passion that marked Wallace’s social, and socialist, philosophy. 

The Wallace-Cockerell connection, which is little known, sheds important 

light on other thinkers who exerted a major influence on the development 

of Wallace’s political views. ^ Cockerell served at various times as secretary 

of Morris’s Kelmscott Press. He edited the last book issued by that press, A 

Note by William Morris on His Aims in Founding the Kelmscott Press (1898). 

In 1901, Cockerell sent Wallace a copy of J. W. Mackail’s sketch, William 

Morris: His Life and Work. Wallace informed Cockerell that the sketch was 

well done and showed “what a remarkable man Morris was.” But Wallace 

was irked by Mackail’s “absurd remarks on Bellamy’s work, which I expect 

he really never read.” In Wallace’s opinion. Looking Backward was “a better 

story than ‘News from Nowhere,’ and [gave] a sketch of a far truer and more 

practicable, and also more enjoyable socialist regime than that sketched by 

Morris.” He added that Bellamy’s Equality provided “the whole theory of 

Socialism” and clearly indicated the “mode of bringing it about” (Wallace to 

Cockerell, 9 August 1901, MS. 46442, ARWP). Cockerell then sent Wallace 
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a copy of one of Tolstoy’s books. Wallace wrote (1904) that he would “read 

[it] with intense interest.” He informed Cockerell that he was “just now read¬ 

ing Robert Owen’s ‘Autobiography.’ What a marvellous man he was! A most 

clear-seeing socialist and educator ages before his time, as well as one of the 

most wonderful organisers the world has seen. Both this, and his son’s R. Dale 

Owen’s ‘Threading My Way’ are intensely interesting. One only regrets that 

neither was completed.” Two days later, Wallace wrote again. He told Cock¬ 

erell that he would go even further in calling “Owen one of the best as well as 

the greatest men of the 19* century, an almost ideally perfect character but 

too far in advance of his time. He was my first introducer to mental philosophy 

and social reform. I heard him speak (Wallace to Cockerell, 2land 23 

August 1904, MS. 46442, ARWP). 

Wallace and Kropotkin 

Cockerell was an eager supplier of books to Wallace. He sent him a copy of 

Prince Peter Kropotkin’s Memoirs of a Revolutionist in 1905. Wallace imme¬ 

diately began reading it “with very great pleasure.” In a letter to Cockerell 

thanking him for the gift, Wallace made a rare reference to his own childhood. 

He confided that Kropotkin’s “early life—its childhood I mean—allowing for 

immense difference of rank, wealth and country—was, in essentials (educa¬ 

tion, play, &c.) not unlike my own and affords another indication of how 

wonderfully alike is human nature under all external changes” (Wallace to 

Cockerell, 17 December 1905, MS. 46442, ARWP). The comparison is apt. 

Wallace was never overly impressed with the titles and paraphernalia of wealth 

and privilege. He could easily discern the similarities between his own char¬ 

acter and thought with that of a prince of the tottering Russian Empire. 

Wallace finished Kropotkin’s Memoirs in a few weeks. He wrote Cockerell 

about how fascinating he found Kropotkin’s account for the light it shed on 

the Russian character and “the horrible despotism to which [the Russian 

people] are still subject, equivalent to that of the days of the Bastille and the 

system of‘Lettres de cachet’ before the great Revolution in France.” Inspired 

by Kropotkin’s fervor, Wallace ventured a prophecy of his own. “It seems to 

me probable,” he told Cockerell, “that under happier conditions—perhaps 

in the not distant future, Russia may become the most advanced instead 

of the [most] backward in civilization—a real leader among nations, not in 

war and conquest but in social reform.” Kropotkin’s political views, as well 

as his cooperative interpretation of the evolutionary process, resonated with 

Wallace’s convictions. 

Wallace also possessed a copy of the 1912 revised edition of Kropotkin’s 

([1898] 1912) Fields, Factories and Workshops. In that book, Kropotkin wanted 
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to demonstrate, from data drawn from Russia, France, Germany, and Eng¬ 

land, that modern science and technology could be combined with certain 

of the best features of rural agriculture and industries. Given an appropri¬ 

ate egalitarian societal framework, Kropotkin believed it possible to effect 

a benevolent “synthesis of human activities” in “modern economical evolu¬ 

tion.” The revised edition, which Wallace annotated heavily, is noteworthy 

because of Kropotkin’s increased emphasis on economic and social condi¬ 

tions in the United Kingdom. Kropotkin felt the situation in the United 

Kingdom showed both the necessity and possibility of widespread reform. 

His focus on the combination of industrial with agricultural activities in a 

decentralized and egalitarian setting paralleled Wallace’s economic philos¬ 

ophy. Like Wallace, Kropotkin believed that the perpetuation of outmoded 

political theories by the privileged classes in various countries obstructed the 

creation of a new world order. Wallace underlined the following passage in 

Kropotkin, which identified the primary obstacles to an immediate start to 

societal reorganization: 

They are entirely in our institutions, in our inheritances and survivals 

from the past—in the “Ghosts” which oppress us. But to some ex¬ 

tent they lie also—taking society as a whole—in our phenomenal ig¬ 

norance. We, civilised men and women, know everything, we have 

settled opinions upon everything. . . . We only know nothing about 

whence the bread comes which we eat... we do not loiow how it is 

grown, what pains it costs to those who grow it. . . what sort of men 

those feeders of our grand selves are ... we are more ignorant than 

savages in this respect, and we prevent our children from obtaining 

this sort of knowledge—even those of our children who would pre¬ 

fer it to the heaps of useless stuff with which they are crammed at 

school. 

(Kropotkin [1898] 1912, 239-240) 

Kropotkin was one of several authors whose refusal to equate evolutionary 

biology with competitive societal struggle impressed Wallace. Wallace pos¬ 

sessed Anna Blackwell’s Whence and Whither? Or Correlation between Philo¬ 

sophic Convictions and Social Forms (1898). Blackwell’s main thesis was that 

late Victorian society was degenerating owing to “the rapid spread of theoretic 

Materialism, which denies the existence of the Spiritual element of the uni¬ 

verse as the corollary of its denial of the existence of an Intelligent creator.” 

She saw around her “the substitution of selfish appetites and interests, in 

place of the nobler psychic motives of action.” This, Blackwell believed, was 

the practical consequence of materialism’s denial of an intelligent creator. 
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Blackwell maintained that “the Materialistic hypothesis should, therefore, 

be regarded as only a passing phase of the reaction of modern science” to 

certain outmoded beliefs and systems. She asserted that “a rational belief of 

a Beneficent Creator and Overruler of the universe and a rational acceptance 

of the all-important moral consequences inseparable from that belief” were 

the most potent forces capable of dislodging the “erroneous assumptions” 

of materialist theories. Blackwell praised all those who advocated these twin 

forces as “clearing the ground for the establishment of the Scientific Theism 

which—as the only certain guarantee of the eternal persistence of the Spiritual 

Principle, the only sound foundation of Physical Science, and the only safe 

guide to the elucidation of social questions—is the most urgent need of the 

present day” (Blackwell 1898, 9-10). Blackwell’s views meshed neatly with 

those of Wallace and Kropotkin. 

Wallace marked two passages in Blackwell’s book with double vertical 

lines, underscoring his enthusiastic appraisal of her argument. The first pas¬ 

sage claimed that “all the evils of our social state result from the substitution 

of individualism and antagonism in place of co-operation and mutual help¬ 

fulness, and can only be successfully dealt with by substituting co-operation 

for individualism. ” The second passage marked by Wallace stated that vari¬ 

ous philanthropic efforts to “ameliorate what is radically bad are mainly to 

be rejoiced in.” Blackwell welcomed them, but not for the obvious reasons. 

She predicted that philanthropy, no matter how generous, would always fail. 

Continued failures would lead to the recognition that it is impossible to di¬ 

minish “the evils of our social state otherwise than by ridding ourselves of 

the causes to which those evils are due.” Wallace shared Blackwell’s view that 

individual acts of philanthropy attacked the symptoms but not the causes of 

societal inequities. Many other radical social reformers held a similar opinion. 

All agreed that only an egalitarian reconstruction of economic and political 

institutions could guarantee lasting change and improvement. Blackwell’s as¬ 

sertion that the transformation of society would “eventually be achieved, and 

in the way implied in the words of Christ, viz., by the application of the princi¬ 

ple of cooperative helpfulness to every department of human lifef accorded with 

Wallace’s evolutionary teleology. Wallace found Blackwell’s work compelling 

because it mirrored his own quest for an integrative principle for social and 

scientific thought (Blackwell 1898; the passages Wallace marked are 27-29; 

emphasis in the original). 

Socialism, Spiritualism, and Sexual Selection 

Wallace’s combination of socialism and biology was not unique. Nor was his 

synthesis of female sexual selection, spiritualism, and reformist social evolu- 
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tionism uncommon (Owen 1990, 26-27). A number of influential feminist 

writers utilized sexual selection within a socialist framework. In Women and 

Economics (1898), Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1860-1935) agreed with Dar¬ 

win that sexual selection was a force in human evolution. But she declared 

that under capitalism it served not to improve (as Darwin held) the species but 

to weaken it. Until women became economically independent, Perkins made 

it clear that female mate selection was illusory. Socialism, Gilman argued, 

would restore to females the evolutionary potential to make “their rightful 

contribution to the future of the race” (Russett 1989, 84-86). Gilman was 

also a Bellamy enthusiast (Love 1983, 121) and had affinities with the Fabians 

(Pittenger 1993, 72-79). The socialist Eliza Burt Gamble argued, in The Sexes 

in Science and History: An Inquiry into the Dogma of Woman’s Inferiority to Man 

(1894), that under capitalism, women had become “economic and sexual 

slaves . . . dependent upon men for their support.” This had dispossessed fe¬ 

males of their “fundamental prerogative” of aesthetic choice. Gamble’s book 

was considered a major nineteenth-century rebuttal of Darwinian arguments 

for the continuing inferiority of women. She envisioned a noncapitalist fu¬ 

ture in which women would regain their rightful power of sexual selection. 

Through the hereditary transmission of the “more refined instincts and ideas 

peculiar to the female organism” (such as altruism and sympathy). Gamble 

believed women would found a “new spiritual age” (cited in Richards 1983, 

1 lOn. 155). In Social Environment and Moral Progress, Wallace offered a sim¬ 

ilar scenario. He predicted that when woman was “conceded full political 

and social rights on an equality with man, she will be placed in a position of 

responsibility and power which will render her his superior, since the future 

moral progress of the race will so largely depend upon her free choice in mar¬ 

riage. As time goes on,” Wallace wrote, “and she acquires more and more 

economic independence, that alone will give her an effective choice which she 

has never had before. . . . We hope and believe that [women of the future] will 

be fully equal to the high and responsible position which, in accordance with 

natural laws, they will be called upon to fulfil” (Wallace 1913b, 163-164). 

Wallace’s conversion to female sexual selection signaled, as perhaps no 

other episode in his career did, the convergence of evolutionary biology and 

sociopolitical reformism. His previous theoretical objections to the efficacy 

of sexual selection, in the human realm, were no longer valid. Wallace had 

never denied that human females could exercise some degree of individual 

choice in mating. But mate selection is not equivalent to sexual selection. 

For sexual selection to occur, mate choice must act as a cumulative selective 

force. It must bring about differential rates of reproduction favoring those 

individuals that bear the preferred traits—and that differ genetically in this 

respect from other individuals of their sex (Cronin 1991, 114, 168-174). 
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One of socialism’s main attractions for Wallace was precisely the fact that it 

appeared to be the only social system under which female choice would be 

made a constant, biologically effective agency in evolution (Wallace 1913b, 

163-165). 

Wallace continued to deny, or minimize, the efficacy of sexual selection 

among nonhuman animal species. In a “Note on Sexual Selection” published 

in Natural Science in 1892, he asserted that among other animal species the 

role of female choice, even if it did exist, would be swamped by the enor¬ 

mously greater power of natural selection (Wallace 1892d, 749-750). This 

persistence of Wallace’s long-held dismissal of the efficacy of sexual selection 

among animals accentuates the singularity of his reversal with respect to hu¬ 

man sexual selection. It is fully consistent with his increasing tendency (since 

the late 1860s) to emphasize the gulf between certain human attributes and 

those of other animal species. Since female choice, for Wallace, is associated 

with the exercise of higher moral and intellectual faculties, it reinforced the 

role of spiritual guidance at critical stages of human evolution. Wallace ex¬ 

plicitly linked his spiritualist convictions to his advocacy of socialism (Wallace 

[1898b] 1900c). 

Wallace’s path toward biological socialism was a complex journey. Female 

sexual selection was a crucial component, but that did not make him a card- 

carrying Victorian feminist. Like his mentor Bellamy, Wallace’s advocacy on 

behalf of women was colored by some middle-class and patriarchal values 

(Strauss 1988, 80). Further, although socialists usually supported equality 

for women, socialism and feminism were sometimes uneasy allies. The im¬ 

mediate gains from women’s emancipation mainly benefited middle-class 

women. As long as the class divisions of Victorian society remained as rigid 

as they were, an improvement in the status of middle-class women did not 

necessarily benefit women of the working classes. The “woman question” was 

entangled with questions of class and status as w'ell as sex (Harrison 1991, 

183). As mentioned previously, Wallace had, in 1864, spoken against the 

Ethnological Society’s admission of women to its meetings on the grounds 

that “consequently many important and interesting subjects cannot possibly 

be discussed there” (Richards 1989a, 264). Against this, however, we must 

note Wallace’s actions at the local natural history society in Croydon, when 

he was living in that town between 1878 and 1881. Wallace pushed for the 

admission of women to meetings of the Croydon club. His formal motion 

that the society’s rules be amended to allow women to attend was made in 

early 1880. The motion was turned down “by a very large majority.” Despite 

this procedural setback, Wallace continued his campaign for the remainder 

of his stay in Croydon (Sowan 2001, 17-18). 

Bellamy’s advocacy on behalf of women also became more pronounced. 
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In Equality (1897), the sequel to Looking Backward, Bellamy asserted the 

equal intellectual capacities between the sexes and gave women the suffrage 

(Strauss 1988, 88). He explicitly drew the parallel between economic and 

sexual inequality—and outlined their dual eradication (Bellamy 1897, 128- 

138). Wallace applauded the more fully developed socialism of Bellamy’s se¬ 

quel (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:268-272). Wallace drew on Equality to provide 

his own sketch of how the transition to a socialist society could be brought 

about (Wallace 1905a). 

Equality provided Wallace with detailed suggestions for effecting sociopo¬ 

litical change at which Bellamy’s earlier book only hinted. Wallace wrote 

inside the frontispiece of his copy of Equality that “this book contains more 

than twice the amount of matter of ‘Looking Backward.’ ” He read Equality 

with great care and enthusiasm. Bellamy’s insistence on the conjunction of 

economic equality and the protection of individual liberty as the bedrock 

of socialism resonated deeply with Wallace. Dr. Leete’s assertion that “the 

immortal preamble of the American Declaration of Independence . . . log¬ 

ically contained the entire statement of the doctrine of universal economic 

equality guaranteed by the nation collectively to it members individually” 

(Bellamy 1897, 16) elicited from Wallace the comment that the “Declaration 

of Independence implies Socialism.” Bellamy’s prescriptions regarding “the 

equalization of the distribution of work and wealth” (306), the abolition of 

“private capitalism—that is to say ... an end to the direction of the indus¬ 

tries and commerce of the people by irresponsible persons for their own 

benefit” (117), and “the abolition of all war or possibility of war between na¬ 

tions” with the growth instead “of a fraternal s^^mpathy and mutual good will, 

unconscious of any barrier of race or country” (278) all drew exclamatory 

comments from Wallace such as “fine!” “good!” and “a beautiful argument” 

(Wallace’s copy of Bellamy’s Equality in ARWL). Wallace was prepared to 

embrace Bellamy’s comprehensive sequel to Looking Backward. It appeared 

almost simultaneously with his own catalog of the successes and failures of 

nineteenth-century industrial capitalism in The Wonderful Century. 

In a 1905 essay in The Clarion, Wallace cited Equality as the clearest and 

most direct blueprint by which a “capitalist could be changed into a Socialist 

regime.” He was delighted by Bellamy’s blueprint. It would work “quietly and 

systematically, without any compulsion, and yet in such a way as to secure 

before long the assent and co-operation even of the non-Socialist workers 

and capitalists.” Bellamy’s book, Wallace declared, “ought to form part of 

every Socialist’s library . . . [and its] method . . . only needs to be thoroughly 

understood by all Socialists who really study their subject, in order that it 

may be adopted when the good time comes.” In England, that “good time” 

would occur when “we have a Socialist majority in the House of Commons 
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and a Socialist Government in power.” Working toward that end during the 

first decade of the twentieth century, Wallace stated that he—and those who 

followed his strategies for making England a socialist society—would “follow 

the general lines of Mr. Bellamy’s forecast” (Wallace 1905a). 

The Journey to Socialism Completed 

Wallace was, ultimately, unable to resolve all the possible obstacles inherent 

in the attempt to integrate Victorian socialism, evolutionary biology, femi¬ 

nism, and spiritualism. Who could have? But this does not detract from the 

historical significance of his biological socialism. Wallace’s career demon¬ 

strates that the demarcation between biology and politics was (and is) one 

of shifting, often elusive or nonexistent, boundaries of discourse (Fichman 

1997). He refused to divorce biology from ethical, sociopolitical, and theistic 

thought. Wallace’s biological socialism must be assessed against the broader 

background of Victorian efforts to invoke evolutionary science on behalf of 

causes that spanned the political spectrum. The protean guises assumed by 

social evolutionism testify more to the fervor than to the validity of the varied 

political and moral claims educed from biology (Bowler 1993). 

Wallace’s soul mate Kropotkin presented his particular thesis of coop¬ 

erative evolution in reply to Huxley’s influential essay “The Struggle for 

Existence” (1888). Kropotkin set it out in a series of articles for the Nine¬ 

teenth Century between 1890 and 1896. These were collected and published 

in 1902 as Mutual Aid (Kropotkin [1902] 1972). The affinities Kropotkin 

and Wallace perceived between socialism and evolution assume additional 

interest because Huxley’s specter haunted them both. It has been argued 

convincingly that Wallace was the “unmentioned target” of Huxley’s cele¬ 

brated Romanes Lecture, “Evolution and Ethics” (1893). Huxley’s lecture 

purported to demonstrate that social ethics could not be teased out from 

evolutionary biology. Ironically, “far from limiting and depoliticizing the au¬ 

thority of evolutionary science,” Huxley’s covert attack on Wallace exposed 

the degree to which politics and science had become entwined in the Victorian 

debates (Helfand 1977, 176-177). But such merging of evolution and politics 

does not support the oft-cited claim that evolutionary biology, especially the 

hypothesis of natural selection, was a “transcription,” direct or indirect, of 

economic theory from society to biology. In Wallace’s case, the connection 

between evolutionary science and political philosophy is more accurately de¬ 

scribed as confluence rather than transcription. Biological and sociopolitical 

speculations and hypotheses flowed together and meshed in Wallace’s vision 

for a more humane, less antagonistic, society than that in which he lived. He 
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used biology, as he used social and political reformism, to fight against what 

he perceived as the injustices of the late Victorian era. 

The power of Wallace’s worldview was recognized by many of his admir¬ 

ers, who shared his syncretic approach to science and culture. David Maxwell, 

author of Stepping Stones to Socialism (1891), neatly characterized the appeal 

of Wallace’s theistic evolutionary teleology. After reading The Wonderful Cen¬ 

tury, Maxwell sent Wallace a copy of his own small tract accompanied by a 

letter. Maxwell’s letter demonstrates the high regard in which Wallace as sci¬ 

entist/social activist was held. Maxwell wrote that he had “pretty well studied 

‘The Wonderful Century’ and would really call it a Wonderful Book, with an 

immense amount of matter ... of the greatest interest.” He was particularly 

impressed with Wallace’s effortless weaving together of scientific issues with 

philosophical and sociocultural ones. Chapters on the glacial epoch, the an¬ 

tiquity of man, and “The Importance of Dust”—in which Wallace explained 

the significance of that seemingly trivial, if not bothersome, entity as a source 

of beauty, especially as giving humans “the pure blue of the sky, one of the 

most exquisitely beautiful colours in nature”—sidle next to chapters dealing 

with phrenology, vaccination, and militarism. While Maxwell did not agree 

with all of Wallace’s specific verdicts (Maxwell did not consider phrenol¬ 

ogy as neglected a field of study as did Wallace), he applauded the book’s 

broad scope. He was encouraged to send Wallace a copy of Stepping Stones 

to Socialism because Maxwell seemed “to think judging from many of your 

remarks, that my little book would not be considered by you obtrusive or 

beyond your regard” (Maxwell 1891).’^ Indeed, there was little that Wallace 

deemed beyond his regard. His definition of socialism as the “use by every 

one of his faculties for the common good, and the voluntary organization 

of labour for the equal benefit of all” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:274) reflects 

his commitment to spiritualism, mesmerism, and phrenology as well as to 

evolutionary biology. Wallace’s journey to socialism represents another stage 

in his life-long effort to forge a holistic and activist philosophy of humans 

and/in nature. 

NOTES 

1. While Darwin and many other scientists avoided the political limelight in which 

Wallace reveled, social and political concerns were never far from their thoughts, however 

much they may have sought to conceal or minimize them; for an analysis of Darwin’s deep 
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but muted interest in matters sociopolitical, see Rayher (1996). Despite its comprehensive 

title, Rayher’s dissertation uses Wallace primarily as a “reverse Darwin” to demonstrate 

that Darwin’s science was ideologically laden. 

2. Wallace’s annotated copy of Data of Ethics is in ARWL. 

3. Stigler 1969; although this article carries Stigler’s name, the text of the lectures, with 

accompanying footnotes, was compiled by R. H. Cpase; likewise, the Marshall-Wallace 

letters were also assembled by Coase from the originals published in the Western Daily 

Press, on March 17, 19, 23, and 24, 1883. 

4. For a cautionary analysis that questions many of the historiographic categories 

usually invoked in discussing the relative influence of “neo-Lamarckians” and “neo- 

Darwinians” in late-nineteenth-century America, see Numbers (1998, 33-40). 

5. Rayher (1996, 204-205) correctly concludes that Wallace had come “to see colonial 

mismanagement not as an anomaly, but as an inevitable outcome of capitalism, greed, and 

the unequal distribution of power.” 

6. For recent analyses, see Ghiselin (1969, 214-31) Campbell (1972), Kottler (1985, 

417-419), and Cronin (1991). 

7. On the ambiguities inherent in Spencer’s treatment of population, and evolutionary 

theory generally, see Bannister (1979, 41-56). 

8. On the disturbed reaction to Weismann’s “neo-Darwinism,” see Bannister (1979, 

138-141). 

9. Copies of those letters are included in ARWP MS. 46442; of the flve letters from 

Wallace to Cockerell there, only one, dated 15 January 1906, is reprinted in Marchant 

([1916] 1975). 

10. Coleman (1999) is one of the more effective of recent arguments against the 

facile linkage, ideologically or epistemologically, of natural selection and political economy. 

Significantly, Coleman agrees that Wallace’s mature worldview was theistic (18n. 22). 

11. Maxwell’s letter to Wallace, dated 21 August 1898, is placed inside the front 

jacket of Wallace’s copy of Stepping Stones, in ARWL. 



CHAPTER 6 

Toward a Synthesis: 

Wallace’s Theistic Evolutionary Teleology 

Writing in 1918, five years after Wallace’s death, the zoologist and ge¬ 

neticist Lancelot T. Hogben noted that “one of the most significant 

traits in Wallace’s character was his courageous faith in the ultimate goodness 

underlying the purpose of the world. . . . With eyes fixed beyond the imme¬ 

diate spectacle, he saw to the last the clear gleam of the Light Beautiful in the 

City of God. And it was . . . because he was able to cultivate and to retain 

a sense of the reality of the spiritual values that he succeeded in preserving 

his hope and his humanity throughout his long life” (Hogben 1918, 61-62). 

Wallace’s evolutionary synthesis provides a case study for examining the role 

of theistic beliefs as one component in shaping the formation of Victorian 

scientific theories. At the outset of his career, Wallace emphasized scientific 

naturalism as central to his worldview. But he had also been receptive to ad¬ 

ditional metaphysical and methodological frameworks (see chap. 3). During 

the 1860s, Wallace first publicly broadened his position to one consonant 

with a theistic reading of evolution. After 1870, Wallace continued to be an 

eloquent and formidable defender of natural selection. But natural selec¬ 

tion was incorporated into a broader framework. From the 1870s onward, 

Wallace’s growing commitment to a theistic teleology helped mold his ma¬ 

ture evolutionary synthesis. Along with deep political and ethical convictions, 

theism was integrated with his science. 

Theism in Cultural Context 

In the terminology of modern theology, Wallace’s evolutionary theism treats 

divine activity as a complement to scientific language, not a competitor. As 

Ian Barbour remarks, the “cosmic drama can be interpreted as an expression 
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of the divine purpose. God is understood to act in and through the structure 

and movement of nature and history.” Wallace was not a classical theist. 

Divine transcendence is less emphasized in his evolutionary theism than in 

traditional Christianity. In important respects, Wallace’s evolutionary theism 

can be regarded as a precursor of twentieth-century process theology. In the 

process model, the Supreme Being is a creative participant in the cosmic 

community, however different from all other participants. Process theology 

is consonant with an ecological and evolutionary understanding of nature as a 

dynamic and open system, characterized by emergent levels of organization, 

activity, and experience. It avoids rigid dualisms between mind/body, hu¬ 

manity/nature, and man/woman and emphasizes a holistic outlook (Barbour 

1997, 231-239, 326, 331).^ Wallace’s odyssey led him to embrace holism as 

a key to understanding and improving the world. His evolutionary teleology 

also foreshadows certain contemporary notions of naturalistic theism.^ 

John Hedley Brooke has provided provocative analyses of the terms “re¬ 

ligious,” “metaphysical,” and “scientific” for exploring the interplay between 

theism and science. Brooke has asked, pertinently, “What kinds of interac¬ 

tions between science and religion should we be looking for? And what is 

the shape of a map that most faithfully represents the diversity of historical 

positions adopted by specific individuals?” Such a map is multidimensional: 

(1) it must recognize the different levels on which theological language has 

impinged on and, sometimes, penetrated scientific discourse; (2) it must rec¬ 

ognize that scientific discourse itself can be subdivided into many different 

types; and (3) it must recognize that statements linking nature and God have 

historically fulfilled a multitude of social, political, and religious functions 

(Brooke 1996, 1-26). What would such a map look like for Wallace? This 

chapter provides elements for mapping Wallace’s construction of an evolu¬ 

tionary theism. By taking Wallace’s theism seriously, one avoids the pitfalls 

that have marked previous attempts to characterize the interplay of meta¬ 

physics, religion, and science in Wallace’s mature statement of evolutionary 

biology as retrograde, marginalized, or misguided (Fichman 2001b). 

Wallace’s Early Religious Environment 

Wallace grew up, as did many of his contemporaries, in a fairly traditional 

religious environment. His parents were both “old-fashioned religious peo¬ 

ple, belonging to the Church of England.” Alfred and his siblings went to 

church twice each Sunday. They were periodically examined in their cate¬ 

chisms and were frequently read chapters from the Bible by their father in 

the evenings. Also, the Wallaces counted among their friends “some Dis¬ 

senters, and a good many Quakers, who were very numerous in Hertford.” 
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Wallace found his family’s occasional visits to the Friends’ Meeting Houses 

“dull and wearisome.” In contrast, he delighted in the livelier atmosphere of 

the Dissenters’ chapels. “The extempore prayers, the frequent singing, and 

the usually more vigourous and exciting style of preaching was,” to Wallace, 

“far more preferable to the monotony of the Church [of England] service; 

and it was there only that... I felt something of religious fervour, derived 

chiefly from the more picturesque and impassioned of the hymns.” Even at 

this early stage, however, Wallace was disappointed in the apparent lack of 

intellectual rigor to match the sense of religious fervor. His apprenticeship 

in London with his nineteen-year-old brother John in 1837, quickly—but 

not permanently—dampened Wallace’s “religious fervor.” The strident anti- 

Church attitudes of his brother’s companions were contagious. Wallace was 

taken regularly to evening meetings at the Hall of Science in Tottenham Court 

Road, where the followers of Robert Owen lectured. Wallace termed it a “kind 

of club or mechanics’ institute for advanced thinkers among workmen.” The 

principles of Owenite social and political philosophy, though hardly appreci¬ 

ated fully by the thirteen-year-old, were to influence Wallace’s own reformist 

views profoundly (see chaps. 2, 5). In London, there were also lectures on 

secularism and what would soon be labeled as agnosticism. These lectures, 

coupled with his reading of Thomas Paine’s The Age of Reason, effectively 

challenged the elements of institutionalized religion Wallace had imbibed 

from his parents. 

Wallace seems to have escaped the endemic Victorian crises of belief. 

But the hold of secular rationalism on him was to prove incomplete. At this 

period, however, Wallace was swept up in the fashionable anticlericalism of 

the London workers among whom he lived. He felt satisfied in dismissing 

orthodox arguments for the existence of God as both logically flawed and 

intellectually bankrupt. As shown in chapter 4, Wallace found the writings 

of Owen’s eldest son, Robert Dale, compelling. Dale Owen argued that the 

“orthodox religion of the day was degrading and hideous, and that the only 

true and wholly beneficial religion was that which inculcated the service of 

humanity, and whose only dogma was the brotherhood of man.” Wallace 

claimed in his autobiography that such teachings laid the “foundation of his 

religious scepticism.” It would be more accurate, however, to interpret this 

early period in London as eradicating whatever remnants of the institutional 

structure and message of the Church of England Wallace still retained from 

his childhood. What he termed his “religious scepticism” did not turn him to 

atheism or agnosticism. Theistic sentiment remained a force in Wallace’s life. 

But in these heady days of his first exposure to social and political radicalism, 

religious orthodoxy was eclipsed. When Wallace read about “the very old 

dilemma as to the origin of evil” in a secular pamphlet, he discussed the 
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problem of theodicy with his father. Rather than being shocked at his son’s 

first “acquaintance with such infidel literature,” Wallace’s father “merely re¬ 

marked that such problems were mysteries which the wisest cannot under¬ 

stand.” This response, not surprisingly, failed to satisfy the inquisitive youth. 

Wallace felt that arguments about theodicy .“did not really touch the ques¬ 

tion of the existence of God.” They “did seem,” however, “to prove that the 

orthodox ideas as to His nature and powers cannot be accepted” (Wallace 

[1905] 1969, 1:77-79, 86-89). Religious orthodoxy, not theism, was wiped 

away for Wallace. 

What Type of Theist Was Wallace? 

The literature on the varieties of theism is immense (Quinn and Taliaferro 

1997, 197-521). The definition provided by the prolific Scotch scholar 

Robert Flint, in his Theism, was a generally accepted one in late Victorian 

Britain: “Theism is the doctrine that the universe owes its existence, and 

continuance in existence, to the reason and will of a self-existent Being, who 

is infinitely powerful, wise, and good” (Flint 1877, 18).^ In adopting Flint’s 

definition, some qualifications are necessary for clarifying Wallace’s theism. 

Wallace believed in a God but avoided allegiance to any traditional confes¬ 

sional, doctrinal, or institutional position. Moreover, Wallace never asserted 

that God’s existence is provable. Rather, he belongs to the ranks of those 

who, when taking “account of a sufficiently comprehensive range of data— 

not only the teleological character of biological evolution but also man’s 

religious, moral, aesthetic, and cognitive experience”—argue that theism is 

the most probable worldview (Hick 1990, 26-28). 

Designating Wallace a “spiritualist theist,” a term that might appear ap¬ 

propriate, is problematic. Not all spiritualists in the late Victorian period 

were theists. Conversely, not all—indeed very few—theists were spiritualists. 

Although spiritualism was a major component of Wallace’s worldview, he ul¬ 

timately moved beyond the conventional Victorian spiritualist teachings and 

environment. Spiritualist beliefs and experiences reinforced Wallace’s theistic 

conceptions. In 1874, he deemed spiritualism to be “the only sure founda¬ 

tion for a true philosophy and a pure religion” (Wallace 1874). But Wallace’s 

mature evolutionary theism included elements of belief that were not among 

the canons of spiritualism. A number of scholars have clearly recognized the 

significance of spiritualism in Wallace’s life and writings. Few have adequately 

examined Wallace’s broader religious worldview, his evolutionary theism.^ In 

developing a theistic framework that transcended spiritualism, Wallace was 

able to refine his understanding of key concepts like nature and evolutionary 
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teleology. Theism enriched what he deemed to be the legitimate ethical and 

social implications of evolutionary science. Wallace’s conception of the scope 

of natural selection functioned in ways similar to that of contemporaries such 

as Asa Gray, who sought also to provide a theistic yet scientifically rigorous 

rendering of evolutionary theory (Gray 1876). Like Wallace, Gray agreed 

that, in human evolution, certain forces other than natural selection had 

aided in the development of “the transcendent character of the superadded” 

mental and moral attributes. These forces were, like Wallace’s, divine (Gray 

1880, 44, 99-103). 

Wallace’s personal journey testifies eloquently to the tensions inherent in 

efforts to mediate between theism and science in Victorian culture. The sec¬ 

ond half of the nineteenth century was a period when attempts to demarcate 

between scientific and nonscientific factors in shaping the social construc¬ 

tion of knowledge had become the subject of profound and bitter debate. As 

Hogben trenchantly remarked, “It required a reputation so powerful as that 

of Wallace to withstand the odium with which orthodox sociologists [and 

scientists] greeted what they were pleased to regard as a naturalist erring 

from his proper bent” (Hogben 1918, 58). The fact that Hogben’s book was 

published by the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge—which paid 

great attention to the work of those scientists whose views they felt accorded 

with Christian theism—indicates that Wallace’s evolutionary teleology had 

come to be recognized as theistic by many. Wallace’s use of theistic concepts 

in formulating scientific claims was a matter of deep personal conviction. 

Wallace’s clash with George John Romanes in this sensitive area is significant. 

Romanes was one of Darwin’s most devoted followers. He consistently 

attacked those who, like Wallace, adduced what he felt were supernatural fac¬ 

tors to explain the origin of the higher human faculties (see, e.g., Romanes 

1888). Wallace was particularly bitter toward Romanes. Romanes had flirted 

briefly with spiritualism but kept those forays concealed from his fellow nat¬ 

uralists. Thus, when Romanes publicly accused the “scientist” Wallace of 

succumbing to the “spiritualist” Wallace, he regarded Romanes’s public pos¬ 

ture as cowardly and duplicitous. Wallace’s account of this episode in his 

autobiography includes an exchange of letters in 1890 between Romanes 

and him that is further testimony to the fluidity of the categorization of “sci¬ 

ence” in the late Victorian period (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:309-326). Carl 

Jung’s comment on Wallace in this context is apt. Noting that even if a spir¬ 

itualist interpretation of observed psychical facts be disputed, Jung asserted 

that Wallace—along with Myers, Crookes, and the Cambridge philosopher 

Sidgwick—merited praise for “having thrown the whole of [his] authority on 

to the side of nonmaterial facts, regardless of. . . the cheap derision of [his] 
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contemporaries; even at a time when'the intellect of the educated classes 

was spellbound by the new dogma of materialism, [Wallace] drew public 

attention to phenomena” that were contrary to accepted convictions Qung 

1921, 75-76). 

From the 1880s onward, Wallace became less active publicly in spiri- 

tualist causes. With the exception of his membership in the newly formed 

(1882) SPR and attendance at seances during the North American lectur¬ 

ing tour in 1886-1887 (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:337-349), Wallace’s interest 

in spiritualist concerns was confined primarily to private correspondence 

and contributions to selected periodicals. His increasing involvement in so¬ 

ciopolitical debates and activities consumed a great deal of energy. But his 

commitment to theism also demanded more of his time. He dedicated him¬ 

self to articulating an evolutionary teleology in which science and theism 

merged. His worldview would receive its fullest expression in the publica¬ 

tion of Man's Place in the Universe ([1903] 1907) and The World of Life 

(191 Oa). Far from clouding his scientific acumen, Wallace’s “worldview com¬ 

mitments” enabled theism to function positively in his evolutionary synthesis. 

Wallace’s reconceptualization of the scope of natural selection is a potent in¬ 

stance of the interaction, and integration, between worldviews and science 

(Wykstra 1997). Entrenched historiography has interpreted Wallace’s pub¬ 

licly announced 1869-1870 views on certain aspects of human evolution as a 

volte-face with respect to his previous philosophy of evolution. The analysis 

of Wallace’s thoughts and writings from 1845 to 1870, in chapter 4, yielded 

a different picture. 

Ethical, epistemological, and sociopolitical as well as biological inter¬ 

ests and investigations characterized Wallace’s odyssey from the outset. His 

caveats with respect to the scope of natural selection had their roots in Wal¬ 

lace’s earliest evolutionary speculations. As shown in chapter 4, theism and 

natural selection were never viewed by Wallace as mutually exclusive com¬ 

ponents of a larger evolutionary teleology. A teleological epistemology per¬ 

vaded Wallace’s approach to all subjects, including science. What had been 

implicit in the younger Wallace’s outlook became explicit in the older man. 

In a 1911 interview, Wallace rejected the allegation that he “had left the path 

of science in touching on final causes in my books.” Wallace countered the 

charge that teleological explanations were speculative by declaring that it “is 

no speculation to point out that any mechanical explanation of the universe 

really explains nothing, and that you must have an intellect, or a Being, or 

a series of Beings.” Targeting mechanistic materialism in particular, Wallace 

argued that such reductionism was antithetical to the fundamental nature of 

scientific explanation. He believed that, by the turn of the century, “there 



Toward a Synthesis 289 

[were] a greater number of scientific men now than ever before who see that 

the deeper we go into things the more mystery there is, and the more need 

for Mind rather than [mere] Force” ([Wallace] 1911). 

By embedding natural selection within the framework of an evolutionary 

teleology, Wallace had, from the late 1850s/early 1860s, signaled that nat¬ 

ural selection was compatible with other higher, directed powers (Wallace 

[1891] 1969, 213-214). These “signals” came to permeate, in an increas¬ 

ingly fundamental mode, his elaboration of an evolutionary theism during 

the last three decades of his life. Wallace remained committed to naturalism 

but not to the version that precluded theistic components. He saw theism as 

a natural complement to organic evolution. It transformed a bleak vision into 

one of optimism. The evolutionary progression of man, he believed, would 

culminate in a higher, entirely spiritual form of existence that lay beyond the 

individual’s biological life span. Theism, for Wallace, constituted a legitimate 

component of a valid and inclusive system of investigating nature. As shown 

in chapter 4, Wallace’s was scarcely a lone voice in the scientific community. 

Important groups existed within the ranks of professional scientists in the 

later Victorian period that fully endorsed the notion that there was an integral 

religious dimension to science. Theistic science was a powerful paradigm in 

Wallace’s era (Lightman 2001). Wallace counted himself among those who 

believed that scientific theism afforded a path toward resolving many of the 

disturbing contradictions of Victorian culture.^ 

Scientific Theist 

Wallace’s embrace of theism did not cause his scientific productivity to suffer. 

Indeed, the converse is true. During the period from 1890 to 1913, Wallace 

contributed a steady stream of influential articles and books on technical 

subjects. They ranged from animal mimicry, glacial theory, the geological 

permanence of the great ocean basins, and biogeography to Man’s Place in 

the Universe: A Study of the Results of Scientific Research in Relation to the Unity 

or Plurality of Worlds ([1903] 1907), Is Mars Habitable? (1907), and The World 

of Life: A Manifestation of Creative Power, Directive Mind and Ultimate Pur¬ 

pose (1910a). Some of these areas were not as directly affected by Wallace’s 

growing commitment to theism as were others. Biogeography showed min¬ 

imal theistic influence. Wallace’s views on organic evolution and astronomy 

displayed far greater penetration by theistic convictions. His polemical as¬ 

saults on starkly materialistic interpretations of nature enhanced the interest 

in Wallace’s evolutionary pronouncements. Wallace’s sociopolitical writings 

and activities served further to increase public awareness of his scientific work. 
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Wallace became one of the best-known'figures of natural science among the 

general public in the latter decades of the Victorian period (Smith 1991, 

117-118, 509-529, 533-534). 

Wallace’s tour of the United States and Canada provides striking tes¬ 

timony to the wide appeal of his efforts to integrate religious convictions 

and science into a theistic evolutionary framework (see chaps. 3, 5). In well- 

attended lecture series from Boston to San Francisco, Wallace solidified 

his public stance as the “greatest living champion” of evolutionary theory. 

Joseph LeConte, the eminent professor of geology and zoology at the re¬ 

cently founded University of California, introduced Wallace in just those 

terms “to a large and cultivated audience” on 25 May 1887. Wallace had 

been asked to lecture on “The Darwinian Theory, What It Is and How It 

Is Demonstrated” in San Francisco. LeConte was particularly well placed 

to introduce Wallace. In addition to his scientific credentials, LeConte had 

earned a distinctive place in American culture by his many books and articles 

designed to accommodate Christianity to modern science. LeConte was one 

of that group of Protestant evolutionists who, by the early 1880s, claimed to 

be “pioneers” in opposition to “the materialistic and irreligious [interpreta¬ 

tions] of the doctrine of evolution.” LeConte regarded himself and Wallace as 

kindred thinkers who sought to place theism securely within an evolutionary 

context (LeConte 1903, 335-337). 

Wallace never referred to himself as a Christian. He was, however, ex¬ 

pounding an explicitly theistic evolutionism in San Francisco. Wallace con¬ 

cluded his survey “The Darwinian Theory” with the assertion that although 

the human bodily structure is primarily the product of natural selection op¬ 

erating on lower animals, “the changes of his mental nature do not appear 

capable of the same explanation. . . . Holding as I do that mind is more fun¬ 

damental than matter, and that the spirit or soul is the real man, of which the 

body is but the temporary manifestation or dwelling-place,” it is the spirit, 

guided by higher agencies, that ultimately will develop “the noble and perfect 

human form.”^ Two weeks later (5 June 1887), Wallace delivered another lec¬ 

ture “before quite a large audience” in which he elaborated on the question 

of an afterlife. Wallace declared this a question “which the ancient scientists 

considered [an] unsolved problem, and that modern scientists had either left 

untouched or precisely where they found it.” He argued that modern science, 

“having decided that all force was the result of molecular motion of matter,” 

had hardened by the mid-nineteenth century into “this compact, fortified 

and nearly impregnable condition” that afforded no credence to spiritual 

manifestations. The growing body of evidence for the existence of spiritual 

phenomena, Wallace declared, had by the 1880s altered the scientific play¬ 

ing field. He claimed that a theistic contextualization of spiritualism could 
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achieve what traditional science or religion alone had been unable to do. It 

would provide “a rational account” of the history and destiny of the human 

species. For Wallace, “spiritualism . . . proves that mind may exist without 

brain, and places a new light upon death [and the afterlife].”^ 

A Busy Octogenarian 

Wallace turned eighty years old in 1903. His last decade saw him publish 

five new full-length books, a two-volume “edited and condensed” version of 

Richard Spruce’s Notes of a Botanist on the Amazon and the Andes, and his 

autobiography My Life. Seven books in the last ten years of an octogenarian’s 

life might appear prodigious enough. Not so for Wallace. A steady stream 

of more than 120 articles, leaflets, letters to editors, and interviews issued 

forth from Old Orchard, his home in Broadstone (Dorset). They dealt with 

subjects ranging from “The Birds of Paradise in the Arabian Nights” (1904) 

to “A Statement of the Reasons for Opposing the Death Penalty” (1906) to 

“The Native Problem in South Africa and Elsewhere” (1906) to “Fertilisation 

of Flowers by Insects” (1907) to “Evolution and Character” (1908) to “The 

Present Position of Darwinism” (1908) to “Flying Machines in War” (1909) 

to “A Policy of Defence” (1912) to “The Origin of Life” (1912; full citations 

in Smith 1991, 521-536). The eclecticism that had been the hallmark of 

Wallace’s personal and public odyssey for nearly eight decades continued to 

be manifest “unto his last.” Barrett, one of Wallace’s oldest friends, visited 

him in the early summer of 1913, a few months before Wallace’s death. Barrett 

found Wallace in failing health, sitting “wrapped up before a fire in his study, 

though it was a warm day. . . . [But] his eyesight and hearing seemed as good 

as ever, and his intellectual power was undiminished.” Barrett recounted that, 

suddenly, Wallace, 

pointing to the beautiful expanse of garden, woodland and sea which 

was visible from the large study windows, burst forth with vigorous 

gesticulation and flashing eyes: “Just think! All this wonderful beauty 

and diversity of nature results from the operation of a few simple 

laws. In my early unregenerate days I used to think that only mate¬ 

rial forces and natural laws were operative throughout the world. But 

these I now see are hopelessly inadequate to explain this mystery and 

wonder and variety of life. I am, as you know, absolutely convinced 

that behind and beyond all elementary processes there is a guiding 

and directive force; a Divine Power or hierarchy of powers, ever con¬ 

trolling these processes so that they are tending to more abundant 

and to higher types of life.” 
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Evolutionary theism also permitted Wallace to achieve the synthesis of sci¬ 

ence and sociopolitical thought, which was one of his most cherished goals. As 

Barrett noted, “Then our conversation turned upon recent political events, 

and it was remarkable how closely [Wallace] had followed, and how heartily 

he approved, the legislation of the Liberal Gov.ernment of the day. His admira¬ 

tion for Mr. Lloyd George was unfeigned . . . and he confidently awaited still 

larger measures which would raise the condition of the workers to a higher 

level; and nothing was more striking than his intense sympathy with every 

movement for the relief of poverty and the betterment of the wage-earning 

classes. The land question, we agreed, lay at the root of the matter, and land 

nationalisation the true solution” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 469-470). 

A Pragmatic Theism 

The integration of scientific theism with powerful elements of sociopolitical 

and ethical reformism is another manifestation of the comprehensiveness of 

Wallace’s thought. Of all the scientific theists of the late Victorian period, it is 

Peirce with whom Wallace shared the closest affinity (see chap. 3). Their evo¬ 

lutionary cosmologies are predicated on a definition of truth that rests on the 

existence of an objective reality. Drawing on a combination of metaphysical 

idealism and empirical realism, Wallace, like Peirce, conceived metaphysics as 

a scientific inquiry with profound human significance. The stakes were high. 

Were humans simply aggregates of bits of matter moving and acting according 

to mechanically determinant laws? Or were they integral and active parts of 

a living universe that is moving toward some good end? Science, particularly 

evolutionary science, was central to answering the question. Neither Wallace 

nor Peirce shied away from declaring explicitly that their scientific theism was 

a potent guide for investigating the human condition. For Peirce, knowing 

the nature of truth and reality, and humanity’s relation to them, afforded 

powerful aid in helping realize truth and reality and the full meaning of hu¬ 

man existence. It was this possibility of social and individual action based 

on knowledge that led Peirce to characterize his own synthetic evolutionary 

philosophy as “a highly practical and common-sense position.” Peirce initially 

referred to this as pragmatism but later renamed it pragmaticism (Esposito 

1980, 127; Parker 1998, 189, 193), but this distinction, while germane to 

the history of philosophy, is not relevant to the identification of Wallace as a 

follower of the pragmatic criterion of meaning. 

Peirce dismissed traditional metaphysics. He felt it offered nothing sig¬ 

nificant for human life other than either reassuring platitudes or terrifying 

dogma (Parker 1998, 200-201). Wallace agreed (see chap. 3). Both Wallace 

and Peirce, in the 1880s and 1890s, embarked on developing their versions of 
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evolutionary teleology. They felt confident that a rigorous antidote to materi¬ 

alism and physicalism was viable and necessary, Peirce used as a guide for his 

project Francis Ellingwood Abbot’s Scientific Theism (1885; Anderson 1995, 

154-155). Wallace possessed a copy of Abbot’s The Way Out of Agnosticism 

(1890), which developed the ideas of the earlier book more fully. Scientific 

Theism had received highly favorable press notices. These were printed at the 

end of Wallace’s copy of The Way Out of Agnosticism. One notice was by Peirce, 

in the New York Nation. He described Scientific Theism as “a strongly char¬ 

acterized and scholarly piece of work, doing honor to American thought.” 

A review that appeared in the Boston Daily Advertiser caught Wallace’s at¬ 

tention. The Boston reviewer noted that the educated community “are not 

usually much attracted by books on scientific theism. Too commonly they 

are attempts to make use of the general interest in science to call attention to 

some not very original or profound speculations about religion. The result 

often is a syncretism of poor science and worse theology. Such a prejudice 

cannot attach itself to any work from the pen of Mr. Abbot.” In sending a 

presentation copy of The Way Out of Agnosticism to Wallace, Abbot enclosed 

a letter (dated 27 April 1890). He asked Wallace “to express your critical 

opinions of the new argument, grounded solely on science and philosophy, 

which it presents in support of theism.” Abbot added that he “entertained a 

stronger hope of sympathy in this endeavor from [Wallace] than I do from 

most scientific men of the day [because] you have shown what seems to 

me a deeper insight than they into the indestructible nature of our great 

religious convictions.” Abbot concluded with words that could not fail to 

attract Wallace: “Ignoring wholly the traditional grounds, I make my appeal 

[for scientific theism] solely to the modern intelligence.” Wallace’s extensive 

annotations to The Way Out of Agnosticism indicate that it encouraged him 

to undertake his own articulation of scientific theism (Wallace’s annotated 

copy of Abbot [1890] is in ARWL). Wallace was ready to integrate fully the 

strands of evolutionary biology and other sciences, theism, social and political 

activism, and ethical goals, which had become inextricable components of 

his vision of a humanistic social order. 

Man’s Place in the Universe 

Wallace’s quest for synthesis was evident in his earliest forays in natural his¬ 

tory in the 1840s and 1850s. It had grown steadily in power and scope in 

the following half century. His 1903 book on the implications of recent as¬ 

tronomical findings for the question of the origin of life shows that quest 

in undiminished force. Man’s Place in the Universe: A Study of the Results of 
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Scientific Research in Relation to the Unity or Plurality of Worlds is vintage Wal¬ 

lace. It is controversial, idiosyncratic, and highly readable (Wallace [1903] 

1907). Wallace had entered into a field of lively scientific and popular in¬ 

terest and debate. The book went through seven editions in just five years. 

The appearance of “cheap” editions in 1912 and 1914 testifies to the interest 

generated by Wallace’s pronouncements on the controversy concerning the 

plurality of worlds. There was a long history of debate as to whether life is 

restricted to Earth alone or existed (in some form) elsewhere in the universe 

(Dick 1982). The debate was cast in a new mold in the second half of the 

nineteenth century. From 1877 onward, the Italian astronomer and states¬ 

man Giovanni Schiaparelli observed about a hundred systems of rectilinear 

marking on Mars’s surface. He dubbed them canali, Italian for “channels” 

or “canals.” The American astronomer Percival Lowell became the leader 

of those who believed the markings to be bands of vegetation, bordering 

irrigation ditches dug by intelligent beings to carry water from the polar 

caps. Most astronomers could see no canals, and many doubted their reality. 

Experiments, such as photography through the earth’s atmosphere, were not 

feasible. The lines were near the limit of resolution of the human eye and of 

existing telescopic cameras. The controversy was resolved only when pictures 

were taken from the Mariner spacecraft in 1969. These demonstrated that 

the canals are illusions caused by chance alignment of large craters and other 

features of the Martian surface. It was not just the disputed appearance of the 

canals that made the controversy into which Wallace leaped so vehement. Also 

at stake were “disputed ideas of the proper route from observation to theory.” 

Had the observational data been more definitive, they “might have settled the 

controversy themselves by precluding intelligence” (Dick 1996, 79). 

Debates on extraterrestrial life and intelligence raised crucial philosoph¬ 

ical and religious as well as scientific issues. Scientists and laypersons were 

confronted with the perplexing question of whether there might be other cul¬ 

tures apart from those on Earth (R. W. Smith 1999, 238). Such debates were 

part of a broader process in which the often-messy interactions between sci¬ 

entists in and between specialized disciplines became more openly discussed. 

Victorian popularizers of science since midcentury had become crucial medi¬ 

ators between the professional elites and the rapidly increasing mass market of 

educated, middle- and working-class readers eager for scientific information. 

John G. Wood (who had encouraged Wallace to go on the lecture tour of 

North America), Richard Proctor, and Agnes Gierke were three of the most 

influential science popularizers in the latter half of the nineteenth-century. 

Significantly, all three saw their works as tools to refashion and revitalize 

the natural theology tradition in light of the most recent findings of modern 

science. They were explicitly aiming to keep natural theology vibrant at a time 
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when Darwinian theory and scientific naturalism posed serious threats to the 

public’s belief in divine wonder in nature (Lightman 2000). Wallace could 

not remain aloof from the fray. Man’s Place in the Universe was intended to 

integrate the most recent findings of astronomy and of evolutionary biology 

with theological considerations. Wallace wanted to convince both the scien¬ 

tific community and the general reader of the uniqueness of life on Earth 

(Wallace [1903] 1907, vi). Wallace’s arguments for the earth’s uniqueness 

set him at odds with Proctor, an advocate for a pluralistic theory of life in 

the universe. But Wallace and Proctor shared the overriding motivation to 

demonstrate the hand of God in nature to elite and popular audiences. 

Astronomy had long fascinated Wallace. An entire chapter of Island Life 

was devoted to astronomical causes of changes of climate (Wallace [1880] 

1892, chap. 8). The evolutionary implications of astronomical factors, espe¬ 

cially those bearing on the geographical distribution of animals and plants, 

were key elements in Wallace’s cosmology at least since 1880. But astronomy 

now played an even more crucial role in Wallace’s speculations. It permit¬ 

ted him to buttress his evolutionary theism with modern findings of other 

scientific disciplines. For Wallace, the question of whether life on Earth was 

unique bore directly on broader questions of religion and culture. “During 

the last quarter of the past century,” he declared, 

the rapidly increasing body of facts and observations leading to a 

more detailed and accurate knowledge of stars and stellar systems 

have thrown a new and somewhat unexpected light on this very in¬ 

teresting problem of our relation to the universe. . . . They do tend 

to show that our position in the material universe is special and prob¬ 

ably unique, and that it is such as to lend support to the view, held 

by many great thinkers and writers to-day, that the supreme end and 

purpose of this vast universe was the production and development of 

the living soul in the perishable body of man. 

(Wallace 1903a) 

Wallace’s goal was to construct an irresistible argument against the possibility 

of life elsewhere in the universe. 

Wallace drew six major conclusions from his interpretation of astron¬ 

omers’ findings. Three of these he regarded as incontestable: (1) The uni¬ 

verse “though of enormous extent, is yet finite, and its extent determinable.” 

(2) The solar system is situated near the center of the Milky Way, and the 

earth “therefore nearly in the centre of the stellar universe.” (3) The uni¬ 

verse “consists throughout of the same kinds of matter, and is subjected to 

the same physical and chemical laws.” Three additional conclusions, Wallace 



296 Chapter 6 

claimed, had high probabilities in their favor: (4) No “other planet in the solar 

system than the earth is inhabited or habitable.” (5) The “probabilities are 

almost as great against any other sun possessing inhabited planets.” (6) The 

“nearly central position of our sun is probably a permanent one, and has 

been specially favourable, perhaps absolutely essential, to life-development 

on the earth.” Few of his contemporaries would dispute Wallace’s first trio 

of conclusions. It was the latter three assertions that catapulted Man^s Place 

into turbulent waters. Wallace claimed that his synthesis led to “one great and 

definite conclusion—that man, the culmination of conscious organic life, has 

been developed here [on Earth] only in the whole vast material universe we 

see around us.” Wallace assured his readers that this conclusion held noth¬ 

ing “that need alarm either the scientific or the religious mind” (Wallace 

[1903] 1907, 317-318). Man’s Place was a deftly constructed argument for 

evolutionary theism and teleology. It was destined for controversy. 

Reception of Man’s Place 

The book “set all the world talking.” It created “quite a sensation” among 

both the scientific community and the general public. Interviewing Wallace 

shortly after the publication of Man’s Place, Albert Dawson suggested that 

a major reason for Wallace’s extensive popularity among Victorian readers 

was his willingness to enter into controversial areas and express his opinions 

with “candour, open-mindedness and high courage.” Dawson’s perception 

indicates—once again—that the professionalization and specialization of sci¬ 

ence, so precious to Huxley and many other scientists of the late Victorian 

period, was not one of Wallace’s own driving goals or talents. Dawson cap¬ 

tured Wallace’s personality well in calling him “a pioneer. The beaten track 

has no attraction for him; his adventurous spirit and quenchless enthusiasm 

[even in his eighty-first year] sometimes carry him into regions that are under 

the ban of the orthodox scientist. . . . That Dr. Wallace has not shrunk from 

incurring the odium scientiae is one of the reasons of his popularity with the 

general public.” Numerous reviews oiMan’s Place quickly appeared (Dawson 

1903). Wallace gained the support of a number of important astronomers in 

advancing his views as to the position of the earth and the solar system in 

the universe. What sparked debate was Wallace’s assertion that the intricate 

web of conditions and forces that resulted in human evolution on Earth was 

unique. He declared it “in the highest degree improbable that they can all 

be found again combined in the solar system or even in the stellar universe” 

(Wallace [1903] 1907, 274-275, 310-317). To think otherwise, Wallace in¬ 

sisted, “would imply that to produce the living soul in the marvellous and 

glorious body of man—man with his faculties, his aspirations, his powers for 
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good and evil—[was] an easy matter which could be brought about anywhere, 

in any world. It would imply that man is an animal and nothing more, is of 

no importance in the universe, needed no great preparations for his advent, 

only, perhaps, a second-rate demon, and a third or fourth-rate earth” (Wallace 

[1903] 1907, 321-322). 

Wallace hoped that Man’s Place might provide additional support for 

Christians (and other religious groups) in their efforts to defend their faith 

against skeptical onslaughts. But that would be a secondary bonus. His main 

objective in Man’s Place was to buttress scientific theism further. Wallace’s 

theism rested not on faith but on what he considered the fact that the “law of 

the universe seems to be growth by evolution—from the lower to the higher, 

smaller to greater, worse to better.” Theistic evolutionary teleology, Wallace 

maintained, “may actually govern the action of God Himself. The old idea 

that God is omnipotent in the sense that He can do anything, even make two 

and two add up into five, is not a working theory. Limitation, pain, struggle 

are evidently essential factors in the development of spiritual beings, and 

if we believe in a Supreme Being with faculties at all similar to those with 

which He has endowed us, we cannot help also believing that His purpose is 

the perpetuation of the greatest happiness of the greatest number” (Dawson 

1903). 

Wallace’s optimism that evolution afforded a philosophical as well as sci¬ 

entific basis for belief in human progress—subject, always, to prerequisite 

socioeconomic and political reforms—struck some of his contemporaries as 

extreme. Such a verdict ignores the realistic and experiential basis of Wal¬ 

lace’s optimism. Marchant asked Wallace how he had endured the loss of 

his valuable Amazonian specimens and notes when the vessel transporting 

them back to England burned and sank. Wallace replied that he thought that 

loss was “the most fortunate thing that happened to me. ... As the result 

of this accident I went to the Malay Archipelago, a perfectly virgin country, 

which hardly any naturalist had then properly explored. My experiences in 

the Far East were of singular interest to me, and I look back upon them as 

standing for probably the best part of my life” (Marchant 1905). Admittedly, 

Wallace is characterizing his feelings more than half a century after the event 

occurred. It is difficult not to imagine that when the ship actually sank, so too 

did Wallace’s spirit—but only temporarily. He took the loss in stride, went on 

to explore the Malay Archipelago for eight years, and made scientific history. 

Wallace’s optimism was rooted from early youth until old age in a deeply 

practical, as well as metaphysical, conviction that adversity could be made to 

serve a beneficial purpose in human life. 

Wallace knew that his astronomical argumentation might be viewed with 

skepticism by some members of the specialized scientific community. In the 
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sixth edition of Man’s Place^ he added an appendix titled, authoritatively, 

“An Additional Argument Dependent on the Theory of Evolution.” Wallace 

marshaled the results of his life-long studies as one of the world’s preem¬ 

inent biologists. One of his original and enduring hypotheses was that the 

“rigidity of natural selection and the severity of the struggle for existence . . . 

[proves] that no species has ever arisen independently in different places or 

at different times” (Wallace [1903] 1907, 329). There is an irony in Wallace’s 

self-reference to the famous 1855 essay “On the Law Which Has Regulated 

the Introduction of New Species.” One of the key motives for writing that 

essay was to oppose biblical creationists. But Wallace had also wanted to de¬ 

flate those evolutionists who incorporated traditional, and what he regarded 

as ineffective, teleological arguments drawn from orthodox theology and out¬ 

moded science (McKinney 1972, 45; Ospovat 1978, 35, 49-52). In Man’s 

Place, Wallace now used a scientifically updated evolutionary teleology to 

demonstrate that 

the ultimate development of man has . . . depended on something 

like a million distinct modifications. . . . The chances against such 

an enormously long series of definite modifications having occurred 

twice over, even in [^ic] the same planet but in different isolated por¬ 

tions of it. . . are almost infinite. . . . But if such long-continued 

identity of the whole course of evolution is hardly conceivable on 

different parts of the same planet, where all the . . . essential con¬ 

ditions are equally fulfilled, how infinitely improbable it becomes 

that such an identity should have arisen ... on other planets of other 

suns, where the whole series of fundamental conditions which I have 

shown to be essential for any high development of life, though they 

might in rare cases approximate those of the earth, could certainly 

never have been quite identical. And without absolute identity to 

the smallest details, any identity of development, resulting after mil¬ 

lions of ages in the same forms of the higher animals, is manifestly 

impossible. 

For Wallace, this impossibility of identical physical conditions was supple¬ 

mented by the conviction that the “very definite and peculiar mental and 

moral nature” of mankind is still more unique and providentially designed. 

The improbabilities of intelligent life elsewhere in the universe were, to him, 

“so great as to approach very closely, if not quite to attain, the actually im¬ 

possible” (Wallace [1903] 1907, 332-335). 

Proof of the overarching argurhent of Man’s Place required, Wallace ad¬ 

mitted, another volume. This would appear in 1910 as The World of Life: A 
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Manifestation of Creative Power, Directive Mind and Ultimate Purpose (Wallace 

1910a). But Wallace had a more immediate challenge. Percival Lowell’s Mars 

and Its Canals was published in 1906. Lowell contended that extraterrestrial 

life was probable but more so closer to Earth than in the remote reaches 

of the universe. Few professional astronomers were convinced by Lowell’s 

arguments that the “canals” of Mars implied intelligent beings as their ar¬ 

chitects. But his ideas exerted considerable influence on the general public. 

In addition to his position as one of the United States’ leading astronomers, 

Lowell was a brilliant speaker and always in great demand for lecture tours 

(Marsden 1973). Lowell’s career provides highly useful insights into the ways 

in which scientific images, both visual and rhetorical, travel through different 

cultural spheres (Strauss 1998). Wallace thus had an opponent who enjoyed 

a scholarly/popular repute similar to his own. 

Wallace had first sought to counter Lowell and other critics of Man’s 

Place in an article he published in 1903 (Wallace 1903b). The publication 

of Mars and Its Canals demanded an extended refutation. Wallace had to 

show that Lowell failed to invalidate the central thesis in Man’s Place, that 

neither Mars nor any other planet was habitable. The result was Is Mars 

Habitable? published in 1907 (Wallace 1907). Wallace considered his book 

“as furnishing [to the general reader] a quite natural explanation of features 

of the planet which have been termed ‘non-natural’ by Mr. Lowell” (Wal¬ 

lace 1907, vii). He believed complete repudiation of all of Lowell’s claims 

was requisite because the latter’s works, though “not very well written” and, 

in places, actually “twisting” the evidence, would “no doubt [impress] the 

newspaper men [who] think that as he is such a great astronomer he must 

know what it all means” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 408). Wallace, as always, 

was aiming for public as well as professional recognition of his ideas. In this 

case, he was on the side of the angels in two respects. Most professional 

astronomers were unreceptive to Lowell’s speculations. Equally encourag¬ 

ing was the fact that religious thinkers and many laypersons found Wallace’s 

Man’s Place highly congenial. According to Marchant, Wallace’s astronomical 

writings from 1903 to 1907 were efforts to buttress his deep conviction “that 

the near future would show the strong tendency of scientists to become more 

religious or spiritual” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 405). 

Theism and Politics 

Most of Wallace’s writings in the final years of his life were devoted to the 

advancement of evolutionary theism, which also permeated his sociopolitical 

convictions. Wallace was an ardent reader of and contributor to the Clarion, 

one of England’s most prominent socialist newspapers. He regretted that its 
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editor, Robert Blatchford, had embarked on a public campaign against Chris¬ 

tianity. Wallace regarded Blatchford’s attacks on Christianity as ill founded 

and personally distasteful. Although Wallace was a theist and not a traditional 

Christian, he recognized common ethical goals between theistic evolution¬ 

ism and Christianity. That Blatchford was also the author of the best-selling 

work Merrie England further perturbed Wallace. He was concerned that an 

influential socialist was posing a dichotomy between the moral teachings of 

socialism and religious ethics (Wallace 1912c). Wallace’s holistic worldview 

had made him wary of efforts to divorce not only politics from science but 

also politics and science from religious ethics. Some years earlier, Wallace 

had corresponded with the Reverend H. Price Hughes. In September 1898, 

Hughes wrote Wallace to say that Hughes had just been elected president of 

the Wesleyan Methodist Conference. He regarded Wallace as an important 

voice in the campaign to link politics to theistic ethics. Hughes told Wallace 

that as president of the Methodist Conference, he had “special opportuni¬ 

ties ... of propagating Social Christianity, which in fact, and to a great extent 

in form, is what you yourself are doing” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 394). 

Wallace’s conception of religious ethics was nondoctrinaire. In World of 

Life, he directed his readers to two books that he regarded as exemplifying the 

ethics of theism: Psychic Philosophy, as the Foundations of a Religion of Natural 

Law (1901) by V. C. Desertis and Spirit Teachings (1894) by William Stainton 

Moses (Wallace 1910a, 398n. 1; Desertis was the pseudonym often used by 

Stanley De Brath). Germane to understanding Wallace’s evolutionary theism 

is what Moses called the “theology of the spirit,” which emphasized that hu¬ 

man ability to grasp truth, like change in the material world, is evolutionary. 

Equally pertinent is Moses’s claim that reason must be the final court of 

appeal in human perceptions of the divine. Wallace asserted that “we are 

forced to the assumption of an infinite God by the fact that our earth has 

developed life, and mind, and ourselves ... I can imagine the supreme, the 

Infinite being, foreseeing and determining the broad outlines of a universe 

which would, in due course, and with efficient guidance, produce the required 

result, . . . the life-world of man.” Wallace believed the “vast whole” to be a 

manifestation of God’s power, “perhaps of his very self—but by the agency 

of his ministering angels through many descending grades of intelligence and 

power” (Wallace 1910a, 393-396). In 1911, Wallace’s close friend Barrett 

published Creative Thought and the Problem of Evil Barrett discussed evolution 

and the impossibility of explaining the phenomena of life without a supreme 

directing force. Wallace wrote Barrett, on 15 February 1911, that “it is very 

curious that even the religious reviewers [of Creative Thought] seem horrified 

and pained at the idea that the Infinite Being does not actually do every de¬ 

tail himself, apparently leaving his angels, and archangels, his seraphs and his 
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messengers, which seem to exist in myriads, according to the Bible, to have 

no function whatsoever!” Wallace declared that Barrett’s concepts concern¬ 

ing the relation between science and religion “closely . . . coincide [d]” with 

his own (Marchant [1916] 1975, 439).^ Like Wallace, Barrett had moved 

beyond conventional spiritualism to an explicitly theistic conception of the 

universe (see chap. 4). Barrett’s theism was further exemplified in On the 

Threshold of the Unseen. Published in 1918, five years after Wallace’s death. 

Threshold shows that Barrett and Wallace held close views on the meaning of 

scientific theism. Moreover, Barrett’s comments on the distinction between 

spiritualism and theism accord with Wallace’s insistence that spiritualism has 

limits that can only be transcended by theism (Barrett 1918, 28-29). Barrett’s 

analysis of science and religion is, like Wallace’s evolutionary epistemology 

(see chap. 3), a reassessment of such categories and of the utility of any sharp 

demarcation between them. 

Reconciling Science and Religion 

Wallace differed from the exponents of traditional natural theology. Writing at 

the start of the twentieth century, he was acutely aware of the vast sociopolit¬ 

ical, environmental, and metaphysical transformations wrought by advances 

in Victorian science and technology. The confidently comforting message 

that had characterized much of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century natural 

theology was no longer viable for Wallace. Nor could it be. The relationships 

between science and religion have changed over time and are complex and 

highly diverse even within a given historical community (Brooke and Cantor 

1998, 15-69). Wallace’s mature evolutionary teleology was also optimistic. 

But unlike most traditional natural theology, his optimism was qualified by 

the stringent proviso that radical social and political reforms be implemented. 

Wallace’s evolutionary theism was a response to the challenges posed to ques¬ 

tions of human values as science emerged as an increasingly potent and pro¬ 

fessionalized cultural institution. Theism completed Wallace’s evolutionary 

worldview. He saw theism, in terms of intelligent design, as providing an 

account of the emergence of those human traits he deemed inexplicable by 

natural selection and necessary for the possibility of future human progress. 

Wallace came to regard intelligent design as guiding certain aspects of the 

development of the nonhuman organic world as well. This reenvisioned evo¬ 

lutionary teleology informed the thought and writings of his later years. Wal¬ 

lace described this period as “ ‘the third chapter of my life’; [just as] Man’s 

Place in the Universe—2l totally new subject for me—may well be termed the 

‘third chapter of my book,’ that is, of my literary work” (Wallace [1905] 1969, 

2:382, 399). 
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As noted previously (see chaps. 3,'4), there are clear parallels between 

Oliver Lodge’s and Wallace’s writings at the turn of the century regarding 

theism. Lodge considered progressive evolution an empirically established 

scientific theory. He also felt that scientific naturalism served, erroneously, 

to preclude any incorporation of divine and/or spiritual agency in the course 
% 

of human evolution. Lodge believed that “a ministry of benevolences sur¬ 

rounds us—a cloud of witnesses—not witnesses only but helpers, agents like 

ourselves of the immanent God” (Lodge 1910, 34, 155).^ Finally, in Lodge’s 

scientific theism, science was more than an empirical knowledge of nature, 

and religion was more than a biblical knowledge of God (Laudan 1993, 3, 

21; Wilson 1996, 34). 

In Man and the Universe (1909), Lodge proposed a conception of the 

universe that he hoped would reconcile science and religion. It lay “open to all 

manner of spiritual influences, permeated through and through with a Divine 

spirit, guided and watched by living minds, acting through the medium of law 

indeed, but with intelligence and love behind the law” (Lodge 1909, 22-23). 

Wallace was entirely comfortable with this attempt to define the compatibility 

of science and religion. Earlier, in a letter to Arabella Buckley Fisher (9 

April 1897), Wallace stated that he admired Lodge’s recent address to the 

Spiritualists’ Association on similar matters. It is worth noting that Wallace’s 

incorporation of spiritualism into a broader theistic framework was in stark 

contrast to his highly critical views on theosophy and ideas of reincarnation 

In that same letter to Fisher, Wallace admitted that “I have tried several 

Reincarnation and Theosophical books, but cannot read them or take any 

interest in them. They are so purely imaginative, and do not seem to me 

rational. Many people are captivated by it—I think most people who like a 

grand, strange, complex theory of man and nature, given with authority— 

people who if religious would be Roman Catholics” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 

432-433). 

In October 1895, Wallace had agreed to write an introductory note to 

Stanley De Brath’s Psychic Philosophy. He considered De Brath’s book a work 

of “great lucidity, a philosophy of the universe and of human nature in its 

threefold aspect of body, soul, and spirit.” Wallace also wrote a prefatory note 

to the expanded second edition in 1908, stating that he fully agreed with all 

of De Brath’s changes and additions. Wallace endorsed De Brath’s view that 

late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century scientific developments, most 

notably in evolutionary theory, were potent grounds for a conciliation be¬ 

tween the findings of modern science and the basic teachings of Christianity. 

The basic teachings of Christianity, for both De Brath and Wallace, were, 

however, something quite specific: they were religious lessons divorced from 

dogma and institutionalized churches. According to De Brath, the “new 
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mode of thought recognises fully that the valid test to us of the existence 

of spiritual force is its material effect, but that all spiritual causation can 

only be expressed by metaphor, simile, and trope, straining the resources of 

language to express the higher verity, and not by scientific terms having only 

one sense. To literalise is to degrade the whole broad and grand treatment of 

God and human life which characterises the teaching of Jesus, into formula, 

making it no longer truth to be known but dogma to be assented to.” De 

Brath continued by declaring that if “we know we are spirits veiled in flesh, 

for whom there is no death; having within ourselves infinite possibilities of 

health and growth; having faculty to receive strength and guidance from the 

very Creative Spirit Himself. . . then how differently would the world look 

to each one of us. We should see it as it is—the garden of God, wherein He 

brings flowers from corrupt and dead matter; as His undeveloped Kingdom 

wherein we may be His agencies whereby shall be made the new heaven and 

the new earth.” Wallace’s own evolutionary theism is echoed by De Brath’s 

belief that there “is also a future sense to the individual man, when, leaving 

the body, his true self is manifest by his entrance on spirit-conditions. It is to 

this aspect that Jesus alludes when He says the righteous shall shine forth as 

the sun; shall inherit the Kingdom, prepared indeed from the foundation of 

the world, for it belongs to conditions where Time has no place” (De Brath 

1921, v-vi, 9, 30, 269). 

Wallace was sufficiently impressed with De Brath’s book to inform Ara¬ 

bella Buckley (Mrs. Fisher) that he found it “a really fine and original work.” 

Buckley was then reading A Scientific Demonstration of the Future Life by 

Thomson Jay Hudson (1896). Wallace told Buckley (4 January 1896) that 

he found Hudson’s volume “so pretentious, so unscientific . . . that I do not 

feel inclined to read more of the same author’s work.” He hoped Buckley 

would read De Brath as a rigorous corrective to Hudson (Marchant [1916] 

1975, 431). Given the length and depth of Wallace’s friendship with Buckley, 

his recommendation of De Brath to her is significant. He felt that she was 

immersing herself uncritically in the still vast spiritualist literature. This was 

the literature Wallace himself once devoured but now regarded as partially 

superseded by more penetrating attempts to reconcile science and religion. 

Wallace admired De Brath for demonstrating that the solution to the pressing 

need to establish a basis for a modern “religion of natural law” lay in ground¬ 

ing such a religion in “the most advanced conclusions of science.” This was 

one of Wallace’s prime goals in writing Man’s Place in the Universe and The 

World of Life. He regarded De Brath’s approach as kindred to his own. 

De Brath, for his part, cited Wallace’s dictum that the term “miracle”— 

used disparagingly by critics of theism and spiritualism—was generally mis¬ 

understood. For Wallace, so-called miracles were simply natural events whose 
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explanation “known laws are inadequate” to provide. De Brath shared Wal¬ 

lace’s conviction that such events were increasingly being shown to be ex¬ 

plicable by the findings of modern science. Wallace, in turn, applauded De 

Brath’s emphasis that the primary virtue of a “religion rooted and grounded 

not only in Love but in scientific Law” was to provide humanity with a “sci¬ 

entific touchstone ... to solve those problems of health, political action, and 

personal conduct where we now see but darkly.” Wallace had found yet an¬ 

other ally in De Brath. He felt that De Brath’s religion of natural law, “when 

thoroughly realised, becomes a sure guide to right action both for individuals 

and communities, and often affords a clue to the solution of the most vital 

political and social problems.” Wallace had a twofold reason for his high 

estimation of De Brath’s treatise. It aimed to demonstrate that theism was 

fully consistent with “the world of sequence and sensation, which is to us 

the ultimate basis of all our real knowledge.” Metaphysics would become “an 

experimental science.” But equally crucial was De Brath’s “sympathetic and 

elevated tone” and “high moral teachings.” His work, Wallace declared, “was 

well calculated to raise the ethical standard of public life, and thus assist in 

the development of a higher civilisation” (De Brath 1921, v-vi, 29-31).^® 

Spokesman for Theistic Evolution 

Wallace’s zeal in promoting theistic evolutionary teleology was obvious in 

his North American tour (see chaps. 3, 5). Two events that occurred at that 

time are helpful in documenting Wallace’s path to becoming a spokesman for 

evolutionary theism. One was his visit to Cincinnati for twelve days. There, he 

again lectured successfully on evolutionary theory, including the phenomena 

and causes of animal coloration, before the Natural History Society. Wal¬ 

lace also met several people who had become religion skeptics through their 

reading of Spencer and Darwin. These individuals confided to him that they 

were regaining their religious beliefs through spiritualism (Wallace [1905] 

1969, 2:145). Spiritualism was a divisive issue in Cincinnati at the time of 

Wallace’s visit. A letter to the editor in the Cincinnati Weekly Times is revealing. 

The writer complained “that there are hundreds of people in Cincinnati who 

have been entangled in the web of modern spiritualism. But the fact is more 

surprising still when it is considered that they have been drawn into the belief 

by men and women who cannot produce a single intelligent reason for the 

faith they profess.” Interestingly, spiritualism was not dismissed for the usual 

reasons, fraudulent mediums and so on. The writer’s main charge was that 

spiritualism failed to achieve what its advocates assert: “There are thousands 

of doubters in the world—men who would rejoice if it were possible to grasp 

with unshaken faith the gracious declarations of Holy Writ. Spiritualism . . . 
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possesses the power to scatter all doubts like chaff before a driving wind. Then 

why not do it? There is an easy answer: Spiritualism is not in harmony with 

the Bible, and any attempt to reveal the hidden things of God must of neces¬ 

sity prove a disastrous failure.” “ Wallace encountered a sizable community 

in Cincinnati receptive to spiritualism. He also encountered hostility from 

fundamentalist Christians, who rejected even the possibility of a conciliation 

between biblical literalism and the “scientific” claims of spiritualists. Wallace 

never courted biblical literalists. He had dismissed their position since his 

youth. However, the bitter debates over spiritualism he was again witnessing 

were a further prod for him to move beyond the confines of spiritualism to a 

more encompassing evolutionary theism. Newspaper accounts from Boston, 

New York, Baltimore, San Francisco, Washington D.C., Toronto, Kingston, 

and Montreal, in addition to those of Cincinnati, document the widespread 

public interest in Wallace’s increasingly overt theistic evolutionism. 

Support for Wallace’s theistic views was important. Criticisms of his pub¬ 

licly articulated theism are equally revealing. As noted in chapter 4, overtly 

theistic evolutionists in the United States were less common in the last two 

decades of the nineteenth century than they had been in the two decades 

prior to Wallace’s North American tour. Theistic evolution was undergoing 

“privatization.” Many American evolutionists retained their religious beliefs, 

but explicit references to the divine became less visible in the scientific liter¬ 

ature. Specialization and professionalization fostered a separation of religion 

from science among the scientific elite in their public statements and writings 

(Numbers 1998, 40). Wallace, as a spokesman for evolutionary science, was 

bucking this trend. Why? Several factors were at play in his decision to go 

public with theistic evolution. Wallace’s ambivalent status as a card-carrying 

professional scientist contributed to his freedom to express views that other 

professional scientists may have held but regarded as inappropriate in scien¬ 

tific discourse. Wallace’s refusal to be pigeonholed as a specialist entailed that 

he make public his worldview commitments. Theism was one crucial com¬ 

mitment. His theistic convictions became more overt than they had been in 

the period prior to 1870 because they had become more precisely formulated 

since then. Theism informed Wallace’s science. The converse was also true. 

For Wallace, evidence from biology and astronomy, in particular, supported 

theistic conclusions. Since he had never subscribed to any traditional insti¬ 

tutionalized religion, Wallace’s theism did not carry the burden of defending 

orthodox creeds that he found oppressive. 

The second event, actually just prior to Wallace’s arrival in America, oc¬ 

curred in New York. Noah Porter, president of Yale, read a lengthy paper 

entitled “Some Thoughts upon Evolution” at the Nineteenth Century Club 

in New York City on 25 May 1886. Porter’s main aim was to show, like many 
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others, that in his opinion there was no conflict between evolutionary sci¬ 

ence and theism. Porter cited first “the well-known fact that Darwin himself 

asserted his belief in an intelligent Creator.” He then embarked on a tortur¬ 

ous explication of what Herbert Spencer’s teachings “really mean.” Darwin’s 

commitment to theism, however, is a source of continuing debate among 

scholars. And Spencer’s concept of the “Unknowable”—that some things 

simply could not be known—was, and remains, largely inscrutable. When 

Porter finally concluded that evolutionary theory becomes “luminous with 

thought when projected against the bright background of the living God,” he 

is no longer dealing with Darwin or Spencer. The closing paragraphs of his 

address proclaim that evolutionary science makes it easier, and more neces¬ 

sary, to assert that the very laws of universal, progressive development must 

have arisen in the mind of a supreme being. “Man,” Porter declared, “also 

is conceived as the culmination of the history of the Universe hitherto, and 

as the brightest and most consummate product of all its progressive move¬ 

ments. Why, then, may he not be worthy of the constant care and the fatherly 

love of Him who has had him in his thought from the beginning till now, 

and toward whom his plans and movements have ever been tending” (Porter 

1886). This is Wallaceism—though Porter did not call it that—not Darwin¬ 

ism or Spencerism. Wallace began expounding the evolutionary theism Porter 

was promoting when he arrived in New York at the commencement of his 

North American tour. American audiences, if not all American scientists, 

were primed to hear theistic versions of evolution. 

Wallace was in his element. His visit to the United States, despite—or 

because of—his controversial views, made him something of a sage for North 

Americans. As late as 1909, he told an interviewer that hardly a week passed 

without a request for his autograph, especially from America. “I always send 

it, particularly,” he added with a smile, “if a stamp is included for return.” 

Wallace relished his transatlantic fame. “I am always being asked to write,” he 

confessed to his interviewer with a humorous twinkle, “even if I know nothing 

about the subject, and American editors think nothing of having my articles 

cabled across. In some cases I ignore the request, but when I can I oblige.” 

Even the polymathic Wallace set limits to his own areas of expertise. “I wish 

it were more widely recognised that this is an age of specialisation,” Wallace 

noted, “and that even scientists ought not to be expected to know everything” 

(Rann 1909). But Wallace did not always conform to that restriction. He was 

a generalist who wandered among specialized fields, trying to pull things 

together. Wallace always considered himself as pursuing his varied social and 

cultural concerns with the rigor and methodology of science. Those areas 

that most deeply meshed with his underlying commitments became part of 
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his scientific worldview. Works such as The World of Life demonstrated the 

degree to which theism flowed into Wallace’s evolutionary cosmology. 

Wallace ISM 

Wallace’s article “The Present Position of Darwinism” appeared in the Au¬ 

gust 1908 issue of the Contemporary Review. It was not simply a survey of 

the various biological theories that, by 1900, offered alternatives to natural 

selection as the mechanism of evolutionary change. Wallace had composed a 

calculated and absolutely timely counterattack against what he perceived to 

be an onslaught, particularly from the ranks of the “Neo-Lamarckians, the 

Mutationists, and the Mendelians. The general public,” Wallace complained, 

“are being told to-day that Darwinism is played out; that as a means of ex¬ 

plaining the origin of species and the general development of the organic world, 

it is entirely superseded by newer and more scientific views. Of course the 

public, ever ready to accept new things in science, believes these statements, 

which are put forward with so much confidence and, apparently, on such 

good authority; while the theologians are especially glad to seize upon this 

weapon against what they have long considered to be their most formidable 

enemy” (Wallace 1908a, 129). That Darwinism was under severe attack was 

not the paranoid imaginings of the aged cofounder of the theory of natural 

selection. At the 1894 meeting of the BAAS, Huxley once again had been 

called on to defend Darwinism. This time, however, Huxley was not respond¬ 

ing to a religious offensive, as he had in his much earlier confrontation with 

Bishop Wilberforce at Oxford. His mission was to counter the charge of the 

Marquis of Salisbury, a former prime minister and president of the BAAS 

that year, that natural selection was wholly inadequate as a mechanism for 

evolution. Salisbury’s charge was itself not new, since natural selection had 

endured significant and persistent opposition from 1858 onward. But it was 

a harbinger of what grew to be a loud chorus of attacks from physicists as 

well as biologists. 

Books such as Eberhart Dennert’s At the Deathbed of Darwinism (1903) 

were not coming from the fringes of evolutionary thought. Dennert’s work 

was indicative of a powerful surge of scientific opinion. Dennert, a neo- 

Lamarckian, purported to demonstrate that selection was at best only a sec¬ 

ondary force in evolution. Mutation theory, a term popularized by Hugo 

De Vries, was another influential alternative. De Vries and his followers ar¬ 

gued that evolution occurred not by the slow and gradual accumulation of 

almost imperceptible variations as natural selection demanded but by the 

sudden appearance of major variations that were both random and (initially) 
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nonadaptive. A third important challenge to natural selection emerged from 

the rediscovery of Mendel’s laws in 1900. Mendelian genetics, although ulti¬ 

mately reconciled with natural selection to create the modern synthesis of 

contemporary evolutionary theory, initially was regarded by many scien¬ 

tists as fueling the anti-Darwinian attacks. Wallace shared this assessment 

of Mendelism; but his own views on the actual relationship between natural 

selection and genetics were more complex and far less dogmatically negative 

than his statements in the Contemporary Review suggested (Marchant [1916] 

1975, 333-334). Finally, William Bateson and his school advocated a discon¬ 

tinuous and antiselectionist theory of evolution (Bowler 1983, 3-10, 186- 

197). The critics singled out by Wallace were powerful and numerous. They 

created a crisis significant enough to warrant the term, coined by Julian Hux¬ 

ley, of an “eclipse of Darwinism” in the early 1900s (Huxley 1942, 22-28). 

Wallace undertook a formidable task. He sought to minimize the claims of 

Lamarckians, while conceding that Darwin himself had “actually accepted 

[the inheritance of acquired characteristics] though he always maintained 

that it had very little or no effect in producing modification of species.” One 

of Wallace’s main neo-Lamarckian targets was the American paleontologist 

Edward D. Cope. He characterized Cope’s The Primary Factors of Organic 

Evolution (1896) as repudiated by recent and “very valuable experiments and 

observations.” The mutationist hypothesis of De Vries and his advocates was 

dismissed by Wallace as “a mountain of theory reared upon such an almost 

infinitesimal basis of fact!” He deemed the criticisms of eminent antimu- 

tationists such as Thistleton Dyer and E. B. Boulton conclusive. Wallace’s 

attacks on mutationism may also have been prompted in part by his equally 

persistent advocacy of gradualism, in contrast to sudden change, in effecting 

sociopolitical transformations. Mendel’s experiments and so-called laws were 

regarded by Wallace as inconclusive at best. He thought them scarcely capa¬ 

ble of “playing any essential part in the scheme of organic development. . . . 

They arise out of what are essentially abnormalities, whether called varieties, 

‘mutations,’ or sports. These abnormalities are very rare in a state of nature, 

as compared with the ever-present individual variability ample in amount and 

affecting every part and organ which furnishes the material for both man’s 

and for nature’s selection.” Wallace concluded his article on a triumphant 

note: 

To anyone who has devoted a considerable portion of his life to the 

study of nature, both in field and in cabinet, both at home and in 

distant regions, the vast complex of phenomena presented by the 

organic world ... is almost overwhelming in its grandeur and its 

beauty. Almost all such loving students of nature have found in the 
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theory of Darwin, in his many stimulating works and in those of 

his friends and followers, the only intelligible clue to the mighty 

labyrinthe of nature. To such students of nature the claims of the 

Mutationists and the Mendelians, as made by many of their ill- 

informed supporters, are ludicrous in their exaggeration and total 

misapprehension of the problem they profess to have solved. To set 

upon a pinnacle this mere side-issue of biological research, as if it 

comprised within itself all the phenomena and problems presented 

by the organic cosmos, is calculated to bring ridicule upon what, in 

its place may be an interesting and perhaps useful line of study. To 

myself these monstrous claims suggest a comparison with those of 

the perhaps equally enthusiastic and equally ill-informed admirers of 

the immortal Pickwick, who believed his “Speculations on the Source 

of the Hampstead ponds with some Observations on the Theory of 

Tittlebats,” to have been a most important contribution to the sci¬ 

ence of that period. 

(Wallace 1908a) 

Wallace’s motives in writing this particular defense of Darwinism were 

surely complex. The state of evolutionary theory in 1908 was itself in tremen¬ 

dous flux, if not in outright crisis. And while Wallace was correct in pointing 

out certain of the more exaggerated claims of the opponents he targeted, 

he was in a precarious position to act as the spokesman of the Darwinian 

camp. First, the Darwinists themselves were unable to maintain a united front 

against the mounting opposition (Bowler 1983, 4, 10-15). Second, Wallace 

had distanced himself from Darwin on a number of fundamental issues in the 

decades since the publication of the Origin. In addition to their radical sep¬ 

aration on the question of human evolution, Wallace and Darwin disagreed 

on the origin of cross- and hybrid sterility and the origin of sexual dimor¬ 

phism (Kottler 1985, 367-432). Wallace had also developed an increasingly 

stringent adaptationist view of natural selection. He emerged as the archadap- 

tationist, arguing that all of the myriad and, often, minute differences that 

distinguished even the most closely related species had adaptive significance. 

All such differences, according to Wallace, fell securely within the province of 

natural selection alone—with the exception, of course, of human evolution 

(Wallace 1896b). Wallace’s stance on coadaptation and other aspects of the 

concept of variation were sufficiently contentious to cause some Darwinians 

to regard him as not the most authentic exponent of Darwinism at the start 

of the twentieth century (Bowler 1976; Ridley 1982, 56-61). Samuel Butler, 

that astute and acerbic observer of the Darwinian scene, had suggested that 

Wallace’s differences with Darwin necessitated coining a new term in the 
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lexicon of late Victorian evolutionary'thought: “Wallaceism” (Butler [1890] 

1970, 236). Why Wallace himself so long resisted adopting that far more 

appropriate term for the evolutionary synthesis he was, in fact, defending is 

puzzling. 

Other commentators showed no such hesitation. In the November 1908 

issue of the Contemporary Review, A. A. W. Hubrecht declared that he and 

many “continental naturalists” had for quite some time been distinguishing 

“that ‘variety’ of Darwinism which may be termed ‘Wallaceism’ and the real 

foundation of Darwinism, which is the Selection Theory as it was formulated 

fifty years ago by Darwin and Wallace simultaneously” (Hubrecht 1908, 629). 

In the December issue of the Review, Wallace protested "‘very strongly^’’ against 

Hubrecht’s allegation “of any such divergence of opinion between Darwin 

and myself as he states to have existed, without, so far as I can see, one 

particle of evidence to support it.” Hubrecht’s arrow had pierced its target. 

Wallace accused Hubrecht of distorting Darwin’s theories (Wallace 1908b). 

Wallace’s accusation is, simply, wrong. His contemporaries recognized the 

significant differences between his and Darwin’s conceptions on a number of 

fundamental aspects of evolutionary theory, including their divergent views 

on variation. Recent scholarship has only served to clarify and document fur¬ 

ther the Wallace-Darwin divide (Provine 1985, 825-842; Hodge 1989, 163- 

182; Asma 1996). Wallace’s increasingly strident selectionist/adaptationist 

views had, by 1900, become clear enough to both his supporters and critics 

to warrant using the term “Wallaceism.” Why did Wallace reject that term and 

why did he demand that Hubrecht “make such an apology as seems to him 

proper for having so prominently asserted an antagonism between Darwin 

and myself which had no existence whatever” (Wallace 1908b, 717)? 

The answer to this question relates, in part, to Wallace’s espousal of evo¬ 

lutionary theism. During the 1860s and 1870s, Wallace publicly—albeit not 

in private correspondence and conversation—minimized the significance of 

his adherence to spiritualism for his conception of human evolutionary his¬ 

tory. At that period, he couched his arguments against the total sufficiency of 

natural selection in scientific terminology. Could the aged Wallace, now more 

openly theistic, have sought—consciously or not—to refrain from exacerbat¬ 

ing criticisms of his evolutionary teleology by denying opponents the symbolic 

weapon of the term “Wallaceism”? Evidence for this exists in one further am¬ 

biguity embedded in “The Present Position of Darwinism.” Wallace’s opening 

paragraph chides those theologians who were especially eager to seize on the 

rival hypotheses to natural selection for the purpose of extirpating “what they 

have long considered to be their most formidable enemy.” Though no the¬ 

ologian himself, Wallace had—as this study has demonstrated^—developed 

by 1900 an all-encompassing theistic evolutionary teleology. Many critics 



Toward a Synthesis 311 

argued that Wallace’s evolutionary teleology did as much to alter the very fab¬ 

ric of natural selection theory as Lamarckism, mutationism, and Mendelism 

combined. The great challenge of Wallace’s life, especially during his last 

years, was centered on the question of how to reconcile his commitment to 

natural selection with his increasingly overt theistic and teleological world¬ 

view. Darwin has been characterized as a “tormented evolutionist” (Desmond 

and Moore 1991). Wallace was not tormented. But he was a perplexed, and 

perplexing, evolutionist. Wallace sought to alleviate this perplexity, both for 

himself and for others, in The World of Life. 

The World of Life 

The convergence of theism and science in Wallace reached a peak in The 

World of Life. Published in 1910, this was not his final book. In the year of 

his death (1913), two more books—The Revolt of Democracy and Social Envi¬ 

ronment and Moral Progress—appeared. In both, Wallace dealt primarily with 

sociopolitical matters (Wallace 1913 a, 1913b). The full title of the 1910 work 

reveals its polemical goal: The World of Life: A Manifestation of Creative Power, 

Directive Mind and Ultimate Purpose. Wallace’s preface announced that he 

planned to “summarise and complete my half-century of thought and work 

on the Darwinian theory of evolution.” But he immediately added that he 

was going to extend the scope of that theory “in several directions [to show] 

that it is capable of explaining many of the phenomena of living things hith¬ 

erto thought to be beyond its range.” Wallace amplified and updated already 

familiar topics, including biogeography, the geological record, the pervasive 

adaptation of animal and plant species to their environments, and the factors 

governing heredity and variation. But the most prominent and novel feature 

of World of Life, Wallace informed his readers, was a “popular yet critical ex¬ 

amination ... of the nature and causes of Life itself; and more especially of its 

most fundamental and mysterious powers—[cellular] growth and reproduc¬ 

tion.” Such a strategy, Wallace believed, would convince his readership that 

the diverse phenomena of the natural world demanded a “Creative Power,” 

a “directive Mind,” and an “ultimate Purpose.” This purpose, Wallace con¬ 

tended, was “the development of Man, the one crowning product of the 

whole cosmic process of life-development; the only being which can to some 

extent comprehend nature . . . , appreciate the hidden forces and motions 

everywhere at work, and can deduce from them a supreme and over-ruling 

Mind as their necessary cause.” Finally, Wallace pointed out in the preface 

“that, however strange and heretical some of my beliefs and suggestions may 

appear to be, I claim that they have only been arrived at by a careful study of 

the facts.” This claim was required because many “critics oiMan's’Place in the 
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Universe (to which this [work] may be considered supplementary)—treated 

the conclusions there arrived at as if they were wholly matters of opinion or 

imagination, and founded (as were their own) on personal likes or dislikes, 

without any appeal to evidence or to reasoning. This is not a method I have 

adopted in any of my works” (Wallace 1910a, v-viii). 

Wallace’s preface was polemical because Man’s Place had been subjected 

to harsh criticism from some of his scientific colleagues. Their displeasure 

was directed not toward his astronomical arguments on the centrality of life 

on Earth, with which a number of critics concurred, but toward Wallace’s 

theistic and teleological envelope. Wallace could no longer separate, however, 

his scientific argumentation from his religious convictions. The two formed, 

by this stage in his career, an indissoluble unity. He was fully “convinced that 

at one period in the earth’s history, there was a definite act of creation, [and] 

that from that moment evolution has been at work, guidance has been exer¬ 

cised.” Wallace characterized “Materialism [as] a most gigantic foolishness,” 

which would soon be banished by a deeper understanding of the evolution¬ 

ary process as he conceived it. He conceded that there was some excuse for 

the embrace of materialism initially. The findings of Victorian science threw 

a “bomb of the most deadly power . . . into the authoritative nonsense and 

superstitions of Clericalism.” But Wallace regarded “those whose intelligence 

had been outraged and irritated by this absurd priestcraft” as throwing the 

baby out with the bathwater. Materialists “rushed to the conclusion that 

religion was destroyed, . . . that in mud was the origin of mind, and in dust 

its end.” Wallace declared that the embrace of materialism was illogical and 

a denial of what evolution and other sciences actually implied. “There are 

laws of nature,” Wallace asserted, “but they are purposeful. Everywhere we 

look we are confronted by power and intelligence. The future will be full of 

wonder, reverence, and a calm faith worthy of our place in the scheme of 

things.” Wallace’s theistic evolutionism led him to predict that “materialism 

is as dead as priestcraft for all intelligent minds” ([Wallace] 1910b). 

Wallace was still sensitive to the criticism from some close colleagues that 

while his science was excellent, his theistic teleology detracted from the tech¬ 

nical merit of his later works. When the expert botanist Thistleton-Dyer pro¬ 

nounced Wallace’s exposition of “the more evolutionary part” of The World 

of Life accurate in its botanical details, Wallace was delighted. He gratefully 

thanked Thistleton-Dyer in a letter sent on 8 February 1911. Wallace’s delight 

was short-lived. Thisleton-Dyer replied, almost immediately (12 February 

1911), that “we are in agreement as to Natural Selection being capable of 

explaining evolution ‘from amoeba to man.’ ” But he quickly added that he 

referred to natural selection as “a mechanical or scientific explanation. That 

is to say, it invokes nothing but intelligible actions and causes. . . . But if we 
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admit that it is scientific, then we are precluded from admitting a ‘directive 

power.’ ” Thistleton-Dyer further noted that he entirely sympathized “with 

anyone who seeks an answer [to the riddle of the Universe] from some other 

non-scientific source. But I keep scientific explanations and spiritual craving 

wholly distinct” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 341-344). Darwin had made a 

more blunt but similar point a half-century earlier. His target then was Lyell, 

not Wallace. In a letter to Lyell, Darwin responded to Lyell’s criticisms after 

the latter had received an advance copy of the first edition of the Origin. 

Darwin fulminated that he “entirely reject[ed] as in my judgment quite un¬ 

necessary any subsequent addition of ‘new powers & attributes & forces;’ or 

of any ‘principles of improvement’. ... If I were convinced that I required 

additions to the theory of natural selection, I would reject it as rubbish” 

(Darwin to Lyell, 11 October 1859, in Burkhardt and Smith, 1985-, 7:345). 

At the time of the Origin''^ appearance, Darwin could not have known that 

Wallace was sailing in the same waters as Lyell. That bombshell would come 

only in 1869, with Wallace’s review of the tenth edition of Lyell’s Principles of 

Geology (see chap. 4). 

Wallace had never viewed science and theism as mutually exclusive uni¬ 

verses of discourse. His position had become more assured with each suc¬ 

ceeding decade after 1870. His reason for writing The World of Life was to 

obliterate the demarcation between certain aspects of science and religion. 

Wallace regarded Man's Place and World of Life as forming “together a very 

elaborate, and I think, conclusive, scientific argument in favour of the view 

that the whole material universe exists and is designed for the production 

of Immortal Spirits.” He found comfort in scientific colleagues like Lodge. 

In one of the last letters Wallace wrote (9 October 1913), he expressed his 

admiration for Lodge’s recent address to the BAAS. He told Lodge that he 

thought the address “especially notable for your clear and positive statements 

as to the evidence in all life-process of a ‘guiding’ Mind” (Marchant [1916] 

1975, 410-411). 

Wallace contra Mechanistic Materialism 

The World of Life presents an interpretation of biological phenomena, includ¬ 

ing the “nature and causes of Life itself,” which renders explicit the theistic 

framework that had come to permeate Wallace’s evolutionary synthesis. The 

vast evidence drawn from the study of plant and animal life, supplemented 

by data and concepts from chemistry, physiology, geology, and astronomy, 

indicated “a prevision and definite preparation of the earth for Man.” Wallace 

asserted that the ancient doctrine “that the universe is not a chance product,” 

far from being “exploded” by late Victorian science, is substantiated within 
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“the realm of scientific inquiry.” Evolutionary science, in particular, repre¬ 

sented for him the clear manifestation of an “Infinite and Eternal Being” who 

nonetheless requires the “continuous coordinated agency of myriads of [spir¬ 

itual] intelligences.” As Wallace himself stated, directly and unambiguously, 

in one of the last letters he wrote (to his close friend and editor Marchant), 

the “materialistic mind of my youth and early manhood has been slowly 

moulded into the socialistic, spiritualistic, and theistic mind I now exhibit.” 

He added that the whole cumulative argument of World of Life accorded with 

“the teaching of the Bible, of Swedenborg, and of Milton” (Wallace 191 Oa, 

v-vi, 394-400; Marchant [1916] 1975,413). An interview of Wallace, shortly 

after the publication of The World of Life, gives further testimony to the role 

now played by theism in his worldview (Wallace 1912e). 

Wallace was asked about his response to a paper on the origin of life 

given by the chemist Edward A. Schaefer at the eighty-second annual BAAS 

meeting in Dundee in September 1892. Criticizing the mechanistic assertions 

made by Schaefer concerning the chemical origins of life, Wallace declared: “I 

maintain that you cannot explain the smallest portion of dead [chemical] mat¬ 

ter without a series of forces which imply mind, which imply direction. . . . 

If you assume that the directing power is essentially a spiritual power, then 

you can understand all this, but without it you cannot understand it.” In his 

refutation of Schaefer’s mechanistic premise that life is a consequence of the 

organization of chemical elements into compounds and molecules of increas¬ 

ingly complex structures, Wallace’s theism is fundamental. His conception of 

the nature of matter makes this clear. For Wallace, “living matter”—the sub¬ 

stratum of evolutionary development—requires the intervention of directive, 

spiritual forces. But what he terms “dead matter” (the chemical elements) 

has been shown to be almost as complex as organic beings. Late-nineteenth- 

and very early twentieth-century experimental and theoretical studies on the 

structure of the atom proved, for Wallace, that atoms themselves are com¬ 

posed of yet smaller constituents that are imbued with force. He declared 

that mechanistic chemists, like Schaefer, failed to deal with the “ultimate 

cause,” the “directing power” that has created the forces that then act on 

inert matter to produce both chemical and biological activity. The nature 

of the relationship between force and matter was (and is) a perennial prob¬ 

lem in the history of science. Wallace’s argument that spiritual mind was a 

necessary component of the explanation of chemical, as well as biological, 

phenomena demonstrates the cognitive dimension of theism in his science 

(Wallace 1912d, 1912e). 

The World of Life was Wallace’s last comprehensive attempt to resolve, 

for himself, any potential conflict between the demands of science and the 

demands of theistic belief. As a public document, it was also intended to 
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convince many others that there was no conflict. This was not only a concep¬ 

tual debate. It had emotional consequences as well for its participants. These 

profound conceptual and emotional dilemmas were reflected in language. 

Writings in the mid- and late Victorian periods were rife with an obvious 

tension generated by competing linguistic choices. When was it appropriate 

to use the language of ostensibly value-neutral naturalistic science? And when 

was it appropriate to employ the value-laden discourse that figured promi¬ 

nently in the ethical, sociopolitical, and religious works of the time? Many 

subjects seemed to straddle convenient but arbitrary demarcation bound¬ 

aries. Evolutionary biology was among the most notorious of the fields in 

which linguistic choices were never clear-cut. Spencer, Mill, Romanes, Hux¬ 

ley, Tyndall, Lodge, and many of their contemporaries had wrestled with the 

issue (Mandelbaum 1971; Beer 1999). Could Wallace resolve the conceptual, 

semantic, and evidentiary challenges posed in his polemical treatise? 

Much has been written about the evolutionary challenge to theology. 

Despite the wide variety of scholarly views on the impacts of such a challenge, 

it is now clear that evolutionary theory forced a reevaluation of the nature of 

the relationship between science and religion in two crucial respects. First, 

there was a collapse of consensus as to how scientific and religious beliefs were 

to be related and integrated. Some writers seemed simply to abandon the 

attempt, at least in their published works. Others, such as Gray, articulated 

worldviews that tended to relegate science and religion to separate realms 

of discourse. Still others, such as James McCosh at Princeton and Henry 

Drummond, became advocates of theistic evolution. At one level, Wallace 

belonged to the ranks of McCosh and Drummond. But their views were 

directed primarily to religious, not scientific, audiences. Wallace, in contrast, 

aimed at both audiences. He was confronted by a rhetorical dilemma by 

the second major impact of evolutionism with respect to the science/religion 

interface: a pronounced shift in the nature of scientific texts. By the end of 

the nineteenth century it had become uncommon to find references to divine 

design, direction, or control in scientific texts on evolution. This was in sharp 

contrast to the situation at midcentury, when such references were abundant 

(Brooke and Cantor 1998, 161-162). Wallace’s World of Life is noteworthy 

precisely because he was attempting to elaborate his theistic and teleological 

convictions within the structure and language of a scientific text. That he 

made such an attempt is crucial for understanding Wallace’s evolution. 

Wallace’s Rhetorical Strategy 

Wallace refused to accept the comfortable responses to the evolutionary chal¬ 

lenge to theology. This refusal can be seen as yet another example of the 
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alleged vitiated scientific acuity of the aged Wallace, as some of his critics 

charged. Or it can be seen as indicative of his deeply rooted belief that a 

comprehensive evolutionary theism, overtly teleological in structure and lan¬ 

guage, afforded the surest avenue for confronting the concerns he had raised 

in Wonderful Century. In that book, Wallace sketched the potentially detri- 
% 

mental cultural as well as environmental effects linked to the increasingly 

powerful and globalized science (and technology) of the close of the nine¬ 

teenth century. It has been argued that “despite the recent renaissance of 

interest in natural theology, the decline of the design argument in the later 

decades of the nineteenth century has left a major lacuna that had not been 

adequately filled. So much of modern science is directed to the solution of 

either theoretical problems or practical ones arising form the requirements 

of business, industry and the military. Hence science is now usually justified 

to the public either in terms of expanding the [endless] frontiers of human 

knowledge or as the goose that lays the golden egg.” One consequence of 

this twentieth-century attitude toward science has been to dismiss the design 

argument as either wrong or trivial and easily undermined by the philosoph¬ 

ically sophisticated (Brooke and Cantor 1998, 200). From this perspective. 

The World of Life was a major effort by Wallace to modernize the design 

argument. 

The World of Life, despite its broader objectives, must first be read as a 

scientific text. Wallace was clear on this point. “During the fifty years that have 

elapsed since the Darwinian [5zc] theory was first adequately, though not ex¬ 

haustively, set forth,” Wallace asserted that “it has been subject to more than 

the usual amount of objection and misapprehension both by old-fashioned 

field-naturalists, and by the new schools of physiological specialists.” In his 

opinion, most such objections had been shown to be “fallacious by some of 

the most eminent students of evolution both here and on the continent.” But 

there remained “stumbling blocks [that] are continually adduced as being 

serious difficulties to the acceptance of natural selection as a [major] expla¬ 

nation of the origin of species.” Wallace’s first, though not ultimate, task was 

to address the scientific community and demonstrate that their objections 

were ill founded. In addition to his own critique of the neo-Lamarckians, the 

De Vriesian mutationists, and the Mendelian geneticists, Wallace sought to 

demolish objections to natural selection by presenting the work of August 

Weismann. Weismann is known primarily for his theory of the continuity of 

the “germ plasm.” This was his term for the substance of heredity that was 

transmitted from generation to generation. Weismann’s ideas were highly 

influential contributions to biological thought. In 1908, he was honored by 

both the Linnean Society (at the Darwin-Wallace celebration) and the Royal 

Society. By citing Weismann in World of Life Wallace was enlisting one of the 
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most celebrated biological experimental theorists—whose researches were 

affording new support for natural selection at the cellular level—to convince 

his early-twentieth-century scientific audience (Wallace 1910a, 252, 271- 

277; Robinson 1976; Johnston 1995). 

The bulk of the 400-page volume (thirteen out of twenty chapters) was 

devoted to a detailed and sophisticated analysis of the most recent findings 

of biogeography, heredity, adaptationism, geology, and geophysics. Wallace 

incorporated lengthy citations from the research of scientists ranging from the 

British zoologist Ray Lankester to Hooker to the American vertebrate pale¬ 

ontologist Othniel Marsh (who established the fossil pedigree of the modern 

horse) to A. E. Shipley, president of the BAAS in 1909 (Wallace 1910a, 84- 

86, 204, 221-223, 245). Wallace’s extensive scientific documentation was a 

strategic prelude to his ultimate goal. World of Life was written to demon¬ 

strate that the most recent scientific researches rendered natural theology (in 

sharp contrast to revealed theology) both reinvigorated and essential for the 

twentieth century. 

In chapters 14-20, Wallace argued that the profound complexity of the 

natural world as demonstrated by modern science requires, “to afford any ra¬ 

tional explanation of its phenomena, . . . postulat[ing] the continuous action 

and guidance of higher intelligences; and further, that these have probably 

been working toward a single end, the development of intellectual, moral, 

and spiritual beings.” This was scarcely a new stance for Wallace. He pointed 

out to his audiences, that he first presented his objections to the complete suf¬ 

ficiency of natural selection in the 1870 Contributions to the Theory of Natural 

Selection. Wallace’s suggestion that Earth had been designed for the advent of 

man was, he noted, immediately attacked by “Haeckel and the whole school 

of Monists, as well as [by] most of the followers of Spencer and Darwin 

[as] being unscientific or . . . priest-ridden.” Wallace pointedly added that 

“several critics accused [Wallace] of‘appealing to first causes’ in order to get 

over difficulties; of maintaining that ‘our brains are made by God and our 

lungs by natural selection’; and that, in point of fact, ‘man is God’s domestic 

animal.’ ” Objections by such formidable opponents, friends and enemies 

alike, induced Wallace—as has been previously shown—either to couch his 

reservations as to the scope of natural selection in terms of the principle of 

utility or to keep his convergence of science and teleological theism muted in 

much of his published work in the period from 1865 to 1880. 

Wallace could, however, “recur to the subject after forty years of fur¬ 

ther reflection.” By the start of the twentieth century, developments in evo¬ 

lution and other scientific disciplines now afforded Wallace evidence that 

he interpreted as scientific validation of his prior speculations. The World of 

Life was, for Wallace, a vindicating synthesis of his long-held conviction that 
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science and theistic teleology were not merely compatible. They were both 

epistemologically necessary for a comprehensive account of nature. Wallace 

emphasized that, although The World of Life would have its critics in 1910 

just as Contributions had its detractors in 1870, the playing field had altered 

dramatically. In the mid-Victorian era, the “opposition was between science 

and religion, or, perhaps more correctly, between the enthusiastic students 

of the facts and theories of physical science in the full tide of its efforts to 

penetrate the inmost secrets of nature and the more or less ignorant adherents 

of dogmatic theology. Now, the case is wholly different. Speaking for myself 

I claim to be as whole-heartedly devoted to modern science as any of my 

critics” (Wallace 1910a, 315-317, 332). 

A Renewed Natural Theology 

Wallace’s claim is valid. Natural theology, although besieged, was still com¬ 

mon as a rhetorical strategy at the time of the publication of the Origin. 

Darwin used such rhetoric. But Wallace was correct in pointing out that a rift 

had developed in the mid-nineteenth century that rendered natural theology 

far less respectable as a vehicle for scientific expression than it had been in its 

heyday, during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries (Lindberg and 

Numbers 1986). In a supreme irony, it was Wallace himself who, in 1866, 

criticized Darwin’s very use of the term “natural selection.” Wallace thought it 

tended to encourage the belief that Darwin’s metaphor implied “the constant 

watching of an intelligent ‘chooser’ like man’s selection to which you so often 

compare it.” Wallace suggested, instead, the use of Spencer’s phrase “survival 

of the fittest.” Spencer’s phrase, he hoped, as “the plain expression of the 

fact” would avoid any misunderstandings arising from an anthropomorphic 

or divine implication of the metaphor “natural selection” (Wallace to Dar¬ 

win, 2 July 1866, in Marchant [1916] 1975, 140-143). By 1910, Wallace no 

longer feared an anthropomorphic or theistic interpretation of evolution. He 

openly and confidently embraced such interpretations. The World of Life is a 

manifesto of evolutionary teleology. Its narrative form and rhetorical strategy 

show Wallace as a powerful advocate for a renewed natural theology. Natural 

theology was, and is, far from monolithic. It has fulfilled many functions 

in the history of science, one of which has been as a form of rhetoric. The 

latter function moves historiographic analyses into new and suggestive direc¬ 

tions (Drees 1995; Shortland 1996, 187-205, 287-300; Brooke and Cantor 

1998, 176). If natural theology is studied rhetorically, not only The World of 

Life but also the entire work of Wallace’s last decade assume both enhanced 

significance and coherence. 
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The concluding four chapters of World of Life displayed Wallace’s rhetor¬ 

ical deployment of natural theology at its best. They forcefully present his 

conviction that science and theism are integral and mutually reinforcing parts 

of a broader, holistic worldview. Wallace considered recent studies in the 

biochemistry of living cells as providing the newest scientific evidence for 

supporting his evolutionary cosmology. He cited the research of Weismann, 

Lloyd Morgan (particularly his Animal Life and Intelligence)^ and the cytob- 

otanist A. Kerner, among others. Wallace concluded from their investigations 

that the extraordinarily complex structures and functions “of these minute 

unit-masses of living matter, the cells . . . must, I think, convince the reader 

that the persistent attempts made by Haeckel and Verworn to minimise their 

marvellous powers as mere results of their complex chemical constitution, 

are wholly unavailing. They are mere verbal assertions which prove nothing; 

while they afford no enlightenment whatever as to the actual causes at work 

in the cells leading to nutrition, to growth, and to reproduction.” Wallace 

condemned the biological reductionists precisely because all “questions of 

antecedent purpose, of design in the course of development, or of any or¬ 

ganising, directive, or creative mind as the fundamental cause of life and 

organisation, are altogether ignored, or, if referred to, are usually discussed 

as altogether unscientific.” He accused the reductionists of “showing a de¬ 

plorable want of confidence in the powers of the human mind to solve all 

terrestrial problems.” 

Wallace constructed an argument that would appeal to his readers’ imag¬ 

ination and emotions as well as to their reason. This is one of the corner¬ 

stones of rhetorical strategy. “We are asked,” he thundered, “to believe that 

these cells and all their marvellous outcome are the result of the fortuitous 

clash of atoms!” This was a dilemma that also troubled Huxley and Spencer 

acutely. For Wallace, the dilemma was resolved by the increasing realization 

that modern science actually required an “immanent directive and organis¬ 

ing MIND, acting on and in every living cell of every living organism, during 

every moment of its existence.” Wallace’s deity was no mere “God of the 

gaps.” He “venture [d] to hope and to believe that such of my readers as 

have accompanied me . . . through the present volume, and have had their 

memory refreshed as to the countless marvels of the world of life; culminating 

in the two great mysteries—that of the human intellect with all its powers and 

capacities as its outcome, that of the organic cell with all its complexity of 

structure and of hidden powers as its earliest traceable origin—will not accept 

the loud assertion, that everything exists because it is eternal, as a sufficient 

or convincing explanation” (Wallace 1910a, 349-354). 

Wallace’s purpose and technique in writing had shifted during the course 



320 Chapter 6 

of nearly a half-century. The younger man excelled, as Darwin, Hooker, 

and others so often commented, in devastatingly specific argumentation. He 

ferreted out the weaknesses of opponents of evolutionary theory and demol¬ 

ished the premises of many of their objections. The older Wallace wanted 

to probe the “great questions.” He was now in a position, buttressed not 

only by evolutionists but by chemists and physiologists as well, to pronounce 

that further advances “in our knowledge of the universe” will afford man 

“more and more adequate conceptions of the power, and perhaps to some 

extent of the nature, of the author of that universe; will furnish him with the 

materials for a religion founded on knowledge, in the place of all existing 

religions, based largely on the wholly inadequate conceptions and beliefs of 

bygone ages.” Most crucially, the old doctrine that maintained a “prevision 

and definite preparation of the earth for Man,” rather than being exploded as 

the materialist reductionists would have it, “will, I hope, no longer seem to 

be outside the realm of scientific inquiry.” Wallace ended his rhetorical tour 

de force with the assertion that he had found a way of expressing Spencer’s 

comprehensive, if not always comprehensible, ideas of the “Unknown Reality 

which underlies both Spirit and Matter ... in a more concrete and intelligible 

manner” (Wallace 191 Oa, 390-391, 399). The World of Life was Wallace’s most 

sustained effort to synthesize the vast array of facts, theories, speculations, 

and experiences with which nine decades had provided him. He believed 

he had gained at least a partial insight into the mysteries of nature. Holistic 

principles, Wallace maintained, united the specialized domains of science as 

well as the diverse domains of human political, ethical, religious, and socioe¬ 

conomic reality. He was not naive enough to expect that his synthesis would 

be the final one. Nor did he think it would be received without criticism. 

“Truth,” Wallace recognized, “is born into this world only with pangs and 

tribulations, and every fresh truth is received unwillingly. To expect the world 

to receive a new truth, or even an old truth, without challenging it, is to look 

for one of those miracles which do not occur” (Northrup 1913). 

Of the many responses to Wallace’s synthesis, one of the most pertinent 

for assessing the impact of his theistic teleology is that of the Reverend J. M. 

Mello. In his 1911 The Mystery of Life and Mind, Mello used Wallace’s World 

of Life to support the thesis that “the whole universe, in all its aspects, is the 

work of a Designing Mind, and is, as it has been strikingly expressed, ‘the 

Externalization of the Thought of God.’ ” Mello also relied on arguments 

from other leading scientists such as Lord Kelvin, the chemist Lionel Beale, 

and St. George Mivart. But Wallace was his main source for claiming that 

scientific evidence and argumentation lead to the conclusion “that the only 

adequate cause of all that we see around us is a Ruling and Creative Power 

to which the Universe is due.” Mello, as a minister, regarded science as pow- 
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erfully supporting a theistic and teleological interpretation of nature. He saw 

Wallace as one of the foremost thinkers to use scientific expertise to discredit 

atheism, materialism, and the denial of design in the natural world (Mello 

1911, 1-20).^^ Wallace’s synthesis was by no means universally accepted. 

But Mello’s tract testifies to the potency and wide appeal of Wallace’s theistic 

evolutionary teleology. Wallace’s odyssey had ended. What he found at the 

end of his quest fulfilled him. Wallace’s passion and expertise in pursuing a 

holistic and humane philosophy of nature remain a crucial legacy from the 

Victorian era. 

NOTES 

1. On “classical theism,” see Brian Leftow (1998, 98-100). 

2. For a suggestive account of naturalistic theism and its compatibility with 

evolutionary science at a constitutive level, see Griffin (1989), chap. 5, “Evolution and 

Postmodern Theism,” 69-82. 

3. Theism reached its eleventh edition by 1905. Flint was also the author of the article 

“Theism” in Encyclopaedia Britannica, 9th ed. (1888). 

4. Hick (1990, 125-130), offers an insightful treatment of the differences between 

theism and spiritualism. 

5. See chap. 5 for a discussion of Wallace’s endorsement of Anna Blackwell’s statement 

that “the establishment of Scientific Theism ... is the most urgent need of the present 

day” (Blackwell 1898, 9-10). 

6. “Man and Monkey. Dr. Wallace Expounds the Human Pedigree.” San Francisco 

Chronicle 45, 26 May 1887, 6. 

7. Wallace’s comments appeared in the newspaper article “The Life Hereafter. Future 

State Considered; Interesting Address by Dr. Alfred Russel Wallace” {San Francisco 

Chronicle 45, 6 June 1887, 8). 

8. Barrett’s ideas had originally been delivered as a lecture before the Quest Society 

in London but were quickly published as Creative Thought and the Problem of Evil (1911). 

9. See also Wallace 1912d and 1912e. 

10. For the significance of the notion that theists emphasize their conviction that 

belief in God involves a profound sense of moral obligation to do good, see Swinburne 

(1993, 184-216). 

11. “A Blow to Spiritualism,” Cincinnati Weekly Times, 7 April 1887, 2, cols. 5-6. 

12. Wallace’s copy of Mello’s book, which he expressed “many thanks” for receiving, 

is in ARWL. 



CHAPTER 7 

Epilogue 

1913: The Last Two Books 

Just as World of Life was intended as a sequel to Man's Place in the Universe, 

Wallace’s last two books were, in part, sequels to World of Life. Social Envi¬ 

ronment and Moral Progress and The Revolt of Democracy were both published 

in the year of his death (1913a, 1913b). The guiding vision of Wallace’s life 

was to link science and the broader culture to ensure a benevolent future 

for all humanity. Forging that benevolent link, he knew, would be an up¬ 

hill battle. In the midst of his analysis of the historical development of life 

as revealed by the geological record in World of Life, Wallace had launched 

into an attack on the great urban cities of the early twentieth century. He 

called them “the ‘wens’, the disease-products of humanity.” The geological 

record indicated that species exist only when environmental conditions are 

appropriate for their health and survival. The price paid for maladaptation to 

past environments was displayed in the fossil record of extinct species. Such, 

Wallace believed, was the possible fate of humans in modern society. 

“The teaching [s] of that true and far-seeing child of nature, William Cob- 

bett, [of) all our greatest sanitarians, [and] of Nature herself in the compara¬ 

tive rural and urban death-rates,” had left their mark on Wallace. He declared 

that until industrial wens were abolished, or brought under control, “there 

can be no approach to a true or rational civilization.” Because he saw no 

legislators or ministers willing or able to put an end to the continued growth 

of modern cities—“which are wholly and absolutely evil”—Wallace, in World 

of Life, took “this opportunity of showing how it can be done”: 

There is much talk now of what will and must be the growth of Lon¬ 

don during the next twenty or fifty years; and of the necessity of bring- 

322 
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ing water from Wales to supply the increased population. But where 

is the necessity? Why provide for a population which need never have 

existed, and whose coming into existence will be an evil and of no 

possible use to any human beings except the landowners and specu¬ 

lators who will make money by the certain injury of their fellow cit¬ 

izens? If the House of Commons and the London County Council 

are not the bond-slaves of the landowners and speculators, they have 

only to refuse to allow any further water-supply to be provided for 

London except what now exists, and London will cease to grow. Let 

every speculator have to provide water for and on his own estate, and 

the thing will be done—to the enormous benefit of humanity. 

(Wallace 1910a, 285) 

The professionalization and specialization of science made the juxtaposition 

of sociopolitical and moral/theistic concepts with scientific ones, in discourse 

on science, suspect or at least decidedly unfashionable by the time Wallace 

wrote World of Life. Wallace had never been a slave to fashion, scientific or oth¬ 

erwise. The old man at Old Orchard was simply more aggressive in asserting 

his holistic vision. 

Wallace demanded, both as scientist and social reformer, that the gov¬ 

erning body of any growing town or city should announce to its citizenry 

that when “you have not a gallon of polluted water in your town, and when 

its death-rate is brought down to the average standard of rural areas, we 

will reconsider the question of your future growth.” Wallace had come to 

rely increasingly on Malthusian preventive checks (as opposed to positive 

checks such as famine, disease, or wars) to remedy what he perceived as 

the pernicious effects of industrialized urbanization (Wallace 1910a, 285). In 

1899, Wallace had written an essay on the best way to improve the general 

conditions of workers in an increasingly industrialized society. He rejected 

strikes as an inefficient and inappropriate strategy. Wallace argued that al¬ 

though the “strike may have been an essential weapon in the past—perhaps 

the only weapon the worker possessed—now, however, all the higher grades 

of workers are better educated, better organised, and have higher ideals.” He 

regarded strikes as retrograde because they “effect nothing of a permanent 

nature.” Strikes also usually cost the strikers more in lost wages than they 

could ever regain. Wallace’s solution to labor unrest, as he had advocated in 

his many other writings and lectures on land nationalization and socialism, 

was cooperative action that stopped short of the disruptive and controversial 

functions of strikes. Federations of workers, he believed, could then take 

over control of shops and factories by gradually amassing, through union 

dues and other methods of financial accumulation such as savings, the funds 
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to purchase the means of production. Workers would beat employers at their 

own game (Wallace 1899, 105). 
/ 

Wallace’s views on strikes echoed those of some Fabian theorists, partic¬ 

ularly Beatrice and Sidney Webb. Like Wallace, the Webbs stressed mutual 

improvement and self-help activities by laborers rather than outright con¬ 

frontation. The first decade of the twentieth century witnessed an explo¬ 

sion of labor unrest, which accelerated in the years immediately preceding 

World War I. At issue was a fundamental disagreement, at times erupting into 

open antagonism, between rank-and-file workers and their union leaderships. 

Many trade union officials took their cue from middle-class strategists (like 

the Fabians) and members of Parliament. In 1896, an act of Parliament had 

offered conciliation facilities to employers and union negotiators. After 1900, 

when George Asquith became the Board of Trade’s “trouble-shooter,” these 

facilities were expanded. Union officials were appointed as “labour corre¬ 

spondents,” sending information to a central statistical office. Militant union 

activity in the period 1900-1914 was very much due to pressure from below, 

in reaction against the more conciliatory approach of union leaders and their 

middle-class supporters. 

In addition to the Webbs, some of Britain’s more influential left-wing po¬ 

litical groups, including certain factions of the emerging Labour Party, were 

ideologically as well as tactically opposed to strikes. The Fabian executive 

had written to the press before the threatened railway strike of 1907 that 

“in the case of the nation’s principal means of land transport, resort to the 

characteristic trade-union weapon of the strike is ... a national calamity.” 

The Clarion, to which Wallace was a regular contributor, declared on 16 

September 1910 that “Socialist teaching has consistently pointed out the 

futility of the strike, and advocated the better way of arbitration.” Even the 

attitude of the revolutionary Social Democratic Federation, which renamed 

itself the Social Democratic Party in 1907, was surprisingly similar to that of 

the more mainstream left. H. M. Hyndman wrote in the 10 August 1907 issue 

of Justice that “we of the Social Democratic Party 2ind Justice are opposed to 

strikes on principle” (Ward 1998, 88-90). Wallace was opposed to strikes 

as a permanent feature of political life. But he conceded that until socialist 

reforms were truly implemented, occasional major strikes—such as the Great 

Strike of 1913—did serve a valuable function. They brought the plight of the 

workers forcibly to national attention (Wallace 1912b; 1913a, chap. 3). 

Social Environment and Moral Progress 

Despite his rejection of strikes as an appropriate strategy for effecting re¬ 

form, Wallace trumpeted his increasing dissatisfaction with existing social 
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and political conditions in Social Environment and Moral Progress. According 

to Marchant, the conclusions Wallace drew in that work were “startling” 

(Marchant [1916] 1975, 383). In the final chapter, “How to Initiate an Era 

of Moral Progress,” Wallace’s generally temperate language was replaced by 

outrage. “It is not too much to say,” he thundered, “that our whole system 

of society is rotten from top to bottom, and that the Social Environment 

as a whole, in relation to our possibilities and our claims, is the worst that 

the world has ever seen” (Wallace 1913b, 169). Marchant noted that this 

“terrible indictment was doubly underscored in his MS” (Marchant [1916] 

1975, 383). Wallace’s condemnation was prefaced with a brief summary of 

his well-known views on the origin of the higher human faculties. His purpose 

was to demonstrate that “what is commonly termed morality is not wholly 

due to any inherent perception of what is right and wrong conduct, but that 

it is to some extent and often very largely a matter of convention. . . . The 

actual morality of a community is largely a product of the environment, but 

is local and temporary, not permanently affecting the character.” 

The strategy of Social Environment was to bring together evidence, drawn 

from the record of human evolution as well as contemporary history, “to 

distinguish between what is permanent and inherited and what is superficial 

and not inherited, and to trace out some of the consequences as regards 

what we term ‘morality.’ ” Wallace zeroed in on the elusive term “character— 

in individuals, in societies, and especially in those more ancient and more 

fundamental divisions of mankind which we term ‘races.’ ” Character, he 

defined, “as the aggregate of mental faculties and emotions which consti¬ 

tute personal or national individuality. It is very strongly hereditary, yet is 

probably subject to more inherent variation than is the form and structure of 

the body.” Wallace drew on his long-held conviction (both on evolutionary 

and theistic grounds) that the higher faculties of the human species were the 

product not of natural selection but of divine provision. He sided with those 

historians and anthropologists who regarded the ancients as in no respects 

inferior, and in many respects superior, to modern man. Wallace cited the 

spectacular achievements of the ancient Babylonians, Indians, and Egyptians 

to demonstrate that the higher human faculties were present in full force in 

early history. His conclusion was unambiguous: “Now it is this inher[itable] 

character itself that tends to be transmitted to offspring, and this being the 

case, there can be no progressive improvement in character without some 

selective agency tending to such improvement. . . . There is no proof of any 

real advance in it during the whole historical period.” The only selective 

agency that Wallace regarded as capable of effecting a permanent, and pro¬ 

gressive, elevation in human morality was the principle of sexual selection 

under socialism (Wallace 1913b, 9-13, 22-35, 147-152, 163-165). 
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This was the Bellamy-inspired principle that Wallace had first presented in 

the 1890 essay “Human Selection” ([1890] 1900c) and the 1892 essay “Hu¬ 

man Progress” ([1892] 1900c). Both were reprinted in his Studies Scientific 

and Social of 1900. Wallace had also contributed a lengthy essay titled “Evo¬ 

lution and Character” to the volume Character and Life that resulted from the 

1912 symposium of the same name (Parker 1912, 3-50). That essay parallels 

the argument of Social Environment. It concluded with Wallace’s judgment on 

nineteenth-century attempts at improving the human character. “We shall, 

perhaps, realise, before it is too late,” he wrote, “that we have begun at the 

wrong end. Improvement of social conditions must precede improvement of 

Character; and only when we have so reorganised society as to abolish the 

cruel and debasing struggle for existence and for wealth that now prevails, 

shall we be enabled to liberate those beneficent natural forces which can 

alone elevate Character.” The preeminent natural force was female sexual 

selection in marriage in a socialist society. Wallace had been asked specifi¬ 

cally to participate in the symposium because he shared “with Darwin the 

honour of conceiving the theory of Evolution.” It was as a scientist, not as 

a social reformer, that his views on the bearing of evolution on character— 

particularly on “what characteristics in men and women does Evolution seem 

most to approve?”—were solicited (Parker 1912, vii, 50). Wallace, of course, 

never regarded science and sociopolitical issues as separate. They were parts 

of a unified, holistic evolutionism. But his contribution to the symposium 

was toned down to conform to the format. In Social Environment and Moral 

Progress tfiere were no such constraints. Wallace offered his “mature judge¬ 

ment” (the phrase is Marchant’s) on Britain’s “moral position as a nation, 

[its] social environment, how it came to be what it is, and what lessons we 

may learn from it” (Wallace 1913b, 48). 

The causes of the sorry state of Britain’s national morality included those 

Wallace had enunciated since the 1880s: a systemic economic antagonism 

under competitive capitalism, monopolistic control of land and capital, and 

existing laws that fostered the inheritance of wealth by the few. For Wallace, 

as for many late Victorian socialists, the sole permanently effective solution 

to social ills lay in radically reversing the course of existing economic and 

sociopolitical practices (Laybourn 1997). Wallace welcomed certain govern¬ 

ment reforms of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. But they 

were merely initial and provisional steps toward redressing societal ills. Wal¬ 

lace argued that only a fundamental commitment to socialism could “change 

our existing immoral environment into a moral one, and initiate a new era of 

Moral Progress” (Wallace 1913b, 166-174). Social Environment received a 

wide and (not surprisingly) mixed reception. Leading articles and illustrated 
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reviews appeared in most of London’s newspapers and periodicals, which 

covered the full range of responses to so polemical a work (Marchant [1916] 

1975, 471). 

The Revolt oe Democracy 

Wallace’s final published work. The Revolt of Democracy^ was written a few 

months prior to Social Environment and Moral Progress. The manuscript, 

however, was given to Marchant only a few months before Wallace’s death 

and was thus published after the later book (Marchant [1916] 1975, 384). 

Little, if any, scholarly attention has been paid to the close relationship be¬ 

tween Wallace and Marchant and to the crucial role played by the latter in 

the publication of Wallace’s last writings. There is no evidence to suggest 

that Marchant edited Wallace’s final books in any other than slight stylistic 

senses. The two shared identical social and cultural convictions. Marchant’s 

biographical preface to The Revolt of Democracy is a reverential but accurate 

precis of Wallace’s life and career. He called Wallace “the Grand Old Man 

of British Science, a true Revealer and Prophet, in the real sense of being a 

forthteller of the truth spoken to him.” Marchant’s sketch affords a valuable 

insight into Wallace’s state of mind as he neared death. He remained fully 

in command of his mental and polemical powers. In a letter to Marchant, 

written in May 1913, Wallace discussed the possibility of living organisms 

being someday produced in the chemist’s laboratory from inorganic matter. 

He declared such a possibility “impossible, because unthinkable, while even 

were it supposable that it should happen, it could not in any way explain Life, 

with all its inherent forces, powers and laws. . . . Recent discoveries demon¬ 

strate the need of coordinating power even in the very nature and origin of 

matter; and something far more than this in the origin and development of 

mind. The whole cumulative argument of my ‘World of Life’ is that, in its 

every detail it calls for the agency of a mind or minds so enormously above 

and beyond any human minds, as to compel us to look upon it, or them, as 

‘God or Gods,’ and so-called ‘Laws of Nature’ as the action by will-power or 

otherwise of such superhuman or infinite beings. ‘Laws of Nature’ apart from 

the existence and agency of some such Being or Beings, are mere words, that 

explain nothing—are, in fact, unthinkable. That is my position!” (Wallace 

1913a, xxxiv-xxxix), 

The Revolt of Democracy was Wallace’s parting contribution to the rapidly 

changing political landscape of Britain prior to the Great War. He intended it 

as a primer for his “readers, and especially [those of] the Labour Party.” Wal¬ 

lace hoped Revolt would provide the Labour Party with informed guidance. 
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“in order that it may have a definite program to work for, and may be able to 

enforce its claims upon the Government with all the weight of its combined 

and determined action.” He sought to expose, clearly and succinctly, “the 

series of economic fallacies which alone prevent them from claiming and 

obtaining, for the workers of the whole country, a continuously increasing 

share of the entire product of their labour.” Wallace argued that the “forces 

of Labour, if united in the demand for this one primary object, must and will 

succeed.” He predicted that the inevitable result of implementing the social, 

political, economic, and moral reforms he had been advocating publicly for 

three decades, since he became president of the Land Nationalization Society 

in 1881, would be twofold. First, there would be a general rise of wages for 

the entire population at the expense of the unprecedented individual wealth 

that industrial capitalism had bestowed on the relatively few. Second, that 

most miserable sector of society, the unemployed workers, would be rein¬ 

tegrated into self-supporting rural cooperatives. Wallace regarded the de¬ 

struction of the “old rural populations which were for centuries the pride 

and strength of Britain” as among the greatest evils perpetrated by indus¬ 

trial capitalism. He considered the forced migration of agricultural workers 

into the rapidly growing cities and towns of nineteenth-century industrial 

society as “the most disastrous policy . . . ever pursued by” a so-called civ¬ 

ilized nation. Wallace pointed to the success in other European states, no¬ 

tably Denmark, of salubrious and profitable agricultural cooperatives. He 

reiterated his claim of thirty years that nationalization of “a large portion 

of the agricultural land of England, which has been so misused by its own¬ 

ers, must be acquired by the Government in trust for the nation.” Wallace 

concluded with the exhortation that the creation of a humane and equitable 

society based on the twin pillars of agriculture and industry “must be the 

great and noble work of our statesmen of to-day and of to-morrow. May 

they prove themselves equal to the great opportunity which the justifiable 

revolt of Labour has now afforded them” (Wallace 1913a, 54-56, 66-67, 

74-78). 

A Socialist’s Critique of the New Liberals 

The analytical framework of Revolt shows Wallace’s enduring debt to his re¬ 

lationship with Spencer and George, his reading of Bellamy, and his Owen- 

ite roots. What is novel, for Wallace, was his certainty that social and po¬ 

litical conditions by the close of the first decade of the twentieth century 

made Britain ripe for major reform. It was the appointment of two sue- 

cessive reformist Liberal prime ministers. Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman 

(1905-1908) and Herbert Asquith (1908-1915), which precipitated what 
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Wallace termed the revolt of democracy. Wallace maintained that previous 

Victorian prime ministers, most notably William Gladstone who served as 

Liberal leader four separate times from 1868 to 1894, were constrained in 

their ability to implement effective legislation to better the conditions of the 

working classes. They were crippled, Wallace declared, by their commitment 

to the doctrine that “wages were kept down by the ‘iron law’ of supply and 

demand; and that any attempts to find a remedy by Acts of Parliament only 

aggravated the disease” of poverty. Wallace credited Campbell-Bannerman 

with changing “this attitude of negation of all his predecessors,” that pov¬ 

erty was due to economic causes over which governments had no power. 

In numerous speeches both in an out of Parliament, Campbell-Bannerman 

“boldly declared . . . that he held it to be the duty of a government to deal 

with the great problems of unemployment and poverty, and especially to at¬ 

tack the increasingly injurious land monopoly, and so to legislate as to make 

our native soil ever more and more ‘a treasure-house for the poor rather 

than a mere pleasure-house for the rich.’ ” Campbell-Bannerman’s choice of 

Herbert Asquith as chancellor of the Exchequer and his recruitment of Lloyd 

George into his ministry were signs to Wallace that the prime minister fully 

intended to make his an activist government on behalf of labor reforms. When 

Asquith became prime minister in 1908 and appointed Lloyd George his suc¬ 

cessor as chancellor of the Exchequer, Wallace was delighted. He admired 

Lloyd George greatly. Wallace especially applauded his successes in securing 

old age pensions and other measures calculated to benefit the working classes 

(Wallace 1913a, 7-8). 

Wallace endorsed the New Liberals (as they had come to be known) for 

another reason. Many of their leading theorists, such as L. T. Hobhouse, 

regarded biology as providing a scientific basis for political action (Freeden 

1978).^ But Wallace was a socialist, not a Liberal. Despite his praise for the 

new initiatives of the Liberal governments, Wallace felt they did not go far 

enough. He charged that Liberal good intentions were vitiated by the absence 

of any truly adequate remedial legislation to eradicate the causes and not just 

the symptoms of societal inequities. This Liberal “failure,” as Wallace termed 

it, coupled with the rising expectations of an increasingly well-organized and 

politically educated army of workers, was a recipe for disaster. It led, he 

suggested, to the series of major strikes by dockers, seamen, miners, and 

members of the railway and other transport unions during the period 1911- 

1912. Wallace’s generic antipathy toward strikes, as damaging to workers’ 

interests in both the short and long run, caused him to turn to the Labour 

Party. Labour appeared to him as the most promising Parliamentary group 

able to bring about the socialist remedies he considered fundamental for any 

true reform of British society (Wallace 1913a, 7-13, 47). 
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Wallace’s critique of New Liberalism was shared by many of his contem¬ 

poraries, particularly the Fabians. It has been estimated that approximately 

two thousand progressives changed their parliamentary party allegiance from 

Liberal to Labour. Some few, like Wallace, did this between 1908 and 1912. 

Most of the Liberal hemorrhage occurred during and shortly after the First 

World War (Blaazer 1992, 70-71, 104-109). Wallace’s support first of Lib¬ 

erals then of Labour was, however, only provisional. He, like most of his 

socialist contemporaries, recognized that there was little chance at the time 

of achieving an official socialist presence in the form of an established party 

in Parliament. Wallace and others lent their support to Liberals and Labour 

if they believed that individuals in either of those two parties could advance 

socialist ideals and causes. But he and a number of socialists had certain 

reservations about this strategy. To them, even the Labour Party was not 

the ideal vehicle for bringing about a socialist Britain. Labour’s initiatives 

often appeared to threaten individual and democratic rights with the overtly 

statist views it adopted in certain policy areas. This potential conflict with the 

voluntaristic socialism so dear to Wallace and his allies tempered their en¬ 

thusiasm (Minkin 1991). But the Labour Party had made enormous political 

strides between 1900 and 1914. And its frequent socialist rhetoric suggested 

a genuine socialist core in at least certain critical areas. These factors were 

sufficient to attract Wallace and like-minded thinkers and activists to Labour’s 

fold in the years prior to the First World War. 

Many members of the Labour Party were evolutionary socialists and re¬ 

formists at heart (Laybourn 1997, 40, 64). Wallace shared Sidney Webb’s 

view that in Britain “important organic changes” could only be achieved 

democratically and gradually, constitutionally and peacefully. Although this 

specific statement by Webb was not published until after Wallace’s death, 

Wallace had long endorsed the Fabian position on this matter (Shaw 1920, 

34-35). In 1903, in his preface to William Morris’s Communism, Shaw had 

written that the Fabians’ “socialism could be adopted either as a whole or 

by instalments by any ordinary respectable citizen without committing him¬ 

self to any revolutionary association or detaching himself in anyway from 

the normal course of English life” (Morris 1903, 3).^ Wallace’s search for 

the most appropriate political vehicle for achieving the goals of socialism, as 

he interpreted them, was not mere opportunism or vacillation. His political 

evolution reflected the challenge faced by most British socialists at the turn of 

the century. The efforts to forge a specifically British socialism, different from 

continental varieties, gave rise to a bewildering variety of options—a verita¬ 

ble “pilgrims’ progress”—during the crucial period of socialist expansion in 

Britain between 1890 and 1918 (Blaazer 1992, 98). 
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Looking Back to Look Forward 

The Revolt of Democracy is fitting as the final published work of Wallace. Far 

less comprehensive in scope than The World of Life or Man’s Place in the Uni¬ 

verse, it nonetheless encapsulates the essential integrative themes of Wallace’s 

worldview. The most poignant and telling sections of the book, however, 

are those that evoke Wallace’s childhood roots in the pastoral Welsh border 

country. The aged man never forgot the beauties of rural Britain to which he 

was first exposed. His allusions to the old rural populations, which were for 

centuries the pride and strength of Britain, are not simply nostalgic. Agricul¬ 

tural cooperatives and land reform, about which he learned early in life from 

Owen’s lectures, remained central to Wallace’s final cultural pronouncement. 

His ideas reflected and contributed to the programs of those late Victorian 

socialists who no longer accepted industrialization as the inevitable paradigm 

for future social organization. 

Wallace’s socialist vision can best be compared with those other advocates 

of British radicalism who fought for a new moral as well as economic/political 

order (Wallace [1905] 1969, 2:271-272). They saw socialism not merely as a 

new economic order but also as an entirely new system of life and belief. Such 

a sweeping concept of an ethically as well as sociopolitically reformed society 

characterized many figures crucial to the establishment of British socialism 

from the early 1880s onward (Yeo 1977). Wallace and Morris, Ruskin, H. 

M. Hyndman, Keir Hardie, and Blatchford used their metaphorical and his¬ 

torical images of preindustrial Britain to prefigure a new socialist society that 

would divest itself of the worst features of both industrialism and capitalism. 

All visions of a new socialist community involved a rejection of industry under 

capitalism. But most socialists believed that industrialization was the key to 

societal advance. Wallace and like-minded contemporaries had a different 

vision. They hoped that a socialist society could be built, in part, on the rural 

foundations of pre-nineteenth-century Britain. 

The Clarion on 14 September 1895 published a verse “To the Farmers of 

England by One of Them” (Ward 1998, chap. 2). It is worth recalling, in the 

context of the strong rural component in Wallace’s socialism, that among his 

first attempts at writing for publication was an 1843 sketch titled “The South- 

Wales Farmer.”^ Drawing on his personal observations during his surveying 

work in Brecknockshire and Glamorganshire, Wallace depicted the manners 

and customs of the Welsh peasantry. The resulting portrait was far from 

idyllic. The main significance of this article is the clear display of Wallace’s 

concern, from the age of twenty, in righting the wrongs he saw inflicted by an 

industrializing Britain, which was condemning many sectors of the rural as 
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well as urban population to lives of misery and penury (Wallace [1905] 1969, 

1:206-222; Moore 1997, 300-303). A significant number of socialists took 

rural idealism and “back to the land” notions quite literally. Many London 

Fabians and members of other socialist organizations bought country houses 

if they could afford dual residences. Others, like Wallace, simply removed 

themselves from London altogether and sought their own socialist-inspired 

“new Edens” in affordable rural locations (MacKenzie and MacKenzie 1977; 

Marsh 1982; Gould 1988). Wallace’s move from London to Grays in 1872 

was the first of several changes of residence that took him and his family 

farther and farther from the urban metropolis. They sought a succession of 

increasingly more isolated, though never very distant, rural seats. This quest, 

with its political as well as psychological overtones, culminated in Wallace’s 

beloved final home at Old Orchard in Broadstone. 

Where to Bury Wallace: 

Old Orchard or Westminster Abbey? 

By the summer of 1913, Wallace’s health began to decline rapidly. He could 

no longer walk about his beloved gardens. He did have some of the rarer 

primroses and other favorite plants brought to a small area in front of the 

windows of his study so that he might gaze on them. His mental faculties 

remained strong. Wallace entered into a contract to write yet another large 

volume on social issues. An agreement with the publishers was signed, but by 

the time the plan of the proposed book was to be discussed Wallace had grown 

progressively weaker. On 7 November 1913, he died peacefully in his sleep at 

9:25 a.m. Three days later, Wallace was buried with a simple ceremony in the 

small cemetery of Broadstone on a pine-clad hill swept by sea breezes. The 

funeral was attended by his son and daughter, his wife’s sister, and Marchant. 

Wallace’s wife Annie, by then an invalid, was unable to come. The funeral 

service was conducted by the Bishop of Salisbury, Dr. Ridgeway. Among the 

representatives of the varied facets of Wallace’s life and career were Meldola 

and Boulton (representing the Royal Society), Dr. Scott (representing the 

Linnean Society), and Joseph Hyder of the Land Nationalisation Society. 

A monument consisting of a fossil tree-trunk from the Portland beds was 

erected over his grave on a base of Purbeck stone, a durable limestone. It 

bore the following modest inscription: 

ALFRED RUSSEL WALLACE, O.M. 

Born Jan. 8*, 1823, Died Nov. 7*, 1913 

It had been suggested by some that Wallace merited burial in Westminster 
_ ^ 

Abbey, beside Darwin. Annie Wallace and the rest of the family declined. 
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They stated that it ran counter to their own, and Wallace’s, wishes for a 

modest and isolated resting place. That Wallace was buried not at Westmin¬ 

ster Abbey but in the quiet hillside cemetery at Broadstone is itself a fitting 

memorial, as well as conclusion, to his long, complex, and contentious ca¬ 

reer. Would Wallace, whose entire life had been dedicated to social reform 

and the eradication of class and economic privilege, in addition to the pursuit 

of scientific knowledge, have been comfortable amid the pomp and glory of 

Westminster Abbey? A group of leading members of the scientific community 

felt that the lack of some more public memorial than the grave at Broadstone 

would be egregious and, indeed, scandalous. A committee was formed shortly 

after Wallace’s death, with Boulton as chairman and Meldola as treasurer, to 

create a suitable national memorial. The committee presented a letter on 

the morning of 2 December 1913 to the dean of the abbey, Herbert Ryle. 

They requested permission to place a medallion there, “believing that no 

position would be so appropriate as Westminster Abbey.” The signatories 

of the letter included Crookes, Archibald Geikie, Ray Lankester, Meldola, 

Lodge, Boulton, and William Ramsay (recipient of the 1904 Nobel Brize in 

Chemistry). Dean Ryle replied later that same day that their petition was 

unanimously granted by the chapter of the abbey. He added that “nothing 

could have been more satisfactory or impressive than the document with 

which you furnished me this morning. I hope to get it specially framed.” 

Wallace’s medallion was unveiled on All Souls’ Day, 1 November 1915, 

together with medallions to the memory of two of his knighted contempo¬ 

raries, Sir Joseph Hooker and Lord Lister. Dean Ryle’s sermon noted that the 

three men whose memorials were then being “uncovered to the public view, 

in the North Aisle of the Choir . . . will always be ranked among the most 

eminent scientists of the last century. . . . They were all men of singularly 

modest character. As is so often observable in true greatness, there was in 

them an entire absence of that vanity and self-advertisement which are not 

infrequent with smaller minds. It is the little men who push themselves into 

prominence through dread of being overlooked. It is the great men who work 

for the work’s sake without regard to recognition, and who, as we might 

say, achieve greatness in spite of themselves.” Ryle added, with circumspec¬ 

tion and perhaps unintended irony given Wallace’s highly controversial and 

antiestablishment writings of his later years, that “Wallace’s life was spent 

in the pursuit of various objects of intellectual and philosophical interest, 

over which I need not linger” (Marchant [1916] 1975, 473-474). An inter¬ 

viewer who visited Wallace in 1909 offered an image that was far closer to 

the mark. Wallace appeared, the interviewer stated, like an “old warrior—a 

venerable figure crowned with white, standing, as it were, midway between 
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the centuries. Behind him lies the one that he has done so much to mould 

and alter and convince; before him that mysterious future on which he gazes 

with unshadowed faith in the ultimate triumph of his views” (Rann 1909). 

NOTES 

1. Freeden (1978, chap. 3) gives a detailed account of the New Liberals’ use of 

biological arguments. 

2. Ironically, Morris’s 1903 pamphlet was itself an attack on the “make-shift 

alleviations” of reformist socialism, which he felt would come to be “looked upon as ends 

in themselves” and thus blunt the move toward the communism that he embraced (11). 

3. The essay did not get published at the time. Wallace, however, thought it of 

particular interest in demonstrating his early preoccupation with sociopolitical concerns 

and included the full text in his autobiography (Wallace [1905] 1969, 1:206-222). 
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