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Occasionally in history a matter of interpretation comes to be 
settled by the addition of new evidence. This is what is happening 
in the debate over Darwin's reading of Malthus-- the time at 
which Darwin first read him and the extent to which he was 
influenced by him. Previously lost pages from Darwin's "Note- 
books on Transmutation of Species" were published in 1967. 
These pages establish the dates on which Darwin was reading 
Malthus and record Darwin's immediate response to the im- 
portance of what he was reading for his own ideas on the origin 
of species. A passage dated September 9.8, 1838, taken from "D." 
the third notebook on species, reads as follows. 

28th. We ought to be far  from wondering of changes 
in numbers of species, from small changes in nature of 
locality. Even the energetic language of Decandolle does 
not convey the warring of the species as inference from 
Malthus.--increase of brutes must be prevented solely by 
positive checks, excepting that famine may stop desire.-- in 
nature production does not increase, whilst no check prevail, 
but the positive check of famine & consequently death. I do 
not doubt every one till he thinks deeply has assumed that 
increase of animals exactly proportionate to the number 
that can l i v e - - . . .  

Population is increase[d] at geometrical ratio in far shorter 
time than 25 years- -ye t  until the one sentence of Malthus no 
one clearly perceived the great check amongst men. - - [ there  is 
spring, like food used for other purposes as wheat for making 
brandy. - -Even a few years plenty, makes population in man 
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i n c r e a s e  & an  o r d i n a r y  crop causes  a dear th . ]  Take  Europe  on  
an  a v e r a g e  eve ry  species  m u s t  h a v e  s a m e  n u m b e r  k i l led  y e a r  

w i th  y e a r  by hawks ,  by cold & c . - - e v e n  one  species  of  h a w k  
d e c r e a s i n g  in  n u m b e r  m u s t  a f fec t  i n s t a n t a n e o u s l y  all the  
r e s t . - - T h e  f inal  c ause  o f  all th is  wedg ing ,  m u s t  be to sort  out  
p rope r  s t ruc tu re ,  & adap t  it  to c h a n g e s . - - t o  do t h a t  fo r  f o rm ,  
w h i c h  M a l t h u s  shows  is the  f inal  e f fec t  (by  m e a n s  h o w e v e r  of  
vo l i t i on )  o f  th is  popu lousnes s  on the  e n e r g y  of  m a n .  One m a y  
say  the re  is a fo rce  l ike a h u n d r e d  t h o u s a n d  wedges  t ry ing  
fo r ce  eve ry  k ind  of  adap ted  s t r u c t u r e  in to  the  gaps  i n  the  
o e c o n o m y  of  n a t u r e ,  or  r a t h e r  f o r m i n g  gaps  by  t h r u s t i n g  ou t  
w e a k e r  ones.  - 1  

I n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  the  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  M a l t h u s  to D a r w i n  m a d e  

be fo re  th is  p a s s a g e  was  d i scovered  e r r ed  in  s eve ra l  d i rec t ions .  
The  m o s t  obvious  and  co r rec tab le  e r ro r  w a s  m i s j u d g i n g  the  t i m e  
w h e n  D a r w i n  r e a d  Mal thus .  Fo r  e x a m p l e ,  G a v i n  de Beer ,  edi tor  
of  the  D a r w i n  no tebooks ,  e s t i m a t e d  the  r e a d i n g  to h a v e  t aken  
p lace  a f t e r  the  th i rd  no tebook  w a s  filled. T h u s  de  Bee r  cou ld  
cite the  fo l l owing  pa s sage  f r o m  the  th i rd  no tebook ,  n o w  k n o w n  
to h a v e  b e e n  wr i t t en  a f t e r  Ma l thus ,  as ev idence  t h a t  D a r w i n  h a d  
no  n e e d  of  M a l t h u s  in  c o m i n g  to the  n o t i o n  of  n a t u r a l  se lect ion:  
" (Al l  this  agrees  wel l  w i t h  m y  v iews  of  those  f o r m s  s l ight ly  
f a v o u r e d  ge t t i ng  the  u p p e r  h a n d  & f o r m i n g  spec ies . )  2 Be l i ev ing  

1. "Darwin's Noteboohs on Transmutat ion  of  Species/" Parts I - IV ,  Edited, 
with Introduction and Notes by Sir Gavin de Beer; Addenda and Corrigenda, 
edited by Sir G a i n  de Beer and M. J. Rowlands; Part VI (excised 
pages) edited by Sir Gavin de Beer, ~¢I. J. Rowlands, arid B. M. Skramovsky, 
Bullet in of  the Brit ish Museum (Natural History) Historical Series, vol. 2, 
nos. 2-6, and 3 no. 5 (London, 1960-1967); Part VI, pp. 134--135, excised 
from the third notebook. Darwin's pagination is used throughout in eita- 
tations from the notebooks; De Beer's Parts I, II, HI, and IV correspond to 
DarcTin's "B", "C", "'D", and "E". Other notebooks in the series kept during 
1837-39 include "A" on geological topics and "M" and "N" on the human 
aspect of transmutation with regard to views of philosophers and moralists 
and to the reinterpretation of human behaviour that would be required by 
transmutationist theory. 

In the passage quoted those sentences in brackets appear in between 
the lines of the text in smaller and darker script. Fortunately for the 
dating of the passage we have Darwin's own word. Otherwise the date 
would be difficult to set as there are succeeding entries in the notebook 
with earlier dates. Darwin apparently decided on September 11 to begin a 
separate section on "Generation" towards the back of the book on page 152. 
There are thus two separate runs of dates in the notebooks which did not, 
of course, prevent the paper-saving Darwin from using free space in the 
notebooks without respect to chronological order of entry. Nevertheless, 
the Malthus entry seems to have been made in order since the enttT begun 
on page 134 continues at the top of page 135 and since the entry on the 
bottom of page 136 dated September 29th continues without interguption 
for three pages. 

2.  Ib/d. ,  pt.  HI ,  p.  175. Since this s e n t e n c e  i s  t a k e n  f rom the  sec t ion  of  
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that  Darwin  wrote this sentence without  benefit  of Malthus,  
de Beer then assessed the impor tance  of Mal thus  to Darwin  to be 
the "ma themat i ca l  demonst ra t ion  of the insufficiency of food 
supplies if  num be r s  increased too fas t  and the consequent  in- 
evitableness of  the penalt ies."  3 

Other  interpreters ,  while not  assigning a date to Darwin 's  
reading of Malthus,  yet concurred with de Beer's general  con- 
clusion that  Darwin  was indebted to Malthus for the notion of 
the tendency toward the geometr ical  expansion of populat ion 
ra ther  than  for  any  help in the definition of the notion of selec- 
tion. Gertrude Himmel fa rb ,  for  example ,  suggested tha t  "In 
general,  wha t  Mal thus  was  concerned with was not  how the 
struggle for  existence affected the quality of the populat ion but  
s imply how it l imited its numbers ."  4 Loren Eiseley, also puzzled 
by Darwin ' s  expressed indebtedness to Malthus,  concluded: "It  
m a y  well be tha t  Darwin  really received only an  increased growth 
of confidence in his previously perceived idea through reading 
the Mal thus ian  essay. The geometr ical  growth of life as ex- 
pressed by Mal thus  great ly impressed h im and m a y  have  turned 
his thoughts  more  intensively upon the struggle for  existence." 5 
Giving a slightly different emphasis ,  Stephen Toulmin  and June  
Goodfield have  agreed tha t  "Darwin did not  learn anything 
new f r o m  Malthus,"  but  have  t raced wha t  Mal thus ian  seed there 
was in Darwin 's  discovery to a new focus on the "struggle for  
the m e a n s  of s u b s i s t e n c e " .  6 

Now tha t  the date for  Darwin 's  critical reading  of Malthus is 
secure, however,  the puzzle over why  Darwin  h imsel f  credited 
so m u c h  to this event  still exists if  the above interpretat ions are 
not altered. Gavin de Beer, for  one, has  r emained  fa i thful  to his 
prior conclusion tha t  Darwin  already had  accepted selection 
as a m e c h a n i s m  for  evolution before reading  Malthus.  De Beer's 
reconstruct ion of the discovery of na tu ra l  selection has  it that  
Darwin  was actively looking for  a na tu ra l  corollary to artificial 
selection when  he read  Malthus.  In  subs tant ia t ing  his c l a i m ,  d e  

the notebook on "Generation" [footnote 1], its date may still be questioned. 
This last dated page in this section is page 163, dated September 28. What 
probably happened was that Darwin inserted this parenthetical remark 
concerning his new insight into a longer speculation, left unquoted, on the 
variation caused by change in physical circumstance. 

3. Ibid, Introduction by Sir Gavin de Beer, p. 29. 
4. Gertrude Himmelfarb, Darwin and the Darwinian  Revolution (New 

York: Doubleday, 1959), p. 159. 
g. Loren Eiseley, Darwin's Century (New York: Doubleday Anchor Books, 

1961), pp. 181-182. 
6. Stephen Toulmin and June Goodfield, The Discovery of  T ime  (New 

York: Harper & Row, 1965), p. 203. 
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Beer  c i tes  D a r w i n ' s  o w n  w o r d s  i n  a l e t t e r  to A l f r ed  Russe l  
W a l l a c e :  "I c a m e  to the  conc lu s ion  t h a t  se lec t ion  w a s  the  p r inc i -  
p le  of  c h a n g e  f r o m  the  s t u d y  of  d o m e s t i c a t e d  p r o d u c t i o n s ;  a n d  
then ,  r e a d i n g  M a l t h u s ,  I s aw  a t  once  h o w  to a p p l y  th is  p r inc ip le . "  7 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  as  c l ea r  as  th is  c i t a t i o n  is ,  t he  no tebooks  t h a t  
D a r w i n  k e p t  a t  the  t i m e  do n o t  s u b s t a n t i a t e  such  a s t r a igh t -  
f o r w a r d  a c c o u n t  of  the  d i scove ry  of  n a t u r a l  se lec t ion .  The  m o s t  
t h a t  c a n  be  s u b s t a n t i a t e d  by  the  n o t e b o o k s  on  the  po in t  of  t he  
se lec t ive  s u r v i v a l  of  t he  m o s t  fit  is  t h a t  D a r w i n  c o n s i d e r e d  
the  poss ib i l i t y  t ha t ,  s o m e h o w ,  on ly  t he  w e l l - a d a p t e d  m i g h t  sur-  
v ive  a n d  b reed .  I n  the  first  no tebook ,  fo r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e r e  is  
s p e c u l a t i o n  on  th i s  topic ,  t h o u g h  the  d i s t i n c t i o n  b e t w e e n  in-  
d i v i d u a l s  a n d  spec ies  is  no t  y e t  c l ea r :  "The  f a t h e r  b e i n g  c l ima-  
t ized,  c l i m a t i z e s  t he  chi ld .  W h e t h e r  eve ry  a n i m a l  p r o d u c e s  in  
cour se  of  ages  t e n  t h o u s a n d  va r i e t i e s  ( i n f l u e n c e d  i t se l f  p e r h a p s  
by  c i r c u m s t a n c e )  a n d  those  a lone  p r e s e r v e d  w h i c h  a re  we l l  
a d a p t e d . "  8 D a r w i n ,  however ,  cou ld  see  no  s igns  t h a t  on ly  t he  
"we l l - adap ted"  we re  p r e se rved ,  and ,  n o t  h a v i n g  the  M a l t h u s i a n  
f u n d  of  excess  i n d i v i d u a l s  to w o r k  wi th ,  he  d id  n o t  deve lop  t h a t  
l i ne  of  t hough t .  I n  r e g a r d  to "a r t i f i c ia l  s e l e c t i o n " - -  the  p h r a s e  
w a s  n o t  u s e d - - t h e  r e c o r d  be fo re  M a l t h u s  is  e q u a l l y  ambiguous .  
D a r w i n  cou ld  r e f e r  to t he  e x i s t e n c e  of  " two g r a n d  c lasses  of  
va r i e t i e s ;  one  w h e r e  o f f sp r ing  p icked ,  one  w h e r e  not"  9; b u t  he  
cou ld  a lso  r e m a r k ,  "I t  c e r t a i n l y  a p p e a r s  in  d o m e s t i c a t e d  a n i m a l s  
t h a t  the  a m o u n t  of  v a r i a t i o n  is soon r e a c h e d - - a s  i n  p igeons  n o  
n e w  r a c e s . - - "  10 

S u r v e y i n g  a l l  the  c o m m e n t s  i n  t he  n o t e b o o k s  m a d e  b e f o r e  
M a l t h u s ,  i t  does  n o t  s e e m  t h a t  D a r w i n  h e l d  a suff ic ient ly  un -  
a m b i g u o u s  n o t i o n  of  a r t i f ic ia l  s e l ec t ion  to h a v e  e n a b l e d  h i m  to 
a n t i c i p a t e  f ind ing ,  as  a m e c h a n i s m  for  evo lu t ion ,  a s i m i l a r  
p roces s  a t  w o r k  i n  u n t e n d e d  n a t u r e .  Ra the r ,  i t  w o u l d  seem,  the  

7. Gavin de Beer, Charles Darwin (New York: Doubleday Anchor Books, 
1965), pp. 100-101. Quoted from More Letters of Charles Darwin, ed. 
Francis Darwin, 2 vols. (New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1903), dated from 
Down, April 6, 1859, to Alfred Russel Wallace, vol. 1, p. 118. For some 
reason de Beer lists the date as being 1858. Domestic species maintained 
no balanced relationship against each other; thus there was no world or 
system of domestic species to analogize with the species of the undomesti- 
cated world of nature. Domestic species were of value to Darwin before 
Malthus not as a miniature of the larger world of species but for their 
presentation of the facts of variation and the opportunity they afforded 
for study of the laws of inheritance. 

8. "Darwin's Notebooks," pt. I, p. 90. 
9. Ibid., Addenda and Corrigenda, p. 106, from the second notebook. 
10. Ibid. Addenda and Corrigenda, p. 104, from the third notebook. 
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discovery of na tura l  selection made  the domestic analogy much  
more clear to Darwin than  it had been before. 

It  is clear f rom the evidence of the third notebook prior to the 
entry concerning Malthus that  Darwin was developing two lines 
of thought  in his search for rules governing t ransmutat ion.  First, 
he was looking for the causes of variat ion among what  he 
designated as external  agencies (as,  for  example,  cl imate)  and 
as internal  agencies ( the  "laws of organiza t ion"- -  growth, re- 
production, and the connect ion between menta l  and physical 
discussed under  the title of "habit").  Second, he was trying to 
discover the rules of inheri tance.  The third notebook abounds 
in cases recorded to prove or disprove what  seemed most  likely 
to h im f rom a t ransmutat ionis t  point  of view that  the least 
variable structures in a species were the oldest. Although Darwin 
never abandoned his early interest in ei ther of these two ques- 
tions, they were no longer crucial to h im once he had natural  
selection to rely on. Thus,  for  example,  one can contrast  the 
keen-eyed at tention he was paying to habit  six months  before 
reading Malthus with the comparat ive de tachment  attending 
discussions of habit  later. The following passage is f rom the 
second notebook: "According to my  views, habits give structure, 
therefore habits precede structure, therefore  habitual  instincts 
precede structure." 11 Indeed, two weeks before reading Malthus 
Darwin could declare the structure of a species formed over a 
long time by habit  to be superior to a "mere monstrosi ty propa- 
gated by art". 1~ The following passage, writ ten eight months  
after  Malthus, puzzles again over external  and internal  agencies 
o ~ y  to conclude: 

All that  we can say in such cases is that  the plumage has not  
been so injurious to bird as to allow any other kind of animal  
to usurp its p lace - -& therefore the degree to injuriousness 
mus t  have been exceedingly smalL- -Th i s  is a far  more prob- 
able way of explaining, much  structure,  than  at tempting any- 
thing about habits. 1~ 

It was not  that  Darwin no longer suspected habit  of having 
some role in the occurrence of new variations in structure but  
that,  af ter  Malthus, with selection as the pr imary  mechanism 
for species change,  he could afford to put  off "at tempting any- 
thing about habit." 

I f  the role of Malthus in Darwin's development  of the idea of 

11. Ibid., pt. II ,  p. 199. 12. Ibid. pt. III ,  p. 107. 
13. Ibid, pt.  IV, p. 147. 
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natura l  selection was more  compl ica ted than  pictured by tradi- 
tional interpretat ion,  then  wha t  precisely was tha t  role? Of the 
three e lements  compris ing the theory of na tu ra l  se lec t ion- -  
individual variabili ty,  the tendency toward overpopulation,  and  
the selective factors  at work in n a t u r e - - D ~  certainly owed 
little to Mal thus  concerning variabili ty,  for  Darwin  had  already 
spent  m u c h  energy document ing  the dii~erences and similarities 
of individuals belonging to the same  or related species. The  re- 
current  difficulty Darwin  experienced in fu ture  years  with in- 
dividual var ia t ion related to its causes,  not  to its fact .  

The tendency toward overpopulat ion is another  matter .  As 
all his s tudents  have  agreed, Darwin  on his own enter ta ined little 
notion of such a tendency as universal ,  nor  was he, at the t ime 
of reading  Malthus in late September  1838, engaged in specula- 
tions relat ing to such an idea. Nevertheless,  Darwin 's  great fore- 
runner ,  Charles Lye]], had  at least  raised the issue of fertility. 
First, though not  very seriously, Lyell had  quoted the I ta l ian 
geologist Giovanni  Brocchi to say tha t  species might  "degenerate" 
and, like old men ,  lose their capaci ty  to reproduce as fruitfully 
as in their  prime.  Second, and again  f rom Lye]l, domestic species 
could be said to be less fertile than  their  uncul t ivated cousins. 
At the place where  this suggestion appeared  in the sixth edition 
of the Principles of Geology, Darwin  penciled a firm "no" bu t  
also inserted some heavy  question marks .  14 Slightly closer to the 
populat ion issue as raised by Malthus was the credit Lyell gave 
overpopulat ion as a s t imulant  to species migrat ion,  though there 
are no m a r k s  alongside this passage  in Darwin 's  copies of the 
Principles. 15 

All in all, the closest Darwin  came  to the notion of populat ion 
held by Malthus was  in the awareness  of a typical constancy in 
numbers  of individuals belonging to a given species in a given 
area. Yet the m a n n e r  in which this notion was raised was so fa r  
f rom any considerat ion of the potent ia l  productive powers of a 
species, or of any  two parents ,  tha t  is prevented  Darwin  f r o m  
arriving at na tu ra l  selection on his own. For Lyell and Darwin  
assumed tha t  mos t  species tend to produce as m a n y  young as 
m a y  be necessary  to ma in t a in  their populat ion at its present  
level. The reasoning  of parents  who have  three children in order 

14. Marginalia in Darwin's copy, now at the University Library, 
Cambridge, of Charles Lycll, Principles of Geology, 3 vols., (London: John 
Murray, 1840), III, 42. 

15. Lyell, Principles, 6th ed. (1840), III, 119. This passage occurs in the 
fifth edition (1837) as well, where it went unmarked by Darwin, but does 
not appear in the previous (first) edition which Darwin owned. Reading 
Malthus apparently sensitized Darwin to the issue of birth rates. 
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to assure  t ha t  two wil l  surv ive  to adu l thood  is n o t  u n l i k e  LyeU 
a n d  D a r w i n ' s  p ic tu re  of the  reproduc t ive  act ivi ty  of mos t  
species. 16 Th i s  a s s u m p t i o n  was  l i nked  to the  be l ie f  t ha t  the 
a m o u n t  of l ife wh ich  could  be m a i n t a i n e d  i n  a g iven  a rea  was  
cons t an t .  Such  a view is r ep r e sen t ed  by  this  passage  f r o m  the  
first  ed i t ion  of the  Principles: 

I n  the first p lace it  is clear ,  t h a t  w h e n  a n y  r eg ion  is  s tocked 
wi th  as grea t  a var ie ty  of a n i m a l s  a n d  p l a n t s  as the  p roduc t ive  
powers  of t ha t  r eg ion  wil l  enab l e  it  to suppor t ,  the add i t ion  
of a n y  n e w  species,  or the  p e r m a n e n t  n u m e r i c a l  decrease  of 
one  prev ious ly  es tab l i shed ,  m u s t  a lways  be a t t ended  e i ther  
by  the  local  e x t e r m i n a t i o n  or the n u m e r i c a l  decrease  of some 
o ther  species. 17 

T h a t  D a r w i n  suppor ted  this  v iew is ev idenced  by  this  e n t r y  f rom 
the  second  no tebook :  

The  quan t i t y  of  life o n  p l a n e t  at  d i f ferent  per iods  depends  
on  r e l a t ions  of desert ,  open  ocean ,  etc. Th i s  p robab ly  o n  l ong  
average  equa l  quan t i ty ,  2 ° on  re la t ion  of h e a t  a n d  cold, there-  
fore  p robab ly  fewer  n o w  t h a n  former ly .  The  n u m b e r  of  forms  
depends  on  the  e x t e r n a l  r e l a t ions  ( a  fixed q u a n t i t y )  a n d  on  
subd iv i s ion  of s t a t ions  a n d  diversi ty ,  this  p e r h a p s  o n  l o n g  
average  equal . i s  

16. Even after integrating Malthusian over reproduction into his theory, 
Darwin remained sensitive to the checks within a species against maxi- 
mum reproduction. In his own copy of Malthus" An Essay on the Principles 
of Population [Lond., 6th ed. 1826, I, 29; inside front cover, "C. Darwin 
April 1841"; Cambridge U. Lib.], Darwin reminds himself in  the margin 
that even in  the savagest life not every man marries for wives must 
generally be bought. 

All in all, before reading Malthus for himself, Darwin was not excited 
by the issue of rate of reproduction per se, especially compared to someone 
who was such as Alexander yon Humboldt. In Darwin's copies of 
Humboldt's Political Essay on the Kingdom of New Spain (trans. J. 
Black, New York, 1811, 2 vol.; inscribed "C. Darwin, Buenos Aires 1832;" 
Camb. U. Lib.) and his Personal Narrative of Travels to the Equinoctial 
Regions of the New Continent, 1799-1809 (trans. Williams, 6 vols., Lond., 
1819-1829; "J, S. Henslow to his friend C. Darwin on his departure from 
England upon a voyage round the world"; Cambridge U. Lib.) Darwin did 
not choose to mark Humboldt's tallying of birth and death rates among 
various peoples or his citations ~com Malthus even though his markings 
show he gave attention to other portions of the works. 

17. Lyell, Principles, 1st ed., II, 142. 
18. "Darwin's Notebooks," pt. VI, p. 147, excised from the second note- 

book. For a similar statement from Darwin as of 1860 see Sir Charles 
Lyell's Scientific Journals on the Species Question, ed. Leonard Wilson 
(New Haven and London: Yale University, 1970), pp. 344--346. 
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Obviously, this atti tude toward population does not  touch on the 
Malthusian point of the tendency toward overpopulation, except 
that both views assumed the amount  of life the ear th  could 
support  to be fairly constant.  

Yet, for  Darwin, the manne r  in which Lyell t reated numbers  
and species blurred the distinction between reproduction as a 
separate problem f rom competition. What  was peculiar  to the 
Lyellian point  of view, particularly as it is represented in the 
quotation above, was the similar t rea tment  accorded individuals 
and species. Indeed, it can be said that  Lyell tended to t reat  
individuals and species in the same breath. Where  LyeU's con- 
flation of species and individuals misled Darwin in his search 
for a mechanism for species change was in Lyell's very per- 
suasive and forceful  presentat ion of the struggle for existence in 
nature.  Here is a typically Lyellian passage on selection which 
sounds so much  like the Origin of Species that  it is difficult to see 
at first glance what  Darwin, or Malthus, could add to the concept: 

I f  we consider the vegetable kingdom generally, it must  be 
recollected, that  even of the seeds which are well ripened, a 
great par t  are either eaten by insects, birds, and other animals, 
or decay for want  of room and opportunity to germinate. 
Unheal thy plants are the first which are cut  off by causes 
prejudicial  to the species, being usually stifled by more vigor- 
ous individuals of their  own kinds. If, therefore,  the relative 
fecundi ty  or hardiness of hybrids be in the least degree in- 
ferior, they cannot  mainta in  their  footing for  m an y  genera- 
tions, even if  they were ever produced beyond one generation 
in  a wild state. In the universal struggle for  existence, the 
right of the strongest eventually prevails; and the strength 
and durabili ty of a race depends mainly  on its prolificness, in 
which hybrids are acknowledged to be deficient. 19 

On closer reading, however,  we see that  Lyell is not  really speak- 
hag of competit ion between individuals of the same group to 
represent  that  group in nature.  All that  he is saying with respect 
to intraspecific competit ion is that  the "unheal thy" or the ob- 
viously abnormal  will die. The "more vigorous individuals of 
their own kinds" is not  enlarged on, for  Lyell tended to see the 
division between "vigorous individuals" and "unheal thy" ones 
as s h a r p - - n o  doubt because he spent relatively little t ime exam- 
ining the differences between individuals regarded as belonging 
to the same species and made his distinctions between the two 

19. Lyell, Principles, 4th ed., II, 391. 
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groups for  the purposes  of argument .  Rather ,  the kind of selection 
always uppermos t  in his mind  was tha t  resul t ing in the extinc- 
t ion of some spec i e smtha t  is, in the compet i t ion between 
various species and  races,  to m a i n t a i n  their  place on an ear th  
wi th  l imited amoun t  of life space. Thus we see in his r inging 
sentence  on the "universal  struggle for  existence" where  the 
"right of the s trongest  eventually prevails"  tha t  he is referr ing 
pr imar i ly  to the compet i t ion between groups,  for  the sentence 
concludes: "and the s t rength and durabil i ty of a race depends 
ma in ly  on its prolificness, in which hybrids are acknowledged to 
be deficient." 20 Aware tha t  the distinction I a m  mak ing  is one 
of degree of emphasis ,  I believe tha t  is is correct  to say tha t  
Lyell 's vision and  depiction of the struggle for  existence focused 
on the struggle be tween species that  is, its concentra t ion was 
interspecific r a the r  than  int-raspecific. 

Once this distinction is made,  it becomes easier to unders tand  
why Darwin,  who accepted Lyell 's presenta t ion  of competi t ion 
without  protest ,  did not  come to na tu ra l  selection sooner than  he 
did or, more  interestingly, was  not  th inking in tha t  direction at 
the t ime he read  Malthus.  For to see selection as a m e c h a n i s m  for  
evolution it was  necessary  to concentra te  on the competi t ive 
edges to nature----predation, famine ,  na tu ra l  d i s a s t e r - - a s  they 
played upon the individual differences of  m e m b e r s  of the s ame  
group. Since, save for  the work of breeders  and horticulturists ,  
this was largely an  act of imaginat ion,  Lyell 's concentrat ion on 
compet i t ion at the species level could well have  n u m b e d - - a n d  
I believe d i d - - D a r w i n  to the evolut ionary potential  of the 
"struggle for  existence" at the individual  level. Malthus,  by 
showing wha t  terrible p run ing  was  exercised on the individuals 
of one species, impelled Darwin  to apply wha t  he  knew about  
the struggle at  the species level to the individual  level, seeing 
that  survival  at the species level was  the record of evolution, 
and survival  at  the individual level its propulsion. For  tha t  reason  
it is just  tha t  T h o m a s  Malthus be r anked  as contr ibutor  ra ther  
than  catalyst  to Darwin 's  new unders tanding,  af ter  September  
28, 1838, of the explanatory  possibilities of the idea of struggle 
in nature .  21 

20. Ibid. (italics added). 
21. Since this  article was  accepted for publicat ion,  several articles 

have  appeared on  the subject:  F rank  N. Egertou, "Humboldt ,  Darwin,  and  
Populat ion,"  ]. Hist. Biology, 3 (Fall 1970), 325-360;  Peter  Vorzimmer,  
"'Darwin, Malthus ,  and  the Theory of Na tu ra l  Selection," J. Hist. Ideas, 30 
(October 1969), 527-542, and  Robert  M. Young, "Malthus  and  the 
Evolutionists:  the  Common Context of Biological and  Social Theory," 
Past & Present, 43 (May 1969), 109-145. 
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