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Charles Darwin spent many decades collecting, analyzing, and theorizing in the field of natural history during the early 19th century. The work culminated in his book, On the Origin of Species, in which he delved into his idea of natural selection. He fully expected the radical claims in the book to be accepted by some readers, but refuted by most. The most significant rejection of his work came from his colleague and friend Adam Sedgwick. This was displayed in a letter from Sedgwick to Darwin on November 24, 1859. The letter is a key example of the common disapproval of Darwin’s ideas and allows a deeper look into Darwin’s experience after Origins was published. 

Origins was first published on the same date that Sedgwick sent the letter to Darwin.1 The first supply sold out in a single day. It was apparent that Darwin’s book immediately created a stir in London. Any author hopes that their work is generally accepted by audiences, but Darwin assumed that many people would discard his theories.  Fifteen years prior to Origins, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, by Robert Chambers, was published. This was a proclamation of transmutation that was completely unexpected by Darwin and was extremely controversial in Britain.2 Vestiges allowed for only minimal influence on nature from a higher power, involving only a general law guiding evolution. Since the more popular belief was that God controlled all changes and developments in nature, this was a risky statement. Many of Darwin’s contemporaries and respected friends supported the prominent view.

Charles Darwin met Sedgwick while he was a student at Cambridge. Sedgwick was a Cambridge geology professor, romanticist, and theologian. Science and religion were so intertwined to Sedgwick that they were practically the same.3 He saw nature as a grand mixture of all things spiritual and beautiful. These powerful thoughts about religion and nature were inspirational to Darwin, but his views were less extreme. He had always felt that if creation had occurred, there could be no divine intervention after that. Darwin didn’t know what kind of reaction to expect from the general public, but he knew exactly how Sedgwick would respond to his work. Sedgwick immediately accused Darwin writing of being malicious, as well as ignorant of the true laws of nature.4 He felt that natural selection implied a conscious force behind the process and therefore didn’t make sense without considering religion. Darwin was not unaware of possible faults in his theory.

Since Darwin knew the current views on evolution very well and had seen how previous ideas had been treated, he was well poised to receive criticism of his opus. He found that certain topics were especially hard to explain or support. A few of these were intermediate forms of species, convergent evolution, instincts, and hybridization.5 The lack of widespread knowledge in modern genetics was a great setback to Darwin. He had no way to prove how any traits were passed between generations in species. In a response to Sedgwick’s letter, Darwin claimed that so many scientists were working on the subject that it would quickly become apparent if his ideas were incorrect.6

Although Darwin didn’t have all the answers, he was capable of presenting a very respectable theory and adequately backing it up. He was pleased to convince friends such as Charles Lyell and Asa Gray, who went on to defend Darwin throughout the testing experience.7 Darwin had decades to collect information from nature, develop ideas, and then wonder what effect his ideas would have on science. In writing Origins, he tried to include explanations for the things that were most doubtful or difficult to understand. Darwin felt that two important things for readers to comprehend were the ability of organs and instincts to change, and the subsequent preservation of the changes that proved beneficial to the species.8 Furthermore, Darwin felt that he could justify his view in another way. In opposition to similar allegations that Origins was mere speculation, he proposed that certain objections to his theory could never be proved.9 If there was no way to concretely disprove natural selection, then the idea would not disappear.

Although Darwin witnessed the first wave of influence over science that Origins created, he never knew the vast and irreversible effects his work would eventually have on science forever. He was willing to cope with any negative responses in order to make his scheme known. Where Darwin succeeded most was in making sense out of nature without letting preconceived biases litter his design. It was imperative to him to present the most factual and logical collection of knowledge, despite past beliefs. Because of his dedication to science and his embedded ability to uncover the secrets of nature, he was able to forever transform the way the world views life, religion, and evolution. 
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