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It is surely impossible to miss the fact that 2009 marks the 150th anniver-
sary of the publication of Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species,1 variously 
described as one of the most important books ever written. As Origin was 
published during Darwin’s Wfty-Wrst year, 2009 is a double anniversary, 
being also the bicentenary of his birth. I can Wnd one record of Mor-
ris and Darwin attending the same public event, on 8 December 1876, 
when both were at the St James’s Hall, London, for the foundation of the 
Eastern Question Association.2 However, Darwin was a man plagued by 
chronic ill heath made worse by any exertion or excitement, who there-
fore, unlike Morris, avoided controversy, and, especially following pub-
lication of Origin, kept mainly to his house in Kent, and relied on other, 
younger men – Thomas Henry Huxley, Joseph Hooker, Charles Lyell – to 
champion his ideas.3

The legacy of Darwin’s work and thought is indeed almost unpara-
lleled, both in terms of its impact on science, and on wider society. If ever 
there was someone whose life and work are larger subjects than those of 
Morris (although not Marx, or Freud), it is Darwin. Thus it is diYcult to 
think of any issue in the arts, the sciences or the humanities, which has 
not been transformed by an evolutionary perspective, even if not in the 
strict, Darwinian sense, then in more general terms. And yet, for social-
ists, I would suggest that it is not so much Darwin’s own ideas which are 
problematical, as the manner in which they were interpreted at the time, 
and the ways in which they have subsequently have been used.4 Unfortun-
ately, the inXuence of such ‘vulgar Darwinism’ is widespread and deep, 
despite often bearing scant resemblance to the original theory.
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For example, from discussing environmental issues with numerous 
students, and others, over very many years, I have come to the conclusion 
that the general beliefs in our society regarding evolution and ‘human 
nature’ are broadly that

1. ‘Evolution’ (or more correctly, the theory of natural selection) clearly 
shows (i.e., in scientiWc terms, ‘predicts’) that all organic species, includ-
ing human beings, are descended from a common ancestor, and that 
rather than being separate from nature, we are, in an evolutionary sense, 
intimately part of it. So far, so good, but it is then usually taken as implicit-
that human beings are therefore essentially animals, and that, despite our 
‘veneer’ of civilisation, everything we see in nature also applies to us.

2. Evolution is progressive. Those species which emerge later in the 
fossil record are, by deWnition, ‘more highly evolved’, and therefore some-
how ‘better’ than those which evolved earlier. This idea applies, of course, 
particulary to our own species, thus making us somehow ‘the pinnacle’ 
of evolution. 

3. The sole process which drives evolution is competition, both 
between and within species, mainly for territory, food and sex. Therefore, 
the most successful species are those which are the best at competition 
(‘best Wtted’), both with other species, and with other members of their 
own. One factor said to enhance evolutionary success above all others is 
aggression,5 the very trait which, according to some, has made the human 
species so successful.6

4. The level at which natural selection operates is not, as Darwin 
thought, the species, but the individual, implying the existence of a nature, 
and therefore a human society, which consists of dissociated individuals 
interacting by competing with each other, and using each other for their 
own, self-interested evolutionary purposes. A more recent perspective is 
that natural selection operates at genetic level, and that individual organ-
isms, including human beings, serve merely as devices by which essen-
tially immortal ‘selWsh’ genes, replicate themselves.7

5. As competition is the main ‘driver’ of natural selection, and as all 
organisms operate as individuals – either at their own behest, or that 
of their genes – human beings are, by deWnition, and by nature, essen-
tially selWsh and competitive, seeking ultimately only their own gratiWca-
tion and survival (and thus the propagation of their genes). This view of 
‘human nature’ is therefore ultra-deterministic, portraying us as essen-
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tially competitive, aggressive, selWsh individuals.
The relevance of this to environmentalism is, of course, that if we are 

such a species, then there is little hope if any of our ever dealing with the 
issues which beset us. In wider terms, it also seems equally diYcult to 
imagine how such a species could build the kind of just and fair society 
envisaged by Morris and countless other socialists, if to do so is ‘just not 
in our genes’.

However, what is not generally realised, or so I believe, is that Darwin 
did not actually obtain two key aspects of his theories from his scientiWc 
studies alone.8 For example, he did not develop the idea of a ‘struggle for 
existence’ himself, but acquired it, some ten years after returning from the 
second voyage of the Beagle – but some twenty years before publication of 
Origin – by reading Malthus’s notorious Essay on Population.9 This repre-
sented, for Darwin, a key moment in the development of his thought. 

After my return to England it appeared to me that by following the exam-
ple of Lyell in Geology, and by collecting all facts which bore in any way on 
the variation of animals and plants under domestication and nature, some 
light might perhaps be thrown on the whole subject. My Wrst note-book 
was opened in July 1837. I worked on true Baconian principles, and with-
out any theory collected facts on a wholesale scale, more especially with 
respect to domesticated productions by printed enquiries, by conversation 
with skilful breeders and gardeners, and by extensive reading. … I soon 
perceived that selection was the keystone of man’s success in making useful 
races of animals and plants. But how selection could be applied to organ-
isms living in a state of nature remained for some time a mystery to me.
  In October 1838, that is, Wfteen months after I had begun my system-
atic enquiry, I happened to read for amusement ‘Malthus on Population,’ 
and being well prepared to appreciate the struggle for existence which 
everywhere goes on, from long-continued observation of the habits of 
animals and plants, it at once struck me that under these circum 
stances favourable variations would tend to be preserved, and unfavour- 
able ones to be destroyed. The result … would be the formation of a new 
species. Here, then, I had at last got a theory by which to work …’ 10

Neither did Darwin develop the phrase ‘survival of the Wttest’ from his 
own scientiWc studies, but obtained it from Herbert Spencer, the apolo-
gist for the free market, who had earlier developed his own, ‘synthetic’ 
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evolutionary theory.11 In other words, what today have become immense-
ly powerful phrases, are derived not from direct, empirical observation 
of nature, as widely thought, but from two seriously Xawed studies of 
human society. They were then applied to nature by Darwin, and by 
numerous later scientists, often in naïve and uncritical ways. More impor-
tant, in the shape of Social Darwinism, Sociobiology, NeoDarwinism, 
and more recently, Evolutionary Psychology, they have been reapplied to 
the study of human society as if they had been derived from the ‘objec-
tive’, scientiWc study of nature, and are therefore, so far as many people 
are concerned, ‘true’.

However, if we take the above propositions one by one, we Wnd that 
each can be easily falsiWed, indicating the Xawed reasoning on which they 
are based. For example

1. ‘Evolution’ (natural selection) is not progressive: organisms which 
emerge later in the fossil record are not ‘more highly evolved’ than those 
which appeared at the origins of life. What natural selection does pro-
duce, over geological time, is complexity, in that, given suYcient time 
and stability, increasingly complex forms emerge. However, this pro cess 
can also take place extremely rapidly (in geological terms), as in the ‘sud-
den’ appearance of multi-cellular life forms during the ‘Cambrian explo-
sion’ about 530 million years ago. But, just because an organism is more 
complex, or more ‘intelligent’ does not mean that it is better adapted to 
changing circumstances, as our species may be about to Wnd out. Some of 
the most adaptable organisms – for example the cyanobacteria, or ‘blue-
green algae’ – are also the simplest, and have been ‘around’ for about 1.8 
billion years. Others are even more ancient.12

2. Competition, between species, individual organisms, or genes, is 
not the sole driver of natural selection, an idea originally recog nised by 
Darwin, but then neglected, especially by his followers, in favour of the 
competitive principle.13 Prince Kropotkin, a contemporary of Morris, 
believed that cooperation, both within and between species, was a more 
important factor, and that the cooperative principle (‘Mutual Aid’) was 
innate, at least amongst social species such as our own.14 Nowadays, some 
evolutionary biologists (e.g. Lyn Margulis) believe that Darwinian natu-
ral selection is not the only process by which evolutionary change can 
occur, and that amongst bacteria, for example, both symbiosis (separate 
species living ‘mutually’), and DNA exchange (between species), can also 
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produce new forms.15 As well as competition, natural selection can also be 
promoted by isolation of species in ‘under-occupied’ habitats (a mecha-
nism Darwin believed he saw operating on the Galápagos), or by ‘diver-
gence’ (occupation of new niches and habitats but without isolation), 
which promotes ‘radiative’ selection and adaptation.16

However, evolutionary biologists and others who study ‘complexity’ 
(the properties of ecosystems, communities or populations, as opposed 
to species or individuals – to say nothing, for the moment, of genes) have 
also identiWed the idea that an important property of biological systems 
is cooperation, not only within, but also between species. As this is an 
‘emergent’ property (i.e. it is a property of the system, and therefore cannot 
be predicted from studying the properties of its components),17 it is not 
surprising that most great evolutionary biologists of the 19th and 20th 
centuries, including Darwin, either neglected it, ignored it, or did not 
(and still do not) consider it.

3. Those aspects of Darwin’s theory which stress our similarities to 
other species, our common origins, and hence our inherent connection 
to nature, are sometimes taken as a sign of the essential ‘proto-greenness’ 
of his ideas. Indeed, Darwin took with him on the Beagle the record of 
an earlier scientiWc expedition to South America, namely Alexander von 
Humboldt’s Personal Narrative,18 a text which, according to Worster, 
represents a more benign, arcadian strand in early nineteenth century 
Western thought.19 Before setting out on his own journey, Humboldt 
had declared that 

 
… (my) main purpose (is) … to Wnd out how nature’s forces act upon one 
another, and in what manner the … environment exerts its inXuence on 
animals and plants. In short, I must Wnd out about the harmony of 
nature.20

Unfortunately, Darwin was less inXuenced by Humboldt in his subse-
quent thinking, and much more by Malthus, and by the pioneer geologist, 
Charles Lyell, who also developed the idea of a struggle for existence.21 
Thus, Darwinism, especially under the inXuence of Thomas Henry Hux-
ley, came eventually to emphasise not the similarities, but the diVerences 
between human beings and the rest of nature, especially ‘civilised’ human 
beings. Coupled with the inXuence of Freud, such rejection of ‘the primi-
tive’ led many scientists and other scientiWc rationalists of the Wrst half 
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of the twentieth century to adopt an anti-nature ethos, in which natural 
and traditional ways of doing things were to be replaced by the artiWcial 
and the modern. 

Thus, in 1923, the great geneticist J.B.S. Haldane discussed ways of 
improving on and increasing human power over nature by living almost 
exclusively in cities (using artiWcial light to regulate night and day), eat-
ing synthetic foods, and reproducing mostly by in vitro fertilisation.22 

Similarly, his contemporary, the crystallographer J.D. Bernal, asserted 
that synthetic materials can be made to suit almost any human purpose, 
so that

The stage should soon be reached when materials can be produced which 
are not merely modiWcations of what nature has given us in the way of 
stones, metals, woods and Wbres, but are made to speciWcations of a molec-
ular architecture … soon we shall be doing this to suit our own purpos-
es.23

In an echo of Francis Bacon, and also of Edward Bellamy (and indeed 
James Lovelock!), such change will lead to a transformation of human 
lives, to a richer and more complex existence in a more eYcient world, 
and the sweeping away of old and backward ways and methods, in an 
inWnitely progressive (or to Morris ‘Whig’ or ‘cockney’) future, about 
whose ‘evolution’ Haldane was completely relaxed.

 
Personally I do not regret the probable disappearance of the agricultural  
labourer in favour of the factory worker, who seems to me a higher type of  
person from most points of view. Human progress in historical time has 
been the progress of cities dragging a reluctant countryside in their wake. 
Synthetic food will substitute the Xower garden and the factory for the 
dunghill and the slaughterhouse, and make the city at last self-suYient.24

Such ideas clearly epitomise the main principles of scientiWc rationalism, 
of Modernism, and of the globalisation of production of goods and serv-
ices which, despite the current economic crisis, is still being promoted by 
politicians as a solution to the very problems it has created. And they are, 
of course, the very antithesis of News from Nowhere.

4. Thus we come to the argument which is always levelled at those who 
wish to ‘change the world’– that such things are ‘against human nature’, 
and that the essentially Xawed nature of human beings is an insurmount-
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able barrier to any aspirations to a just and fair society. A ‘vulgar’ reading 
of Darwin appears to reinforce this model, in that it suggests that, as the 
most ‘successful’ species, Homo sapiens must therefore be the most com-
petitive, the most aggressive, and the most selWsh species of all. 

Numerous examples have been used apparently to support the idea 
of our species being at the pinnacle of evolution because of its supreme 
innate competitiveness, not least of which are the lifeboats which left the 
sinking S.S. Titanic whilst still less than full, so that their occupants could 
save themselves at the expense of other passengers and crew. Thus, in the 
form of the selWsh gene, Malthus’s ‘lampoon upon the human race’25 
becomes a full-blown calumny.

And yet a study of anthropology shows that there is no such phenome-
non as the Wxed human nature which, in particular, the selWsh gene theory 
of human inheritance predicts. Some human societies are hierarchical 
and centralised, others egalitarian and decentralised: in some, resources 
are distributed unequally, according to status, in others, ‘according to 
need’. In some societies, what constitutes kinship is, by modern, Western 
standards, highly inclusive, and strongly related to life-support; in such 
societies, access to nature and resources is often unrestricted and open to 
all. In other societies, such as our own, kinship is very much more nar-
rowly deWned, and has (mainly) become detached from access to ‘land’, 
which since about 1500, has been increasingly privatised.26 But what the 
tremendous variability of these social and ecological systems surely sug-
gests, is that the species which has produced them does not possess a set 
of behaviours which is solely, or even particularly strongly, genetically 
determined.27 

And as pointed out by Mary Midgley, that wonderful de-bunker of the 
myths we live by, even when plants and animals are competing, they are 
not being competitive.28 Whilst competitiveness is clearly a characteristic 
of some humans, it is not a universal, and is therefore not genetically 
inherited. In a competitive system, some people, even the majority, will 
compete, but that does not mean that they are innately competitive. As 
to why we possess such a negative self-image, Stephen Coleman believes 
that our species is guilty of ‘human racism’– irrational prejudice against 
itself – and subscribes to a set of stereotypes he characterises as the Sinner 
(the Augustinian image), the Warrior (the Hobbesian), the Predator (the 
Darwinian) and the Egoist (the Freudian) – to which we might now add 
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the ‘Genetic Robot’ (the Wilsonian)29 – all of which have been used his-
torically by social conservatives in order to justify authoritarianism.30 

As for William Morris, as Stephen also points out, he rejected all relig-
ious and metaphysical beliefs about the nature of human beings. Instead, 
in News from Nowhere, when William Guest reveals to Old Hammond 
that he has been told that political strife (and, by implication, all other 
kinds, especially economic), is a ‘necessary result of human nature’, the 
latter cries out impetuously

‘Human nature! … What human nature? The human nature of paupers, 
of slaves, of slave-holders, or the human nature of wealthy freemen? 
Which? Come, tell me that!’31

In other words, according to Morris, ‘human nature’, like ‘truth’, is a 
product of culture, space and time, and there is no Wxed, genetically inher-
ited human nature which need blight our struggle for a better world.

Unfortunately the contrary, view – of human beings pitted against 
each other in a constant struggle to gain political, domestic, Wnancial 
and sexual advantage, which clearly was already tremendously seductive 
– as witnessed by such books as Lord of the Flies – has, over recent years, 
become even more pervasive. The success of such TV programmes as 
Desperate Housewives, a series dedicated to the proposition that everyone 
is ‘out’ to obtain as much gratiWcation of any kind as they can,32 or of 
‘Reality TV’ in general – where people are placed in completely artificial 
environments, and their behaviour then used by some to draw out general 
principles regarding fundamental human nature – acts, like the promise 
to lower taxes, as a self-fulWlling prophecy. 

But prophecy is not science, and the half-empty lifeboats which rowed 
away from the Titanic were occupied not by a cross section of ‘selWsh’ 
humanity, but mainly by passengers from Wrst and second class, who had 
already fought their way up through, or were well aware of their position 
in, a system based on competition, and were not about to give away such 
privilege. Furthermore, with the collapse of the global market economy, 
we Wnd, to our apparent surprise, that being rich does not actually make us 
happy, may in fact make us ill, and that people may live healthier, happier 
lives in more equal societies.33 

It was, of course, Tennyson, in In Memoriam, who Wrst used another 
phrase subsequently associated with ‘vulgar Darwinism’ – ‘Nature, red 
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in tooth and claw’.34 In this issue, Peter Faulkner discusses the relation-
ship between Morris and his contemporary, indicating that the two poets 
possessed very diVerent political ideas, to say the least, and that Tennyson 
was very much part of the same mainstream Victorian ideas which inX-
uenced Darwin. In addition, Béatrice Laurent examines the ‘moralised’ 
landscape of Nowhere, the ‘well-tended garden’ so very diVerent from 
the depressed agriculture and poverty of late nineteenth century England 
produced by the very competitive ethos which many of Darwin’s follow-
ers had so willingly embraced.

We also carry reviews of books on the long, collaborative relation-
ship between Morris and Burne-Jones, who, like Tennyson, did not 
share Morris’s politics, but who remained his closest, life-long friend; of 
Hardman of Birmingham, manufacturer of church furniture of whose 
industrial methods Morris would surely not have approved; and of two 
volumes which examine the relationship between Morris’s own verse and 
the wider context of Victorian poetry. This year may also not only be the 
year of Darwin, but of the Pre-Raphaelites in general, not only currently 
the subject of a short series on bbc4, but also celebrated in a bbc2 series 
described as a ‘colourful drama’, and perhaps rather ominously entitled 
Desperate Romantics.35 Here, Peter Faulkner reviews ‘the book of the 
series’, along with an interesting piece of local history discussing Rossetti 
and Lizzie Siddal’s short stay in Hastings during the summer of 1854.

Finally, we also review two books one of which has long been described 
as a masterpiece, the other surely quite soon to be. The Wrst (Muthesius’s 
Das englische Haus, Wnally available in English translation) provides an 
invaluable cross section of (mainly) upper and middle class English liv-
ing at the turn of the nineteenth century. The other, Sheila Rowboth-
am’s biography of Edward Carpenter, is a comprehensive study of a pio-
neer of what, despite Orwell’s reservations about ‘beards and sandals’, 
must soon surely, of necessity, become everyone’s ‘sustainable’ lifestyle. 
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