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The weather is quite delicious. Yesterday after writing to you I strolled a little beyond the glade for an hour and a half and enjoyed myself … at last I fell asleep on the grass and woke with a chorus of birds singing around me, and squirrels running up the trees and some woodpeckers laughing.

Charles Darwin, letter to Emma Darwin, 28th April 1858 
(Burkhardt and Smith, 1991: p84)

Introduction

Charles Darwin (1809-1881) has a deserved reputation as someone who knew how to hold his tongue. Discussing in his autobiography his tendency to delay publication, he explains how 16 years passed between his first observations on sundews, and the eventual book Insectivorous Plants. Such procrastination, he wrote, ‘has been a great advantage to me; for a man after a long interval can criticise his own work, almost as well as if it were that of another person’ (Neve and Messenger, 2002: p.81). Significantly for the topic of this chapter, Darwin remembered also that those years of fruitful work began one summer when he was ‘idling and resting near Hartfield’ and noticed insects being trapped by the sticky plants (ibid.: p.80). The suggestion is clear: by idling, he got an idea.

Idling, delay and procrastination – and their virtues – form the organizing theme of this chapter. As an umbrella term I shall use the term ‘quietude’, defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as ‘the state or condition of being quiet or calm’. My broad aim is to offer a perspective of Darwin that emphasizes his own interest in the quieter ways of science. As we shall see, Darwin’s ambitions to work steadily and without event were frequently thwarted. I will use his frustrations in this regard as a way of casting light on the contemporary and growing debate about the form, and especially the pressures, of the research life. We can sketch the matter thus: to judge by commentary on the research life, the academic resource of quietude has become an endangered species, if not yet completely extinct. Conversely, scratch any scientist – perhaps any researcher – and all will agree that the charming Darwinian moment quoted above, so clearly a well-judged moment of pause and refreshment, points to an important truth. In the development of science, no-one should neglect the importance of lolling about.

In the spirit of the theme, my argument is roundabout. The chapter is largely a venture into some well-known byways of Darwinian mythology, foraging for insights into his undeniably contemplative sensibility. Yet the wider aim is to make these Darwinian selections gesture also to contemporary anxieties about speed and competitiveness in the research life. In short, if Darwin’s troubles drive this chapter, it is the anxieties of today’s researchers that provide the background hum.

First, though, a word about the richly suggestive term ‘quietude’. In relation to the academy, I invoke it here as a benign and generative style of work that stands in contrast to the rush to publish, to institutional exaggeration and to professional self-aggrandisement. Fortunately those particular vices, though so common as to seem the norm, do draw criticism. Blaise Cronin, editor of the Journal of the American Society for Information Science and Technology, signals his unease this way: ‘At the risk of sounding like a fogey, there is something to be said for deliberative writing and deferred gratification … Perhaps what academia needs now is a Slow Writing movement akin to the Slow Food, Slow Cities movement’ (Cronin, 2013).	Comment by Webster, Stephen B: It’s been renamed: In 2014, the official name of the journal was changed to Journal of the Association for Information Science and Technology. Widely known as JASIST, the change of name has resulted in a 2-year period of citation transition. In the 2014 Journal Citation Report released this past June, an Impact Factor was listed for the previous title, Journal of the American Society for Information Science and Technology but not for the new one. The journal is still indexed in both the SCI and the SSCI, but it is currently indexed under both names.

For Cronin, it is haste that is the problem: ‘I am even more persuaded of the need for both up-and-coming as well as established scholars to take their foot off the accelerator.’ He sees an alarming degradation of quality. Manuscripts are written too quickly with little attention to bibliographic correctness and ‘junior scholars are now running like rats on a treadmill’ (ibid.). He quotes approvingly Anthony Grafton’s recommendation that ‘slow scholarship – like slow food – is deeper and richer and more nourishing than the fast stuff’ (Grafton, 2010), and he suggests that the daily fight to secure funding and priority is leading not only to poor work but also, occasionally, to chicanery. Nor is Cronin a lone voice here: his complaint that the benefits of steady scholarship are at risk from simpler measurable forms of productivity joins a drumbeat of concern that is now quite assertive. 	Comment by fm: Is it worth mentioning the Slow Science movement here? - http://slow-science.org/ - though I don’t think it came to anything much. 	Comment by Webster, Stephen B: And its just a rather irritating website really that is clearly defunct

In pushing Darwin forward as someone who can illuminate the current debate about the culture of science, I am not suggesting that he was a scientific monk who can inspire us by his dogged isolation. On the contrary, the relevance to us of Darwin’s quietude lies in his ambivalent attitude: he might have enjoyed the silence of his study, but he also was ambitious, knew the value of communication and anxiously sought the approval of others. This mix very likely resonates too with the contemporary scholar and exploring such resonance is a major ambition of this chapter. As a retiring 19th century country squire, Darwin could take steps only distantly possible or relevant for a scientist today (such as building an 8 foot wall in front of his house). Nevertheless I shall argue that his almost constant struggle between the norms of scientific productivity and his personal style of doing science, is highly instructive today. For quietude is a relative term, taking a position that contrasts with noise and excess. Darwin’s determination to preserve a kernel of silence, while still maintaining a busy domestic and professional identity, provides, I will suggest, a thought-provoking model for today’s scientists. 

‘Struggle’ is a highly appropriate word to apply to Darwin’s working life. His was a somewhat turbulent character and his life was full of incident. He combined a desire simply to be left alone to pursue his work, with an acute watchfulness over how others viewed his ideas. And he was harried by any number of domestic demons, including worries about money, the upbringing of his children, and – particularly – ill health. Perhaps the best way to understand the significance of Darwin’s interest in quietude is this: that such peace and quiet that he did obtain did not come easily and was always the companion of stress and disturbance. Darwin did indeed construct an impressive fastness in the Kent countryside and he carefully moderated incursions from the outside world. But internal disruption, in the form of his noisy and numerous children, his rebellious gastro-intestinal system and his itchy skin, and his generally lively sensibility, would never allow him to settle down as a true contemplative. Even in death, with a village funeral and burial next to his dear brother Erasmus planned, large forces intervened: scientists and politicians, intellectuals and deans together achieved something quite different, a ceremony in Westminster Abbey. His wife and absolute confidante, Emma Darwin, missed the funeral, preferring to stay at home. 

The Race to the Top

Before turning to Darwin more fully, I will sketch out aspects of the debate about research life that have relevance for our exploration of quietude, noting that some slightly different questions are interwoven in this contentious area. For example, the hunch that scientific productivity is now over-revved is expressed fairly frequently in academic commentary. This is not a debate we can characterize as the province of science’s dispossessed. At a meeting of the Royal Society held to discuss the future of scholarly communication Sir Mark Walport, Chief Scientific Adviser to the UK government, asked: ‘Should we reduce the volume of research and strengthen the infrastructure?’ (Royal Society 2015, p.23). The same report also notes a comment that: ‘The primary motivation of young scientists is to publish in high status journals … and this constitutes a very profound cultural problem’ (ibid., p.6). And in the introductory session, Sir Paul Nurse, President of the Royal Society, asked delegates to consider: ‘How can we reform the culture of science to tackle the causes of misconduct’ (ibid., p.4).

Throughout the report research culture is presented as somewhat fraught, with power dynamics painted as a determining factor. The issue of justice, for example in career progression, seems one of the drivers and has attracted particular scrutiny from the geneticist Peter Lawrence. His concern is with the distribution of academic credit and his diagnosis is bleak. Graduate students, he says, ‘… are like boosters on space rockets, they accelerate their supervisors into a higher career orbit, and, when their fuel is spent, fall to the ground as burnt-out shells’ (Lawrence, 2002: p.836). Lawrence’s concerns about justice are a reminder that people’s lives and not just the quality of science are at stake here. Plainly moral issues hover about these debates.

Is it simply the rush to publication and to priority that is the problem? Is haste, as Cronin implies, the villain? For Filip Vostal, the advocates of scholarly quietude need more nuance in their approach, for a simple hostility to speed might miss the point. He notes the importance of what he calls ‘accelerative moments of inspiration’ and he suggests that scholarship – even the best variety – is not necessarily slow. More broadly, he suggests, slowness cannot plausibly be seen as the organising centre of academic life. For Vostal, what is important, and what is so under threat from the academy’s galloping managerial charge, is ‘scholarly time autonomy’ – the ability of researchers to deploy their temporal resources as they see fit (Vostal, 2013). The sense that managerialism is implicated here is indeed a very widespread perception. This particular colouring of university life provoked 120 British academics to write to the UK newspaper The Guardian complaining of a profound erosion of basic academic norms. For the signatories, who by their seniority clearly speak from experience, the hazards are mounting: ‘Innovation, creativity, originality and critical thought, as well as notions of social justice, [are] being threatened by forces of marketization demanding “competitiveness” and “efficiency” in teaching and research’ (Lesnick-Oberstein, Burman and Parker, 2015).

Similar alarms were expressed by the Nuffield Council on Bioethics when it investigated and reported on the research culture of UK science. Summarizing the views of the many scientists they consulted, the Council notes some general complaints. A culture of short-termism, they say, results in fewer new ideas, a decrease in the time available to plan good research, greater adherence to ‘safer’ research topics and people cutting corners in research (Nuffield Council on Bioethics, 2014, p.26). If we look for some unifying features underlying these themes, some worries seem dominant. There are too many pressures; people publish too quickly; and they pile into the best journals as though life itself depends on it. Adopting for the moment an attitude of opposition, it is hard to escape the thought that quietude and the reflective instinct are the qualities most able to counteract these baleful aspects of research culture. If so, the conclusion is clear: when quietude vanishes, the body politic of science begins to suffer.

Let us  return now to the life and work of Charles Darwin. Can we press him into service as an opponent of haste in the scientific method? Could this establishment figure, famous in his own day and foundational in ours, revalorize delay and contemplation – become, as it were, a guru of scientific slowness? I suggest he is indeed an exemplar, a mythical hero, for those who value the measured pace. 	Comment by fm: was he so rich? and is it relevant?

Some important problems must first be cleared away before we interpret Darwin in this manner. The most obvious I have mentioned already: Darwin cannot simply be categorized as a reclusive contemplative, or as someone blithely unflustered by a glitch in his productivity. Take, for example, the final leg of his Beagle voyage, when Darwin complained to his sister that the fastidious Captain FitzRoy had put off the return to England in order to make one final set of measurements in South American waters. As he told her ‘… this zig-zag manner of proceeding is very grievous’, for the delay put off the hour when Darwin could unload his crates and set to work. That work, he suggests, he planned to expedite with vigour – for ‘a man who dares to waste one hour of time, has not discovered the value of life’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1985: p.503). Here, certainly, Darwin is reminding his family that his easy-going days are over. If, once, his father had been ‘very properly vehement against my turning into an idle sporting man, which then seemed my probable destination’ (Neve and Messenger, 2002: p.29), now, with the Beagle voyage over and busy scholarship ahead, he had gained ‘happiness and interest for the rest of his life’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1985: p.505). 

Another objection to casting Darwin as a master of scientific silence lies in the accepted norms of historiography. Isn’t my strategy a Whiggish sleight-of-hand, where I project the lifestyle of this wealthy Victorian squire onto the stressed landscape of our own research community? More generally is it ever feasible to invoke a dead scientist as a moral guide for the living? There are two sets of defences here. The first relies simply on Alasdair MacIntyre’s famous diagnosis of the interminable nature of contemporary ethical debate (MacIntyre, 1981). For MacIntyre, today’s moral framework is no framework at all. Instead it is formed piece-meal and in disorderly fashion from fragments of moral programmes laid out by, and inherited from, the prophets of the past. Today we live out our ethical lives by sifting, as though through rubble, remnants from history. It is in that spirit that we can be justified in looking to Darwin for some guidance on the life scientific. My second justification makes use of the fact that Darwin and Darwinism have always been pushed and pulled by those with political and moral agendas. Even when Darwin was alive his theories were being drawn into arguments about the ‘naturalness’ of slavery, the futility of charity and the divisions of the human species (Desmond and Moore, 2009). These arguments, developed now into scientific declarations on gender relations, human culture, and governance, ring on still (Gould, 1996; Rosenberg, 2000; Rose and Rose, 2001; Ridley, 2015). This chapter continues the habit. 	Comment by Webster, Stephen B: You suggested ‘that’. But then it is ‘This’ and ‘that', which to me reads strangely

A Quiet Place to Work

Although quietude to an extent is portable, Darwin demonstrates the important principle that constructive peace and quiet – the mood that pays a creative dividend – often has its favoured spot. We all have such places, and Darwin was particular too. It is significant that among the Darwin biographies, Janet Browne’s is in two volumes, with the title of the second – The Power of Place – signalling the vital role of long term stability in Darwin’s creativity (Browne, 1995; Browne, 2002). Darwin himself, in his autobiography, mentions that as a boy he sat for hours ‘reading the historical plays of Shakespeare, generally in an old window in the thick walls of the school’ (Neve and Messenger, 2002: p.20). And he wrote that when very young, and keen on fishing, he would ‘sit for any number of hours on the bank of a river or pond watching the float’ (ibid.: p.9). 

Darwin’s attitude to the state of contemplation, and to busy activity, is best described as oscillatory. His interest in conversation – in scientific chat – provides a good example. We can start with Darwin’s work space on the Beagle, an undeniably cramped cabin beneath the poop deck that doubled also as ship’s library and chart room. Letters Darwin wrote before the voyage, justifiably anxious about which guns, shirts and dissecting pins he should pack, centred very heavily on the nature of this space, which FitzRoy had decreed should – mostly – be his. The particular worry was over books, the things that together with his collections would ground his life as a professed scientist for the next five years. Here there arose a very notable example of the way the contemplative scholar, buried in the institution, relies just as much on honest and supportive leadership as on austere self-discipline. FitzRoy, though fussy and insecure and abrupt, clearly saw the seriousness of Darwin’s purpose, and waved him on: bring as many books as you want, and we’ll talk about them over dinner. Indeed it is sometimes forgotten that it was Darwin’s conversational abilities, as much as his science, that got him the berth on HMS Beagle. To the fastidious Captain FizRoy, Darwin was precisely the person he needed on board. It made sense to have a congenial companion on board to counterpoise the severe demands of the Beagle’s central project, the surveying of the South American coastline. In this FitzRoy was merely being prudent. The captain understood himself to be a man of quick temper, but he also feared a more radical upsetting of his mental balance as the voyage wore on. The previous captain of the Beagle had committed suicide – it was this which secured FitzRoy his captaincy. More particularly, FitzRoy was disturbed by what he saw as sinister signs in his own family: his uncle, Lord Castlereagh, had committed suicide while Foreign Secretary. Darwin was on board in part for his human quality as a companion in conversation, particularly scientific conversation. Darwin was 22, FitzRoy 26.

Darwin’s youthful spell on the Beagle is a reminder that scholarly quietude should not be seen as the territory of the ageing academic, the end state of a distinguished career. To that idea Darwin’s book The Journal of the Beagle gives immediate correction. It is one of the finest explorations of a young person’s excitement at a travel adventure, yet it contains also every sign of measured thought, of reading and writing. Darwin on the Beagle had time to notice things: ‘There was a glorious sunset this evening and is now followed by an equally fine moonlit night. I do not think I ever saw the sun set in a clear horizon. I certainly never remarked the marvellous rapidity with which the disk after having touched the ocean dips behind it’ (Keynes, 1988: p.21). 

Along with this he was physically daring and decisive. The crew called him ‘philosopher’ but knew him to be strong and alert. There is a good story of Darwin’s ability to suddenly spring into action. Darwin and the crew were resting on a beach in Chile, the boats pulled up away from the sea. They were admiring a glacier when ‘a large mass fell roaring into the water … we saw a great wave rushing onwards and instantly it was evident how great was the chance of [the boats] being dashed into pieces’ (Keynes, 1988: p.140). According to Captain FitzRoy, who was present, Darwin was instrumental in saving the boats: ‘Had not Mr Darwin, and two or three of the men, run to them instantly, they would have been swept away from us irrecoverably’ (Keynes, 1988: p.140, footnote 1). The next day, sailing into a great expanse of water, and impressed by his companion’s ability to deal with discomfort and risk, FitzRoy named the area Darwin Sound.

The Beagle years, then, were a striking mix of action and of thought, and of course were extraordinarily creative. For Darwin the voyage was ‘by far the most important event in my life, and has determined my whole career’ (Neve and Messenger, 2002: p.42). Shortly after arriving back, in 1837, he opened his first – secret – notebook on transmutation. If Darwin was silently thinking about evolution, it was nevertheless the benefits of talk that drove him to settle in London. He needed to make contact with illustrators and publishers, and he had to twist the arms of zoologists and botanists who could help him with his Beagle collections. By the time he returned to England, Darwin’s reputation was growing. He would foster his good start in science and get a secure hand-hold on the metropolitan professional scene, even though that meant an end to fresh air and wild life. As he told Robert Henslow, his Cambridge teacher and mentor, ‘I assure you I grieve to find how many things make me see the necessity of living for some time in this dirty odious London’ (Burkhardt and Smith 1985: p.512). 

Yet this abrupt and reluctant transition from ship life to a London existence of work, noise and haste was intellectually productive. Darwin’s brother Ras lived close by, and liked to talk about ideas. He held lively dinner parties where the conversation moved fluently between politics, philosophy and science, and where arguments were developed and challenged. From Darwin’s point of view, one of the most important of the guests at Ras’s table was Hensleigh Wedgwood, a relative. Wedgwood was a philologist and interested in the evolution of language. Conversations about the descent of languages, one from another, and their similarities and divergences, were important to Darwin as he gently pondered the transmutation of species. 

Once Darwin had married Emma Wedgwood, the couple instituted a more retiring lifestyle. They retreated from the social circuit, began to have babies (they’d eventually have ten) and developed a relationship so strong that it must be considered a primary cause of Darwin’s achievement. Within a couple of years, London had become intolerable for them and they bought a large house on the grass chalklands of Kent, funded by Darwin’s father. Darwin was happy about the apparent remoteness of his house: ‘I never saw so many walks … the country is extraordinarily rural and quiet’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1986: p.324). Yet Darwin chose this place also for its ready access to London and his colleagues. He knew that his science required communality as well as isolation. It was just a matter of getting the mix right.

Darwin’s admiration for the silent aspect of this mix made him prone to exaggeration. He told his friend and cousin William Fox (who lived on the Isle of Wight) about the remoteness of his home – ‘we are absolutely at [the] extreme end of the world’. It was typical of Darwin to justify his interest in quietude by giving a gloomy bulletin on his health, which had much reduced his ability to ‘… stand mental fatigue or rather excitement, so that I cannot dine out or receive visitors, except relations with whom I can pass some time after dinner in silence’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1986: p.353). Yet, at the same time he was also describing its convenience to an old neighbour from Upper Gower Street, London: ‘It is 16 miles from London Bridge and I hope to be in town pretty often’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1986: p.328). Down House occupied exactly the right orbit in relation to London – it was distant enough to discourage casual trips in either direction and so reduced the froth of social life. On the other hand his relatives, and colleagues he wanted to see, could get there if they were prepared to take the train from London Bridge.

As soon as the Darwins moved in, the builders started making the necessary adjustments for an uninterrupted working life by making the home more defended. For while the country around Down House would provide Darwin with all he would ever need in terms of fresh air and rural inspiration, the actual house was problematic. He was happy with his work room (‘Capital study 18 x 18’, he told his sister) but the way the village road ran so close to the house was unnerving. ‘I have determined to have a 6 feet 6 inch wall … the whole length’, he wrote. Otherwise people would be peeping in. Nor would that completely solve the problem, he thought. Where the road ran alongside the house, it would have to be dug out and lowered by a full two feet. It was a large job, but an important one: ‘The publicity of the place is at present intolerable’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1986: p.360).

To the contemporary visitor, Darwin’s home, now under the wing of English Heritage, is certainly evocative of his tussle between the benefits of quiet and those of communication. The centre of it all seems to be Darwin’s study, certainly a shrine of research: the place where one of the great works of science was produced. The neatness of the books and of the filing systems is suggestive of Darwin’s naval experience. The atmosphere is scholarly and ordered: you sense a long-drawn out project, a life work. There is an atmosphere of efficiency and productivity too: his chair is on wheels, to make it easy for him to move between his two work tables. The study faces the road rather than the garden, with nothing for Darwin to look out for other than the post, and possibly those disruptive passers by. 

Yet a sympathetic viewing of the house suggests that the study, though plainly important, was always at risk of disturbance and interruption. The staircase is just across the corridor and is equipped with a wooden slide for the children to slither down. There is a billiard room and in the drawing room a piano. The piano was for Emma, the billiard table for everyone. Leisure and enjoyment seem an important element in the Darwin amalgam. He once wrote to his son William: ‘We have bought a stunning book on billiards, costing 21s, and it has nearly 200 diagrams of various strokes and accounts of famous games. Altogether the table has been a splendid purchase; only I hope it will not make you lads a set of black-legs’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1991: p.263). 

The dining room, too, suggests an interest in companionship. There was a large family to feed (the Darwins had 8 surviving children), but valued guests too. His brother Ras and scientific colleagues – notably the botanist Joseph Hooker – were, especially in the early years, persistently invited down for talkative weekends. The house was big enough, and the welcome warm enough, for families to come along too. ‘I am in truth delighted at the thought of your coming here. Cannot Mrs Hooker come along too?’, he wrote to Hooker. And he was solicitous in removing obstacles for his visitors. ‘I will send you and Mrs Hooker back on Monday by carriage, so as to escape [the] horrid omnibus journey’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1991: p.96). Down House, then, is not best seen as simply a well-defended retreat. It was constructed by Darwin to afford him the quiet and routine he needed but it wasn’t isolationist or anti-social. His expressive aspects, his interest in his children and his friends, are evident everywhere. 

As Janet Browne puts it, with Darwin: ‘His life and his science were of a piece’ (Browne, 2002: p.10). Further, as Browne suggests, the reader who aims to understand Darwin will find themselves gaining traction at a bewildering variety of points and levels: his ‘life can be explored from the inside looking out …’ (Browne, 2002: p.13). Thus, while Darwin’s The Origin of Species (Darwin, 1859) seems the central text, importance too must be given to those vital accessories of his work: the snuff box in the corridor, the raised chair on casters for rowing about his study, and the potty in the corner that made his retching less disruptive. It is the ‘inside-out’ aspect of the Darwin project that makes him so instructive a figure to the partisans of slowness. Throughout Down House we can see the elements that link to set the pace of Darwin’s work: potty, snuff box, microscope, dinner table and out-of-doors cloak. 

Darwin’s knowledge, his study makes clear, is closely dependent on the stillness of microscopy, and of writing. But his knowledge, too, is ambulatory and marked by the pedestrian instinct. The point is made by his son Francis, who on writing an account of his father’s manner of working, gave great emphasis to Darwin’s midday walk and its unvarying quality. First came a call on the greenhouses, for ‘a casual examination’ of his germination experiments and the insectivorous and climbing plants. Then he went on to the Sandwalk: ‘In earlier times he took a certain number of turns everyday, and used to count them by means of a heap of flints, one of which he kicked out on the path each time he passed’ (Darwin, 1887: p.115). 

The Sandwalk, extant today, is an elliptical path, perhaps 400 metres long, that skirts a small copse at the far end of Darwin’s garden. Darwin had it laid out for precisely this purpose, complete with a small bench and pagoda for taking shelter or simply pausing. It is a place of contemplation. Even to reach it, one passes along a narrow path which runs between two grassland fields. One of these fields draws the gaze back towards the house, to the village of Downe and thus to habitation. The other field leads, it seems, only to an uninhabited expanse of Kent’s rolling, chalk formations, richly interspersed with woodland, and not a person in sight. Once in the Sandwalk, the path is hard and flinty and the light subdued. 

The actual copse, to which the path forms a perimeter, is mixed woodland. It is dominated by deciduous trees, but toned with small conifers, holly, hawthorn and scrub. It is a place where, however densely thoughtful Darwin might be, he might be surprised by a similarly quiet, but much smaller, animal. Darwin is reported to have been long-legged and able to move softly: according to his children, his physical quietude could be remarkable. On one occasion he stood so still for so long that some young squirrels ran up his leg. Yet it does not seem that on these walks he was simply lost in his thoughts, dead, as it were to the outer world. In seeking out birds nests ‘… he had a special genius’; and as the Sandwalk was also a favourite playground for the children it is significant that their incursion drew no irritation from Darwin, who ‘… liked to see what we were doing and was ever ready to sympathise in any fun that was going on.’ (Darwin, 1887: p.115).

A Good Time to Publish

In 1858 Charles Darwin wrote to Syms Covington, his assistant during the Beagle years. ‘I have been preparing a work for publication which I commenced 20 years ago … I have to discuss every branch of natural history … the work is beyond my strength and tries me sorely’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1991: p.95). This was not his first attempt to turn his thinking on natural selection into something that could be published. Fourteen years earlier, in 1844, he had prepared a draft essay explaining his ideas, and had put it aside, along with instructions about it being published in the event of his death. Even in 1858, as Darwin suggested to Covington, the project was not going well and publication seemed an ever-receding horizon. The sluggish pace was linked to Darwin’s concept of good work – to his sense of scientific virtue. The animating impulse to get writing had come from his long-time friend and guide Charles Lyell, who told him the time was right for publication, that interested others were working on similar ideas and that his priority might be at risk: ‘I wish you would publish some small fragment of your data … and so out with the theory and let it take date – and be cited – and understood’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1990: p.89). This was in 1856. Characteristically Darwin had straightaway been troubled by this idea of publishing quickly just to assert priority. He admitted he ‘certainly should be vexed if any one were to publish my doctrines before me’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1990: p.100); nevertheless, as he was to put it, ‘it yet strikes me as quite unphilosophical to publish results without the full details which have led to such results’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1990: p.109). Darwin, in other words, didn’t want to rush to publish; he wanted to do a good job that properly represented his years of work.

There can be no precision about when Darwin started those decades of reflection on evolution. Even during his time as a student in Edinburgh, when he came under the influence of the zoologist Robert Grant, he was discussing the possibility of evolution (or transmutation, as it was then known). The idea that species were not fixed was a family affair anyway. Darwin’s grandfather Erasmus (1731-1802), a poet much smitten with the possibilities afforded by technology and political progress, had given his own version of the evolutionary march in his 1794 book Zoonomia. The grandson’s own more systematic thinking got under way during his Beagle years. He had, in his poop cabin, Charles Lyell’s recently-published Principles of Geology, which argued that even the most dramatic structures we see around us – high mountains or deep valleys – are produced by ordinary action, such as rivers and earthquakes (Lyell, 1830). Liberal-minded about the possibility that species were not fixed, Darwin took these ideas and began to move them into biology.

During this long process, there were, however, some critical, accelerative moments. If there was a sudden moment when a mechanism of natural selection became imaginable, it was quite soon after the Beagle voyage: 

In October 1838, that is, fifteen months after I had begun my systematic inquiry, I happened to read for amusement Malthus on Population, and it at once struck me that favourable variations would tend to be preserved, and unfavourable ones to be destroyed … Here, then I had at last got a theory by which to work.’ (Neve and Messenger,1992: p.72)

But if for Darwin there were moments of acceleration, interruptions and pauses loom very large too. Illness was a very particular problem for Darwin and it frequently brought work to a halt. Yet, in our quest to segregate the various aspects and benefits of quietude, there are subtleties about Darwin’s frailty worth noticing. As Janet Browne has argued, the constancy of his complaints, so much a theme of his letters, invites the thought that in an important way his illness is part of his work. All Victorian intellectuals noted the impact of their particular maladies, but with Darwin the habit is very far advanced (Browne, 1998). Even on the first page of The Origin Darwin rather sombrely invites us to be aware of his fragility: ‘My work is now nearly finished; but as it will take me two or three more years to complete it, and as my health is far from strong, I have been urged to publish this abstract’ (Darwin, 1859, p.65). 

Whatever the cause of his troubles, the symptoms were often severe. Largely they were gastro-intestinal in nature but he also suffered at times from boils, eczema and migraine. While there has been speculation that an infection gained during the Beagle years may be to blame, the literature on the exact nature of Darwin’s problems emphasizes their highly psychological aspect (Bowlby, 1991). Darwin was clear that the rather dramatic physical collapses he suffered through his life were related to stress and an over-busy life. This became a theme early on in London, when he began to refuse invitations so as to secure his quiet evenings at home. When in March 1837 he was asked to become one of the two Secretaries of the Geological Society he declined, giving an impressive number of objections. These included an ignorance of English geology and an ignorance of all languages. He explained to Henslow – his most important teacher and advocate – that he didn’t know ‘how to pronounce even a single word of French, a language so perpetually quoted’. He worried that the responsibility, ‘so early in my scientific life, … though no doubt a great honour &c 	Comment by Webster, Stephen B: &c is the original.
for me, would be the more burdensome’. But primary among the issues, Darwin told Henslow, was the question of his health. He had been advised by his doctor to give up all writing for a while: ‘Of late, anything which flurries me knocks me up afterwards and brings on a bad palpitation of the heart’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1986: p.51). He was sure his symptoms were a sign of some fatal and hereditary flaw in his make-up and he was equally sure they made him poor company. In later life he decided against going to Henslow’s funeral because he was worried that, as he would have to stay the night, the sound of his retching would disturb the other guests. For Darwin, his ill health and his style of work over many years joined to make quietude a central desire. He liked to remind his friends of the fact. As he wrote to his fellow pigeon fancier W.B. Tegetmeier: ‘If you are inclined to come, I shall much enjoy seeing you, but my health has lately been so bad that I am physically incapable of talking for long’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1991: p.154).

Illness, then, is one of the sinews in Darwin’s anatomy of quietude. So too is his preparedness to prolong his studies by diverting his attention to new topics. This happened, most notably, with the barnacles, when Darwin set out on an eight year analysis of the taxonomy and anatomy of the entire class Cirrepedia. This drastic act, a paradigm example of the slow scholar’s willingness to explore further, was prompted by his confidante Joseph Hooker and came at a sensitive time. By 1844, his 200 page draft manuscript complete yet hidden away, Darwin identified Hooker as a likely acolyte and dropped some heavy hints. Hooker seemed open-minded: he was young and recently returned from a long expedition, and he duly became an important vector in Darwin’s long journey to publication. He could talk with pleasure to Darwin about transmutation and they corresponded with vigour. With Hooker, Darwin could explore all his doubts – and certainties – about his ideas and probe for information.

Hooker is responsible for one of the most important delays in the Darwinian saga. In their correspondence Hooker was contemptuous of scientists who merely speculated and were weak in their practical knowledge of animals and plants. Darwin, always open to the idea that there was more to know, wondered whether he himself was vulnerable to such criticisms. He had collected, identified and theorized – but was he thorough in his knowledge? Had he ever studied any group of organism in depth? In particular, how much did he know about variation within a species? Quite by chance Darwin was at this moment looking at an unusual barnacle from his Beagle years. He decided that this was the animal he would spend some time on. And so he set off down a detour that was previewed to last two years, and in fact ran to eight. It was a programme of work that would establish him as the world’s pre-eminent expert on the Cirripedia, while his most important insight as yet remained largely hidden.

Darwin’s long sojourn with the barnacles is an important episode in the history of the life sciences (Stott, 2003). It is richly interesting too in terms of scientific silence. In 1844, we have seen, Darwin did not feel able to publish. Leaving aside Hooker, scientists he admired were deeply sceptical about transmutation and inclined to doubt material explanations of speciation. These critics dismissed the French transmutationist zoologist Jean Baptiste Lamarck (1744-1829) and they were scathing of the popular science sensation of the decade, the anonymously published evolutionary text, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (Chambers, 1844). Whatever might be the religious sensibilities of these critics, they mounted their attacks on the grounds of scientific evidence, and this is what made Darwin nervous. At the same time Darwin’s reticence was being deepened by his observations of political turmoil in England. The village of Downe was a world away from civic unrest, but Darwin was a committed follower of political tides and anxious about his wealth, which relied on stocks and shares, and therefore on stability. He saw that radicals were using evolutionary ideas to naturalise the claim that ‘lower forms’ need not always stay that way. Darwin feared for his science should his ideas get mixed up with these political currents.

The barnacles gave him cover: here was time to further stabilise his understanding. His steady life, although challenged by collapses into ill health, alarms over children or his money, and by the deaths of his father and his siblings, remained intact. Emma made sure it had protected status. Through the barnacles, he could continue his project and ignore the work that would one day be necessary, a very large book synthesizing all his ideas and data into one long argument. Yet the diversion, if such it was (van Wyhe, 2007), turned out to be vital for Darwin’s final accounting of evolution. The barnacles became important because his complete knowledge of the class, and of the evolutionary trends within it, duly give him a profound understanding of the plenitude of variation within individual species. If we corral Darwin as a believer in the scientific potency of steady and unsung work – view him as a champion of quietude – then his barnacle project seems especially significant. Darwin didn’t feel his work was completely convincing and looked for a way to pause. Aided by friends, and with a strong sense of his own autonomy, he turned aside and looked at something he suspected, given time, might be important.

Finally, of course, the need to publish became unavoidable. The motivating impulse arrived (inevitably for so committed a letter writer) in the post bag and was far more frightening than a hint from Lyell or Hooker. It is one of the best-known stories in the history of science: the young collector Alfred Russel Wallace, travelling in the Malaysian Archipelago and prostrated by malaria, comes to his own understanding of an evolutionary theory essentially the same as that of Darwin. Thus conceived in stress rather than in quiet, the paper is sent to Darwin, with a request to forward it on to Lyell and thus to publication. 

The letter was a severe jolt. In spite of warnings from Lyell that others were thinking about evolution, Darwin had settled into his normal way of working, where thoroughness and regularity is everything, and where publication is simply something that happens at the end. Wallace’s letter, then, was a challenge to Darwin’s style. ‘I always thought it possible that I might be forestalled, but I fancied that I had grand enough soul not to care; but I found myself mistaken and punished’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1991: p.129). When his priority was indeed challenged, Darwin found that he minded.

During this crisis, Darwin’s anguish was much exacerbated by his youngest child Charles Waring contracting, and dying from, scarlet fever; another child, Etty, was ill with diphtheria. Darwin found he simply did not know what to do. He could not act and so sought to put the matter in the hands of his friends and colleagues, Charles Lyell and Joseph Hooker. ‘I would far rather burn my whole book than that he or any man should think that I had behaved in a paltry spirit … I am worn out with musing’, he told Lyell (Burkhardt and Smith, 1991: p.117).

If Darwin’s working method had been akin to a slow and steady river, with many pools and eddies, now it became a cataract. After a quickly-arranged meeting at the Linnaean Society, where Wallace’s letter of June 1858 was read alongside Darwin’s unpublished essay of 1844, Darwin’s priority was established. Having been knocked so hard on the head, he dropped his plans for ‘a big book’ and decided to write something quickly – an ‘abstract’, as he called it. In terms of quietude Darwin had been snapped from one state to another, from an apparently endless process of compilation to one where he had to write vigorously, briefly and with publication firmly in mind. 

Someone To Turn To

The saga of the Darwin-Wallace paper at the Linnean prompts questions about the probity of the arrangement developed by Hooker and Lyell. It is clear that Darwin was fortunate not only in the advice of friends, but also in the way the advice was swiftly followed by action. Wallace had no say in the matter. Eight thousand miles away he knew nothing of the plan. In effect any claim he had to priority was silenced by the swift work of Darwin’s people. For the purposes of my argument, however, the significance of the Hooker-Lyell campaign lies elsewhere. The point to consider is the level of trust that existed between all these men. Wallace trusted Darwin to send on his article to Lyell and he trusted Lyell to facilitate its publication if he judged it valuable. In turn Darwin, utterly incapacitated by the shock of Wallace’s letter, by the moral dilemma it presented, and by the illness of two of his children, could manage one action only – to place the matter in the hands of his friends. 

The story carries contemporary meaning, pointing out how professional communication depends on trust. The question arises: do the pressures of research life, described earlier in this chapter, impact adversely on this precious commodity? My descriptions of quietude may summon images of isolation and solitude, but we are reminded through the life of Darwin that collegiality is part of the constellation that governs scientific production. Darwin depended on routine and isolation in order to work, but throughout his career the dynamics of friendship and trust were vital too. When in 1844 he felt he wanted to tell Hooker about his ideas, and compared his confession to that of owning up to a murder, his sense of relief was huge. To put it another way, though Darwin was rich enough, and interested enough, to shape his work in a way that suited him, he still relied on others. His relations with Hooker and with Lyell were long-standing and steady: they could be depended upon. Thus, when Darwin was felled by the letter from Wallace there was no hiatus, no disturbing silence from Hooker and Lyell. They knew what to do.

We have seen how in Darwin quietude is accompanied by the social impulse. The Wallace affair points to a third element, namely trust, as an important aspect of the craft of science. If trust be considered the form of understanding that arises when social relations combine with a reflective sensibility, then we can see how Darwin’s delays link to his productivity. To put the point bluntly, slowness rather than haste may prove to be the more productive, because it more naturally allies with trust. The danger faced by contemporary science – by scientists – now seems obvious. For exaggerated competitiveness and hyper-productivity quickly reduces human communication and annihilates trust in the process. It must do, for this is a game of winners and losers. In those circumstances, the contemplative sensibility simply cannot thrive. 

Darwin was fortunate. He had someone to turn to. Though inclined to hide away, over many years he had drawn his colleagues into his way of thinking. At a time of crisis they were prepared to reassure and guide him. Understanding each other perfectly, a vertiginous change of pace was possible and a solution was found that quickly established Darwin’s priority. The speed they suddenly attained is worth emphasizing. Darwin told Lyell of the Wallace letter on 18th June 1858 and the Darwin-Wallace papers were read to a meeting of the Linnean Society on 1st July 1858. Two weeks later Darwin took his family to the Isle of Wight to recuperate, renting a villa in Shanklin just next to the sea. The family could relax and it was here that the new publication took shape in his mind. ‘It will be longer than expected … I am extremely glad I have begun in earnest on it’, he told Hooker (Burkhardt and Smith, 1991: p.141). Once again at peace, and with his children below on the beach, Darwin began to write.
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