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An In-Depth Analysis of the 1858 Darwin-Wallace Papers and the Genesis of the 
Theory of Natural Selection 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

Chapter 1: Briefing Document: Deconstructing the Myth of Co-Discovery 

1.0 Executive Summary 

The conventional narrative of Charles Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace as equal and 
simultaneous co-discoverers of natural selection is a cornerstone in the history of science, yet 
the historical and textual evidence compels a significant re-evaluation of this long-held account. 
A detailed examination of the papers jointly presented to the Linnean Society in 1858 reveals 
profound differences in the scope and completeness of their respective theories. The evidence 
demonstrates that Darwin alone presented a comprehensive nomological framework for 
evolution, encompassing not only the core causal components of selection but also the crucial 
"Principle of Divergence" needed to explain the branching pattern of life. This re-evaluation is 
further complicated by surrounding controversies regarding the precise timeline of events and 
the "delicate arrangement" orchestrated by Darwin's colleagues—Sir Charles Lyell and Joseph 
Hooker—which ultimately shaped the theory's public debut and cemented a historical myth 
that obscures the true nature of each man's contribution. 

1.1 The "Darwin-Wallace Myth" of 1858 

While the joint presentation of Charles Darwin's and Alfred Russel Wallace's work in 1858 is 
undeniably a pivotal moment in the history of science, its common interpretation as a 
straightforward co-discovery is considered a "scientific myth" by some modern scholars. This 
perspective argues that the story of two naturalists independently arriving at the exact same 
complete theory is an oversimplification that has persisted for over a century. A critical re-
examination of this event is of strategic importance, not to diminish Wallace's contributions, 
but to accurately assign credit and understand the precise theoretical components that each 
naturalist brought to the table at this crucial juncture. 

According to a detailed 2009 analysis by scholar Walter Bock, the claim of co-discovery is a 
"scientific myth" that obscures the reality of the 1858 papers. Bock's central argument is that 
Charles Darwin alone must be credited with the development of the "new paradigm of 
biological evolution" because he was the only one to present a complete, coherent theory. The 
origins of this long-standing myth, as described by Bock, are rooted in a series of 
misinterpretations and biases that began with Darwin himself. 

 Darwin's Misinterpretation: Upon receiving Wallace's manuscript, Darwin appears 
to have misread its intent. Panicked by the prospect of being preempted after more 
than two decades of work, he concluded that Wallace had developed the exact same 
detailed theory. Bock suggests Darwin became "paranoid" and read far more into 
Wallace's manuscript than was actually there. 
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 Bias of Colleagues: In his distressed state, Darwin conveyed his panicked (and 
incorrect) assessment to his closest friends and colleagues, the eminent geologist Sir 
Charles Lyell and the botanist Joseph Hooker. This biased their understanding of 
Wallace's manuscript before they had even analyzed it in detail. 

 Public Perception: Lyell and Hooker, seeking to protect their friend's priority while 
treating Wallace honorably, arranged the joint publication. However, their introductory 
letter to the Linnean Society further biased readers, framing the two contributions as 
identical theories on "the Laws which affect the Production of Varieties, Races, and 
Species," thereby cementing the myth of co-discovery in the public and scientific mind 
from the very beginning. 

1.2 A Comparative Analysis of the 1858 Theories 

To move beyond the myth of co-discovery, it is critically important to perform a direct 
comparative analysis of the theoretical components presented in the 1858 papers. A complete 
theory of phyletic evolution (or anagenesis) by natural selection relies on a specific set of 
factors, causes, and conditions. This section will dissect that framework and evaluate how 
Darwin's and Wallace's respective contributions measure up, revealing a significant disparity 
in theoretical completeness. 

1.2.1 Darwin’s Complete Nomological Theory 

Based on Walter Bock's analysis of the biological knowledge available in 1858, a complete 
nomological theory of phyletic evolution requires the inclusion of four necessary components. 

1. The existence of inherited, genetically-based phenotypic individual variation within a 
population. 

2. The interaction of these varying individuals with selective agents in the external 
environment, leading to differential survival. 

3. Reproduction by the individuals that survive this process. 

4. The inheritance of the selected, advantageous traits by the offspring of the survivors. 

Bock's careful examination of Darwin's 1858 submission—comprising an extract from his 1844 
essay and a letter to Asa Gray from 1857—confirms that he explicitly included all four of these 
points. Crucially, the 1857 letter to Asa Gray also contained Darwin's "Principle of 
Divergence," which provided a mechanism for explaining the hierarchical clustering of life and 
the branching pattern of evolution into species, genera, and families—a key component of a 
truly comprehensive evolutionary paradigm. Darwin's writings thus articulated a full causal 
chain, from heritable variation to its preservation and diversification across generations. His 
clear grasp of these interlocking components is evident in his 1857 letter, where he states: 

"Let this work of selection on the one hand, and death on the other, go on for a thousand 
generations, who will pretend to affirm that it would produce no effect..." 
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1.2.2 The Incompleteness of Wallace’s Thesis 

When Wallace's 1858 paper is analyzed through the same framework, its theoretical structure 
appears incomplete. According to Bock's assessment, Wallace's essay is missing two of the four 
crucial components for phyletic evolution: 

 It lacks a discussion of individual variation within a population (point 'a'). 

 It omits the critical concept of the inheritance of that variation by offspring (point 
'd'). 

While Wallace frequently uses the term "varieties," Bock and other scholars argue that he was 
referring to distinct breeds or races of organisms, not the slight, heritable differences between 
individuals within a single population that are the raw material for natural selection. 
Furthermore, in addition to these omissions, Wallace's essay lacked any mechanism analogous 
to Darwin's Principle of Divergence to explain how and why species split and form taxonomic 
groups. Wallace did clearly articulate the concepts of over-reproduction and the pressures 
exerted by the external environment (selective agents), which cause a "struggle for existence." 
However, by failing to connect these pressures to pre-existing, heritable individual variation 
and by not providing a mechanism for diversification, he did not present a complete 
nomological theory for how species change and branch over time. 

1.2.3 Wallace’s True Focus: The Reversion of Domestic Varieties 

The title of Wallace's paper, "On the Tendency of Varieties to depart indefinitely from the 
Original Type," provides a clear indication of its actual central theme. Bock argues that 
Wallace's primary goal was not to propose a general theory of evolution, but to address a 
specific debate about the nature of variation. 

His core argument was that changes observed in domesticated animals are not true, permanent 
evolutionary changes. He reasoned that if domestic varieties (like pigeons or dogs) become feral 
and return to the wild, they invariably revert to their original ancestral form. For Wallace, this 
tendency to revert proved that domestic varieties were temporary and fundamentally different 
from the progressive, non-reverting changes that occurred in nature. 

This stands in stark contrast to Darwin's view. In the opening chapter of On the Origin of 
Species, Darwin masterfully used the example of artificial selection in pigeon breeding as a 
direct and powerful analogue for natural selection. He correctly identified that the underlying 
process was the same—the selection and accumulation of heritable variations—whether the 
selective agent was a human fancier or the external environment. 

1.3 The "Delicate Arrangement" and the Rush to Publication 

The arrival of Alfred Russel Wallace's manuscript at Darwin's home in Down, Kent, in the 
early summer of 1858 created a profound personal and scientific crisis. Darwin, who had been 
meticulously developing his theory for two decades and was deep into writing his "big book" 
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on the subject, was suddenly faced with the prospect of losing priority for his life's work. The 
crisis was ultimately resolved not by Darwin or Wallace directly, but through the swift and 
decisive intervention of Darwin's closest colleagues, who orchestrated a joint announcement to 
secure a place in history for both men. 

The catalyst was Darwin's reception of Wallace's letter and his enclosed essay in June 1858. 
The striking similarity of Wallace's argument to his own threw Darwin into despair. He 
expressed his shock in a now-famous letter to his friend and mentor, Sir Charles Lyell: 

"I never saw a more striking coincidence: if Wallace had my MS sketch written out in 1843, 
he could not have made a better short abstract! Even his terms now stand as heads of my 
chapters." 

Faced with this dilemma, Lyell and Joseph Hooker devised what has been called a "delicate 
arrangement." Their solution was to present Wallace's work alongside excerpts of Darwin's 
unpublished writings at the next meeting of the Linnean Society of London. This would ensure 
Wallace's work was promptly shared with the scientific community while simultaneously 
establishing Darwin's long-standing priority on the subject. On July 1, 1858, they presented 
three documents to the society: 

1. Extracts from Darwin's unpublished manuscript essay, which he had copied in 1844. 

2. An abstract of Darwin's letter to the American botanist Professor Asa Gray, dated 
September 5, 1857, which outlined his theory and included his "Principle of 
Divergence." 

3. Alfred Russel Wallace's complete essay, "On the Tendency of Varieties to depart 
indefinitely from the Original Type." 

1.4 The Timeline Controversy 

The precise timing of when Darwin received Wallace's manuscript is a subject of intense 
historical debate. This is not a mere academic quibble; the controversy carries significant 
implications for Darwin's character, fueling accusations that he may have held onto the paper 
for weeks, using the time to his advantage before announcing its arrival. 

The traditionally accepted date, based on Darwin's letter to Lyell, is June 18, 1858. However, 
differing interpretations of 19th-century mail-steamer schedules and Wallace's own 
recollections have led to several competing theories. 

 The Early Arrival Theory (Davies): Proponents like Roy Davies argue that 
Wallace mailed his essay from Ternate on March 9, 1858. They point to another letter 
Wallace sent to his friend Frederick Bates, which left on the same mail boat and is 
known to have arrived in England on June 3. This implies Darwin could have received 
his package in early June and held onto it for approximately two weeks before 
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contacting Lyell, a period during which he could have reviewed its contents and refined 
his own arguments. 

 The Later Mailing Theory (van Wyhe): In contrast, scholars like John van Wyhe 
argue that Wallace mailed the materials on the next steamer, which departed on April 
5, 1858. This later mailing date would align with a mid-June arrival at Down House, 
supporting Darwin's claim of receiving it on June 18 and vindicating him of any 
wrongdoing or delay. 

 An Alternative Interpretation (Smith): Historian Charles H. Smith offers a more 
nuanced analysis. He concludes that Wallace's letter was likely not a direct reply to 
Darwin's December 1857 letter and was probably mailed on March 9, as Davies 
suggests. However, Smith argues that its arrival date remains uncertain. He posits that 
potential postal delays could still account for a mid-June arrival, making Darwin's June 
18 claim plausible even with the earlier mailing date. This interpretation leaves 
Darwin's role uncertain but leans away from accusations of deliberate deception. 

1.5 The Aftermath: A Quiet Debut and a World-Changing Book 

The immediate reaction to the groundbreaking ideas presented at the Linnean Society on July 
1, 1858, was in stark contrast to the scientific and social revolution that would soon follow. 
The papers were met not with explosive debate, but with a quiet indifference. 

This underwhelming reception was famously captured by the President of the Linnean Society, 
Thomas Bell, in his annual report the following May. Reviewing the scientific progress of the 
previous year, he wrote: 

"The year which has passed… has not, indeed, been marked by any of those striking discoveries 
which at once revolutionise, so to speak, the department of science on which they bear." 

The true impact of the theory of natural selection was not felt until 15 months later. On 
November 24, 1859, Darwin published a condensed version of his "big book" under the title On 
the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection. The book was an immediate sensation, 
selling out its entire print run on the first day and igniting the intense public and scientific 
debate that the 1858 papers had failed to provoke. 

Despite the high stakes of priority and later disagreements on specific points of evolutionary 
theory (such as sexual selection and human evolution), the relationship between Darwin and 
Wallace remained remarkably collegial. Wallace, who was still in the Malay Archipelago at the 
time of the Linnean meeting, consistently expressed his admiration for Darwin's more 
comprehensive work. He never voiced any resentment or feeling of being unfairly treated in 
what history has recorded as the "delicate arrangement." 

This re-examination of the 1858 events—highlighting the significant theoretical disparities 
between Darwin's complete paradigm and Wallace's partial mechanism, the unresolved 
timeline controversy, and the muted initial reception—collectively dismantles the traditional 
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myth of co-discovery. The evidence suggests a far more complex genesis for the theory of 
evolution, one in which Darwin stands alone as the architect of the complete framework that 
would revolutionize biology. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

Chapter 2: Study Guide 

This study guide is designed to reinforce comprehension of the complex historical and 
theoretical details that compel a re-evaluation of the 1858 Darwin-Wallace papers. The history 
of science is often a story of nuanced arguments and critical analysis of primary evidence, and 
this chapter provides tools to explore the evidence that dismantles the co-discoverer myth. It 
includes short-answer questions to review key facts, essay questions to encourage deeper 
analytical thought, and a glossary of essential terms to clarify the specific language used in the 
debate. 

2.1 Comprehension Quiz 

Answer the following questions in 2-3 sentences, grounding your responses in the material 
presented in the preceding analysis. 

1. According to Walter Bock, what is the "Darwin-Wallace myth"? 

2. What were the two crucial components of a complete theory of evolution that Bock 
argues were absent from Wallace's 1858 essay? 

3. What was the actual central theme of Wallace's "Ternate Essay," according to its title 
and Bock's analysis? 

4. Who were the two colleagues of Darwin who arranged the joint presentation at the 
Linnean Society? 

5. What three documents were presented at the Linnean Society meeting on July 1, 1858? 

6. What is the core of the controversy regarding the date Darwin received Wallace's 
manuscript? 

7. How did the President of the Linnean Society, Thomas Bell, famously summarize the 
scientific progress of the year 1858? 

8. What was Darwin's "Principle of Divergence" intended to explain? 

9. In his 1905 autobiography, what reason did Wallace give for asking Darwin to show the 
essay to Sir Charles Lyell? 

10. How did Darwin and Wallace's views on sexual selection and human evolution differ 
later in their careers? 

2.2 Answer Key 
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1. According to Walter Bock, the "Darwin-Wallace myth" is the widely held belief that 
both men should be credited as equal co-discoverers of the theory of evolution by 
natural selection. Bock argues this is a myth because a careful reading of their 1858 
papers shows that only Darwin presented a complete nomological theory. 

2. Bock argues that Wallace's 1858 essay was missing the concepts of inherited 
individual variation within a population and the inheritance of selected traits 
by offspring. Wallace discussed selective pressures and over-reproduction, but not the 
heritable raw material upon which selection acts. 

3. The central theme of Wallace's essay was that varieties produced under domestication 
are not true evolutionary changes because they tend to revert to the original wild type 
if left to themselves. His paper, titled "On the Tendency of Varieties to depart 
indefinitely from the Original Type," was focused on contrasting the impermanence of 
domestic varieties with the progressive changes in nature. 

4. Darwin's colleagues Sir Charles Lyell (a geologist) and Joseph Hooker (a botanist) 
orchestrated the "delicate arrangement" of the joint presentation at the Linnean 
Society. 

5. The three documents presented were: 1) Extracts from Darwin's unpublished 1844 
manuscript; 2) An abstract of Darwin's 1857 letter to Professor Asa Gray; and 3) 
Wallace's complete essay. 

6. The core of the controversy is whether Darwin received Wallace's manuscript on June 
18, 1858, as he claimed, or in early June. An earlier arrival would imply he held onto 
the paper for two weeks, raising questions of whether he used that time to his 
advantage. 

7. In his May 1859 annual report, President Thomas Bell famously stated that the year 
1858 had "not, indeed, been marked by any of those striking discoveries which at once 
revolutionise, so to speak, the department of science on which they bear," showing the 
paper's negligible initial impact. 

8. Darwin's "Principle of Divergence" was intended to explain why organisms cluster into 
hierarchical groups (varieties, species, genera, etc.). It explained how descendants from 
a common stock tend to diverge in character as they become modified, filling different 
"places in the economy of nature." 

9. In his 1905 autobiography, Wallace stated he asked Darwin to show the essay to Lyell 
because Lyell "had thought so highly of my former paper" (the 1855 "Sarawak Law" 
paper). However, historian Charles H. Smith argues this was a literary device written 
decades later and not necessarily Wallace's motive in 1858. 



The 1858 Darwin-Wallace Papers                          Power Broadcasts 

8/18 

10. Later in their careers, Darwin and Wallace diverged significantly in their views. Wallace 
rejected sexual selection as a major force and, unlike Darwin, turned to spiritualism to 
explain the evolution of the human mind and higher cognitive functions. 

2.3 Essay Questions 

These questions are designed for further study and reflection. Answers are not provided. 

1. Evaluate Walter Bock's argument that Alfred Russel Wallace cannot be considered a 
co-discoverer of the theory of evolution by natural selection. To what extent do the 
provided sources support or challenge his thesis? 

2. Analyze the role of Charles Lyell and Joseph Hooker in the "delicate arrangement" of 
1858. Discuss the ethical implications of their actions and the long-term impact on the 
historical narrative of the discovery. 

3. Compare and contrast the theoretical frameworks presented by Darwin and Wallace in 
their 1858 papers. Focus on the concepts of individual variation, inheritance, "selective 
agents," and the "Principle of Divergence." 

4. Discuss the significance of the timeline controversy surrounding Wallace's letter. 
Explain the different historical reconstructions and what is at stake for Darwin's 
scientific reputation in each scenario. 

5. Using the provided texts, explain why the 1858 joint paper had a negligible immediate 
impact, whereas Darwin's On the Origin of Species (1859) triggered a scientific 
revolution. 

2.4 Glossary of Key Terms 

 Anagenesis (Phyletic Evolution): Evolutionary change within a single lineage over 
time. Walter Bock uses this term to define the scope of a complete evolutionary theory 
he believes Darwin presented, but Wallace did not. 

 Immunocompetence Handicap Hypothesis: A theory proposing that secondary 
sexual characteristics are honest indicators of an individual's condition because their 
development is mediated by hormones (like testosterone) that are believed to negatively 
impact the immune system. Only individuals with superior immune function can 
"afford" the cost of developing these traits. 

 Lande-Kirkpatrick (LK) Null Model: An indirect model of intersexual selection 
where a genetic correlation between a male trait and a female preference for it can co-
evolve and become exaggerated through stochastic processes like genetic drift, without 
any influence from natural selection on the preference itself. It is presented as a null 
model against which "good genes" or other adaptationist explanations should be tested. 
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 Natural Selection (as a Cause): In one of its two meanings identified by Walter 
Bock, this refers to the action of the external environment on the phenotypes of 
organisms, favoring some individuals over others. This is synonymous with the action 
of "selective agents." 

 Natural Selection (as a Result/Outcome): The second, more precise definition 
used by Darwin, which Bock identifies as a "nomological-deductive outcome." It 
describes the entire process: profitable variations arise, are preserved in the struggle for 
life, and are inherited by offspring, leading to evolutionary change. 

 Nomological Theory: A theory based on general scientific laws or principles. Bock 
argues that Darwin presented a complete nomological theory of evolution, meaning he 
laid out the full set of necessary causes and conditions for it to operate. 

 Principle of Divergence: Darwin's principle to explain the tendency of organisms 
descended from a common stock to diverge in character as they become modified. It 
was intended to explain why life clusters into hierarchical taxonomic groups (species, 
genera, families, etc.) by adapting to different "places in the economy of nature." 

 Sarawak Law: The title of Wallace's 1855 paper, "On the Law Which Has Regulated 
the Introduction of New Species." It was his first major step toward an evolutionary 
theory and caught the attention of Sir Charles Lyell. 

 Selective Agent: Any factor in an organism's external environment that places 
demands on it, affecting its ability to survive or reproduce. This is the direct cause of 
selection. 

 Ternate Essay: The common name for Wallace's 1858 manuscript, "On the Tendency 
of Varieties to depart indefinitely from the Original Type." He wrote it in February 
1858 while on the island of Ternate in the Malay Archipelago. 

 Zahavian Handicap: The hypothesis that extravagant traits (like a peacock's tail) 
are honest signals of an organism's genetic quality because they are costly to produce 
and reduce survivability. Only the fittest individuals can afford to bear such a handicap. 

The following chapter will address some of the most frequently asked questions that arise from 
this pivotal moment in scientific history. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

Chapter 3: Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) 

This section addresses ten of the most common and critical questions that arise from the 
historical re-evaluation of the Darwin-Wallace theory. The complexity of the events of 1858, 
combined with over 160 years of retelling, has generated many points of confusion and debate. 
The answers provided here are synthesized directly from the evidence presented in the source 
documents to offer clear and accurate resolutions to these complex issues. 
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1. Were Darwin's and Wallace's 1858 theories of evolution identical? 

No. According to scholarly analysis, their theories were significantly different in their 
completeness. Darwin's submission included all four necessary components of a nomological 
theory of phyletic evolution: heritable individual variation, differential survival, reproduction, 
and inheritance. Crucially, his submission also included the "Principle of Divergence," which 
explained the branching pattern of evolution and the formation of species and genera. In 
contrast, analysis by Walter Bock argues that Wallace's essay omitted the crucial elements of 
heritable individual variation and its inheritance, and it lacked any mechanism to explain the 
diversification of life. 

2. Did Darwin steal ideas from Wallace's essay? 

This is the central point of the timeline controversy. Those who argue for an early June arrival 
of Wallace's letter (like Roy Davies) suggest Darwin had a two-week window to "borrow" or 
"lift" ideas and incorporate them into his own work before contacting Lyell. However, other 
scholars like Charles H. Smith find it improbable that Darwin would have taken such a risk, 
given he could not have known whether Wallace had made a copy of his manuscript, which 
could later be used to settle issues of priority. Ultimately, there is no definitive proof of 
intellectual theft, only circumstantial arguments based on contested mail schedules. 

3. Why is it called the "Ternate Essay"? 

It is called the "Ternate Essay" because Alfred Russel Wallace wrote it in February 1858 while 
suffering from a bout of fever on the island of Ternate, which is part of the Moluccas (or Spice 
Islands) in the Malay Archipelago (modern-day Indonesia). He mailed the essay to Darwin 
from Ternate. 

4. Why didn't Wallace send his essay directly to a publisher? 

Wallace sent the essay to Darwin with the expressed wish that, if Darwin thought it 
"sufficiently novel and interesting," he should forward it to the eminent geologist Sir Charles 
Lyell. Wallace, working in a remote part of the world, was seeking feedback from and aiming 
to engage with one of the most respected scientific figures of the day. Using Darwin, with 
whom he had corresponded previously, as an intermediary was a way to bring his ideas to 
Lyell's attention. 

5. How did Wallace react to the joint publication that secured Darwin's priority? 

Wallace's reaction was overwhelmingly positive and collegial. In his subsequent correspondence 
and autobiography, he never expressed any feeling of being wronged or unfairly treated by the 
"delicate arrangement." It was to his advantage to be regarded as a co-discoverer alongside the 
more established Darwin. He and Darwin maintained a friendly and respectful relationship for 
the rest of their lives, and Wallace consistently championed the term "Darwinism" for the 
theory. 
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6. If the theory was so revolutionary, why was it ignored in 1858? 

The immediate reception was muted for several reasons. The papers were read at the end of a 
meeting, and the presentations themselves—extracts from unpublished works and a private 
letter—were likely difficult to follow. Walter Bock suggests Darwin's contribution was "written 
in a great hurry and major points were made somewhat obscurely." It was only with the 
publication of Darwin's On the Origin of Species in 1859, which provided a full-length, 
meticulously argued case with extensive supporting evidence, that the scientific community 
and the public took serious notice. 

7. What was the main difference between how Darwin and Wallace viewed 
"varieties"? 

According to Walter Bock's analysis, this was a critical distinction. Darwin understood 
"variation" as the slight, heritable differences between individuals within a population, which 
served as the raw material for natural selection. Wallace, in his 1858 essay, used the term 
"varieties" to mean something more like distinct races or breeds (e.g., different breeds of dogs). 
His central argument was that these domestic varieties were unstable and tended to revert to 
an ancestral type, unlike the permanent, progressive changes he saw in nature. 

8. What was Darwin's "big book" and what happened to it? 

Beginning in 1856, Darwin was working on a massive, multi-volume work intended to be titled 
Natural Selection. This "big book" was meant to be his definitive, exhaustive presentation of 
his theory. The arrival of Wallace's letter in 1858 forced him to rush a shorter "abstract" into 
print, which became On the Origin of Species. He never completed the "big book" as originally 
planned, although he later published parts of its manuscript material in other works, such as 
The Variation of Animals and Plants under Domestication (1868). 

9. Did Wallace agree with Darwin on everything after 1858? 

No, they had significant disagreements later in their careers. The two most prominent were 
over sexual selection and human evolution. Darwin saw female choice for aesthetic traits as a 
major evolutionary force, a view Wallace came to reject in favor of a utilitarian explanation 
where traits signaled vigor. Most famously, Wallace diverged from Darwin on human origins, 
arguing that the human mind, consciousness, and aesthetic senses could not be explained by 
natural selection and must be attributed to a spiritual power, a position Darwin strongly 
opposed in The Descent of Man. 

10. What is the most likely timeline of Wallace's letter arriving to Darwin? 

There is no scholarly consensus, and the question is likely unresolvable without new evidence. 
There are three main positions: 1) It was mailed in March and arrived in early June (Davies), 
implying a two-week delay by Darwin. 2) It was mailed in April and arrived on June 18 (van 
Wyhe), absolving Darwin. 3) It was mailed in March, but postal delays meant it could have 
plausibly arrived on June 18 (Smith), leaving the matter ambiguous. 
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The following chapter provides a chronological overview of these and other key events. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

Chapter 4: Timeline of Key Events 

To fully grasp the sequence of events, this chapter provides a detailed chronological timeline. 
This chronology reveals the precise intellectual developments, communications, publications, 
and external pressures that culminated in the "delicate arrangement" of 1858 and the 
subsequent formation of the co-discovery myth that this analysis seeks to deconstruct. 

 1842 & 1844: Charles Darwin writes his first unpublished manuscript sketches 
outlining his theory of evolution by natural selection. The 1844 essay is shared with 
botanist Joseph Hooker. 

 1855: Alfred Russel Wallace publishes "On the Law Which Has Regulated the 
Introduction of New Species" in the Annals and Magazine of Natural History. This 
paper, known as the "Sarawak Law," argues that new species arise in geographic and 
geologic proximity to pre-existing, closely allied species, catching the attention of Sir 
Charles Lyell. 

 May 1856: At the urging of Lyell, Darwin begins writing his "big book" on species, 
intended to be a comprehensive treatise titled Natural Selection. 

 September 5, 1857: Darwin sends a letter to American botanist Asa Gray in Boston. 
The letter contains a concise abstract of his theory, including his "principle of 
divergence," which explains how species branch and form hierarchical groups. 

 December 1857: Wallace's paper "On the natural history of the Aru Islands" is 
published, presenting a challenge to Lyellian biogeographical principles. 

 February 1858: While suffering from a malarial fever on the island of Ternate in the 
Malay Archipelago, Wallace independently conceives of the theory of evolution by 
natural selection and writes his essay on the topic. 

 March 2, 1858: Wallace sends a letter to Frederick Bates from Ternate. This letter 
will later serve as a key piece of evidence in the timeline controversy. 

 March 9, 1858: The mail steamer departs from Ternate. This is the likely mailing 
date of Wallace's essay to Darwin, according to scholars like Roy Davies and Charles 
H. Smith. 

 April 5, 1858: The next mail steamer departs Ternate. This is the alternative mailing 
date proposed by scholar John van Wyhe. 

 June 3, 1858: Wallace's letter to Frederick Bates arrives in England, establishing a 
baseline for how long mail from Ternate took to arrive. 
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 June 18, 1858: Darwin claims to have received Wallace's essay "today." He 
immediately writes a distressed letter to Charles Lyell, stating he has been "forestalled." 

 June 28, 1858: Darwin's infant son, Charles Waring Darwin, dies of scarlet fever, 
adding personal tragedy to his professional crisis. 

 June 30, 1858: Lyell and Hooker send the joint Darwin-Wallace papers to J. J. 
Bennett, the Secretary of the Linnean Society. 

 July 1, 1858: The joint papers are read at a meeting of the Linnean Society of London. 
Due to his family's tragedy, Darwin is not in attendance. 

 August 20, 1858: The joint paper, titled "On the Tendency of Species to form 
Varieties; and on the Perpetuation of Varieties and Species by Natural Means of 
Selection," is published in the Journal of the Proceedings of the Linnean Society, 
Zoology. 

 May 1859: Linnean Society President Thomas Bell gives his annual address, famously 
stating that the year 1858 had not been marked by any "striking discoveries." 

 November 24, 1859: Darwin's book, On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural 
Selection, is published. The first edition sells out on the same day. 

The following chapter provides a list of the scholarly sources that inform this historical account. 
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