
Predecessors to Darwin’s Origin of Species 

1. Great Chain of Being (Classical and Medieval)—Establishes a belief in an orderly, organized 

creation that is hierarchical and graduated in design 

2. Progress (Enlightenment)—Holds to a gradually improving state for humanity. History has a 

direction and a measure of development change. 

3. Leibniz, Herder (18th century)—Spiritual developmentalism 

4. Diderot, d’Holbach, Buffon (18th century)— ideal of spontaneous generation of new species 

Early 19th Century 

1. James Hutton (1795)—Steady-state Vulcanism; older age for Earth 

2. Erasmus Darwin, Zoonomia (1796); Temple of Nature (1802)—proto-evolutionary ideas of 

common animal ancestry 

3. Thomas Malthus, Essay on Population (1798)—“The power of population is indefinitely greater 

than the power in the earth to produce subsistence for man. Population, when unchecked, 

increases in a geometrical ratio. Subsistence increases only in an arithmetical ratio.” 

4. William Smith (ca. 1800)—Analysis of geological strata 

5. William Paley, Natural Theology (1802)—Classic design arguments—the watchmaker thesis; the 

young Darwin will read with interest, only to later reject. 

6. Jean-Baptiste Lamarck, Zoological Philosophy (1809)—the transmutation of species through 

acquired characteristics. 

7. Georges Cuvier, The Animal Kingdom (1817)—Animal classification; extinction; geological 

catastrophism  

8. Étienne Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, Anatomical Philosophy (1818, 1822)—Lamarckian transmutation; 

“the unity of composition.” Comparative anatomy. 

Mid 19th Century 

1. William Buckland and Richard Owen (1820s and 30s)—Descriptions of dinosaurs and 

dinosaur fossils. 

2. Charles Lyell, Principles of Geology (1830-1833)—Principle of uniformitarianism; strong 

stress on verae causae (“real cause”) evidentialism. 

3. Darwin on the Beagle (1831-1836); 1842—first draft of his theory 

4. Robert Chambers, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (1844)—Anonymous popular 

work on evolutionary origins of solar system, animal species. Chambers posited a linear 

evolution. 

5. Darwin, Big Species Book (1854-1858)—compiling unpublished research notes 

6. Alfred Wallace (Feb 1858)—comes forth with his essay proposing nearly the same as 

Darwin. 

 



 



 


